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ABSTRACT 

 

Camp scholarship remains vague. While academics don’t shy away from writing 

about this form, most exemplify it more than define it. Some even refuse to define it 

altogether, arguing that any such attempt causes more problems than it solves. So, I ask 

the question, can we define camp via its structure, theme and character types? After all, 

we can do so for most other genres, such as the slasher film, the situation comedy or even 

the country song; therefore, if camp relies upon identifiable character types and 

proliferates the same theme repeatedly, then, it exists as a narrative system. In exploring 

this, I find that, as a narrative system, though, camp doesn’t add to the dominant 

discursive system. Rather, it exists in opposition to it, for camp disseminates the theme 

that those outside of heteronormativity and acceptability triumph not in spite of but 

because of what makes them “different,” “othered” or “marginalized.” 

Camp takes many forms. So, to demonstrate its reliance upon a certain structure, 

stock character types and a specific theme, I look at the overlaps between seemingly 

disperate examples of this phenomenon. These include a documentary film (Grey 

Gardens), a one-woman show (Elaine Stritch: At Liberty), a pop concert (Cher: The 

Farewell Tour), a diva (Vanessa Williams), a horror film (Carrie), a biopic (Ed Wood), 

an episodic television procedural (Charlie’s Angels), and a serialized television dramedy 

(Desperate Housewives). Then, I take what I find in those chapters and apply it to a non-

canonical camp text when I look at theatrical and novelistic depictions of a sport: 

baseball. This reading suggests that baseball can actually serve as a form of camp. 
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Throughout, by employing structural analysis, queer theory and postmodernism, I 

uncover camp’s mythological potential. 

In addition to demonstrating something which no critic has done previously, 

namely, that we can, indeed, identify camp via structure, character and – particularly – 

theme, this investigation results in several other discoveries. For instance, it reveals that 

most academics incorrectly label or dismiss camp as a “gay-only” discipline. As becomes 

evident here, its theme has built into it widespread appeal, as opposed to appeal solely the 

domain of gay males. Also, it demonstrates camp’s continued relevance and vitality. 

Some scholarship in the last two decades or so has proclaimed camp dead, dying or 

insignificant. By showing our continued need for this form, by using up-to-the-minute 

examples and by illustrating that critics often wholly misunderstand and misidentify this 

phenomenon, this dissertation challenges those assertions head-on. 

History demonstrates a longstanding tradition of and a continued need for people 

to camp. Yet, the scholarship surrounding this form limits, dismisses or misidentifies it, 

its audience, its relevance, its appeal, its history, its power, and so forth. By asking if we 

can identify a timeless and necessary theme, one illustrated via character and structure, 

and in finding that we can, I hope to lay these problems and misconceptions to rest once 

and for all. In the end, camp exists. And, it exists as a narrative system – as a genre, if 

you will. Sometimes, genres exist cyclically, lying dormant for a period, only to 

reemerge, refreshed and once-again popular, at a later time. (We’ve seen this in cinematic 

westerns or Broadway musicals, for example.) So, genres seemingly never die. This 

addition to scholarship on camp, then, demonstrates that the myth-producing system 

investigated here has an identity, a purpose, a history, a relevance, a widespread 
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audience, a great deal of both power and potential, and a likelihood that it will always 

exist, And, since, as I find, camp again and again offers the theme that others regularly 

find success due to their alterity (as opposed to in spite of it), these findings make sense, 

for the form serves its own function.
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Albert Brooks’ character tells Holly Hunter’s, 
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CHAPTER 1  

      INTRODUCTION: SETTING UP SETTING UP CAMP 

Any work on camp bears the primary responsibility of defining this phenomenon. 

Remember that pronouncement by a Supreme Court Justice about knowing pornography 

when he sees it? He probably could‟ve said the same about camp. After all, explaining it 

has proven as elusive as the Loch Ness Monster. In large part, my dissertation seeks to 

make this task if not easier then more manageable. Most of us who discuss camp – 

whether in scholarly essays or private conversations – find that we tend to exemplify it 

more than to define it. This approach may help the uninitiated to gain some better 

perspective into camp, but an example does not make for an explanation. 

 Academic discourse on camp remains incipient. After all, Susan Sontag‟s seminal 

introductory essay, “Notes on „Camp,‟” first appeared in print in 1964, thereby dating 

scholarship on this phenomenon to about the last 45 years or so. Since then, few scholars 

have taken on the study of this rather wide-reaching form. In fact, the page “Reference 

Literature to Camp” on the website Film Bibliography lists exactly eleven major sources 

on camp: five essays or individual chapters written by Caryl Flinn, Daniel Harris, 

Johannes von Moltke, Susan Gubar, and me; one compilation of essays edited by Fabio 

Cleto; and five books authored by Steven Cohan, Ken Feil, Pamela Robertson, Paul 

Roen, and Matthew Tinkcom. This list leaves very little out. I can add to it only three 

chapters written by Richard Dyer, Brett Farmer and Michael Bronski; two essays 

published by Paula Graham and Brian McVeigh;  two volumes of essays, one edited by 

Moe Meyer and one by David Bergman; two books authored by Greg Taylor and Esther 

Newton; and one encyclopedia compiled by Philip Core. Compared to the discourse 
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pertaining to other entertainment phenomena, the academic insight into camp remains 

shockingly scarce. 

 No one has embarked upon a structural analysis of camp, one which uncovers its 

mythological potential. And, a dearth of camp scholarship exists. I propose to fill those 

gaps. Such work has a residual, equally important function: demonstrating camp‟s 

timelessness and vitality. Just as camp began to gain its footing within academic 

discourse, some scholars – notably Flinn and Harris – proclaimed it dead, dying or 

insignificant. Quite possibly, such assertions have discouraged other critics from 

continuing to explore the implications of this form. Long before Sontag officially 

identified it, camp existed. And, it continues to flourish today. As such, it remains vital 

and current. So should its scholarship. Therefore, my structural analysis of camp, which 

will consider texts both current and decades old, will reveal its continuing usefulness to 

consumers both trans-historically and cross-culturally. 

 Most scholarship overlooks or ignores altogether the idea of camp having cross-

cultural appeal, limiting it as consumed mostly or only by gay males. Many critics narrow 

their scholarly contentions about camp primarily to gay men, Yet, as this project will 

show, camp offers a theme (one often aided by specific character types) which suggests 

that those branded “outsiders,” those who, according to conventional wisdom, shouldn’t 

succeed due to their respective outsider statuses, triumph not simply in spite of but 

actually because of their outsider statuses. This, of course, explains why camp greatly 

attracts a gay male audience; however, it also demonstrates that camp actually has appeal 

for all of those who feel marked as “different” within a heteropatriarchy. In addition to 

gay men, such marginalized peoples include lesbian and heterosexual women (especially 
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feminists), racialized peoples, the differently abled, and immigrants, among others. Let‟s 

face it: at some point and due to some facet of our individual identities, we all feel 

“outside of the norm” in Western society. Thus, camp has broad appeal which comes 

across via its structure. 

 In his 1954 novel The World in the Evening, Christopher Isherwood first names 

this phenomenon. In “Notes on „Camp,‟” Susan Sontag subsequently introduces it into 

academic discourse. Despite its popularity and its influential status, however, even her 

work offers proclamations more vague than specific. Among these, it suggests that 

“Camp is a certain mode of aestheticism” (54), that “Camp is a vision of the world in 

terms of style – but a particular kind of style” (56), that “Camp is neither completely 

naïve or else wholly conscious” (59), and “Of course, the canon of Camp can change” 

(60). Obviously, even the preeminent critic of this form has problems pinning it down. 

Likewise, in the introduction to her essay, “The Deaths of Camp,” Caryl Flinn writes, 

“One thing this essay does not attempt to do is add to the considerable literature that tries 

to define camp. That defining camp has always posed such a quagmire for critics is [in 

part] a result of the term‟s elusiveness” (434). Similarly, Jonathan Dollimore reflects on 

camp‟s definitional indeterminacy thusly: “The definition of camp is as elusive as the 

[homosexual] sensibility itself, one reason being simply that there are different kinds of 

camp” (224). Offering an acceptable and accessible definition of camp has, thus, long 

frustrated academics. 

 Yet, even when scholars try to offer more concrete explanations of camp, they 

still find themselves and their work steeped in vagueness. Surely, Sontag, for example, 

introduces it with the following: “the essence of Camp is its love of the unnatural: of 
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artifice and exaggeration. And, Camp is esoteric – something of a private code, a badge 

of identity even, among small urban cliques” (54). While this assertion offers some 

insight into this phenomenon, it also relies heavily on the unspecific – a fact that 

Dollimore recognizes when he contends, “Sontag‟s article…has the virtue of 

tentativeness; it is in the form of notes…and acknowledges the difficulty of defining a 

sensibility, especially one as „fugitive‟ as this” (222). Mark Booth, too, criticizes Sontag, 

stating that she both “suffers from…confusion” and “does not hazard a strict definition, 

but…does go further by positing a series of criteria. Thus, camp, according to Sontag, is a 

way of seeing things as good because they are bad” (67).  

 Despite their own hesitance, though, both Dollimore and Booth do offer their own 

definitions of the phenomenon in question. “Camp,” Dollimore asserts, “integrates 

gender with aesthetics; in a sense, it renders gender a question of aesthetics” (225). In 

large part, with this proclamation, he does help us to understand how camp “works.” As 

he suggests, it reveals gender (and – arguably – its partner, sexuality) as constructed and 

performed. Using Michel Foucault as a theoretical point of entry, Judith Butler 

recognizes gender‟s constructed nature. She argues,  

Gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or  

locus of agency through which various acts follow;  

rather, gender is an identity tenuously constituted in time,  

instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition  

of acts. The effect of gender is produced through the  

stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as  

the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements,  

and styles of various kinds constitute the allusion of an  

abiding gendered self….Significantly, if gender is  

instituted through acts which are internally discontinuous,  

then the appearance of substance is precisely that, a  

constructed identity, a performative accomplishment  

which the mundane social audience, including the actors  

themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode  
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of belief. (Trouble 191-2) 

 

In other words, Butler asserts that the performance of gender has occurred for so very 

long that we‟ve come to accept said show as a fact. In Dollimore‟s consideration of 

camp, he recognizes that this form assists us in upending our understanding of such 

concepts as gender and sexuality as static, preordained givens. He, for example, 

proclaims that camp 

is situated at the point of emergence of the artificial from  

the real, culture from nature – or rather when and where  

the real collapses into artifice, nature into culture; camp  

restores vitality to artifice and vice versa, deriving the  

artificial from, and feeding it back into or as, the real.  

(225)  

 

Quite importantly, though, with statements like this, he acknowledges that camp exposes 

the performativity of identity, and he does so in terms of not only gender but in terms of 

all truths (or, to use his terms, realities).  

 Booth, too offers similar insight with his definition, “To be camp is to present 

oneself as being committed to the marginal with a commitment greater than the marginal 

merits” (69). As such, he suggests that camp infuses marginality with importance as 

opposed to with shame. Likewise, Philip Core offers a more succinct – but, perhaps, no 

less vague – explanation when he provides his “working definition” of camp as “a lie that 

tells the truth” (9). Similarly concise, Richard Dyer asserts, “Camping about…is good 

and bad, progressive and reactionary” (“Being” 111). Such explanations as these don‟t do 

much to explain camp in singular terms; however, taken together, they do demonstrate 

that, somehow, its politics exist in the fact that it celebrates or at least foregrounds the 

peripheralized, in turn, unmasking identity as imposed, not innate. 

 Some, though, like Jack Babuscio, define camp in terms of what it does:  
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Camp, through its introduction of style, aestheticism,  

humour, and theatricality, allows us to witness „serious‟  

issues with temporary detachment, so that only later,  

after the event, are we struck by the emotional and moral  

implications of what we have almost passively absorbed.  

The „serious‟ is, in fact, crucial to camp. Though camp  

mocks the solemnities of our culture, it never totally  

discards the seriousness of a thing or individual. (128) 

Often, when scholars define camp in terms of what it does, they discuss its relationship to 

the destabilization of heteronormative myths and power structures. Chuck Kleinhans, for 

example, contends that “[i]t draws on and transforms mass culture. In this, it critiques the 

dominant culture” (188), while I say that it “can be – and often is – an outlet for 

empowerment and a call for social change (albeit gently so)” (4), and Babuscio asserts 

that “while camp advocates the dissolution of hard and inflexible moral rules, it pleads, 

too, for a morality of sympathy” (120). Camp accomplishes these feats – critiquing the 

dominant culture, pleading for sympathy, calling for social change – by revealing identity 

as imposed, by questioning those impositions and by demonstrating the often-

unrecognized power of the marginal. 

 For critics, then, camp eludes strict definition and specificity. Yet, as overlaps 

among scholarly definitions illustrate, it does seem to possess certain agreed-upon 

characteristics. It has transformative power. Through style and artifice, it reveals long-

accepted, societally-dictated “truths” as constructs. It appeals to those minoritized, 

marginalized, peripheralized by hegemonic heteronormativity, thus accounting for its 

widespread embrace among gay men. It depends, as Babuscio insists, on “[f]our 

features…: irony, aestheticism, theatricality, and humour” (119), a list to which I would 

add hyperbolization (particularly of “otherness”) and a sense of the outrageous. It exists 

elastically, fluidly – in a sense, in what one might call “postmodern” or, more 
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specifically, “queer” terms. Most importantly, as the previous sentence demonstrates, it 

does exist. Seemingly, then, like Supreme Court justices looking at pornography, people 

can identify it when they encounter it. For our immediate needs, we can operationalize 

camp as a form dependent upon the characteristics outlined above – irony, 

outrageousness, etc. – and its ability to question identity, in turn, challenging long-held 

beliefs and the authority of the dominant. Despite this, though, we still have – arguably – 

too much and not enough by which to define camp. Most people familiar with this form 

can identity it upon encountering it, thus providing them with a skill not easily 

understood or explained.  

 The ability to recognize camp without knowing why we can recognize it, though, 

frustrates. We, after all, live in a world where definitions satisfy our need to understand. 

Ask someone to provide an explanation for “situation comedy,” “action film” or “rock 

and roll,” and she can do it without necessarily relying only on examples, for such genres 

as these depend upon static storytelling devices: themes, characters, settings, rhythms, 

and so forth. As such, they rely simultaneously on structure and myth. In this work, I will 

set out to do the same for camp – to reveal its structure and its myths. Despite the fact 

that since the publication of Sontag‟s essay scholars have tackled camp from various 

angles, no one has done this yet. 

        

       Myth, Understood 

 Do not, however, conflate the camp myth with the standard myth proliferated by 

most media products. As I will show, the camp myth actually exists oppositionally to 

those with which we‟ve long become familiar. Above, I reference camp‟s postmodern 



8 
 

and queer existence. This comes, I posit, from its presentation of not just a seldom-seen, 

rarely-embraced set of myths but of a set which upends that long-dominant, widely-

accepted set proliferated again and again and again, most particularly in our media. In 

short, I intend to show that camp suggests that those outside of normativity and 

acceptability succeed not in spite of but because of their respective outsider statuses. The 

dominant myth suggests that triumph comes to those who conform to “norms,” 

particularly to white heteronormativity. Hence, men succeed over women, Caucasians 

succeed over non-whites, straights succeed over gays, the law-abiding succeeds over the 

rule-breaking, the bland succeeds over the outrageous, the seamless succeeds over the 

tacky, and so forth. Within this myth, an unexpected success story can emerge, provided 

that it exists as an anomaly, thereby suggesting achievement in spite of difference. Camp, 

though, does the opposite: foregrounding alterity and pairing it with success unironically. 

This not only offers a new mythological perspective, but it also makes us reconsider the 

predominant theme about who or what should triumph and why. 

 So, how do myths “work”? Through repetition – of theme, of character types, of 

narrative sequence – texts inform an audience about what it should expect which, in turn, 

suggests how the world and, therefore, its people (read: the audience itself) should act. 

Claude Lévi-Strauss in the following reveals what structure does. In his work, he 

primarily concentrates on the myths created or perpetuated by narrative structure. He 

says, for example, that 

the difference between individually created works and  

myths which are recognized as such by a given community  

is one not of nature but of degree. In this respect, structural  

analysis can be legitimately applied to myths stemming  

from a collective tradition as well as to works by a single  

author, since in both cases the intention is the same: to  
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give a structural explanation to that which can be so  

explained, and which is never everything; and beyond 

that, to seek to grasp, in varying degrees according to  

circumstances, another kind of determinism which has  

to be looked for at the statistical or sociological levels,  

that is, in the life-story of the individual and in the  

particular society or environment. (“Structuralism” 65) 

 

Thus, according to this idea, we can look at a text and the society upon which it 

comments and/or impacts. In the following, Lévi-Strauss demonstrates this idea more 

fully:  

We have to resign ourselves to the fact that myths tell  

us nothing instructive about the order of the world, the  

nature of reality, or the origin and destiny of mankind.  

We cannot expect them to flatter any metaphysical  

ideologies. On the other hand, they teach us a great deal  

about the societies from which they originate, they help  

us to lay bare their inner workings and clarify the raison  

d’être of beliefs, customs, and institutions, the  

organization of which was at first sight incomprehensible;  

lastly, and most importantly, they make it possible to  

discover certain operational modes of the human mind,  

which have remained so constant over the centuries, and  

are so widespread over immense geographical distances,  

that we can assume them to be fundamental and can seek  

to find them in other societies and in other areas of mental  

life, where their presence was not suspected, and whose  

nature is thereby illuminated. (“Structuralism” 66-7) 

 

From this, then, we recognize that texts tell us not so much about a society, its 

development and origins as they do about its collective understanding, an understanding 

which has gained and maintained acceptance for so long that, at once, it “has remained 

constant” and, in turn, kept the society in tact – continuing more than necessarily 

progressing. Most texts illustrate and proliferate the United States‟ definition of family 

and its ideas about gender, sexuality and collectivity (among others). In these ways, they 

maintain the status quo, for they put and keep people in their definitional places. Studying 
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such works, then, offers us insight into this country‟s mores, ideology and ontology. As 

Lévi-Strauss writes, “Myths are anonymous; from the moment they are seen as myths, 

and whatever their real origins, they exist only as elements embodied in a tradition” (Raw 

18). So, a majority of texts merely reveal the tradition that we call America. If viewers 

passively accept that tradition – which most texts aggressively invite them to do – such 

works maintain that tradition, proliferate the status quo. 

 Lévi-Strauss sees texts as proliferating the status quo through both structures and 

language. When Lévi-Strauss proclaims that “unity will appear only behind or beyond the 

text and, in the best hypothesis, will become a reality in the mind of the reader” (Raw 6), 

we learn that myths often work surreptitiously, seeping into our (sub)conscious(es) 

(individual or collective) via the act of repetition. As such, texts lull us into a belief 

system. Thus, the anti-woman, pro-marriage treatises present in a standard romantic 

comedy, for example, don‟t necessarily influence a single viewer‟s single viewing; 

however, when that viewer watches multiple films of this genre, she may well find 

herself accepting their themes as fact and never recognizing the influence exerted through 

generic repetition. Lévi-Strauss explains this best when he writes, “I…claim to show not 

how men think in myths, but how myths operate in men‟s minds without them being 

aware of the fact” (Raw 12). 

 In terms of language, Lévi-Strauss recognizes that “[t]he total body of myth 

belonging to a given community is comparable to its speech” (Raw 7). In other words, 

what people say and how they say it provides much insight into their respective societies. 

Furthermore, he shares that “[e]xperience proves that a linguist can work out the 

grammar of a given language from a remarkably small number of sentences, compared to 
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all those he might in theory have collected” (Raw 7). This suggests that, by looking at its 

repetitive structure, its characters and its syntax, we can, indeed, learn how any text or 

body of texts works. And, we can do so with a representative sample – like the one used 

in the forthcoming chapters. 

 Throughout his painstaking analysis of Amazonian Indian myths in his seminal 

work The Raw and the Cooked, Lévi-Strauss demonstrates how structure of both tale (a 

happens, then b, which causes c, etc.) and language (passive constructions, active 

constructions, absences, universalizing pronouns, etc.) shape, influence and maintain a 

society. He, for example, has studied a small number of marriage practices, leading him 

to conclude that “they were merely the reflection in men‟s minds of certain social 

demands that had been objectified in institutions” (Raw 10). Considering this, then, we 

can look at the myths perpetuated by camp, myths which instead of making people 

believe in, accept, even depend upon society‟s conventions, inform them that alternatives 

exist.   

 Prior to looking at camp, though, we, first, need a better understanding of the 

predominant myth, the one proliferated by a majority of media texts and passively 

accepted by society-at-large. Quite simply, the standard myth maintains the status quo. 

One might define maintenance of the status quo as putting people, objects and ideas into 

symbolic cultural boxes: shared characteristics account for identification; that 

identification has a specific – albeit ontological – meaning, thus allowing institutions to 

group like-acting or similarly-characterized entities together under one banner. They 

share a name, endure assumption, get placed into the same boxes, if you will. If we 

accept this system, then, we dismiss differences and individuality, and find it easy, for 
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example, to define “women,” “gays,” “immigrants,” “police officers,” etc. in static, 

simplistic, immutable terms. So, a man who feels or acts upon same-sex desire 

automatically gets put into the “gay” box, despite his unique attributes, his differences 

from the others thrown into that same container. 

 Film scholar Will Wright explains the status quo thusly:  

The people and things in a social group must be  

conceptually arranged in a hierarchy of power, prestige,  

importance, and value, and this conceptual hierarchy,  

which may, as in America, be different from the actual  

hierarchy, makes communication and social action  

possible. By appealing to this principle of order…an  

individual reinforces that order and locates himself in  

it; if the appeal is successful and communication takes  

place, he has shown himself to be a recognizable and  

acceptable component of a symbolically classified and  

ordered world. (18) 

 

From this, we can see why the status quo remains important to both individuals and the 

society to which they belong. People like, want and need to feel a sense of belonging, so 

recognizing similarities to others comforts someone, for she “fits in.” Likewise, this 

identification protects her, as it outlines her limitations, her abilities, her recognition that 

she “has a place” within the larger body. Similarly, the society depends on the status quo 

in that people act according to it, accepting rules (both legislated and tacit) and roles (as 

leader or follower, enforcer or submissive, dominant or passive, etc.) Thus, people know 

where they belong and how they should act, which keeps a society running smoothly. 

After all, those who break free of expectations, who eschew rules and static positions 

disrupt their society‟s flow. 

 Look at some brief examples of how myths work. Roland Barthes identifies 

Audrey Hepburn‟s face as a text, therefore as a purveyor of themes; he lists two themes 
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in particular, “woman as child, woman as kitten” (57). Of superhero stories (comic 

books, comic strips, television series, feature films, and so forth), Umberto Eco writes,  

Each of [their] heroes is gifted with such powers that he  

could actually take over the government, defeat the army,  

or alter the equilibrium of planetary politics. On the other  

hand, it is clear that each of these characters is profoundly  

kind, moral, faithful to human and natural laws, and  

therefore it is right (and it is nice) that he use his powers  

only to the end of good. In this sense the pedagogic  

message of these stories would be…highly acceptable,  

and the same episodes of violence with which the various  

stories are interspersed would appear directed toward this  

final indictment of evil and the triumph of honest people.  

(122) 

 

And, quite similarly, of a subset of Western films, Wright contends that these texts stress 

the importance of a society and our conformity to it. He explains,  

It is a society that stresses the value of the family, seeks  

the rule of law, and trusts in the legal structure of  

American democracy. Its members believe in the 

institutions of the market economy; they respect hard  

work and business, even though they recognize that  

business is often corrupt. They respect religious beliefs  

without giving them great stress; they recognize that  

violence is sometimes necessary, but do not accept it as  

a way of life, and desire a peaceful community where  

violence is the exception. Above all, it is an egalitarian  

society where no one, except a villain, sets himself apart  

from others. All are legally and morally equal, and  

though abilities differ everyone is assumed to be decent  

and kind. (152-3) 

 

In all three examples, a text promotes a status quo and encourages an adherence to it. 

Audrey Hepburn‟s face defines women as gentle and immature, thus as less-than their 

fully-formed male counterparts. Superhero-focused works extol goodness, virtue and 

morality. The Western identifies conformity as necessary to society and society as an 

entity which thrives on kindness, hard work and Judeo-Christian values. In each, 
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individuality has no acceptable place in the world, so it doesn‟t likely succeed. Audrey 

Hepburn‟s face tells us how “acceptable” women act, thereby tacitly suggesting that they 

derive their power from men, a more superior entity. These myths (and plenty of similar 

examples exist) perpetuate a status quo via the suggestion that only those who behave 

appropriately – who conform – can possibly triumph.  

 To reveal the myths set forth by camp – primarily the idea that those deemed as 

existing outside of the norm, thus unlikely to succeed, do succeed not in spite of their 

alterity but because of it – I must demonstrate that this myth occurs not in one camp text 

or in one type of camp text but in various examples of camp texts and camp forms. Myths 

depend upon high redundancy. In order to proliferate an idea, a system of texts must 

present that theme again and again and again. This way, the idea enters our 

subconscious(es) as “fact,” and we accept it as such. One text does little to convey a myth 

on its own, but a body of similar texts succeeds in hammering home certain normative 

ideals and expectations. Audiences – members of society, in general, for that matter – 

Eco posits, crave high redundancy as a means of acquiring an understanding of how to 

live, to act, to exist within their respective cultures. He speculates, for instance, that 

eighteenth-century readers “preferred fare…loaded with [redundance] about the sense of 

tradition, the norms of associative living, moral principles, the valid rules of proper 

comportment in the environment of…society” (121). As he contends, “all this constituted 

a system of foreseeable communication that the social system provided for its members 

and which allowed life to flow smoothly without unexpected jolts and without upsets in 

its value system” (121). In other words, via high redundancy, viewers come to embrace – 

even to seek – a reinforcement of the status quo. 
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 Vladimir Propp, too, recognizes that textural redundancy proliferates myths. He 

studies Russian folktales and, in so doing, argues that “it would be necessary to take into 

account the degree of repetition of tale phenomena. If repetition is great, then one may 

take a limited amount of material [into consideration]” (24). In my analysis of camp, I 

intend to consider nine-plus examples from the camp canon. The camp canon has a 

seemingly unlimited amount of texts from which to choose. These include celebrities, 

motion pictures, television series, songs, musical acts, novels, Broadway shows, and so 

forth. In choosing these texts, I seek to demonstrate that the theme in question always 

occurs in camp – no matter what form camp takes. Conversely, we can recognize that we 

now actually have a means by which to identify camp, for camp, I will argue, must 

identity the theme in question. As it appears in camp text after camp text after camp text 

(and, I repeat, a seemingly unlimited number of such texts exists), it, in turn, becomes a 

myth. 

 

Seeing Queerly 

 Camp essentially queers myths, or it, at least, investigates them through a 

postmodern lens. Postmodernism reconsiders systems of knowledge (read: myths). 

Queerness does the same but relies on gender and sexuality as its investigational entry 

point. As such, it makes sense to think of camp as both a queer and a postmodern form. 

 Without visibility, we have no queer. Prior to Foucault‟s work on sexuality in The 

History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction, gays and lesbians sought visibility, 

acceptance and assimilation under the assumption that they remained subjected to 

institutional power. In other words, they wanted society to provide a space for them; they 
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understood that they should conform to “norms”; they believed that “difference,” which 

gay liberationists celebrated, existed only in opposition to “normalcy.” As Michael 

Warner writes,  

Again and again, we have seen that people want to put sex  

in its place, for both themselves and others. And the  

consequence, as we have seen, is not only that they create  

contradictions for themselves, but also that they create  

damaging hierarchies of shame and elaborate mechanisms  

to enforce those hierarchies. (195) 

 

In such a model as that described by Warner, power travels one way: from the top, down. 

It, therefore, manufactures and dictates, for look at the language employed by Warner: 

“put…in its place,” “consequence,” “create,” “hierarchies,” “mechanisms,” “enforce.” 

Power, then, makes. It designs policies, crafts ways to police people‟s behavior and 

forces conformity via punishment and threat. 

 Foucault, however, offers a different definition of power. He argues that “[p]ower 

comes from below; that is, there is no binary and all-encompassing opposition between 

rulers and ruled at the root of power relations, and serving as a general matrix” (94). 

Furthermore, he emphasizes “no such duality extending from the top down and reacting 

on more and more limited groups to the very depths of the social body” (94). These, 

among other, proclamations by Foucault about power have greatly reshaped activists and 

theorists‟ understanding of and approach to such concepts as hegemony, oppression and 

subjectivity. Take, for instance, “homosexuality.” I write this in quotation marks because, 

as demonstrated by Foucault, it only exists as a discourse not as a truth. Prior to medical 

professionals naming it, no one could legislate or regulate this concept. Naming it turned 

a concept into fact (“truth” in Foucaultian terms). Institutions identified it: the medical 

community called it an affliction; the religious community turned it into a sin; the legal 
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community made it a crime. Suddenly, then, we had a concept called “homosexuality,” a 

word from which negative connotations (sin, crime, affliction) immediately emerged. In a 

top-down model, the discourse only runs one way: institutions name homosexuality, for 

instance, and society – even those members now identified as homosexual – comes to 

accept the name and all of the oppression – both the externalized and the internalized – 

which comes with it. Foucault, however, demonstrates the neutrality of power. So, if 

institutions can identify homosexuals pejoratively, homosexuals can, in turn, use the 

same language to label the institutions negatively. This denies institutional hegemony and 

calls powerful entities (such as heterosexuality) into question. Similarly, we can look at 

how certain minority groups use once-derogatory terms, such as “queer,” “fag,” “nigger,” 

“chick,” and “dyke,” once employed against the groups and their members but now 

reclaimed to empower them. As I argue elsewhere, “in calling myself a „queer scholar,‟ 

or by referring to some of my female friends as „fag hags,‟ I turn hate speech into pride 

speech by reclaiming the weaponry once used against me” (4). In such instances, power 

initially travels downwards but just as easily moves upwards, too, thereby spreading itself 

out and in all directions, rather than merely existing for use by the dominant against the 

oppressed.  

Foucault‟s theories on power and discourse also extend to the concept of binaries. 

Definitions and categories have long depended upon explaining an entity or concept in 

terms of its dominant, seemingly more powerful counterpart. Thus, we have such pairs as 

“man/woman,” “normal/abnormal,” “straight/gay,” “white/black,” etc. In each, we define 

the second, simply, as “not the first” – what Foucault would call a “lack” – so “woman” 

becomes “not a man,” “abnormal” becomes “not normal,” and so forth. Foucault‟s 
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treatise on power and discourse, however, demonstrates that if we define an entity or a 

concept strictly on its own terms, then we deny power – definitional and otherwise – to 

the definer (“white,” “straight,” etc.) in the pair. Yet, again, we see both a distribution of 

power and a questioning of the definer: on the one hand, each entity defines itself and can 

or should define no other; on the other hand, if we disallow binaristic definitional power 

to an entity, we force a questioning of that entity‟s long-accepted authority. Such 

questioning extends to the institutions discussed above, for we may rightly ask, “What 

gives the church, psychiatry or the government the authority to identify and, therefore, to 

regulate anything or anyone but itself?” 

The combination of newfound visibility and a new understanding that power both 

travels and creates in all directions gave rise to what we now call “queer.” Queer, as we 

will see, derives power (the kind equal but directionally oppositional to that which comes 

from the top) both from making itself visible and by shattering hegemonic norms 

proliferated via binaries and a top-down model of power. Although “queer” champions 

definitional indeterminacy, its mere existence – ironically – suggests that we can offer a 

meaning of it. In the following, I do just that, relying primarily on ideas which seem to 

occur in various scholars‟ explanations. 

 Most scholars agree upon two facts: queer theory eschews definitional 

determinacy – both for itself and for queer people, texts and actions – and exists as a 

means of undermining the imposition of norms. While Annamarie Jagose states that “its 

definitional indeterminacy, its elasticity, is one of its constituent characteristics” (1), 

Nikki Sullivan asserts,  

Queer Theory…continues to struggle against the  

straightjacketing effects of institutionalisation, to resist  
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closure and remain in the process of ambiguous  

(un)becoming. Queer Theory does not want to  

„straighten up and fly right‟ to have the kinks ironed out  

of it: it is a discipline that refuses to be disciplined, a  

discipline with a difference, with a twist if you like. (4) 

 

Moreover, she suggests that “to queer [is] to make strange, to frustrate, to counteract, to 

delegitimise, to camp up…heteronormative knowledges and institutions, the 

subjectivities and socialities that are (in)formed by them and that (in)form them” (vi). 

From these preeminent queer scholars, then, we get the idea that queer depends on 

elusiveness rather than exclusivity. 

 Note, though, that queerness doesn‟t present itself as an alternative to the norm 

but, merely, as just another one of many possible norms. Visibility comes into play here. 

The prostitute, porn star, leather fetishist, drag queen, butch, or femme, for example, who 

wears that persona daily and publically, seeing no reason to hide behind a mask of 

conformity, exists queerly. Therefore, a text which celebrates such personages, offering a 

portrayal not of alterity but of just one possible permutation of many, likely exists 

queerly. 

 Since camp suggests an alternate form of myth, we can argue that this makes 

camp queer. In Queer Theory: An Introduction, Annamarie Jagose argues that within 

queerness  

identity has been reconceptualised as a sustaining and  

persistent cultural fantasy or myth. To think of identity as  

a „mythological‟ construction is not to say that categories  

of identity have no material effect. Rather it is to realise –   

as Roland Barthes does in his Mythologies… –  that our  

understanding of ourselves as coherent, unified, and  

self-determining subjects is an effect of those  

representational codes commonly used to describe the self  

and through which, consequently, identity comes to be  

understood. (78) 
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Furthermore, she espouses, “Identity, then, is an effect of identification with and against 

others: being ongoing, and always incomplete, it is a process rather than a property” (79). 

Queer theory, then, investigates and upends the notion of a static identity. It does this by 

questioning our long-held beliefs about gender and sexuality. Such a questioning makes 

us reconsider everything that we “know,” in turn, forcing us to interrogate those systems 

and institutions – media, medicine, government, religion, and education among them – 

which have shaped that knowledge. This makes queer theory a form of postmodernism. 

Jean-François Lyotard suggests that postmodernism serves to question knowledge and 

power. As he states, “knowledge and power are simply two sides of the same question: 

who decides what knowledge is, and who knows what needs to be decided?” (8-9). 

Therefore, queerness interrogates systems of knowledge and power, just as 

postmodernism does – it merely uses gender and sexuality as its investigational entry 

point. We see this in Tamsin Spargo‟s treatise Foucault and Queer Theory, part of the 

“Postmodern Encounters” series. She explains, “A vital feature of [Foucaultian 

Queerness] is that sexuality is not a natural feature or fact of human life but a constructed 

category of experience which has historical, social and cultural, rather than biological, 

origins” (112). Hence, queerness – like postmodernism – reveals our beliefs as mere 

constructs, thereby shattering our faith in the institutions which have shaped those beliefs. 

 Stanley J. Grenz sums up the postmodern view of truth thusly: “Postmodern 

thinkers….reject the fundamental assumption…that we live in a world consisting of 

physical objects that are easily identifiable by their inherent properties” (41). 

Furthermore, he writes that  

postmodern scholars see themselves as the harbingers  
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of the demise of realism. They see it as their task to bring  

to light the ways in which concepts that people generally  

assume to be commonsense or universal are in fact cultural  

constructions. If language really does construct meaning  

(as opposed to revealing an objective meaning already  

present in the world), then the work of the scholar is to  

take apart (“deconstruct”) this meaning-constructing  

process. By deconstructing influential concepts, perhaps  

we can break their control over our thoughts and actions.  

(43) 

 

Queer theorists, then, sound a lot like postmodern scholars. Both, after all, reveal truths 

and realities as mere constructs in order to neutralize power. How does the queer or the 

postmodern do this? Meaning has its roots in identity: if we identify anything as x, we 

assign it a static set of properties. We, therefore, define person-x as one who does or has 

a, b and c, for instance, or we define one characterized by a, b and c as x. In a postmodern 

sense, though, identity (x) becomes fluid, mutable, elastic. In one sense, this means that 

no x takes on all given properties a, b and c, for an x may take on these plus others 

(maybe even those most associated with y) or only take on some – or even none – of 

them. The following passage demonstrates this:  

Let it be said that there is no set queer male identity. The  

same goes for any faction of society, whether a majority  

or a minority. As with any group stereotyped by interests,  

occupation, looks, or talent, we deal only in percentages,  

not absolutes. No one set of identifiers makes up the queer- 

male taste, the queer-male aesthetic. Each of us is as  

discerning in our individual likes and dislikes as “the next  

guy.” And, often, those likes and dislikes are quite similar  

to those of “the next guy” – who is probably straight.  

Queers like sports and action films. We drink beer and  

fix cars. But the mass media would have us believe that  

those are primarily – maybe exclusively – the interests,  

actions, and talents of the hetero male majority. (Schuyler  

6-7) 
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From such a declaration, we come to understand that we can‟t pin down identity, can‟t 

define it as “fixed.” Queer theory often reads texts in a way that limn this notion. 

 In another sense, the fluid, mutable and elastic nature of identity refers to the fact 

that no one/nothing takes on a singular identity but, rather, changes situationally or 

possesses multiple identities which he, she or it foregrounds or sublimates at will. Butler 

relates the following:  

When I spoke at the conference on homosexuality in 1989,  

I found myself telling my friends beforehand that I was  

off to Yale to be a lesbian, which of course didn‟t mean  

that I wasn‟t one before, but that somehow, then, as I  

spoke in that context, I was one in some more thorough  

and totalizing way, at least for the time being. (“Imitation”  

310) 

 

Here, Butler doesn‟t deny her lesbian identity but, instead, demonstrates that she – or her 

audience – foregrounds it more than her other identificatory facets. She expects and 

allows her colleagues at Yale to see her sexuality more than any other trait. Her ability 

“to be” a lesbian at a given point well illustrates the fluidity of identity. 

 Myth-producing systems have long lulled us into buying into “norms.” As I 

establish briefly above, these norms include how to define acceptable gender, what 

constitutes the status quo, how we need to eschew individuality in favor of society, and 

how those who follow the rules and – therefore – exist in sanctioned terms succeed. 

Camp, as I intend to demonstrate, offers an oppositional set of myths (all almost 

primarily grounded in gender and sexuality, mind you). Thus, it destabilizes our belief 

systems and our institutions which have imposed discourse on us. This makes camp queer 

and ironic. After all, it, at once, establishes a new set of myths and simultaneously 

shatters the very concept of myth itself. 
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       Camp: Queering the Success Myth 

In order to demonstrate that primarily through theme but also via character, 

production values, narrative functions, and so forth, we can surely identify camp more 

definitively than scholars have thus far, the ten chapters which follow will study the 

structures of various camp forms. As this project will show, camp offers a theme (one 

often aided by specific character types) which suggests that those branded “outsiders,” 

those who, according to conventional wisdom, shouldn’t succeed due to their respective 

outsider statuses, triumph not simply in spite of but actually because of their outsider 

statuses. This, of course, explains why camp greatly attracts a gay male audience; 

however, it also demonstrates that camp actually appeals to all of those who feel marked 

as “different” within a heteropatriarchy. In addition to gay men, such marginalized 

peoples include lesbian and heterosexual women (especially feminists), racialized 

peoples, the differently abled, and immigrants, among others. As I state above, at some 

point and due to some facet of our individual identities, we all feel “outside of the norm” 

in Western society; thus, camp has broad appeal which comes across via its structure. 

 A consideration of narrative should rely on a structural analysis, as this one will. 

In this work, I will engage in a close reading of the texts in question. This reading will 

look at various facets of structure: language, narrative style, linearity, character types, 

themes, and so on. When one studies a text‟s structure, she does so with these facets in 

mind. She does so in order to see how an individual narrative (one play, for instance) or a 

system of narratives, otherwise known as a genre (a group of situation comedies, for 

example), perpetuates myth, how it relies upon or repeats certain patterns (words, 
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characters, themes, visuals, etc.) in order to proliferate a specific idea. Above, I mention 

the likes of Lévi-Strauss and Propp as well as the postmodernist Lyotard. These, along 

with Umberto Eco, Will Wright, Sandra Silbertstein, Roland Barthes, and most 

postmodernists, like Jean Baudrillard, form my understanding of myth, structure and 

structural analysis. Structure gives way to myth, and myth proliferates an understanding 

of various peoples, communities, societies, or the world-at-large. As such, it dictates 

behavior, shapes belief systems and asserts “facts.” To understand a myth, we, therefore, 

need to understand its narrative origins. I intend to study the structure of camp as a means 

of identifying it as a genre, as a system of interrelated, similarly comprised narratives 

which elucidate a particular theme via their shared form. 

To demonstrate the structural nature of camp, I will look at several texts covering 

various media, in particular film and television.
1
 In “„Because they were rejected, they 

wanted to be accepted‟: Camp Reception and the Politics of (In)visibility in Grey 

Gardens and Paris Is Burning,” I will look at the structure of two documentary films in 

order to show the difference between a camp text and a camp subject – a difference 

which occurs due to theme and character. Both films cover similar territory – 

commentary on fashion, on acceptability, on gender, on subjectivity, on success, and so 

forth. Yet, one, Grey Gardens, sits firmly within the camp pantheon while the other, 

Paris Is Burning, has failed to attract campers. This happens, I posit, because their 

respective filmmakers portray their subjects differently from each other. In Gardens, 

eccentric mother and daughter socialites “Big” Edie Bovier Beale and “Little” Edie Beale 

thrive because they refuse to conform to heteronormative standards of female propriety. 

Told this way, their narrative depicts them as triumphant and unique in their marginality; 
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thus, it celebrates these women who live according to their own rules. Paris, conversely, 

victimizes its subjects, for the Harlem drag queens upon whom it focuses come across as 

minoritized, peripheralized and unsuccessful due to their desire to conform to – rather 

than to upend – expectations of heteronormativity. They don‟t want to flout convention 

but want to pass as conformists. Such a portrayal robs them and the text which focuses on 

them of any and all camp potential. 

I call the next chapter “Elaine Stritch: The Other At Liberty To Succeed in 

Camp.” It reads the HBO special Elaine Stritch: At Liberty as a camp narrative. By 

foregrounding Stritich‟s “otherness” in terms of age, gender, sexuality, substance abuse, 

non-conformity, propriety, etc., by postmodernistically highlighting her power and 

longevity, At Liberty, I argue, suggests an alternative to the dominant myth, for it 

illustrates that success can and does come to all, not just to conservative, white males or 

to rule-followers; as such, it destabilizes common perceptions, which the best postmodern 

and queer texts do. 

This discussion of Elaine Stritch: At Liberty will prepare the way for the next 

chapter, “„Follow this, you bitches!‟ In Concert with Camp – Cher: The Farewell Tour.” 

This chapter will consider how pop diva Cher shapes her 2003 NBC television special as 

a camp narrative. In this show, she repeatedly espouses certain tropes. These include her 

physical polyvalence, the flimsy construct of gender, and her dominance (over men, over 

media, over her backup dancers, over the effects of aging, and – in particular – over the 

younger pop icons who rival her). Each of these tropes results in her camp status, for each 

one belies expectation. In other words, it reinforces the theme that although according to 

societal norms Cher shouldn‟t succeed, she does time and again – and she does so, in 
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large part, by hyperbolizing her patent refusal to conform to standards and expectations. 

She achieves this via the confluence of several narrative elements: her monologues, 

dance routines, song choices, film packages, and costume changes among them. These 

combine, I posit, to reinforce Cher‟s status as a camp icon, as a chronic rule breaker and, 

therefore, as a living camp success story. Furthermore, this chapter will disabuse readers 

of the idea that the appeal of a diva like Cher remains a wholly “gay” attraction, for we 

will see the parallels between how homosexual men consume her and how all 

marginalized people camp. 

The next chapter will take this idea one step further. “Race-ing to Camp: Vanessa 

Williams and the Black Diva Narrative” will look at performer Vanessa Williams‟ two-

plus decades in the public eye as both a narrative unto itself and as a form of camp. Like 

the prior chapters, it will focus on gender. Furthermore, it will consider how Williams 

constantly got knocked down from one enviable position only to assume another. These 

facets alone solidify her camp stature; however, one more element only increases it 

exponentially: her race. Against all odds, Williams became Miss America. A high-profile 

scandal cost her that title, yet she fought her way back, this time to the top of the pop 

charts. When her music career dried up, she became a film actor. Then, when film roles 

became scarce for her, she turned to Broadway. This “no-quit” attitude, combined with a 

hyperbolization of both her race and gender, enabled her to take on one of television‟s 

campiest roles, that of Wilhelmina Slater on Ugly Betty. This over-the-top role of 

publishing‟s most powerful person derives a great deal of its campiness from the fact that 

just as Williams hasn‟t let her past transgressions stand in her way, her Betty  counterpart 

won‟t allow her gender or her race prevent her from gaining and maintaining power in 
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the business world, long a bastion of white men. Wilhelmina, after all, has proven her 

strength by defying expectations. Williams has, too. Hence, Vanessa Williams‟ narrative 

– with its attendant theme and reliance upon a specific character type – solidifies her as a 

form of camp. As such, it further illustrates my point that we can identify camp via these 

features, especially this theme. 

 The diva (Cher, Stritch, Williams, even the Edies) exists in loud, outspoken, 

brash, comical terms. She exudes a take-no-prisoners style and refuses to follow rules, to 

fit in, to conform to standards. She hyperbolizes both her gender and the fact that she 

won‟t exemplify or embrace proscribed notions of said gender. In so doing, she 

hyperbolizes her outsider status and the fact that she wholeheartedly embraces and even 

revels in it. Brian DePalma‟s classic horror film Carrie certainly exists as camp. It 

depends on hyperbolization of outsider status, particularly in its eponymous female 

character, Sissy Spacek‟s Carrie White. It similarly hyperbolizes Carrie‟s gender 

throughout the text. Yet, despite the similarities between it and the texts discussed so far, 

Carrie achieves its camp status in ways much different than those. As I will show, this 

film tells the same story twice: initially, it offers a mundane tale of the day-to-day horrors 

of high school; then, it retells the story on a much grander – a significantly hyperbolized 

– scale, thereby making the ordinary extraordinary. I will demonstrate how this makes 

Carrie camp in my next chapter, “Camping with Carrie: The Structure of Spectacle.” 

 The subsequent chapter, “Camp Irony: When Ed Wood Became Ed Wood,” will 

focus not on femininity, race or age as its predecessors will (wholly, in part or in some 

amalgam of the three). Instead, it will consider irony and the construction of masculinity 

in Tim Burton‟s 1994 film Ed Wood. In the film, Burton simultaneously makes irony 
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both mundane and increasingly ironic. In so doing, he makes irony oddly unironic, 

primarily by his choice to hyperbolize difference as acceptable. Ed Wood‟s donning of 

drag and Ed Wood‟s cheap production values both lead the film and its eponymous 

subject to success. This suggests the pleasure and inspiration that a consumer of camp 

likely derives from this form: the camp subject‟s outsider status parallels her own, 

causing her to see her own possible success in his, hers or its. As Ed Wood shows, camp 

depends upon irony in terms of making it ordinary. Thus, its pleasures come from the 

idea that difference need not impede nor stand out, that if we force everyone to see it in 

only the most capable, acceptable, triumphant, ordinary, real of terms, difference need 

not exist. 

Besides looking at concerts, divas and films, we can see the camp theme in 

question identified on television series. As an episodic procedural, for instance, Charlie’s 

Angels reinforces the camp theme in question on episode after episode after episode. 

Relying on the same structure week after week, one historically seen in most television 

crime-fighting-focused dramas, the series makes us reconsider what we “know” about 

gender roles in heteronormative society. While other shows illustrate and reinforce that 

men typically dominate and succeed at detective- and police-work, Charlie’s Angels 

makes us reconsider this idea, for it shows the success of Sabrina, Jill and Kelly as not an 

anomaly but as a regular occurrence. After all, the trio smoothly infiltrates a crime scene, 

defends itself and others, and catches (or kills) perpetrators, and it does so week-in and 

week-out. Relying on the work of structural theorist Propp, in particular, on the Proppian 

functions of the televisual police procedural as outlined by Chandler Harriss, I will 
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demonstrate this in the chapter, “„And they were each assigned very hazardous duties‟: 

Charlie’s Angels, Structure, Gender, and Camp.” 

 Lest a reader think, after the Charlie’s Angels chapter, that only an episodic 

television narrative serves as camp, I offer “Camping Season: Desperate Housewives and 

the Serialized Camp Narrative.” Here, I will look at the first season of the current 

primetime dramedy Desperate Housewives, a narrative which unfolds over nearly two-

dozen episodes. This series focuses on four female friends who live on the idealized cul-

de-sac Wisteria Lane, neighbors all. Each seems perfectly to inhabit a predetermined role 

as wife, mother, homemaker, or some amalgam of the three. Yet, each simultaneously 

suffers from the restrictive nature of her role and succeeds when she breaks out of it. On 

the one hand, this narrative reveals the constructed nature of gender and the problems 

which come with adhering to said construct. On the other hand, it shows that breaking 

free of gendered expectations not only others but also empowers. Both of these 

components, make this serial camp. 

To conclude my discussion of various camp forms, I will take what I learn from 

these proposed chapters and to apply it to a text not canonically considered camp: the 

sport of baseball. Like the documentaries, television programs, fiction films, 

performances, and celebrities discussed thus far, baseball has a readable structure and 

depends upon character types. It, therefore, reveals a theme. So, it exists narratively. 

And, those narrative components – particularly the theme which comes through via its 

characters – inspires fans in much the same way that classic camp texts do. I will 

investigate this in my final chapter, “Home Run Kings and Theatre Queens Go Camping: 

The Baseball Narrative.” Gay-themed media often either parallel classic camp 
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consumption with baseball fandom (think: someone follows the New York Yankees and 

reveres the score to Damn Yankees with equal fervor) or have gay characters fanatic 

about baseball. What, I ask, do these forms have in common? As it turns out, they seem 

to have many similarities. These, as I will show, make baseball a potential form of camp. 

This makes sense, for camp, as several scholars point out, via its openness, exists as a 

reading strategy aided by a text which encourages one to employ said strategy. Baseball, 

therefore, offers the theme of the other triumphing due to difference, but it only invites 

and doesn‟t force anyone to see or to embrace that theme. All media texts do this. They 

contain themes. But, we must choose to recognize – even to look for – them. This chapter 

will read the novels of Steve Kluger, the Broadway musical Falsettos and Richard 

Greenberg‟s play Take Me out. 

Each chapter will look at a different form of camp – an episodic television 

procedural, a serialized television dramedy, a pop concert, a celebrity, a one-woman 

show, a documentary, a horror film, a biopic, a sport (as portrayed in novels, a musical 

and a play). Yet, all will illustrate that no matter the form it takes, camp relies upon a 

specific narrative structure, one recognizable via its inclusion of both certain character 

types and a given theme. The theme in question relates that those thought unlikely to 

succeed due to their outsider statuses do succeed not in spite of but because of what 

makes them “other” or “different.” 

 Looking at the various forms of camp, though, might well confuse a reader, 

causing her to ask, “Can‟t we see everything as camp? After all, if all forms of 

entertainment, from television shows to sports, from celebrities to films, and so forth, can 

exist as camp, doesn‟t this potentially make everything camp?” To this, I assert, no. Of 
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course, lines blur between camp and that which we sometimes mistake for camp. 

Isherwood first identifies camp in his 1954 novel The World in the Evening during a 

scene where one character clarifies the meaning of camp for another. In order to do so, he 

offers comparative examples, and the following exchange occurs: 

  „Mozart‟s definitely…camp. Beethoven, on the other hand, isn‟t.‟ 

 

  „Is Flaubert?‟ 

 

  „God, no!‟ 

 

  „And neither is Rembrandt?‟ 

 

  „No. Definitely not.‟ 

 

  „But El Greco is?‟ 

 

  „Certainly.‟ (51) 

And, this conversation continues. As this shows, without caution, we can easily 

misidentify everything as camp. We might, for instance, conflate camp with its siblings, 

pop, kitsch and cult. In simplest terms, pop has mass appeal but little transformative 

power except on the most superficial level. (Think: Pulp Fiction‟s box office success and 

its influence on subsequent films only.) Booth recognizes that “it is [now] much easier to 

avoid confusing pop with camp” (74) and offers a list of differences. For instance, he 

calls “Pop” both “Low cost” (73) and “Glamorous” (74) while comparing “Camp” to 

these as both “Mock luxurious” (73) and “Mock glamorous” (74). Similarly, Sasha 

Torres sees pop as that which attempts to impose taste at a given moment and camp as an 

undermining of pop. She sees “camp as a solution to the crisis of taste which Pop 

inaugurates” (334). 
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 We often conflate kitsch with camp in that, like camp, kitsch hyperbolizes its 

“difference” to the acceptable. However, it possesses little-to-no power to transform, 

instead serving more as a conversation piece. (Think: mid-century modern furniture in a 

home of today.) At best, via its commodification and reappropriation of past popular 

forms, it cheapens pop. Through the embrace of kitsch, as Margaret Thompson Drewal 

explains, “it is possible for the consumer to transfer her containment within the structure 

of capitalist authority to a possessor and controller of an „authentic‟ representative of that 

structure” (153). In other words, that consumer can entertain and attract via a 

conversation piece which once served to blend in as “of the moment” but now criticizes 

that one-time movement via its juxtaposition to current trends and its lack of 

contemporality (read: timelessness). Matthew Tinkcom clarifies the relationship between 

these two terms, offering that “camp stages the kitsch object in order to understand its 

conditions for coming into being alongside the domain of bourgeois good taste” (15). 

Camp, in other words, equals kitsch-plus-value or kitsch-plus-meaning. Where kitsch 

attracts, camp informs.
2
 

 As we will see in my work on Grey Gardens, cult and camp remain nearly 

synonymous. Cult, however, stays mostly underground, shared by small groups (read: 

subcultures) of likeminded or similarly-interested individuals. Cult, like camp, embraces 

the marginal and comforts “the other” in his alterity. Yet, as a subcultural phenomenon, it 

possesses little power outside of its underground fandom (think: Star Wars). Often, 

though, what begins as cult has the potential to morph into camp. 

 Finally, do not conflate camp with nostalgia. Past triumphs (see: Sunset Blvd.) 

may come back to life as camp, but this doesn‟t make everything past into camp. We 
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wouldn‟t likely call From Here to Eternity (Fred Zinnemann, 1953), The West Wing 

(1999-2006), Spencer Tracy, or the song “Light My Fire” as camp simply because they 

come from bygone eras. None, after all, possesses all or any of the requisite facets, such 

as those outlined by Babuscio; certainly, none has the structure (theme, characters) which 

I will reveal and detail in subsequent chapters. 

 Taking a cue from the likes of Booth and Isherwood, in an attempt to demonstrate 

that camp texts differ from non-camp texts, I offer the following: 
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Table 1. Comparative Examples of Camp and Non-Camp Texts 

NOT CAMP CAMP 

Julia Roberts 

Tom Selleck 

NYPD Blue 

The Cosby Show 

Alex Trebek 

Family Feud 

The Blind Side 

Steven Spielberg 

Football 

Everybody Loves Raymond 

Avon 

Neil Simon‟s plays 

Taylor Swift 

Sean Penn 

Sofia Coppola, director 

Crash 

Halle Berry 

Jay Leno 

The Game of Life 

Elisabeth Hasselbeck 

Wee-Man 

The period 

As Good as It Gets 

U2 

Melissa Etheridge 

The Apprentice 

Stevie Wonder 

Sandra Bullock 

Michael Douglas 

“Show me the money!” 

Sharon Stone 

David Hasselhoff 

CSI: Miami 

227 

Wink Martindale 

Match Game 

Rocky 

Pedro Almodovar 

Bowling 

Roseanne 

Mary Kay Cosmetics 

Edward Albee‟s plays 

Adele 

Tom Cruise 

Sofia Coppola, actor 

Grand Hotel 

Queen Latifah 

Chelsea Handler 

Easy-Bake Oven 

Sarah Palin 

Linda Hunt 

The dash 

Breakfast at Tiffany’s 

The Rolling Stones 

Katy Perry 

Dancing with the Stars 

Marlee Matlin 

Betty White 

Mickey Rourke 

“What a dump!” 

 

Quite simply, the “Not Camp” examples rely on models of conformity. Avon, for 

instance, promotes women as generators of extra-income (as opposed to sole or primary 

breadwinners), and it markets to men as much as it does to women, whereas Mary Kay 

celebrates female financial independence and – via its overly made-up pink-luxury-car-

driving force of saleswomen – hyperbolizes femininity to the point of inadvertently 

revealing the constructed nature of gender. Halle Berry attends red carpet events 
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professionally styled in “safe” fashions (ones that highlight the latest trends and her 

model physique), thus adhering to the notions of “ideal” femininity. Even when 

discussing her personal life, she often portrays herself as the victim of past lovers, thus as 

the “typical” woman, powerless to men. Queen Latifah, conversely, remains steadfastly 

single, speaks her mind and often flaunts her full figure in strapless gowns or tight jeans, 

so, in multiple ways, she upends conventions, particularly those of “acceptability.” In 

grammar, the period has its assigned place and specific function, but the dash remains 

elastic and fluid, allowing a writer to break rules, to change rules or to make up his own 

rules – making the dash arguably the renegade of the punctuation world. And, NYPD 

Blue (1993-2005) focuses on the gritty side of police work, thereby suggesting that it 

represents reality; however, CSI: Miami (2002-present) hyperbolizes its location and 

detectives‟ sex appeal, frequently putting the crime solvers in the most ridiculous of 

situations. It, therefore, depends on flash and trash, never trying to emulate the “real.” 

 This doesn‟t mean, though, that some of the “Not Camp” examples don‟t 

sometimes verge on or even embrace camp. In her personal life and film roles, for 

instance, Julia Roberts doesn‟t typify camp; yet, her performance in Steel Magnolias 

(Herbert Ross, 1989) remains firmly within the camp pantheon. Even Steven Spielberg 

has had camp moments in his career: his 1985 adaptation of Alice Walker‟s The Color 

Purple exists as an inadvertent foray into camp. Many texts may have camp moments, 

camp characters, etc., but a moment doesn‟t necessarily define a body of work, as 

Magnolias doesn‟t define Roberts or Purple doesn‟t represent Spielberg‟s overarching 

body of work.
3
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Before going any further, readers should also recognize that while it may 

occasionally seem otherwise, camp does not exist merely as a Western form. In his essay, 

“How Hello Kitty Commodifies the Cute, Cool and Camp: „Consumutopia‟ versus 

„Control‟ in Japan,” for instance, Brian McVeigh defines campiness in Eastern countries 

as “an artificiality of manner or appearance, appreciated for its humor or triteness” (226) 

– a definition which seemingly doesn‟t vary from those we‟ve encountered so far. 

Furthermore, he states that in the Asian locale on which he focuses, camp both “relates to 

expressions of femininity” (231) and “resonates with the theatricalized ambience of much 

of Japanese social life” (231); thus, no matter where people consume it, its relation to 

gender remains a hallmark of the attraction to this form. Similarly, in discussing the use 

of camp among Asian women with respect to a specific camp text, Hello Kitty, McVeigh 

writes,  

for many women, Hello Kitty is a celebration not of  

childishness but of the childlike, a hope that in spite of a  

gloomy, harried, and harassing world in which they are  

forced to outmaneuver others, they are still light-hearted,  

spirited, buoyant, and ingenuous. Hello Kitty allows an  

individual to express a direct emotional impact in a social  

world that usually privileges indirect messages and  

circumlocution. Hello Kitty is for those who want to  

believe…that ironically,…artlessness will win over  

artifice and the actual over the artificial. (231)  

 

As such, in the East, as in the West, to the marginalized, camp offers alternatives, hope 

and ways of coping. And, in its mission to reveal the constructed nature of imposed and 

accepted norms, such as those in the realms of gender and sexuality, it employs irony 

quite liberally. Although the chapters which follow focus on Western – more specifically, 

American – texts, know that their conclusions likely apply to non-Western texts as well, 

just as they likely resonate with non-Western campers, also. 
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 Similarly, in her work on the representation of women in film, scholar Joan 

Mellen asserts,  

The governing ideas of both the so-called socialist  

and the capitalist nations are bourgeois. They focus on  

the family as the primary social institution and define  

women in relation to the nuclear family presided over  

by a strong patriarch. This presence of bourgeois values  

and institution in the film art of countries claiming to be  

socialist precludes the development of a liberated image  

of women. (Women 22)  

Such statements as this demonstrate that, worldwide, masculine hegemony imposes the 

same or similar restrictive values on those considered subordinate within systems of 

heteronormativity. So, my work on camp in relation to American society‟s impositions on 

gender and sexuality does, indeed, likely extend to marginalized subjectives‟ engagement 

with and attraction to this form outside of the West and across the globe.  

Likewise, Mark McLelland writes about gay identity in Japan. Certainly, he finds 

great differences among gay men in the East and their Western counterparts; however, he 

does acknowledge that othering applies to same-sex oriented peoples throughout the 

world. Of one of his Japanese informants, he writes, “This man simply wants his same-

sex attraction to be acknowledged by the wider society. He sees his orientation as a 

personal issue which should not have consequences for how he is treated by others” 

(466). Sexual minorities exist within societies and cultures globally; therefore, they need 

an outlet by which they can find empowerment or, at least, in which they can find 

comfort. For many, camp fulfills this need. It stands to reason, then, that in some form, 

camp has infiltrated and exists in most societies on earth. 
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 As you read on, how to identify camp should become easier. The following 

chapters will demonstrate how camp makes itself accessible to all without sacrificing its 

core values. Critics have long argued that it depends on aesthetics, theatricality, 

outrageousness, humor, hyperbolization, and irony. They agree that it has power to 

transform culture (particularly culture‟s reliance on the status quo). They recognize its 

associations with gender and sexuality, which, in part, explains its appeal to gay men. I 

dispute none of these claims. In fact, I embrace them. However, I also recognize that to 

define camp correctly, fully and – dare I say it? – easily, we need to look at other of its 

components. Quite simply, the rest of this work will identify camp as not only reliant 

upon these aforementioned factors and not solely the domain of gay men but also reliant 

upon the theme that those thought not likely to triumph due to their failure to conform to 

imposed norms can and do succeed not in spite of but because of that refusal to adhere, a 

theme which attracts not only gay men but the marginalized en masse as well. 

 The importance of this project comes from the fact that no one has done this. No 

one has taken a look at the structure of camp in order to reveal that it relies on a specific 

theme. Camp texts all tell us that the peripheralized triumph due to that which marks 

them as “different” or “other” or outside of the confines of acceptability, that which 

relegates them to the margins of society. Each text and those characters in it defy 

expectations – of age, of gender, of sexuality, of propriety, and so forth. This defiance 

queers our understanding of identity, for it suggests that we shouldn‟t limit, restrict or 

dismiss anyone or anything due to its identity or level of societally-imposed acceptability. 

As such, we rethink definitional determinacy, which queerness and postmodernism 

encourage us to do. The marginalized subjective in a heteropatriarchy often consumes 
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camp texts or sees camp where available. And, we understand why: no matter what 

period of history we live in, most people will, at some point, find that they don‟t belong, 

don‟t conform or can‟t fit in. At such moments, camp not only entertains, but it also 

reminds us that we can use our differences as sources of empowerment. For many of us, 

camp reinforces this idea over and over by reminding us that we can go anyplace – not 

just the periphery – and do anything, like the Edies, Carrie, Ed Wood, Cher, Vanessa 

Williams, Elaine Stritch, and so many others do in camp. Camp people and texts do, 

demonstrating that we all can. 
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CHAPTER 2 

  “BECAUSE THEY WERE REJECTED, THEY WANTED TO BE ACCEPTED”: 

          CAMP RECEPTION AND THE POLITICS OF (IN)VISIBILITY IN  

                               GREY GARDENS AND PARIS IS BURNING 

 In the extras contained on The Criterion Collection‟s DVD of Grey Gardens 

(Maysles & Maysles, 1975),
4
 openly gay fashion designers Todd Oldham and John 

Bartlett individually discuss the film‟s impact on them, their work and their friends. Each 

begins by explaining how he first became aware of and responded to the text. Oldham 

recalls,  

Well, um, I saw Grey Gardens for the first time, I think  

it was about the mid-eighties, and a dear friend of mine  

who‟s no longer with us who loved Grey Gardens as  

much as I did showed us the grainiest, goofiest bootleg  

copy. I don‟t know where he got it, but it was a mess.  

And, thankfully, most of the audio was intact, and we  

could, uh, we could hear most of it, but believe me, we  

watched it anyway – over and over and over.
5
 

 

He goes on to describe the film as “so visually beautiful” and to say that “the story 

unfolds in such a beautifully, delicate way. It‟s just sort of flawless,” thereby showing his 

appreciation for its aesthetics. Furthermore, he admits, “I can remember all the lines!” 

And, he says that around the office, his staff uses quotes from the film almost daily. As 

such, he both demonstrates a cultish devotion to the text and documents the film‟s 

usefulness. Similarly, Bartlett remembers,  

When I first went to New York in ‟86, Grey Gardens  

was this sort of funny legend. A lot of people talked  

about it. They referenced Grey Gardens. A lot of people  

that I knew knew lines from it. And, I‟m like, “What is  

Grey Gardens?” And, I would look for it. And, I could  

never find it. And, I kept hearing about it. It was almost  

like Deep Throat. That, like, you talked about it, but you  
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never saw it. 

 

Much of the reception of Grey Gardens as a camp text comes from anecdotes and 

observations such as these. I, in fact, came to this text quite similarly: a female friend – a 

feminist in her own right – became familiar with it through some of her gay male 

companions. She began raving about it, quoting from it incessantly, until, one night, she 

forced me to watch it with her. It has stayed with me ever since. 

 Grey Gardens, then, seems, somewhat in tandem, to have achieved both cult and 

camp status. Scholar Greg Taylor recognizes the relationship between “cult appreciation 

and camp response” (4). The former establishes a following, identified by knowledge 

about, familiarity with and passion for a text – all frequently evident in a devotee‟s ability 

and need to quote a favored media product. Cult becomes camp, according to Taylor, 

when one puts it to use (as Oldham seemingly does by identifying with it via the practice 

of using quotations as an act of defiance). Taylor references, for example, “avant-gardists 

[who] had begun busily appropriating the detritus of mass culture…in an effort to display 

their own rebellious creative control over the materials of their lives” (3). As he argues, 

“they showed that the roles of artist and critic could be collapsed into one, empowering 

spectators like…us to create a culture better than the one we have been offered” (3-4). 

 For Oldham, Bartlett, my friend, and me, like so many others, Grey Gardens first 

took shape as a cultishly adored text – one that people talked about, obsessed over and 

quoted from. Soon, though, it became useful as a tool which helped those of us outside of 

the margins to recognize the empowering nature of the film and its subjects, “Big” Edie 

Bouvier Beale, near-octogenarian aunt of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, and “Little” Edie 

Beale, her fiftysomething daughter whose position in relation to her mother alternates 
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between caretaker and verbal sparring partner. Of the latter, Bartlett espouses, “she just 

took rules and turned them upside-down…There were no rules for her.” Even more 

tellingly, he contends that she, through her very presence, reveals “the craziness of 

society and what that means and what it could possibly do to people.” And, Oldham 

comments that “Little Edie‟s style straddles a lot of boundaries.” Such statements 

illustrate what makes a text camp: via its simultaneous hyperbolization of an entity‟s 

outsider status and his/her/its triumph, camp informs the spectator that, despite popular 

and pervasive narratives to the contrary, those outside of the boundaries of 

heteronormativity can and do succeed, achieve, survive, win. This message empowers the 

spectator, thereby giving a cult text its use and converting it to camp. Oldham says of 

Little Edie, “She managed to, somehow, through her spunk or I-don‟t-know-what – her 

inertia? – whatever it is that draws us to Little Edie, she managed to pull it off,” thus 

recognizing and identifying with her outsider status and her accomplishment. 

 Such reception – affectionate worship which transforms into practical use – 

differs markedly from that surrounding Jennie Livingston‟s film Paris Is Burning (1991). 

Where “[t]he movie „Grey Gardens‟ attained cult status, in part, by attracting social 

outsiders who saw its quirky heroines as kindred spirits” (Pincus-Roth), Paris seems to 

have had an opposite response. Even though it takes a camp phenomenon – the Harlem 

drag balls – as its subject, it has far from achieved camp (or, even, cult) status. 

Seemingly, no one quotes from it, obsesses over it or identifies with it like people do 

Grey Gardens. In his review of the film, Stanley Kauffmann gets to the heart of why:  

I saw my first avowedly gay theater presentation, an off- 

Broadway musical, about twenty-five years ago. Some  

genuine talents were in it, but beneath all the swooping and  

swirling and parading and nonchalance was, I felt, anguish.  
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The show seemed a sublimated scream against society‟s  

prejudiced treatment of the people who were cavorting  

in order to soothe themselves.  

 

This documentary is about something even worse:  

because the people are black and because, on the evidence  

here, they have not much talent for anything except lurid  

costuming. It‟s a document of despair striking back with  

parades. Paris Is Burning shows the rest of us a  

discomfiting truth. The fact that a documentary like this  

can now be shot and shown is no excuse for a society that  

makes it necessary. (31) 

 

In Kauffmann‟s estimation, the film‟s subjects have no real hope, no possibility of 

overarching success – public success – eclipsing their near-crippling “despair.” If we see 

popularity as a form of success (as we likely do, for it suggests widespread acceptance), 

then, we recognize the prescience of Kauffmann‟s review. The Edies of Grey Gardens 

live on as the inspirations for fashion designers‟ collections, advertising layouts, a Tony 

Award-winning Broadway musical, and an Emmy Award-winning HBO feature film, not 

to mention the popularity that they continue to maintain among fans, but the public has 

practically abandoned the ballwalkers featured in Paris. Jesse Green reports, “Once 

mainstream America began to copy a subculture that was copying it, the subculture itself 

was no longer of interest to a wider audience, and whatever new opportunities existed for 

the principals dried up.” 

 Considering that Grey Gardens has, as the above discussion shows, achieved 

camp status, while Paris, despite focusing on camp, has failed ever to earn a place in the 

camp canon, this chapter asks the question, “What makes a documentary camp?” For 

camp to succeed, it must rely upon identificatory practices: in some way, shape or form, 

the camp spectator should see himself in the camp object. Camp does this by combining 

outsider status – otherness, if you will – with triumph. The consumer, then, recognizes 
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that he can succeed even when society suggests otherwise. Camp takes many forms, with 

film among its most recognized sites. Films included in this canon illustrate the 

relationship between viewer and successful other. For instance, the films of Ed Wood 

survive despite their shoestring-budget production values; Mommie Dearest (Frank Perry, 

1981) has achieved recognition even though it lacks any subtlety; MGM musicals have 

become outdated but no less popular; texts like All about Eve (Joseph L.Mankiewicz, 

1950) and Sunset Blvd. (Billy Wilder, 1950) have maintained their iconic stature, their 

now-cheesy dialogue notwithstanding. The fiction film, then, (under certain conditions) 

can exist as a form of camp. Undoubtedly, most scholars and aficionados of this 

phenomenon wouldn‟t deny that the fiction film can attain camp stature. Few, however, 

think of documentaries as having the same potential.  

 Looking at these two cinematic non-fiction essays, which both seemingly have 

camp potential, requires that we consider the films‟ respective narratives, subjects, styles, 

and filmmakers. Spectators receive (or reject) a film as camp based upon the choices 

made by its director. Grey Gardens, as we will see, hyperbolizes both the failure to 

conform to heteronormativity and the unequivocal achievement of its subjects, thus 

placing them (and, by extension, itself) squarely within the camp pantheon. Paris, 

however, portrays its subjects as peripheralized, minoritized and unsuccessful due to their 

desire to embrace – rather than to challenge – expectations of normalcy. Commentary in 

each text – both outright and tacit – about family, gender, rules, acceptance, and fashion 

leads to or undermines its camp potential, as does each film‟s respective filmmaker(s)‟ 

inclusion in her or their respective film.  
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  A Camper‟s Guide to Subversion, or How To Avoid Assimilation in the (Not-So) Wild 

 In order for spectators to identify it as camp, a text depends upon several criteria. 

An understanding of how Grey Gardens has become camp while Paris Is Burning hasn‟t 

requires some insight into those criteria, which this section offers. Among the features 

outlined by Babuscio, camp depends on irony. Camp‟s primary irony derives from the 

fact that others who according to the precepts of heteronormativity shouldn‟t succeed 

triumph nonetheless. Camp often focuses on females coded first, foremost and – one 

might argue – extraordinarily as women. This makes sense, for women who show power 

(sexual, financial, etc.) potentially subvert the patriarchal order, while those who conform 

remain subordinate within a patriarchy. Camp, therefore, favors the former over the latter 

or employs the latter to upend imposed gender norms. As Booth writes, “The primary 

type of the marginal in society is the traditionally feminine, which camp parodies in an 

exhibition of stylized effeminacy” (69). In foregrounding not just the marginalized or 

other but the successful other, camp questions the hegemony both implicit in and 

enforced by heteronormative structures. The criticism contained in camp texts, therefore, 

works to chastise and advocates change – often, too, acceptance – within a dominant 

culture, but (primarily through the implementation of humor) the texts do so with 

understanding and compassion shown towards their respective targets, mostly those 

institutions which proliferate the heteronormative status quo. Camp does this by 

suggesting an alternative to that dominant paradigm in which white, conservative, 

heterosexual men – followers of rules, all – lead and achieve, conquer and dominate. 

Hyper-sexed, foul-mouthed, brash, Catholic-bashing Madonna, for instance, has 

simultaneously cultivated a persona which inverts expectations – of women, of leaders, of 
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success stories – and maintained a stratospheric level of popularity and influence. She, 

therefore, destabilizes for the public the foundations upon which heteronormativity 

depends. 

 The idea of destabilizing heteronormative power structures makes camp both 

postmodern and queer. In identifying camp‟s postmodern link, Dollimore posits, “There 

is a positive desire to transgress and disrupt, and a destructiveness, even a running to 

one‟s own destruction, paradoxically creative” (223). Historically negative concepts 

(transgression and disruption) turned into positives, and the inclusion of the idea of 

destruction-as-a-creator both undermine our understanding of the real, the correct, the 

natural, the acceptable. This makes camp postmodern, for it destabilizes the definitional 

power and intensity of heteronormativity. If we question any definition or category – 

whether of an entity in the margin or the center – then, we must question all definitions 

and categories. To show a successful woman as powerful and independent (think: Buffy, 

Xena, Diana Ross, Barbra Streisand, Judy Garland, Mae West, Carrie Bradshaw, the 

Dreamgirls, Christina Aguilera, or Ethel Merman), for example, makes us question the 

long-held belief of females as subordinate, weak and needy. This, in turn, makes us 

question the category “man,” long-defined as strong, powerful, dominant, and in control. 

Dollimore argues that “camp is an invasion and subversion of other sensibilities, and 

works via parody, pastiche, and exaggeration” (224-5). David Harvey explains that the 

postmodern “foreground[s]…questions as to how radically different realities may coexist, 

collide, and interpenetrate” (41). In a postmodern text, then, singularity gives way to 

polyvocality: the other no longer exists only at the margins, in terms of the dominant or 

as part of a collective; instead, he, she or it exists on his, her or its own terms, thus 
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deriving power. “The idea that all groups have a right to speak for themselves, in their 

own voice, and have that voice accepted as authentic and legitimate is essential to the 

pluralistic stance of postmodernism” (Harvey 48). 

 Seeing camp as a postmodern construct leads to an understanding of it as a queer 

construct as well. Babuscio may declare that “[t]he term „camp‟ has been widely misused 

to signify the …„queer‟” (117, emphasis added), but it seems misguided and/or 

uniformed not to recognize the inherent link between “camp” and “queer.” Of queer, 

Jagose writes, “its definitional indeterminacy, its elasticity, is one of its constituent 

characteristics” (1). Similarly, Mark Sherry refers to it as “an identity marker for a broad 

range of sexual identities and practices which do not conform to heteronormativity” 

(770). In further illustrating this point, he hesitates to exclude or to include any entity 

fully under the umbrella of queer, as we see in the following: “For instance, the category 

„queer‟ could comprise not only gay, lesbian, transgender, and intersexed people, but also 

those who engage in sadomasochism, public sex, those with certain fetishes (such as 

leathermen) and sex workers” (771, emphasis added). Definitional indeterminacy, 

elusiveness and all-inclusiveness equally and similarly apply to the three terms in 

question – camp, postmodern and queer. Each concept relies on them to shatter our 

understanding of homonormativity, thus undermining its hegemony. Babuscio‟s belief 

notwithstanding, camp exists in queer (and postmodern) terms. 

 

Camping at Grey Gardens 

 Three extraordinary things occur at the start of Grey Gardens, the confluence of 

which quickly establishes it and its subjects as camp: the Maysles Brothers show the 
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headlines of and – in some cases – text from a series of newspaper clippings about the 

Edies; Little Edie forces the filmmakers into the film by engaging them in conversation; 

and she provides a discourse on appropriate fashion for women. As we will see, these 

serve to establish the narrative as camp in multiple ways. At once, they take power from 

the larger, more conservative society and reallocate it to the Edies; they, similarly, put the 

film‟s subjects (as opposed to its makers) in control; and, they destabilize long-assigned 

feminine norms. 

 A few minutes into the film, we hear Little Edie exclaim, “We‟ll be raided again! 

We‟ll be raided again by the village of East Hampton!” We don‟t immediately 

understand the context of this outburst, for she subsequently offers only the following 

insight: “You know, they can get you in East Hampton for, for wearing red shoes on a 

Thursday.” This leaves it up to the filmmakers to provide an explanation of her combined 

hysterics and musings. As such, they rely on newspaper articles which offer a quick 

background sketch. The titles alone read like a linear narrative: “Mother and Daughter 

Ordered To Clean House or Get Out,” “Jackie‟s Aunt Told: Clean Up Mansion,” 

“Sadness Over Grey Gardens,” “Jackie Cleans Up E. Hampton Mansion for Kin,” “A 

Good Housekeeping Seal for Home: Jackie Kin Get OK on L.I. Home,” “Beales Remain 

in Residence.” Part of one article reads, “the Suffolk County Health Dept. has ordered 

them to clean up or face eviction,” and another reports, “In a telephone interview this 

week, Miss Beale called the inspection „a raid,‟ engineered by henchmen of „a mean, 

nasty Republican town.‟” 

 Initially, this narrative might come across as one that demonstrates the triumph of 

conservative normativity over the non-conformist. After all, the town does – via threats – 
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impose its will on the Edies. After complying, though, Little Edie takes her fight to the 

press, calling East Hampton “a mean, nasty Republican town,” and the Maysles 

demonstrate that the house has, yet again, fallen into disrepair – a fact most notably 

illustrated by the giant hole that a raccoon has seemingly bored into a freshly repaired, 

newly painted wall. Begun as a David-versus-Goliath tale, then, Grey Gardens quickly 

indicates our symbolic David‟s unexpected progress over a more powerful opponent: in 

the press and in the home, the Edies live outside of normalcy, flaunting this fact to 

passsers-by and newspaper readers, equally. 

 Furthermore, the Republican comment, not to mention the red shoes comment, 

reveals conservatism as superficial and ill-intentioned. So, Little Edie, in her own way, 

destabilizes conservatism. She reveals it as a construct, which suggests that it can change 

or that some entity can shatter it – a rather postmodern idea. Grey Gardens, then, 

becomes a narrative of triumph. John David Rhodes states, “The world of the Edies is a 

world that is, of course, cut off in many important ways from the propriety of the Village 

of East Hampton, which is to say from the propriety of the social world at large” (88). At 

once, the Edies free themselves from the shackles of conformity (read: “propriety”) and 

force their neighbors to accept this: the dilapidated house sits boldly in the middle of this 

perfectly appointed enclave, thereby mocking the town‟s citizenry through a daily 

reminder of East Hampton‟s defeat/the Edies‟ triumph. 

 The newspaper articles serve another function, though: they make celebrities of 

the Edies. This moment, perhaps more than the one discussed above, serves as a camp 

triumph. The last clipping used by the Maysles reads, in part,  

Mrs. Edith Beale and her daughter, Edie, the subject of  

much unwanted attention when threatened with eviction by  
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the Suffolk County Board of Health two years ago, may be  

in the public eye again. The Beales are taking part in a  

motion picture about their life being filmed by David and  

Albert Maysles. (emphasis added) 

 

Arguably, in America, celebrity indicates triumph. Immortalized on film and in the press, 

the Edies succeed – despite their outcast status – in ways of which the average person can 

only dream. 

 The passage announcing the Edies‟ participation in the impending film, however, 

slyly suggests defeat. In using a passive construction in combination with a unified 

possessive (“their life being filmed”), the news report seeks to disempower the film‟s 

individual subjects. “Their life being” makes them a unit comprised of indistinguishable 

parts and puts the Maysles (read: the active men) in charge. By inviting the Maysles to 

participate in their own film, though, Little Edie changes this dynamic. She engages them 

in conversation about their clothing, her clothing and their filmmaking process, all the 

while acknowledging them by name. Thus, she reclaims power, for she establishes Grey 

Gardens (the estate) as her turf and, therefore, controls the action. Rhodes interprets the 

scene similarly:  

When the film dissolves into the newspaper photograph,  

we understand that the first shot that establishes the  

dissolve is from the point of view of the interloping  

photojournalist – that is, a point of view exterior to the  

house, not the intimate interiority of what we have  

already experienced via the Maysles‟ camera. Their  

adopting the point of view of the newspaper photograph  

implies everything that the film will not be: it will not be  

prying or prurient. It will be, instead, inside the life of  

Grey Gardens, an intimate act of witnessing the lives of  

Big Edie and Little Edie. (88-9) 
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The newspaper piece suggests “interloping” on behalf of the Maysles; however, they – 

and, by extension, we – quickly transform into mere witnesses privileged via the 

permission of Edie and Edie. By shamelessly flirting with them, Little Edie invites the 

Maysles into the world of the film. Flirting empowers Edie, for it relegates control of the 

film, in part, to her. Similarly, it simultaneously hyperbolizes her “feminine frivolity” 

while serving as an act of transgression against the dominant codes of proper society. No 

matter how we read this scene, the camp icon comes out on top – and does so by 

highlighting our awareness of her otherness, in this case, her stature as love-struck 

female. Ironically, that very fact empowers her. 

 Little Edie further destabilizes power by hyperbolizing both her femaleness and 

her outsider status. Not only does she dress outside the norm (a norm dictated by proper 

society) throughout the text, but she also draws attention to it early on. Wearing a fitted 

brown skirt upside-down, which reveals a lot of thigh and a leg of her girdle; a matching 

brown turtleneck sweater; an aqua blue turban (fashioned from some garment not 

intended for the head); matching aqua high heels; and fishnet hose, she comments thusly 

on her ensemble: 

This is the best thing to wear for the day. You understand.  

Because I don‟t like women in skirts. And, the best thing is  

to wear pantyhose or some pants under a short skirt. I think!  

Then, you have the pants under the skirt. And, then, you can  

pull the stockings up over the pants underneath the skirt.  

And, you can always take off the skirt and use it as a cape.  

So, I think this is the best costume for the day. (She giggles.)  

I have to think these things up, you know. 

 

Visually, the skirt – like camp itself – inverts anticipated norms. Her commentary which 

lists multiple uses for any given piece of clothing, alone or in combination with others, 

disallows for definitional singularity, just as the postmodern and the queer do. 
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 Furthermore, Little Edie‟s outfit and her commentary about it openly oppose and 

question ideal femininity. Without irony, she asserts that “[t]his is the best thing to wear 

for the day,” later labeling her garb a “costume.” Her monologue recalls the fact that 

fashion designers, media and society dictate appropriate attire for women; in turn, they 

define ideal femininity and establish sartorial norms. Little Edie, although obviously 

influenced by the discourse on appropriate attire, blatantly rejects the regularly enforced 

dress code. She, therefore, plays with notions of female conformity by wearing women‟s 

clothing but not as intended – skirts upside down, underwear as outerwear, blouses as 

headscarves, dresses as capes. On the one hand, by wearing gender-appropriate clothing, 

she does conform to standards; on the other hand, she redefines each piece‟s utility. As 

such, she destabilizes notions of femininity. Calling her ensemble a “costume” further 

limns the artificiality of gender. Wearing an inverted skirt makes her no less a woman but 

reveals “woman” as a fluid concept. Her clothing serves as an extension of her voice, 

thereby demonstrating a form of success. She, therefore, represents camp in the 

postmodern-queer sense. 

 Similarly, when she asserts, “I don‟t like women in skirts,” she illustrates her 

discomfort with established norms of femininity. Yet, as pointed out above, she does, in a 

sense, conform to those norms, for she does don a skirt – albeit an upside-down one 

which she might reappoint as a cape. She, therefore, wears the skirt ironically: hating the 

mandate that a woman should wear one, but conforming nonetheless; conforming to 

society‟s will, but inverting it. As such, she exists as an essay on the ways that society 

defines, limits and categorizes people and on the possible (although, admittedly, limited) 

ways of upending convention. As Rhodes concludes, she possesses “an acute awareness 
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of the traditional nature of things…and their uses, but also an awareness of all these and a 

confident nimbleness in subverting these traditional uses” (93). 

 Big Edie, too, as her daughter reflects, “has certain ideas about clothes.” Often, 

the Maysles film her barely dressed – a throw, a shawl or a sweater merely (and 

haphazardly) draped over her large breasts – or threatening to disrobe altogether. And, 

why shouldn‟t she? After all, as she asserts, “I haven‟t got any warts on me!” In other 

words, regardless of what society dictates, she‟s got nothing to hide. Even more tellingly, 

after she confesses, “I haven„t worn a girdle since I was twelve-years-old,” she remarks, 

rather poignantly, “Very hard to live nowadays. Living is very difficult.” This comment, 

related to Big Edie‟s sartorial independence, demonstrates that both mother and daughter 

refuse to conform to the standards set forth by proper society, thereby disrupting 

normativity and codes of demeanor. The rules, expectations, demands, and constrictions 

– all illustrated by girdles, bras and clothing in general (or, in the case of Grey Gardens, 

their absence) – show exactly why “Living is very difficult.” The Edies, however, find a 

way to make it easy: they reject or redefine the boundaries of propriety on their estate, in 

East Hampton and on film. This, in turn, makes it easier for the spectator, marginalized in 

his alterity, to navigate (possibly, to bulldoze through) the mores and constrictions of 

heteronormativity as well. 

 Additionally, throughout the film, the Edies, especially Little Edie, undermine the 

idea that in order to survive, women need to depend on men. Hollywood has historically 

proliferated the myth that a woman‟s happiness, future, success, and survival depend 

upon a heterosexual marriage – an act that not only “saves” her from herself but also 

“saves” society-at-large from her. The classical romantic comedy, for instance, reinforces 
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the notion that single women endanger society; thus, the films in that canon encourage 

heterosexual couplehood as the way “to cure” this societal ill. Grey Gardens, however, 

offers an alternative discourse. In fact, when Little Edie suggests repurposing her skirt as 

a cape, it aligns her with the superheroes of American popular myth – typically male 

characters who rescue those weaker, unprotected citizens (read: women) among us. The 

Edies, though, rescue themselves, a fact reinforced throughout the text. 

 In one diatribe which well exemplifies this idea, Little Edie discusses how, in 

choosing to attend Farmington, she disobeyed her father. As she recalls, “he certainly was 

down on Farmington. I don‟t know why? Farmington was a junior college. You could 

choose what you wanted to study. Perhaps, that was what made my father dislike it so: 

that I could choose.”  Within the confines of heteronormativity, a father guides his 

daughter until a husband takes over. Edie, though, rejected her father‟s authority and 

never married. In one scene, her financially-independent mother (the Maysles often show 

her writing checks and paying bills) validates why a woman should remain free of 

masculine authority. “You can‟t get any freedom when you‟re being supported,” she 

asserts. Later, she acknowledges that marriage voided her independence and potential. 

“When I met Mr. Beale,” she muses, “the jig was up.” 

 Furthermore, Little Edie reads from an astrology book a passage which describes 

the Libra man. After reading a section which claims that “[t]he monotony of domesticity 

is not to his liking,” she posits, “All I have to do is find this Libra man.” In this, we 

simultaneously recognize the idealization and categorization of people proliferated by 

media (such as in Edie‟s astrology tome) and Edie‟s desire to eschew domesticity. 

Subsequently, she reads, “The Libra husband is reasonable. He is a born judge, and no 
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other Zodiacal type can order his life with so much wisdom.” At this, she comments, 

“God! That‟s all I need: order. That‟s all I need, an ordered life. You know – a manager.” 

Interestingly, she stops short of saying “a husband.” A manager, after all, suggests one 

who will assist, not one who dominates. At this point in the narrative, the Maysles have 

established the Edies as interesting precisely because of their independence – from 

society, from rules, from husbands or fathers. Thus, they hyperbolize the duo‟s success, 

success which derives from the women‟s own empowerment. This scene highlights 

heroic Little Edie as it suggests a fantasy in which a dominant man would diminish, 

disempower and subordinate her. 

 Within heteronormativity, women have their place, a place established, in large 

part, through definition. Weepy, weak women exist in relation to strong, stoic men. The 

Edies invert this trope, which, in a postmodern fashion, destabilizes the definitional 

power present in the binaristic construct “male/female.” At one point, Big Edie offers her 

personal mantra, “No emotionalism. Never give up. You wanna keep on top, way high up 

on top,” an aphorism which rejects female feeling in favor of persistence. Doing so, she 

says, empowers. Similarly, prompted by one of the Maysles‟ comment, “You‟re dressed 

for battle, Edie,” the younger Beale goes on a rant in which she proclaims,  

But, you see, in dealing with me, the relatives didn‟t know  

that they were dealing with a staunch character. And, I  

tell ya if there‟s anything worse than a staunch woman.  

S-T-A-U-N-C-H. There‟s nothing worse. I‟m telling you.  

(sighs) They don‟t weaken. No matter what. But, they didn‟t  

know that. Well, how were they to know? 

In this, she asserts her independence from the rules set forth for women. By describing 

herself as a “staunch woman,” she highlights her femininity, along with her strong will, 

determination, and steadfastness. Heteronormativity demands acquiescent, obedient 
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women, women who put their families‟ needs above their own. Little Edie, however, puts 

herself and her own desires ahead of her family‟s. And, in so doing, she disrupts the idea 

that women (and, by extension, society) can only survive if everyone maintains the status 

quo by enacting the roles assigned to him or her. Both Edies refuse to conform and, as 

such, live free of imposed norms and restrictions. 

 As we‟ve seen thus far, the Edies reveal accepted norms – gender, family, fashion 

– as mere constructs. Patriotism and religion receive the same treatment in the text. In 

one exchange, for instance, the daughter complains, “She‟s very mean to me.” Her 

mother, in response, assigns blame to the family‟s priest, when she recalls, “The priest 

said she needed a very strict hand. The priest: „She-ah sure-ah needs a very strong hand, 

your daughter.‟ I tried to give it to her.” Religion, with its insistence on obedience, 

particularly to masculine authority, perpetuates the tenets of heteronormativity. Little 

Edie has obviously rejected those and triumphed nonetheless. In two other scenes, Little 

Edie gives patriotic performances, replete with flag-waving and red-white-and-blue 

clothing. During these displays, she dances to themes recorded for the Virginia Military 

Institute. As we watch the routines, we recognize that although she doesn‟t mock 

patriotism intentionally, she does make it seem ridiculous, for as she celebrates America 

with jerky dance moves and chronic furling and unfurling of the flag, we recognize that 

“American” can‟t possibly exist as a unified, all-encompassing term, a static category. 

Little Edie, after all, doesn‟t fit the mold of the “typical” American. This makes us 

wonder if, indeed, anyone does? She “performs” patriotism, thereby revealing it as not 

inherent but artificial.
6
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 The Edies, therefore, like the film which features them, meet all of the criteria for 

camp. They (and, arguably, the Maysles) hyperbolize their alterity, their refusal to 

conform to heteronormativity (at one point, Little Edie espouses, “You shouldn‟t have 

contact with the outside world”). Yet, we recognize Grey Gardens as a narrative of 

triumph. The Beale women live in a tony community, pay their own way and obtain both 

notoriety in the press and immortality on film. They dress how they want and exist by 

their own codes, rather than those set for them by conservative society. They even exert 

some control over the filmmaking. The text highlights the irony of their victories, the 

theatricality of their daily lives and the aesthetics present in their sartorial choices and 

deteriorating estate. Thus, by maintaining a camp sensibility, Grey Gardens possesses the 

components necessary to attract spectators who identify as minoritized and, therefore, 

seek inspiration and empowerment from it. As we will see, although it possesses 

similarities to the Maysles Brothers‟ text, Paris Is Burning actually disallows a spectator 

to embrace it as camp. 

 

   Paris Is Burning (But Not Camping) 

Jennie Livingston‟s Paris Is Burning has much in common with Grey Gardens. 

Both, for instance, focus on camp subjects. Both, too, portray, through fashion, a 

challenge to heteronormative precepts of gender. And, both have their documentarians 

invited by subjects to participate in their respective films. All of these facets, however, 

serve to distance the subjects of Paris from the film itself, in turn, further marginalizing 

those portrayed in the film and establishing the film not as camp but merely about camp. 

In other words, where the Maysles make it impossible for us to distinguish Grey Gardens 
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from the residents of its eponymous estate, Livingston firmly situates her film as an entity 

apart from – and distinctly different from – the Harlem drag ball walkers. 

In a most telling scene in Paris, Livingston interviews Pepper LaBeija. The 

exchange begins as such: 

PEPPER LABEIJA: Do you want me to say who I am and all that? 

JENNIE LIVINGSTON: “I‟m Pepper LaBeija…” 

PEPPER LABEIJA: (sighs) I‟m Pepper LaBeija, legendary mother of the 

          House of LaBeija.
7
 

 

Here, Livingston puts words in the drag queen‟s mouth. By telling her what to say, she 

speaks for her, simultaneously approving of and constructing her interviewee‟s identity. 

LaBeija, in asking what Livingston wants and subsequently complying, relinquishes her 

power to the documentarian. She looks to please Livingston rather than herself. A 

passive, acquiescent LaBeija gives power to Livingston‟s desires instead of maintaining 

her own autonomy, authority, agency, and even, one might argue, epistemology (or, at 

the very least, ontology) of herself. Her voice merges with the filmmaker‟s, thereby 

denying her an individual, unique, distinctive voice, and, in turn, denying the text itself 

polyvocality: forced to recognize early on that Livingston may, indeed, “speak” for the 

drag queens portrayed in the text, viewers can‟t hear the cacophony required by a 

postmodern – thus, a camp – text.  

 Where the subjects of Grey Gardens exist freely and individualistically within a 

conservative milieu, we see the performers featured in Paris reveling in their difference 

only late at night and in a controlled environment.
8
 They model their looks at VFW halls, 

YMCAs and Elk‟s Clubs in the dark of night, not on subways, at work, on the streets, or 

in coffee houses in the broad daylight, for example.
9
 If the gay subjects of Livingston‟s 



59 
 

text do enter “proper society” in full drag, they do so hoping “to pass.” Hence, visibility 

politics come into play in each film, In one, making visible the subjects‟ difference, as we 

have seen, gives them power; in the other, making the subjects‟ difference invisible, as 

we will see, feeds into the hegemony of white, conservative heteronormativity. 

Hyperbolizing normalcy stabilizes dominant tropes. As such, Paris denies spectators 

identification with its subjects, therefore, with it. 

 Certainly, some may contend that Livingston makes a largely ignored segment of 

the populace – black and Latin drag queens – visible, seemingly to give it power. Paris, 

however, actually reinforces binaristic hegemony where the former in a pair defines and, 

therefore, dominates the latter. The film explores such pairings as straight/gay, rich/poor, 

center/margin, and white/non-white, among others. Looking just at straight/gay, for 

instance, reveals that the latter exists only in definitional opposition to the former. In 

other words, heterosexuality maintains power and dominance via its ability to define 

homosexuality: “gay” means, quite simply, “not straight.” Livingston may want us to 

believe that, in her text, she attempts to reveal – and, thereby, to shatter – this discourse 

and its constraints, but she actually accomplishes something quite different: throughout 

the film, her subjects construct their identities in terms of the hetero, so she ends up 

disseminating straight, white dominance as a seemingly immutable, necessary truth. 

 Scholar Rob Baker asserts, “Visibility is not acceptance. Visibility can, on 

occasion, even preclude, contemplate, postpone acceptance. The whole question of media 

exposure hinges on the delicate question of who‟s really being exposed – and in whose 

interest” (331). The dominant, hetero society has particular interest in Paris‟ subjects‟ 
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visibility. In fact, as Lisa Henderson points out, we can credit the film‟s widespread 

appeal across lines of sexual orientation to this idea:  

To the critique of social disconnectedness, I would add the  

film‟s evasions of sexual practice in the ball performances,  

evasions that suppress the community‟s lived challenges to  

heterosexist propriety. Both qualities might partly explain  

the film‟s crossover popularity since…straight and/or white  

and/or upscale audiences can enjoy the characters‟  

extraordinary wit and insight without necessarily feeling  

threatened or complicit. (116) 

 

Henderson‟s musings rely on language common to the relationship between a dominant 

power and the entity that it others. As such, she well identifies how Livingston‟s film 

itself furthers “suppress[ion].” Constant reminders of hetero power illustrate that its 

establishment of “norms” keeps it very much in control. As Angelia R. Wilson rightly 

recognizes, “Diversity of identities must necessitate chains of articulation, not reflect 

familiar hierarchies of oppression” (108, emphasis added). 

 We can, indeed, find multiple examples where Paris reflects “familiar hierarchies 

of oppression.” Stabilizing such positions certainly disallows for camp consumption of 

the film. Early on in the text, an unidentified patron-participant of the balls describes the 

ball experience thusly: “It‟s like crossing over into the looking-glass. Wonderland. You 

go in there, and you feel, you feel one-hundred percent right of being gay.” On its own, 

this admission relays two ideas. First, the speaker‟s society seemingly has no chance at 

achieving the level of success or acceptance that it craves: Alice‟s looking-glass poses no 

real threat to the dominant (as the estate Grey Gardens does, for example), and it never 

will. Second, the quote equates homosexuality with wrongness; thus, the group has taken 

a hetero-imposed tenet and internalized it, accepted it as truth voiced by a representative 

of this othered collective. 
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 Furthermore, Livingston doesn‟t simply leave this statement to its own devices; 

she pushes it further. We hear her respond to it with a question, “And, that‟s not what it‟s 

like in the world?” At this, her interviewee takes his cue and becomes her parrot, 

replying, “That‟s not what it‟s like in the world. That‟s not what it‟s like in the world. 

You know? It should be like that in the world.” Here, she seeks in this subject a singular 

voice to represent all of the denizens of the balls. This, of course, suggests a collapse of 

individual identity into a single unit – an idea that lies outside of postmodernism and, 

thus, outside of queerness. Also, the comment contrasts spaces here in a way that offers 

the dominant half of the straight/gay binary a sense of power and security. The speaker 

stands outside of the ball venue, about to step through the looking-glass. He expects gay 

visibility there, which might exist only within its confines, but, likely, he just becomes 

one of the multitude, blending into the crowd instead of establishing an individual 

identity. (Livingston doesn‟t even give us this person‟s name; thus, she doesn‟t single 

him out, thereby making him yet one more member of a minority – nothing more, 

nothing special.) Moreover, he reminds us that he has a place in the world – in the 

straight world. His use of the word “world” implies the vastness of the dominance of 

straightness in society. Lamenting his status in the straight realm, he positions himself to 

escape into a non-straight haven – an insular sphere where homosexuality and drag rule 

(albeit temporarily). 

 Dorian Corey‟s treatise on “realness” in the film serves as another example of the 

reinforcement of “familiar hierarchies of oppression.” The segment begins with the 

following voiceover:  

When you‟re a man and a woman, you can do anything 

….but when you‟re gay, you monitor everything you do.  
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You monitor how you look, how you dress, how you talk,  

how you act. “Did they see me?” “What did they think of  

me?” 

 

This comment, an expression of fear – fear of the dominant “they” – nicely sets up 

Corey‟s subsequent explanation. Via the film‟s juxtaposition of the above voiceover and 

her definition of realness, Corey portrays the balls as a necessity for gays (particularly for 

racialized gays): “To be able to blend,” she says, “That‟s what realness is. If you can pass 

the untrained eye or even the trained eye and not give away the fact that you‟re gay, 

that‟s what realness is.” Through the use of the phrase “untrained eye,” Corey evokes 

militaristic espionage, thereby eliciting the idea of drawn battle-lines, of a contentious 

separation between the hetero and the gay.  

 The scene also evokes passing discourse. Interestingly, however, a marked 

difference occurs between gay passing and the familiar trope of black passing: 

historically, due to the fear of miscegenation, white society did not sanction a black 

person‟s passing into its ranks; however, the act of subordinating the homosexual so 

much that he feels the need to fit into heteronormativity via conformity doesn‟t simply 

assuage straights of a particular threat (the rare possibility of accidental sex or romance 

with a cross-gendered person) but empowers straight, white people, as it offers evidence 

of their own might. A white society may have (ridiculously) feared that black men who 

passed would lure away, corrupt or victimize its women, but a straight society that 

(simply by existence) elicits conformity from the gay individual and outnumbers him 

must feel less sexually threatened by those who pass. And, seeing this in action via Paris 

demonstrates the power (again, simply by existence) that the hetero society wields. 

Henderson recognizes that the hetero‟s ability to claim and to maintain power depends on 



63 
 

the appearance of the oppression/fear binary, for a gay in fear exists at the mercy of the 

dominant (or at least believes such) and, therefore, conforms, in part, to ensure his 

protection. She surmises, 

The film‟s swirling spectacle of irony, high style, and  

defiant swish is the intoxicating flip side of a life on the  

edge, a life marked by racism and, for some, by  

brutality and abandonment. It is a life where the  

theatrical standard of realness – in the category as  

unambiguously female- or male-looking, as  

conspicuously not gay – not only wins you a trophy at  

the ball but spares you the phobic rampages of  

queerbashers (if not misogynists) and lets you make it  

home, or somewhere, with clothes and body intact. (114) 

 

Because gay identity exists in terms of a dominant norm, Henderson defines one possible 

aspect of that identity as “defiant.” “Swish” defies the established hetero norm, thwarts 

passing, invites oppression. But, achieve realness – in other words, conform, rather than 

defy, heteronormativity – and you just might maintain safety. Whether the homosexual 

defies or conforms, he does so in terms of his binaristic partner. “The idea of realness,” 

Corey espouses, “is to look as much as possible like your straight counterpart.” 

 Livingston compliments Corey‟s insight into realness with shots of performers 

dressed as street-toughs. “Banjee!” the emcee bellows, “Looking like the boy that 

probably robbed you a few minutes before you came to Paris‟ ball.” In this, the power-

relational couplet “straight/gay” parallels that of “oppression/fear.” The film further 

portrays gays as needing to hide their identity in order to preserve their safety. This gives 

the straight viewer power in the reinforcement that non-heterosexuals fear him, that he 

remains – at least symbolically – the oppressor. “Part of the appeal of Paris for a white, 

straight audience,” Peggy Phelan surmises, “is its ability to absorb and tame the so-called 
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Otherness of this part of the Black and Latino gay male culture” (106). The dominant 

often wields fear as a key weapon in keeping the other othered. 

 At another point in the section that centers around Corey‟s examination of 

realness, we hear the following voiceover:  

They give the society that they live in what they want  

to see, so they won‟t be questioned. Rather than have to  

go through prejudices about your life or your lifestyle,  

you can walk around comfortably living here with  

everybody else. You‟ve erased all of the mistakes, all  

of the flaws, all of the giveaways to make your life  

perfect. 

 

We can pair this separation of (homosexual) self from society with the proclamation 

discussed earlier, “That‟s not what it‟s like in the world,” as expressions of the vastness 

of the dominant‟s power: here, the singular “I” (speaker‟s implication) or “you” 

(speaker‟s chosen pronoun) stands in relation to “they,” to “the society,” to “living with 

everybody else,” again demonstrating the lack of gay power and the scope of hetero 

power. Furthermore, the quote identifies the gay with “flaws” and “mistakes” – 

judgments imposed by the hetero and both internalized and accepted by the homo.  

 Corey‟s treatise on realness ends thusly:  

The realer you look means you look like a real woman.  

Or a real man. A straight man. It‟s not a takeoff or a  

satire. No. It‟s actually being able to be this. It‟s really  

a case of going back into the closet. 

 

Her conclusions make us recognize that gender performance may not simply exist as 

performance. Christian A. Gregory discovers that “„realness‟ in every case devolves into 

the desire to „fit‟ in racial, class, and gendered terms. It‟s not a parody…[I]t‟s about 

really being white, educated, wealthy, and female” (30). Gays in Paris don‟t simply want 

to pass into homonormativity; symbolically, they want to become heterosexual. They 
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accomplish this by appropriating every hetero norm possible. Appropriation, like 

reclamation, should typically empower, but the opposite occurs in this situation, for “It‟s 

really a case of going back into the closet.” 

 The closet serves as the ultimate symbol of straight dominance over and 

oppression of the homosexual. Homosexual passing exists as a closet – as the closet. 

Invoked in Paris as a tool that holds power – for both straights who impose it and gays 

who successfully pass – it allows us to see how the closet acts as a tool of domination. 

Towards the end of the film, Livingston profiles Brooke and Carmen Xtravaganza. 

Brooke, a post-operative transsexual, boasts of this surgical success as she and Carmen 

stroll the beach. Brooke, the recipient of several plastic surgeries, wears a revealing 

swimsuit; she has shapely legs and breasts, and a perfectly made up, rather feminine face. 

Carmen, in drag, dons a bikini top over her manly, flat chest; her disheveled hair 

contrasts with Brooke‟s perfect coiffure; make-up can‟t conceal her given gender. Brooke 

walks erect, with grace and enthusiasm, while Carmen, comparatively, looks awkward, 

poorly poised. They say the following:  

 BROOKE: (constantly giggling, kicking up sand): I‟m no longer a man. I am a 

       woman. I feel great! 

 

 CARMEN: She has to rub it in. 

 

BROOKE: I‟m very happy. And, I feel like the part of my life that was a secret is 

now closed. I can close the closet door. There are no more skeletons in 

there. And, I‟m as free as the wind that is blowing around on this 

beach.  

 

Now that Brooke has re-gendered and seemingly (or, at least, representationally) become 

hetero, she possesses confidence in the idea that closets can‟t affect her. In fact, she now 

has crossed over and become an oppressor herself, for the awkward, unattractive, 
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mannish Carmen laments that her friend “has to rub…in” the fact that she “feel[s] great.” 

Brooke‟s segment represents a passing success story: once trapped in a closet, she now 

closes its door behind her – but leaves her friend and one-time peer firmly inside of it. 

 Abandoning the closet, Brooke believes, makes her “free.” But, the balls 

themselves exist as symbolic closets. One man sees them as a looking-glass where he can 

escape hetero society and live freely – albeit temporarily – in a strictly gay world. When 

he walks through the door of the venue that he stands outside of, he no longer has to exist 

safely inside himself, for this alternative world will protect him – a world that exists 

surreptitiously, covertly, temporarily. High fashion and unconcealed identity, usually 

tucked away, come to the forefront here. No one will burn up a mink coat found in this 

closet, like Pepper LaBeija‟s mother reportedly once did. LaBeija hid her finery (clothing 

and personality) in the closet at her parents‟ home but openly plays dress-up here, secure 

within four walls, behind a locked door and among designer gowns. 

 But, if LaBeija and company feel safe behind that door, so the hetero viewer 

keeps them safely behind it. Ostensibly, Livingston‟s text works ethnographically. As 

Phelan says, “Livingston employs some of the common ethnographic devices for 

displaying community” (94). Ethnography keeps the other (frequently, a society) in its 

place, distant (and different) from the empowered viewer. By stressing the insularity of 

the ballwalkers‟ world, the documentarian succeeds in doing this. Henderson offers an 

“appraisal from a colleague who described the balls as suspended „somewhere‟ in New 

York but nowhere in particular” (116), and Cynthia Fuchs declares,  

The film presents a series of 1980s New York City  

competitions among black and Hispanic drag queens,  

carefully translating the balls‟ different categories, such  

as “Executive Realness” and “Banjee Girl,” as labels  
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over images of the ballwalkers. These labels underline  

the balls‟ unreadableness to outsiders, even as they are  

so elaborately visible, situating viewers as lacking  

knowledge, as outsiders looking in. The labels also  

construct the ballwalkers across multiple positions, as  

knowledgeable within their own community (as when  

they argue over ball rules and who is breaking them)  

and as unknown outside of that community. (193) 

 

If drag performance does, indeed, work as a successful appropriation of hetero normalcy, 

then Fuchs couldn‟t make the above assertion, for while viewing the text, heteros 

wouldn‟t have a reinforcement of their power over the subcultural other portrayed in the 

film, and the participant interviewed early on wouldn‟t have to step through the looking-

glass to feel “right of being gay,” as heteronormativity couldn‟t possibly dictate that he 

ever identifies it as wrong. This film represents the other not as the same but as a 

segregated sect with its own rules, own language, own hierarchies. “Paris Is Burning 

leaves the power imbalance between the ball subculture and the dominant culture intact 

(and how could it not?),” Fuchs remarks (194). And, let‟s not forget, Livingston‟s 

ethnographic approach, indeed, frames the drag ball circuit as a subculture, thus revealing 

both its subordinate status and its segregation from society-at-large. 

 Ethnographic film, in its study of the other, often hints at the other‟s propensity to 

self-destruct. This can come as a comfort to the dominant culture that hopes for this, or 

that entity can interpret this as an opportunity (or can use it as a rationalization) to 

intervene, to tame the other. The gay community that Livingston covers has its 

weaknesses: in order to distance herself from the balls, Corey makes known that we 

witness her dressing for “a show”; Octavia St. Laurent doesn‟t “want to end up an old 

drag queen trying to win grand prizes at a ball”; Willi Ninja describes voguing as 

symbolic warfare between rival gangs. Quite tellingly, a man trying to pass as a soldier 
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doesn‟t attempt to hide his disgust for cross-gendered performance, saying, “The military 

scene is a basic scene. It doesn‟t call for a bunch of flamboyant turkey boas, bugle beads, 

rhinestones. It‟s a basic category. The more natural you are, the more credit is given.” 

And, very early on, Corey‟s voiceover reveals the balls as exclusionary (to outsiders) and 

(symbolically) threatening (to insiders), as she explains, “Gay people – men – gather 

together under one roof and decide to have a competition amongst themselves.” 

 In truth, however, the ballwalkers compete rather unsuccessfully with white, 

hetero dominance. And, Livingston demonstrates that they seek not an elusive real, but a 

fictive “real,” created by a white, hetero media. Subjects frequently cite Dynasty (1981-

9), Dallas (1978-91), All My Children (1970-present), and the Academy Awards as the 

inspirations for both their dress and the balls‟ categories. Corey remarks at how black 

ballwalkers want to look like Joan Collins and Linda Evans‟ Dynasty characters. Octavia 

idolizes and aspires to become the next Paulina Porizkova. A would-be Patti LaBelle may 

look and act the role, but she must lip-synch the songstress‟ “Somewhere over the 

Rainbow,” for the drag queen doesn‟t possess vocal power in any sense – naturally or 

societally. 

 In addition to proliferating gender and fashion norms (note: proliferating, not 

appropriating) the ballwalkers also proliferate conservative ideals of family. Recall the 

quote where Pepper LaBeija describes herself as the “legendary mother of the House of 

LaBeija.” Immediately thereafter, she refers to her “children.” Angie Xtravaganza, 

mother of a rival house, uses the same terminology. Although society often sees 

homosexuality as a threat to the nuclear family (potentially, a postmodern threat rooted in 

the notion of destabilization), Paris‟ subjects simply embrace the dominant form. Many 
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families, Livingston‟s subjects tell us, have thrown their LGBT
10

 children out of their 

homes, have disowned them; yet, the drag queens, transvestites and gays in the film seek 

to return to that oppressive structure: they become parents and children instead of 

individuals who reject such heteronormative constructions as “family.”  

 Critics may view the visibility of and appropriation by drag queens in Paris as 

empowering, resistant, subversive. But, in the end, what Livingston may seemingly 

champion as resistance actually comes off more as its exact opposite: acquiescence. Her 

subjects employ drag as a means of self-preservation, not as a form of protest; in turn, 

they become further disempowered by an expansion of the closet – some even seemingly 

escape the closet but lock one-time peers in it via reverse hegemony. Making this 

information available to a straight audience offers that group a reinforcement of its 

power, a blueprint for continued successful domination. Butler says it best:  

There is no promise that subversion will follow from  

the reiteration of constitutive norms; there is no  

guarantee that exposing the naturalized status of  

heterosexuality will lead to its subversion.  

Heterosexuality can augment its hegemony through  

denaturalization, as when we see denaturalizing  

parodies which reidealize heterosexual norms  

without calling them into question. (“Critically” 17) 

 

The other “fixes” itself within heterosexuality (seemingly a fixed identity itself), thereby 

“fixing” its broken self. And, all the while, heteros watch and learn that the straight world 

provides gay self-definition, thus reinforcing its power – definitional and otherwise. 

 The politics of visibility (or, as in the case of Paris, invisibility), therefore, aid in 

or deny a text‟s existing as or becoming camp. Like polyvocality, visibility suggests a 

multiplicity of uniqueness, for people show their singular selves, rather than adhere to 

conformity or assume a collective identity. Where the Edies vex the denizens of their 
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Long Island hamlet by living, acting and dressing without boundaries, the drag queens 

seek not to disrupt norms but to perpetuate them. Little Edie‟s costumes reveal 

constructs, but the ballwalkers‟ outfits imprison their wearers. The Edies undermine 

accepted tropes; conversely, Livingston‟s subjects embrace those very same tenets. As 

such, through their hyperbolization of difference, the residents of Grey Gardens achieve 

fame and independence while Paris‟ subjects seek assimilation, thereby further 

empowering heteronormativity. Grey Gardens‟ subjects rely on visibility – visibility of 

individuality – and, in turn, they triumph: camp relies on the display of difference, an act 

in which its participants and sites alike can revel; thus, the film exists as camp. Granted, 

Paris‟ subjects also revel in difference (men dressed as women), but they do so stealthily, 

not publically, and as a means of passively conforming rather than actively transgressing. 

Drag can, indeed, serve as a form of camp, but only when it upends accepted tropes. 

Covert drag does no such thing. Paris Is Burning, then, a text potentially about camp 

doesn‟t actually focus on a legitimate site of camp; instead, it merely reinforces 

heteronormative hegemony, practically making it anti-camp. 

 As we‟ve seen, too, the Beale women triumph publically. Their difference ensures 

this. In Livingston‟s film, however, ballwalkers may end a night with a plastic trophy and 

a memory of applause, but, then – as frequent shots show – they exit into the harsh 

daylight, returning to their lives of poverty and anonymity. Certainly, they strive for 

anonymity, as they seek to pass into proper society undetected and unnoticed. This works 

against them, though, for they achieve no fame, no financial success, no camp or cult 

status. And, one subject even pays with her life: during the making of the film, someone 

brutally murders Venus Xtravaganza, a beautiful young prostitute likely killed because 
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her attacker initially couldn‟t detect her difference. Venus‟ invisibility (the fact that 

people couldn‟t discern that she donned drag; the fact that she conformed to tropes of 

feminine beauty as a woman) illustrates that Paris‟ politics reinforce oppression and 

certainly don‟t tout triumph: a plastic trophy can never trump brutality or murder. We 

don‟t laugh at or revel in Venus‟ story, despite the irony that she did surely earn a bit of 

notoriety through – one might (although, I don‟t) argue – an act of transgression.
11

 

 Just as one doesn‟t laugh at Paris and its subjects, one doesn‟t identify with them, 

either. Peripheralized peoples derive pleasure in Edie and Edie‟s rejection of norms and 

its resulting success. So, they quote, admire and repeatedly consume Grey Gardens. 

However, Livingston distances her subjects from her film‟s spectators. A viewer finds it 

difficult to see himself in the story of threatened, impoverished, subcultural, 

disempowered subjects. Therefore, he won‟t likely quote them. They won‟t likely inspire 

him. They can‟t empower him. Thus, Livingston won‟t give him the opportunity to camp 

with them. 

 

             Camp Reception and Documentary-Perpetuated Victimization 

 This chapter begins with some insight into how, through reception, the two texts 

discussed here earned or failed to achieve camp status. Most considerations of non-fiction 

cinema often also explore the idea of victimization, as the standard view suggests that 

this form of narrative frequently victimizes (or re-victimizes) its subjects. As such, this 

essay ends by looking at the way that the Beale women and the Harlem drag ball 

participants viewed the texts which feature them – in other words, how the subjects 
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received their own portrayals. Furthermore, it looks at the camp success that each film 

has or hasn‟t earned through various camp incarnations and homages – or a lack of them. 

 Besides the fact that AIDS, murder and other afflictions claimed the lives of many 

of Paris‟ subjects (“Of nine featured players,” Green reports in 1993, “five are gone or 

going”) – in and of itself a reinforcement of the fact that Livingston‟s film focuses on 

tragedy and hardship, not triumph and joy – many of those who appear in the film have 

taken issue with it. Green writes, “There is a lot of anger in the ball world about „Paris Is 

Burning.‟ Some of it concerns what a few critics have called exploitation: making the 

lives of poor black and Latino people into a commodity for white consumption.” Camp 

celebrates its subjects. It never exploits them. Camp empowers the other instead of 

serving the dominant. Thus, even the people who, arguably, best understand and most 

benefit from camp consumption – gay, non-white drag queens, shunned by their families 

and living with the spectre of HIV/AIDS – reject the notion of Paris as camp. 

Throughout the film, incidentally, they reference their own sites of camp consumption 

(Erica Kane, Dynasty, Elizabeth Taylor, Lena Horne), so we know that they understand 

and can readily identify this genre. Paris, as it fails – literally and figuratively – to 

empower ethnic, class, gender, and sexual minorities (as Green assesses, “The film‟s 

critical and financial success should…not be taken for the success of its subjects”), 

achieved no recognition as camp. Furthermore, it exists as an all-but-forgotten entity unto 

itself: a film more likely seen these days by graduate students than would-be campers. As 

Corey admits in a print interview, “I hoped that crazy little Jennie would have done a 

sequel, because once you do something big, you want to do it again” (Green). Alas, 
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though, nothing – except a lot of academic scholarship – ever came from Paris Is 

Burning. 

 Grey Gardens, conversely, lives on in multiple camp incarnations, pleasing the 

Edies all the way. The Maysles released a follow-up film, The Beales of Grey Gardens 

(2006), cobbled out of unused footage. Fashion designers have done homages to Little 

Edie at runway shows, in print layouts and in fall collections. And, the film has gotten the 

biggest camp tribute possible, a Broadway musical. Theatre history shows that camp texts 

– the lives of Peter Allen, Boy George, Edith Piaf, Coco Chanel, and Gypsy Rose Lee; 

the films of Jon Waters; a French drag farce (La Cage aux Folles); old movies, like 

Auntie Mame, Sunset Blvd., Bringing up Baby, All about Eve, and Some Like It Hot; the 

writings of Christopher Isherwood; operas like Aida and La Boheme; as well as many 

other examples – often serve as the source material for Broadway musicals. Recently, 

librettist Doug Wright, composer Scott Frankel and lyricist Michael Korrie gave the 

Maysles Brothers‟ film the same treatment. In an interview during which he makes a 

pilgrimage to the eponymous estate, Frankel says of his quest, “It‟s a gay man‟s fantasy” 

and “Rabid fans know every line” (Koppel). Thus, more than thirty years later, the text 

continues to grow in camp stature, attracting the marginalized – all because it focuses on 

outsiders who succeed not in spite of but because of their assertion of alterity. In another 

interview, Frankel acknowledges this fact when he states that the Edies “stuck to their 

fierce individuality their whole lives at great financial and personal cost, and then at the 

eleventh hour they were celebrated and mythologized. They were rewarded ultimately for 

their very otherness” (Raymond).  
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And, as for the Edies, unlike most of Paris‟ subjects, they seemingly embraced 

Grey Gardens and all of its subsequent permutations. Zachary Pincus-Roth interviews 

“Walter Newkirk, a publicist in New Jersey and a fan who befriended Little Edie before 

she died in 2002,” who claims to have discussed the then-impending theatrical 

incarnation with her. “„She thought it would be a smash on Broadway,‟ Mr. Newkirk 

said. „Those were her words to me.‟” Asked how the Edies received Grey Gardens before 

its 1975 release, Albert Maysles recalls,  

Well, when the film was finished, we brought the projector  

and the film to Grey Gardens and showed it to them, and when  

it was all over, the daughter spoke up and in a very loud  

determined voice she said, “The Maysles have created a  

classic!” But then, later on when Edie was with her mother,  

and her mother, Edith Bouvier Beale, was dying, very near  

the end, Edie said to her mother, “What more would you like  

to say?” And Edith said, “There‟s nothing more to say, it‟s  

all in the film.” So, we got that final confirmation that we had  

done it properly. (Dixon 192) 

The Edies‟ embrace of their film contrasts markedly with the ballwalkers‟ response to 

their own filmed record. The latter sought fame and fortune, earning a bit of (fleeting) 

notoriety and no significant financial reward from a text which, ultimately, portrays them 

as victims. Documenting Octavia‟s filthy living conditions, Venus‟ brutal murder and 

various interviewees‟ need to steal or to prostitute, not to mention both reinforcing the 

subcultural nature of the drag balls and assigning the LGBT subjects a collective identity, 

victimizes the people portrayed in Paris – or, worse yet, it re-victimizes them, as it 

illustrates for all to see just how much white heteronormativity dominates, marginalizes 

and oppresses the members of this group. Albert Maysles describes his portrait of the 

Edies not as a victimization but as a celebration:  

You have to understand that they are eccentric but they  
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never really realized their childhood dreams. The mother  

wanted to be a singer, had a beautiful voice. Her daughter  

wanted to be a dancer. But their families were against it,  

thought it was beneath them. So, they felt that if their  

families rejected them, they would live life alone, separate.  

But at the same time, if you examine the psychology,  

because they were rejected, they wanted to be accepted.  

And there‟s no better way to accept somebody than a good  

honest film of exactly who they are. (Dixon 191-2). 

 

Until the film, the Beale women had only dreamed of earning fame as singers, dancers, 

models. Grey Gardens immortalizes them on celluloid – singing, dancing, modeling. 

Thus, it rewards them with the public embrace which they so craved. The Edies revel in 

performing for the camera and reveled in the finish product. They accepted themselves 

and forced the world to follow suit. Hence, Grey Gardens exists as a document of 

triumph for these women who did it their way but did it nonetheless. 

 In the above quote, Albert Maysles gets to the heart of what makes a text camp: 

“because they were rejected, they wanted to be accepted.”
12

 For the Edies, visibility 

serves as a way to achieve acceptance. And, for the marginalized spectator who finds 

himself identifying with them, hope exists. If they can eschew convention and obtain 

fame, then maybe he, too, can forego expectation and still survive – possibly even thrive. 

We can credit this theme and the text‟s identificatory nature with Grey Gardens‟ camp 

success. Camp reception demands that the other, unabashedly outside of the boundaries 

of convention, wins. So, the Edies invite us to revel along with them in their alterity, 

while Livingston distances us from her subjects, a group of people desperate to conform. 

Camp, then, lies in the outcome of otherness: triumph, as in Grey Gardens, or 

desperation, as in Paris Is Burning. 
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  CHAPTER 3 

                          ELAINE STRITCH: THE OTHER AT LIBERTY TO CAMP 

No word perfectly describes those people who most frequently populate or 

gravitate towards camp texts. Each possible choice, after all, contains some taint of 

binaristic hegemony. “Different,” “other,” “outsider,” “individual,” “alter,” 

“marginalized,” “peripheralized,” and so forth do a great disservice to those whom they 

supposedly assist, for each suggests that its definition arises comparatively from its more 

powerful partner in a binary couplet. So, for example, we have “insider/outsider” or 

“center/margin” in which the former gives meaning to the latter. An “outsider,” therefore, 

becomes one “not inside” and so on. Unfortunately, despite the best of intentions, 

language can still stunt theory. Since it, arguably, controls our understanding, we often 

need to find new ways to combat language‟s shortcomings and, therefore, those 

obfuscating our understanding. Camp seemingly works hardest at upending what we‟ve 

long accepted, the “facts,” “truth” and “knowledge” that we‟ve long taken for granted. 

The HBO one-woman special Elaine Stritch: At Liberty (Andy Picheta, 2002) well 

illustrates this, for it reinvents the dominant myths, thereby attracting, comforting and 

benefiting minoritized peoples.  

In order to identify as camp, a text must include the theme of unexpected yet 

unironic triumph (obviously, no simple feat). As representative of a specific genre, a text 

should depend upon certain character types. Generic examples of camp depend primarily 

on individuals who hyperbolize their “differences.” At Liberty not only accomplishes 

both of these  by focusing on differences in the realms of gender, sexuality, non-

conformity, substance abuse, age, propriety, etc., but it also does so entirely through 
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Elaine Stritch herself. This analysis, then, looks simultaneously at two texts within the 

camp pantheon: At Liberty (the filmed special) and Stritch (the performer).  

As I will show in this chapter, At Liberty not only foregrounds Stritch‟s own 

difference but also those of the people and texts populating her story, such as Judy 

Garland, Marlon Brando, Rock Hudson, Gloria Swanson, Noel Coward, Ethel Merman, 

Stephen Sondheim, and The Golden Girls (1985-92) – camp icons, all – each notably 

channeled by the special‟s eponymous star. Furthermore, thematically, it portrays the 

outsider as successful not in spite of but because of his/her/its refusal to conform to 

heteronormative standards. The combination of portraying others and foregrounding their 

achievement makes this, at once, a camp, a queer and – particularly – a postmodern text, 

for it suggests an alternative to the dominant myth: success can and does come to all, not 

just to white, conservative men or to rule-followers; thus, it destabilizes common 

perceptions. 

 At Liberty consists of a series of vignettes related by Stritch through oral history, 

song, and dance (usually in combination). These scenes cover the performer‟s childhood, 

education, love life, struggle with alcohol, and her career in the theatre, on television and 

in movies. As such, I have chosen some key scenes which best represent how the camp 

narrative works. These demonstrate how camp upends dominant myths via its use of 

alternative characters situated within a narrative of triumph. 

 

     Gathering around the Camp Fires of Postmodernism 

Postmodernism serves many functions, takes many forms and has many effects. 

So does camp. Thus, the two remain inextricably linked. Elaine Stritch: At Liberty well 
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exemplifies the relationship between the two. As a form of camp, as a form of 

postmodernism, At Liberty and its eponymous star demonstrate the following: a refusal to 

accept or to adhere to labels, a fluidity of identity, polyvocality, and a destabilization of 

gender norms. Similarly, Stritch and her show shatter perceptions of “appropriateness” in 

terms of not only gender but age, sexuality, conformity, substance abuse, and so forth. In 

fact, a New York Daily News article by Joe Dziemianowicz credits Stritch, Betty White, 

Angela Lansbury, Barbara Cook, and Janey Cutler with “leading a sea change in 

perceptions about what constitutes hip in youth-obsessed showbiz” (30), elaborating, 

New York legend Elaine Stritch, 85, is living up to her  

reputation as a “brash, incorrigible scene-stealer” on “30  

Rock,” where she plays Alec Baldwin‟s bitchy mother  

from hell, Colleen… “She comes on every once in a while,”  

Stritch has said, “and raises a little hell, you know, changes  

the whole atmosphere.” (31) 

Even outside of At Liberty, Stritch redefines elderly-womanhood. She hasn‟t retired, 

doesn‟t sit around knitting afghans, doesn‟t bake cookies or dote on grandchildren, 

refuses to shut her mouth. Instead, she makes us reconsider what we “know” about older 

females. In defying expectations and succeeding due to that defiance – more specifically, 

due to her patent rejection of imposed norms –  Stritch exists simultaneously as canonical 

camp and a postmodern pioneer.  

 At Liberty inverts expectation. As one might anticipate, it does so by focusing on 

the success of a loud, drunken, single, “difficult” female – in other words, on someone 

who fails to conform to expectations of gender and civility. However, to highlight this 

fact, the narrative dwells on several stories where expectation fails to parallel outcome. 

For instance, Stritch relates the following story about leaving her Midwestern home as a 

teenager en route to acting school in New York:  
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My mother and dad took me to Michigan Central Station to  

board a train to New York City….My mother picked up the  

tickets and my dad and I had a cuppa tea. That doesn‟t sound  

right? Shoulda been the other way around. Uh, oh! Something  

was up. Oh, my god! Here it comes! Here it comes! It‟s a little  

late, but here it comes. The birds and the bees. And, it’s my 

 father! WHERE , IN GOD‟S NAME, IS MY MOTHER?  

“Lainie! I am your father. And, I‟m gonna tell you something.  

And, I want you to listen. No matter where you go in life,  

Lainie, no matter whatcha do in life, Lainie, you remember  

what I‟m telling you today. And, you never forget it! YOU  

ARE NOT THE SAME AFTER TWO MARTINIS!” 

 

I got on the train, and I had four.
13

 

In this passage, we can identify several instances of inversion. Her mother got the tickets 

while her father conversed over tea, thus inverting gender, as the woman simultaneously 

worked and handled a financial affair while the man engaged in female-coded leisure 

activities. As Stritch herself remarks, “Shoulda been the other way around.” Similarly, 

she anticipated a sex talk, but, instead, received advice about her alcohol consumption. 

Finally, rather than acting as the dutiful daughter (remember: the scene plays out 

sometime around 1940), the Midwestern teenager disregarded her father‟s admonition. 

Notably, the audience laughs at the scene, particularly at its irony. (The father does, after 

all, acknowledge his teenage daughter‟s taste for liquor without ever seriously taking 

steps to curb it.) Her choice to drink double her allotted amount further offers humor 

derived from irony. 

 Throughout the text, in fact, Stritch offers several tales of inverted outcomes. 

Another notable one involves Marlon Brando. She and Brando attended the acting 

program at the New School for Social Research together. She yearned for him. 
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Eventually, he asked her out. She recalls that she speculated about the itinerary of their 

first date:  

Now, wait a minute. What‟ll it be? What‟ll it be? Italian?  

That‟s it! Italian! Italian. A small, intimate Italian restaurant.  

Red wine. And, candlelight. And, some music. And, later,  

maybe, a ride in one of those buggies in Central Park at  

midnight, maybe. Oooh! Who knows? 

 

She subsequently reports that the outcome far from matched her expectations:  

Marlon Brando took me to a Methodist Church. He took me  

to a Jewish Synagogue. He took me to a Church of Christ,  

the Scientist. He took me to the Public Library. He took me  

to a Chinese Restaurant. And, he took me to a strip joint.  

And, at this strip joint, a tall redhead took off every stitch of  

her clothes. And, I burst into tears. 

 

This story reveals heterosexual dating rituals and, thus, heterosexuality as constructs. As 

such, it calls into question the appropriateness of deferring to men: Brando made the 

plans and failed miserably, so the passive woman ended up victimized within 

heteronormative power structures. 

 The scene also parallels Brando to Stritch: each has earned camp stature by 

achieving success while refusing to conform. In life and work, Brando – like Stritch – 

made choices outside of expectations. Stritch‟s public recollection of their one date 

reinforces the idea that relying upon preestablished standards and socially-dictated 

assumptions can actually lead to abysmal failure, as Stritch‟s tears that night demonstrate. 

In previous (and subsequent) points in the narrative, when Stritch does what she wants 

versus what society demands, she generally ends up triumphant. 

  Camp challenges heteronormativity. Heteronormativity concerns itself not only 

with sexuality but with gender as well. In terms of sexuality, it calls for procreative 

sexual relations, monogamy and – preferably – marriage. These, of course, overlap with 
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its gender-based boundaries, but gender-based boundaries need not involve sexual 

relations at all: heteronormativity also expects “women” and “men” to behave certain 

ways in social, familial, employment, private, and public settings. Candace West and Don 

H. Zimmerman, for example, cite heteronormativity‟s reliance upon and expectation of 

“those qualities that ought „properly‟ to be associated with masculinity, such as 

endurance, strength, and competitive spirit” (24) and note that “[g]ender may be routinely 

fashioned in a variety of situations that seem conventionally expressive to begin with, 

such as those that present „helpless‟ women next to heavy objects or flat tires” (25). In 

heteronormative discourse, men lead while women follow; in other words, the “weak” 

submit to the “strong.” Hence, we have the imposed expectation of a male doctor 

dispatching a female nurse, of a husband-as-provider and his wife-as-homemaker, or of a 

policeman or a male soldier rescuing a damsel-in-distress. Each example positions the 

man as smarter, more successful and in a leadership position, while the woman observes, 

depends upon, needs, or comforts him. 

 Heteronormativity depends upon the reenactment of accepted gender roles. Camp, 

though, upends those roles. It, for instance, celebrates the power (as demonstrated 

through success) of the likes of those who both exist outside of accepted norms and 

survive not in spite of but because of that fact. Through identificatory practices, 

spectators revel in the camp subject‟s flouting of convention and its simultaneous 

triumph. One who reads a camp text this way reads it queerly, as a way to herald gender-

based individuality in order to deny collectivity and normalcy their power. 

 So, heteronormativity suggests that for society to function, masculine dominance 

must couple with female passivity. The Brando-dating story, however, upends that idea. 
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As Stritch recollects, after the strip club, she and Brando ended up at his apartment in the 

wee hours of the morning. There, he attempted to deflower her. She resisted and ran 

home. She tells us,  

And, from that morning on, until almost the end of the season  

of Erwin Piscator‟s Summer Theatre in Sayville, Long Island,  

Marlon Brando did not speak to me. No, I mean, NOT ONE  

WORD! I was scared. And, I got brave one day, and I asked  

him, “Marlon, what is the matter?” And, Marlon said, “Elaine,  

I want two things from you: silence and distance!” 

 

I ran to Piscator. 

 

“Mr. Piscator, I want to go home!”  

 

“If you do, El-en, Mr. Brando is der vinner!” 

So, she decided to stay. During the next season, as she continued to triumph on the stage, 

Brando called her at one point, requesting that they meet for drinks. She agreed, and the 

following ensued:  

He ordered two Manhattan cocktails. And, he just stared at his.  

And, no one was speaking. And, then, he drank his. And, then,  

he crushed the cocktail glass in his hand. And, his hand was  

bleeding. And, he looked at me. And, he said, “Elaine, I‟m sorry.” 

 

By not running away again, Stritch morphed from flighty damsel to formidable opponent. 

Of all possible adversaries, she bested Marlon Brando. Here, then, masculine dominance 

fails to triumph in the wake of female resilience and determination. Erwin Piscator got it 

right: had she left, Brando would have succeeded. Her mere presence, though – her mere 

female presence – trumped the muscular, popular lothario. Her lack of passivity 

disempowered his self-imposed (and, one might argue, societally-imposed) masculine 

authority. Stories such as this, which upend popular tropes by demonstrating that the 
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other succeeds due to her alterity, make this text camp and demonstrate its postmodern 

leanings.  

 Inversion of expectation lies at the heart of postmodernism, as it likewise does in 

At Liberty. Both, after all, upend what we think we “know,” therefore what we think we 

can safely predict. Christine DeStefano explains that postmodernism  

renders the conventional into the arbitrary and promotes  

a politics and theory of disbelief toward the language of  

rights, rationality, interests, and autonomy as presumed  

characteristics of a humanistic self that was thought to  

provide the legitimizing foundation for modern social life.  

(64) 

We‟ve often heard the phrase “conventional wisdom” and accepted it as “truth”: when 

one says, “Conventional wisdom has it that…,” he encourages us not to challenge this – 

or, perhaps, any – tenet of the status quo. Convention, therefore, keeps society 

functioning and manageable. So, it stands to reason that those who defy such accepted 

standards can‟t easily, readily or often partake in those rewards given to and protections 

provided to those individuals who act as expected, who embrace the status quo. 

Postmodernism, however, questions the basis, shatters the “truth” of those norms, tenets, 

regulations, and definitions which seemingly sustain us, thereby making the conventional 

simply one way of many random, possible ways to identify – not “right” ways but 

“possible” ones. 

 Grenz sounds similar to DeStefano when he asserts, at once, that  

[t]he postmodern worldview operates with a community-based  

understanding of truth. It affirms that whatever we accept as  

truth and even the way we envision truth are dependent on  

the community in which we participate. Further, and far more  

radically, the postmodern worldview affirms that this relativity  

extends beyond our perceptions of truth to its essence: there is  

no absolute truth; rather, truth is relative to the community in  
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which we participate, (8) 

and that  

postmoderns [are not] necessarily concerned to prove  

themselves “right” and others “wrong.” They believe that  

beliefs are ultimately a matter of social context and hence  

they are likely to conclude, “What is right for us might not be  

right for you,” and “What is wrong in our context might in  

your context be acceptable or even preferable.” (15) 

 

As such, he sees that “truth” exists situationally and locationally. Thus, when we consider 

what we “know,” it usually comes from our institutions: medical, legislative, educational, 

media, religious, social, familial, and so forth. We must, therefore, put knowledge into 

context, for since medicine, law, religion, and so on differ from place to place, from need 

to need, from person to person, then “common knowledge” can‟t really exist. If common 

knowledge can‟t exist, this makes us wonder if knowledge itself can? Do we know, or do 

we think that we know? Do we know, or do we understand? Do we know, or do we 

accept? This destabilizes the idea of static, universal, totalizing truth. And, we begin to 

see “truth” as constructed by our communities, large and small, and proliferated by our 

institutions, so within postmodernism, we come to understand that we don‟t know 

anything, but, instead, we merely take for granted those tenets that our scientists, media 

makers, teachers, legislators, religious leaders, family members, and communities 

espouse repeatedly to us. Like camp, though, postmodernism looks for a gentle approach 

towards differences, one that encourages coexistence, not bedlam, as it says that you and 

I can behave, believe, exist, identify alternatively from one another, but this makes 

neither of us better or worse than the other and doesn‟t mean that we can‟t live together 

respectfully, even harmoniously – just as Stritch and Brando do eventually, working 

together for the remainder of the summer in Piscator‟s program, coexisting together 
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forever in the At Liberty narrative. As Linda J. Nicholson states, thanks to 

postmodernism, “what has now become possible is a politics which embraces a 

recognition of the multiple, pregnant, and contradictory aspects of both our individual 

and collective identities” (12). 

 Postmodernism, therefore, recognizes identity as a fluid, mutable, elastic concept. 

After all, if knowledge occurs (notice: “occurs” not “exists”) situationally at best, then so 

must identity, which shifts, shatters and morphs as necessary, never remaining fixed or 

static. Harvey recognizes this when he makes such claims as “Postmodernism swims, 

even wallows, in the fragmentary and the chaotic currents of change” (44) and “coherent 

representation and action are either repressive or illusionary (and therefore doomed to be 

self-dissolving and self-defeating)” (52). Quite simply, he sums this concept up with 

“Fragmentation, indeterminacy, and intense distrust of all universal or „totalizing‟ 

discourses…are the hallmark of postmodern thought” (9). From such assertions, we see 

that no one set of values exists. Thus, postmodernism, like its offshoot, queerness, rejects 

definitional determinacy, for one name can ever fully encompass all of those whom it 

categorizes; therefore, “man,” “woman,” “homosexual,” “conservative,” or “Jew,” for 

example, has a multiplicity (perhaps, an infinity) but never a singularity of meaning. 

Within postmodernism, identity comes from the identified, never from the identifier, thus 

similarly disallowing naming to serve as a discourse of power. If only I can explain how 

my category explains me (or if it even does at all), this obliterates any power that you 

might derive from doing so for me by your imposition of a name and, therefore, all of the 

attendant meaning that comes with it, on me. Stritch disallows Brando from identifying 
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her as his easy prey; postmodernistically, then, she upends their power dynamic, 

becoming his unflappable adversary and making him vulnerable. 

 

From Pollyanna to Polyvocal 

 Furthermore, since postmodernism reveres multiplicity over singularity, 

polyvocality exists as one of its trademarks. In postmodernism, a variety of voices 

emerges, overlaps, interferes, influences, contradicts, competes, intercedes, suggests, 

determines, interjects, debates, and sounds-off. Harvey explains, “Postmodernist 

philosophers tell us not only to accept but even to revel in the fragmentations and the 

cacophony of voices through which the dilemmas of the modern world are understood” 

(117). Harvey makes the right choice in correcting himself here, for postmodernism never 

accepts (or allows or tolerates, etc.), as that would suggest an invitation from a more 

dominant entity to a weaker subordinate, thereby perpetuating discourses of power. 

Postmodernism celebrates individual voices; it never merely puts up with them. 

 Postmodern texts, then, encourage a multitude of original, independent voices to 

arise. Since At Liberty seemingly exemplifies camp‟s postmodern nature, it similarly 

relies on polyvocality. As we see in our readings of her father‟s parting sermon and her 

encounter with Marlon Brando, Stritch herself becomes a landscape of polyvocality. In 

the quotes used above, for instance, she tells stories from her own point of view, acting 

out dialogue – accents and inflections included – said out loud by her, her father, Erwin 

Piscator, and Marlon Brando, as well as her own internal monologues (“WHERE, IN 

GOD‟S NAME, IS MY MOTHER?” “What‟ll it be? Italian? That‟s it!”). Often, she 

quotes camp icons in ways that best demonstrate their non-conformity. As Ethel Merman, 
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for example, she screams, “Oh, Elaine, will ya for Christ‟s sake go to New Haven and 

sing the fucking song!” And, she recalls the following:  

Well, there‟s a little Judy Garland in all of us, right? Judy  

Garland. She said to me one night – it was her closing night  

at The Palace – and, there was a big party, big celebration.  

And, Judy Garland and I were still at it at eight o‟clock in  

the morning….And, she put her hand out to me, and she  

said, “Elaine, I never thought I‟d say this, but good night.” 

 

In each case, too, she takes on someone else‟s voice and mannerisms, thereby 

destabilizing the idea of individuals possessing singular, static identities. In fact, in both 

examples, Stritch illustrates the idea of multiplicity within singularity. In the first, she 

discusses standing-in for Ethel Merman during the initial run of Call Me Madam. As 

such, Merman would become Madam‟s character with Stritch occasionally having to 

become Merman becoming the character. In the second, she contends, “There‟s a little 

Judy Garland in all of us.” Both examples suggest that although identity, like voice, 

seems stable and definable, it shifts constantly. She further demonstrates this point in the 

following: “I proposed to John Bay. John was an incredible mimic. Yeah, he could move 

and sound exactly like just about anybody. And, one of my favorites was Jack Benny. His 

answer to my proposal of marriage, „Why not?‟” In this, she becomes John Bay doing 

Jack Benny (himself enacting Jack Benny, the character). This makes the text 

postmodern, for voices emerge as identities shift, all within a seemingly singular 

landscape – the performer‟s body. 

 Just as those concerning her father and Marlon Brando do, the passages cited 

immediately above also limn gender inversion. Instead of gentility from Merman, we get 

vulgarity. Instead of personally and publically conservative women, we get hard partiers 

Garland and Stritch. And, Stritch proposes while Bay accepts. In all cases, people don‟t 
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enact their accepted gender roles. Yet, in all cases, they triumph – on the stage, through 

popularity or in marriage. As a camp narrative, At Liberty proliferates the myth of 

individuals succeeding because of their individuality (as opposed to their conformity). 

             

       Gender as Pretender 

As the above discussions suggest, what we‟ve seen thus far regarding 

postmodernism well applies to discourses of gender and sexuality. These, after all, 

remain constructs which suffer from imposed definitions. Postmodernism undermines 

these facets of identity. Jane Flax finds,  

One important barrier to our comprehension of gender  

relations has been the difficulty of understanding the  

relationship between gender and sex. In this context, sex  

means the anatomical differences between male and female.  

Historically (at least since Aristotle), these anatomical  

differences have been assigned to the class of natural facts  

or biology. In turn, biology has been equated with the pre-  

or nonsocial. Gender relations then become conceptualized  

as if they are constituted by two opposite terms or distinct  

types of being – man and woman. Since man and woman  

seem to be opposites or fundamentally distinct types of  

being, gender cannot be relational. If gender is as natural  

and as intrinsically a part of us as the genitals we are born  

with, it follows that it would be foolish (or even harmful) to  

attempt either to change gender arrangements or not to take  

them into account as a delimitation on human activities. (49) 

 

Because gender and sex categories have become so definitionally proscribed within our 

culture, we usually readily accept these identificatory groupings, classifications often 

binaristically dependent (“man/woman,” “male/female,” “boy/girl,” 

“masculine/feminine,” etc.). Flax, therefore, encourages feminist scholars to hold firm in 

their postmodern interrogation of knowledge and discourse. She concludes,  

I believe…that there is no force or reality outside our social  
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relations and activity (e.g., history, reason, progress, science,  

some transcendental essence) that will rescue us from partiality  

and differences. Our lives and alliances belong with those who  

seek to further decenter the world – although we should reserve  

the right to be suspicious of their motives and visions as well.  

Feminist theories, like other forms of postmodernism, should  

encourage us to tolerate and interpret ambivalence, ambiguity,  

and multiplicity as well as to expose the roots of our needs  

for imposing order and structure no matter how arbitrary and  

oppressive these needs may be. (56) 

 

So, she encourages us to recognize the relationship between (and the benefits of joining 

together) postmodernism and feminism. Inspiring us to see sex and gender as accepted 

constructs versus predetermined givens can only aid in destabilizing those defining 

constructs which help to limit us rather than to move us forward. Riki Wilchins explains 

this best in the following quotes in which she outlines postmodernism‟s strengths thusly:  

Postmodernism has generated a powerful set of tools for  

dismantling arguments, revealing their hidden assumptions,  

and diminishing their power…That‟s great for the struggle  

for gender rights, because that‟s exactly what we want to do.  

Not only because the gender system remains an oppressive  

“this box for girls” and “this box for boys” mode of thought,  

but because it‟s completely inert, (97) 

and as such:  

It may be that binary gender is so fundamental to social reality  

that it may be impossible to evolve the discourse. We may need  

to nuke the discourse – to completely undermine it. This is  

something that postmodernism, with its focus on subverting  

universalist claims of knowledge and meaning is well-equipped  

to do. (97) 

Postmodernism, then, symbolically takes all of those labeled boxes into which we 

supposedly fit neatly and perfectly and shreds them in a wood chipper. The resulting 

fragments, mixed together without rhyme or reason, not easily reassembled, represent the 

possibilities offered by postmodernism – ever-changing identities which defy 
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classification, especially those classifications dependent upon binaristic power-relational 

couplets. 

 Since I‟ve already defined queer theory as a form of postmodernism that uses 

gender and sexuality as its entry point, it makes sense to look at this further in light of the 

above discussion. Tamsin Spargo introduces queer theory thusly:  

In challenging our most basic assumptions about sex,  

gender and sexuality, including the oppositions between  

heterosexual and homosexual, biological sex and culturally  

determined gender, and man and woman, [postmodern]  

thinkers are developing new ways of exploring the issue of  

human identity. (7) 

From this, we see exactly how queer theory serves as a form of postmodernism. Like 

postmodernism, it undermines binaristic definitional determinacy as a way of refiguring 

how we approach questions of identity. She goes on to say,  

the fracturing of the myth of a unified and unifying gay  

and/or lesbian identity can be seen as a product not simply  

of differences of personal and political priorities but of  

basing politics on identity. Even though gay and lesbian  

identities might be seen as culturally constructed rather  

than innate, they inevitably constrained as well as enabled.  

(33) 

 

Queer theory, then, shatters these myths which proliferate meanings of gender and 

sexuality. Queerness disallows the limited understanding of sexual identity which 

restricts or leaves unprotected those so arbitrarily (and incorrectly) categorized. Queer 

scholar Wilchins explains postmodernism in ways most similar to those used by Spargo 

regarding queerness. While Spargo argues that “[i]n popular culture, queer mean[s] 

sexier, more transgressive, a deliberate show of difference which d[oes]n‟t want to be 

assimilated or tolerated” (38), thereby showing that the queer wants to celebrate 

individuality rather than to blend in with those termed “normal” or “natural,” Wilchins 
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asserts, “Postmodernism is not antagonistic toward norms per se, but toward transcendent 

norms that masquerade as universal” (6). As such, she demonstrates that we only 

disempower ourselves and each other when we embrace such concepts as “norms” and 

“universality.” In this way, At Liberty queers our understanding of knowledge, for by 

shattering female appropriateness – thus, female identity – it further calls into question 

age, masculinity, etc. Using gender and sexuality as its investigational entry point, above 

all, makes At Liberty queer camp, for society may define how a woman “should” act, but 

Stritch disregards this in just about every way possible, a characteristic that has 

empowered her greatly for well more than eighty years. 

 

At Liberty To Undermine Expectation 

 Camp, as this chapter on Elaine Stritch: At Liberty shows, uses postmodern-queer 

tenets to fracture our long-held beliefs about “appropriate” behavior and predetermined 

identity. The predominant myth, often perpetuated by entertainment media, suggests that 

success comes to those who adhere to norms and expectations. Mike Featherstone writes,  

Popular mainstream culture, such as soap operas, films,  

television advertisements, newspapers and magazines,  

are generally much freer from cultural exploration,  

criticism and protest. Here we frequently find a concern  

for respectability, cleanliness, good food, clothes, service,  

concern for law and order and property and individual  

success. (117) 

 

Yet, via its queer leanings, camp demonstrates an alternative to this theme: “Camp…is 

the discredited but knowing and subversive language (in a broad sense) of a denied queer 

subject. Camp performance actually brings that subject into being, as well as functioning 
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as a cultural critique” (Spargo 60). Similarly, as a postmodern form, it does likewise, for 

it 

negotiates some of the lived contradictions of  

subordination, simultaneously refashioning as a weapon  

of attack an oppressive identity, inherited as subordination,  

and hollowing out dominant formations responsible for  

that identity in the first instance…[C]amp is an invasion  

and subversion of other identities, and works via parody,  

pastiche, and exaggeration. (Dollimore 224-5) 

Whether queerly or postmodernistically (and, really, we can‟t actually separate the two 

neatly by any means), camp chides the dominant culture via its simultaneous revealing of 

how discourses of power and the institutions which foster them actually oppress us, and it 

offers an alternative myth which suggests that those outside of heteronormative standards 

triumph due to their alterity, just as Elaine Stritch does. 

In At Liberty, Stritch relies heavily on song-and-dance routines often taken from 

her showbiz career, which has so far spanned more than six decades. Frequently, those 

lyrics, too, herald unexpected success. For example, she sings Stephen Sondheim‟s “I‟m 

Still Here” from Follies; the song contains such lyrics as 

  I‟ve been through Reno. 

  I‟ve been through Beverly Hills. 

  And, I‟m here. 

  Reefer and vino, 

  Rescuers:  

  Religion and pills, 

  But, I‟m here. 

 

  Been called a pinko, 

  Commie tool. 

  Got through it stinko 

  By my pool. 

  I should‟ve gone to an acting school. 

  That seems clear. 

  Still, someone said, “She‟s sincere.” 

  So, I‟m here. 
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  Black sable one day. 

  Next day, it goes into hock, 

  But I‟m here. 

  Top billing Monday. 

  Tuesday, you‟re touring in stock, 

  But I‟m here. 

  First, you‟re another sloe-eyed vamp, 

  Then, someone‟s mother. 

  Then, you‟re camp. 

  Then, you career from career to career. 

  I‟m almost through my memoirs, 

  And I‟m here. 

In this excerpt, as in the rest of the song, we see that success comes in various forms: 

rich, poor, controversial, conformist, young, old, employed, unemployed, dependent on a 

higher power, dependent on substances, talented, untalented, lazy, active, etc. However, 

where popular myth would define these terms binaristically, thereby giving power to one 

over the other, Sondheim‟s song – especially within the context of Stritch‟s narrative – 

equalizes all roads to success. After all, the song‟s persona remains “Here” even though 

she‟s gone through multiple permutations. In these terms, then, one paradigm doesn‟t 

earn distinction as favored, acceptable or monolithic. 

 Similarly, Stritch ends At Liberty with the song “Something Good” from The 

Sound of Music. It serves to sum up the narrative – hence, Stritch herself – with lyrics 

such as 

  Perhaps, I had a wicked childhood. 

  Perhaps, I had a miserable youth. 

  But, somewhere in my wicked, miserable past, 

  There must‟ve been a moment of truth. 

  For, here you are; 

  There you are, 

  Loving me. 

  Whether or not you should. 

  So, somewhere in my youth or childhood,  

  I must‟ve done something good. 
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Throughout this chapter, we‟ve looked at the idea of success. When Stritch sings, “For 

here you are;/There you are,/Loving me,” she gets to the heart of camp success. While 

someone might triumph on stage, on screen or as a recording artist, success can often 

come simply in the form of popularity. Popularity suggests acceptance. After all, if a 

public embraces you, this suggests that it accepts you – flaws and all. Stritch sings these 

lines to her audience, reinforcing the fact that whether she appeared drunk, foul-mouthed, 

abrasive, or old, it has paid to see her and has applauded her. She may – publically and 

privately – have lived a “wicked” or “miserable” life, particularly according to the tropes 

and myths of heteronormativity, yet she has had success, popular and otherwise, at 

practically every turn. 

 We can say the same for the characters in Stritch‟s signature song, “The Ladies 

Who Lunch” from Sondheim‟s Company. In it, she describes every possible type of 

woman – the ladies of leisure, the heavy drinkers, the students, the mothers, the 

housewives, the bitter matrons, the judgmental observers, the shopaholics. Throughout, 

she toasts them all. And, in the end, she urges everyone to “rise” in their honor. Thus, she 

simultaneously instructs us all to celebrate every woman – whether she fits into 

acceptable categories or not – and reveals that the most outwardly acceptable women 

frequently suffer the most: as one part of the song goes, “The ones who follow the 

rules/And, meet themselves at the schools/Too busy to know that they‟re fools.” Such 

inclusions in At Liberty demonstrate the power that wildly different (as opposed to 

patently static) types can have. It also chides the institutions which impose conformity on 

people who identify with cultural groups.  
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 Earlier, we saw Stritch referred to by multiple names. Her father called her 

“Lanie”; Erwin Piscator referred to her as “El-en”; many people use(d) the obvious 

“Elaine.” Other names for her show up in the text as well. Ed Sullivan introduces her 

incorrectly as “Eileen Strick”; a youth on the street addresses her with “Hey, Mama!”; 

her friend Noel Coward utilizes the endearment “Stritchy.” Her many names parallel her 

many personas. Elaine Stritch drank heavily for nearly sixty years. She began her stage 

career as an ingénue and has acted non-stop ever since: currently in her eighties, she 

continues to appear on television, in films, on stage, and at cabarets – even winning major 

entertainment awards quite recently.
14

 She remained single into her forties, her one 

marriage ending in widowhood after a decade. She has done dramas, comedies and 

musicals. She defines herself as a daughter, a sister, a friend, a Roman Catholic, a 

diabetic, a recovering alcoholic, an octogenarian, a performer, a lover, a celebrity, a fan, 

and an “existential problem in tights.” Mostly, though, she defines herself as an 

independent person. And, we can‟t help but see her as a success. Her life story, told 

through song, dance and orality, Elaine Stritch: At Liberty, demonstrates the mutability 

and elasticity of identity and the fact that eschewing a singular definition of one‟s self 

need not result in ruin, confusion or exclusion. The title says it all: Elaine Stritch, like 

each of us, can and should remain at liberty to exist solely on our own individual terms 

without impediment. 

 Camp, then, exists not only in postmodern but also in queer terms. From it, a 

multiplicity of voices emerges. In it, triumph comes to those long portrayed as unable, 

incapable or underestimated; hence, women, gays, the elderly, non-conformists, the 

differently abled, the foreign, etc. can all partake in camp consumption. And, in doing so, 



96 
 

they recognize themselves in both their alterity and their potential for achievement. Such 

a reading of camp well explains why scholars have for so long identified gay men as this 

genre‟s primary consumers: usually subordinated by, undermined through, excluded 

from, and undervalued within Western narratives which, through myth, proliferate 

conservative, masculine, heterosexual dominance, they recognize themselves via an 

identification with the camp subject and/or text. A queer reading, at the very least, 

demonstrates that just as gay men read as outsiders and become empowered through an 

“other‟s” success, any minority reads a text like Elaine Stritch: At Liberty queerly – as 

the excluded who recognizes in him-/her-/itself potential to achieve, despite predominant 

myths to the contrary. 

 Throughout At Liberty, Elaine Stritch hyperbolizes her difference, otherness, 

uniqueness, individuality, alterity, marginality, peripheralization, or whatever you want to 

call it. She equally celebrates her many triumphs on stage, in film, on television, and in 

life. And, she uses humor, song and dance numbers, and irony to draw us in to her story. 

All of this makes the many of us who identify as outsiders identify with her. Dressed in a 

white silk blouse, black tights, a pair of high heels, some jewelry, and nothing more; all 

the while fondly recollecting her years of drinking, getting fired, battling diabetes, having 

affairs, losing jobs, speaking her mind; all the while reminding us of her advanced age, 

her naiveté, her label as “difficult,” her foul mouth, her sometimes questionable talent, 

she tacitly inspires us. Like she, we have, at some point, probably identified as 

“unacceptable” and thought that this would surely hold us back, but her narrative 

suggests otherwise. It queers our belief that only conformists move ahead in life. After 

all, if a loud, unruly, pants-less octogenarian can triumph without question, then hope 
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certainly exists for all of us who gravitate towards camp forms, such as that provided by 

Elaine Stritch. 
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  CHAPTER 4 

       “FOLLOW THIS, YOU BITCHES!”  

       IN CONCERT WITH CAMP – CHER: THE FAREWELL TOUR 

 Camp adheres to a structure which aids in espousing a set of myths contrary to 

those proliferated via popular discourse. Where the ubiquitous theme chronically 

perpetuated by myth-making systems and widely accepted by the public suggests that 

men dominate while women, by acting in accordance with tacitly encouraged standards 

of propriety, can partake in men‟s power, camp suggests the opposite. It says that those 

who don‟t conform to imposed norms flourish due to their refusal to fall into lockstep 

with the majority. In simplest terms, camp relies upon a heightened display of otherness – 

femininity, advanced age, fatness, profanity, grotesqueness, substance abuse, blatant 

sexuality, conspicuous consumption, sexual orientation, and so forth. Through this 

unavoidable display, the camp subject or text forces us to see his/her/its victory, for in 

gaining a public platform, the camp entity proves his/her/its power. After all, we gravitate 

towards the outrageousness of the text in question. 

 Many scholars have – incorrectly, in my view – interpreted the above-stated 

appeal of camp as a gay-only attraction. Granted, gay men, arguably, comprise the largest 

– or, at least, the most visible – segment of the camp audience. However, as I claim 

elsewhere, “when we restrict camp as a domain of the gay male consumer, we exclude 

other (possible) consumers and segregate ourselves” (4). It makes sense to see camp as a 

gay male discipline only, for not only do gay men openly consume camp, but they serve 

as perhaps the most obviously marginalized group within heteronormativity. Rightly or 

wrongly, society often sees gay men as embracing same-sex physical relations, as 
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rejecting monogamy, as favoring “feminine” aesthetics, lifestyles, affectations, and 

careers, as engaging in “reckless” behaviors, as violating the mandate of procreation, as 

acting “immorally,” as abandoning “the family,” as flouting convention, and so forth. 

Hence, heteronormative society frequently views them as outsiders. Looking at gay men 

as campers who identify with and become inspired by the marginality and success of the 

camp subject, hence, makes for a legitimate and helpful way to approach the appeal that 

lies at the heart of this form, thus to approach how best to identify the shared 

characteristics of camp texts. Think of it this way: the factors which attract gay men to 

this phenomenon, arguably, attract every marginalized subjective in a heteropatriarchy to 

it similarly. 

With the above in mind, I offer this chapter, which considers how camp diva Cher 

shapes her 2003 NBC television special (directed by David Mallet) as a camp narrative. 

In this show, she espouses certain tropes repeatedly. These include her physical 

polyvalence, the flimsy construct of gender, and her dominance (over men, over media, 

over her backup dancers, over the effects of aging, and – in particular – over the younger 

pop icons who rival her). Each of these tropes results in her camp status, for each one 

belies expectation. In other words, it reinforces the theme that although according to 

societal norms Cher, like gay men – like all of us – shouldn‟t succeed, she does time and 

again, and she does so, in large part, by hyperbolizing her patent refusal to conform to 

standards and expectations. She achieves this via the confluence of several narrative 

elements: her monologues, dance routines, song choices, film packages, and costume 

changes among them. These combine, I posit, to reinforce Cher‟s status as a camp icon, 

as a chronic rule breaker and, therefore, as a living success story. 
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      Cher-ing Campsites with Gay Men 

 In an article on AfterElton.com, a webzine focused on and marketed to gay men, 

regular contributor Glen McCluskey offers,  

Almost every generation of gay men since the 1960s has  

claimed a fabulous diva as their “Gay Icon” to whom they  

look for inspiration and, let‟s call it “camaraderie.” Judy  

Garland, Barbra Streisand, Cher, and Madonna have all  

been anointed such at one time (and technically still are  

since once an icon, always an icon). (1)  

As such, he tacitly calls Cher camp, for “gay icon” and its parallel, “diva,” remain, in 

many circles, synonymous with “camp.” Interestingly, when he cites “inspiration,” 

McCluskey hints at why gay men gravitate towards this genre; however, he – 

unfortunately – never goes further. “Inspiration” can mean many things, none of which 

the author names here. Without citing gay men at all, Yvonne Tasker outlines Cher‟s 

appeal more specifically than McCluskey does. She writes,  

Cher‟s star image operates in terms of a refusal of  

dependence on a man and the determination not only  

to forge a career…on her own terms but to refuse the  

conventional role assigned to women over forty years old  

in an industry that fetishizes youth. (191)  

And, she discusses “Cher‟s star image as an unconventional, sexual woman” (191). 

Notably, Tasker recognizes Cher‟s unconventionality, non-conformity and brazen 

sexuality as responsible for her continued success, yet the author never limits those 

factors or Cher herself as appealing to only a single group. In Tasker‟s view, then, as in 

mine, these facets of the star in question have broad appeal, for they speak not merely to 

gay men (as McCluskey might suggest) but, more likely, to anyone who has ever felt 

alone in his or her alterity. 



101 
 

 Critics like Dyer and Babuscio, although they view camp‟s appeal in terms 

similar to those in Tasker‟s writing about Cher, still limit this appeal to gay men. 

Babuscio even regards this genre as one solely sprung from a “gay sensibility.” He 

explains, “The term „camp‟ describes those elements in a person, situation, or activity 

that express, or are created by, a gay sensibility” (118). He also elucidates,  

I define the gay sensibility as a creative energy reflecting  

a consciousness that is different from the mainstream: a  

heightened awareness of certain human complications of  

feeling that spring from the fact of social oppression; in  

short, a perception of the world which is coloured, shaped,  

directed, and defined by the fact of one‟s gayness. (118) 

  

So, Babuscio seems to suggest, only homosexual males understand oppression, exist 

outside of “the mainstream,” channel their peripheralization creatively. Forgive me for 

asking this, but since when does any group possess a monopoly on feelings, experiences, 

creativity, need, or categorization? Perhaps, my naiveté shows here, but don‟t most of us 

– some due to ethnicity, some due to physical ability, some due to religion, some to 

gender, some due to appearance, some due to socioeconomic status, some due to 

personality quirks, etc. – have experiences, reactions and emotions quite akin to those 

outlined by Babuscio as wholly gay? 

 Similarly, to demonstrate his particular explanation of camp as a reading strategy 

of gay males, Dyer focuses on Judy Garland (notably, a “Gay Icon” included with Cher 

on McCluskey‟s short list). He posits, “One is not brought up gay; on the contrary, 

everything in the culture seems to work against it” (Bodies 159). I don‟t disagree with 

this; however, I also realize that we can make some easy substitutions in the quote. We 

can, for instance, change it to “Women are not brought up outspoken” or “Non-whites in 

America are not brought up entitled,” and so on. In other words, gays may represent the 
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marginal or the oppressed within heteronormative power structures, but they haven‟t 

cornered the market on marginality or oppression – not by any means. Thus, to label 

them as the only consumers of camp does a disservice to all of those who likely benefit 

from camping. Similarly, when he asserts, “To turn out not-ordinary after being saturated 

with the values of ordinariness structures Garland‟s career and the standard gay 

biography alike” (Bodies 159), I can‟t argue with his point; I can, though, suggest 

alternatives to substitute for “gay” in the quote. Try “black,” “immigrant,” “lesbian,” 

“differently-abled,” “single mother,” or “Jew” in place of “gay,” for instance. The 

sentence still resonates. We, therefore, need to view that scholarship which limits “camp” 

(the subset which practically makes it synonymous with “gay”) as that which provides us 

with an understanding of how camp works; we can, however, view it as a jumping-off 

point, if you will. While we don‟t reject the critics‟ belief of camp as a gay form, we must 

read these contentions as ones with likely multiple parallels. In other words, how gays 

consume camp and why they do suggests why and how all peripheralized people 

probably do: camp tells us that, contrary to popular myth, those outside of proscribed 

acceptability frequently thrive thanks to their alterity. 

 In her work on feminist camp, Pamela Robertson recognizes that gay men‟s 

consumption of this phenomenon often parallels women‟s and other marginalized 

people‟s. She says,  

Camp…demands a reconceptualization of subcultures so  

as to make clear that subcultures are variable communities  

that are not always well-defined and easily identifiable  

(through, for instance, fashion) but can have differing 

individuated practices. Although camp has been almost  

wholly associated with a gay male subculture, that  

subculture has not necessarily always participated in  

camp as a group or even recognized itself as a group.  
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While there have been public gay camp rituals…, camp  

consists also of individual and private, even closeted,  

moments of consumption. (Pleasures 17)  

 

Here, Robertson makes several important points. Firstly, she recognizes camp‟s 

postmodern rejection of easy, all-encompassing categorization. One may belong to a 

group, but the group doesn‟t define – can‟t define – the individual. Secondly, she 

recognizes that gay male camping represents subcultural camping in general. How gays 

camp and why they do most overtly demonstrates how and why all marginalized people 

do likewise. Thirdly, she recognizes that groups may publically indulge in camp, but 

many people – those who openly belong to periperalized groups or those who secretly 

feel othered – camp. This helps to clarify that camp takes many forms and has many 

functions: a theatre full of gay men participating in “The Sound of Music Sing-Along” 

exists as a display of camping just as much as a teenager, alone in his or her bedroom, 

listening to a recording of Jennifer Hudson belt out “And I Am Telling You (I‟m Not 

Going)” does. Thus, limiting camping to groups, only, or to gay men, only, unnecessarily 

constricts this form and its potential. 

 Seemingly, then, camp serves as a form of resistance. Texturally, it resists 

furthering the narrative ideals (read: the myths) of popular media and culture, thereby 

resisting the status quo. Personally, it resists appropriateness, limitations, boundaries, 

definitions, and categorical placements. Camp seeks “to unmask and condemn patriarchal 

dominance as a means of empowering the othered” (Schuyler 7). Gay men flock to camp 

for this very reason, but they don‟t do so alone. Women, ethnic peoples, the elderly, the 

differently-abled, and so many others camp like gay men do – and for the same reasons, 

deriving similar pleasures and inspirations from this genre. 
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  Gypsys, Camp and Thieves 

 As we see in the section above, Cher has long held the title of “gay icon.” When 

reading Cher: The Farewell Tour, we might simply – and understandably – interpret 

several events in the text as nods to the gay or as ways to explain her gay appeal. Doing 

so would make logical, even acceptable sense. However, we can also use these “gay 

moments” to explain the widespread appeal of both Cher and her show, two entities 

firmly ensconced in the camp pantheon.  

 Either subtly or overtly, Farewell‟s narrative elements listed previously 

(monologues, dance routines, song choices, film packages, costume changes, and so on) 

reveal the theme in question (outsider status actually empowers the entity labeled 

“outsider”). In a subtle moment, for instance, Cher sings one of her standards, “Song for 

the Lonely.” During the number, her backup dancers, clad as animal warriors, perform a 

high-energy routine. For most of the number, they dance behind her. Towards the climax, 

however, they approach her, getting ever-so-close, and at the moment where it appears 

that they might upstage her (symbolically overtaking her), she turns and briefly glares at 

them; they retreat, heads cast downward. The song itself has such lines espoused by the 

singer as “Don‟t give up/Just hold on.”
15

 At the finish of the song, the dancers gather 

around her, kneeling in front of her or calmly occupying the spaces aside and behind her: 

she has tamed them. From start to finish, this number achieves several things. First of all, 

it asserts Cher‟s power: the younger, stronger dancers support and fear her; she controls 

them. Their outfits make them seem wild, dangerous, uncontrollable, but a look from her 

revises that belief. Second of all, it underscores her longevity and the authority which 

comes with it: Cher, as the concert continually reinforces, has never given up, has never 
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let go; therefore, she can – without irony – advise us to follow suit, as she does via the 

song‟s lyrics. Third of all, it highlights the diva‟s refusal to conform to norms and 

expectations: during the routine, she wears little more than a see-through bra top, 

sequined panties, completely sheer harem pants, and a bleached-blonde wig. A few 

rhinestone-encrusted tassels highlight, rather than obscure, her bare midriff. She sings 

live, dances with abandon and has the energy of an enthusiastic teenager. Well into her 

50s at the time of this concert, Cher acts not as a “respectable” middle-aged woman 

“should”; instead, she flaunts her body, gyrates during this number and frolics with 

younger, scantily-clad hoofers. Through it all, the crowd goes wild, reveling in every 

gesture, every moment, every word. As such, Cher offers us a model of success (or, one 

might better argue, a model for success): she triumphs not in spite of her difference but 

because of it. 

 A scene such as the “Song for the Lonely” number certainly goes a long way 

towards empowering gay men. (Frequent shots of an audience dominated by gay-coded 

males show throughout Farewell that practically everything that Cher does substantially 

riles up the crowd.) After all, it demonstrates an outsider (in this case, a sequin-ensconced 

woman dancing alone in a jungle) using her power and her femininity (two facts 

inextricably linked in this diva and in all divas) in order to dominate those thought 

invincible. Such a performance suggests that gays, embracing alterity and sometimes 

hyperbolizing outrageousness, can and do use their sexual orientation to triumph over 

conservative tropes and heterosexual dominance. We can, therefore, see how a number 

like this exists as camp, inspirational to all peripheralized peoples, gay or not. As gay 

men relate to “Song for the Lonely” (the aptly-named song and the precisely-
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choreographed number), so does anyone similarly rejected or disempowered within 

heteronormative power structures. 

Dyer writes that “camp is a characteristically gay way of handling the values, 

images and products of the dominant culture through irony, exaggeration, trivialisation, 

theatricalisation and an ambivalent making fun of and out of the serious and respectable” 

(Bodies 178). Perhaps, nothing demonstrates this better than Cher: The Farewell Tour. 

While I hesitate to limit camp in the way that Dyer does, to restrict it to only a “gay way” 

of responding to heteronormative power structures, I do find usefulness in that idea, 

usefulness which very much applies to the text in question. First of all, as demonstrated 

above, we can see the relationship between gay men and camp as merely a jumping-off 

point for discussing camp‟s potential.  If we see gay men (arguably, camp‟s primary – or, 

at least, its most visible – consumers) as “others,” “outsiders,” “different,” “marginalized 

subjectives,” and in alternate, similar terms, then we can recognize that the way in which 

camp works for them, it likewise works for other groups similarly labeled. Look, for 

instance, at the gender commentary offered throughout Farewell by Cher. She, for 

example, makes a statement about womanhood in multiple ways, such as when she turns 

costume into a narrative about the construction of gender norms. Let us remember that, 

binaristically, “masculine” defines and, therefore, subordinates “feminine.” Definitionally 

– thus, binaristically – “man” or “male” explains “woman” or “female” oppositionally. In 

other words, if “masculine” means “x,” then “feminine” means “not x.” So, if we accept 

the definer in the couplet “male/female” as “strong,” “powerful,” “dominant,” 

“successful,” and “in charge,” for instance, then we see its definee as “weak,” 

“powerless,” “submissive,” “unsuccessful,” and “following.” We, in fact, only see 
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“female” as “successful” or “powerful” if those terms feed off of masculine expectation, 

if the woman derives her authority from men or if her success comes from her ability to 

fulfill heteronormative (read: male-imposed) standards. In Farewell, Cher shatters the 

binaristic expectation of gender. During each song set, she changes costume – sometimes 

doing so on stage, right in front of us. She dresses as a snow queen, a hippie, a disco diva, 

a biker chick, a harem girl. Sometimes, she dons jeans and a blouse or wears a high-

fashion evening gown. At one point, she puts on a ring master‟s cloak and top hat – 

replete with whip. Each of these has a specific meaning, produces an outcome, adds to 

Farewell‟s narrative. Tasker describes Cher as one who regularly dons “fetishistic but 

rebellious garb” (192), which the scholar credits with enhancing the diva‟s image as 

“fascinating, sexy and artificial” (192), in other words, as a popular (read: powerful) 

woman whose hyper-femininity reveals the constructed nature of gender, thus as someone 

unrestrained and self-authorized: independent and in charge. 

 During one telling routine, we witness Cher destabilizing masculine authority. 

Masculinity dictates the sartorial choices, actions, expectations, and role of the harem 

girl. Cher recognizes this. Prior to donning her harem outfit – replete with face veil – she 

establishes herself as a sex goddess, a leader and a powerful woman (remember: the 

“Song for the Lonely” number discussed above occurs briefly before she dresses as a 

harem girl), arguably, the opposite of what we expect from a sultan‟s concubine, for from 

such a character, we gather that we‟ll get a demure, quiet submissive: someone seen, not 

heard. In this garb, Cher arrives on stage atop a mechanical elephant. Upon descending 

from the beast, she sheds her veil and stops batting her eyes, and she breaks into a song-

and-dance routine to her hit “All or Nothing.” Throughout, her dancers perform – once 
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again, behind her – all dressed as sultans. The song‟s lyrics themselves place demands 

upon their intended male recipient: the song‟s chorus continually hammers home, “Baby, 

it‟s all or nothing now,” hence putting the singer of the song (in this case, a harem girl, a 

sultan‟s submissive) in the driver‟s seat, so to speak. The song also becomes mock-sexy 

when Cher breathlessly chants such lines as “Sometimes, sometimes when you touch 

me,/I just can‟t help myself–/Can‟t help myself/Desire makes me weak/Desire makes me 

weak.” The group behind her stays behind her, constantly and feverishly clamoring for 

her never-given attention and affection. Its members may desire her, but, the song‟s lyrics 

notwithstanding, she never weakens. She leads the dance, bellows the song, rallies the 

crowd, maintains the audience‟s complete focus, and eschews the dancing sultans. As 

such, she defies expectation. 

 In defying expectation, harem girl Cher simultaneously heightens (and highlights) 

her power and reveals the constructed, imposed nature of gender. The concubine costume 

hyperbolizes the expectation of women – of all women – as docile conformists intended 

to serve men quietly and willingly. Kathleen Rowe, in fact, contends, “Ideology holds 

that the „well-adjusted‟ woman….is silent, static, invisible…apart from the hurly-burly of 

life, process, and social power” (31). The “All or Nothing” segment, though, revises this 

myth, for it suggests that true power and unlimited triumph come to those who shatter 

norms, defy definitions and refuse to adhere to convention. During this number – as in 

every one of Farewell‟s numbers – Cher illuminates her success and demonstrates 

exactly how she has achieved it: by disallowing heteronormativity‟s restrictions from 

stopping her. In revealing the constructed nature of gender and, in turn, that construct‟s 

limitations, she empowers her female viewers, a group labeled as “different” or “other” in 
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our male-driven society; thus, she becomes for women a form of camp, a form which 

empowers them in ways most similar to how it empowers gay men: both recognize that 

one‟s status as outsider can actually empower him, her or it, despite the contrary belief 

that said status should only inhibit. The boisterous, demanding slave girl can rule a group 

of sultans. The aging female can use her sex appeal to command the stage. The 

marginalized subjective in a heteropatrichy – the gay male, the woman, etc. – can 

triumph in any number of ways. 

 Rowe calls females like Cher emblematic of the “unruly woman,” a figure who 

empowers gay men, subordinated women and anyone victimized by marginalization. 

Cher fits this type in several ways. For instance, in the number discussed above, we see 

an example of “[t]he unruly woman [who] creates disorder by dominating, or by trying to 

dominate, men…[and] is unable or unwilling to confine herself to her proper place” (31). 

A harem girl who rebukes the advances of multiple would-be sultan-suitors, like the 

bedazzled jungle visitor who tames wild creatures, demonstrates the power by which 

gendered-subjectives – in Farewell, women with their gender hyperbolized via costume – 

can dominate, that what makes them others also empowers them. Men who seek to see 

them as pliant subordinates may deem such women “unruly,” but for those who revel in 

camp, they, quite simply, rule, as in “Girls Rule!” 

 Second of all, we can recognize through Dyer‟s quote that camp often welcomes – 

therefore, empowers – gay men. For example, during the first of her rather telling 

monologues, she proclaims, “Okay, so ladies and gentlemen and flamboyant gentlemen, 

boys and girls and children of all ages, welcome to the Cher-est show on earth!” With 

this, she overtly acknowledges the presence of her gay fans. As such, she offers a 
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narrative of inclusion, one in opposition to the predominant narrative which others those 

outside of heteronormativity. Notice, too, how in this quote she seamlessly likens gay 

men (“flamboyant gentlemen”) to those who live within modes of propriety (“ladies and 

gentlemen”) and to those othered due either to age (”boys and girls”) or failure to 

conform (“children of all ages”). In so doing, she, at once, obfuscates the dividing line 

between insiders and outsiders, for at this moment, all seem to exist equally as (at the 

very least) Cher fans, and she acknowledges that camp (seen here in the “Cher-est show 

on earth”) has a wide reach, that it, thus, equalizes, as all queer texts do.  

Interestingly, like her spoken welcome, some of Cher‟s classic songs, all featured 

in the show, celebrate myriad “others.” Simply look at some of their titles alone: 

“Gypsys, Tramps and Thieves,” “Dark Lady,” “Half-Breed,” “Just Like Jesse James,” 

“Song for the Lonely,” and so on. Farewell, like camp itself, remains open and accessible 

to all. It, thus, upends the reward system built into heteronormativity, for no longer can 

we fall victim to that trope which claims that only those who follow the rules – of gender, 

of propriety, and so forth – can achieve or can celebrate or can equally participate in a 

dominant culture. As Cher fans, as Dark Ladies, as Gypsys, Tramps or Thieves, we can 

all dance and sing, thus making ourselves heard and seen. 

 

Bitchin‟ 

 If camp produces its own set of myths, then we must pay strict attention to its 

language. Language certainly has its own, precise, necessary, telling structure, its syntax. 

And, we can‟t convey or grasp a tale without a common language deployed. Dominic 

Strinati writes, “This world exists but the meanings which are conferred upon it by 
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language are determined by the meanings inherent in language, as an objective structure 

of definite rules” (91). Furthermore, he recognizes that “[i]f language can be understood 

in this way then so can other cultural systems” (91). So, language communicates myth 

just as much as (if not more than) narrative structure itself does. As Strinati writes, “Myth 

uses the language of…systems…to construct meanings” (113).  

In her study of George W. Bush‟s post-September 11
th

 presidency, Sandra 

Silberstein, too, recognizes how language makes and communicates meaning, how it 

reinforces themes, shapes opinions and maintains order. She says, quite succinctly, 

“words helped many things happen” (xi) and ventures “to ask how language can be 

employed to render national policy common sense” (xi). Through this question, she 

opines that institutions utilize language in an effort (often, a successful effort) to get 

people both to accept and to support ideas, and to act in accordance with desired policy – 

to fall into lockstep aside everyone else, if you will. In this way, myth somehow becomes 

fact. After all, once we accept a possibility, it transforms into a cultural reality. She finds 

that  

through our linguistic practices, we continually (re)create  

the nation. And one of the goals of the national symbolic  

is to produce a fantasy of national integration. In fact, 

this integration is the utopian promise of the nation. 

Through national identity, the individual is liberated  

from solely local affiliations and promised an almost  

limitless collective identity. (6-7) 

People don‟t create a society. Norms do. Language cultivates the widespread 

reinforcement of norms, norms often disseminated via popular media products, such as 

television shows, films, novels, and music. Agreed-upon norms become cultural practice, 

thus creating a society. 
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 In their early 1970s‟ work on cinematic depictions of women, both Mellen and 

Molly Haskell outline the myths concerning women that both society and media 

proliferate. Haskell offers,  

According to society‟s accepted role definitions,…the  

interests of men and women are not only different, but  

actually opposed. A man is supposedly most himself when  

he is driving to achieve, to create, to conquer; he is least  

himself when reflecting or making love. A woman is  

supposedly most herself in the throes of emotion (the love  

of man or children), and least herself, that is, least “womanly”  

in the pursuit of knowledge or success. The stigma becomes a  

self-fulfilling prophecy. By defying cultural expectations, by  

insisting on professional relationships with men who want  

only to flatter and flirt with her, a woman becomes  

“unfeminine” and undesirable, she becomes, in short, a  

monster. (4)  

 

Similarly, in her account, Mellen posits, “The independent woman remains shrill and 

unfulfilled, while the bourgeois family and established values are refurbished” (Women 

29), and “Victims are victims because they accept an exploitative and alienating view of 

themselves. This applies with equal force to women” (Women 54). Unfortunately, the 

work of both scholars has continued very much to resonate to this day. Not much has 

changed in terms of media‟s depiction of and society‟s acceptance of gender roles.
16

 

However, we have camp, a widespread form of communication, to counteract these 

narrative tropes. Cher, in fact, serves as a good example of this, which many of the 

linguistic choices employed in Farewell show. From what we‟ve seen thus far, unlike the 

women discussed by Mellen and Haskell, camp icon Cher never takes on the “victim” 

role; she comes across as triumphant rather than “unfulfilled”; and, not only does she 

“def[y] cultural expectations,” but in doing so, she never foregoes her femininity, as her 



113 
 

use of wigs, cosmetics and costumes (evening gowns, etc.) demonstrates. Her linguistic 

choices further illustrate these ideas. 

 Returning to Rowe‟s list of what constitutes the “unruly woman,” we come across 

this: “Her speech is excessive in quantity, content, or tone” (31). In Farewell, Cher 

delivers a few very long monologues. During one scene, as two scantily clad, young, 

muscular men outfit her as a ring master, she narrates,  

Okay, wait! I have to get my serious, um, I have to get  

my serious outfit on. I have outfits for every mood.  

Serious jacket. Serious hat for my naturally blonde hair.  

And, what‟s an outfit without a whip? So, what did you  

think of my entrance? Yes, that was very fabulous, wasn‟t  

it? That actually has worked out great, too, at every place  

but in Cleveland. And, in Cleveland, the chandelier came  

down, and I was hanging up there like some sort of  

transvestite piñata. And, it was very sad – and a little scary.  

But, you know, I don‟t care because I wanted to make  

this show really fabulous. And, I wanted it to be really  

fabulous because it‟s the last time I‟m doing it. (Audience  

boos.) You know what? Give me a frickin‟ break, okay?  

I have been an evil frickin‟ diva for forty frickin‟ years.  

And, there‟s all these young girls that are coming to take –  

well, they‟re not gonna take my place, but they‟re gonna take  

somebody‟s place. J-Lo and Britney and all those girls, you  

know? (More boos.) Anyway, you wanna know the truth why  

I wanted to make it so fabulous? I have a motive, okay?  

And, that is, I thought, “I‟m gonna make this show so  

fabulous, and then, I‟m gonna say, „Follow this, you  

bitches!‟” But, I mean that with humility and love. You know  

how I am. All right, so now, we‟re getting to the part I  

always wanted to do – this kind of ring master or whatever it  

is – because we‟re getting near to the fabulousness. Okay, so,  

ladies and gentlemen, and flamboyant gentlemen, boys and  

girls, and children of all ages, welcome to the Cher-est show  

on earth. And, this is the official beginning of the Cher show 

right now. And, follow this, you bitches!  

 

Above, I discuss part of this, but let‟s look at some specific choices that she makes in 

describing herself and her show, choices which confirm her camp status. 
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 First, she presents obvious constructs as “facts.” This makes us rethink what we 

“know.” Her garish, oversized, revealing, beaded, feathered ring master‟s getup certainly 

doesn‟t represent the “serious” – at least not by society‟s standards and definitions – yet, 

in a mock-serious manner, she proclaims its seriousness. And, perhaps, for Cher, this 

sartorial choice does seem “serious” or at least more reserved than some of her more 

famous (and outlandish) clothing. Needless to say, this parallels her comment, “Serious 

jacket. Serious hat for my naturally blonde hair,” a comment she makes as the assistants 

place her giant beaded hat atop her obvious platinum-blonde wig. Tasker notes, “Cher 

repeatedly comments on her own construction” (193). I would take this further, though, 

and argue that, as such, this diva comments on the constructed nature of much of what we 

have accepted as “fact,” like gender, sexuality, age, and appearance. Later in the text, 

incidentally, Cher delves more into the construct of appearance, again referencing yet 

another blonde wig. She says, “You know, when you‟re a blonde, it‟s much harder than 

being dark and mysterious. And, people give you directions very slowly when you‟re 

blonde.” Just then, the director edits to a shot of young females who look like they‟ve 

come directly from grad school or law school (in other words, accomplished, polished, 

“all-American” women), blondes all, who nod their heads in agreement. Such moments 

reinforce how society underestimates all of its “others” – gays, Latinos, Goths, the 

outspoken, the very young, the very old, the feminine, the blonde, etc. Yet, Cher, like the 

women in her audience, seems triumphant, thus to have defied – maybe even to have 

obliterated – expectation. 

 Second, she conflates otherness with fearlessness. Look at the words she uses, 

such as “fabulous.” This and others like it often connote homosexuality. Moreover, she 
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refers to herself dangling from faulty equipment as resembling “some sort of transvestite 

piñata.” Yet, in the same breath, she dismisses the terror that most people would feel at 

such a moment. At once, she calls it only “a little scary” and shrugs it off with “But, you 

know, I don‟t care.”  Society may equate the fabulous, the female, the transvestite with 

the weak, the fearful, the fey, but with her story, Cher skillfully upends that. 

 Third, she demonstrates polyvalence over singularity. Besides the wig and 

costume changes (each one so very different from the last), she describes herself as a 

trailblazer, an entertainer, a force-of-nature. She alternately refers to herself as “evil,” 

humble, loving, generous, fearless, and powerful. She, therefore, doesn‟t impose 

identificatory limits on herself, potentially inspiring her fans to follow suit. We see this in 

another monologue where, as she introduces “Heart of Stone,” she tells us,  

I think it‟s the song that most typifies me if there can be such  

a thing. I guess it depends on what hair color I‟m in. But, see,  

we have to have lots of hair color and lots of beads and lots of  

costume changes because, if we don‟t, drag queens all over  

America will be calling each other, going, “Oh, my god! I  

saw the Cher show: no costume changes! no beads! Do you  

think she‟s lost the will to live?”  

And, no, I haven‟t.  

She, thus, sees herself as chameleonic (both in appearance and personality) rather than 

limited by category. And, this, she finds, makes her inspirational – in particular to an oft-

marginalized group. 

 Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, she acknowledges that since she refuses to 

act her age, so to speak, she remains inspirational to the up-and-coming pop divas (read: 

camp queens) who may attempt to overtake her, who may try to wrestle her down from 

her place at the pinnacle of success (camp and otherwise) but never will. Notably, she 
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calls the Britneys, Christinas and J-Los of the world “bitches.” This seemingly derogatory 

term which people often employ to insult women takes on different meanings here. Cher, 

the self-proclaimed “evil frickin‟ diva,” uses it as a term of endearment, one which likens 

the younger pop-star-actresses to her. This, then, makes “bitches” akin to “divas,” as both 

take on equally positive and negative meanings, depending on usage (and user). 

Interestingly, too, at the end of her monologue, when she invites us all (ladies and 

gentlemen, etc.) to revel in her concert, she ends with “And, follow this, you bitches!” 

Since she says this right after her blanket invite to the Cher-est show on earth, it makes 

all of us bitches, for we can‟t tell whom she addresses exactly. And, in making all of us 

bitches, it equates us with the powerful camp divas – herself, Britney Spears, and so 

forth. As such, Cher limns that we see ourselves in those divas whom we consume as 

camp. We bitches, therefore, follow Madonna, Barbra Streisand, Liza Minnelli, Beyoncé, 

Carol Channing, Dolly Parton, Christina Aguilera, Kristin Chenoweth, and others (like 

Dyer‟s Judy Garland and McCluskey‟s Cher) because we see our alterity and potential 

success mirrored in theirs. In blurring the line between “bitches” (Jennifer-Lopez-as-

bitch, us-as-bitches), Cher acknowledges this. 

 This fourth point, though, relies upon longevity. The rule-breaker who survives 

decade after decade after decade demonstrates camp in its purest form. Rowe contends 

that an “unruly woman” “may be old…, for old women who refuse to become invisible in 

our culture are often considered grotesque” (31). Among other factors, her age and her 

visibility make Cher camp. She knows this. The monologue quoted above cites her role 

as an “evil frickin‟ diva for forty frickin‟ years.” And, another spoken diatribe highlights 

these points again. It goes thusly:  
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When my hair‟s really white, I wanna be rocking, too.  

That should be about fifteen-minutes from now. But, my  

mother looks great; my grandmother looks great. So, it‟s  

in the genes. (Applause.) Thank you. Yeah. Take that, you  

bitches! I have been doing this for forty! frickin‟! years!  

Okay? I woulda done – you know what? I have one thing:  

do everything you can do NOW, okay? I wish I‟d been so  

much– I wish I‟d been the baddest-ass girl. I was pretty  

bad, too, but I wish I was worse. You know? I should have  

done all those things. I went, “Should I do this?” “Should I  

do this?” Hell with it! Do it! You can always look back and  

go, “Shit! I shouldn‟t-a done that” That‟s my one advice to  

you young kids: just do it! Okay?  

With this, she, once again, taunts the younger generation, confident that its members can 

never encroach upon her territory as a “bad ass.” Likewise, she lets us know that age will 

never make her invisible. And, her speech celebrates – encourages, even – a rejection of 

propriety. After all, not only does she promise to continue to rock hard as she gets old (a 

promise she has continued to keep), but she also laments that in her younger days, her 

“bad behavior” hadn‟t taken on an even “badder” tenor, if you will. So, she tells us not to 

make the same mistake. She even jokes that age should – contrary to popular belief – 

allow us to forego all of the rules of civility. During her overly long story describing her 

feelings about her hit “Just Like Jesse James,” she says,  

And, it‟s not really crap (rolls her eyes), but – it‟s not my  

favorite – but I‟m actually getting better at it because  

there‟re just an awful lot of words. And, that, I think, is the  

problem. And, see, when you get old, you just ramble and  

ramble and ramble. So, let‟s just do the fucking song.  

The song, in her opinion, shouldn‟t have become so popular.
17

 She describes it as “crap” 

with “too many words.” At once self-deprecating and tongue-in-cheek, she, thus, likens 

this song to herself: seemingly, neither should‟ve succeeded, but both have – to the point 

where neither will go away, quietly or at all. Hence, both have earned the label “camp.” 
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 Most of Cher‟s songs, in fact, position her as a woman challenging a man. As 

such, they shatter gender norms. In many, directly violating the tropes of submissive 

women, she dispatches or dictates to men. In addition to the aforementioned lines from 

“Song for the Lonely” (“Don‟t give up/Just hold on”), several other examples exist. For 

instance, she confidently belts out “Take me home” in the song which shares its title with 

this directive, and “Come on, baby, show me what that loaded gun is for” in “Just Like 

Jesse James,” as well as “Dry your eyes” in “I Found Someone.” Several songs seem to 

challenge masculine power and authority as well as the idea of women as emotional 

wrecks. In such tunes, she tends to best men. She opens Farewell with U2‟s “I Still 

Haven‟t Found What I‟m Looking for,” which proclaims, “Yes, I‟m still running!” 

thereby celebrating unencumbered female independence. “Believe” argues, “What am I 

supposed to do?/Sit around and wait for you?/Well, I can‟t do that,” finally concluding, 

“Maybe I‟m too good for you.” Such lines make the woman sexually in charge – not to 

mention devoid of anticipated emotion (read: “womanly displays of feeling”). Similarly, 

“Strong Enough” repeatedly asserts such ideas as “I don‟t need your sympathy” and 

“Now, I‟m strong enough/To live without you.” And, in perhaps the best example, “Just 

Like Jesse James” has such lyrics as “If you can give it,/ I can take it/ ‟Cause if this heart 

is gonna break, it‟s gonna take a lot to break it” as well as the unwavering promise, 

“Tonight, you‟re gonna go down in flames/Just like Jesse James.” By challenging 

accepted tropes of masculinity and femininity, Cher fractures normative power dynamics, 

using her femaleness to do so. Thus, she empowers her audience, letting it know that the 

other triumphs due to that which seemingly makes her outside of acceptability. Such 
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reinforcements of this theme remind us both of what constitutes camp and of why the 

disenfranchised, such as gay men, flock to this form.  

 Cher: The Farewell Tour exists narratively. As illustrated here, it tells a story 

which both depends on a character type (the rule-breaking diva) and reveals a theme 

(those deemed outsiders can and do triumph not in spite of but because of their alterity). 

We may not initially view Farewell as anything more than a concert, a collage of a 

singer‟s greatest hits, yet as illustrated here, it functions as a narrative, therefore as a text, 

ripe for interpretation and analysis. So, we see a form of queerness emerge from camp as 

the concert becomes a text. As such, we rethink our long-held belief systems. 

 Camp, as this chapter reminds us, exists queerly. Queerness, we recall, 

interrogates systems of beliefs and institutional discourses by using gender and sexuality 

as its investigational entry point. So, as Cher: The Farewell Tour demonstrates, camp 

begins as a way for gay men to revel in the possibility of achievement, achievement 

fueled by their non-conformity. This trope, though fully present in Farewell, comes to 

empower all marginalized subjectives within a heteropatriarchy. Throughout this text, 

Cher demonstrates how she serves as proof that one can have longevity, sustain 

popularity and gain both recognition and acclaim by breaking rules. Never in this text 

does she act as an “appropriate” fiftysomething American woman. Gay men, long seen as 

“inappropriate” by societal standards, identify with her and derive power from her 

narrative. Such a narrative applies to everyone, for we‟ve all felt outside of the “norm” in 

one way or another at some point in our lives, no? Cher recognizes this. Camp recognizes 

this. As such, we all receive an invitation to revel in the Cher-est show on earth. 
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   CHAPTER 5 

       RACE-ING TO CAMP:  

     VANESSA WILLIAMS AND THE BLACK DIVA NARRATIVE 

 Surprisingly, few scholars have acknowledged the importance of race in camp. 

Most focus on gender (the female diva, the male theatre queen, the butch, etc.), ignoring 

the relationship of race to gender within this form altogether. Granted, many black 

women, in particular, fall into the category of “diva”; these include Dorothy Dandridge, 

Billie Holiday, Lena Horne, Diana Ross, Aretha Franklin, Tina Turner, Diahann Carroll, 

Pam Grier, Donna Summer, Chaka Khan,  Patti LaBelle, Jennifer Holiday, Janet Jackson, 

Whitney Houston, Mariah Carey, Queen Latifah, Naomi Campbell, Mary J. Blige, Lil‟ 

Kim, Tyra Banks, Venus Williams, Beyoncé, Star Jones, Audra McDonald, Rihanna, 

Mo‟Nique, and Jennifer Hudson; however, their camp stature frequently gets lumped in 

with that of their white counterparts, who include Mae West, Joan Crawford, Katherine 

Hepburn, Bette Davis, Elizabeth Taylor, Zsa Zsa Gabor, Marilyn Monroe, Barbara 

Stanwick, Judy Garland, Edith Piaf, Shelley Winters, Lucille Ball, Debbie Reynolds, 

Patsy Cline, Shirley MacLaine, Joan Collins, Ethel Merman, Phyllis Diller, Elaine 

Stritch, Cher, Barbra Streisand, Beatrice Arthur, Liza Minnelli, Dolly Parton, Joan 

Rivers, Cloris Leachman, Susan Lucci, Bette Midler, Farrah Fawcett, Jackie Collins, Patti 

Lupone, Cyndi Lauper, Madonna, Annie Lennox, Delta Burke, Roseanne, Pamela 

Anderson, Rosie O‟Donnell, Martha Stewart, Celine Dion, Donatella Versace, Janice 

Dickenson, Britney Spears, Nia Vardalos, Kathy Griffin, Kristin Chenoweth, Kim 

Catrall, Pink, Chelsea Handler, Adele, Katy Perry, and Lady Gaga.
18

 Certainly, as female 

camp icons, these women have much in common exclusive of race, yet if for all such 
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examples, womanhood provides a stumbling block which the diva must not just plow 

through but pulverize en route to iconic stature, then for those women from Dandridge to 

Hudson, race adds yet another seemingly insurmountable hurdle in their quests to gain 

camp status. Vanessa Williams well typifies this point. 

 The diva exists as a form of camp. As such, she exists as a camp text. Her story, 

after all, provides the basis by which we come to view her as camp. Often, we need only 

to look at a text which directly or tacitly provides a narrative recounting the respective 

diva‟s triumphant story, such as an album, her cinematic oeuvre, a biopic, a memoir, a 

documentary, a one-woman show, a greatest-hits-driven concert, etc. Without such texts, 

however, we can study divas‟ lives in order to demonstrate what makes these women 

camp. Here, I illustrate this by considering Williams‟ career, from Miss America 

contestant to Ugly Betty (2006-10) costar. Where lines frequently blur between the diva 

and her work, whereby it becomes nearly impossible to distinguish subject from text, 

Williams‟ narrative offers us yet a different kind of obfuscation: her personal and 

professional triumphs, during which she seemingly always rises from the ashes against 

arguably insurmountable odds, have enabled her to take on one of television‟s campiest 

roles – Ugly Betty‟s über-diva, fashion magazine Creative Director Wilhelmina Slater, a 

character whom Entertainment Weekly‟s Michael Slezak sums up with “A dangerously 

arched eyebrow. A slicing turn of the heel. A blunt-force quip. These are the 

weapons…Wilhelmina Slater uses to vanquish her enemies.” 

 Scholar Patricia Hill Collins recognizes that “Black femininity is constructed in 

relation to the tenets of hegemonic masculinity that subordinates all femininities to 

masculinity” (187) and that “[o]ne benchmark of hegemonic femininity is that women not 
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be like men” (193). In other words, like all women within heteronormative society, black 

women, too, must conform to a certain standard, a standard which encourages them to 

submit to men‟s authority, to eschew independence and to accept success as a wholly 

masculine attribute. If heteronormativity doesn‟t expect women to have power, 

independence, authority, and success, it certainly doesn‟t expect black women to partake 

in any of these. From the moment that the public became aware of her, however, Vanessa 

Williams has betrayed these imposed expectations. 

 

      Dis-Miss-ed America 

 It started with her Miss New York title, a designation which qualified her to 

compete in the 1984 Miss America Pageant. At that point, no non-white woman had ever 

taken the national crown in the contest‟s sixty-plus years of existence. The media 

wondered if she – a black woman – could actually win? Would the judges see fit to put 

her into the position of representing young American women, of representing – as the 

pageant‟s theme song declares – “your ideal”? History legitimized such speculation. 

Valerie Felita Kinloc informs us that “The Miss America Pageant still prohibited the 

participation of black contestants during the 1960s” (95). This changed, she tells us, in 

1970 when “Cheryl Browne of Iowa became the first black contestant in the pageant‟s 

history” (96). With black women competing for fewer than fifteen years, doubt as to 

Williams‟ ability to win ran rampant. Win, though, she did. And, with this triumph, the 

world came to know Vanessa Williams as smart, talented, sophisticated, and well-spoken, 

in other words, as oppositional to the popular tropes of black women as unintelligent, 

oversexed, crack-addicted Welfare recipients: as Collins writes of black female 
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stereotypes, “Drug use is one sure-fire indicator…but simply being poor and accepting 

public assistance is sufficient” (132). 

 Williams, thus, began her career with a tacit defiance which would resonate in her 

for years to come. The Miss America Pageant, after all, had long embraced whiteness as 

indicative of normalcy. Sarah Banet-Weiser contends,  

By all accounts, the Miss America Pageant takes its  

claim of national representation quite seriously. Indeed,  

the pageant sees itself as a forum for promoting a kind of  

eternal feminine code for the “typical” American woman –  

a woman living in a nation that prides itself on the coherence  

of its internal difference – even as it defines typicality  

according to white, middle-class norms and even as those  

norms change. (69)  

Surely, one might argue that, for the most part, Williams did portray many of the 

expected “norms” of Miss America: physical fitness; big hair; white, straight teeth; stick-

straight posture; a welcoming smile; academic achievement; and a penchant for singing 

show tunes and pop standards. Yet, that very conformity belied expectation, for all of it 

came wrapped in black packaging. Certainly, her choice to don a stark white swimsuit 

during the competition highlighted this fact. So, the more that she conformed to contest 

standards, the more she upended those standards. She changed the opinion that whiteness 

in America serves as the only representation of the nation, as the only representation of 

perfection (in Miss America parlance, the “ideal”). Banet-Weiser clarifies, “it is not 

simply that the Miss America Pageant defines the „typical‟ woman within the bounds of 

whiteness, but also that the pageant presents this definition of typicality as a national 

identity for all women” (70). Williams‟ win, therefore, also altered our perception of 

blackness: long seen as atypical in white-dominated society, the image of a triumphant 
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black woman publically earning the responsibility to represent all American women 

made us rethink the power of the black woman. 

 Film scholar Donald Bogle comments, “Sadly, in the 1980s, black women rarely 

had a chance for important roles” (Toms 291). Granted, this might‟ve held true with 

reference to cinema, but not on the pageant stage, for Williams ruled that arena in 1984. 

One can argue, as I do, that her race actually helped to propel her into the national 

spotlight. Long disallowed participation, black women had little-to-no power at Miss 

America‟s annual event. Williams‟ victory changed that. Initially, press discourses 

centered on whether or not she could, as a black woman, take the crown and title.
19

 This 

alone made her a contender. After all, with the exception of a scandal-plagued few, no 

single contestant had previously enjoyed such national coverage leading up to the 

competition. So, the intrigue of a black woman potentially doing what none prior had 

ever even come close to doing made her one to watch. With all eyes on her more than on 

anyone else, she maintained her composure, won the contest and disabused all of the 

doubters. Her initial success (notably in that campiest of venues, the beauty-talent 

contest) in and of itself demonstrated that those dismissed as incapable in their otherness 

succeed not in spite of but because of that alterity. 

 All of this initially came crashing down, however, nearly ten months into 

Williams‟ reign when Penthouse Magazine published graphic photos of her unclothed 

and engaging in sex acts both alone and with another woman. The pageant stripped her of 

her title. And, disgraced and humiliated, she walked away from several lucrative 

endorsement deals. It appeared, firstly, as if she couldn‟t successfully represent America 

without bringing scandal to one of the nation‟s oldest institutions and highest honors; 
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and, secondly, that Williams had destroyed her one shot at stardom, for it looked like 

she‟d never successfully work in the legitimate entertainment industry (music, film, 

theatre, television), which she‟d seemed destined to do for so long. Thus, upon her Miss 

America resignation, Williams apparently fulfilled two stereotypes: the oversexed, 

incompetent black woman and the black female failure. In trying to succeed in a position 

long given only to “virtuous” white women, she seemingly demonstrated what many had 

believed: white women can partake in heteronormative power structures to some extent; 

black women never will. In her scholarship, Toni Morrison puts it this way: “Surely,… 

white America has considered questions of morality and ethics, the supremacy of mind 

and the vulnerability of the body, the blessings and liabilities of progress and modernity, 

without reference to the situation of its black population” (64-5). Essentially, with her fall 

from prominence, Williams validated this idea, for, to many, she proved the stereotype of 

black incapability. 

 From where do the above-mentioned stereotypes come? Wilchins summarizes,  

Perhaps race is at least as much a matter of identification as of  

politics…[R]ace may be simply whatever the dominant culture  

says it is, and whatever it needs it to be. This means that not  

only is race culturally constructed – but like gender or  

sexuality – it is constructed at specific times, in specific ways,  

in response to very specific needs that have little to do with the  

minorities being so constructed. (112) 

 

Discourse imposes meaning; meaning constructs identity and understanding. From this, 

power assigns location (center, margin, top, bottom, etc.). Of course, in the last 100-plus 

years, film has taken the discourse-shaping (or, at least, discourse-proliferating) lead; in 

the last six-plus decades, television has become its partner in this pursuit. Mia Mask 

posits,  
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in the visual culture of mainstream American cinema,…  

the semiotic construction of good and evil has been given  

a particular color or hue. In the imaginary reel world,  

where desirability and sexuality are socially constructed  

by a dominant culture, it is inevitable that commercial  

cinema will reflect the American racial hierarchy in the  

selection of signifiers. (196)  

Television, therefore, helped, at once, to fracture stereotypes when “[u]pon assuming her 

Miss America crown, the pert and poised, well-mannered and sweet-tempered Williams – 

with her bright green eyes and beaming girlish smile – was obviously the symbol of 

changing racial attitudes in the nation” (Bogle, Brown Sugar 252) and to reinforce them 

when at a press conference run over and over again on evening newscasts, “Williams 

resigned „to avoid potential harm to the pageant and the deep division that a bitter fight 

may cause‟” (Bogle, Brown Sugar 252). If, as Wilchins and Mask suggest, the dominant 

culture (read: white heteronormativity) constructs our views of black females, then, with 

regard to Williams, the media helped, initially, to recreate the discourse around these 

women, for they held the pageant queen up as a “pert and poised, well-mannered and 

sweet-tempered” example of African-American womanhood. Subsequently, they held her 

up again, this time as the “typical” black woman, a likely source of “potential harm” and 

“deep division.”  

Williams, though, quickly rose up from defeat and has long overcome her initial 

setback. Within a few years of her scandalous journey from Miss America to American 

pariah, she scored successes as a recording artist. She released two albums and several 

singles which earned gold and platinum certifications, netted her multiple Grammy 

Award nominations and even produced a huge number-one hit, “Save the Best for Last.” 

Critics hardly embraced Williams enthusiastically, citing her as a better stylist than 
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vocalist, more of a product of production than an emblem of talent. In fact, All Music 

Guide critic Michael Gallucci remarks,  

When former Miss America/Penthouse poser Vanessa  

Williams picked up a microphone in 1988 with [sic]  

The Right Stuff, her managers did the business-smart  

and expected thing: They buried her beneath a coat of  

glossy production and dancefloor beeps and bips to  

disguise whatever vocal shortcomings this walking  

mannequin might have. (1)  

Yet, despite such reviews, she can certainly claim marked success as a songstress. 

 When her music career began to fade, she made the leap into movies, once again 

successfully so. Granted, she never became a cinematic superstar, but she does have a 

string of credits to her name, mostly supporting parts in action films or female bonding 

pictures. Like her voice, her acting never earned the highest praise, yet Hollywood 

continued to hire her nonetheless. And, when movie roles became scarce, she turned to 

Broadway, taking on the diva-licious leads in the musicals Kiss of the Spider-Woman, 

Into the Woods and Sondheim on Sondheim even earning a Tony Award nomination for 

Woods.  

 Thus far, this narrative demonstrates two things: the narrative of the person who, 

due to scandal, due to race, due to gender, shouldn‟t succeed but has nevertheless 

triumphed at everything she has attempted (pop stardom, film acting, Broadway musicals, 

even working in product endorsement years after losing similar contracts); and a 

trajectory which has enabled her to become a camp icon: getting knocked down from one 

enviable position only to assert herself in several others subsequently. Bogle sums up her 

post-Miss America phoenix-like narrative thusly:  

slowly, she started rebuilding a career for herself…working  

whenever she could….“I knew when everything was going  
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berserk that one day when the dust settled people would see  

what I could do,” she said. She was right. In time, she  

established a successful singing career, worked in leading  

roles in such films as Eraser, opposite Arnold Schwarzenegger,  

and Soul Food, and stunned New York theatergoers with  

her performances in the Broadway musicals Kiss of the  

Spider Woman and Into the Woods. (Brown Sugar 252)  

 

Notice how one career came and went quickly – some albums, a few films, a handful of 

Broadway shows. Such a narrative demonstrates Williams‟ chameleonic tendencies: 

when one entertainment door slams shut, she forces another open. Her tenacity, her 

refusal to take no for an answer, her patent, secure belief in herself – all the hallmarks of 

a diva – led to her achievements in each of these fields, as her quote recorded by Bogle in 

the passage above illustrates.  

 The aforementioned trajectory has led to the solidification of Williams‟ camp 

stature: her work as Wilhelmina Slater on Ugly Betty, arguably one of the campiest roles 

currently on television. Bogle states, “she put the [Miss America] scandal behind her and 

ironically emerged as a much-admired woman. In the next millennium, she would win 

raves for her performance on the sitcom Ugly Betty” (Brown Sugar 252). On Betty, 

Williams plays a backstabbing, Botox-loving, fashion-obsessed magazine Creative 

Director whose take-no-prisoners style and underhanded tactics have made her the most 

powerful woman in world of women‟s periodicals. This role serves as a form of camp 

because of its over-the-top nature which hyperbolizes Wilhelmina‟s power, authority, 

aesthetics, deviousness, etc. Furthermore, the fact that a black woman has such 

unrestrained power adds to the role‟s campiness, for it reinforces the theme that those 

who, according to white heteronormative standards, shouldn‟t succeed can and do 

because they don‟t fit into those standards. As a black woman, Wilhelmina shouldn‟t 
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succeed and should act submissively to white, male authority figures, society says. 

Collins, for example, explains,  

Maintaining an appropriate feminine demeanor constitutes  

[one] dimension of trying not to be like men. Women can  

also avoid the stigma of being judged too masculine by  

avoiding the so-called male characteristics. Women are  

expected to defer to men, and those women who project a  

submissive demeanor allegedly receive better treatment than  

those who do not. This theme of female submissiveness  

promotes the public sphere of labor market practices and  

government office-holding in which nurses defer to doctors,  

teachers to principals, and secretaries to managers…Women  

with the appropriate demeanor should remain safely  

sequestered in private homes and community endeavors, thus  

allowing men to engage in appropriately masculine behaviors  

of work and leadership in the public sphere. (196) 

 

Williams‟ Wilhelmina thoroughly rejects these notions, for she shatters the expectations 

of women in general but especially of black women. This makes both the character and 

her portrayer camp. Williams‟ story of her journey from Miss New York to Broadway 

diva, replete with her navigating multiple pitfalls in between, including expectations of 

race, expectations of gender and the weathering of a public scandal, have enabled her to 

play Wilhelmina. Wilhelmina, after all, has proven her strength by defying expectations. 

Williams has, too. Hence, Vanessa Williams‟ narrative – with its attendant theme and 

reliance upon a specific character type – solidifies her as a form of camp. As such, it 

further illustrates the point that we can identify camp via these features, especially this 

theme. 

 

           Willy Wear: Black Femininity and Ugly Betty 

 Set in the world of high-fashion magazines; employing such guest stars as Patti 

Lupone, Kristin Chenoweth and – as themselves – Tim Gunn and Martha Stewart; 
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including several powerful gay and transsexual characters; and offering plots tied to 

Broadway musicals like Hairspray and West Side Story, Ugly Betty has well earned its 

camp status. Perhaps, though, the character of Wilhelmina Slater, as played by Williams, 

provides the lion‟s share of Betty‟s campiness. And, the intertextuality of Williams‟ 

professional narrative greatly enhances Wilhelmina‟s – hence, the show‟s – camp nature. 

Wilhelmina, like her portrayer, derives power from her public scandals and subsequent 

triumphs, from her race, and from her gender. Thus, Williams‟ story has enabled her over 

all other Hollywood actresses to play this character. In fact, in an interview with Geoff 

Bennett, the actor recalls,  

The producers wanted to meet with me, but I was out of  

the country, and they ended up casting someone else. And  

I got a call the day before they were about to start shooting, 

saying they wanted to hire me. I looked at the script 

and ended up on the set the next day for a costume 

fitting. (2-3)  

Obviously, the team behind Betty recognized the kinship which Williams has with 

Wilhelmina, a character to whom Bennett refers as an “over-the-top diva” (3). At the very 

least, the character‟s moniker, in part, highlights the relationship between the two as her 

first name (Wilhelmina) directly references her player‟s last (Williams).
20

 The similarities 

don‟t end there, though. Watching just the first season of the series demonstrates this.  

 Throughout Season One (the only one considered here), Wilhelmina schemes to 

take down Bradford Meade (Alan Dale) and his son, Daniel (Eric Mabius). After Fey 

Sommers‟ death, the senior Meade, who runs the publishing empire Meade Enterprises, 

passed Wilhelmina over, giving Sommers‟ job as Editor-in-Chief of the top-selling 

women‟s fashion magazine, Mode, to his untested progeny, Daniel. Wilhelmina, Mode‟s 

longtime Creative Director, patently refuses to accept this (especially given the negative 
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publicity concerning her snub). So, throughout the season, she plots the downfall, first, of 

Daniel, and, eventually, of Bradford‟s entire company. Most of her plans work to a point, 

thus giving her more and more power. Yet, at multiple turns, just as she begins to win, 

she has a rug symbolically pulled out from beneath her. Nevertheless, she remains 

steadfast, unflappable in her quest to ascend the ranks of Meade and Mode (read: of 

media). Certainly, this brief summary of Wilhelmina‟s storyline demonstrates parallels to 

Williams‟ own. Williams can‟t serve as Miss America, so she becomes a pop singer; 

music opportunities dry up, so she recreates herself as a film star; film roles become 

scarce, so she heads to Broadway. Not even a public scandal can restrain her. Tell 

Vanessa Williams that, for whatever reason, she can‟t do something, and she‟ll rise up in 

an even bolder way in a similar (or an even more prestigious) entertainment venue. So 

will her Betty counterpart. 

 Moreover, just as Williams‟ race has, contrary to expectation, empowered her, 

especially as it did in her goal to become Miss America, so does Wilhelmina‟s in her 

effort to maintain and to gain control in her industry. Costume aids this, for in the first 

several episodes of Betty, the character wears only white, thereby accentuating her skin 

tone. (Remember: Williams did the same at Miss America, wearing not only a white 

swimsuit but also a white evening gown during the contest‟s televised competitive 

portions.)
21

 Throughout the season, whenever the Creative Director needs to assert her 

power, she dons white from head-to-toe, thus highlighting her race via sartorial contrast. 

 At Mode, though, no one seems to want even to recognize, let alone to 

acknowledge, Wilhelmina‟s race. Knowing this, the diva uses her skin color to her full 

advantage. For example, on the episode “Fey‟s Sleigh Ride,” Daniel mentions Kwanzaa, 



132 
 

and Wilhelmina quickly retorts, “Did you just gesture at me when you said, 

„Kwanzaa‟?”
22

 His fear of offending her silences him immediately. Furthermore, on “The 

Lyin‟, the Watch and the Wardrobe,” when the media make an issue of the age disparity 

between her and her much younger boyfriend, she decides to break up with him and 

loudly announces to her assistant, Marc St. James (Michael Urie), “He‟s making me look 

like Miss Jane Pittman!” Likewise, after Bradford has sex with her during the episode 

“Petra-gate,” he states, “Well, that‟s certainly a nice way to wake up in the morning,” and 

she responds, “Think of me as your Café Olé.” Similarly, on the one called “Secretaries 

Day,” she makes the older Meade try to appreciate jazz. He hates it, causing her to 

complain, “You‟re so white sometimes!” Also, on “Don‟t Ask, Don‟t Tell,” when an 

enthusiastic Marc exclaims to her, “We shall overcome, Girlfriend!” she shoots him 

down with “You did not just say that,” thus letting him know that only she can reference 

race – hers or anyone else‟s. And, on the same episode, when she sneaks into the hospital 

room of an incarcerated Claire Meade (Judith Light), Claire asks, “How did you get in 

here? Only family is allowed,” and Wilhelmina answers nonchalantly, “I‟m your 

incredibly tan sister.” Wilhelmina derives power from her race – and she‟ll not let anyone 

forget it. 

 The series, too, offers an occasional wink to this character‟s racial “difference.” 

Other than Wilhelmina, Latina Betty Suarez (America Ferrera), the show‟s central 

character, remains the only visibly non-white employee at Mode. On the episode 

“Brothers,” Betty‟s father, Ignacio Suarez (Tony Plana) visits her place of employment 

for the first time. Just as he arrives, an angry Wilhelmina storms out, announcing her 

abrupt departure (“Let‟s see how this magazine runs without me!” “These gold pumps 
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will not set foot in this building until I rule this magazine!”). At this, the episode cuts 

immediately to Ignacio who looks around a floor now devoid of its only black worker. 

And, as it does, he remarks to himself, “It‟s so white in here.” This could refer to the 

office‟s brightly-lit, stark, mostly white walls, but, considering at what moment it occurs 

and who says it, its double-meaning remains pointed. Interestingly, with the Creative 

Director awol, Mode‟s employees lack direction, indulging in cake instead of closing the 

magazine‟s all-important swimsuit issue. When the black woman returns, however, 

productivity does, too. After all, the employees fear, and thus, respond to her unrestrained 

authority. 

 In discussing the postmodern, queer scholar Wilchins writes, “Maybe…race 

is…based on binary opposition, in a sense of one‟s self being whatever is not white, 

middle-class, mainstream, and therefore oppressive” (112). Through the character of 

Wilhelmina Slater, though, Ugly Betty destabilizes such notions postmodernistically. If, 

in accepted discourse, “black” equates with “not white” as in the binaristic couplet 

“white/black” where the second entity in the pair defines the first, and “white” takes on 

“successful,” “privileged,” “powerful,” “authoritarian,” and “oppressive,” among other 

meanings, then “black” must represent the opposite, “powerless,” “subordinate,” etc. 

Wilhelmina, however, makes us rethink this. Every episode sees her asserting her 

authority. On “The Box and the Bunny,” for example, white, thirtysomething, wealthy, 

male Editor-in-Chief Daniel attempts to muscle power from her, arguing, “I‟m Editor-in-

Chief: I should be receiving The Book at the end of each day,” but she cuts him down, 

responding, “Well, with all of your responsibility, do you really think you have the 

time?” a comment that she punctuates with a sarcastic laugh before adding, “Take my 
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advice: focus on the big picture; don‟t be afraid to delegate. That‟s what I‟m here for.” 

Notice the language that she employs in this quote. Three times, she gives him direct 

orders (“Take,” “focus,” “don‟t”). And, her last comment could mean that he can 

delegate to her or – more likely – that she primarily delegates. 

 Although black, Wilhelmina remains powerful, driven, wealthy, feared, 

successful. She and others remind us of these facets constantly. On “Lose the Boss?” she 

laments, “I can‟t even do my job anymore. I‟m too busy trying to covet Daniel‟s. I‟m so 

distracted spending every minute trying to take over the whole company.” Later, she 

remarks, “Poor people are so-o-o-o cheap!” And, on “Brothers,” she asserts, “I‟ve 

worked too hard to get to the top!” Among all of Betty‟s characters, Marc, more than any 

other, regularly acknowledges her power. On “Icing on the Cake,” after she puts a strong 

female rival in her place, he says to her, “Looks like you showed her who the alpha-diva 

is!” During “Don‟t Ask, Don‟t Tell,” he effuses, “You are evil! I‟m so going as you for 

Halloween!” And, on the season finale, “East Side Story,” the two share the following 

exchange: 

  MARC: So, I‟m free and ready to come back to work if you‟ll have me. 

 

  WILHELMINA: Well, you do already know how I like my coffee. 

 

  MARC: Not to mention how you plotted to destroy Daniel and convince 

              Bradford to divorce Claire and marry you so that you can take 

  over Meade Enterprises. 

 

  WILHELMINA: Oh, yeah. That, too. Welcome back, Darling.  

Marc, as one of her few co-conspirators, knows of Wilhelmina‟s utilization of 

underhanded tactics in her desire to control Meade Enterprises and Mode Magazine. Save 

for Claire, everyone else fails to recognize that she has put into place and executed this 
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plan to great success, for each Mode player sees her potential as limited, relying on the 

myth that a black woman in society, let alone a black woman in corporate America, can 

seemingly only get so far. She knows that her co-workers and bosses believe such myths, 

so – like Vanessa Williams using race to her benefit, allowing Miss America watchers to 

doubt (due to her blackness) her chances of success – Wilhelmina relies on the 

acceptance of such race myths. The more that people underestimate her, the more 

empowered she becomes. 

 In the exchanges above between Marc and Wilhelmina and between Daniel and 

Wilhelmina, we see that she, a black woman, has power over white men. Marc gets her 

coffee, administers her Botox, keeps her secrets, runs her errands, makes her 

appointments. In one memorable scene, he actually washes her feet. Daniel, her boss in 

name, takes orders and advice from her. Even Bradford, the signer of her paychecks, also 

does so on occasion. Wilchins writes that “binary opposition also works in the reverse to 

create identity, whiteness is whiteness only to the extent that it is not blackness” (112). 

On Betty, though, while whiteness does frequently depend on blackness to define it, when 

it does, it gets defined not in the superior terms usually dictated by popular myth but in 

inferior ones. The only significant black character on the show makes demands on the 

white ones who surround her, thereby reducing them to mere subordinates, pawns in her 

chess game, puppets in her theatre. In light of her quote immediately above, Wilchins 

concludes that “the primary marker of being white actually becomes the absence of race” 

(112). This postmodern idea resonates throughout the offices of Mode. Without black 

employees, whiteness seems both to matter (to the point where only white people succeed 

as employees and decision-makers) and not to matter (so homogenized, whiteness 
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becomes the blandest of norms). Yet, Wilhelmina upends this: her race matters in this 

milieu; her race succeeds there. As such, her race devalues theirs. On Betty, then, 

whiteness only takes on meaning because Wilhelmina‟s blackness highlights it and 

assigns it meaning. 

 Many of the examples above, though, also demonstrate Wilhelmina‟s dominance 

over men. Several characters, in fact, refer to her as “Willy,” thus masculinizing her. Yet, 

she remains masculinized in name only, for the fitted, cleavage-bearing dresses along 

with the extravagantly big hair and perfectly applied make-up all favored by her 

constantly reinforce her status as woman. Therefore, she serves in Betty as a female 

empowered by her femininity. Undoubtedly, her race and gender combine to make her a 

force of nature. (Both her sartorial favoring of earth tones when not dressed strictly in 

white and her last name which includes the name of a type of stone (read: “slate”) 

certainly emphasize this.) After all, Wilchins contends,  

Perhaps all racial stereotypes are in some way implicit  

gender stereotypes, so that any understanding of how race  

is understood cannot proceed without also considering  

gender and even sexual orientation. The racial stereotype  

of the black thug is still impossible to think of as anything  

less than 100% heterosexual. (115)  

 

That said, a diva like Williams or a character like Wilhelmina makes it harder for us to 

classify women by their race and vice-versa. Collins writes,  

the vast majority of the population accepts ideas  

about gender complimentarity that privilege the  

masculinity of propertied, heterosexual White men as  

natural, normal, and beyond reproach. In this fashion,  

elite White men control the very definitions of masculinity,  

and they use these standards to evaluate their own  

masculine identities and those of all other men, including  

African American men. (186)  
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In this, she suggests that white masculinity constructs all masculinities, particularly black 

ones. However, she also posits, “As a group, women are subordinated to men” (193). 

Wilhelmina, then, violates this hegemonic pecking order, for she, a black woman, 

steamrolls over arguably the richest, whitest, most powerful, most masculine men in her 

field. She does so by foregrounding her race in a way that terrifies the lawsuit- and 

image-conscious people around her and by using her sexual power as a woman to get 

what she wants. As Claire confronts her during “Don‟t Ask, Don‟t Tell,” she summarizes 

the Creative Director‟s power with “Cut the act, Wilhelmina. I‟m not Bradford or one of 

those other suits in that office who can get taken in by your Collagen smile and your 

plastic ass.” 

 Obviously, her position in the world of fashion publishing has made her wealthy 

and powerful. Few examples of wealthy black businesswomen exist on our televisions 

and in our films. And, those that do offer problematic representations. Collins explains,  

Mass media ideologies hold out solutions to th[e] seeming  

problem of working-class Black female assertiveness –  

either become more like the middle-class modern mammies  

(assertive in defense of White authority while remaining  

submissive to it) or aspire to become Black ladies. (197)  

Wilhelmina follows neither path. She, after all, does nothing whatsoever to defend or to 

aid her white superiors, subordinates or counterparts; she remains submissive to no one, 

cutting all opponents down with a look, a retort or a wave of the hand; and, while she 

maintains a professional air, we can‟t call her “ladylike,” for words like “demure,” 

“appropriate” and “well-mannered,” which often define ladies, far from apply to her. On 

“Secretaries Day,” when Marc queries, “Will you be back in time for that luncheon for 

the homeless children?” she answers, “Well, if I‟m not, make sure they get their free hair 
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products. Priorities, Marc. Priorities.” Upon hearing this, he sighs, “I still have so much 

to learn.” On the same episode, Claire snarls at her, “You‟re nothing but a selfish bitch.” 

Bradford even romances her during “Petra-gate” with “Come here, my evil minx.” 

Described as a “bitch” or as “evil,” educating her white minions, disregarding the needs 

of poor children, Wilhelmina certainly fails to fulfill the role of submissive modern 

mammy or docile, elegant lady. In fact, she refuses ever to conform to expectations of 

appropriateness. Seeing her dressed for a benefit in an off-white suit with a giant purple 

ribbon affixed to the lapel causes Marc to inquire during “Queens for a Day,” “I thought 

breast cancer was pink?” To this, she answers, “It is, but Alzheimer‟s went better with the 

outfit.” In her universe, Wilhelmina‟s desire trumps all. 

 In terms of gender, especially where it intersects with race, Wilhelmina refuses to 

conform to any norms other than those which she has established for herself. This 

empowers her. Collins informs us that “many African American leaders have argued that 

Black men and women would be just like middle-class White Americans if they 

assimilated dominant values (especially those concerning gender) and pursued a politics 

of respectability” (183), but Wilhelmina rejects this. On the episode “Swag,” corporate 

moneymen have a closed-door meeting with her during which they confront her with 

evidence that she charged a Brazilian butt-lift to her expense account. Even with the door 

closed, everyone on the floor hears her screaming, “Good luck returning my ass!” So 

much for respectability. 

 Similarly, while Collins may assert that “[i]t is important to stress that all women 

occupy the category of devalued Other that gives meaning to all masculinities” (187), we 

can argue that this certainly doesn‟t apply to Betty‟s resident black diva. She makes 
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herself invaluable not just at Mode but also in the larger worlds of fashion and celebrity. 

So, she lets no one devalue her. And, as we‟ve seen, she uses her sexuality to manipulate 

men and her race to make them fear her. In fact, everyone around her seems to jump for 

her – and does so mostly because he or she fears her authority. On “Fey‟s Sleigh Ride,” 

she whips the staff into shape with such promises as “By noon on Thursday, someone‟s 

head will roll!” and directives like “Kiss your loved ones goodbye, and expect to come 

home to dead pets,” both of which make the employees agree, contrary to their wishes, to 

work around-the-clock. On the same episode, the following occurs:  

  WILHELMINA: Do you know how many curly-haired, effete sycophants 

         there are waiting to replace you? 

 

  MARC: I know. You have five of them on speed-dial. 

 

  WILHELMINA: Don‟t make me call.  

And, during “Derailed,” when a bar patron played by Jerry O‟Connell tries to make small 

talk with her, using the opening line, “You look familiar? Have we met?” She dismisses 

him with “We‟re not even meeting now.” Later, when he behaves cruelly to her 

transsexual friend, Alexis Meade (Rebecca Romijn), she defends Alexis by beating 

O‟Connell‟s character to a pulp in front of his male friends – hard-drinking, sports 

enthusiasts, all. Unruffled, she remarks, “Pardon me. You know, Joel, I was rude not to 

introduce myself to you earlier,” as she cold-cocks him. In each example, she reduces 

people of all shapes and sizes, mostly men, to mere shells. They fear her. They defer to 

her. She bests them. And, in some cases, like in the bar encounter cited above, she relies 

on the likelihood that men will let their guards down around her, for they would never 

expect a black, well-dressed woman to threaten them or their gender. Thus, by using her 

blackness and her femininity to assist in her triumphs and by not falling into the trope of 
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expectation set forth for black women, Wilhelmina wins at every turn. Collins may find 

that, in media, “Black women appear [most often] as slaves” (187) in some way, shape or 

form, but on Betty, Wilhelmina appears, at most, as a slave to fashion. 

 In addition to the fact that she employs her racial “difference” as means to her 

triumphant ends, her reliance on appearance in terms of fashion, cosmetics, body image, 

etc. make Wilhelmina camp. In writing about the Brit-com Absolutely Fabulous (1994-5), 

a camp classic, I find,  

Among the norms that Ab Fab hyperbolizes is the one that 

insists that women should be pretty. The series shatters the  

media image of what women should be by making [its two  

female leads‟] fashion obsession the immediate source of the  

show‟s humor. The humor comes in the form of parody,  

excess, satire, and the grotesque – all often meant to chide  

convention, invoke change, or mock accepted standards. (12) 

And, I also state that “Ab Fab self-consciously roots the series in the feminine by making 

its two female leads spend time engaged in „female activity‟ – shopping, reading 

magazines, discussing trends – and then undermines these ideals by offering them in 

excess” (13). We can undoubtedly say the same about Betty, in particular about 

Wilhelmina. Wilhelmina‟s excessive femininity serves as one of Betty‟s biggest sources 

of comedy. Yet, the show frequently offers commentary by Wilhelmina herself which 

reveals the ridiculousness of her role as fashion-whore. On “Punch out,” she simply 

remarks, “Sometimes, it‟s criminal what we do for fashion.” And, most tellingly, on “The 

Lyin‟, the Watch and the Wardrobe,” she and Mode‟s resident seamstress, Christina 

McKinney (Ashley Jensen), engage in the following exchange: 

WILHELMINA:  How can I go to that ridiculous party? I can‟t compete  

         anymore with a bevy of twenty-two year-old gym 

        bodies. I mean, you starve yourself. You inject  

        youself. You think you‟re safe. But, they keep coming 
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        to the door. Younger and younger. Like a hail of  

        bullets. Until down you go. Why is it such a crime to 

        age in this business? 

 

CHRISTINA: It‟s true. The standards for women are so punitive. 

 

WILHELMINA: And, whose fault is that? I set the standards. Lifetime 

       Achievement Award. Uhh! There‟s my achievement. It  

       bit me in the ass. And the hips. Serves me right, huh? 

       That‟s what you‟re thinking. Just say it.  

As such, Wilhelmina both suffers from and benefits from her fashion obsession. It has 

made her the most powerful female in women‟s periodicals. She has used her looks to 

distract and, therefore, to trump masculine competitors who dismiss her as a “flighty 

chick” (a judgment undoubtedly inspired, at least in part, by her love of fashion) and 

assume that they can dominate her. It has also made her desperate, though. On “I‟m 

Coming out,” she has an embarrassing allergic reaction to the duck semen that a 

Chinatown herbalist injects around her eyes. And, this fixation on aesthetics has also 

robbed her of her humanity. On “Sofia‟s Choice,” when she dons jeans, she also adopts a 

laissez-faire attitude at the office. (MARC: Are those jeans??? WILHELMINA: Aren‟t 

they fabulous? Ted took me, uh, to an outlet mall. I shopped next to fat people!) Once she 

slips back into a couture power-suit, though, she regains her tough-as-nails, take-no-

prisoners persona. 

 Collins tells us,  

Because femininity is so focused on women‟s bodies, the  

value placed on various attributes of female bodies means  

that evaluations of femininity are fairly clearcut. Within  

standards of feminine beauty that correlate closely with  

race and age women are pretty or they are not. Historically,  

in the American context, young women with milky White  

skin, long blond hair, and slim features were deemed to be  

the most beautiful and therefore the most feminine women…. 

This reliance on these standards of beauty automatically  
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render the majority of African American women at best less  

beautiful, and at worst, ugly. Moreover, these standards of  

female beauty have no meaning without the visible presence  

of Black women and others who fail to measure up. Under  

these feminine norms, African American women can never  

be as beautiful as White women because they never become  

White. (194)  

Not so for Wilhelmina. She doesn‟t follow trends – she sets them. And, except for Betty 

herself, the women who work at Mode, read Mode and model for Mode follow her 

sartorial lead. As such, she upends the expectations of black women as less-than when 

compared to their white counterparts, especially in the realm of fashion. In fact, 

throughout Betty, other women, like perky twentysomething, white receptionist Amanda 

(Becki Newton), often look foolish when they embrace “high fashion,” such as when 

Amanda wears a too-long, skin-tight rubber dress and matching wizard‟s cap to the 

office, resulting in a number of comical mishaps. Conversely, Wilhelmina can enter a 

sports bar while wearing an oversized white fur hat and equally dramatic cape or can 

attend a press conference in nothing but a strategically-draped mink, and no one 

questions her, for she makes every look (in the parlance of Tim Gunn) “work.” She may 

never, as Collins says, become white, so she supersedes whiteness via her attitude, her 

authority and her fashion- and business-savvy. And, let‟s not forget: on that September 

evening when the Miss America judges deemed her fittest to represent this country as our 

beauty “ideal,” Wilhelmina‟s portrayer, like Wilhelmina, entered the public‟s 

consciousness by exceeding expectations and superseding whiteness.  

 In defying imposed standards of beauty and fashion, Wilhelmina reveals the 

construct of appearance, particularly as it relates to gender. She, therefore, rails against 

“norms” in the most interesting of ways: she subverts them by embracing them to the 
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point of fetishizing them. Hence, she follows the lead of such camp texts as Absolutely 

Fabulous where one character “speaks out against the false sense of safety and security 

that male dominance supposedly provides, and she makes obvious just how difficult it is 

to live within the boundaries of „normalcy‟” (Schuyler 18). On “The Box and the 

Bunny,” a Hollywood actress has had trouble shedding the weight that she‟s gained for a 

Bridget Jones-type role. Wilhelmina and her staff retouch the photos, shrinking the star‟s 

waistline, increasing her bust line, erasing her jaw line, and so forth. The actress, Natalie 

Whitman (Sarah Jones), questions this series of computer-performed surgeries: 

  NATALIE: Okay, I didn‟t think that the pictures looked too bad. I thought 

           that I looked, I don‟t know… 

 

  WILHELMINA: …normal? 

 

  NATALIE: Yes. 

 

  WILHELMINA: Natalie, you‟re absolutely right: you look normal.  

         Wonderfully so. And, if this were any other magazine,  

         that would be fine. But, this is Mode. And, we are not 

         about normal. We are about (pause) aspirational. So,  

         why not, with the help of modern technology, give  

         yourself the opportunity to look as stunning as you  

         possibly could?  

Here, she pinpoints the overriding message of camp: normalcy can oppress. You can 

look, act, think like everyone else, but doing so may cage you, pigeonhole you, cause you 

to blend into bland invisibility, and even – as in the case of closeted gays, for instance – 

victimize you. Or, you can shed the trappings of normalcy and aspire to look and to live 

as fabulously as a black diva, like the Wilhelmina Slaters and the Vanessa Williamses of 

the world do, as they don fur hats and pageant sashes, and never take “no” – or “normal” 

– for an answer. 
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 In addition to the tropes of appearance, Wilhelmina violates those of motherhood, 

as well. While “the behavioral norm of female submissiveness counsels married women 

to become mothers. [And, m]otherhood…becomes [a] behavioral marker of whether a 

woman is appropriately submissive to male authority” (Collins 198), camp frequently 

challenges such assumptions. It recognizes that “society has expectations of a woman, 

namely that she‟s naturally going to be a mother, but refuses to acknowledge that while 

any woman can give birth, not all can be mothers” (Schuyler 15). Betty‟s campiest diva 

constantly ships her daughter, Nico (Jowhara Jones) off to any European boarding school 

that will take her, and she mocks the teen‟s constant cries for attention (shoplifting, 

staging anti-Mode press conferences, etc.). During “After Hours,” she has Marc make a 

generic care package up and send it to Nico. Over the phone, the daughter confronts 

Wilhelmina about this, which causes the elder Slater to confess to her date, “The truth of 

the matter is I could have tried to bake cookies at least once.” Yet, only one episode later 

(“Four Thanksgivings and a Funeral”), when Marc informs her of Nico‟s last minute 

plans to fly home for a holiday, she initially opts to attend a Versace party rather than to 

share Thanksgiving dinner with her daughter. “I can‟t just shirk my responsibilities just to 

sit home and have A Very Brady Thanksgiving,” she tells the assistant. Interestingly, as a 

camp diva, she sees a fashion designer‟s soiree as her responsibility, never once viewing 

her daughter as such. However, as a working woman, maybe she gets this right. Society 

tells women that they can “have it all,” but no one really can. Ugly Betty campily 

foregrounds this by giving us Wilhelmina, a character who defines herself as a career 

woman, a fashion plate, a celebrity, and a socialite long before ever categorizing herself 

as a mother. And, because of this defiance of expectation, she succeeds incredibly well. 
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In a brilliant moment during “Don‟t Ask, Don‟t Tell,” she tries to con Claire with the 

phony appeal, “After all, I am a mother, too,” and savvy Claire sarcastically replies, 

“You‟re telling me.” Wilhelmina triumphs by screwing others over, not by adhering to 

society‟s expectations of women, particularly of mothers. As Claire tacitly suggests, 

Williams‟ character prefers her role of “motherfucker” to that of “mother of Nico.” 

 Betty also makes Wilhelmina camp, in part, by having her reference camp staples. 

More specifically, she uses camp to empower her even further. On several occasions, she 

uses The Wizard of Oz (Victor Fleming, 1939) allusions to remind people of her might. 

During “I‟m Coming out,” she threatens her rival, cosmetics maven Fabia (Gina 

Gershon), with “I‟ll get you, Fabia. And, your little dog, too,” and during “Derailed,” 

when Christina protests with “I‟m not one of your flying monkeys, Wilhelmina,” the diva 

shoots back, “Like hell  you aren‟t. I gave you your wings….Don‟t cross me, Sweetheart, 

‟cause you‟ll lose.” Shortly after, she encourages Marc with “Oh, fly, My Pretty! Fly.” 

Similarly, after Claire tells her off during “Don‟t Ask, Don‟t Tell,” Wilhelmina 

nonchalantly takes a large bottle of vodka out of her purse, a visual which references 

Mary Poppins and her bottomless carpetbag. Likewise, whenever Marc panics, she pulls 

out the camp references, such as on “Don‟t Ask, Don‟t Tell” when she silences him with 

“Patience, Blanche,” thereby referencing both A Streetcar Named Desire and The Golden 

Girls, or on “Brothers,”  when the two offer the following: 

  MARC: So, I just got an email from Daniel about a meeting at eleven?  

     Why does he still get to do that? I thought we were in power 

     now?  

 

  WILHELMINA: Relax, Evita. In due time.  
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Notice how she employs such references, for this gets to the heart of the camp narrative. 

In dropping camp into conversations, she reinforces her power or soothes the 

marginalized (read: Marc). In a sense, she tacitly reminds those around her (not to 

mention Betty‟s viewers) that her difference empowers her, for like Oz, Evita, Streetcar, 

The Golden Girls, and Mary Poppins, as well as their “othered” characters, portrayers 

and creators (Patti Lupone, Tennessee Williams, Julie Andrews, Rue McClanahan, Judy 

Garland, etc.), she will succeed, maintain her longevity, defy expectations. These texts 

exist as camp in large part because they illustrate that the peripheralized succeeds 

because of, not in spite of, his/her/its alterity. She employs camp references at moments 

when people doubt her or challenge her. And, recognizing that she knows her power and 

its origins, these challengers usually back off immediately. Like those camps texts which 

she cites, she will triumph by using her marginalization as a weapon, wielding it against 

the Meades and everyone else who stands in her way. 

 The team behind Betty doesn‟t illuminate Wilhelmina‟s power simply by having 

her occasionally toss camp references around freely, though. Additionally, this group 

stresses her campiness by having Vanessa Williams, a longtime camp diva, play her. 

How could it resist the parallel? Throughout her career, Williams has risen from scandal 

when no one expected her to succeed. She has constantly foiled the naysayers who doubt 

her talent or dismiss her abilities due to her gender and/or her race. Her narrative, thus, 

conveys the theme that the other triumphs not in spite of but because of that which makes 

her “different.” Most black divas, in fact, have narratives which similarly espouse the 

same theme. Think of Jennifer Hudson losing American Idol (2002-present) but winning 
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an Oscar (for the instant camp classic Dreamgirls, no less) or the likes of Diana Ross or 

Beyoncé stepping over peers to conquer, first, the music business and, later, film. 

 It makes sense, then, that Vanessa Williams has deftly portrayed Wilhelmina 

Slater for four seasons. In one fell swoop, Williams lost face, her crown, endorsement 

deals, and the public‟s trust. But, her tenacity proved greater than anyone else‟s lack of 

confidence in her did. Similarly, when Fey Sommers‟ position goes to the seemingly 

incompetent Daniel Meade instead of to her, Wilhelmina suffers a public and 

professional setback, but – like her portrayer – she refuses ever to stop fighting for what 

she believes rightfully belongs to her. Likewise, people doubted Williams‟ ability, for 

they relied too heavily on the stereotypes surrounding black women. As such, she easily 

exceeded their low expectations, coming back again and again and again, stronger each 

time. Ugly Betty‟s Wilhelmina triumphs by using parallel tactics: in highlighting her race 

and gender, she always gets her way. Playing Wilhelmina during the episode “Sofia‟s 

Choice,” Williams delivers the following, a motto encouraging limitless possibilities for 

camp subjects and camp consumers alike: “Guess it‟s impossible for any of us to have it 

all. But, no reason why we can‟t keep trying.” Indeed, Vanessa. Indeed.  
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  CHAPTER 6 

  CAMPING WITH CARRIE: THE STRUCTURE OF SPECTACLE 

A majority of the camp texts which focus on femininity usually center around a 

diva, real or fictional. (Some divas actually exist as camp texts.) These offer us camp tied 

not just to issues of gender but also to issues of race, age, longevity, propriety, scandal, 

alcoholism, etc. The diva exists in loud, outspoken, brash, comical terms. She exudes a 

take-no-prisoners style and refuses to follow rules, to fit in, to conform to standards. She 

hyperbolizes both her gender and the fact that she won‟t exemplify or embrace proscribed 

notions of said gender. In so doing, she hyperbolizes her outsider status and the fact that 

she wholeheartedly embraces – even revels in – it. Brian DePalma‟s horror film Carrie 

(1976) certainly exists as camp. Certainly, it depends on hyperbolization of outsider 

status, particularly in its eponymous female character, Sissy Spacek‟s Carrie White. 

Certainly, it similarly hyperbolizes Carrie‟s gender throughout the text. Yet, despite the 

similarities between it and other camp texts, Carrie achieves its camp status in ways 

much different than most. As I will show, this film tells the same story twice: initially, it 

offers a mundane tale of the day-to-day horrors of high school and teenagers‟ home lives; 

then, it retells the story on a much grander – a significantly hyperbolized – scale, thereby 

making the ordinary extraordinary. And, although the film‟s eponymous character may 

have her moments, she hardly classifies as a diva.  

 Based on a novel by Stephen King, DePalma‟s film tells the story of the classic 

nerd, ignored, bullied or taunted every day that she attends high school. Carrie seems 

likely never to overcome the torment that she repeatedly suffers; however, she does have 

a secret weapon in her arsenal: telekinesis – the ability to move objects, to make things 

work for her simply through the act of concentration. Carrie gets invited to the prom, and 
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via a repulsive and over-the top prank, her tormentors ensure that she wins the title of 

“Prom Queen” and that as she accepts this honor, a bucket of pig‟s blood spills from the 

rafters and drenches her completely. This unleashes Carrie‟s fury and her telekinetic 

powers. Using her mind, she gets even with the roomful of students, teachers and 

administrators who have for so long made her life a living hell: she locks the gym‟s doors 

and sets the building on fire, killing most of the prom‟s attendees. From this description 

alone, we can see how DePalma‟s film turns torment from seemingly harmless pranks 

and name calling into public humiliation and mass murder. 

 

Identificatory – and Gory 

 Tacitly or overtly, camp, like any successful media, depends largely upon 

identificatory practices. Look, for instance, at how the likes of Madonna derive pleasure 

from their public triumphs, so campers do as well; at how those who assimilate into 

acceptable society don‟t revel in breaking rules, so, in turn, potential campers turn 

elsewhere for inspiration; at how campers see their own outsider statuses and possible 

success in the titular female heroes of Buffy, the Vampire Slayer (1996-2003), Xena, 

Warrior Princess (1995-2001) and Roseanne (1988-97). In order to elicit sympathy for 

the film‟s eponymous outsider, mind you, DePalma sets Carrie up as the same story 

twice told only to hyperbolize her success in the story‟s retelling, told this second time as 

a revenge narrative. William Paul gets to the heart of Carrie‟s success at gaining 

audience sympathy for her alterity. He reports,  

Carrie (Sissy Spacek) has a superhuman power (telekinesis),  

which she uses to kill a gymnasium full of people, and at the  

end of the film, she rises up from hell. And yet, when I‟ve  

asked some fairly large lecture classes how many people think  



150 
 

she‟s a monster, very few hands go up. It is possible that older  

audiences may see the monstrosity more clearly, that college  

students are still too close to the pain of high school social  

experiences not to identify with Carrie‟s situation. (355)  

If viewers don‟t see the character as a villain, then they likely see her as a heroine, as 

someone who successfully – and unexpectedly – puts her long-time tormentors in their 

places, once and for all. As Barbara Creed posits, “the film…invites sympathy for Carrie 

as a victim of…prejudices” (83). 

 Perhaps no scholar understands Carrie‟s identificatory nature better than Carol J. 

Clover. Outsiders know the pain of alterity. Clover demonstrates this when, of Spacek‟s 

character, she writes, “the source of her pain soon becomes the source of her power” (3). 

Thematically, then (and as a camp text), this film gives us someone whose otherness 

empowers. Carrie‟s otherness comes, of course, from her extraordinary shyness, but it 

initially comes from her gender. Carrie, after all, pines after a boy, gets her first period, 

goes on her first date, sews her own prom gown, etc. In large part, her femaleness – a 

facet practically fetishized in this text – leads to viewer identification with her. At once, 

Clover speculates, “With its prom queens, menstrual periods, tampons, worries about 

clothes and makeup, Carrie would seem on the face of it the most feminine of stories” (3) 

and that “[t]he boy…threatened and humiliated…is a boy who recognizes himself in a 

girl who finds herself bleeding from her crotch in the gym shower, pelted with tampons, 

and sloshed with pig‟s blood at the senior prom” (4-5). This, she says, demonstrates “the 

possibility that male viewers are quite prepared to identify not just with screen females, 

but with screen females in the horror-film world, screen females in fear and pain” (5). So, 

if anyone who has felt marginalized can and likely does see his or her own suffering and 
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alterity in Carrie, then he or she likely sees his or her own potential triumph over 

subordination in this character‟s ultimate vengeance at the school dance, too. 

 

     The Horror, the Horror 

Carrie‟s narrative structure makes it camp. By focusing on the ordinary, day-to-

day horrors of adolescence, the first section of the text normalizes Carrie‟s outsider 

status, and, then, the last section of the text hyperbolizes those horrors (Carrie drenched 

in animal blood, the prom erupting into an uncontrollable conflagration, and so forth). 

For instance, in an early scene, Carrie gets tormented by her fellow students when, as she 

takes a shower after gym class, she experiences her first period. The other girls laugh and 

yell, and they throw tampons and maxi-pads at her. While walking home from school 

after this incident, with her hair still damp and her clothing blood-streaked, she gets 

taunted by a neighborhood boy on a bicycle who follows her and begins chanting, 

“Creepy Carrie! Creepy Carrie! Creepy Carrie!”
23

 She turns to him just as he gets 

dangerously close, and she widens her eyes, effectively causing him – via her power – to 

crash his bike. Here, his teasing, although hurtful, doesn‟t seem out of the ordinary; 

similarly, we expect that he‟ll soon recover from his scrape and forget the bike mishap 

altogether. In other words, in the film‟s first half, we experience the “horrors” faced by 

youth every day.  

In the second-half‟s amped-up version, though, Carrie again walks home from 

school after facing torment, and again, blood and water have stained her clothing, hair 

and skin; however, this time around, instead of a few spots of menstrual blood or damp, 

post-shower hair, a bucket full of pig‟s blood and the torrent from the school‟s sprinkler 
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system (unleashed by Carrie to wreak havoc and to start an electrical fire) cover her from 

head to toe. At this point, her two biggest tormentors, Chris Hargensen (Nancy Allen) 

and Billy Nolan (John Travolta), having witnessed Carrie massacre the dance‟s attendees, 

speed up their car, attempting to run her over from behind. She turns to them just as they 

get dangerously close, and she widens her eyes, causing the car – via her power – to flip 

over, killing Billy and Chris in a violent act of revenge. Ostensibly, then, the exact scene 

plays out twice, with the second making horror extraordinary, unlike those travails faced 

by average teens. Here, though, Carrie causes the horror instead of serving as its victim. 

As such, DePalma empowers Carrie. The victimized outsider gets pushed to the limit in a 

ridiculous way (publically drenched in pig‟s blood) and becomes vigilante-heroine, 

inflicting terror and meting out vengeance on all of those who‟ve mistreated her. Such 

parallel scenes show how Carrie exists as an oppressed subjective but finds a way to turn 

that status into a supreme form of success. In so doing, such a structure makes Carrie a 

camp text. 

Similarly, several “rites of passage” which take place in the first section of the 

film end up revisited in the most spectacular of ways during the last scenes. Many teens 

suffer humiliation in gym class or during the post-gym-class locker room rituals of 

dressing, undressing and showering. Likewise, embarrassing first menstrual period stories 

have become fodder for jokes on situation comedies or as anecdotes recycled at family 

reunions. Such moments, our undressing in front of peers during puberty or our biology 

betraying us at the worst possible times, frequently humiliate us in ways which we – as 

they happen – believe will scar us forever. They remain some of the various “horrors” of 
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adolescence. Knowing this, DePalma opens Carrie by exploiting these feelings and 

events in full force. 

The film begins on a court where a highly competitive volleyball game takes 

place during girls‟ gym class. Awkward, isolated Carrie fails to return a ball purposely 

directed towards her, causing her team to lose. At this, her classmates shove their way 

past her en route to the locker room. Several call her names. One, Norma Watson (P.J. 

Soles), even removes her signature red baseball camp and strikes Carrie‟s head with it. 

Immediately after, we witness the goings-on in the locker room. While other girls frolic 

and gossip, Carrie showers alone, hiding her scrawny body as best she can behind walls 

of rolling steam and a thick blanket of soap. Then, for the first time ever, she begins to 

bleed vaginally. This terrifies the sexually uneducated naïf, so she stumbles, screaming, 

into the mass of her freshly-showered, now-dressed adversaries. Notably, she grabs onto 

Sue Snell (Amy Irving), smearing her bloody handprints all over the girl‟s blouse. Her 

fellow students, as noted above, pelt her with tampons and sanitary napkins, further 

highlighting in a spectacular way the naïve waif‟s vulnerability, humiliation and isolation 

– the very “horrors” felt by many high schoolers on a weekly (if not daily) basis. 

During the climactic prom scenes, DePalma revisits many of these early events. 

When Chris and company dump pig‟s blood on Carrie‟s head during her coronation, it 

initially recalls Norma‟s volleyball court battery of her: in one scene, Norma‟s red hat 

hits the lonely teen; in its redo, a blob of coagulating blood does. And, both incidents take 

place on surfaces employed for athletics, each of which buttresses the locker room: an 

outdoor volleyball court and the gym‟s floor, which doubles as a basketball court. Upon 

witnessing this humiliating moment, Carrie‟s audience laughs at the newly-minted prom 
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queen. This recalls an early scene where a teacher mocks her response to Tommy Ross‟ 

(William Katt) poem. Carrie calls the poem “beautiful.” The teacher aggressively imitates 

her, causing the class to laugh at her. Now, the prom-goers have ostensibly named her 

beautiful, mocked that honor with the tip of a bucket and humiliated her once again. The 

blood-drenching, of course, exists on a much grander scale than Norma‟s smack with the 

hat or the teacher‟s relentless shaming of Carrie, for while she and her classmates may 

immediately or eventually forget those incidents, none will likely ever erase this one from 

his or her conscience. As such, with Carrie‟s bloodbath, DePalma makes a grand physical 

spectacle of the ordinary psychic pain felt by most marginalized peoples, especially 

teenagers. 

Yet, if the events of the prom ended here, Carrie wouldn‟t likely serve as a form 

of camp. DePalma, though, turns the tables in Spacek‟s character‟s favor. And, her 

triumph, a triumph fostered by her alterity and steeped in vengeance, makes her 

tormentors experience the horrors which she‟s long suffered at their hands. This, in large 

part, makes the text camp. Her literal bloodbath, after all, becomes their figurative one, as 

she kills all of the dance‟s attendees. She does so by using her mind to seal the gym‟s 

doors; to turn the school‟s sprinklers and fire hoses on the student body and faculty; and 

to start a fire by short-circuiting the gym‟s and the band‟s electrical equipment. The 

torrent of water, blood and fear recall Carrie‟s locker room nightmare, but now, they 

hyperbolize the prom-goers‟ collective terror. Students‟ begging Carrie for help recalls 

her unheeded cries for understanding and assistance at the sight of her first period.  

The fire begins when the aforementioned English teacher and the school principal 

get electrocuted while using the podium‟s microphone. Just as the teacher torments 
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Carrie in class, after the locker room incident, the principal shames her when he calls her 

into his office (during this scene, she employs her telekinesis in order to upend his 

ashtray which cradles a lit cigarette; hence, she nearly starts a fire, an action which 

adumbrates what will happen at the prom). Here, though, given yet another platform – a 

microphone on a stage – the two men suffer from Carrie‟s recollection of their earlier 

misuse of platforms (a classroom, an office, positions of power and authority). She 

shocks them violently until they burst into flames. 

Although Sue doesn‟t officially attend the prom – out of guilt, she talks her 

boyfriend, Tommy, into taking Carrie instead – she does sneak in to catch a glimpse of 

the two spending a happy evening together. Instead, when Carrie‟s crowning moment 

becomes a blood-splattered assault, Sue witnesses yet one more of the girl‟s peer-

inflicted disgraces. Moments before Chris and Billy see it through, Sue figures out the 

plot and tries to warn Carrie and Tommy, but Miss Collins (Betty Buckley), the gym 

teacher, throws her out of the dance venue, which recalls a similar moment: the teacher 

throwing Sue out of the locker room for her part in barraging Carrie with feminine 

hygiene products. In the earlier scene, Sue suffers humiliation when a favored teacher 

singles her out and expresses disappointment in her. In the latter one, she suffers terror 

and powerlessness at not preventing what she knows will soon happen. And, this terror 

forever lives with Sue, for the film ends with her recurring nightmare: as she places an 

offering of flowers at Carrie‟s gravesite, the title character‟s blood-soaked arm reaches up 

to drag Sue to the netherworld, in the process simultaneously shocking the prom‟s only 

survivor and staining her gown, much like a bleeding Carrie, bolting from her post-gym 

shower, stuns Sue and stains her blouse as she grabs onto her. 
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In addition to hyperbolizing Sue‟s locker room discomfort, this scene also offers a 

permanent reminder of Carrie‟s victimization. During an early part, we can clearly see a 

gym wall boldly emblazoned with the graffiti, “CARRIE WHITE EATS SHIT!” As Sue 

visits Carrie‟s final resting place, she stops at the makeshift grave marker, a “For Sale” 

sign across which someone has spray painted “CARRIE WHITE BURNS IN HELL!” 

This more permanent marker forever memorializes the now-dead teen‟s angst at having 

witnessed such a cruel, public degradation on walls and desks throughout her days at 

Bates High. Yet, she overcomes this, too, for the sign lures an unsuspecting Sue to this 

plot of charred land. Here, Carrie can exact revenge on Sue – and on who-knows-how-

many other people who come, in person or in nightly dreams, to gawk, to vandalize, to 

marvel, or to pay respects. 

Besides taking guff from her fellow students, Carrie also suffers daily, repeated 

abuse from her overbearing zealot of a mother. Most teens don‟t want to suffer through a 

sex lecture from their parents. And, most resent unfair accusations hurled at them by 

authority figures. After Carrie returns home from school on the day of the locker room 

attack, her mother gets a phone call informing her about her daughter‟s first menstrual 

period. The news enrages Margaret (Piper Laurie), who beats the teen with the pages of a 

religious text and makes her repeat over and over again “The first sin was intercourse.” 

As she continues her tirade, she prays about the “sin” committed by her child: “lustful 

thoughts” which brought about “the curse of blood.” Subsequently, she drags the 

unwilling girl across the floor and locks her in her “prayer closet,” forcing a terrified 

Carrie to pray to a frightening icon: a wild-haired, crazy-eyed, crucified Jesus pierced by 
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multiple arrows. All of this further demonstrates the eponymous character‟s alterity, 

suffering and victimization. 

 After the prom, though, the scene plays out again. This time, however, Carrie 

triumphs. As she cries in Margaret‟s arms, the elder White explains in graphic detail that 

she (although guiltily) delighted in having sex with Carrie‟s father – both outside and 

within the confines of marriage. This, she reasons, led to Carrie‟s birth and her powers, 

Satanic powers, in Margaret‟s view. Following these revelations, the mother stabs the 

daughter – albeit feebly so. She, then, maniacally chases a crawling Carrie throughout the 

house, trying to stab her again. Carrie, however, utilizes her telekinesis, summoning 

butcher knives, potato peelers and other kitchen implements to pin the mother to a wall 

and to stab her to death. The mother writhes orgasmically until she dies – in the exact 

same position, with the same wild hair and crazy eyes, as the prayer closet icon. While 

the first scene, with its baseless accusations, physical abuse, forced piety, frank 

references to penetration, and humiliating floor crawl, shows a victimized younger White, 

the second one, revisiting parallel acts of violence and humiliation and amplifying them, 

empowers the film‟s central character. After all, in it, she stands up to her biggest 

tormentor, faces everything in their relationship which once disempowered her, and – in 

so doing – wins. She vanquishes her mother once and for all. 

 As these and other examples illustrate, Carrie exists as a tale told twice. This 

structure provides a great deal of the text‟s campiness. After all, in the first, we 

understand the suffering endured ordinarily by teens. In various ways, at one time or 

another, every teen feels humiliated, unappreciated, embarrassed, bullied, accused, 

isolated, awkward, downtrodden. The boys who can‟t control their erections or can‟t 
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catch a baseball, and the girls who have weight issues or never get asked out can attest to 

this, as can anyone who has failed a class or felt ignored. The first part of Carrie, then, 

hyperbolizes her outsider status, her marginalization, victimization, and suffering. Most 

people might endure embarrassing moments or bullying during their school years, but 

few do so to the spectacular extent that Spacek‟s character does. This makes potential 

campers – peripheralized peoples, all – relate to and sympathize with her and others in 

the film (like Sue who must deal with her own mother, a soap-opera-addicted boozer). 

The second half spectacularizes the horrors of high school. Moreover, in this second 

telling of Carrie‟s story, those who initially relate to her become empowered by her. 

DePalma accomplishes this by making Carrie‟s alterity the source of her triumph. The 

rage that she feels from chronic othering unleashes her telekinesis which allows her to 

enact the ultimate revenge: the mass murder of all of those who ignored, laughed at or 

assaulted her. Furthermore, everyone has so dismissed Carrie as a shy, awkward, 

incompetent social-misfit-cum-easy-target that she completely blindsides each person in 

the text: no one thinks that someone like she can cause such massive devastation, so 

everyone inadvertently pushes her to it. Due to her difference, she succeeds as her 

longtime dominators topple, losing not just face but their lives as well. 

  

     Spectacular, Spectacular 

 DePalma, thus, relies on spectacle throughout Carrie. And, in the film, spectacle 

begets spectacle begets spectacle. Harvey writes, “postmodernism can judge the spectacle 

only in terms of how spectacular it is” (56-7). Certainly, Carrie exists as a postmodern 

form of camp reliant upon the spectacularization of the mundane. A woman‟s period 
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hardly classifies as a spectacular event. The title character‟s does, though, for it occurs 

publically. Most teens anticipate their proms as a form of spectacle, but DePalma uses 

this to demonstrate how we construct spectacles. Bates High‟s annual Senior Class 

formal, with its tin foil stars, Christmas tree lights, rented tuxedos, and gymnasium 

setting, demonstrates the mundane nature of big events. In fact, it takes a bucket of pig‟s 

blood, a telekinetic prom queen and a mass murder to turn the anticipated spectacle of the 

prom into something truly spectacular and, therefore, truly memorable. 

 In writing about the postmodern in horror films, Isabel Cristina Pinedo informs us 

that “one of the defining features of postmodernism is the aggressive blurring of 

boundaries” (85). Camp exudes this feature. Certainly, as a form of camp, so does Carrie. 

And, it does so via its reliance on the spectacular. Remember, too, that while camp chides 

heteronormative dominance, it does so reverently and respectfully. At once, Brett Farmer 

cites this form‟s “perceived capacity for disrupting and reworking hegemonic structures” 

(122) and states that “[c]amp…uses parody and irony to upset the dominant order” (122). 

Similarly, I offer that “camp has the ability to unite those who are separated by difference 

from the dominant cultures. The widely disseminated patriarchal norms that limit, 

oppress, and define members of those groups are railed against and exposed in camp” 

(18). The spectacular nature of Carrie, therefore, speaks both to those who find 

themselves marginalized and to those who marginalize.  

 The vain girl who cries because a stain on her prom dress has “ruined” her 

evening probably doesn‟t recognize (and she, more likely, victimizes) the Carries at her 

own school (or those in her family, at her job, in her neighborhood, around her town, 

etc.). She, however, can – ironically – relate to Carrie, one who wears a gown saturated in 
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pig‟s blood. Initially, two spectacles may attract her: the potential both to view the prom 

where kids revel in faux elegance and to witness the eventual spilling of blood on the 

film‟s title character. She wants to see the finery of Bates High‟s Senior Class and seeks 

out the thrill of Carrie‟s drenching. However, she must inevitably feel badly for the girl 

with the ruined hair, dress and prom, and feel guilty at her own complicity in the 

character‟s assault. (Looking forward to it makes her no better than those who actually 

perpetrate it.) This likely makes her chastise herself. If she sees herself in Carrie and 

equally recognizes how she has dismissed or mistreated those who don‟t conform to 

imposed standards, then the postmodern camp spectacle succeeds. 

 The entire film, in fact, spectacularizes practically every possible facet of Carrie 

and her classmates‟ lives. Margaret White‟s embarrassing, domineering mother 

embarrasses and dominates with exclamation points. Students don‟t just laugh at Carrie: 

they bellow. Chris literally oozes hatred, defiance and sensuality. The naked girls 

prancing in a steamy locker room become creatures of fantasy (not to mention of soft-

core porn). And, the prom literally radiates tackiness, satisfaction, culmination, elegance, 

dreaminess, beauty, grotesquery, nightmarishness, creation, destruction, ridiculousness, 

hope, and otherworldliness. These properties collide at the formal, thus giving us a 

postmodern spectacle of lights, lust, love – and, let us not forget, buckets of blood, 

screams of death and flames of destruction. 

 The spectacular collision of emotions and visuals (a sea of gowns twirling on a 

dance floor; a herd of gowns bursting into flames moments later) becomes one difficult to 

digest – or even to see – all at once. As such, Carrie doesn‟t give us sequences which 

satisfy, for each provides stimulation, interest, distraction, and disorientation (particularly 
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in the split-screen, rapidly edited prom massacre) all at once, thrilling us as much as it 

terrifies us. This makes it postmodern, for  

The universe of the contemporary horror film is an uncertain  

one in which good and evil, normality and abnormality,  

reality and illusion become virtually indistinguishable. This,  

together with the presentation of violence as a constituent  

feature of everyday life, the inefficacy of human action, and  

the refusal of narrative closure, produces an unstable,  

paranoid universe in which familiar categories collapse.  

(Pinedo 85) 

  

Watching Carrie, we don‟t know whether to laugh or to cry at her situation and that of 

her fellow prom-goers. Describing the film as a comedy, Paul writes,  

Befitting the derisive mode, much of the comedy is satiric,  

with a pointed view of the social cliques that dominate  

American high school life…Laughter itself becomes  

thematized in the course of the film so that this comedy  

metamorphoses itself into a horror film precisely by  

examining its status as a comedy. (355)  

And, in her seminal review, Pauline Kael calls the text “scary-and-funny” (697), “a 

funny…nightmare” (698), “a dirty joke” (698), and “absurdist” (701). Such 

interpretations demonstrate that Carrie spectacularly strings seemingly incompatible 

classifications (horror, hilarity, etc.) together in a harmonious cacophony, thereby 

creating a disturbingly entertaining filmic symphony. The director uses the spectacular to 

heighten the film‟s camp and postmodern sensibilities, for, at once, we recognize that as 

an exercise in pastiche, the text (a linear narrative, no less) shouldn‟t work, but it does – 

and brilliantly so – and we recognize that limiting identities (“a horror film equals x and 

only x,” for instance) fails us. 

 We see this, too, in the spectacle of Carrie‟s gender. The film encourages us 

always to identify her as a female; after all, at various points, we see her naked, 
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menstruating, sewing, shopping for cosmetics, wearing dresses, and so forth. In accepted 

discourse, Carrie acts like a woman; she even bleeds monthly and develops breasts as 

women tend to, so we leap to identify her as such. Yet, Clover writes, “she…becomes a 

kind of monstrous hero – hero insofar as she has risen against and defeated the forces of 

monstrosity, monster insofar as she herself has become excessive, demonic” (4). Films 

rarely make females into heroes, for cinematic men typically save women;
24

 nor do they 

often make monsters female, for the cinematic tradition has given us the likes of Dracula, 

Frankenstein, Godzilla, Jason Voorhees, Freddy Krueger, Michael Meyers, etc. – males, 

all. Carrie, therefore, defies the constrictions of gender-identification. As 

“postmodernism erodes all binary oppositions” (Pinedo 87), so does she, for her clothing, 

biology and title of Prom Queen define her as female, but her spectacular actions align 

her with the (cinematic) male. Of course, her gender-neutral name, at once, complicates 

and highlights this postmodern dichotomy.  

It makes sense, then, that campers would gravitate towards a film like this one, for 

just as they desire to defy easy, constrictive classification, so does she. Pinedo finds that 

the 

postmodern world is an unstable one in which traditional… 

categories   break down, boundaries blur, institutions fall  

into question, Enlightenment narratives collapse, the  

inevitability of progress crumbles, and the master status of  

the universal (read male, white, moneyed, heterosexual)  

subject deteriorates. Consensus in the possibility of mastery  

is lost, universalizing grand theory is discredited, and the  

stable, unified, coherent self acquires the status of a fiction.  

(86)  

By othering an overtly poor female and then empowering her on the grandest scale 

possible, DePalma‟s film does just this. It blurs the lines between victimized and 



163 
 

victimizer, between intimidated outcast and feared outlaw, between othering that results 

in subordination and othering that results in triumph, between the thrill of dancing safely 

at a school prom and the terror of dying in flames at the same event. As such, it disallows 

for definitional determinacy to box a viewer in, to dismiss him or her as “old” or 

“disabled” or “bisexual” or “poor” or “transgendered” or “foreign,” and so forth. Carrie 

belies simplistic categorization, so she doesn‟t end up a victimized by-product of 

adherence to proscribed notions of identity. Neither does the film named for her. 

 Pinedo asserts,  

In the postmodern genre, violence can burst upon us at  

any time, even when we least expect it, even when the  

sun is shining, even in the safety of our own beds,  

ravaging the life that we take for granted; staging the  

spectacle of the ruined body. The postmodern genre is  

intent on imaging the fragility of the body by  

transgressing its boundaries and revealing it inside out.  

(93) 

  

Throughout Carrie, DePalma manages to accomplish this in the most spectacular of 

ways. Neither Carrie nor her classmates expect to meet with violence, mayhem and death 

at the prom. She, likewise, doesn‟t anticipate experiencing an assault in the locker room. 

Margaret doesn‟t foresee her violent end in her home‟s kitchen. And, no one thinks that 

mousy, quiet, slender, inept Carrie has the capacity to murder hundreds of people in mere 

moments. As the film and its lead character both defy expectations repeatedly, two things 

happen: the marginalized subjective viewing the text revels in the possibility of 

empowerment-in-alterity; and, those who dominate by enforcing heteronormative 

standards recognize the error of their ways, recognize that in labeling (and, therefore, 

dismissing), they may have underestimated those whom they‟ve deemed powerless. As 

camp, then, Carrie has the power simultaneously to inspire hope in the peripheralized 
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and to chide those who benefit most within systems of hegemony. Paul sums it up best 

with “This is a comedy, but one turned inside out as it encourages us to laugh at its 

characters while at the same time questioning what it means to be laughed at” (355).  

 At once, then, Carrie empowers the outsider while criticizing the dominant order. 

Noël Carroll writes, “As a monster, Carrie is horrifying; but at the same time she 

provides an opportunity for a guilty fantasy – one tinged with anxiety – to surface” (172). 

Similarly, Creed says that “the film presents contradictory messages: on the one hand, it 

redeploys ancient blood taboos and misogynistic myths; on the other, it invites sympathy 

for Carrie as a victim of these prejudices” (83). With his assessment, Carroll recognizes 

the potential of this text simultaneously to frighten those who feel too secure in, say, their 

masculinity, power or “rightness” and to offer to the marginalized an actualization of the 

triumph which potentially awaits them. However, Creed‟s limited perspective sells the 

film and its viewers short. Surely, Carrie does rely upon the most damaging of 

heteronormative myths in terms of gender; however, it does so in order to exploit them, to 

upend them by eliciting not only sympathy for the title character but a lethal and belated 

combination of fear of and respect for her, also. 

 Creed better explains Carrie‟s camp appeal when she writes,  

Carrie is…a divided personality. On the one hand she is  

a painfully shy, withdrawn, child-like girl who just wants  

to be „normal‟ like every other teenager, while on the other  

hand she has the power of telekinesis which enables her to  

transform into an avenging female fury. (78)  

Here, she identifies her as outside the boundaries of normalcy and as a forceful avenger. 

Yet, while the Prom Queen‟s telekinesis – a form of otherness in and of itself – greatly 

aids in her ultimate triumph (the devastation at the dance) we can‟t ever identify this 
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character as a “diva.” She may exist as camp, may derive power from her femininity, may 

have gay and queer appeal. Still, though, we can‟t classify her as a diva. Look at Creed‟s 

description immediately above: she calls Carrie “painfully shy, withdrawn, child-like,” 

rather than outspoken, assertive, demanding – those qualities we most associate with diva 

behavior. In fact, only once in the text does this character bark out commands and defy 

authority. During dinner, her mother throws a cup of coffee in the teen‟s face and 

vehemently refuses to allow her to attend the prom; at this, the daughter, using her mind, 

closes all of the house‟s doors and windows forcefully, which gets Margaret‟s attention; 

with this, Carrie refuses to go to the prayer closet despite Margaret‟s orders, and she 

notifies her that even without the mother‟s permission, she will attend the formal. “I‟m 

going, Mama,” she says, “and things are gonna change around here.” Later in the scene, 

she reasserts, “I‟m going, Mama,” adding, “And, you can‟t stop me. And, I don‟t want to 

talk about it anymore.” This anomalistic moment notwithstanding, Carrie continues to 

doubt herself. On prom night, she looks beautiful in her pale pink gown and softly curled 

hair, yet she still doubts it, doubts that Tommy will even show. At the event, she wants 

not to dance, for unlike the classic diva, she doesn‟t desire attention of any kind, which 

dancing would likely invite. And, when she sees their names on the king and queen 

ballot, she urges Tommy not to vote for themselves. The doubts, the self-deprecation and 

the desire to fade into the background certainly make her un-diva-like. Nonetheless, she 

exemplifies the camp subject in every possible sense. 

 To show that Spacek‟s character doesn‟t take on the mantle of diva, at every turn, 

DePalma contrasts her with the text‟s primary diva-bitch, Chris. Whereas Carrie employs 

her telekinesis and the abuse that she has long-suffered as tools to her triumph, in order to 
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get her way, Chris uses her female sexuality, her mature beauty and her sheer will. 

Scholar Shelley Stamp Lindsey describes Chris‟ power as such: “Riding in Billy‟s car 

before proposing her revenge scheme, she obsessively applies and reapplies makeup, then 

repeatedly brushes her hair” (289). This character finally convinces Billy to join her in 

her plot by performing oral sex on him as she asks. In this, she contrasts markedly with 

Carrie who initially turns Tommy‟s invitation down – more than once, in fact – buys 

make-up for the first time on the day of the prom and dies a virgin. Even in (or, perhaps, 

because of) her unencumbered plainness, Tommy does, indeed, find her attractive and 

tells her as much. Hence, Carrie‟s refusal to rely upon the hyperbolization of the feminine 

“norms” of make-up and bold sexuality heighten her alterity. They also assist in her 

successes (at winning Tommy over and even at making some friends at the prom). So, 

her difference results in her triumph, thereby making her one of the campiest anti-divas 

of all time.  

 “Carrie‟s apocalyptic devastation of the prom is often read as the spectacular (and 

healthy) return of her repressed sexuality,” writes Lindsey (290, emphasis added). 

DePalma utilizes a postmodern property, spectacle, to make his text camp. The text‟s 

spectacle, frequently rooted in gender and sexuality, queers both the film and its main 

character. Harry M. Benshoff calls camp “the process of „queer parody,‟ one of the ways 

(if not the only way) that queers have historically been able to participate or appear 

within dominant systems of representation” (199). Through the specatacularization of 

Carrie herself, of her gender, of her powers, and of the prom, this film‟s campiness 

reaches out to members of the heteromajority and queers alike, for as Benshoff posits,  

In horror movies specifically, camp may be the life-raft  

queer spectators board in order to save themselves from  
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drowning in the narrative‟s enforced destruction of the  

monster queer, but deliberate Pop camp is also the  

mechanism which forces supposedly straight viewers to  

question many of the genre‟s central tenets regarding  

gender and sexuality. (200)  

For campers, then, the lines which blur spectacularly – collapsing such categories as 

unacceptability and victory, victimization and triumph, and dismissal and heroism – 

inspire them. However, for the spectators who live in accordance with and oppress via the 

status quo, such a text likely makes them reconsider those tenets which have for so long 

assured them. 

 One might also argue that one of Carrie‟s queerest, campiest and most 

spectacular moments comes in the final sequence when her bloodied arm reaches up from 

the grave and snatches an unsuspecting Sue. Like the rest of the film, this event 

empowers marginalized viewers and startles those who adhere to strict, definitionally-

determined roles. Benshoff contends,  

It is significant that while the classical monster queer  

was almost always vanquished by the end of his/her  

filmic narrative…[At some] point in time the monster  

queer began in some way to survive the final fade-out.  

The implications of this for the horror film in general  

are quite broad: in some ways this development  

expresses a certain cynicism or nihilism, a disbelief in  

the Hollywood formulas of happy endings in which  

heterosexuality would always reassert its normality. It  

is also the result of generic variation: wouldn‟t it be  

surprising if the monster turned out to be still alive  

for one final scare? (200-1) 

  

Carrie exists as the monster queer, monstrous not simply because she goes on a 

murderous rampage but, more importantly, because she wreaks havoc with our collective 

epistemology. After all, she suggests both that a female can cause destruction (hence, 

subverting her assigned role as life-giver) and that we can‟t count on her complete 
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demise, for even after the universe drags her – house and all – seemingly to hell, she still 

resurfaces. In her alterity – even in death – she continues to win. Her gender primarily 

queers her, mind you, as no one expects such power from a slight, mousy girl, which 

makes us reconsider definitional determinacy. And, notably, she forever interrupts the 

ritual known as heterosexuality, for she permanently prevents unions between the likes of 

Chris and Billy and Sue and Tommy: because of her, neither couple attends the prom 

together; and both remain (due to the death of one or both members of each couple) 

forever unable to have corporeal sexual intercourse ever again. Even that bastion of 

heterosexual dating, the school dance, ends violently, prematurely and permanently, 

thanks to Carrie. 

 Without Carrie, we might never have had such camp classics as Buffy, the 

Vampire Slayer or Xena, Warrior Princess in which to revel, series on which “ordinary” 

women with extraordinary powers fight demons, both personal and otherworldly, relying 

on their gender and their alterity as their primary sources of power. By using the 

spectacular to play up the ordinary, director Brian DePalma ensures that Carrie exists as 

camp. Once we realize that the heightened sensibility of the ending parallels the mundane 

sensibility of the beginning, we start to understand that everyday human suffering can 

have extraordinary power, something so many camp characters born in part from Carrie‟s 

legacy – characters like Buffy Summers – not only come to learn but to rely on as a 

source of inspiration and a key to success. 

 Lindsey offers this analysis of Spacek‟s mass-murdering prom queen:  

While few critics fail to see Carrie as a monster in some  

sense, most view the havoc she wreaks as a positive  

rebellion against oppression. They believe she represents  

nothing truly terrifiying and only threatens a repressive  
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society we would all rather do away with anyway. (281) 

 

Her choice of words very much gets to the heart of what makes Carrie camp: we can read 

it as a treatise extolling “rebellion against oppression” as the other rises up to conquer our 

“repressive society” and to slaughter those emblematic of it. Despite her moment as 

“queen” of the school, though, DePalma never makes his film‟s eponymous character a 

diva, for we never get the loud, abrasive, outspoken, brash, foul-mouthed rule breaker 

that we do in the likes of Chelsea Handler, Lady Gaga, Tyra Banks, or the women of Sex 

and the City (1998-2004), for example. Yet, we do get a character greatly identified by 

her gender and her alterity, one never expected to have power of any kind, but who 

nevertheless gains enormous power, in large part, due to those very facets. And, in this, 

she very much parallels camp heroines such as those mentioned above. Through narrative 

constructs, DePalma quite ensures that we see this and form a bond with Spacek‟s 

character, for he invites us to recognize our own differences and oppressions in her and to 

find hope that as she rises up and fights back successfully so can we. 
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CHAPTER 7  

                    CAMP IRONY: WHEN ED WOOD BECAME ED WOOD 

 As its title indicates, this chapter focuses on one of camp‟s primary components, 

irony, as it occurs in Tim Burton‟s 1994 theatrical film, Ed Wood. Babuscio writes 

extensively about camp‟s reliance on the ironic.  He offers, “Camp is ironic insofar as an 

incongruous contrast can be drawn between an individual/thing and its 

context/association” (119). In other words, we believe that an entity has a built-in 

function or role in the myth that we call society, but when it belies our expectation in 

such a way that we come to reconsider what we thought that we “knew” about that entity 

– and, therefore, about the society in which that individual functions – it becomes ironic. 

To exemplify this point, Babuscio uses homosexuality. He offers,  

At the core of this perception of incongruity is the idea of  

gayness as a moral deviation. Sex/love between two men or  

two women is regarded by society as incongruous – out of  

keeping with the „normal‟, „natural‟, „healthy‟, heterosexual  

order of things. The inner knowledge of our unique social  

situation has produced in us a heightened awareness of the  

discrepancies that lie between appearance and reality,  

expression and meaning. Again, gay partnerships are  

subversive of conventional morality, being less bound by  

the sort of social inequities (age, money, class, etc.) so  

characteristic of heterosexual relationships. A partnership  

between two men or two women is, in terms of sex caste,  

an equal relationship, and, therefore, an implicit „threat‟ to  

the established order of things. This „t[h]reat‟ may be  

understood by us on an instinctive or intellectual level, but  

it is understood, and internalised, nonetheless. (119-20) 

 

From this, we can see that camp irony depends upon incongruity, upon a successful 

deviation from what normalcy dictates. When Babuscio mentions “the discrepancies that 

lie between appearance and reality,” he gets to the heart of camp irony: society has long 

depended on how things look, ignoring how they actually exist, function, contribute, 



171 
 

progress. This explains why, for instance, American literature and film have often relied 

on passing narratives, those narratives in which people get by because they appear as if 

they fit in with the accepted majority. Camp upends the idea that how one looks or acts 

determines where he, she or it belongs and to what degree he, she or it succeeds. As Ed 

Wood demonstrates, camp does this not only in terms of gender but in terms of 

acceptability as well. 

 Perhaps, the biggest irony offered by this film occurs in its opening moments. 

After a brief introductory scene, the credits roll. First, we read, “Touchstone Pictures 

Presents a Burton/DiNovi Production,” then, “A Tim Burton Film,” followed in 

succession by “JOHNNY DEPP” and, finally, “ED WOOD.” Superficially, these credits 

may seem no different from others: as most films do, they list in succession the studio, 

the producing team, the director, the star, and the title. The irony comes from the fact that 

a major distributor (a division of Disney, no less), a major director and a popular actor 

share credit with the film‟s eponymous subject, director Ed Wood. The likes of Burton, 

Depp and producer Denise DiNovi have long-exemplified the height of cinematic 

triumph: name recognition, box office domination, major awards, rabid fans. Ed Wood, 

too, made films. Ed Wood, too, has a following. Ed Wood, too, earned fame. However, 

his all differ greatly from theirs. Throughout the text, we see him using the cheapest 

production techniques, the most unskilled performers and even some illegal tactics in 

order to make (unintentionally, mind you) some of the worst films ever in cinematic 

history. In fact, the film ends with the following biographical note:  

Edward D. Wood, Jr. kept struggling in Hollywood, but  

mainstream success eluded him. After a slow decent into  

alcoholism and monster nudie films, he died in 1978 at  

the age of 54.  
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Two years later, Ed was voted “Worst Director Of All  

Time,” bringing him worldwide acclaim and a new  

generation of fans.
25

 

 

This initial irony, then, comes, first, from the fact that schlockmeister extraordinaire Ed 

Wood shares screen credit with some of Hollywood‟s biggest, most successful players: 

Depp, Burton, DiNovi, Disney. They‟ve worked hard, played by the rules and, in turn, 

gained acceptance and earned acclaim. He broke the rules and died penniless and 

unknown, yet here, he shares equal (actually, bigger) billing with them. This puts him on 

– if not above – their level. Second, when we read his name emblazoned across the 

screen, we recognize that Hollywood has deemed him worthy of having his story told, 

worthy of celebration. Major factions have invested millions of dollars and countless 

amounts of time into telling his story. And, millions of viewers have paid to see his life 

recounted onscreen. Hollywood and the viewing public usually reserve such honors for 

those who learn to fit into a system, attempt to fit into a system or die trying to fit into the 

system, people who earn respectability through eventual conformity (think: Erin 

Brockovich, Brandon Teena, Johnny Cash, Ray Charles, Queen Elizabeth II, all subjects 

of high-profile, successful biopics in the last decade or so).
26

 Ed Wood never conformed 

or even tried to conform, which the film highlights; however, he – ironically – achieves 

this ultimate tribute nonetheless.Yet, as I will also show, by hyperbolizing irony 

throughout Ed Wood to the greatest extent possible, in fact, to the point of saturating this 

text in irony, Burton actually makes the irony mundane. He makes the ironic unironic. 

The screenplay, the use of mise-en-scene and the handling of the eponymous character‟s 

transvestism all achieve this tricky, campy feat.  
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  Watching Camp, Ad-Dress-ing Gender and Difference 

Let‟s look, for instance, at Burton‟s handling of Depp‟s character‟s cross-

dressing. In her influential work on drag culture, Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in 

America, Esther Newton finds that  

Americanism is a generic for a host of social identifiers, many  

of them ascribed. In America, one ought to be “free, white,  

male, and twenty-one.” A number of beliefs and behaviors are  

also “American,” such as “know-how,” cleanliness, patriotism,  

and ambition. Any contrast with the ideal image, whether in  

appearance or behavior, is un-American to some extent. For a  

century or more, immigrants have striven to adjust their lives  

and their physical appearance to the ideal, a process called  

assimilation. (1) 

 

Furthermore, she asserts, “Masculinity is based on one‟s successful participation in the 

male spheres of business, the professions, production, money-making, and action-in-the-

world. (Hence the importance of excluding women from these spheres.)” (2). To this, she 

adds, “Masculinity also depends crucially on differentiation from, and dominance over 

women” (2). In Burton‟s film and in Depp‟s performance, Ed Wood blatantly and 

unironically rejects and defies every one of these impositions, thereby gaining a modicum 

of power in that bastion of myth-making, the Hollywood studio system.  

 In the film, as he did in real life, Ed Wood fetishizes female attire. He particularly 

likes to wear angora sweaters, but he also indulges in donning shoulder-length platinum 

blonde wigs, stiletto pumps, Capri pants, and fitted skirts. Although sartorially favoring 

the female, he never hides his masculinity, a fact made evident via his deep voice, 

muscular build, jock‟s stride, and – especially – signature pencil mustache. In this garb 

which combines acceptable notions of gendered appearance into one chaotic hybrid, he 

nonetheless goes about his day-to-day business rarely questioned: throughout the text, he 
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romances both Dolores Fuller (Sarah Jessica Parker) and Kathy O‟Hara (Patricia 

Arquette), eventually marrying the latter and staying in that commitment until his death 

decades later; in one scene, he has an impromptu meeting over drinks with Orson Welles 

Vincent D‟Onofrio) at a celebrity hangout (the famed Musso and Frank‟s); his crew, 

which includes a wrestling star and middle-aged stagehands (read: “manly men”), takes 

its cues from him, never once questioning the authority of a man in a push-up bra, silk 

stockings and spiked heels. Most memorably, when his investors, leaders of a local 

Baptist congregation, try to interfere with his making of Plan 9 from Outer Space, he puts 

them in their place, and we subsequently see him – in full drag – controlling his set, 

exactly what these pious moneymen, despite their greatest efforts, can‟t do. 

 In Newton‟s estimation, his appearance and behavior would likely come across as 

un-American, in turn, causing him to suffer rejection, ostracism and marginalization. He, 

after all, fails to differentiate himself from women. Yet, he partakes in power, even 

enacting the norms of masculinity, sometimes even exceeding the expectations of 

normalcy. He engages in heterosexual romantic relationships. He has friends, drives a 

car, earns a living. He also makes movies, takes on a position of authority, cavorts with 

celebrities. Even though he sartorially defies convention, this never impedes him, for he 

makes his movies and maintains friendships and sexual relationships much like the 

“average man” does.
27

 Some might even argue that he does so better than, more 

successfully than the average man. His ordinary successes – movies distributed, bonds 

formed, rent paid – occur because he dons female clothing, because he parts with the 

notions of propriety unironically. He flaunts his choice and enjoys his success, and hardly 

anyone questions his authority or his difference. Thus, Ed Wood makes the seemingly 
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ironic commonplace, thereby making it unironic. This, in and of itself, possesses great 

irony, for we can only describe the act of making irony unironic as ironic, no? 

 Wood‟s cross-dressing, in fact, leads to his first major success: it inspires the 

screenplay for the semi-autobiographical text, Glen or Glenda, his first filmed and 

released theatrical feature. Dolores doesn‟t suspect his transvestism, so her reading of the 

script serves as his way of coming out to her. When she finishes her perusal, the 

following transpires between her and her drag-wearing live-in boyfriend: 

  DOLORES: So, that‟s where my sweater‟s been. How long have you been 

            doing this? 

 

  ED: Since I was a kid. My mom wanted a girl, so she used to dress me in  

          girly clothing. It just became a habit.  

 

  DOLORES: Jesus Christ! And, you never told me! 

 

  ED: Well, this is my way of telling you. 

 

  DOLORES: What? By putting it in a fucking script for everyone to see?  

            What kind of sick mind operates like that? And, what about  

             this– this so-called Barbara character that‟s obviously me? 

             I mean, this is our life! It‟s so embarrassing!  

 

  ED: Of course it is! That‟s why you should play the part! 

 

  DOLORES: Oh, you‟ve got nerve, buddy. 

 

  ED: It‟s a darn good role! 

 

  DOLORES: That‟s not the issue! God, how can you act so casual when  

            when you‟re dressed like that? 

 

  ED: It makes me feel comfortable. 

 

  DOLORES: Oh, just like in the script. 

 

  ED: Exactly. So, whattaya say? Do we break up? Or, do you want to make  

         the movie with me?  
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Dolores, of course, acquiesces and plays the part. For some time after, she also remains in 

a sexual relationship with her transvestitic paramour. 

 Look, though, at the language employed in this exchange. In particular, notice 

how Ed equates the “embarrassing” with the triumphant. When his girlfriend yells, “It‟s 

so embarrassing!” he gleefully and enthusiastically responds, “Of course it is! That‟s why 

you should play the part!” Such a reply suggests several things. For one, it tells us that in 

owning what might humiliate them (Ed‟s drag, Dolores‟ denial), they can succeed. In 

turn, it tells us that by owning what might humiliate us, we can succeed. After all, if we 

don‟t force such parts of ourselves to remain closeted, then no one can subsequently use 

them to disempower us. In fact, we may become the vanguard, leading the way to flaunt 

individuality. This “normalizes” behavior deemed aberrant, thus taking irony out of the 

“abnormal.” For another, it obfuscates the lines between identity and representation: 

while Ed‟s angora sweaters may align him with the feminine, his lifestyle (job, 

relationships, etc.) codes him as wholly masculine; and, we can‟t separate Dolores from 

her various selves (the lover-in-denial, the lover-conned, the consummate actor) or from 

Barbara, her thinly-veiled Glen or Glenda substitute. This makes these characters, at 

once, postmodern and ironically unironic: on the one hand, they reveal the constructed 

nature and polyvalence of identity to the point where we can‟t tell where one begins and 

another ends or which (if any) exists as the “true” nature of the character; on the other 

hand, they succeed due to their otherness, yes, but also because they couch it as their 

brand of conformity.  

 Moreover, notice how while Dolores initially thinks that Ed should feel 

embarrassed “dressed like that,” he seems utterly “casual” and admits only to feeling 
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“comfortable.” Camp sets out to make what society may deem “abnormal” into that 

which can actually comfort. Certainly, Ed Wood does just that.  Similarly, Ed refers to his 

penchant for cross-dressing as merely a “habit,” thus revealing identity as a construct. We 

have for so long relied upon impositions of norms (especially in the realms of gender and 

sexuality) that we‟ve come to accept them as the natural order of things, yet this camp 

text, like all camp texts, forces us to question this approach to identity. Ed Wood 

demonstrates that identity exists not naturally but habitually; hence, it demonstrates its 

constructed nature. This, too, adds to the text‟s unironic irony: where someone else might 

panic at the idea that we take on identity as a result of hegemonic enforcement of the 

status quo, Ed revels in this concept, slipping into it just as comfortably and easily as he 

might slip into a silk sheath or a pair of sequined pumps. 

 In his chapter on camp masculinity, Steven Cohan writes, “Throughout the first 

half of the twentieth century…, „effeminacy‟ and „manliness‟ were far from stable 

categories” (160). Ed Wood himself demonstrates this. Interestingly, though, no one 

films or distributes his biopic until 1994, during the second half of that century. As such, 

the film suggests that not much has changed regarding the constructed nature of identity. 

Cohan also states, “Whereas the manly identities of working men hinged on their 

displaying virility in contrast with the fairy‟s show of effeminacy, prewar middle-class 

culture privileged object choice over demeanor” (160). Ed, then, violates many 

expectations of masculinity, particularly in his sartorial choices, yet he embraces many as 

well. He, after all, has public love affairs with Dolores and Kathy – one even resulting in 

a long-term marriage. Furthermore, as a filmmaker (read: as the “guy in charge,” the 

“decision-maker”), he enacts the über-masculine role of boss-man. Lines blur here, too, 
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though: after completing Glen or Glenda, he says to his producer, Georgie Weiss (Mike 

Starr), “But, Georgie, I‟m proud. I wrote, directed and starred in it, just like Orson Welles 

did in Citizen Kane,” to which Georgie asks, “Yeah, but Orson Welles didn‟t wear angora 

sweaters, did he?” From this exchange, we see Ed Wood, at once, empowered by making 

a film just as his masculine-coded male icon previously had and empowered by refusing 

to conform to strict notions of masculine appearance, unlike his filmmaking hero (who 

always conforms to tropes of appropriate masculinity). Even the language employed, 

such as when the producer asks his rather pointed question in response to Ed‟s 

declaration of pride, suggests that, in order to make the film, Ed had to wear angora.   

 Throughout the text, Burton portrays what should, according to preconceived 

notions, seem anomalous as so acceptable that it becomes downright mundane. At the 

Glen or Glenda wrap party, Ed dons a harem-girl ensemble and performs a mock 

striptease in front of the mostly male crew. Everyone hoots and howls at the act – 

everyone except for Dolores, who, appalled, causes a scene, screaming at one and all, 

“You people are insane!” and running away. Quite tellingly, the assembled group looks at 

her as if she has just revealed herself as the odd duck, the outsider, the inexplicable. Her 

desire to fit within the confines of normalcy makes her – ironically – abnormal. 

 Similarly, Ed‟s unorthodox shooting methods should seemingly call his abilities 

into question. Bela Lugosi (Martin Landau) has worked in the Hollywood studio system 

for decades, so he – especially – should doubt Ed‟s focus and skill, both of which the 

director seemingly lacks. However, as the acting icon waits to film his own part in one of 

Ed‟s movies, he remarks, “At Universal, we used to shoot one or two scenes a day, but 

Eddie can knock off twenty, thirty. He’s incredible!” Throughout Ed Wood, as in all good 
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camp, that which shouldn‟t work works incredibly well, often to the point of resulting in 

success in some way, shape or form – admiration, popularity, financial gain, love, fame, 

notoriety, fandom, etc.  

  

          Congregational Camp, or Bringing down the House (of Worship) 

As a camp text, Burton‟s film also calls the hegemony of established institutions 

into question. It does this mainly by contrasting Ed‟s authority to that of the heads of a 

Baptist congregation. Ed talks these church leaders into funding his opus Plan 9 from 

Outer Space. As pastors of a flock and holders of the purse strings, it would seem as if 

they will call the shots; however, in relation to them, the film establishes Ed in parallel-

yet-oppositional terms. When one of his minions, Paul Marco (Max Casella) stops by 

Ed‟s apartment, the director tells him, “Keep Sunday open. The producers want us to get 

baptized,” a request with which the underling agrees to comply. At the actual ceremony, 

Ed‟s confidante, pre-operative transsexual Bunny Breckinridge (Bill Murray), wryly asks 

his friend, “How do you do it? How do you get all your friends to get baptized just so you 

can make a monster movie?” As these examples show, Ed leads his own congregation of 

sorts, the members of which will follow their transvestite messiah (himself a creator) 

anywhere – even into a backyard-swimming-pool-turned-baptismal-font on an 

oppressively sunny weekend morning. 

 The Wood congregation, if you will, numbers among its members the 

aforementioned pre-operative transsexual, as well as professional wrestler Tor Johnson 

(George “The Animal” Steele), two low-rent local stars of cult television (Jeffery Jones‟ 

inept psychic Criswell and Lisa Marie‟s sexy, ghoulish host of midnight movies, 
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Vampira), a chiropractor with aspirations of movie stardom but no discernable acting 

talent (Ned Bellamy‟s “Dr. Tom” Mason), and three others: nine in all, including Ed. In a 

way, this ragtag bunch infiltrates the church. Ed‟s crew sits in the back pew, wearing 

white choir robes and loudly cracking inappropriate jokes, such as when Bunny says to 

Dr. Tom, “Let‟s hear you call Boris Karloff a cocksucker.” The holy men may expect to 

take possession of these people‟s souls, but these members of Ed‟s cohort – misfits, all – 

actually take over their place of worship. And, while the ministers likely seek out Ed and 

company as eventual financial donors,
28

 in order to get funding for Ed‟s project, the 

Wood group actually only poses as born-agains. As such, Depp‟s character and his 

friends disempower the Baptists. And, ironically, they do it by using rhetoric and 

approaches similar to those talks and tactics employed by the religious men, thereby not 

partaking of their power but using it to best them at their own game. 

 During the filming of Plan 9, the Baptist elders shadow Ed, constantly 

questioning his choices. Reverend Lemon (G.D. Spradlin) and Mr. Reynolds (Clive 

Rosengren) continually hover over the director. In one scene, the following exchange 

occurs: 

  ED: That was perfect! 

 

  MR. REYNOLDS: Perfect? Mr. Wood, do you know anything about the  

            art of film production? 

 

  ED: Well, I‟d like to think so! 

 

  MR. REYNOLDS: That cardboard headstone tipped over. This graveyard 

            is obviously phony. 

 

  ED: Nobody will ever notice that. Filmmaking is not about the tiny details. 

          It‟s about the big picture. 

 

  MR. REYNOLDS: The big picture? 
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  ED: Yes. 

 

  MR. REYNOLDS: Then, how about when the policemen arrived in  

            daylight, but, now, it‟s suddenly night? 

 

  ED: What do you know? Haven‟t you heard of suspension of disbelief? 

The “appropriate” duo – rule-followers, believers in the status quo – automatically thinks 

that because it has both the money and the institution of religion behind it, it has the 

answers. In fact, although they have no filmmaking experience, the two men feel entitled 

to question Ed. And, despite the fact that they do have the correct instincts in terms of the 

slipshod values that they see on set, Ed still manages to put the two in their place, 

nonetheless. When he queries, “What do you know? Haven‟t you heard of suspension of 

disbelief?” he inquires simultaneously about their knowledge of film and their belief in 

god. If, after all, they can‟t see “the big picture” in the cardboard headstones or the 

anomalous lighting right in front of them, then how can they visualize “the big picture” in 

the unseen or have faith in a deity never physically presented to them for inspection? As 

such, Ed‟s belief in himself trumps theirs in a higher being. 

 Soon after the delivery of the above dialogue, Ed, now dressed in full drag, has a 

confrontation with Reynolds and Lemon who order him to change his outfit immediately. 

He refuses and storms off the set. Following his impromptu meeting with Orson Welles 

that afternoon, he returns, sweaty, disheveled, but still in silk and angora. Empowered, in 

part, by Welles‟ failure even to notice (or, at least, to note) the schlockmeister‟s cross-

dressing, Ed stands up to the bible-thumping backers: 

  ED: Mr. Reynolds, we are gonna finish this picture just the way I want to 

          (pokes Reynolds in the chest) because you cannot compromise an  

          artist‟s vision. 
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  REVEREND LEMON: But, it‟s our money–  

 

  ED: And, you‟re gonna make a bundle – but only if you shut up and do  

          things my way. (Turns and addresses the crew assertively) All right, 

          group. Actors in positions! Let‟s finish this picture!  

 

        (Everyone rises, returns to work.)  

 

When Ed wears the suit and tie expected of a man in power, Lemon and Reynolds take 

advantage of him. Yet, once in drag, he regains his strength and stands up to them. 

Remember: earlier in the text, he tells Dolores that women‟s clothing makes him feel 

“comfortable,” and she, likewise, sees him as wholly “casual” in his female finery. In the 

scene discussed here, we additionally see that drag also makes him confident, even 

cocky. Notice how I-centered his speech suddenly becomes: when wearing a suit and tie 

(read: “acceptable,” “appropriate” attire), he only uses a first-person pronoun once – and 

in the most unsure of ways (“I‟d like to think so!”) while the rest of his responses remain 

in the second- and third-person (“That,” “Nobody,” “you,” etc.); while wearing a skirt, 

however, he responds more confidently, focusing on himself (“we are gonna finish this 

picture just the way I want to,” “shut up and do things my way”) or barking out orders 

(“Actors in positions!” “Let‟s finish this picture!”), orders immediately followed. 

 One can similarly argue, also, that his skirt, wig, sweater, and heels equally 

disempower the moneymen. Upon viewing him in drag, they dismiss him as easily 

manipulated – they, after all, instinctively order him to change his clothes – but when he 

returns, still clad in “feminine” dress, this destabilizes their beliefs, for they have 

obviously not successfully asserted themselves over him or the film set. Perplexed and 

shaken, they have no choice but to relinquish all control to their transvestite partner in 

moviemaking.  
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 Babuscio, we recall, attributes camp irony to incongruity. “The most common of 

incongruous contrasts,” he argues, “is that of masculine/feminine. Some of the best 

examples of this are found in the screen personalities of stars whose camp attraction owes 

much to their androgynous qualities” (119). By discussing such celebrities as Rudolph 

Valentino, David Bowie, Greta Garbo, and James Dean, he illustrates this point. We see 

that same incongruity and, thus, camp irony in Ed Wood. He dresses like a woman but 

maintains masculine attributes (moustache, job, mannerisms) and masculine authority. 

He, therefore, all at once, embraces and upends irony. On the one hand, he looks and acts 

anomalous to expected tropes; on the other hand, though, he never invites anyone to view 

him as marginal, and – save for the Baptists – no one ever does, for most people in the 

film view him as boss or friend but never as freak. 

 Similar to Babuscio, Newton contends, “Camp usually depends on the perception 

or creation of incongruous juxtapositions” (106). In addition to the lead character‟s 

appearance and demeanor, Ed Wood offers many instances of this. During preparation for 

Plan 9, for example, Bunny wants glittery makeup and wardrobe for his character in the 

film. Upon hearing this, Ed bellows, “No! You‟re the ruler of the galaxy! Show a little 

taste!” Ed, the ruler of his own little galaxy of washed-up performers – would-be actors 

and hangers-on of all sorts –  insists that leaders demonstrate restraint in their fashion 

choices, but, as a show of his own classic, sensible style, he puts on blonde wigs, pencil 

skirts and stilettos. Some, like the Baptists (and even Dolores), might initially view 

anything outside of trousers, tee-shirts, suspenders, fedoras, and sport-coats on a man as 

distasteful, but not Ed. Even Bunny doesn‟t see the incongruity of this and accepts his 

boss‟ demand. Such irony, thus, doesn‟t touch the universe of Ed Wood; instead, it affects 
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those of us watching the film, those of us who live in a world which filters practically 

everything through a lens of normativity. We, therefore, question why the characters in 

this film don‟t, even tacitly, raise questions. And, we come to recognize the text‟s 

inherent queerness: by living unironically, the title character and his companions never 

fall victims to definitional determinacy, to judgment, to the status quo. 

 Another moment akin to this one occurs when Vampira travels to the set. Adorned 

in full regalia of the undead – low-cut, skin-tight, jet-black mermaid-style gown; pin-

straight, floor-length, dark wig; corpse makeup; and undersized, pointed, black lace 

parasol – she boards a city bus. The other riders gawk at her, but the has-been television 

personality maintains an air of nonchalant grace, even rising to her full height, perfectly 

erect, in order to exit the bus ever-so-slowly. She may look unlike anyone else, but she 

nevertheless partakes in day-to-day activities like the rest of society seemingly does. 

Honestly, I can‟t think of anything more “normal,” “usual” or “regular” than the fact that 

in order to get to work, she boards public transportation. Since she remains unruffled by 

stares and whispers, she simultaneously gains recognition and goes, unmolested, to her 

place of employment. Such spectacles of the mundane (taking public transportation to 

one‟s job) makes the irony of the text reflect on those who ride the bus with the late-night 

television hostess: they can‟t accept otherness, making them extraordinarily banal as they 

go about daily routines markedly and ironically similar to hers. She remains true to 

herself, but they remain slavishly devoted to convention. 
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Aesthetic Irony 

Like irony, aesthetics play a big role in camp. Like irony, aesthetics play a big 

role in Ed Wood. Thus far, we‟ve seen this in Ed‟s cross-dressing, his gang‟s donning 

white choir robes in the Baptist church, and Dolores playing the role of Barbara in Ed‟s 

semi-autobiographical opus Glen or Glenda. Frequently, such examples illustrate that the 

world exists as reproduction upon reproduction upon reproduction. Ed, in fact, copies 

Dolores‟ aesthetics and later marries Kathy, a Dolores doppelgänger. Dolores‟ own look 

mirrors the 1950s‟ Hollywood bombshell, an amalgam of Barbara Stanwick, Lana Turner 

and Jayne Mansfield. And, in order to play Barbara, she imitates her own appearance 

(itself an imitation). In Simulacra and Simulation, one of his treatises on postmodernism 

and communication, Jean Baudrillard writes,  

the double is…an imaginary figure, which, just like the soul,  

the shadow, the mirror image, haunts the subject like his  

other, which makes it so that the subject is simultaneously  

itself and never resembles itself again, which haunts the  

subject like a subtle and always averted death. (95)  

In other words, in a text like Ed Wood, so much doubling, copying and recopying exists 

(Ed‟s cohorts as a group of pious Baptists, the Baptists themselves as an empowered 

majority, Dolores as Barbara, Ed as Dolores, Kathy and Dolores as Barbara Stanwick, 

and so forth) that the “real” the “natural” and the “true” all evaporate. Such a collapsing 

of identificatory boundaries denies power, comfort and weapony – all in the form of 

binaristic definitional determinacy – to the heteromajority. It, therefore, simultaneously 

empowers the “others” (Ed, campers, etc.) while equally disempowering those in the 

dominant class. 
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 In the same text, Baudrillard recognizes the relationship between power and 

reproduction. He contends, 

Power itself has for a long time produced nothing but the  

signs of its resemblance. And at the same time, another  

figure of power comes into play: that of a collective  

demand for signs of power – a holy union that is  

reconstructed around its disappearance. The whole world  

adheres to it more or less in terror of the collapse of the  

political. And in the end, the game of power becomes  

nothing but the critical obsession with power – obsession  

with its death, obsession with its survival, which increases  

as it disappears. When it has totally disappeared, we will  

logically be under the total hallucination of power. (23)  

Over and over again, we see this play out in Burton‟s film: the Baptists can control 

neither their new congregants nor Plan 9‟s production; when Vampira‟s otherness 

infiltrates their space, the bus riders lose control, in turn, highlighting their own blandness 

and shortcomings; by parroting the appearance of the likes of Lana Turner, Dolores 

acquires some fame and gets to make movies (ditto for Ed). Yet, we see here a 

neutralization of power: the Baptists still have their religion and their church; to the other 

riders‟ relief, Vampira exits the bus, so their space regains its stability; Dolores achieves  

fame, but the Turners and Stanwicks of the era remain as famous as ever, never fearing 

her as competition. As a camp text, then, Ed Wood suggests that we can all equally 

partake in power, that we can all find success. And, more importantly, we can do it on 

our own terms.
29

  

 Quite similarly, in his The Ecstasy of Communication, Baudrillard opines, 

Formerly, we were haunted by the fear of resembling  

others, of losing ourselves in a crowd; afraid of  

conformity, and obsessed with difference. Today, we  

need a solution to deliver us from resembling others.  

All that matters now is only to resemble oneself, to  

find oneself everywhere, multiplied but loyal to  
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one‟s personal formula; to see the same credit  

listings everywhere, be on all movie screens at once.  

Resemblance is no longer concerned with others, but  

rather with the individual in his vague resemblance  

to himself; a resemblance born of the individual‟s  

reduction to his simple elements. As a result,  

difference takes on another meaning. It is no longer  

the difference between one subject and another, but an  

internal, infinite differentiating of the same. (40-1) 

 

For a text to succeed, it must rely on identificatory practices. Here, Baudrillard 

recognizes this, saying that people claim to want to differentiate themselves from the 

masses, yet they look to see “themselves” (read: characters akin to them) on screens, big 

and small. Structuralist critics recognize this when they argue that most texts depend on 

static character types. Thus, we may proclaim – even convince ourselves of – our  

difference, but we actually strive for and embrace our similarities, especially because 

media have convinced us that we want to live the way which they dictate. A camp text 

like Ed Wood, though, in its reliance upon aesthetics, both criticizes that lack of 

individuality that our media have imposed on us via their continued proliferation of 

mythological norms, and celebrates those who – in some small way – through the act of 

postmodern recycling, break free of those norms: Ed may not ever make the great 

American horror movie, and Dolores and Kathy may never truly become superstars in the 

Turner-Mansfield-Stanwick mode, but via imitation, they reveal their inspirations as 

wholly unoriginal themselves, so the likes of Ed, Kathy and us find that they and we can 

partake in that power – the power of the triumphant – long-denied to us. 
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Say “Cheese!” You‟ve Won 

Speaking of aesthetics, if not for its dependence on low-budget production values, 

Ed Wood wouldn‟t work as ironic, postmodern camp. Burton‟s film, an homage to his 

titular hero‟s filmmaking style, shoots every scene in an overly-lit manner (like a 

pornographer might), uses cut-rate black-and-white film stock, employs a wholly 

derivative score, and utilizes sets obviously slapped together from cardboard, plywood 

and Styrofoam. For example, an opening scene‟s tracking shot focuses in on rubber sea-

monsters, fake flying saucers and an obvious miniature replica of Hollywood. Georgie 

Weiss‟ office, too, looks like the three-sided cardboard box set of a ‟50s sitcom (think: 

The Honeymooners). Throughout the text, in fact, when characters open or close most 

doors, no matter where, walls shake. In addition to the set, score and cinematography, the 

actors add to the text‟s slapdash, low-budget feel. They perform in a mock-theatrical 

fashion, over-annunciating words, raising eyebrows indiscriminately, bursting into 

pretend hysterics, grinning inappropriately and cartoonishly, even portraying frustration 

by shaking their balled-up fists in the exaggerated manner once used by silent film stars, 

a style long-passed.  

The film itself takes its cues from the filmmaking of Ed Wood. In Burton‟s text, 

we see Ed cobbling together random found footage in the most haphazard of ways in 

order to craft a supposedly cohesive linear narrative. And, we witness him not caring 

about hiding his work‟s imperfections. In one scene, for example, after the gigantic Tor 

nearly knocks a cheaply constructed set over while clumsily making his entrance, Ed 

considers reshooting but ends up leaving the take in, explaining, “No, it‟s fine. It‟s real. 

You know, in actuality, [Tor‟s character] Lobo would have to struggle with that problem 
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every day.” Similarly, we see the director‟s slipshod production values throughout, such 

as when a stolen mechanical octopus fails to work, so Bela must lay under it, wildly 

wrapping himself up in its appendages in order to feign an attack by the creature, or when 

Ed lights pie tins on fire and dangles them on fishing lines in order to create the illusion 

of flying saucers approaching in the night sky.  

Ken Feil, in his work on camp and disaster films, credits “stilted dialogue, 

awkward performances, unconvincing special effects, [and] predictable plots” (xiii) as 

frequent signifiers of camp. He also calls “„cheese‟ a virtual synonym for camp” (xiii). 

We see these qualities in the mise-en-scene of both Burton‟s film itself and its portrayal 

of Wood‟s oeuvre. Both Ed Wood and films like Glen or Glenda and Plan 9 from Outer 

Space typify how the tacky morphs into camp. “Generally, camp involves the ironic 

appreciation of low, failed culture and the parody of taste codes that rank cultural works 

as „high‟ or „low,‟” Feil writes (xv). And, while I disagree with the blanket quality of this 

assertion (Barbra Streisand as “low, failed culture”???), in terms of this text, the 

statement certainly resonates. On the surface, neither Ed Wood nor Ed Wood should 

succeed: as a filmmaker and as a person, the latter disregards every rule possible, and the 

former represents a huge effort (financially, temporally, politically) to celebrate him. Ed 

put little thought or care into crafting films like Plan 9, the very actions that a viewer 

expects from a director. Even so, at the end of his biopic, when Plan 9 premieres, Ed 

marvels, “This is the one. This is the one I‟ll be remembered for.” Undoubtedly, he gets 

this correct, for to this day, many remember this haphazard train wreck of a monster 

movie as the worst film of all time. Ironically, it didn‟t result in fame for Ed in the way 



190 
 

that he imagined, but it did result in enduring notoriety for him even thirty-plus years 

after his death. Such irony-turned-inside-out defines this film and its campiness. 

Even more ironically, Burton‟s film took home several major awards for its mise-

en-scene. At least three critics‟ groups regonized Stefan Czapsky‟s cinematography. One 

heralded Howard Shore‟s score. And, of course, Martin Landau‟s portrayal of Bela 

Lugosi swept most of the “Supporting Actor” awards. In fact, it took home Hollywood‟s 

biggest prize, the Academy Award, as did the film‟s team of makeup artists. Ed‟s name 

recognition and fan base, and Burton‟s film‟s box office success and awards haul show us 

that those who eschew convention can and do succeed thanks to their choices not to 

fulfill expectation, not to follow the rules, not to conform to the status quo. While Feil 

quite correctly recognizes this when he says, “If mass culture entertainment only 

threatens to be decadent and superficial, camp luxuriates in those qualities. Furthermore, 

camp‟s delight in low and marginal culture bespeaks an affiliation with weakness and 

loss” (xxvii), he gets it wrong later on when he clarifies,  

Camp desires failure; it needs it in order to function.  

And certain forms of camp taste eagerly identify with  

failure. From the vantage point of high or official  

culture, camp can be viewed as an aesthetic of failure  

whose devotees are losers for loving such trash. (126)  

In his first proclamation, he recognizes that camp provides an opportunity for those long-

dismissed, those who “have an affiliation with weakness and loss,” to find an outlet in 

which to “luxuriat[e],” for the artifice of camp (read: the “decaden[ce] and 

superficial[ity]”) reveals the constructed nature of everything valued by and within 

“proper” hegemonic society. However, despite what the theorist says in the second quote, 

camp does not align itself with failure or attract losers; rather, as Ed Wood demonstrates 
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from its opening credits to its Oscar statuettes, camp shows us all that that which marks 

us as different (and, therefore, as incompetent) likely empowers us, inspires us and earns 

us marks in the “win” column. 

 Babuscio comprehends what Feil fails to see, that the aesthetics and irony implicit 

in camp attract marginalized subjectives within a heteropatriarchy. In the following 

lengthy passage, this becomes apparent:  

In film, the aesthetic element in camp further implies a  

movement away from contemporary concerns into realms  

of exotic or subjective fantasies; the depiction of states  

of mind that are (in terms of commonly accepted taboos  

and standards) suspect; an emphasis on sensuous surfaces,  

textures, imagery, and the evocation of mood as stylistic  

devices – not simply because they are appropriate to the  

plot, but as fascinating in themselves. Such tendencies  

as these are consonant with the spirit of aestheticism in  

camp, and also go some way toward explaining the charm  

which particular film genres have for a certain section of  

our community.  

 

The horror genre, in particular, is susceptible to a camp  

interpretation. Not all horror films are camp, of course;  

only those which make the most of stylish conventions  

for expressing instant feeling, thrills, sharply defined  

personality, outrageous and „unacceptable‟ sentiments,  

and so on. (121)  

Both Burton‟s film and its depiction of Ed‟s directorial techniques demonstrate these 

contentions. The cheesy effects, slapdash scenery and over-the-top line deliveries evident 

in the eponymous character‟s films and the imitation of those traits carefully employed in 

Burton‟s text exemplify “suspect” standards, for they don‟t adhere to conventional filmic 

procedures (seamless effects, “realistic” art direction, nuanced acting, etc.). And, 

certainly, the emphasis on aesthetics “fascinate[es].” Moreover, the aesthetics in Ed‟s 

attempts at horror films highlight both “outrageous[ness]” and unacceptab[ility].” Such 
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combinations, indeed, “thrill” viewers who realize a kinship with Burton‟s film, its lead 

character or that character‟s “masterpieces.” After all, each breaks free of convention and 

laughs (literally and figuratively) at propriety, and in so doing, it succeeds brilliantly. 

Viewers, then, come to recognize, in a postmodern sense, that the labeled boxes of 

conformity can impede and that shredding said boxes can empower. 

  

      Ironing out the Irony 

Tim Burton saturates Ed Wood in irony – so much so that it provides for us a 

whole new perspective altogether. By layering incongruity upon incongruity upon 

incongruity ad nauseam, he makes the ironic mundane, robbing it of its boldness and 

converting the anomalous into the ordinary. Difference, therefore, dissolves, becoming 

one of a seemingly infinite number of “norms.” At once, then, irony becomes unironic, 

for instead of achieving the unexpected (the textbook definition of irony), we come to 

expect that anything can happen: a sexy vampire-woman can ride a bus; a pre-operative 

transsexual can make “cocksucker” jokes in a Baptist sanctuary; a mustachioed 

transvestite can live – sexually, occupationally, socially – like most men do; the cheapest 

of imitations (Dolores‟ appearance, Plan 9‟s sets) can result in triumph. In the end, it all 

makes logical sense, which – of course – returns the irony to the film. Hence, in Ed 

Wood, irony constantly turns in on itself: the ironic becomes unironic, resulting in more 

irony, and so on. 

 This reliance upon irony, aesthetics, theatricality, and – obviously – humor
30

 gives 

Ed Wood its camp stature. At one point, Dolores rails at Ed, “You‟re wasting your life 

making shit! Nobody cares! These movies are terrible!” Despite the validity of her point 
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(Ed, after all, does make shit), people did and do care. Tim Burton, Denise DiNovi, 

Johnny Depp, Sarah Jessica Parker, Martin Landau, Bill Murray, and Disney executives, 

among countless others, cared enough to memorialize this story onscreen. Moviegoers 

and awards-givers cared enough to honor it with tickets purchased and accolades 

bestowed. During his meeting with Ed, Orson Welles tells him, “Ed, visions are worth 

fighting for. Why spend your life making someone else‟s dream?” This advice, 

postmodern in nature, pinpoints Ed Wood‟s camp appeal, for it tells us not to follow the 

masses, not to become one of the city bus riders or Baptist congregants who blends in, 

indiscernible from millions of his or her peers. Rather, if we revel in our individuality in 

what – thankfully – keeps us apart from everyone else, we will succeed. Sitting in a diner 

with Vampira, Kathy and Ed address her thusly: 

  KATHY: You should feel lucky. Eddie‟s the only fella in town who  

        doesn‟t pass judgment on people. 

 

  ED: That‟s right. If I did, I wouldn‟t have any friends.  

Ed doesn‟t “accept” or “tolerate” Tor‟s size, Kathy‟s derivative appearance, Bela‟s 

advanced age, Vampira‟s goulish (not to mention her diva) affect, Dr. Tom‟s misplaced 

ambitions, etc. Instead, he loves these quirks and qualities so much that he exploits them 

in his films as a means of memorializing their wonderful, unfettered uniqueness. And, his 

associates do likewise, cheering his cross-dressing and helping him to preserve 

cinematically a permanent record of it. His films, therefore, serve as tributes to these 

individuals, testimonies to their devil-may-care attitudes and outrageous-but-charming 

attributes. Such reliance on irony and aesthetics thrills and inspires the camper who 

potentially comes to see no reason to alter his or her own appearance or personality 

quirks, no reason to expect that difference will do anything but empower. 
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 With Ed Wood, then, Tim Burton turns irony inside-out. Relying on irony to the 

point of making it simultaneously mundane and even more ironic lies at the heart of this 

film‟s camp appeal. If we equate “irony” with “hyperbolized difference” and we equate 

difference with success, then we see how the film exists as a narrative of camp triumph. 

This, in turn, suggests the pleasure and inspiration that a consumer of camp derives from 

this genre: she sees her outsider status paralleled in the camp subject‟s, so she also sees 

her possible (even probable) success paralleled in his. Ed Wood wore drag during a 

highly conservative period, one when most people hadn‟t the knowledge of this form of 

expression that media consumers do today, yet he had authority and lived a “normal,” 

“conventional” life as a lover, a friend, a worker. He didn‟t adhere to the rigorous 

standards of acceptability as those filmmaking heroes of his – successes like Orson 

Welles – did; instead, he cut corners and made what he and his producing partner called 

“crap with a star,” yet Hollywood celebrated him in the grandest way possible – with not 

just a wide-release biopic, but with an Oscar-winning wide-release biopic. By not 

adhering to imposed conventions, he ended up with his name on not one but two 

Academy Award statuettes and many other coveted industry prizes. As Ed Wood shows, 

then, camp depends upon irony to the point that it levels it, makes it ordinary. Its 

pleasures, therefore, derive from the idea that difference need not impede nor stand out, 

that if we force others not to see it as anything but real, ordinary, capable, acceptable, 

triumphant, then the concept of difference need not exist at all. 
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CHAPTER 8 

          “AND, THEY WERE EACH ASSIGNED VERY HAZARDOUS DUTIES”:  

                     CHARLIE’S ANGELS, STRUCTURE, GENDER, AND CAMP 

In ways similar to those employed by most camp texts, the television series 

Charlie’s Angels (1976-81) establishes itself as camp. Via its narrative structure and 

characters, it hyperbolizes outsider status, making us simultaneously question and 

reconsider such well-established, long-embraced cultural constructs as “difference,” 

“success,” “normalcy,” and “acceptability.” And, it does so with a cheeky sense of 

humor, a reliance upon aesthetics and a healthy dose of irony. Primarily via its somewhat 

rigid structure – a structure employed in episode after episode, week after week – and  

dependent upon Proppian functions and motifs, this text, an episodic television 

procedural, upends ideas about gender, triumph and propriety. 

Charlie’s Angels primarily subverts the myth of women-as-inferior-to-men, in 

turn, subverting its parallel myth of men-as-superior-to-women. Barthes defines myth, 

quite simply, as “a system of communication,…a message” (109). Furthermore, he 

clarifies that in addition to “written discourse,…photography, cinema, reporting, sport, 

shows, publicity, all…can serve as a support to mythical speech” (110). In other words, 

media proliferate myths (read: norms). Mark D. Rubinfeld provides examples of how 

various media texts spread myths about gender. At once, he offers, “conventional 

Hollywood romantic comedies…construct a subject that is aligned with patriarchal 

ideology….Hollywood love stories…are essentially stories of masculinity and femininity 

with roles and rules that ensure femininity is subordinated to masculinity” (xv), and 

Hollywood romantic comedies certainly did not invent  

sexual inequality, nor are they the first art form to  
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reflect and reinforce sexual inequality. Such inequality,  

after all, is as old as stories. And, like stories, such  

inequality comes in many forms. Some contemporary  

forms, like slasher films, assume the form of violence  

against women. Graphic scene after graphic scene  

depicting half-naked teenage girls being chased, tortured,  

and/or killed for the sexual thrill of male viewers. A  

generation of teenage boys learning early what their  

culture teaches them: to funnel their frustrations toward  

females, and to use sex as a purge and a sedative. Other  

contemporary forms, however, are less visible, but  

perhaps equally harmful. (3) 

From these, we see not only that our media remain complicit in the perpetuation of 

heteronormative tropes but also that the repetition of these tropes encourages mimesis: in 

their own lives, deliberately or subconsciously, viewers frequently employ ideas taken 

from television, film, the internet, literature, etc. Furthermore, Rubinfeld‟s passages 

above illustrate that, in some way, shape or form, such texts reflect what our “culture 

teaches.” 

 Some critics, indeed, argue that Charlie’s Angels perpetuates male fantasies of 

women. Feminist scholar Susan Faludi, in fact, boils the text down to this description: 

“three jiggle-prone private eyes t[ake] orders from invisible boss Charlie and bounc[e] 

around in bikinis” (140). Fair enough, but she misses an important factor in this show‟s 

concept: in order to parody their constructed, unsatisfying natures, the plot hyperbolizes 

gender roles. And, it does so self-consciously. Throughout Season One (the only one 

studied here), the titular trio defies expectations of gender. And, it never lets the audience 

forget this. In the most major of ways, though, by utilizing a male-dominated structure 

driven by three females, the series defies expectation and upends our “knowledge” of 

women. 
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   Propp-ing up the Angels 

 For the most part, Propp lays the groundwork for structural theory. In an attempt 

to show that narrative possesses a specific form which reveals themes and functions, his 

seminal work, Morphology of the Folktale, studies Russian fairytales. He defines 

functions as “stable, constant elements in a tale, independent of how and by whom they 

are fulfilled” (21). Characters – individually or as a unit – carry out functions, which 

“constitute the fundamental componenets of a tale” (21). How does one recognize a 

Proppian function? Chandler Harriss writes, “To identify functions, critics must begin by 

identifying the motifs in a plot chain” (45). He defines a “motif” as “a simple unit of 

narrative analysis” (45). As mentioned above, Propp uses these terms to analyze the 

structure of Russian folktales. In adapting Propp‟s theories and methods to his own work 

concerning television procedurals, Harriss devises the following explanation: “a motif 

represents a single descriptive televisual sentence. Like a complete functional set, a group 

of motifs spanning from exposition to resolution constitutes a complete plot chain” (45). 

Furthermore, he paraphrases Boris Tomashevsky‟s work
31

 in outlining “that bound motifs 

progress the plot towards its ultimate resolution and cannot be omitted without causing 

the narrative to lose some level of coherence. Free motifs can be omitted easily or 

drastically altered without impacting the plot‟s coherence or progression” (45).   

 Dependent upon bound motifs and existing as a procedural (more specifically, in 

this case, a series centered on private detectives solving a different case each week, 

occasional two-part cliffhangers notwithstanding), Charlie’s Angels certainly lends itself 
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to Harriss‟ method of Proppian analysis. Harriss offers the following plot summary of a 

typical television procedural drama:  

  Generic Functions Identified 

 

  Commission of Crime 

1. Victim is involved in some mysterious occurrence.  

 

Discovery of Crime 

2. Victim is discovered. 

 

Beginning of Investigation 

3. Investigators are made aware of the case and are provided background 

information. 

4. Investigators relocate and begin interrogating. 

 

Phases of Investigation 

5. Investigators discover partial answers or snares by physically 

searching and/or questioning informers/misinformers/experts. 

6. Informers/misinformers/experts provide partial answers and/or snares. 

7. Investigators/experts reveal/recount the discovery of partial answers or 

snares. 

8. Investigators identify a perpetrator/false perpetrator. 

9. Investigators apprehend and question the perpetrator/false perpetrator. 

10. Perpetrator/false perpetrator provides partial answers and snares. 

 

Elucidation of Case and Identification of Perpetrator 

11. Investigators elucidate the case, identifying the perpetrator as true or 

false. If the accused is determined to have been falsely accused, then 

the case is not fully elucidated and the narrative typically returns to the 

phases of the investigation. 

 

Consequences of Identification 

12. Perpetrator is removed from society. 

 

Resolution 

13. Investigators assess the case. (46) 

Relatively speaking, Charlie’s Angels fulfills these narrative expectations. But, does this 

make the series camp? After all, the texts considered in Harriss‟ study, Law & Order 

(1990-2010), Homicide: Life on the Street (1993-9), The X-Files (1993-2002), and CSI: 

Crime Scene Investigation (2000-present), fulfill these expectations as well, yet we don‟t 
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consider any of them camp. Camp in Charlie’s Angels, then, comes not from the 

functions themselves but from who fulfills them. 

 Three women comprise the “Angels” of the title. Thus, the series demonstrates 

that women can and do fulfill expectations of masculinity all the while maintaining their 

femaleness. The show focuses on The Townsend Agency which employs a trio of 

detectives, Sabrina Duncan (Kate Jackson), Jill Munroe (Farrah Fawcett-Majors) and 

Kelly Garrett (Jaclyn Smith). Each member of this trio has a masculinized last name (all 

can serve as men‟s first names), and the triumvirate carries guns, solves mysteries and 

fights crime, yet despite the team‟s seemingly “masculine” monikers and pursuits, the 

program works hard to highlight its members‟ femininity. The shows studied in Harriss‟ 

investigation focus on male partnerships or on co-ed teams headed by men. Charlie’s 

Angels relies on the same formula that those programs use, but it inverts it by employing 

three long-haired, heavily made-up, high heel-wearing detectives who kick butts, foil 

plots and round up bad guys just as well as their male forbears and male counterparts do. 

 Episodes throughout Charlie’s Angels‟ first season equally meet and defy 

expectations of both crime fighters and television procedurals. Look, for instance, at 

Harriss‟ function #4: “Investigators relocate and begin investigating.” On some episodes 

of the series, the detectives perform this task by going undercover in roles that limn their 

gender. On the episode called “Lady Killer,” Jill works as a Playboy Bunny-type-

waitress-cum-aspiring-centerfold. On “Angels on a String,” Sabrina works as a banquet 

waitress while Jill acts as a hotel maid. At one point on the camp classic “Angels in 

Chains,” the three pose as ladies of the evening, something Jill does again on two other 

episodes (“The Blue Angels” and “Consenting Adults”) and Kelly does on another (“The 
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Vegas Connection”). Similarly, while Bri masquerades as a nurse on “Bullseye,” Jill and 

Kelly do the same during “Terror on Ward One.” Bri also poses as a stewardess once 

(“The Mexican Connection”). And, on “Night of the Strangler,” Kelly and Jill pass 

themselves off as fashion models. 

In other examples, the three take on “masculine pursuits.” On the aforementioned 

“Angels in Chains” episode, they go undercover as prison inmates. On “Angels on 

Wheels,” Jill joins the roller derby. Similarly, on “Hellride,” Bri positions herself as a 

race car driver. Notably, while undercover as army privates on “Bullseye,” Kelly and Jill 

endure Basic Training. Also, while Bri plays a bigwig with the Vice Squad during “The 

Blue Angels,” on the same episode, Kelly pretends to train as a new recruit at the Police 

Academy. And, on several occasions throughout this first season, Jill passes herself off as 

an athlete (tennis pro, swimming instructor and so forth).
32

  

On the one hand, then, the series demonstrates that its three leads succeed because 

of their gender. Male detectives, quite likely, can‟t gain access to “female spaces” in the 

ways that Kelly, Bri and Jill can – as would-be centerfolds in men‟s magazines, as 

fashion models or as call girls, for instance. In this way, the Angels‟ difference empowers 

them and demonstrates that, by virtue of their femininity, they can succeed in 

traditionally male pursuits – camp irony, indeed. On the other hand, it also demonstrates 

that they can infiltrate traditionally masculine space – boot camp, the race track or a 

contact sport‟s arena, for example – and can do so by relying upon their feminine charms 

and, yes, their sex appeal. In this, then, their difference empowers them in ways both 

equal to and opposite of their male counterparts.  
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These undercover assignments, so associated with Harriss‟ fourth function, 

empower the women as women. When they take on “female” occupations – many of 

which sexualize them – they highlight how easily men dismiss women, seeing them 

merely as sex objects easily taken advantage of. At the same time, the show‟s fulfillment 

of this function often also highlights these three women as equally capable as or more 

capable than men. We see examples of this not just through Harriss‟ #4, but also in #3 

(“Investigators are made aware of the case and are provided background information”) 

and #s 5 and 6 (“Investigators discover partial answers or snares by physically searching 

and/or questioning informers/misinformers/experts” and “Informers/misinformers/experts 

provide partial answers and/or snares,” respectively).  

At the beginning of “The Mexican Connection,” for instance, their never-seen 

boss, Charlie (John Forsythe) – via phone, as always – and his assistant, John Bosley 

(David Doyle), discuss with the Angels the agency‟s newest investigation: 

 BOZ: So far, there is no case against Bartone. And, with his influence and  

           wealth, it‟s almost impossible for the Mexican police to penetrate  

           his organization. 

 

 KELLY: And, uh, that‟s where we come in, Charlie? 

 

 BRI: Where policemen fear to tread?
33

  

Furthermore, on “The Killing Kind,” Charlie announces, “I‟ve had an emergency come 

up that needs the feminine touch.” And, on “Angel Trap,” the client, a hyper-masculine 

former government operative, finds himself holed-up in his apartment for days on end 

with Sabrina as his bodyguard. This doesn‟t sit well with him. During the following, he 

voices his protestations: 

  CLIENT: I mean, this is crazy! I used to command some of the top  

        intelligence people in the world. Now, we‟ve got a woman – a  
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        girl! – half my age babysitting me. 

 

  BRI: You think maybe I‟m not qualified?  

Eventually, reluctantly, he admits, “I think you‟re very good.” However, he tries 

immediately after to explain his point-of-view again, which, it becomes apparent, will 

ultimately end with him further putting his sexist views on the table and his foot firmly in 

his mouth. Bri, though, prevents him from continuing, asking, “What‟s for lunch?” Her 

“feminine wiles,” therefore, both frustrate and trump him. Likewise, on “The Blue 

Angels,” as Charlie assigns a new case, the following transpires: 

  CHARLIE: This one‟s for your old boss, Angels, Police Chief Fenton. 

 

  BRI: Chief Fenton? Isn‟t he the one who detested the idea of rookies‟  

           (pause) feminine gender? 

 

  CHARLIE: Mm-hm. Another bastion of chauvinism crumbles, Sabrina. 

 

  KELLY: Mmmm. What a lovely sound! 

In all of these – and many other – examples, we see men doubting the abilities of women, 

doubting their strength, their toughness, their resolve, their resilience, but coming around 

nonetheless. Or, we see that the Angels – three young, inordinately beautiful, highly 

sexualized, ultra-feminine females – can succeed where powerful men (police officers, 

government agents or – as in the case of “Bullseye” – army brass), quite simply, can‟t. 

 Also, men frequently reveal their disgust at having to answer to women, or they 

not-so-subtly dismiss them as “ladies,” “girls” or “broads.” During “The Vegas 

Connection,” when Bri poses as a government tax auditor, a casino‟s owner instinctively 

feels protective of rather than threatened by her: 

  MR. SHARFE: Now, anything you want, Freddie‟ll get it for you. Food. 

      Coffee. Anything she wants, Freddie. 
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  BRI: Just the books, that‟s all. 

 

  MR. SHARFE: Well, this isn‟t a bribe. I just don‟t want a lady to starve to  

      death on my premises, that‟s all.  

Conversely, during “Consenting Adults,” a bartender bristles at Kelly‟s authority to 

question him: 

  BARTENDER: You‟re a cop, right? 

 

  KELLY: Wild guess. 

 

  BARTENDER: I don‟t talk to cops, much less meter maids.  

Despite his open hostility and gender-fueled resistance, though, he does answer all of her 

inquiries – once she summarily threatens him into doing so, of course. 

 And, when the Angels go undercover, men frequently let down their guards 

around them, blinded by the triumverate‟s flowing hair, coy smiles, string bikinis, clingy 

gowns, low-cut blouses, short-shorts, and high heels. Toby Rizzo (Nate Esformes), in 

charge of the roller derby team on “Angels on Wheels,” tells Jill, “With the right uniform, 

I don‟t think most of our fans are gonna be watching your feet.” On “Lady Killer,” Tony 

Mann (Hugh O‟Brian), the owner of Feline, a Playboy-esque magazine, comments, 

“You‟re all just as beautiful as I heard you were,” thus admitting that their physical 

attractiveness has played a bigger part in his hiring the Angels than their physical 

capabilities have. A criminal who gains access to Bri‟s apartment by delivering a bulky 

refill bottle for her water dispenser on “Target: Angels,” admits to the building‟s super, “I 

guess she‟ll get her boyfriend to replace it.” When Jill applies for a job as a hotel‟s tennis 

pro on “The Killing Kind,” the boss remarks, “The way you look, you shouldn‟t have any 

problem at all putting smiles on the faces of those dirty old men who come down here to, 

uh, „straighten out their backhands.‟” A perpetrator on “The Vegas Connection” 
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repeatedly dismisses Jill as a “broad.” Referring to Bri on “The Blue Angels,” crooked 

police lieutenant “Doc” Fine (Ed Lauter) informs his lackey, Joe Barton (Dirk Benedict), 

“That help Rodgers was bringing in turns out to be a lady.” Hearing this, Barton 

concludes, “So we got no worries.” When Kelly plays a co-conspirator to a blackmail 

plot on “Dancing in the Dark,” the ringleader, Mr. Cruz (John Van Dreelen), comes on to 

her with “You could say I‟m an equal-opportunity employer. I‟m not afraid of women 

with brains. In fact, I think it‟s most becoming for a woman to have lots upstairs.” 

Despite this statement, as he says it, he nonetheless begins stroking her hair, 

demonstrating that “lots upstairs” refers to her mane of thick, dark curls, not her 

impressive gray matter. He continues with “Now, as we develop a closer relationship, I 

intend to let you in on more and see to it that you enjoy a larger slice of the pie, hm?” 

And, he ends by leaning in to kiss her, an overture that she deflects by downing a shot of 

whiskey – doubly surprising him in the process. And, on “The Mexican Connection,” 

when Bri sees that the primary suspect has taken an immediate interest in a bikini-clad 

Kelly, the two detectives have the following conversation: 

  BRI: Well, I knew you were fast, Kiddo, but moving in as hostess for the  

           big man on the first day‟s gotta be a record. 

 

  KELLY: Must be my bikini. This style‟s called “Bottom‟s up.” 

 

  BRI: I‟m more than shocked you haven‟t gotten a proposal by now. 

 

  KELLY: Oh, I get proposals, but just not of marriage.  

In such instances as these, we see how easily physical beauty and overt sexiness 

illuminate the Angels‟ gender. With their gender prominently foregrounded, so become 

the misconceptions about it: men deny women‟s power, seeing them as non-threatening, 

as mere annoyances, as purely sex objects, as natural subordinates, as incompetent, often 
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as downright dull-witted. Such assumptions depend upon hyperbolization of differences 

(“women” equals “not men,” so “women” equals “incapable”). Hyperbolization of 

differences, then, thought to disempower, actually empowers the Angels: during the 

fulfillment of Harriss‟ third, fourth, fifth, and sixth functions, as the women‟s adversaries 

fail to see them as threats, these suspects let down their guards, and the detectives end up 

foiling the lawbreakers. Like all good camp texts, Charlie’s Angels demonstrates that 

“others” triumph not in spite of but because of their alterity. 

 Let us not, for one moment, though, think that such assumptions about women 

remain solely the domain of men. On “Consenting Adults,” Tracy (Laurette Spang), a 

prostitute complicit in a theft ring, introduces herself to Jill, positioned undercover as a 

fellow escort. The pro muses to her new friend, “Whatever happened to the good old days 

when you could spot a cop from a mile away?” The detective replies, “Oh, they‟re gone – 

forever. By the way, I‟m Jill.” The juxtaposition of those last two sentences reveals the 

discussion‟s irony: with her response, Jill practically says, “No one – including you – 

would ever guess that I, too, work in law enforcement.” With one assertion and without 

question, a pretty twentysomething can pass herself off as a hooker, but to have people 

realize and accept that she works as a detective takes much more convincing. In fact, in 

an earlier scene on that same episode, the following transpires: 

  JILL: I have a feeling one of us is gonna get to play call girl. 

 

  (Kelly and Sabrina point at her and smile broadly.) 

 

  BRI: Bingo! Guess who? 

 

  JILL: If I could squeeze a gold watch outta Charlie, now‟d be the perfect  

            time to retire.  
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Her colleagues recognize how easily the athletic young blonde fits into the “hooker” role. 

And, her final comment suggests that during her tenure at the Townsend Agency, she has 

played this role more times than she cares to remember. 

 Even the Angels themselves frequently rely on gender stereotypes. On “Lady 

Killer,” Bri chastises herself and her colleagues with “Sometimes, I think we‟re the 

biggest chauvinists of them all! Who says the killer couldn‟t be a woman?” (Eventually, 

we learn that a woman has, indeed, perpetrated the murders.) Similarly, on “The Vegas 

Connection,” Bosley, Kelly and Bri engage in the following repartee:  

  BOZ: Jill, don‟t be such a female chauvinist. Why does the blackmailer 

            have to be a man? 

 

  BRI: Bet he is. 

 

  BOZ: Oh! So do I, but on principle, I resent the sexist assumption. 

 

  KELLY: Point well taken, Bosley. (Sarcastically) We apologize. 

 

  BRI: Sorry. 

 

  BOZ: Accepted.  

Charlie’s Angels exists in a universe where gender roles have seemingly lapsed into 

incontrovertible fact – even for the supposedly enlightened title trio. So, the series 

exploits this milieu by populating it with women who aesthetically suggest gender 

limitations but subvert them at every turn: women solve crimes, defy expectations, 

commit murders, physically overpower men, outmaneuver thugs, and so forth. Yet, they 

maintain their “femaleness” nonetheless, wearing skirts, flirting with available men, 

giggling like schoolgirls. Thus, the text says that its women look and act like women: at 

once, dressing prettily and kicking butt. 
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 By not veering from proscribed expectations of gender at its beginning and end, 

though, the show further enhances its theme that femaleness empowers women. Recall 

Harriss‟ first two functions (“Victim is involved in some mysterious occurrence” and 

“Victim is discovered”) as well as his final one (#13: “Investigators assess the case”). 

More frequently than not, the show begins with the victimization (usually, a murder) of a 

woman: a female inmate chased and shot to death on “Angels in Chains,” a centerfold 

fatally poisoned on “Lady Killer,” a roller derby star‟s neck broken on “Angels on 

Wheels,” a stewardess killed in a suspicious plane crash on “The Mexican Connection,” 

fashion models strangled to death on “Night of the Strangler,” Kelly shot at with a 

machine gun on “Target; Angels,” a female journalist drowned by a scuba-diving hit-

woman on “The Killing Kind,” a female soldier shot to death by a sniper during basic 

training on “Bullseye,” nurses suffering attempted rapes on “Terror on Ward One,” 

socialites blackmailed on both “The Vegas Connection” and “Dancing in the Dark,” an 

aging actress terrorized in her home on “I Will Be Remembered,” and so on. These 

occurrences lull viewers into a false sense of security: media most often portray women 

as victims. Recalling the cinema of the 1980s, Faludi, in fact, writes in her history of 

gender on film, “While men were drifting off into hypermasculine dreamland, the female 

characters who weren‟t already dead were subject to more violent ordeals” (138). 

Desensitized to the female victimization seen again and again and again on screens big 

and small, upon viewing the opening scene of practically every episode, watchers of 

Charlie’s Angels likely expect yet another straightforward representation of weak women 

and powerful men. The eponymous trio and its exploits, however, quickly shatter this 

anticipated narrative. After all, for the better part of any nearly fifty-minute episode, 
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women call the shots, remain unflustered and defeat seemingly insurmountable 

opponents – always emerging victorious and rarely emerging with so much as a hair out 

of place. They, thus, destabilize the women-as-perpetual-victims myth, pulverizing it 

with the women-as-likely-heroes alternative. 

 The ending of each episode, too, frequently plays up an anti-female stance, one 

now complicated by what we‟ve just witnessed for much of the show. Most episodes end 

with the review of the case (Harriss‟ #13) and Charlie offering a double-entendre about 

his immediate plans, plans which usually involve a buxom young woman seemingly 

employed for one purpose but obviously spending time with Charlie solely to keep him 

company sexually. For instance, “The Blue Angels” concludes with this exchange 

between the unseen boss and his employees as they discuss the case with him via 

speakerphone: 

  BRI: What is that laughing? 

 

  CHARLIE: Would you believe that‟s my plumber? 

 

  BRI: Your plumber? 

 

  CHARLIE: Yes, she‟s been cleaning my pipes for the last few days. You 

           should see my electrician.  

 

  JILL: Oh, Charlie. 

 

  (The Angels all laugh.)  

Endings such as this ostensibly serve to put gender back in its place: once again, we have 

female sex objects dominated by a powerful man. However, we can actually read these 

endings in another way: as parodies. After all, both Charlie and his conquest-du-jour 

come off as ridiculous, archaic and limited. In the scene described above, the Angels 

laugh more at their boss and his companion than with them. Certainly, the detectives 
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recognize that shedding stereotypes has continually empowered them and that relying on 

stereotypes disempowers those whom they investigate (as it surely does in this particular 

episode, rife with misogynistic cops and men who see women strictly as whores). 

Furthermore, the ending makes us recall the beginning: the first scene may lull us into a 

sense that victimized women serve as the norm, but the crux of the narrative (three 

women succeeding in a heretofore male domain) repeatedly dispels that idea, so when we 

watch the end where negative stereotypes about women resurface as the status quo, we 

must question the validity of this portrayal. If the first segment fools us, then, now that 

the Angels‟ skills have demonstrated women‟s true roles and capabilities, we won‟t let 

the last moments trick us again. 

 Also, at least twice in this first season, the Angels turn the tables on Charlie. At 

the conclusion of “Bullseye,” they talk up the gift that they‟ve sent his way: a female 

companion, actually a husky, tough-as-nails drill sergeant in her mid-50s. And, at the end 

of “Angels at Sea,” they call Charlie and offer their own double-entendres concerning 

how they plan to spend the rest of their time on a cruise ship now that they‟ve solved the 

murder case and diffused three bombs aboard the vessel. The camera pulls back to reveal 

a hunky, scantily-clad deckhand pouring them drinks and catering to their every need as 

they bask in mutual flirtations with him. In the first example, they disprove the myth that 

all women serve merely as objects of desire. In the second, they demonstrate that men 

can serve as submissive sex objects to dominant women, thus inverting (and campily 

parodying) gender roles. 

 As an episodic procedural, Charlie’s Angels reinforces the camp theme in 

question on episode after episode after episode. Relying on the same structure week after 
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week, one historically seen on most television crime-fighting-focused dramas, the series 

makes us reconsider what we “know” about gender roles in heteronormative society. 

While other shows illustrate and reinforce that men typically dominate and succeed at 

detective- and police-work, Charlie’s Angels makes us reconsider this idea, for it shows 

the success of Bri, Jill and Kelly as not an anomaly but as a regular occurrence. After all, 

the trio smoothly infiltrates a crime scene, defends itself and others, and catches (or kills) 

perpetrators, and it does so again and again and again. 

 

 Work it, Girls (And, Look Fierce Doing so)! 

 The fact that the Angels even have jobs (as opposed to babies or husbands) says a 

lot about this series‟ camp status. The show focuses on three women who go against the 

grain, happily ignoring expectation, bucking popular trends for women (trends most 

evident in media, mind you)
34

 in the most unencumbered fashion. Faludi opines,  

In so many…movies, it is as if Hollywood has taken  

the feminist films and run the reels backward. The  

women now flee the office and hammer at the  

homestead door. Their new quest is to return to  

traditional marriage, not challenge its construction;  

they want to escape the workplace, not remake it. The  

female characters who do have professional lives take  

little pleasure from them. They find their careers  

taxing and tedious, “jobs” more than callings. (126)  

Not so with this program. During its first season, we learn that Bri left her husband 

because he didn‟t approve of her working in law enforcement. Now divorced, they 

remain treasured friends and trusted confidantes. More importantly, she remains 

independent, as she chose her fulfilling career over her stifling marriage. Similarly, on 

“Target: Angels,” Kelly gets serious with a seemingly “perfect” guy (a physician 



211 
 

portrayed by a young Tom Selleck), but when things progress even further, she dumps 

him, aware that a relationship will only complicate their mutual well-being: she can 

handle her dangerous job but knows that it might, one day, endanger him and that he 

might, one day, object to her vocation. So, she leaves him – but keeps the job. 

 Notably, too, the eponymous trio partakes in a challenging, dangerous, 

responsibility-laden line-of-work. This fractures the imposed reality of women in the 

workforce, which Faludi outlines thusly:  

Most women in the real contemporary labor force are, of  

course, relegated to ancillary, unsatisfying or degrading  

work but these [media texts] aren‟t meant to be critiques  

of sex discrimination on the job or indictments of a  

demoralizing marketplace. They simply propose that  

women had a better deal when they stayed home. [Such  

texts] stack the deck against working female characters:  

it‟s easier to rationalize a return to housekeeping when  

the job left behind is so lacking in rewards or meaning.  

It‟s hard to make the case that a woman misses out if  

she quits the typing pool – or that society suffers when  

an investment banker abandons Wall Street. (126)  

The opening of the show alone demonstrates that Charlie’s Angels addresses workplace 

inequality for women. “Once upon a time,” Charlie narrates, “there were three little girls 

who went to the Police Academy.” Visuals back this introduction up: we see Bri‟s 

marksmanship as she repeatedly fires rounds into a target‟s bull‟s-eye while a roomful of 

male colleagues looks on; Jill deftly navigating an obstacle course, using her upper-body 

strength and leaving a pack of men behind her; Kelly flipping her would-be attacker (the 

burliest in a roomful of male classmates) over her shoulder and onto a mat, all with little 

effort and great concentration. Charlie‟s story continues, “And, they were each assigned 

very hazardous duties,” a line delivered with appropriate sarcasm, for we witness those 

“hazardous duties”: sharpshooter Bri issuing a parking ticket, athletic Jill doing clerical 
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work, physically adept Kelly, in her position of school crossing-guard, corralling kids 

across a street. Charlie‟s droll delivery allows that, at most, Jill might endure a paper cut 

or the others might take in too much sun – hazards, indeed. He concludes with “But, I 

took them away from all that. And, now they work for me. My name is Charlie.” 

Accompanying edits (all scenes from the series) and Charlie‟s pointed emphasis highlight 

the idea of “work.” If the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) didn‟t trust these 

women to do a job at which they can undoubtedly excel, others – like Charlie and his 

endless string of eager clients – will. Reduced to gender stereotypes by the LAPD 

(secretary, meter maid, etc.), the titular women take the opportunity to exploit these 

stereotypes when they go to work as private eyes for The Townsend Agency. After all, if 

a city-government-funded organization sells females short, it doesn‟t seem that far-

fetched to think that the denizens of that city will do likewise. And, when the citizenry 

does, the Angels go underestimated and, therefore, able to perform their missions 

smoothly and successfully. Seeing this, we laugh at the benighted views of the crooks, 

cons, criminals, and – sometimes – clients who can‟t see the truth behind firm breasts, big 

hair, glossy lipstick, and flowing skirts. Such humor helps to illuminate the text‟s camp 

theme that difference, thought to impede, frequently leads to unequivocal triumph.
35

 

 Despite the fact that Charlie seemingly takes credit for “rescuing” his three crime-

fighting protégés (“But I took them away from all that. And, now, they work for me”), an 

idea which would arguably make this a sexist narrative whereby a wealthy masculine 

savoir rescues three helpless damsels-in-distress, the show never pursues this angle. 

Susan J. Douglas, in fact, assesses the series this way:  

Once the angels were given the case and their undercover  

roles, they usually acted independently of Charlie. What  
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we saw, as the case progressed, were three women  

working together, sharing information, tips, and hunches,  

using inductive and deductive reasoning to piece together  

the solution to the crime. They tested their perceptions  

and ideas against one another, and if one fell too easily  

for some man‟s explanation of things, the others razzed  

her for being too soft. The term male chauvinist pig was  

a regular part of their vocabulary. They conspired  

together against bad men, one posing as bait while one or  

both of the others snuck up behind and nailed the bastard.  

Unlike [Police Woman‟s] Pepper Anderson, who was  

always getting bailed out by her male compatriots, the  

angels saved themselves and one another, often with  

their guns, always with their wits. It was watching this –  

women working together to solve a problem and capture,  

and sometimes kill, really awful, sadistic men, while  

having great hairdos and clothes – that engaged our  

desire. (214-5)  

Not only do the women solve crimes with little-to-no involvement from Charlie, but on 

“Target: Angels,” they actually foil an attempt on his life, thereby saving him. Charlie 

drums up business and signs the Angels‟ paychecks, but they solve the cases, prevent the 

crimes, rescue the victims, and put the lawbreakers either in jail or six-feet underground. 

All the while, the women use their brains, their strength and their skills to restore order 

and to provide justice. Always fearing kidnapping, Charlie remains in hiding for the 

entire series; hence, the women carry out tasks that he can‟t possibly undertake himself. 

 Notice, too, how Douglas‟ last line reflects the text‟s identificatory nature. When 

she asserts, “It was watching this – women working together to solve a problem and 

capture, and sometimes kill, really awful, sadistic men, while having great hairdos and 

clothes – that engaged our desire,” she gets to the core of camp‟s attraction. Charlie’s 

Angels offers to us three women seemingly easily categorized who end up shattering 

categorical expectation at every turn. With their teased hair, heavily made-up faces, low-

cut gowns, and high heels, they ooze femininity (read: difference); however, by toting 
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guns, diffusing bombs and literally wrestling criminals to the ground, they inspire those 

viewers who find themselves defined by their differences to break free of restrictive 

convention. Douglas summarizes this idea thusly:  

Nor did the angels always have to use their sexuality  

to get what they wanted. It‟s true, their looks never  

hurt, and the endless bikinis, décolletage, and wet  

T-shirts, which prompted libidinous comments from  

the appreciative male characters, reemphasized to  

women viewers the importance of looking like a  

Playboy centerfold if you‟re really going to get what  

you want. No doubt this made it more palatable when  

they talked back to bad guys, which they did all the  

time and with plenty of conviction, looking some  

chunky, menacing beefalo straight in the eye and  

saying, “I don‟t believe you. You‟re a liar.” (215)  

Not only does this quote pinpoint why traditional outsiders gravitate towards and derive 

inspiration from Charlie’s Angels, but it also recognizes the text‟s camp nature. The 

eponymous trio excessively highlights its femininity to the point of making it hilarious. 

For example, during basic training on “Bullseye,” Kelly and Jill maintain full hair and 

makeup as they participate in military maneuvers. Somehow, during “Angels in Chains,” 

the three women even manage the same feat while serving time undercover as inmates at 

a penitentiary. And, when Kelly wakes up from emergency surgery performed to remove 

a bullet from her brain on “To Kill an Angel,” her full coif and heavy cosmetics remain 

perfectly intact. Just as she comes-to, in fact, Bosley arrives with her oversized vanity kit 

(and, notably, nothing else, not even a change of clothing) and surmises, “I guess you 

girls wouldn‟t be caught dead without your makeup. Sorry. Bad joke.” At once, examples 

like these accomplish several things. First, they reveal the constructed nature of gender 

and beauty. Second, as we have seen, they reinforce the femininity of persons who 
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succeed in a male-dominated profession. Third, they offer a sense of the outrageous, 

which camp very much depends upon. Douglas offers a more thorough analysis:  

When they went undercover, the angels often cross-dressed,  

and we saw them in army fatigues, prison work shirts and 

jeans, or race car driver jumpsuits and helmets. Women in  

men‟s clothing look smaller than men in men‟s clothes,  

reminding us that women aren‟t as big and strong as men:  

there is a fantasy of easy domination and conquest here.  

But this cross-dressing also challenged conventional  

gender roles, emphasizing that the angels could assume  

masculine roles with a great deal of success. And when  

these women with their perfect makeup, voluptuous  

bodies, and huge hairdos wore men‟s clothes, they  

showed that masculinity, like femininity, was a put-on,  

a masquerade, something else these girls, with their wits  

and guns, could indeed impersonate without becoming  

too manly or corrupted by male desires for domination.  

(216)  

In the end, whether revealing the constructed nature of gender, highlighting the trope of 

triumphant alterity or providing laughter via its inclusion of the outrageous, the reliance 

on feminine aesthetics – particularly hair and makeup – makes Charlie’s Angels a camp 

classic.  

 

             Episodic Anomalies 

Using Harriss‟ Propp-inspired list of functions as it applies to episodic televisual 

police procedurals demonstrates that a camp text can embrace norms and simultaneously 

defy them. It can follow a proscribed, familiar formula and, through gender reversal, 

upend it. As camp, though, the show need not adhere to expectation, even structural 

expectation. We see an example of this in “Angels on a String.” Most episodes depend 

upon the Angels‟ employer, Charlie Townsend, and his associate, John Bosley, assigning 

a case to them, observing their work, arranging their covers, and so forth. On this 
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episode, though, the trio goes on a vacation, suspects a crime and foils an international 

incident – one that the FBI (comprised solely of male agents, mind you), while present at 

the resort, neither surmises nor helps to stop. By veering from its usual conventions, this 

episode shows that Jill, Kelly and Bri can rely upon their own instincts, wits and efforts, 

so lest one think that Charlie and Bosley must instruct and guide them, “Angels on a 

String” suggests otherwise. Similarly, as most camp does, this episode shows that for 

something to succeed, it need not adhere to established convention. It doesn‟t use 

proscribed functions, plot devices or characters (masculine authority or helpers), yet it 

succeeds nonetheless, providing the same narrative pleasures that all other episodes of 

Charlie’s Angels do. 

In fact, several times during the first season, Charlie’s Angels offers an 

anomalous episode, one which doesn‟t necessarily neatly fit into its usual storytelling 

parameters. On “Target: Angels,” Kelly, Jill and Bri suffer individual attempts on their 

lives, prompting them to take action on behalf of themselves, rather than on behalf of a 

client. And, on “To Kill an Angel,” a young autistic boy whom Kelly has befriended 

finds a criminal‟s discarded gun and accidentally shoots the Angel in the head with it. 

Her colleagues then race against time to find the missing boy before the murderers who 

initially left the gun behind do. Part of the beauty, then, in regularly adhering to a static 

formula comes from the opportunity to disregard it altogether on occasion. As such, non-

formulaic episodes demonstrate that we can derive pleasure from that which doesn‟t 

adhere to established norms and expectations. Camp constantly illustrates this point. It 

shows us that we can eschew convention and, in so doing, triumph. As camp, though, 

Charlie’s Angels offers this theme respectfully, for it shows that we can achieve by living 
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within boundaries and by existing outside of them, for as we know, camp may chide the 

dominant view, but it does so graciously and with care. After all, camp doesn‟t take sides 

so much as it suggests the polyvalent – as opposed to the singular – nature of the world.  

 This series‟ anomalous production values also hammer home the idea – the camp 

theme – that those outside of acceptability and normalcy can succeed not in spite of but 

because of that status. Diana M. Meehan gets to the heart of how Charlie’s Angels has, 

from its inception, found success via its cheesy production values and stilted dialogue; 

she informs us that “it was…criticized for the poor quality of the acting and the writing, 

both of which were inferior to other top-rated shows of the genre” (82). So, as Meehan 

recognizes, the series‟ mise-en-scene – from performance to design – belies expectations 

established by its peers. In my favorite example of the program‟s low-budget, haphazard, 

slipshod production values, during “Night of the Strangler,” a physical altercation  breaks 

out between the Angels and a trio of men who have strangled three fashion models: at the 

beginning of the fight, one criminal‟s jacket catches on fire, engulfing him in flames; 

however, at various times during the brawl, the show edits to him battling, but not on fire, 

then in flames, then not ablaze again, and so forth. Yet, despite the series‟ low-budget 

and haphazard execution, it remained a top-ten show for much of its run and continues to 

influence popular culture, even spawning hit, big-budget film remakes starring such box 

office luminaries as Drew Barrymore and Cameron Diaz. The show‟s appeal – its camp 

appeal – one might argue, continues to lie in the simultaneous hyperbolization of its 

outsider status and of its undeniable success. 

 We might also argue that the series – perhaps ironically – offers a narrative of 

female empowerment, thus a feminist narrative. Critics like Meehan dismiss the text as 
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anti-woman claptrap. At once, she states, “The appeal of the show  was…the actors‟ 

physical beauty and the opportunities that the series presented for viewing them in 

skimpy apparel” (178) and “Charlie’s Angels was frequently criticized by television 

analysts for the deliberate exploitation of the three female characters as sex objects – a 

justified complaint” (81-2). Yet, Yvonne Tasker views the show much differently, 

arguing that “[t]he development of the television crime series [such as] the 1970s‟ 

success of…the glamorous investigators of Charlie’s Angels…can be read in terms of a 

popular response to feminist concerns and to the changing social position of women” (91, 

first set of italics added). With this statement, we recognize that Tasker sees the camp 

appeal of Charlie’s Angels while a scholar like Meehan fails to take the camp aspect of 

the show into consideration, thereby limiting her understanding of it. After all, in 

previous work about the Brit-com Absolutely Fabulous, I write, “the image of woman in 

Ab Fab is simultaneously hyperbolized and inverted in an effort to shake up the status 

quo by unmasking the societal norms imposed on womanhood” (12) and that “Ab Fab 

further exploits patriarchal assumptions by putting its characters in female spaces and 

having them function in unexpected ways” (15). Charlie’s Angels earns feminist camp 

appeal in ways most similar to Absolutely Fabulous. Feminists, like gay men and so 

many others in our society, can revel in and become empowered by camp‟s message 

about success. This power makes camp a form sought out and utilized similarly by most 

marginalized subjectives in a heteropatriarchy, for, as we recall, “camp has the ability to 

unite those who are separated by difference from the dominant cultures. The widely 

disseminated patriarchal norms that limit, oppress, and define members of those groups 

are railed against and exposed in camp” (Schuyler 18). Charlie’s Angels‟ long-lasting 
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appeal, I argue, comes from its camp status: its timeless message of outsiders succeeding 

because of their marginality and its continued popularity more than thirty years after its 

debut (this, in part, because of its slipshod production values) make it camp and keep it in 

the public‟s consciousness. 

 

      Camp and the Remaking of Myth 

 Myth depends upon structural repetition. Watch any television medical drama 

week after week or attend a series of cinematic action films or Broadway musicals, and 

you can likely predict correctly where the narrative and its characters will end up and why 

– in other words, what these results mean thematically. This repetition potentially makes 

us begin to believe in the “reality” of such patterns and portrayals. Wright explains,  

If a myth is popular, it must somehow appeal to or  

reinforce the individuals who view it by communicating  

a symbolic meaning to them. This meaning must, in turn,  

reflect the particular social institutions and attitudes that  

have created and continue to nourish the myth. Thus a  

myth must tell its viewers about themselves and their  

society. (2)  

In the majority of narratives proliferated by media, the status quo exists as the driving 

force of success: strong men, heterosexual marriage, Judeo-Christian values, wealth, and 

whiteness tend to dominate these stories. In turn, we suffer the imposition of ideas that 

these myths present to us as the “truths” of our society. Wright posits,  

Through their stories and characters,…myths organize  

and model experience. Familiar situations and conflicts  

are presented and resolved. Human experience is always  

social and cultural, and the models of experience  

offered by a myth therefore contain in their deepest  

meanings the classifications, interpretations, and  

inconsistencies that a particular society imposes on the  

individual‟s understanding of the world. The ordering  
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concepts by which an individual acts will be reflected in  

the myths of his society, and it is through the formal  

structure of the myths that these concepts are symbolized  

and understood by the people who know and enjoy the  

myth. Thus, the study of myth can enable us to achieve  

a greater understanding both of the mind‟s resources for  

conceiving and acting in the world and of the organizing  

principles and conflicting assumptions with which a  

specific society attempts to order and cope with its  

experience. (12)  

This passage well sums up how myth “works”: through repetition, it imposes order (read: 

“norms”) on a society, an order that most frequently favors the dominant entity and 

fosters heteronormativity, mind you. Through the passive acceptance of myths as 

“truths,” we acquire identity, both individual and collective. Yet, as scholars like Lévi-

Strauss point out, each society forms and promotes its own system of myths.
36

 This may 

well explain camp‟s popularity among the marginalized: camp upends dominant myths, 

offering alternatives in their place. Primarily, it suggests that the other‟s success depends 

upon the otherness in question.  

Camp, then, exists as its own myth-making entity which serves the society of the 

stigmatized. Charlie’s Angels accomplishes this – and in the sneakiest of ways. The 

show, after all, appropriates the mythological structure of the crime-fighter procedural. In 

a sense, it employs a kind of narrative drag. Look at it this way: it dresses that most 

masculine of stories up in female splendor. Kelly, Bri and Jill function quite similarly to 

the Barettas, the Kojaks, and the Starskys and Hutches who co-occupied and downright 

dominated the television landscape of the period, and – in so doing – the Angels triumph. 

Wright reminds us that the “characters in a myth represent fundamental social types” 

(129). The detectives of the Townsend Agency do just this: they represent heroes. Yet, 

society, through its myths, has long offered men as heroes. Week after week, Jill, Kelly 
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and Bri act heroically, thus offering a new take on an old myth: women can succeed in 

the same realms as men. And, frequently, their overt femaleness itself results in success 

that only they, who can pose as stewardesses, fashion models and – of course – 

prostitutes, can achieve.  

 While Wright offers both that “myth depends upon simple and recognizable 

meanings which reinforce rather than challenge social understanding” (23) and that “the 

structure of any social myth…must symbolically reflect the structure of social actions as 

those actions are patterned and constrained by the central institutions of society” (130-1), 

he fails to take into consideration that a camp text like Charlie’s Angels relies on these 

factors as it simultaneously upends them. The predominant narrative (read: myth-

proliferating system) encourages goodness, strength, determination, and morality – the 

values supposedly woven firmly into the fabric of pretty much any cultural milieu. So, it 

presents the “good” triumphing over the “evil” or the “right” taking precedence over the 

“wrong” – arguably the oldest storyline known to humankind. Charlie’s Angels does just 

this, but it repackages “goodness.” Three physically alluring young women triumph over 

the toughest men. The tackiest production values result in the highest ratings. And, the 

most elaborate – no, the most ridiculous – plot devices earn a collective suspension of 

disbelief. On “Consenting Adults,” for instance, the team kidnaps a thoroughbred 

racehorse in order to entrap its owner, a cold-hearted criminal. Later, in an extended 

scene, Jill escapes his henchman by hooking her skateboard onto a speeding vehicle as it 

passes by, never losing her footing and consistently dodging obstacles (vendors‟ carts, 

pedestrians, etc.) along the way. On “The Killing Kind,” the trio adroitly runs through 

stables and climbs ladders – all while clad in evening gowns and high heels. On “The Big 



222 
 

Tap-out,” Jill swindles a con artist by faking her death in a hit-and-run. Of course, 

without issue, Sabrina commandeers an ambulance in order to make Jill‟s “demise” more 

realistic for the mark. And, on “Target: Angels,” Jill and Bri make a spur-of-the-moment 

decision to detonate a bomb found in Bri‟s apartment so that a would-be killer will think 

that he‟s successfully offed Bri. Outrageously bad plots apparently make for “good” – or, 

at least, popular – TV.  

 Myth serves as a form of communication. Wright asserts, “A myth is a 

communication from a society to its members: the social concepts and attitudes 

determined by the history and the institutions of a society are communicated to its 

members through its myths” (16) and “Like any communication, a myth must be heard 

(or viewed) and interpreted correctly; this means that myth must have a structure, like the 

grammar of language, that is used and understood automatically and through which 

meaning is communicated” (16). Arguably, then, camp exists as a form of myth. As 

we‟ve seen over and over, camp depends both upon identifiable character types, namely, 

marginalized subjectives in a heteropatriarchy who flaunt their otherness as means to 

their success, and upon a primary theme most often revealed through those characters, 

namely, that the peripheralized in our society can and do triumph, in large part, due to the 

hyperbolization of their alterity. So, a text like Charlie’s Angels exists primarily as part of 

the mythological system known as camp. By incorporating the character types and 

proliferating the theme, both of which camp‟s structure relies upon, it enhances the 

effectiveness and the inspiration of the camp message. Scott Long summarizes camp‟s 

power thusly: “Camp…asseverates a kind of hope: it is a system of signs by which those 

who understand certain ironies will recognize each other and endure” (90). And, David 



223 
 

Bergman adds, “camp is the voice of survival and continuity in a community that needs 

to be reminded that it possesses both” (107). Although gay-centered, Bergman‟s 

contention certainly extends to all of those “others” who gravitate towards and consume 

this form: the society of campers, if you will. 

 Granted, myth particularly serves as a rhetorical device of the dominant class, a 

device employed to impose beliefs and to preserve order. It would seem, therefore, that 

camp, which speaks primarily to the outsider, can‟t possibly exist as a mythological form. 

Indeed, as Wright says, 

within each period the structure of the myth corresponds  

to the conceptual needs of social and self understanding  

required by the dominant social institutions of that period:  

the historical changes in the structure of the myth correspond  

to the changes in the structure of those dominant institutions.  

(14)  

But, even here, we see the flexibility and fluidity necessary to myth, its requisite ability to 

adapt, to alter or to discard altogether its central tenets as needed. As society needs to 

change, so must its myths. Camp makes inroads into altering popular belief systems, for 

it repeatedly hammers home a theme that flies in the face of the predominant discourse. 

And, that repetition, which, as Eco reminds us, enables a communicated trope to enter the 

collective psyche,
37

 certainly makes camp a mythological system – a somewhat 

subversive mythological system, but a mythological system nevertheless. 

 Barthes, too, sees that myth presents itself not as a creation but as a given. He 

states, “driven to having either to unveil or to liquidate [a] concept, [myth] will naturalize 

it” (129). Furthermore, he offers, “myth is a semiological system which has the pretention 

of transforming itself into a factual system” (134). And, he posits,  

In passing from history into nature, myth acts economically:  
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it abolishes the complexity of human acts, it gives them  

the simplicity of essences, it does away with all dialectics,  

with any going back beyond what is immediately visible, it  

organizes a world which is without contradictions because  

it is without depth, a world wide open and wallowing in the  

evident, it establishes a blissful clarity: things appear to  

mean something by themselves. (143)  

In its own way, camp succeeds at doing this. When we regularly consume this form, we 

begin to see – likely, to internalize – that otherness empowers. As an episodic television 

procedural, for instance, Charlie’s Angels accomplishes this task. Watching just a season 

comprised of about two-dozen episodes or even the entire five-season series, we come to 

understand that women who highlight their femininity frequently win through this 

illumination of otherness. Via repetition, a “fact” such as this begins to seem “normal” 

and “natural.” And, it allegorically applies to all of those people marginalized due to their 

“differences,” hence suggesting that gays who highlight their homosexuality, non-

conformists who highlight their lack of propriety, racial minorities who highlight their 

skin color, overweight people who highlight their obesity, and so on can similarly win 

through this illumination of otherness. As a “naturalized fact,” this theme, in turn, 

inspires the peripheralized and educates the dominant alike. 

 Anna Gough-Yates contends, “A recurring theme in Charlie’s Angels…is the idea 

of sexuality as a performance – a masquerade which, while constructing femininity as a 

spectacle, also offers women a degree of empowerment and control” (89). Thus, as she 

succinctly outlines, this text has all of the hallmarks of camp: a treatise on the constructed 

nature of gender, a reliance upon the spectacular, a narrative of the triumphant other. 

Moreover, she recognizes that this text has attracted an audience – albeit for different 

reasons – of both the marginalized and the dominant: “By mixing „liberated‟ action 
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heroines with a liberal dose of glamour and a touch of…tongue-in-cheek pop/camp 

aesthetic[s]…,…Charlie’s Angels would appeal to male and female audiences alike” 

(85), she opines. For a myth-perpetuating narrative to work, it must have some 

widespread appeal. Even though straight men likely consumed this text during its initial 

run for its jiggle-factor more than anything else and women (as well as other 

marginalized subjectives) likely reveled in its camp themes (as well as its camp humor), 

the message of the text ostensibly spoke (and continues to speak) to both: enlightening 

the former and inspiring the latter. Also, the text‟s theme – its myth – came about, in part, 

historically. As the role of women changed, Charlie’s Angels pounced on the opportunity 

to reshape myth through the implementation of camp. Gough-Yates summarizes,  

The kind of representations of femininity central to  

Charlie’s Angels – three single, sexy, curvaceous,  

dedicatedly careerist ex-policewommen turned private  

eyes – paralleled a dramatic shift in attitudes towards  

women, and particularly single women, in America  

during the 1960s and 1970s. (85)  

 

We can, therefore, argue that the camp myth arose historically. As society – or, at least, 

major societal factions – became less willing to accept outright the impositions and 

expectations of heteronormativity dictated by dominant discourse, a need arose for 

alternatives to the long-disseminated, long-accepted, popular beliefs, mores and tropes, so 

camp began to perpetuate an alternative: the theme that otherness regularly empowers – 

in other words, the triumphant, unabashed minoritized entity doesn‟t simply exist as an 

occasional anomaly but as a cultural “reality.” 

 As this chapter demonstrates, via its adherence to structure and its simultaneous 

subversion of structure, camp serves as a form of myth. In a sense, for it to succeed, it 



226 
 

equally has to use and to upend structure. Wright describes the relationship of myth, 

structure and reception as such:  

The narrative structure is determined by the requirements  

of the narrative sequence – a beginning and an ending  

description of one situation with a middle statement that  

explains a change in that situation. It is through the logic  

of this sequence that a narrative “makes sense,” tells a  

story rather than giving a list of events. More specifically,  

the narrative sequence provides the rules by which  

characters are created and the conflicts are resolved in a  

story. When the story is a myth and the characters represent  

social types or principles in a structure of oppositions, then  

the narrative structure offers a model of social action by  

presenting identifiable social types and showing how they  

interact. The receivers of the myth learn how to act by  

recognizing their own situation in it and observing how it is  

resolved.  

 

If they are to recognize their own situation, the narrative 

structure must reflect the social relationships necessitated 

by the basic institutions within which they live. (186)  

By using a logical, familiar sequence, a text like Charlie’s Angels “makes sense.” In so 

doing, it lulls a viewer into accepting its theme. And, campers (and, arguably, all 

spectators) “learn how to act by recognizing their own situation[s] in it,” an education 

encouraged by the series‟ portrayal of society‟s “basic institutions,” including hard work, 

crime fighting and victorious goodness. Yet, despite all of this seeming conformity, the 

use of both familiar settings and anticipated narrative functions tricks us. Yes, as in the 

case of Charlie’s Angels, good triumphs over evil, as the heroes uniformly defeat the 

villains; however, the “good” comes in the form of three female bombshells, the text‟s 

default heroes. Such gender inversion – not to mention outrageous plots and careless 

production values – aid in uncovering the narrative‟s theme (read: its myth) just as much 

as the structure itself does. This makes the text camp, for it gives us everything that we 
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expect just not in the ways that we expect it, thereby highlighting the idea that those 

people, objects and texts which fall outside of the boundaries of propriety, “normalcy,” 

acceptability, and heterodominance succeed not in spite of but because of their refusal or 

inability to conform. 
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              CHAPTER 9 

                  CAMPING SEASON:  

        DESPERATE HOUSEWIVES AND THE SERIALIZED CAMP NARRATIVE 

 Certainly, myth depends upon repetition. After all, no one will come “to believe” 

in a “truth” unless he has had that idea hammered into his psyche time after time after 

time. For this reason, an episodic television show can often serve as a promoter of myth, 

as it promulgates some “fact” on one self-contained episode in a series, then on the next 

episode and so on. As a mythological system, camp often relies upon the repetitive nature 

of episodic television programs. Think: The Golden Girls (1985-92), The New 

Adventures of Wonder Woman (1975-9), Batman (1966-8), or The Sonny and Cher 

Comedy Hour (1971-4). However, another type of televisual narrative frequently serves 

as a form of camp as well: the serialized program. Examples of this storytelling approach 

include such camp texts as Buffy, the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003), Sex and the City 

(1998-2004), Dallas (1978-91), and All My Children (1970-present). Shows like these 

tend to develop their storylines and characters ever-so-slowly, thus accomplishing two 

things simultaneously: for one, they allow us to get to know the characters more 

thoroughly and more intimately, which provides audiences with more of a “reality 

factor,” suggesting that these characters and tales provide insight into “real life”;
38

 for 

another, they demonstrate consistency in both storyline and character. Granted, a 

consistent, static nature usually favors a heteronormative myth, for heteronormativity 

itself requires consistent, static reliance upon the status quo. When a narrative regularly 

illustrates fluidity of identity, success of the outsider and a disempowered dominant class, 

though, it can, indeed, serve as a form of camp. Such a narrative continuously questions 
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the legitimacy of both authority and knowledge, and it frequently foregrounds triumphant 

gendered-subjectives. This combination makes the story, at once, campy, postmodern and 

queer. 

To demonstrate the camp potential of a serialized television program, in this 

chapter, I will look at the first season of the current primetime dramedy Desperate 

Housewives (2004-present), a narrative which unfolds over nearly two-dozen episodes. 

This series focuses on four female friends who live on the idealized cul-de-sac Wisteria 

Lane, neighbors all. Each seems perfectly to inhabit a predetermined role as wife, mother, 

homemaker, or some amalgam of the three. Yet, each simultaneously suffers from the 

restrictive nature of her role and succeeds when she breaks out of it. On the one hand, this 

narrative reveals the constructed nature of gender and the problems which come with 

adhering to said construct. On the other hand, it shows that breaking free of gendered 

expectations not only others but also empowers. 

 

Serializing the Women of Wisteria Lane 

 Rowe posits that “understanding…unruly women…might help loosen the bitter 

hold of those social and cultural structures that for centuries have attempted to repress 

women” (3). However, she tends to dismiss camp‟s power to do just that – even though I 

and other scholars view feminist camp‟s potential in terms most similar to Rowe‟s. Paula 

Graham, for instance, says that camp “reveal[s] culture as a construction of dominance” 

(170), while Pamela Robertson asserts that “camp offers feminists a model for critiques 

of gender and sex roles” (Guilty 6), and I state elsewhere that this form “speaks out 

against oppression and repression, particularly in terms of gender and sexuality, and it 
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calls for change (or, at least, acknowledges the possibility of change) in that regard” (17). 

Therefore, as I will illustrate here, Desperate Housewives, as a continuing narrative 

which employs such elements as humor, irony and aestheticism to reveal both the 

problems of relying on gender constructs and the power derived by those individuals 

underestimated due to their gender – and does so particularly in terms of women – exists 

as a form of camp. 

 The pilot episode of the series, for example, introduces us to the women of 

Wisteria Lane. During the opening moments, Mary Alice Young (Brenda Strong) 

commits suicide. Subsequently, she narrates the goings-on in her neighborhood. As such, 

we quickly find out that appearances, expectations and perceptions don‟t actually match 

up with actualities. Introducing herself, for instance, she says,  

My name is Mary Alice Young. When you read this  

morning‟s paper, you may come across an article about  

the unusual day I had last Thursday. Normally, there‟s  

never anything newsworthy about my life. But, that all  

changed last Thursday. Of course, everything seemed  

quite normal at first. I made breakfast for my family. I  

performed my chores. I completed my projects. I ran my  

errands. In truth, I spent the day as I spent every other  

day: quietly polishing the routine of my life until it  

gleamed with perfection. That‟s why it was so astonishing  

when I decided to go to my hallway closet and retrieve a  

revolver that had never been used.
39

 

 

Of Bree Van de Kamp (Marcia Cross), she states, “Bree‟s many talents were known 

throughout the neighborhood. And, everyone on Wisteria Lane thought of Bree as the 

perfect wife and mother – everyone, that is, except for her own family.” In another scene, 

Susan Mayer (Teri Hatcher) tells her teenage daughter, Julie (Andrea Bowen), 

“Sometimes, people pretend to be one way on the outside when they‟re totally different 
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on the inside.” And, at another point, Gabrielle and Carlos Solis (Eva Longoria and 

Ricardo Antonio Chavira) have the following exchange: 

  CARLOS: Hey! People are starting to stare. Can you keep your voice 

      down, please? 

 

  GABY: Absolutely. I wouldn‟t want them to think we‟re not happy. 

As each of these – and many other – examples shows, from the outset, Desperate 

Housewives sets itself up as a narrative which reveals that superficiality frequently 

obfuscates actuality. Gender itself, as we see throughout the series, serves as a superficial 

construct only. 

 Look, for instance, at Mary Alice‟s opening lines about herself. She describes 

normalcy as something evidenced in her adherence to the role of housewife – someone 

who takes care of her family‟s needs by cooking, cleaning, shopping: skills which make 

her life “gleam…with perfection.” She shatters this manufactured glow quickly and 

irreparably, however, with a single gunshot to the head, one which resonates throughout 

the neighborhood. In fact, at the gathering which follows her funeral service, Lynette 

Scavo (Felicity Huffman), Gaby, Bree, and Susan, discuss her life and death. During this 

conversation, the following ensues:  

  GABY: What kind of problems could she have had? She was healthy, had 

  a great home, nice family. Her life was–  

 

  LYNETTE: –our life! 

Moments such as these where the text reveals that Mary Alice‟s life existed more as a 

façade than an accepted reality (what she calls “quite normal”) and likens her life to her 

friends‟ lives demonstrate just how Desperate Housewives shows that reliance upon 
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gendered constructs (read: the perfect homemaker, the soccer mom, the PTA president, 

etc.) does more harm than good. 

 Almost every episode reinforces the above idea. In “Ah, but underneath,” Mary 

Alice says of Gaby,  

I should have seen how unhappy she was, but I didn‟t.  

I only saw her clothes from Paris and her platinum  

jewelry and her brand-new diamond watch. Had I  

looked closer, I‟d have seen Gabrielle was a  

drowning woman desperately in search of a life-vest. 

Yet, the show also uses these seemingly disadvantageous constructs, such as Gaby-the-

trophy-wife, to empower its women. Carlos dismisses his wife as easily distracted by 

shiny objects and frivolous female pleasures. In “Pretty Little Picture,” for example, he 

tries to soothe her with “You know what your problem is? You‟re very tense. You should 

go to a spa or go shopping. Find a way to relax.” And, she does find a way to relax: she 

takes a teenage lover, the couple‟s gardener, John Rowland (Jesse Metcalfe). Carlos sees 

women as both frivolous and subordinate, as wanting to collect pretty things and to 

pleasure their respective men (read: the breadwinners who keep them in designer gowns 

and convertible sports cars);
40

 therefore, he never suspects that she‟d possess the cunning 

or the desire to have an affair right under his very nose (quite likely, in his mind, a 

“masculine” pursuit, particularly for a worldly businessman such as he). This enables 

Gaby. As constructed, the trophy wife shops but doesn‟t stray. Thus, the other succeeds 

not in spite of but because of her difference. Carlos-the-man underestimates Gaby-the-

woman. 

 Similarly, “Pretty Little Picture” begins with a narrative by Mary Alice describing 

Bree as a woman in fear:  



233 
 

I remember the easy confidence of her smile, the  

gentle elegance of her hands, the refined warmth of  

her voice. But, what I remember most about Bree is  

the look of fear in her eyes. Bree had started to realize  

her world was unraveling. And, for a woman who  

despised loose ends, that was unacceptable.  

 

So, like other examples looked at thus far, here, we see Bree as disempowered by façade, 

for the expectations placed upon her to keep a perfect home and to maintain an unruffled 

appearance have driven her to obsession. Yet, moments after the above observation, 

Mary Alice adds, “Yes, Bree was afraid of many things, but if there was one thing she 

wasn‟t afraid of, it was a challenge.” This remark defies gendered logic, for in discourses 

of gender, the “little woman” (read: housefrau) fears confrontation, which explains why 

she marries the “big man.” In this same episode, Lynette‟s husband, Tom (Doug Savant) 

dismisses her desire to escape the grind both of raising four hyperactive children, 

including six-year-old twins and a newborn, and of keeping house. To her request for him 

to escort her to a dinner party, he replies, “I‟m sorry, but I‟m beat. I mean, do you 

remember what it‟s like to work a sixty-hour workweek?” By episode‟s end, she turns the 

tables on him, making him assume the “mom” role for an evening, which he fails at 

miserably. He underestimates how hard she works at raising kids and keeping house, so 

he fails. She, then, emerges victorious – quite unexpectedly by his standards. Bree, 

Lynette, Gaby, and their friends suffer by enacting female “norms,” but this also 

empowers them. Either way that we look at it, Desperate Housewives shows how the 

insider fails while the outsider succeeds. And, it does so with its portrayal of each 

individual character. 

 The show exists serially: its storylines unfold over the course of a season, not 

merely an episode. Characters build the same way, not episodically but seasonally. And, 
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the show reinforces ideas this way. After all, it illustrates the characters‟ downfalls and 

triumphs as continuous, not as singular or repetitive like a television procedural does, for 

instance. We‟ve already seen examples of this, but we‟ve done so primarily by 

considering characters. Over the course of about two-dozen episodes, storylines 

accomplish this as well. In the first season, for example, Susan, dismissed as a “flighty” 

jilted woman, foils a blackmailer by hatching a scheme with her teenage daughter to 

break into the blackmailer‟s home in order to retrieve the evidence. And, the season‟s 

main plot involves the four female friends, Lynette, Susan, Gaby, and Bree, solving the 

mystery of why Mary Alice has killed herself. They steal. They snoop. They connive. 

They gossip. These actions, ones mostly aligned – rightly or wrongly – with the female, 

enable them to solve the mystery by Season One‟s end. These and similar plots limn the 

fact that by relying upon and even hyperbolizing their femininity (read: their outsider 

status), they triumph, thus providing the defining theme of camp. 

 

Mr. Foucault‟s Neighborhood 

 As this brief introduction to Desperate Housewives and its characters shows, 

camp exists as a postmodern construct, for it questions the authority and the very nature 

of long-legitimized power structures and systems, such as medicine, law, family, 

education, and media. Foucault, long considered one of the foremost postmodernists and, 

notably, the father of queer theory, for instance, questions structures of power throughout 

his work. Among these, he refutes psychoanalysis, a discipline most associated with 

Sigmund Freud. Foucault, for instance, writes, “The [psychoanalysts‟] guarantee that one 

would find the parents-children relationship at the root of everyone‟s sexuality made it 
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possible – even when everything seemed to point to the reverse process – to keep the 

deployment of sexuality coupled to the system of alliance” (113). With such statements, 

he demonstrates that we buy into systems like medicine or psychoanalysis, blindly 

accepting what they tell us, relying on them even, despite the fact that evidence refutes 

these systems‟ basic tenets. Similarly, Lyotard encourages his readers to question the 

legitimacy of knowledge, knowledge derived from said systems. He writes,  

The question of the legitimacy of science has been  

indissociably linked to that of the legitimation of  

the legislator since the time of Plato. From this  

point of view, the right to decide what is true is  

not independent of the right to decide what is just,  

even if the statements consigned to these two  

authorities differ in nature. The point is that there  

is a strict interlinkage between the kind of language  

called science and the kind called ethics and politics:  

they both stem from the same perspective, the same  

“choice” if you will. (8) 

 

As such, he reduces scientific knowledge to a choice, one based upon a sense of moral 

authority. After all, as he contends, don‟t scientists set the circumstances of their 

experiments, picking the variables which someone else can later replicate?
41

 Remember: 

Lyotard reduces his rather complex insight into postmodernism in the following simple 

passage: “knowledge and power are simply two sides of the same question: who decides 

what knowledge is, and who knows what needs to be decided?” 

 Desperate Housewives exists postmodernistically in that, like Foucault and 

Lyotard, its characters and storylines challenge accepted knowledge and authoritarian 

practices. In “Ah, but underneath,” a police officer (read: an enforcer of governmental 

authority) pulls Lynette over when he witnesses her three young sons misbehaving in the 

backseat of her minivan. He flippantly upbraids her with “You have to find a way to 
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control them. After all, that‟s your job.” Upon hearing this, the harried mother exits the 

car and – in no uncertain terms – forcefully explains to him the hardships of her daily 

routine. Feeling comically threatened (Mary Alice narrates, “Though he had been a 

policeman for six years, Officer Hayes never found himself in a truly dangerous situation. 

Then again, he had never before told a woman how to raise her children.”), the lawman, 

cowed and newly educated, quickly backs off. 

 Similarly, on the same episode, Bree confronts her marriage counselor about his 

dependence on psychoanalysis. Calling Freud “a miserable human being,” she explains,  

Well, think about it. He grew up in the late 1800s. There  

were no appliances back then. His mother had to do  

everything by hand. Backbreaking work from sunup to  

sundown. Not to mention the other countless other  

sacrifices that she probably had to make to take care of  

her family. And, what does he do? He grows up and  

becomes famous, pedaling a theory that the problems of  

most adults can be traced back to something awful their  

mother has done. (Sigh.) She must feel so betrayed. He  

saw how hard she worked. He saw what she did for him.  

Did he even think to say “Thank you”? I doubt it. 

 

To this, a taken aback Dr. Goldfine (Sam Lloyd) can‟t help but agree with Bree‟s 

rantings. He offers, “Just so you know, many of Freud‟s theories have been discredited.” 

She replies enthusiastically, “Good!” 

 Foucault, the postmodern scholar often called “The Father of Queer Theory,” 

recognizes that power exists merely as a discourse, not an absolute. In the following, he 

explains how power forms, spreads and takes hold:  

One must suppose…that the manifold relationships of  

force that take shape and come into play in the  

machinery of production, in families, limited groups,  

and institutions, are the basis for wide-ranging effects  

of cleavage that run through the social body as a  

whole. These then form a general line of force that  
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traverses the local oppositions and links them  

together; to be sure, they also bring about  

redistributions, realignments, homogenizations, serial  

arrangements, and convergences of the force relations.  

Major dominations are the hegemonic effects that are  

sustained by all these confrontations. (94) 

Such institutional discourses include medicine and law. And, a popular, hegemonic 

arrangement of force involves masculine dominance of women. Housewives relies upon 

the view that we come to accept as givens relations which exist merely as constructs. So, 

while someone might readily accept the authority of male envoys (the cop, the therapist), 

Bree and Lynette both challenge these structures. 

 Bree, Lynette and their fellow housewives on Wisteria Lane have the power to 

make us rethink our knowledge, understanding and assumptions, a power which threatens 

the male-driven hierarchy, a hierarchy recognized in the husbands, cops, priests, doctors, 

fathers, and bosses – men, all – who seemingly possess the authority in Desperate 

Housewives‟ fictional milieu, Fairview. The power possessed by the Brees and Lynettes 

of the series comes from their gender. As women, only they can upend the long-held, 

widely-accepted, male-imposed systems that have failed them and their peers for ages. 

So, Bree rails against modern Psychology, and Lynette disempowers a police officer. 

Both do so comically, even outrageously. As such, they demonstrate as their storylines 

progress, develop and intersect throughout the season that the gendered subordinate can 

use her otherness to triumph over the discourses of power, a notably queer approach to 

storytelling. Certainly, this helps us to identify Desperate Housewives as camp: on the 

show, the other succeeds because of her difference.  
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        One Season, Five Plots, All Camp 

 For the entire first season, Desperate Housewives focuses simultaneously on five 

front-burner stories. Each titular housewife has her own narrative, one which frequently 

intersects and overlaps with the others‟, and another, the narrative‟s centerpiece, equally 

involves the four women. Bree struggles to maintain her façade of perfection, a goal 

complicated by her crumbling marriage, her sexually awakening children and a public 

scandal involving her husband, Rex (Steven Culp). After a painful divorce from her 

longtime husband, serial cheater Karl (Richard Burgi), Susan tries to move on and sets 

her sights on the mysterious new neighbor across the street, plumber Mike Delfino 

(James Denton), upon whom her rival, Edie Britt (Nicolette Sheridan) also has designs. 

Lynette seeks out new ways, including some questionable shortcuts, both to control her 

unruly children and to wrangle her workaholic-frequently-absentee husband, Tom. By 

bedding their sixteen-year-old, muscle-bound gardener, a relationship which she hides 

from her friends and her overbearing mother-in-law alike, Gaby fights boredom and gets 

revenge on her husband, Carlos, whose illegal business dealings wind up temporarily 

bankrupting the Solises. And, the four women constantly do whatever they can both to 

figure out why Mary Alice has killed herself and to solve a related mystery: who 

murdered busybody neighbor Martha Huber (Christine Estabrook)? The series takes its 

time developing, exploring and resolving these plotlines and, in turn, developing and 

exploring the women who drive them. 
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        1. Susan 

Each of these storylines relies on camp components – humor, irony, 

hyperbolization, outrageousness, aesthetics, etc. The characters do, too. Frequently, the 

characters and their narratives offer inversion and remind us that others can and do often 

succeed because of their alterity. Throughout the first season, for instance, Susan and 

Mike‟s relationship stops, then starts, then begins this cycle all over again. At various 

points, in fact, they suffer from aborted first dates or interrupted attempts to consummate 

their relationship sexually. On several of these occasions, fourteen-year-old Julie must 

counsel her out-of-practice mother. During “Anything You Can Do,” the parent and child 

discuss Susan‟s impending date: 

  JULIE: I told Mike I expect him to have you home by eleven. 

 

  SUSAN: Hm. How about midnight? 

 

  JULIE: All right. But no later: you know how I worry. (Pauses) So, you, 

    uh, got protection? 

One episode later (“Guilty”), the would-be lovers try – again – to spend time together. 

Here, Julie and Susan engage in yet more date-related banter: 

  SUSAN: Well, what? Realistically, I‟ve known this guy for a few weeks. I 

       mean, he could be a hit man for the mob. 

 

  JULIE: If you really think that, why are you going on a trip with him? 

 

  SUSAN: I never get out of the house. 

 

  JULIE: Mom, if you really need something to freak out about, just  

    remember that you‟re going to spend the night with Mike in a  

    hotel. No man has seen you naked in years. Except your doctor. 

 

  SUSAN: (Pensively) And, he retired. I try not to take that personally. 
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In exchanges like these – and several occur – we see an inversion of mother-daughter 

dynamics. Where a mother more often counsels her child while the youngster nervously 

prepares for a first date, the opposite happens here, as Julie ministers to Susan. And, even 

though Julie‟s only sexual experience amounts to having her (rather chaste) first kiss 

during Season One, she must offer frank sexual advice to the elder Mayer. Similarly, we 

(as people educated by media) usually describe teenage girls as flighty, unfocused, 

concentrated on the least important of minutia (which outfit to wear, etc.) and their 

mothers as grounded and wiser, but here, we see Julie worrying about contraception and 

establishing a curfew, all while her mother flits about, trying on different looks. 

 The camp in such exchanges comes from the seriousness of tone present in them. 

The writers get the dialogue “right” but allow the “wrong” characters to deliver it. 

Nevertheless, it works, for Susan hears all of Julie‟s suggestions and takes them to heart. 

In this, then, the sentiment matters, not the identity of who espouses or receives it. In 

other words, by not calling appropriateness (or a lack thereof) into question, Housewives 

invites us not to rely on such constructs as propriety, for if the message matters, then we 

ought not to dismiss it out of hand based solely on who delivers it. 

 Moreover, the series promotes this idea via repetition. In the Susan narrative 

alone, such instances of important messages remaining undiluted even though they come 

from a seemingly “inappropriate” source occur regularly. In addition to the Susan-Julie 

banter, we also witness similar conversations between Susan and her mother, Sophie 

Bremmer (Lesley Ann Warren). During “Live Alone and Like It,” for example, Susan 

orders Sophie not to go out with her new drinking buddy and his seedy male friend. She 

yells, “You are not getting in a car with those two! You barely even know them!” 
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Reluctantly, Sophie acquiesces. And, Julie even dispatches her father, a character coded 

as a bastion of masculinity and authority. On “One Wonderful Day,” he tries to interfere 

with Susan and Mike‟s relationship, which has now progressed to full-on cohabitation, as 

the plumber has moved into the ex-wife‟s house. Julie interrupts her father‟s anti-Mike 

screed, announcing, “Mike‟s cool, Dad. He cares about us a lot. And, I like having him 

around. So, don‟t mess this up.” Then, Susan, taking her cue, chimes in, “You heard the 

girl,” as she nods towards Karl‟s car. Defeated by his fourteen-year-old daughter and his 

seemingly flaky ex-wife,
42

 Karl buckles, getting into his car and driving away without the 

slightest attempt at protest or rebuttal. 

 Throughout Susan‟s narrative, roles reverse – and successfully so. Mothers 

answer to daughters. Teenagers guide adults. Men give in to women. And, while we, as 

campers, laugh at the comical dialogue (“I never get out of the house”), we also accept 

the wisdom often found in both the subordinate‟s voice and the dominant‟s willingness to 

listen. Everyone can dictate. Everyone can learn. By repeatedly reversing roles and by 

constantly portraying a fluidity of identity (Julie, more frequently than not, does defer to 

her parents, after all), Housewives demonstrates the capacity of alterity. Repetition 

offered via an on-going narrative therefore creates this text‟s camp stature. Instead of 

giving us a different version of the same plot over and over, as procedurals usually do, it 

offers a single plot over the course of more than twenty episodes and demonstrates how 

recurring ideas (inversion of power discourses, as in this aspect of Housewives‟ overall 

narrative, for instance) serve us on a daily basis, helping us to progress just as Susan does 

in her pursuit of Mike. 
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    2. Bree 

In Bree‟s case, the repetition frequently centers around the façade of perfection. 

As a means of conforming, Bree overachieves. She believes wholeheartedly in labels, but 

labels constantly fail her. Bree‟s storyline actually highlights the trope of labels‟ utter 

failure, a trope upon which Housewives greatly depends in all of its narratives. Look, for 

instance, both at the very beginning and very end of the season: during the pilot, Martha 

Huber discovers Mary Alice‟s lifeless body when she goes to the Young home under the 

guise of returning a blender clearly marked “Property of Mary Alice Young” (she 

actually goes with the intention of snooping). Upon finding her friend dead, Mrs. Huber 

scurries home, removes the identifying tag from the blender and places the appliance 

neatly in her cabinet, nestled among the rest of her kitchen electronics. The label in 

question alternately fails Mary Alice, for the gadget ends up in her neighbor‟s possession, 

and its flimsiness fails Mrs. Huber, for mid-season, Mary Alice‟s widower, Paul (Mark 

Moses) strikes the blender‟s new owner over the head with the device, killing her. And, 

on the season‟s final episode, “One Wonderful Day,” during Mary Alice‟s closing 

narration, she shares, “It‟s an odd thing to look back on the world. To watch those I left 

behind. Each so brave, so determined and so very desperate.” Then, she summarizes each 

woman‟s particular desperation. Regarding Bree, she calls her “Desperate for life to be 

perfect again, although she realizes it never really was.” The construct of perfection – an 

unattainable, intangible masquerade dependent upon labels – exists as a recurring trope 

throughout the series but particularly in Bree‟s narrative. 

 Of Housewives, Richard K. Olsen and Julie W. Morgan posit that “the show is…a 

redemptive drama that explores desperate people wishing they could drop their guard for 
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moments of authenticity” (332). Perhaps we see this most in the season-long portrayal of 

Bree and her family. Early on, Rex makes known his intentions to leave her; throughout 

the season, their son, Andrew (Shawn Pyfrom), experiments with drugs, comes out of the 

closet and accidentally kills Gaby‟s mother-in-law (Lupe Ontiveros‟ Juanita Solis); and 

their daughter, Danielle (Joy Lauren), president of her school‟s abstinence organization, 

becomes determined to lose her virginity to John, Gaby‟s gardener-paramour. Further 

complicating these goings-on, the town finds out about Rex‟ dalliances with Maisy 

Gibbons (Sharon Lawrence), Bree‟s country club rival who, while home alone on 

weekday afternoons, secretly prostitutes herself; and Rex has a heart attack, which results 

in his having to move back into the Van de Kamp house during his recuperation. One 

goal ties all of these events together: Bree‟s determination not lose face, not ever to 

appear as anything but the conservative, god-fearing, perfectly coiffured, impeccably 

dressed mother of exemplary children, wife in a solid marriage, keeper of a most orderly 

home. 

 From the outset, though, we see that Bree‟s need to maintain the status quo – and 

to do so with exclamation points – actually results in her undoing. During the pilot, Rex 

explains his dissatisfaction with their marriage, informing her,  

I‟m sick of you being so damn perfect all the time. I‟m  

sick of the bizarre way your hair doesn‟t move. I‟m sick  

of you making our bed in the morning before I‟ve even  

used the bathroom. Why, you‟re this plastic suburban  

housewife with her pearls and her spatula who says  

things like, “We owe the Hendersons a dinner.” Where‟s  

the woman I fell in love with who used to burn the toast?  

And drink milk out of the carton? And laugh? I need her,  

not this cold, perfect thing you‟ve become.  
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Housewives equally mines humor and agony from Bree‟s desire to maintain perfection, 

her attempts, in the name of keeping her family intact, to forgo perfection and her 

abysmal failure to maintain her façade – whether the long-cultivated orderly one or the 

newly acquired loosey-goosey one. Needless to say, parodying expectation as nothing 

more than a tenuous masquerade makes Bree‟s storyline and Housewives itself camp. 

 Throughout Season One, the series builds upon the ideas established in Rex‟ 

speech about his wife. When Bree finds out in couples‟ counseling that she doesn‟t 

satisfy him in bed, she makes every attempt to appear less sexually uptight. During an 

impromptu encounter in a crowded, upscale restaurant on “Running To Stand Still,” she 

and Dr. Goldfine loudly have the following conversation, one far out of Bree‟s regular 

comfort zone: 

  DR. GOLDFINE: Bree, you know, it‟s not uncommon for people 

          experiencing sexual repression to distance themselves 

          during the act.  

 

  BREE: Is that how you see me? As some sort of prude who just lays there  

   like a cold fish? I love sex! 

 

  DR. GOLDFINE: All right. 

 

  BREE: I love everything about it. The sensations, the smells. I especially  

   love the feel of a man. All that muscle and sinew pressed against 

   my body. And, then! When you have friction! Mm! The tactile 

   sensation of running my tongue over a man‟s nipple, ever-so- 

   gently. And, there‟s the act itself. Two bodies becoming one. And  

   that final eruption of pleasure. To be honest, the only thing I don‟t 

   like about sex is the scrotum. I mean, obviously, it has its practical 

   applications, but I‟m just not a fan. 

 

  WAITER: Can I get you something? 

 

  DR. GOLDFINE: (Struggling to compose himself) Uh, just the check,  

           please.  

 

  WAITER: Sir, you haven‟t ordered yet. 
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  DR. GOLDFINE: Oh?  

On the one hand, by breaking free of expectation and propriety, Bree disempowers the 

male psychiatrist. At once, she both catches him off-guard and inspires an erection. 

Similarly, she makes him rethink his Rex-dictated belief that she remains responsible for 

the couple‟s sexual issues. Furthermore, this newfound approach empowers Bree, 

alleviating her guilt over the sexual dysfunction in her marriage. In fact, later in the 

episode, she has the strength to confront Rex, the Van de Kamp family‟s head-of-

household. “I, um, did some thinking about us and our sex life,” she informs him. “And, I 

realized there has been a disconnect. But, it‟s coming from you.” 

 On the other hand, though, when Bree rejects propriety and perfection, she fails 

herself, constantly ending up humiliated. After Andrew reveals his same-sex orientation, 

she ambushes him by inviting the family‟s minister, Reverend Sikes (Dakin Matthews), 

to dinner. At that dinner, which takes place during “Live Alone and Like It,” Andrew 

asserts, “I‟m not confused. I know exactly who I am,” and Rex argues, “As far as I‟m 

concerned, if Andrew is happy with who he is, then it‟s our job to support him.” These 

protestations cause Bree, in front of the pastor, to blurt out to her son, “Your father is into 

S&M. He makes me beat him with a riding crop, and I let him. It‟s no wonder you‟re 

perverted: look who your parents are!” Try as she might, she can‟t seem to merge the 

new blunt, open, devil-may-care attitude with the prim, acquiescent, appropriate one that 

she‟s long fostered. She may want to accept Andrew‟s orientation (“Andrew,” she tells 

Mrs. Solis‟ killer earlier in the episode, “I would love you even if you were a murderer,” 

conveniently forgetting his role in the older woman‟s demise) but nevertheless invites 

Reverend Sikes over ostensibly “to straighten out” her son. Andrew‟s sexuality 
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embarrasses her. And, as she reveals at dinner, so do the bedroom activities in which she 

and her husband engage. Bree can‟t change identities seamlessly – or at all – just because 

some circumstance or masculine authority (Rex, Dr. Goldfine) tells her to do so. We see 

this when we compare confident Andrew (“I know exactly who I am”) to her, a suddenly 

socially inept hostess, a woman no longer the model of suburban propriety or blissful 

domesticity. 

 Yet, acting in accordance with the notions of propriety also harms Bree and her 

family irreparably. Remember Rex‟ expressing his annoyance with her need both to make 

the bed and to look her best always, which he shares during the pilot? During its finale, 

“One Wonderful Day,” when Rex has a second heart attack, the season comes full-circle. 

In the middle of the night, he informs her of his need to go to the hospital; she 

immediately directs him to wait downstairs for her. Quite a while later, Danielle finds 

him, panting, sweating and disheveled, at the bottom of the staircase. At this, she bursts 

into her parents‟ bedroom to confront Bree, now resplendent in a smart tweet suit, her 

hair in a slick chignon – a far cry from the wrinkeled nightgown and tousled hair 

combination that she sported earlier, when Rex alerted her of his condition. The 

following transpires: 

  DANIELLE: Daddy says he‟s having a heart attack! 

 

  BREE: (Calmly) I know. I‟m going to take him to the hospital. 

 

  DANIELLE: Well, when? 

 

  BREE: When I finish making the bed. 

 

  DANIELLE: WHAT??? 

   

  BREE: I never leave the house with an unmade bed. You know that. 

 



247 
 

  DANIELLE: (Frantic) But, Daddy needs to go to the hospital! 

 

  (Bree smoothes out the last remaining creases on the bedspread, part of  

  an elaborate bedding ensemble, now fully in place.) 

 

  BREE: There. We can go now. 

At the hospital, Rex dies. Bree‟s dependency on appearance led to his death. For one, her 

manic need for perfection during their eighteen-year marriage has taken a toll on him 

emotionally and physically (“I‟m sick of you being so damn perfect all the time”). For 

another, her need to fix her hair, to choose an outfit and to dress her bed cost him 

valuable time, causing his affliction to progress and his condition to deteriorate. 

 “Bree not only struggles with alienation from Rex and her children, she often 

struggles with her loss of absolutes and definitions,” Olsen and Morgan surmise (336). 

We see this happen throughout Housewives to all of its eponymous characters, as Susan 

waffles in her feelings for Mike, as Gaby vacillates between Carlos and John, as Lynette 

constantly questions her decisions and capabilities; however, we see it most consistently 

throughout Bree‟s storyline. And, despite some anguish (Rex‟ shocking death, for 

instance), the show handles this facet with humor (“He makes me beat him with a riding 

crop, and I let him”), aesthetics (“I never leave the house with an unmade bed. You know 

that”) and irony (“I‟m sick of the bizarre way that your hair doesn‟t move”), thus making 

it camp. Through Bree, we learn that we can adhere to a fabricated identity and, in turn, 

lose ourselves in the process (“Where‟s the woman I fell in love with who used to burn 

the toast?”). When this happens to Bree, mayhem results (see: the reverend‟s discomfort 

at the dinner party, Dr. Goldfine‟s erection, Rex‟ demise) in the most outrageous (read: 

the campiest) of ways. 
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 The show, then, suggests that we remain true to ourselves, worrying less about 

what society wants and more about what we need. It likewise argues that we should 

embrace the fluidity of identity instead of strictly adhering to some proscribed, rigid 

notion of self. Olsen and Morgan summarize Bree‟s storyline thusly:  

Her decisions to make the bed before taking her husband  

(who is having a heart attack) to the hospital and to finish  

polishing the silver upon hearing of his death are  

inadequate attempts to maintain her set of definitions and  

order in a world that is fragmenting and changing. (336)  

While this statement certainly demonstrates how Bree‟s plot constantly returns to and 

relies upon the exploration of adherence to definitions, in so doing, it also reveals another 

camp facet of Housewives: its queer and postmodern approach to storytelling. After all, 

eschewing definitional determinacy lies at the heart of both the postmodern and the 

queer. So – rather ironically – the narrative of the woman who follows rules to an 

extreme (gendered rules, no less) exists quite outside of the confines and parameters of 

heteronormative discourse. 

 Harvey opines, “Postmodernism swims, even wallows, in the fragmentary and the 

chaotic currents of change as if that is all there is” (44). Throughout Bree‟s story, as in all 

of Housewives, we see this idea. Bree‟s failures come, after all, from her rejection of 

multiplicity, polyvalence and fracture, as she instead accepts the world and her identity as 

singular, immutable and solid. Grenz offers, “Most postmodernists make the leap of 

believing that [a] plurality of truths can exist alongside one another. The postmodern 

consciousness, therefore, entails a radical kind of relativism and pluralism” (14). In her 

narration, Mary Alice comes to recognize how many different identities she possessed at 

any given time in life. While providing us with her observations during “Who‟s That 
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Woman,” she remarks, “When I was alive, I maintained many different identities: lover, 

wife and – ultimately – victim. Yes, labels are important to the living. They dictate how 

people see themselves.” Notice, too, how this statement works: in life, labels fail Mary 

Alice (see: the pilfered blender or her violent suicide) just as they let Bree down, for what 

should comfort more likely limits; in death, though, Mary Alice, free of definitions, 

unconcerned with appearances, disregarding propriety, now sees how a fluidity of 

identity – a postmodern approach – can empower. 

 Similarly, during “Impossible,” Mary Alice narrates,  

Bree Van de Kamp believed in old-fashioned values. Things  

like respect for god. The importance of family. And, love of  

country. In fact, Bree believed so strongly in her values, it  

was always a shock when she was confronted with those who  

didn‟t. 

 

Visuals accompany this passage: Bree admiring, first, a picture of Jesus Christ (“respect 

for god”), then, a portrait of the four smiling Van de Kamps (“importance of family”) 

and, finally, a framed photo of Ronald Reagan (“love of country”). Interestingly, she 

appreciates images (read: representations), demonstrating that she relies upon constructed 

“truths,” for those pictures create and perpetuate meaning of the nation, religion and 

relatives who appear in them. They impose understanding on Bree – ideas upon which 

she relies too closely, much to her detriment. In fact, her “shock” referenced at the end of 

this passage refers to a condom that she finds in the laundry. Relying on assumption, she 

first pegs her cheating husband as its owner; disabused of this, she then assigns 

ownership to her older, male child; however, she comes to find out that it really belongs 

to her younger, female offspring. And, when she sends Andrew for a one-on-one with 

Reverend Sikes (on “Live Alone and Like It”), the following transpires: 
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  REVEREND SIKES: I‟m sorry. Just so I‟m clear: are you a heterosexual, 

     or aren‟t you? 

 

  ANDREW: Look, I love vanilla ice cream, okay? But, every now and  

           then, I‟m probably gonna be in the mood for chocolate. 

           Know what I‟m saying? 

 

  REVEREND SIKES: I do, but god would prefer you stick to the vanilla. 

Bree, like her church, embraces the “vanilla,” the safest, blandest, most obvious path. 

Yet, Andrew, so much more comfortable in himself, so much calmer that he can choose 

“chocolate” or “vanilla” (or perhaps something else altogether) at whim, rejects the 

church‟s authority, for during this conversation, he also admits to not believing in the 

existence of god but pretending to do so nonetheless, something he sees as a mode of 

self-empowerment: let people think that they can define, can know me when they never 

can or will, thereby setting them up for failure. His postmodern view, therefore, doesn‟t 

limit, constrain or frustrate him like his mother‟s embrace of “normalcy” continuously 

limits, constrains and frustrates her. 

 This version of postmodernism actually serves more specifically as queerness. 

Describing “ontologies of gender” as “commonly held beliefs regarding the essence of 

gender” (83), Sullivan, a queer scholar, writes, “Ontologies of gender are integral to the 

production of [the] fictions that regulate ways of being and ways of knowing, and to the 

representation of these fictions as truths” (84). Recognizing gender as mere “fiction,” 

then, establishes the text which does so as a queer text. Housewives, thus, exists queerly, 

for through Bree and her neighbors, we see the impossibility of living up to static 

standards of womanhood. Bree, like Mary Alice, aspires to exemplify the “perfect” 

woman: the loyal wife, clad in twin sets and tasteful jewelry, standing by her husband‟s 

side and deferring to his will; the doting mother, raising respectful, law-abiding, chaste, 
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drug-free, god-fearing, heterosexual, athletic, popular, hard-working, high-achieving 

children; the enviable homemaker whose manicured lawn, well-appointed, spotless home, 

and gourmet cooking put every else to shame. Yet, in striving for this, she loses control 

of her children, becomes a widow, alienates her neighbors, suffers a scandal, and even – 

just to save face – commits crimes.
43

 Thus, her narrative queerly demonstrates that the 

perfect woman – more specifically, the perfect wife-mother-homemaker – exists as a 

mythological creature, as elusive as the Loch Ness Monster, unicorns, leprechauns, and 

Big Foot. 

 The recurring tropes throughout Bree‟s narrative help her storyline to progress. 

Her narrative begins with Rex and her kids calling her out on her oppressive need to live 

up to an ideal and her demands that they follow suit (Andrew during the pilot episode: 

“You‟re the one always acting like she‟s running for Mayor of Stepford”). And, 

throughout Season One, we see her struggle both to break free of her obsession with 

perfection and to suffer equally within it. Olsen and Morgan theorize that on Housewives,  

[t]here is…isolation within the family unit as spouses  

withhold their struggles from one another and parents  

feel alienated from their children. As a result, each  

presents a façade – a persona that is crafted to meet with  

approval rather than an authentic self – which becomes  

the dominant mode of operation. (335) 

Furthermore, they purport that “the show…suggests that one can transcend the façade of 

perfection by playing with it and recognizing its limited value even while attempting to 

minimize its restrictions” (338). Such proclamations summarize the postmodern-queer 

nature of Housewives, seen over and over in Bree‟s narrative. The show gets this point 

across by developing her story throughout the course of a season, peppering it at every 

turn with scenes and moments that remind us of this trope. Hammering home a theme 
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that belies the power of heteronormative conformity and doing so with comedic, ironic, 

outrageous moments as well as aestheticism makes it camp. 

 

            3.  Gabrielle 

 

 Gaby‟s storyline has much in common with both Susan‟s and Bree‟s. Like theirs, 

it often repeats an idea, showing that a single, slowly developed story requires characters 

to repeat certain actions as a means of progressing. In many ways, these actions help to 

make the series and Gaby‟s storyline (not to mention Gaby herself, thereby further 

aligning her with Susan and Bree) camp. Visuals illustrate this point. Housewives codes 

Gaby as a “woman”: a diminutive former supermodel with long, beautiful hair, a button 

nose, a couture wardrobe, and meticulously applied makeup, Gaby appears weak, fragile, 

spoiled, needy, as what a friend of mine would call “one of those precious women” – 

forever filing her nails, shopping, lounging, and mistreating the hired help. In contrast, 

her husband, Carlos, typifies “the man”: tall, solidly built and sporting facial hair, Carlos 

works hard, regards his wife as a possession, loves sex, has both a terrific jealous streak 

and a short temper, and rules his domain. In other words, these two seemingly fall neatly 

into proscribed boxes: the weak, lazy, flighty trophy wife and her strong, commanding, 

domineering husband. Thus, it would appear that for Gaby to get what she wants, she has 

to go through Carlos, the breadwinner, the check-signer, the man. 

 Throughout Season One, however, in order to get what she wants or to retain what 

she has, Gaby must act alone, must depend only on herself. This occurs in many ways, 

such as when she sets Juanita up for shoplifting or reawakens the older woman‟s 

gambling addiction – just so that she can escape Mama Solis‟ watchful eye and sneak off 
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into her young lover‟s arms. Cunning by itself, though, may illustrate Gaby as crafty, but 

it doesn‟t go far in demonstrating her physical strength – a necessity in order for her to 

belie expectations of gender. So, in some of the series‟ funniest sight gags which recur 

throughout the first season, Gaby successfully undertakes near impossible feats of 

physical power and endurance. During the pilot, Carlos remarks to his wife that, by the 

looks of it, John has seemingly not mowed the lawn. Fearing that this will interfere with 

her daytime dalliances, in the middle of a formal event, she sneaks home and – still clad 

in the highest heels and a fitted evening gown with a ridiculously long train – she gets out 

the lawn mower and does the job herself. On “Come Back to Me,” she learns that the 

government will likely show up any day to seize the Solis‟ furniture while a jailed Carlos 

awaits trial for white-collar crimes. So, she takes it upon herself to pile antiques, 

electronics, even sofas onto a wheeled platform, a precarious load which she 

singlehandedly pushes down Wisteria Lane and into Bree‟s garage for safekeeping. And, 

on “The Ladies Who Lunch,” due to the Feds freezing their assets, Gaby and Carlos can‟t 

afford to fix a busted sewage line on their property. Initially, they come up with excuses 

to use the Van de Kamp, Mayer and Scavo facilities. But, then, resourceful Gaby takes 

matters into her own hands: she steals a port-a-potty from a local construction site. When 

the workers depart the location at mealtime, she wheels the massive outhouse several 

streets over and safely into her backyard.  

 While demonstrating Gaby‟s strength, scenes like these also go a long way 

towards highlighting her femininity and/or her diminutive stature.  Her long dress 

reminds us of her womanhood, but juxtaposed with her lawn mowing (a notably 

“masculine pursuit”), it provides an ironic contrast, one which demolishes expectations of 
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gender and conformity in a most hilarious moment. Similarly, the giant parcels which she 

pushes for great distances dwarf her: Gaby stands about five-feet high and weighs 

significantly less than one-hundred pounds, so the massive palette of furniture and the 

tall, cumbersome port-a-john seem likely to overwhelm her. But, neither does. Gaby may 

come across as lazy, fragile and “girly,” but when push comes to shove – and it often 

does in her story – she literally moves heaven and earth to protect her reputation, her 

relationship or her valuables. 

 Interestingly, such actions, rather ironically, also belie our impressions of Carlos. 

We initially think of him as the victim of Gaby‟s schemes and selfishness (as in her affair 

with John, for instance). However, his incarceration for contracting slave labor results in 

her need to stow their furniture at Bree‟s and to appropriate the construction site‟s 

commode. Additionally, when he comes home from prison to serve house arrest, she 

must support the household. Her breadwinning coupled with his newfound pastimes, 

luxuriating in the tub for hours at a time or harping on the “hired help” (in this case, on 

Gaby, now the sole financial supporter and resident housekeeper), provides their plotline 

with gender inversion. 

 In fact, gender inversion occurs throughout Gaby‟s narrative. When Carlos can‟t 

prove his wife‟s infidelity, he must rely on his mother to do his dirty work, which she 

accomplishes effortlessly. Furthermore, when Gaby takes over as breadwinner, she points 

out the sudden shift in her and her husband‟s roles. During “Every Day a Little Death,” 

Carlos bellows, “Things change!” to which she responds, “Yeah, I know! The Feds towed 

away my Masserati! My husband is a felon! And, I spend my days getting groped by fat 

tractor salesmen at trade shows! I am well aware things change!” And, while Gaby 
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schemes behind Carlos‟ back for much of the season, the tables turn when he replaces her 

birth control pills with similar-looking, non-contraceptive tablets. She gets pregnant and 

discovers the switch, and he puts the blame on his late mother. When Gaby uncovers the 

identity of the true culprit, her husband, she confronts him during “Goodbye for Now” 

with “You did this! Not your mother! At least be man enough to own up to it! She 

would‟ve been!” By season‟s end, our views of Gaby and Carlos have changed: he 

becomes needy, “womanly,” while she becomes powerful, “manly.” Even his dead 

mother seems more masculine than he. 

 Like Bree‟s and Susan‟s plotlines, Gaby‟s suggests that when we break free of 

expected, assigned roles, we triumph. Throughout Season One, Gaby strategizes and 

employs brute strength in order to preserve her marriage, her lifestyle and her 

comfortable home. And, she succeeds. Arguably, these facets remain intact thanks, in 

part, to Carlos also eschewing the roles and expectations assigned to him. When he sheds 

his masculine trappings, he becomes more content and learns to appreciate his wife and 

her lifestyle – both long taken for granted and misunderstood by him. 

 We can characterize Gaby‟s story as a narrative of survival. She survives a 

scandalous affair, a rocky marriage, sudden poverty, an unwanted pregnancy, an 

overbearing mother-in-law, an incarcerated husband, a string of demeaning jobs. More 

than these, though, she survives the limitations of judgment: her beauty, her gender and 

her small stature box her in as weak, needy, selfish, incapable, fragile, and dependent. 

She survives these limitations by overcoming them. Often, she does so in the most 

outrageous, the most hysterical of ways. This combination, seen in Gaby‟s plotline as it 

unfolds during the course of Season One, adds to Housewives‟ camp stature. Through 
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laughable visuals, hyperbolization and gender inversion, the Gaby story reminds us again 

and again that those who don‟t conform can and do succeed in particular because of that 

very refusal to follow the rules of heteronormativity. Go ahead, it encourages us, do yard 

work in a gown and heels, for if you do, you can most likely accomplish whatever you 

want. 

 

4. Lynette 

 Where Gaby‟s plotline shows the potential success in gender inversion, where 

Susan‟s illustrates that we should value the voices of others and where Bree‟s 

demonstrates that relying on standards can impede us, Lynette‟s suggests that we 

shouldn‟t live our lives based upon comparison. Throughout her story, this idea comes up 

over and over again. As such, it adds to Housewives‟ campiness, for this theme exists as a 

version of the primary camp theme. After all, suggesting that we should live satisfied by 

what we can and do accomplish instead of judging our triumphs (or our seeming lack 

thereof) against other people‟s certainly aligns with the concept that the marginalized can 

and do succeed based in large part upon that which makes him/her/it/them “different.” 

 Quite simply, Lynette constantly feels inadequate. She can‟t control her kids, all 

under the age of seven, who steal from neighbors, get expelled from school after school 

and – literally – run wild in the street. She misses her career as a high-powered 

advertising executive. And, her husband can‟t seem to fathom all of the whys that 

surround her: why can‟t she keep the house straightened up; why doesn‟t she always 

shower; why doesn‟t she want to have any more children; and so forth? (In fact, during 
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the pilot, when Tom suggests having sex sans protection, Lynette alters the mood of their 

liaison by punching him.) 

 When Lynette‟s six-year-old twin boys get expelled from yet another school, she 

and Tom enroll them in a tony private academy. There, she gets involved with the school 

play, sitting on a committee dominated by Maisy (yes, that Maisy). At a meeting during 

“Running To Stand Still,” Lynette becomes the only mother to stand up to her, instantly 

making her an enemy. Maisy subsequently looks for ways to get back at Lynette and 

finds her opening when the harried mother of four gets behind in her duties as the 

production‟s seamstress. She admonishes Lynette, and the following takes place: 

LYNETTE: Look, I‟m in the middle of a costume crisis. And, if I don‟t 

         take a few shortcuts, I‟ll never finish.  

 

MAISY: Well, Jordana Geist manages to get her work done. She runs the 

    concessions, paints the sets and still has time to take care of her 

    three kids and a husband. Now, we can‟t have the students suffer 

    just because you don‟t understand the concept of time  

    management. 

Here, Maisy toys with the biggest chink in Lynette‟s armor. Lynette can barely keep her 

house, can rarely discipline her children, can sometimes not even find the time to comb 

her hair. But, no one else seems to have these issues, especially not Jordana (Stacey 

Travis) who has similar responsibilities to home and family as she does yet takes on 

multiple extracurricular activities which she handles with aplomb and alacrity.  

 Finally reaching her wit‟s end with her sewing deadline due and a last-minute 

dinner party sprung on her by Tom, Lynette feels even more overwhelmed than usual. 

She turns, later in the episode, to Jordana for assistance and gets more help than she 

bargained for: 

  JORDANA: Well, I‟m a little ahead with my painting. Do you need some  
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             help?  

 

  LYNETTE: Oh, Jordana, you are a lifesaver. Thank you. Here. These  

           pieces need trim. 

 

  JORDANA: I‟ll help you for as long as I can, but I have a lot on my plate  

            tonight. I have to make twenty-five mini-quiches for my  

            book club. 

 

  LYNETTE: God, you‟re not human, are you? You were sent by aliens to  

           make the human race feel inadequate. Seriously, how do you–  

           how do you cram it all in? 

 

  JORDANA: Can you keep a secret? 

 

  LYNETTE: Um, yeah. 

 

  (Jordana gets up, grabs her purse, retrieves a bottle from it, which she  

  hands to Lynette.) 

 

  LYNETTE: That‟s ADD medication. Well, my kids take this – or they  

           almost did. I thought it was supposed to calm you down? 

 

  JORDANA: Mm-mm. It has the opposite effect if you don‟t have  

            Attention Deficit Disorder. Ever chug a pot of Turkish  

            coffee?  

   

  LYNETTE: Seriously? You‟re– you‟re taking your kids‟ medication? 

 

  JORDANA: Once in a while. Do you want a couple? 

  LYNETTE: Oh, that‟s very kind of you, but I just smoked some crack a  

           little while ago. I better not mix. 

 

  (Jordana laughs.) 

From this, Lynette should see through Jordana‟s homemaking superheroics. She even, for 

a brief second, as the crack comment indicates, seems to feel superior to her painting-

mothering-baking-pill-popping peer. However, Lynette constantly strives to do more and 

to do it better, more efficiently. In essence, she strives to become a Jordana. So, what 

does she do? She begins to indulge in her boys‟ medication. 
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 At first, the pharmaceutical pick-me-up works: she finishes the costumes, throws 

the dinner, even helps Tom pitch ideas to his dinner-guests-clients. As the season 

progresses, though, her medicated world begins to unravel. During “Guilty,” Susan and 

Bree find her in a park and confront her. Their conversation goes thusly: 

  LYNETTE: I love my kids so much. I‟m sorry they have me as a mother. 

 

  BREE: Lynette, you are a great mother. 

 

  LYNETTE: No, I‟m not. I can‟t do it. I‟m so tired of feeling like a failure.  

           It‟s so humiliating. 

   

  SUSAN: No, it‟s not. So, you got addicted to your kids‟ ADD medication.  

      It happens.  

 

  BREE: You‟ve got four kids. That‟s a lot of stress on you. You just need  

    some help.  

 

  LYNETTE: That‟s what‟s so humiliating. Other moms don‟t need help.  

           Other moms make it look so easy. All I do is complain. 

 

  SUSAN: That‟s just not true. When Julie was a baby, I– I was just out of  

       my mind almost every day. 

 

  BREE: I used to get so upset when Andrew and Danielle were little. I used 

   to use their naptimes to cry. 

 

  LYNETTE: (Breaking into tears) Why didn‟t you ever tell me this? 

 

  BREE: Oh, Baby, nobody likes to admit that they can‟t handle the  

    pressure.  

 

  SUSAN: I think it‟s just, like, we think, you know, it‟s easier to keep it all  

      in.  

   

  LYNETTE: (Sobbing) Oh, we shouldn‟t. We should tell each other this 

           stuff.  

 

  SUSAN: It helps, huh? 

 

  LYNETTE: Yeah. 
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Lynette judges herself by other people‟s actions. Yet, deep down, even she recognizes 

their falsity of appearance. As she says, “Other moms make it look so easy.” Bree and 

Susan (read: other moms) disabuse her of her perceptions, assuring her, “That‟s just not 

true.” The discourse offered via Lynette‟s foray into drug addiction, therefore, adds to 

Housewives‟ postmodern nature, as it lapses into a treatise on how we conflate perception 

with reality, on how can never really know truth, on how we masquerade failure with 

manufactured normalcy, which Susan and Bree admit to doing. 

 The mid-season sequence of medication-taking simply exists as part of a bigger 

chain, for Lynette‟s plot continually finds her feeling inadequate when comparing herself 

to others. During “Suspicious Minds,” Tom promises her a return to normalcy. She 

rebukes him with “Tom, our last version of normal had me popping pills. Normal is a 

bad, bad plan.” So, they agree to hire a live-in nanny. When she realizes how the kids 

behave better for the new employee than for their own mother, Lynette feels inadequate 

again. And, later, when she suspects that Tom finds the young woman sexually alluring, 

she fires her. Lynette sees “normal,” “acceptable” and even “attractive” in everyone else, 

thereby binaristically identifying herself as “abnormal,” “unacceptable” and 

“unattractive.” On “Come Back to Me,” she expresses her trepidation about leaving the 

nanny, Claire (Marla Sokoloff), alone with the kids, musing, “It‟s just that I don‟t know 

this woman, I mean, not really. So, she has a degree in Sociology. Well, big deal. Who 

doesn‟t?” Lynette doesn‟t, but in her mind, the rest of us – bastions of normalcy, all – do. 

And, even though she refers to “normal” as a “bad, bad plan,” she still craves some form 

of it in her own life, still erroneously sees it in everyone else. 



261 
 

 So far, we‟ve seen Lynette identify as a failure at volunteering, at mothering and 

at homemaking. Of course, in her mind, she fails as a wife as well. She becomes 

increasingly suspicious of Tom‟s new colleague, a woman from his past. This all comes 

to a head on “Sunday in the Park with George” when Lynette and her husband have a 

fight just as his carpool arrives: 

  TOM: How is Annabel relevant to this conversation? 

 

  LYNETTE: Because she now comes to this house every morning to  

           remind you of what I‟m not. 

 

  TOM: What? 

 

  LYNETTE: She‟s the fantasy, Tom. The hot woman that you work with  

           every day with her manicured nails and her designer outfits. I 

           am the reality. (Chuckles bitterly) The wife who never wears 

           makeup and whose clothes smell like a hamper. 

Again, Lynette sees the problem with her worldview, even articulating it, but she never 

“gets” it. In her purview, concepts like “fantasy” and “reality” exist fluidly for her just so 

that they can haunt her: at once, she, with her dirty clothes and unadorned face, exists as 

the reality, and the Brees, Jordanas, Claires, Susans, and Annabels (Melinda McGraw) of 

the world, with their crisp outfits and flawless skin, apparently do, too. Because she can‟t 

– or won‟t – recognize that others merely portray roles (the perfect wife, etc.), she nearly 

loses her marriage, her home and her sanity. And, yet, if she would just listen to herself, 

she would realize that she already knows this. 

 The postmodern nature of the examples from Lynette‟s narrative cited here aid in 

communicating the theme that, as Lynette says, “Normal is a bad, bad plan.” If we plan a 

course of normalcy, we disappoint ourselves royally. Surely, identifying normalcy as no 

more than a “plan” (versus, say, a truth), empowers campers, as they see that those 
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outside of normalcy – the other, the different – have less pressure on them to conform, 

thus a better chance at success. 

 Furthermore, the outrageousness and humor contained in the examples above also 

add to the series‟ campiness. As such, seriousness gets skewered. Gently skewering the 

serious remains a hallmark of camp. Remember that Babuscio asserts,  

Camp, through its introduction of style, aestheticism, humour,  

and theatricality, allows us to witness „serious‟ issues with  

temporary detachment, so that only later, after the event, are  

we struck by the emotional and moral implications of what we  

have almost passively absorbed. The „serious‟ is, in fact,  

crucial to camp. Though camp mocks the solemnities of  

our culture, it never totally discards the seriousness of a  

thing or individual. 

 

Lynette mocks Jordana‟s admission of self-medicating with “I just smoked some crack a 

little while ago.” Susan shrugs off Lynette‟s addiction with “It happens.” Lynette 

diminishes Claire‟s academic accomplishments with “So, she has a degree in Sociology. 

Well, big deal. Who doesn‟t?” Lynette even makes her children‟s legendary bad behavior 

humorous: when the boys accidentally uncover clues to Mrs. Huber‟s murder on 

“Impossible,” and Susan questions the legitimacy of the evidence, Bree asks Susan, “So, 

what are you saying? That the twins murdered Martha?” and Lynette comments, “Well, I 

wouldn‟t put it past them.” In the campiest of ways, Housewives mocks the solemn: drug 

addiction, out-of-control children, bad parenting, higher education, murder. This 

approach enhances the theme ever-present in Lynette‟s plotline, for it demonstrates that 

we can‟t take everything so seriously all of the time, that if we don‟t loosen up, if we 

don‟t free ourselves of those belief systems which constrain us (as Lynette clearly needs 

to do), we risk utter failure. 
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 Lynette‟s storyline well represents how a serialized narrative offers myth via the 

employment of repetition. While an episodic television series can rely upon a singular 

formula week in and week out, thereby repeating itself constantly, a serialized show like 

Desperate Housewives must demonstrate how the same idea or ideas keep entering our 

lives and help us to move forward or hold us back. After all, through identificatory 

practices, we relate to the Lynettes of fiction, seeing ourselves in them. So, by watching 

Housewives and relating to Lynette Scavo, for instance, we come to realize that if striving 

for an intangible, unattainable normalcy which she supposedly sees all around her stunts 

rather than aids her, then maybe eschewing an elusive normal can actually empower us. 

 

        5. The Mary Alice Young-Martha Huber Mystery 

 Harriss‟ set of Proppian functions likely found in episodic procedurals even 

resonates on a serialized television narrative like Desperate Housewives. Over twenty-

three episodes, Gaby, Susan, Lynette, and Bree – frequently aided by other women, like 

Edie, Julie, and Mrs. Huber‟s sister (Harriet Sansom Harris‟ Felicia Tilman) – piece 

together the mystery of both why their friend shot herself in the head and its offshoot, 

who beat, strangled and buried Martha? As they rely on their gender and simultaneously 

take on “masculine” roles in order to answer these questions which plague Wisteria Lane, 

they upend the conventions of a generic procedural. 

 Housewives goes out of its way to demonstrate that men disregard women as 

incapable. On “Come in, Stranger,” Susan goes on a date with a cop. When she finds out 

that he, like his male colleagues before him, has not pursued a lead that she has provided 

the police with concerning a break-in on Wisteria Lane, she ends their date mere 
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moments after it begins. He pleads, “Come on, don‟t be such a girl about this!” Despite 

his sexist protestations, she walks off, causing him to yell, “Oh, come on, Drama Queen. 

What are you doing? It‟s not safe.” Yet, plucky, resourceful Susan deftly navigates the 

streets and dark alleys of Fairview‟s seedier side, disproving his gender-based 

assumptions. On the same episode, Mary Alice and Paul‟s son, Zach Young (Cody 

Kasch), in a cry for help, breaks into the Van de Kamp home. When Bree orders the 

policemen to take the grieving teen‟s handcuffs off, they only acquiesce once Rex gives 

them a nod. And, on “Anything You Can Do,” a private detective (Richard Roundtree‟s 

menacing Mr. Shaw) hired by Paul to help him to identify his wife‟s blackmailer has 

some news for him and offers a speculation which takes the murderous widower aback: 

  MR. SHAW: We traced that postmark back to your local Post Office. 

 

  PAUL: Meaning? 

 

  MR. SHAW: Meaning that the blackmailer is probably someone you  

             know. A neighbor. Milkman. Pool boy. Soccer mom–  

 

  PAUL: Soccer mom? 

 

  MR. SHAW: (Laughs) Mr. Young, sometimes, evil drives a minivan.  

Examples like these illustrate that gender misconceptions still exist. Police officers, Paul 

Young and others continue to believe that masculine power must drive society and that 

females don‟t possess the capabilities to solve or to commit crimes. Paul, in fact, gets it 

wrong, for none other than Martha Huber blackmailed Mary Alice. Incidentally, had the 

cops taken it seriously, they would‟ve found Susan‟s evidence to prove invaluable, also. 

 To help them solve the mysteries plaguing their street, the women of Wisteria 

Lane depend on stereotypes. Men, in fact, underestimate their capabilities. When, for 

example, Paul cavalierly lies to them during “Who‟s That Woman,” Lynette and Gaby 
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instinctively know. Remember: Harriss lists his tenth function as “Perpetrator/false 

perpetrator provides partial answers and snares.” Based on the duo‟s gender, Paul has 

complete confidence that he will easily fulfill this function. But, his attempt doesn‟t 

work. And, when Susan hatches a plot to break into the institution housing Zach so that 

her accomplice, Julie, can interrogate him, the mother outlines her scheme thusly: 

  SUSAN: I create the distraction. You blend in and find Zach. 

 

  JULIE: How am I supposed to blend in with a bunch of messed-up  

    teenagers?  

 

  SUSAN: I don‟t know, Julie. You pretend to be bulimic. Gag a little. 

      C‟mon! Work with me here.  

 

  JULIE: Mom, when this is over, we need to talk about your parenting 

    skills.  

The plan works. Counting both on the idea that no one would suspect two women of 

breaking into a mental hospital and on people‟s reliance upon stereotypes of female 

teenagers (read: they likely suffer from eating disorders), the Mayer women get Julie in 

to see Zach. Similarly, on “Come in, Stranger,” Bree needs to pump Zach for information 

but expresses doubt about how to accomplish this. Gaby upbraids her with “Oh, for god‟s 

sake, Bree, manipulate him! That‟s what we do!” Bree subsequently relies on this 

“womanly power,” and she succeeds in her task. Like the staff at the institution, Zach 

never suspects a thing, letting his guard down around this neighbor woman. In 

questioning Paul and Zach, Gaby, Lynette, Susan, Julie, and Bree fulfill Harriss‟ fifth 

function (“Investigators discover partial answers or snares by physically searching and/or 

questioning informers/misinformers/experts”), but as women who rely on their 

femaleness, they upend expectations of television detective work.  
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 When Felicia decides to use evidence against Paul to blackmail him into both 

leaving town and placing Zach in her care, she exemplifies Harriss‟ twelfth function, 

“Perpetrator is removed from society.” Here, too, she relies upon female stereotypes. For 

one, her “motherly instincts” kick in, sparing Paul in order to gain custody of Zach. For 

another, she never lets Paul – or us – forget her gender. When she confronts him with the 

evidence during “Sunday in the Park with George,” she says, “I‟m sorry if the copies are 

hard to read. I hid the originals in a safe place. It seemed like a reasonable precaution 

since you murdered Martha and all. Would you like a cookie?” She speaks warmly, even-

toned, smiling throughout, reminding Paul that she both has the upper-hand and remains 

an exemplary hostess and an equally talented baker, in other words, someone capable of 

masculine (solving a crime) and feminine (looking after her guest‟s comfort; baking 

cookies) successes at the same time. 

 Like an occasional female-driven episodic procedural, Desperate Housewives has 

the ability to camp up the detective story. Unlike episode-driven narratives, though, it 

gets few opportunities to repeat functions. After all, within the parameters of one 

storyline, how can a show employ the same occurrences week after week? It can‟t. 

Therefore, it does so not by repeating anticipated functions so much as repeating the idea 

that others can and do succeed in ways unexpected when they hyperbolize that otherness. 

Furthermore, it does so memorably by employing humor, irony and outrageousness 

throughout. We see examples in Susan‟s bulimia scheme or Felicia‟s offer of baked 

goods. They make us laugh, highlight otherness (femaleness, in these cases)
44

 and invite 

us to revel both in the series‟ campiness and its attendant theme. When we laugh, we 
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remember. So, long after a season of Housewives, we likely recall that our 

marginalization can, indeed, empower us. 

 

       Railing against Normalcy: Camping on Wisteria Lane 

 To promote myths, a text or a series of texts must rely on high redundancy. A 

serialized television program like Desperate Housewives, thus, has the challenge of 

finding ways to highlight a particular theme while telling a limited number of stories over 

the course of nearly two-dozen weekly chapters. Undoubtedly, the show accomplishes 

this. It relies on queer and postmodern tropes, uses humor, aesthetics, outrageousness, 

hyperbolization, and irony, liberally employs inversion, and upends expectations. And, it 

does so in order to say week after week that the other can and does succeed not in spite of 

but because of his/her/its alterity. This makes the show camp. 

 Throughout the series and in various ways, we see the idea of normalcy railed 

against, gender roles upended, limitations questioned, masquerades revealed, belief 

systems shattered, rule-breaking encouraged, the marginal valued, and so forth. These 

inclusions add to Housewives‟ postmodern and queer categorizations. And, they help to 

highlight the camp theme that those who break free of expectations, impositions and 

norms frequently triumph by doing so. The series itself does this, for it combines 

comedy, suspense and drama, and it also foils our expectations of the televisual detective 

story. Olsen and Morgan pinpoint the series‟ postmodern nature. They write,  

Within the time and production constraints inherent in  

prime time programming…, each character has a voice  

and is fully articulated in the work, not merely a  

sophisticated prop to advance the plotline. Each main  

character is multidimensional and collectively allows  

Desperate Housewives to be polyphonic. (334) 
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Polyvocality and a fluidity identity of remain present within the show and its characters. 

This combination suggests that singular, definitive categories don‟t exist within a vacuum 

– or that, when we strive to embrace them, they fail us miserably. 

 Look, for instance, at how often the show forces us to question the idea of 

“normalcy” as no more than a construct, a dangerous masquerade. During “Ah, but 

underneath,” Mary Alice comments in a voice-over, “The peaceful façade of Wisteria 

Lane had recently been shattered. First, by my suicide. And, then, by the discovery of a 

note among my belongings that suggested a suspicious reason for my desperate act.” All 

picket fences, manicured lawns and pastel houses, no one takes Wisteria Lane at more 

than face value. The danger in this becomes increasingly apparent throughout the first 

season, though, as mayhem – the deaths of Mary Alice Young, Martha Huber and Juanita 

Solis, among other circumstances – suddenly makes the street‟s residents rethink what 

they “know.” (Longtime resident Edie, during “Impossible,” blurts out, “What the hell 

kinda street do we live on?”) Characters like Bree, in fact, simultaneously struggle with 

both how things look and with that which appearances frequently costume. On “Come in, 

Stranger,” Susan, Lynette, Bree, and Gaby overhear Paul and Zach loudly fighting in 

their home. Notice Bree‟s response during the friends‟ commentary: 

  LYNETTE: They never used to fight like that when Mary Alice was alive. 

 

  SUSAN: It‟s a shame. They used to be such a happy family. 

 

  BREE: Just because you didn‟t hear them fighting doesn‟t mean they were 

   happy.  

Here, she seems enlightened, seems to realize that a reliance upon façade merely serves 

as a flimsy bandage barely covering a potentially infectious wound. Yet, despite this 

moment, several episodes later (“Children Will Listen”), as she babysits Lynette‟s kids, 
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she says of the twin boys‟ haphazard approach to an art project, “Uh, you know, pictures 

are prettier when you color inside the lines.” Stunted for so long by the quest for 

normalcy, Bree can‟t figure out how to negotiate comfortably between potential 

identities.  

 The show, of course, gets its point across, in part, by making the idea of normalcy 

outlandish. Witness, for instance, a conversation between Bree and Rex regarding 

Andrew which takes place on “There Won‟t Be Trumpets”:  

  REX: You really want to send our son away to some prison camp??? 

 

  BREE: Oh, come on. Don‟t be so dramatic. I mean, some of these places 

   actually look fun. Look! Camp Hennessey. (Reading from a  

   brochure) “Camp Hennessey teaches kids respect for authority  

   and boundaries in a summer-camp-like atmosphere.” 

 

  REX: The perimeter is surrounded by an electrified fence! 

 

  BREE: Well, you have to admit that‟s an efficient way to teach respect 

    for boundaries.  

At all costs, Bree must live within boundaries. And, if it takes barbed wire or an 

electrified fence for her family to fall into lockstep with her value system, she can easily 

get behind the idea. Yet, outrageous views of normalcy go in both directions, for during 

“The Ladies Who Lunch,” Edie attempts to talk a depressed Susan out of the house, 

offering a discourse on what “normal women do”:  

  SUSAN: Why would I go anywhere with you? 

 

  EDIE: Because that‟s what normal women do when they get depressed.  

             They put on short skirts. They go to bars with their girlfriends.  

             Maybe have one too many and then make out with some strange  

             men in the back of a dark alley.  

For Bree, an orderly life characterized by “appropriate” behavior, set boundaries and an 

enforcement of acceptability constitutes “normalcy,” but for Edie, the opposite holds true. 
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Bree wouldn‟t ever likely seek out drunken public trysts with multiple strangers at a bar 

just as serial divorcee Edie wouldn‟t likely stay tied down or faithful to one man. 

However, Housewives goes out of its way to portray both women as bastions of 

normalcy. Normalcy, it, therefore, proclaims, exists not as a static concept applicable to 

or embraced by all but, rather, as a mutable, plastic idea which morphs both situationally 

and from person to person. Throughout Season One, then, the program presents this 

concept in the most postmodern of ways.  

 In illustrating how breaking free of the status quo can often empower, even minor 

characters on Housewives become important. When Gaby‟s teenage lover‟s parents learn 

of her relationship with their son, the mother goes ballistic, treating Gaby as a pariah on 

episode after episode; however, the boy‟s father takes a more respectful, evenhanded, 

almost bemused approach to his son‟s married paramour. On “Your Fault,” she questions 

the elder Rowland about his surprisingly cavalier, often sympathetic attitude towards her. 

He explains, 

When I was a kid, I always played by the rules. I never  

cheated on a test. Never missed a curfew. But, I can‟t  

help but think how wonderful it would‟ve been to have  

made at least one mistake like you.  

Here, the father admires his son‟s eschewing of propriety and even seems somewhat to 

regret his own adherence to the norms, codes and rules that society has imposed on him 

decade after decade. Olsen and Morgan remark that “the show…suggests that one can 

transcend the façade of perfection by playing with it and recognizing its limited value 

even while attempting to minimize its restrictions” (338). Whether in Bree who vacillates 

uncomfortably in her views or in John‟s father who wants a less ordered life for his son 
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than he has had himself, we see this postmodern trope espoused throughout Housewives 

time and again. 

 Similarly, the series constantly goes out of its way to recognize the potential of 

the other and the power inherent in alterity. Mary Alice‟s voice-over on “Come in, 

Stranger” allows, “But, the most troubling of all will be the ones who stand on the outside 

looking in. The ones we never truly get to know,” thus encouraging us not to dismiss 

anyone in his or her otherness. However, Housewives ensures that we get “to know” its 

titular women – moreover, that we get “to know” their power. When Edie‟s house burns 

down during the pilot episode, her neighbors express their views about her: 

  SUSAN: I just, uh, feel really bad about Edie. 

 

  GABY: Oh, Honey, don‟t feel bad about Edie. She‟s a strong lady. 

 

  LYNETTE: Absolutely. She‟ll get through this. She‟ll find a way to  

           survive.  

 

  BREE: We all do. 

If the series failed to limn their veracity throughout its first season, declarations like 

Gaby‟s, Lynette‟s and Bree‟s above would have no substance whatsoever. And, certainly, 

the program fulfills its narrative obligation, for it shows the potential of each housewife 

to do more than just survive. After the fire, Edie does bounce back; after Karl‟s series of 

affairs ends their marriage, Susan does learn to love again; even though both her 

relationship with John and her spouse‟s mounting financial and legal woes threaten them, 

Gaby does keep her home and her marriage intact; Lynette does overcome addiction; and, 

during a scandal, a break-up, a same-sex oriented son‟s coming out, a sexually-curious 

daughter‟s longings, a case of manslaughter, and sudden widowhood, Bree does maintain 

her composure.  
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 How do the women of Wisteria Lane become so intrepid, even solving crimes on 

their cul-de-sac? They recognize the power in their gender (read: in their marginality). 

While at a bar on “The Ladies Who Lunch,” Susan grumbles to Edie about the 

aggressively flirtatious men populating the watering hole. She pouts, “Look at ‟em just 

leering at us. They‟re so damn cocky like they know they have the upper-hand.” Edie 

protests this opinion, countering, “What are you talking about? We have the upper-hand. 

Without us, they have nothing.” The show repeatedly demonstrates this, perhaps nowhere 

more so than in the detective story. What the cops of Fairview can‟t do, the middle-aged 

homemakers of the town can. Likewise, Susan lands Mike, thereby inverting the narrative 

of the prince-figure who, through the act of marriage, rescues the damsel (from herself 

and from society); for weeks, Julie hides Zach from Paul undetected; Bree successfully 

hatches a scheme to conceal Andrew‟s crime; Felicia confronts her sister‟s killer; and so 

forth. On “There Won‟t Be Trumpets,” Mary Alice puts all of this into perspective, 

observing, “But, mostly, we honor heroes because at one point or another, we all dream 

of being rescued. Of course, if the right hero doesn‟t come along, sometimes, we have to 

rescue ourselves.” Each housewife on the show has this power, just as we all do. Each 

housewife on the show uses this power, just as we all can. Campers, therefore, gravitate 

to the series, in large part, for the empowerment offered by the chronic repetition of this 

theme. 

 Via repetition of specific tropes (gender inversion, empowered others, the façade 

of perfection, the fluidity of normalcy, the mutability of identity, etc.), a serialized 

television narrative, as Desperate Housewives shows, can proliferate camp‟s primary 

myth, that the other can and does succeed not in spite of but because of his, her or its 
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difference, that those identity facets, long thought to impede, more likely empower. Lest 

a reader think, however, that this show only accidentally or conveniently serves as an 

example of the serialized camp narrative, she need only to look at how often characters 

call Gaby a “diva”
45

 or at the comment made by Mike‟s friend, Kendra (Heather 

Stephens), on “Anything You Can Do”: “An open house in the suburbs? This is beyond 

kitch!” As we know, we generally call that which lies beyond kitsch “camp.” And, since 

Desperate Housewives offers us an “open house in the suburbs” of sorts week after week, 

and since it does so comically, outrageously and ironically, it serves as a form of camp. 

Loaded with allusions to camp classics like American Beauty (Sam Mendes, 1999), The 

Donna Reed Show (1958-66), Valley of the Dolls (Mark Robson, 1967), The Stepford 

Wives (Bryan Forbes, 1975), Knots Landing (1979-93), Melrose Place (1992-9), The 

Young and the Restless (1973-present), and One Life To Live (1968-present) and 

employing for its episodes titles shared with showtunes (most often those of Stephen 

Sondheim, himself a bastion of camp), the show exists as a form of self-conscious camp. 

However, references alone do not make for a camp text. Instead, characters, themes, 

tropes, and structure do. And, in spite of its serialized format – or, more likely, because of 

it – the show manages to incorporate all of these factions (outrageous characters, inverted 

functions, the requisite theme, and so forth) repeatedly using them both to progress the 

narrative and to inspire its viewers. 
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            CHAPTER 10 

    HOME RUN KINGS AND THEATRE QUEENS GO CAMPING:  

     THE BASEBALL NARRATIVE 

 Looking at texts which we historically regard as camp shows that although critics 

have had trouble agreeing on or, sometimes, even offering a specific definition of camp, 

we can – by studying its structure (which includes character types) uncover a 

predominant theme, namely that those marginalized by difference actually thrive because 

of that difference, not merely – as most dominant narratives suggest – in spite of it. This 

theme gives camp its primary use: as inspiration to those individuals who find themselves 

relegated to the periphery of society, letting them know that difference can, indeed, 

empower. Oddly enough, we can also find this and other camp factors present in a text 

not canonically considered camp: the sport of baseball. Although I admittedly know very 

little about this pastime, over the years, I‟ve watched how people consume it. And, I‟ve 

come to realize that, in many ways, baseball fulfills the requirements of camp. Like 

television programs, fiction films and performances, baseball has a readable structure and 

depends upon character types. It, therefore, reveals a theme. It, therefore, exists 

narratively. And, those narrative components – particularly the theme which comes 

through via its characters – inspires fans in much the same way that classic camp texts 

do, as I will investigate in this chapter. 

 

   Baseball, Democracy and Inspiration 

 Characters in gay-themed media, specifically novels by gay authors, a handful of 

Broadway musicals and an award-winning play, often either parallel classic camp 
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consumption with baseball fandom (think: someone follows the New York Yankees and 

reveres the score to Damn Yankees with equal fervor) or have gay characters fanatic 

about baseball. This leads me to ask what these forms have in common? As it turns out, 

they seem to have many similarities. Look, for instance, at the Broadway musical 

Falsettos. In it, a divorced, gay, Jewish man, a lesbian couple and some others watch a 

Little League game. They sing, 

  We‟re sitting 

  And watching Jason play baseball, 

  We‟re watching Jason play baseball. 

  We‟re watching Jewish boys 

  Who cannot play baseball 

  Play baseball. (Finn and Lapine 112) 

As these lyrics show, the spectators have the lowest expectations of their Jewish sons as 

athletes. Yet, they watch Jason and company. The fact that Jason and his team play 

baseball and have fans suggests that they have success. More importantly, at song‟s end, 

Jason – surprisingly – gets his first hit. The thrilled crowd cheers. After all, these people 

identify with the young batter: their sexuality, failed marriages, Jewishness, gender, etc. 

have marginalized them. This marginalization has led them to believe that success won‟t 

come easily if at all for them. So, they root for the underdog. And, while his no-quit 

attitude alone suggests success, his actually making bat and ball connect excites this 

crowd more than anyone else‟s hit possibly could: when Jason succeeds, he disproves 

expectations. As such, his various gay, Jewish, lesbian, single, divorced spectators 

succeed vicariously. They, therefore, become inspired by the other‟s triumph, his camp 

triumph. 

 Similarly, in Richard Greenberg‟s play Take Me out, gay accountant Mason 

Marzac, a man so nerdy and isolated that he even feels unaccepted within the gay 
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community, befriends Darren Lemming, a biracial professional baseball player who, 

during a press conference, has recently come out of the closet.
46

 They have the following 

exchange: 

  MASON (boldly, in a rush) I want to say what you‟ve done is a wonderful 

   thing for the community. 

 

  DARREN What community would that be? 

 

  (Beat.) 

 

  MASON Well, our community. 

       Of course, I don‟t really have a community. Or, more 

   precisely, the community won‟t really have me. And, I don‟t like 

   communities in general. I avoid them. I‟m outside them. (Beat.)  

   Possibly beneath them. 

 

  DARREN I don‟t really have a community, either. 

          I‟m above them. 

 

  MASON Well, then, you‟ve done a very wonderful thing for a community 

    to which neither of us belongs but which we will both inevitably 

    be associated. (31-2) 

 

Both Mason and Darren identify themselves as outsiders. Yet, baseball – ironically – 

unites the two. As the text constantly reminds us, baseball involves belonging to a team – 

the one on the field or the one in the stands. Even those who deem themselves outside of 

acceptability find comfort in baseball. This comfort comes from watching the other 

succeed. In Take Me out, Darren‟s biracial and gay identities parallel the outsider statuses 

of his teammates, immigrants who speak little-to-no English – such as the South 

Americans, Martinez and Rodriguez, and the Asian-born Takeshi Kawabata – or the 

illiterate trailer trash Shane Mungitt. Baseball fans root for such people because these 

men represent – ironically – the American Dream, reminding us that success comes to 

everyone, for even a non-English-speaking immigrant can end up serving as an American 
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sports hero. In fact, due to his difference, he may actually represent all that this country 

stands for even better than a white, middle-class, American-born citizen-ballplayer ever 

could. 

 Baseball, then, exists as a democratic text. Democracy suggests equal opportunity 

for all, but baseball provides it. As camp, baseball has queer appeal, for identity becomes 

harder to specify when the people who can potentially partake in this pastime and – more 

importantly – can succeed at it must not fit into some limited, seemingly arbitrary 

category: sexuality, race, national origin, socio-economic status, etc. need not present 

someone from hitting a home-run. As a democratic form, however, camp extends beyond 

the queer to those marginalized by their identities or differences. In discussing the novels 

of Jane Austen, Azar Nafisi explains textural democracy thusly:  

Austen‟s ability to create…multivocality, such diverse  

voices and intonations in relation and in confrontation  

within a cohesive structure, is one of the best examples  

of the democratic aspect of the novel. In Austen‟s  

novels, there are spaces for oppositions that do not need  

to eliminate each other in order to exist. (268)  

 

We can – and should – therefore, recognize that, as a form of camp, baseball addresses 

and has the power to attract the marginalized en masse, an important aspect, for as camp 

scholar Core states, “Throughout history there has always been a significant minority 

whose unacceptable characteristics – talent, poverty, physical unconventionality, sexual 

anomaly – render them vulnerable to the world‟s brutal laughter” (9). Sharing in and even 

reclaiming that laughter, the joy brought about via identificatory triumph (think: 

Falsettos‟ Little League watchers), dissolves separation and – more importantly – 

empowers those othered by difference. Take Me out recognizes baseball‟s democratic 

(therefore, its camp) nature. Mason explains that he has begun to watch and to love 
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baseball. He says, “So I‟ve done what was suggested. I continued to watch, and I have 

come (with no little excitement) to understand that baseball is a perfect metaphor for 

hope in a democratic society” (35), later citing the game as characterized by 

“Equality…of opportunity” (35) and further asserting, “Democracy is lovely, but 

baseball‟s more mature” (37). 

 Citing the unexpected success of integration into baseball, scholar Joe Marren 

asserts that the “sport showed other sports that equality and diversity were strengths and 

not weaknesses. In its way, baseball became the expression of democracy” (168). 

Certainly, most critics readily admit an inextricable bond between baseball and 

Americanism. For instance, John P. Rossi contends, “Baseball has formed an intimate 

link with American history and culture for more than a century and a half. No other sport 

has embedded itself so deeply in the national psyche” (3), while Edward P. Rielly, quite 

simply, states, “Baseball has long been recognized as America‟s national pastime” (1).
47

 

More importantly, though, critics agree that its appeal comes, in large part, from its 

refusal to remain homogenized in any way, shape or form whatsoever (gender restrictions 

in pro baseball notwithstanding, of course).  

 Look, for example, at how Rossi explains the appeal that baseball has always had 

for outsiders, even from its earliest days. In his history of the sport, he recalls,  

The 1840s saw the largest influx of immigrants to that  

time in American history. More than a million Irish and  

a million Germans entered the country in the years 1846- 

1855, bringing with them new attitudes, tastes, and  

standards. They were searching for ways to identify  

themselves with their new home. Baseball was one such  

way. (10)   
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So, even a dozen decades ago, the marginal in society found a kinship with baseball. 

Rossi develops this point further, offering,  

The first of the immigrant groups to embrace baseball  

were German Americans, followed shortly by Irish  

Americans. Both used baseball as a way of gaining  

acceptance in a society that viewed them as outsiders –  

the Germans because of their language and culture, the  

Irish because of their religion and other curious  

customs such as drinking and brawling. By the 1890s  

these former outsiders had matched the older  

established groups in their impact on baseball.  

 

The experience of the Irish illustrated a trend that would 

continue throughout baseball‟s modern history: an ethnic  

or racial group, through its skills and talents, gains  

admission to the game, wins acceptance, and in the  

process helps undermine the prejudice against it. (213)  

 

Like camp, baseball provides both a forum for the dismissed other to demonstrate the 

likelihood of his success and inspiration for those spectators who identify as marginal. As 

Rossi puts it, in this sport, the peripheralized entity “helps undermine the prejudice 

against it.” Doesn‟t this contention make America‟s pastime sound a great lot like camp? 

Both seemingly neutralize our beliefs that only dominant groups can wax victorious. 

Marren, in fact, opines,  

In the United States, we are taught that our canonical 

documents espouse liberty and equality as our most 

cherished values. Yet not everyone in this country  

has always been free and equal when measured against  

the political and economic status of middle class white  

men. (161)  

The major mythological systems of our society, more often than not, link success to 

privileged, heterosexual, white males. Camp upends this, though. So does baseball. 

Women, same-sex oriented peoples, the seemingly inappropriate, and so forth succeed in 

camp. And, as writers like Rossi and Marren illustrate, immigrants, drunks, working-class 
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peoples, and so forth succeed at baseball. Thus, we see the textural democracy inherent in 

both forms. 

 Do not, however, misread this assertion and think that baseball automatically 

exists as a form of camp. It does so only if a consumer of the sport, like Mason, chooses 

to see it as such. Camp exists as a reading strategy aided by a text which encourages one 

to employ said strategy. Core, for instance, makes such statements as “Anyone or 

anything can be camp. But it takes one to know one” (7) and “Camp is in the eyes of the 

beholder, especially if the beholder is camp” (7). Baseball offers the theme of the other 

triumphing due to his, her or its difference, but it only invites and doesn‟t force anyone to 

see or to embrace that theme. All media texts do this. They contain themes. But, we must 

choose to recognize – even to look for – them. 

 

         Camp Kluger: Theatre Heroes, Baseball Divas 

 Furthermore, when we look at the novels of Steve Kluger, we can see the parallels 

between canonical camp and baseball. Kluger, an openly gay writer, often has characters 

in his books who embrace camp texts and baseball in the same fashion, or he portrays 

relationships between people – outsiders, all – in which one or more love camp staples 

(divas, Broadway musicals, etc.) and the other(s) revere(s) baseball. They build a 

relationship based in large part on mutual respect for each other‟s passionate 

consumption of the diva or the sport. Kluger‟s novels include Almost Like Being in Love, 

Last Days of Summer and My Most Excellent Year: A Novel of Love, Mary Poppins & 

Fenway Park. 
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 In Almost Like Being in Love, teens Craig McKenna and Travis Puckett fall in 

love while at boarding school. Craig, the school jock, and Travis, the school theatre 

queen, greatly affect one another. At first, Craig reveres the likes of Carlton Fisk, and 

Travis idolizes the Ethel Mermans of the world. After a year together, the two go away to 

college on opposite sides of the country and eventually lose touch. Twenty years later, 

each pines for the other; Travis even embarks on a cross-country trek to find and to 

reconnect with his first love. As we learn about the men‟s lives over the last two decades, 

we realize that each now equally embraces the other‟s passion as much as his own. Craig, 

for instance, knows (and cites!) all of the lyrics to Flora, the Red Menace, while Travis, 

now a history professor, gets a grant to write a book “[p]roving that baseball and the 

United States Constitution were founded on the same set of rules, as outlined in The 

Federalist Papers by Alexander Hamilton” (45). Each follows camp and baseball in the 

same way and, arguably, for the same reason: he fails to fit society‟s idea of normalcy 

(the gay, talented jock; the gay, nerdy theatre queen), so he idolizes the successful other 

(the sports star who routinely does the impossible, the demanding diva who maintains 

fame and fortune by following her own rules). 

 Kluger represents this pattern in his other novels, too. In Last Days of Summer, 

Joey Margolis, a fatherless Jewish boy in a heavily Italian Brooklyn neighborhood during 

World War I, gets beaten up a lot. So, he seeks out and befriends his hero, baseball player 

Charlie Banks, both for protection and as a surrogate father. Charlie introduces him to 

Hazel Flynn, his fiancée/Ethel Merman‟s rival. They take Joey under their respective 

wings. And, Joey gets both to work as a batboy for Charlie‟s team and to join Hazel in 

duets during her nightly stage show. As such, Joey equally consumes and becomes camp, 
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for he idolizes Charlie and Hazel, and he – the ostracized other – becomes a popular 

success on the field and in the nightclubs. In Summer, Kluger makes it clear that Joey 

triumphs because of his marginalization: it drives him to seek out a friendship with 

world-famous Charlie, a successful action because he knows that since he (in his mind) 

has nothing, he has nothing to lose. In his neighborhood, his identity makes him seem 

worthless. This empowers him; it motivates him to action. Greatly underestimated (even 

by himself), he has no trouble going unnoticed, which assists him in getting what he 

wants.
48

 

 And, My Most Excellent Year focuses on T.C. and Augie, teens who decided as 

children to become brothers, a choice sanctioned by their respective families. T.C., the 

popular, motherless, Caucasian boy with the thick Boston accent, and Augie, the gay, 

Asian drama geek with aspirations of Tony Awards, share each other‟s passions. Each 

feels marginalized by sexuality, race, accent, etc. but compensates via sports or theatre, 

respectively. They befriend a six-year-old deaf orphan, Hucky, who needs to look up to 

T.C. (a high school baseball star) as much as he needs to dream about Mary Poppins (an 

iconic camp character). Through T.C.‟s moxie, Augie‟s textbook knowledge of all things 

theatrical and the fact that the world underestimates teenage boys and deaf six-year-olds, 

the older two succeed at sneaking the younger one into a star-studded benefit where he 

meets camp icon Julie Andrews (Mary Poppins herself!) backstage. 

 From the brief description of these novels, we can see how Kluger parallels camp 

and baseball. The marginalized person can idolize a chanteuse or an infielder for the 

same reasons: she or he likely demonstrates that the other can succeed. Characters like 

Hucky, T.C., Augie, Craig, Hazel, Charlie, Travis, Joey, and others in Kluger‟s novels 
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demonstrate why people rely on camp, how camp functions, how we can use it. They also 

exemplify camp. After all, each one – an outsider in some way – uses his or her otherness 

to succeed in baseball, in the performing arts, in life. In turn, each one inspires. And, 

make no mistake: Kluger surrounds every one of them with the components which 

comprise camp – humor, irony, aesthetics, theatricality, and so forth. Through Kluger‟s 

novels, then, we certainly get a sense of how baseball not only parallels camp but actually 

serves as a form of camp for those prone to notice or to seek out this quality. 

 Think of the diva, a camp staple, in relation to the baseball player. Kluger, after 

all, seems to do just this. In pursuits and via practices thought outside of her realm, the 

diva proves herself. Barbra Streisand directs films, demanding perfection from cast and 

crew alike. This adds to her diva stature, for her forays into filmmaking and her iron-

fisted enforcement of exacting standards align her with masculinity. However, while she 

may thrive in a male-dominated occupation by taking on “manly” traits, she constantly 

reminds us of her femininity: her long, styled hair; toned, shapely legs; lacquered, 

elongated fingernails; pitch-perfect mezzo-soprano voice; string of heterosexual 

romances; off-the-shoulder Donna Karan dresses; and so on serve her in this capacity. A 

diva like Streisand inspires because she constantly highlights her otherness (in this case, 

her gender) and her simultaneous ability to succeed not only in whatever domain she 

chooses but also on her own terms. This combination earns her legions of fans 

worldwide, many of whom gravitate towards her campiness.  

 Now, compare the example above to that of baseball hero Jackie Robinson. In 

1946, Rossi informs us, Robinson became the first black player to join a major league 

team, thus breaking the sport‟s long-enforced color barrier. More than that, he both 
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transcended racial stereotypes, for as Rossi says, “he had the qualities…[of] a trailblazer. 

He was mature, poised, college educated, and intensely focused on success” (155), and 

upended expectations, for journalists “doubted he could perform at the major league 

level” (Rossi 155). Yet, perform, he did, “winning Rookie of the Year honors and helping 

lead the Dodgers to their first pennant since 1941” (Rossi 155). Thus far, his narrative 

aligns with the diva‟s: he focused on success, never saw obstacles, belied (low) 

expectations, and shattered stereotypes. Moreover, these qualities attracted fans en masse, 

just as they often attract fans to the diva. Outsiders idolized him: as Rossi reports, “Jackie 

Robinson…was…seen as a hero to many young blacks” (176). Moreover, the historian 

recalls that Robinson “opened the eyes of other baseball owners by proving to be the 

greatest gate attraction since Babe Ruth. The Dodgers set a new attendance record that 

season partly because of Robinson‟s appeal” (155). A great deal of that appeal seemingly 

derived from the player‟s combination of unmistakable otherness (his race) and 

undeniable talent (his athletic skill). Such a combination, a hallmark of the diva, 

seemingly exists in the baseball hero, as well. 

 In his novels, Kluger seems to take this parallel and to run with it. At the 

beginning of Almost Like Being in Love, for instance, Craig knows sports but not camp, 

while Travis knows camp but not sports. When they first meet, Craig assesses Travis‟ 

interests with “He…gets letters from people like Mary Martin and Bernadette Peters and 

the mother on The Brady Bunch and Lotte Lenya (who was the old bag in the James 

Bond movie with the knife in her boot)” (11). And, when the two pursue one of Craig‟s 

interests, attending a Mets-Dodgers game, Travis summarizes the event thusly: 

“Somebody hit a ground rule double and somebody else stole a base and then a fight 
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started, presumably for pro forma reasons. Then it was over. The blue-and-orange 

uniforms won” (17). Granted, neither understands much about the other‟s passion; 

however, it seems that each finds most attractive in the other his unwavering dedication 

to the entertainment phenomenon of his choosing. 

 As the text – and their relationship – progresses, though, Travis and Craig begin 

to speak and to understand each other‟s fandom-language. The camper embraces 

baseball. The baseball fan embraces camp. For instance, twenty years after meeting 

Travis, a depressed Craig sends his law-partner-best-friend, Charleen, a memo titled 

“Valley of the Dolls.” It begins, “I‟ve watched it four times this week. „Ted Casablanca is 

no fag – and I‟m the dame who can prove it.‟ Sigh. How could we survive without such 

heavenly dreck? I‟m almost ready for Mommie Dearest again” (310). His adoration of 

Dolls‟ trashy dialogue (and of Mommie Dearest) demonstrates exactly why he camps: 

feeling blue, he needs inspiration, and the fact that “such heavenly dreck” continues to 

triumph suggests that he, too, can and will go on. 

 Conversely, Travis, now a professor of American history, drops as many baseball 

references into his conversations these two decades later as he does camp ones. At one 

point in the novel, for instance, he requests from the university library “[a]ll periodicals 

referencing shortstop Dickey Pearce around 1860” (58), which he seeks in order to 

“prove the link between the Brooklyn Athletics and Reconstruction” (59). Where Craig 

uses campy films as a means of helping him to make sense of his circumstances, Travis 

employs baseball history as a means of helping him to make sense of the world. Camp 

and baseball, therefore, seemingly function in ways most similar.  
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 The two characters, though, employ camp or baseball references at whim, thereby 

suggesting the interchangeability of these forms. On a road trip taken to find his long-lost 

love, Craig, Travis makes a list of what he should keep in mind if and when he locates his 

former flame. His fifth point reads as follows: “Don’t rush things. Falling in love all over 

again takes work. Face it – you‟re not a kid anymore. „And I don‟t think you‟ll ever be a 

kid again, kiddo.‟ (Elaine Stritch, Company.)” (194). To help him to put things into 

perspective, he takes inspiration from camp divas. Similarly, when Craig considers 

running for political office, his “off-the-record curriculum vitae” (216) lists, among other 

things, that he “[b]elieves in kids, the Red Sox, and equal rights across the board” (217). 

In other words, like camp, the Red Sox have taught him to find enormous potential in the 

easily dismissed (children, equal rights). Baseball, therefore, comforts and inspires much 

like camp does. 

 In his three novels discussed here, Kluger follows through on this idea. In My 

Most Excellent Year, for instance, T.C. relies on baseball in ways which echo Augie‟s 

dependency on camp. It makes sense that Kluger would liberally employ camp while, at 

the same time, offering an alternative “use” for baseball. After all, from the outset, he 

makes the primary relationship in Year a markedly postmodern one. In a journal entry, 

Augie, the gay, Asian theatre-enthusiast, describes his relationship with straight, white, 

motherless athlete T.C. (aka “Tick”):  

On any day in particular, we were pirates, aliens, cops,  

dino hunters, and brothers. But it was “brothers” that 

turned out to be a lot tougher than it looked. Once  

we‟d thought about it, we figured out that brothers tell  

each other all of their secrets, buy each other cool  

birthday presents that nobody else would think of, yell  

at each other and not mean it, and always believe each  

other no matter how dumb it sounds. (Brothers also  
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share the same bedroom, but we‟d fix that problem  

with sleepovers – because you just can‟t play Galaxy  

Fighters on the ceiling with colored flashlights unless  

it‟s dark.) So going by the rules, we already were  

brothers. The only thing we didn‟t have were the same  

parents to call Mom, Dad, or Pop.  

 

“Why can‟t we call them that anyway?” Well, we 

tried it just to see what would happen, and our families 

got used to it so quick that nobody remembers who‟s 

genetic anymore. Whenever Pop takes us out to the 

Union Oyster House for dinner, he always introduces 

us as his kids – and when we went to Daytona Beach 

over Easter with Mom and Dad, the hotel rooms were 

were reserved for “Mr. and Mrs. Hwong and sons.” 

Of course, once in a while people look at us funny and 

you know they‟re trying to figure out how both of us 

can be brothers when only one of us is Asian, but we 

just tell them that we have different fathers. (Hey, it‟s 

true, isn‟t it?) And nobody ever had to ask twice. (8)  

By offering limitless possibilities, both camp and baseball seemingly inspire. Viewing 

them this way suggests that they possess postmodern potential. We can, after all, look 

both at texts within the camp canon and at a roster of professional baseball players, and 

we can see not homogenized, similarly identified units comprising these entities but a 

variety of types working together. Year demonstrates in a postmodern fashion that 

“family” can have many – perhaps, infinite – meanings, thereby offering the theme that 

alternative entities which belie long-accepted understandings can, indeed, thrive. So, it 

stands to reason that, in this text, Kluger employs camp and baseball in a way that also 

perpetuates this idea. 

 In Year, Kluger‟s characters use baseball and camp in ways akin to each other. 

The Kellers collectively worship the Boston Red Sox, so each child born into the family 

has the name of one of the team‟s players. Following tradition, T.C.‟s parents christened 

him “Anthony Conigliaro” (“T.C.” stands for “Tony C”), after a player described by his 
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namesake as “another snarly batting champ who got zapped in the face with a fastball in 

1967, which somehow turned him into a hero” (2). Notice how a disagreeable attitude 

and an untimely accident have (in T.C.‟s estimation, at least) turned the player into a 

hero. Such interpretations demonstrate how baseball can offer alternatives, possibilities 

and limitless inspiration, quite like camp does – especially in the diva, often a model of 

disagreeability and underestimation. 

 Augie, for example, gravitates towards camp‟s inspirational bent. Throughout 

Year, he directs his journal chapters to various “Divas of the Week,” such as Angela 

Lansbury and Natalie Wood. He addresses his first one to Liza Minnelli. “Dear Liza,” he 

begins one entry, “Your mother liked to sing and take pills, my mother likes to write and 

start riots” (46). Because of her mother‟s legacy (not to mention her own forays into both 

performance and drug addiction), Liza Minnelli has triumphed – on stage, on film, on 

television – so Augie recognizes that if she can, then so can he. Also, T.C. begins an 

online petition, Free Buck Weaver! On it, the teen explains that Weaver 

was banned [from baseball forever] for not ratting on 

his team. What‟s wrong with this picture? My father 

says that you can always be proud of yourself for 

listening to your heart. Buck Weaver listened to his  

heart too, but all he got was punished for it. And, just  

because he‟s dead doesn‟t mean it‟s not unfair anymore.  

Buck Weaver deserves to be un-banned. (83)  

As such, T.C. sees that we can potentially mine success from failure. While the world and 

professional baseball have scorned or long forgotten Buck Weaver, T.C. finds inspiration 

in the late, scandal-plagued player‟s possible redemption. A sense of fairness motivates 

this, which we understand, for baseball, like camp, possesses textural democracy. Both 

teach us not to leap to conclusions, that we can change institutional discourse, that we can 
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even revise (or correct) history. T.C., like all teenagers (read: others), needs to believe 

this, so he believes in baseball. And, for reasons akin to his, Augie believes in camp. 

Early in the novel, T.C. comments,  

I‟m five weeks older than Augie is but he‟s a lot  

smarter than I am, except that he doesn‟t know he‟s  

gay yet. I don‟t see how he couldn‟t. I guess he figures  

that because he loves women like Audrey Hepburn  

and Judi Dench so much, he‟s automatically going to  

wind up with one. (Shh. What he really loves is their  

clothes.) (22)  

Why does Augie seemingly love their clothes? Quite simply, the expensive outfits 

hyperbolize their wearers‟ difference (read: their femininity) and their success (read: 

wealth and popularity). Struggling with his own identity, he derives hope from this 

fixation. Just as the possible belated success of Buck Weaver helps T.C. to navigate his 

adolescence, the heightened womanhood of triumphant others like Minnelli, Dench and 

Hepburn helps Augie to embrace his sexuality.  

 Although Augie plays soccer and T.C. occasionally goes to the theatre, neither 

integrates the other‟s interests à la Travis and Craig, for T.C. doesn‟t recite from All 

about Eve like his brother does, and Augie doesn‟t have a headful of baseball statistics 

like his sibling does. The text, however, certainly offers a character who, at once, 

combines the personalities of Augie and T.C. and equally gravitates towards camp and 

baseball: Hucky Evan Harper. At one point, T.C. tells his girlfriend, Alé, “Hucky is 

Augie 8 years ago, only without the bok choy sandwich. I know I can get through to this 

kid” (155). Similarly, when the three boys share a room during a family ski trip, the two 

older ones discover that the hearing-impaired six-year-old cries as he sleeps. As they 



290 
 

discuss the situation via an Instant Message session with Alé, T.C. remarks, “maybe it 

happens all the time,” and this subsequent conversation ensues:  

  AugieHwong: Please don‟t go there. It reminds me of when you were  

    seven.  

 

  TCKeller: I cried in my sleep?? 

 

  AugieHwong: All the nights I stayed over you did. I never felt so clueless 

    in my life.  

 

  AlePerez: Maybe Hucky misses his mother too. 

 

  TCKeller: How? He never knew her. (235-6) 

Where Craig and Travis have similar backgrounds and, therefore, share similar 

peripheralization, T.C. and Augie remain different from each other in a host of ways. So, 

instead of having them both equally embrace and equally use camp and baseball, Kluger 

gives us Hucky, a character who serves as an amalgam of Year‟s fourteen-year-old 

brothers. And, in Hucky, we get a character who, at once, cites baseball statistics and 

quotes old movies. We can, therefore, compare T.C.‟s love of baseball with Augie‟s 

adoration of camp. But, we can also see how Hucky‟s dependence on these two forms 

shows the parallel between them. Hucky‟s likeness to both of the teens makes him a 

character who relies on ballplayers and divas. 

 In Year, T.C. befriends Hucky when the orphaned youngster enthusiastically 

attends all of the older boy‟s ball games. Later, T.C. discovers the child‟s other 

obsession, the camp classic Mary Poppins (Robert Stevenson, 1964). Apparently, “he‟s 

been waiting for Mary Poppins to come live with him since he was four” (161). As the 

novel progresses, he learns the history of the Red Sox, thanks to T.C., and all about All 

about Eve, courtesy of Augie. The brothers and Alé even hatch a scheme whereby T.C. 
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will secretly whisk the young orphan to New York from Massachusetts and sneak him 

backstage at a benefit where he can meet Julie Andrews. Augie concocts the plan, which 

a skeptical T.C. questions, but his brother reassures him that “it‟s a no-brainer. [The stage 

doorman]‟ll be on the lookout for gatecrashers, so kids won‟t even register on his scope” 

(357-8). Sure enough, he has the right instincts, for the otherness of T.C. and Hucky get 

them backstage and face-to-face with Julie (Mary Poppins) Andrews. This, of course, 

makes the text itself camp, as it demonstrates that by relying upon our marginalization, 

we can, indeed, wax victorious.  

 The text ends with T.C. writing in his journal. After celebrating the Red Sox‟ 

2004 World Series win (an event which undoubtedly proves that others can triumph by 

exceeding expectations and overcoming underestimation), T.C. recalls what he learned 

that year. Among his three lessons, he lists, “Always remember what it was like to be 

six” (403) and “Never, ever stop believing in magic, no matter how old you get. Because 

if you keep looking long enough and don‟t give up, sooner or later you‟re going to find 

Mary Poppins” (403). Believing in a seemingly cursed team or a fantastical cinematic 

singing nanny can help marginalized subjectives to cope with the world. Doing so gives 

them hope. Camp does this. Obviously, so does baseball. Mary Poppins has more in 

common with the Boston Red Sox than one might initially think, something Hucky – 

more othered than anyone else in Year – instinctively understands, which prompts T.C. to 

want to think like he does, as the teen recognizes that otherness empowers.
49

 

 My Most Excellent Year‟s Hucky Evan Harper also shares a great deal in common 

with Joey Margolis, the lead character of Kluger‟s Last Days of Summer. At the 

beginning of the text, Joey‟s family moves to a different neighborhood in Brooklyn, a 
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borough where, he says, “I learned that I was a kike, that my second-to-best-friend was a 

Nip, and that my father was never coming back home” (5). He elaborates,  

After the divorce, my mother moved us from a largely  

Hasidic community in Williamsburg to an old  

brownstone at the corner of Bedford Avenue and  

Montgomery Street, where the mailboxes in the vestibule  

presaged the special fabric out of which my adolescence  

was to be woven. “Corelli. Verrastro. Fiore. Bierman.  

Di Cicco. Fusaro. Delvecchi. Margolis.” This told me all  

I needed to know. Of course, as the newly appointed  

resident Jew, I couldn‟t be entirely certain what  

recreational activities the neighborhood was willing to  

offer, but I had a pretty decent hunch that bleeding was  

among them. Not that my mom or my Aunt Carrie did  

much to promote my cause: they openly lit Shabos  

candles on San Gennaro Day, walked to shul through the  

Our Lady of Pompeii Street festival, and helped feed the  

Italian-American War Widows with a tray of stuffed  

derma and potato knishes. The day we unpacked, I  

figured conservatively that I had a week left to live. (5-6) 

Jewish, fatherless, bullied, and living in a predominantly Italian neighborhood in the 

early 1940s, Joey needs inspiration. So, he turns to Charlie Banks, a third-baseman for a 

baseball team called the New York Giants. Charlie seems to have it all – a burgeoning 

pro sports career, a Broadway ingénue as his fiancée, widespread adoration – and yet, 

Joey (who seemingly has nothing, at least when compared to his idol) senses a kinship 

with the pro athlete. He seeks him out, and the two forge a tentative friendship which 

develops into a familial relationship (Charlie becomes for Joey a surrogate father; Joey 

becomes for Charlie a surrogate brother). As it turns out, Joey has read Charlie correctly: 

the Giant came from an abusive household: raised in a poor Midwestern home by a 

widowed father who killed Charlie‟s older brother as the sibling tried to defend Charlie 

against the father‟s physical assault. By all accounts, Charlie never should‟ve survived. 

Instead, he thrived. Needing to see their own potential represented in others, campers 
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gravitate towards stories of unexpected triumph in which they can find inspiration. 

Apparently, some baseball fans do, too. 

 By pairing their relationship to Joey and Hazel‟s, Kluger makes Joey‟s adoration 

of Charlie akin to a camper‟s love of divas. Hazel McKay, rival of Ethel Merman and 

girlfriend of Charlie Banks, befriends Joey through her betrothed. Like Charlie, she has 

both public feuds (his with players on other teams parallel hers with Merman) and a 

temper (he gets physical, roughing up other players; she makes sarcastic comments about 

Merman in the press). Joey, in turn, gravitates to her almost as much as he does to 

Charlie. In fact, just as he gets to serve as a batboy for Charlie‟s team, he also gets to join 

Hazel for occasional duets during her stage act. In this, he apes both his sports hero and 

his camp idol. Campers often find themselves singing showtunes or reciting dialogue 

from old films. They do so in order to partake vicariously in the lives or routines of their 

favorite camp subjects or texts. When Joey sings with Hazel or takes the field with 

Charlie, he ostensibly lives out the camper‟s fantasy in the most hyperbolized of ways. 

As such, Joey‟s relationships with Charlie and Hazel both equate with camp. While the 

latter clearly serves as a form of camp, the former‟s story plays out in terms most similar 

to it; therefore, it becomes difficult in Summer to differentiate between camping and 

baseball fandom, especially since both inspire Joey to overcome the obstacles in his life. 

After all, his work for the Giants and his performances with Hazel gain him popularity in 

school and win him the affection of Rachel, the seemingly unattainable girl for whom he 

has long pined. 

 From this brief exploration of Kluger‟s texts, we can see that parallels exist 

between baseball fans and campers. A pro baseball team often includes a ragtag 
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assortment of others – non-English speaking immigrants; people of African, Asian and 

Latin descent; middle-aged men; guys with beer guts; even a one-armed cancer survivor 

– all of whom represent America, for each, ironically and in opposition to the dominant 

myth, achieves the American dream. In them, fans likely see their own promise. For those 

fans who choose to view it as such, this makes baseball akin to camp, perhaps even a 

form of camp. Campers, after all, comprise the primary fan base of those entities who 

provide them with hope via their demonstration that those thought unlikely to succeed 

can succeed due to that which marks them as “different.” 

 

                          Athletes and Divas and Happy Campers 

 Rossi writes,  

Baseball‟s diversity in an age of growing emphasis on  

multiculturalism has a better record than any other  

professional sport in America. Latins or Asians are  

rare in football or basketball. Baseball remains what it  

has been for a century: an avenue for oppressed ethnic  

or racial groups to win acceptance by the quality of  

their play in America‟s Game. (216)  

With this, he gets to the heart of both how we might view baseball as a form of camp and 

why we wouldn‟t likely see most other sports (football, hockey, basketball) as such. He, 

in fact, puts it rather well, noticing the attraction to “oppressed ethnic or racial 

groups…win[ing] acceptance.” Putting it this way, he inadvertently references how fans 

find inspiration in the triumph (read: win) of the other (read: oppressed). And, since that 

diversity lacks in most other professional team sports, baseball potentially aligns with 

camp more than any other sport does. 
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 Granted, viewing baseball as a form of camp has its limitations. Pro baseball, after 

all, remains a “male-only” discipline, so it seemingly lacks the gender commentary often 

foregrounded in camp. However, gender commentary does still exist in this sport. Think 

of it this way: where other sports put forth homogenous teams (ones that lack a 

multiplicity of appearances, age ranges, ethnicities, etc.) as exemplary of manhood, 

baseball offers a diversity of players towards the same end. Whether short or tall, young 

or old, American-born or newly-immigrated, trim and muscular or overweight and out-

of-shape, white or black, Christian or Jewish, Latin or Asian, and so forth, a professional 

baseballer can come to represent America and its potential, can attract fans based upon 

that which sets him apart. This suggests that in our country, “one size does not fit all.” As 

such, a camper may see inspiration in this, like Falsettos‟ spectators do, like Mason, 

Craig, Travis, T.C., Hucky, and Joey do, for example. Arguably, these characters – like 

baseball heroes – also represent American men and the success potentially mined not 

from their homogeneity but from their alterity. Maybe, then, baseball‟s camp potential 

comes, in large part, from its reliance upon “masculinity” (whatever that means). 

 Similarly, I also can‟t stress enough that camp exists as a reading strategy as 

much as it does a genre. As a genre, it enters into myth-making and myth-proliferating. 

However, one need not search out, see, accept, interpret, or embrace those themes 

espoused by it unless she – actively or subconsciously – chooses to do so. Thus, we can 

see baseball as a form of camp. Indeed, it does provide the theme that the other can and 

will succeed due to his difference. And, it accomplishes this by depending, in part, on 

irony, hyperbolization and aesthetics. 
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 Mask describes the diva as “an extremely independent, talented woman” (8). 

Maybe the diva, then, has a male counterpart in the baseballer, for both exist 

independently of societal restrictions (regarding the athletes, see: Charlie Banks, T.C. 

Keller, Jackie Robinson, Buck Weaver, Darren Lemming, Falsettos‟ Jason), allowing 

them to display their talents with abandon. Of black divas, Mask asserts, “we can 

acknowledge the ways in which their careers have challenged the status quo at particular 

moments” (9). Concerning race, this remains true of women like Billie Holiday, Diahann 

Carroll and Queen Latifah, but in terms of gender, it remains true of all divas, from 

Barbra Streisand to Beyoncé, from Margaret Cho to Jennifer Lopez, from Carol 

Channing to Lady Gaga. The men of professional baseball similarly “challeng[e] the 

status quo,” for they rarely fit a “type” and frequently defy expectations. And, like the 

diva, they often gain fans who find inspiration in them. So, Jason‟s stepfather, Jewish 

psychiatrist Mendel, can cheer him on with  

  Remember Sandy Koufax. 

  You can do it 

  If you want to do it. 

  Take heart from Hank Greenburg. 

  It‟s not genetic. 

  Anything can be copacetic. (Finn and Lapine 113)  

The unexpected baseball success story can motivate someone like Mendel who takes 

heart in the well-documented triumphs of Jewish men who conquered the sport. And, this 

demonstrates a parallel to how outsiders like Augie, Joey and Hucky might similarly or 

equally consume Lauren Bacall (a “Diva of the Week”), Hazel McKay or Julie Andrews. 

 In fact, baseball fans frequently demonstrate an identification parallel to that of 

campers. Recently, pop sensation Lady Gaga, a camp icon, went on tour. Her public 

appearances and music videos often receive a lot of attention thanks to the outrageous 
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costumes that she wears – a dress made of meat, a bikini fashioned from crime-scene 

tape, a cloak of stuffed Kermit-the-frog dolls, a fitted red lace face veil, a dress that looks 

like a grade-schooler‟s diorama of the solar system, and so forth. As the television media 

covered her concerts, they frequently featured shots of and interviews with fans who 

attended the shows dressed as their icon (in crime-scene tape, stuffed animal dresses and 

so forth). Baseball fans do something quite similar. During a regular season, they often 

walk around wearing jerseys of their favorite team, shirts emblazoned with the name and 

number of a specific player. Some even go to games with their faces painted in the team‟s 

colors. When someone wears Derek Jeter‟s Yankees‟ jersey, he seemingly identifies with 

the biracial shortstop in some way. This certainly parallels those Lady Gaga fans (or 

Madonna fans or Britney Spears fans or Beyoncé fans) who sartorially mimic their camp 

idol.  

 Long contends, “Camp does not consist merely in a disproportion between form 

and content, but also in the creation of an attitude by which the whole relationship of 

form and content within a cultural setting can be seen with new eyes” (79). Baseball 

players, like camp texts, have the capacity to do this, for if we look at the sport‟s success 

as reliant upon the immigrants, ethnic minorities, hard luck cases, and “old timers” who 

play alongside the young, fit, privileged, American-born white guys, then we see that the 

form offers us alternative content, for rather than espousing that a privileged few can 

partake in or contribute to its success, as a narrative system, baseball offers the theme that 

outsiders can and do succeed in ways and realms infrequently portrayed in mainstream 

discourse. This potentially makes us view the sport and its players in a whole new light, 

the light of the camp fire. 



298 
 

 We can, therefore, see a parallel between baseball fandom and camp 

consumption. In the texts considered here, we see that players whose differences 

empower both them and their teams can inspire spectators who frequently feel that their 

own marginalization disempowers them on a day-to-day basis. Camp undoubtedly 

achieves this, which makes baseball and its players akin to – perhaps a form of – this 

phenomenon. Dyer insists, “Anybody can be read as camp (though some lend themselves 

to it more readily than others)” (Bodies 178). Although I hesitate to see camp in every 

entity under the sun as he does (or in most, for that matter), I greatly appreciate that with 

this statement, he recognizes that camp exists as a genre and as a reading strategy. I see 

camp in baseball (and, sometimes, baseball as camp), just as Kluger‟s characters,
50

 Take 

Me out‟s Mason and those who populate Falsettos do – even if none comes right out and 

says it.  

Players whose differences and victories make them akin to divas may, therefore, 

exist as camp. However, this sport takes on this label also. Rossi opines,  

Throughout its rich and colorful history, baseball has  

somehow managed to survive continuing crises, many  

of them self-inflicted. The German statesman Bismarck  

declared, God watches over drunkards, children, and the  

United States of America. He might have added baseball  

to his list. (212)  

No matter what, baseball endures – no, it thrives. Despite its problems, its mistakes, its 

challenges, its inconsistencies, its scandals, its refusal to adhere to expectations, a 

public‟s occasional waning confidence, etc., it has a rich history and a rabid following, 

and it continues to provide countless people with much-needed hope. Reading this makes 

baseball sound like Breakfast at Tiffany’s (Blake Edwards, 1961), Broadway musicals, 

Elton John, Liberace, Cher, Vanessa Williams, Bette Midler, ABBA, Queen, Whitney 
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Houston, Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman (1976-8), Moulin Rouge! (Baz Luhrmann, 

2001), Glee (2009-present), and any other text which continues to remain relevant today 

as part of the camp canon.  
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            CHAPTER 11 

        CONCLUSION: BREAKING DOWN CAMP 

A few days ago, a news story made national headlines: an eighteen-year-old 

Freshman at Rutgers University, a young man with a seemingly bright future, Tyler 

Clementi, jumped off the George Washington Bridge. He killed himself in response to 

apparent cyber-bullying that he suffered when his college roommate and a friend 

supposedly outed him online. The news reports say that unbeknownst to him, the two 

streamed a live-feed of the teen engaged in a sexual encounter with another man. This 

made the news, in part, because it represents a disturbing trend: in the last month or so, 

five teens, including Tyler, took their own lives due to bullying related to their same-sex 

orientations.
51

 In another widely-reported incident, a Midwestern boy who joined his 

school‟s cheerleading squad had his arm broken by two homophobic classmates.
52

 Also, 

several gay-bashings have occurred recently in areas of New York City known for their 

wealth of gay bars, restaurants and nightclubs. One of these even happened inside of the 

historic Stonewall Inn (where the LGBT rights movement began). The papers report that, 

while shouting gay slurs at him, two men apparently beat up a tourist in the bar‟s 

restroom. Another bashing involved a gang assault on a group of suspected homosexuals 

in New York during a one-night rampage. 

Why do I begin this conclusion by relating the above stories? I do so to show the 

current relevance of camp. Early on in my introduction, I state that at least two scholars 

have recently declared camp dead. In their shortsightedness, they fail to identify this form 

correctly (or, at least, fully) and disregard how useful so many people, not only gay men, 

continue to find it. In part, I write the ten chapters which precede this one in order to 
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explain that camp depends upon a theme and character types which combine to promote 

an alternative to the predominant, exclusive mythological system pervading our media 

and our daily lives. Explaining this hopefully demonstrates that a large majority of us still 

need and, therefore, still gravitate towards this form. 

Ironically (although not campily), Daniel Harris leads the scholarly charge which 

sounds the death knell of camp. After all, he writes, “Oppression and camp are 

inextricably linked, and the waning of the one necessitates the death of the other” (34). 

So, apparently, he believes that oppression of LGBT peoples has waned. The passage of 

California‟s Proposition 8, a Miss USA contestant‟s anti-gay remarks during the 

pageant‟s finals, the struggle to repeal “Don‟t Ask, Don‟t Tell,” religious zealots 

picketing gay-centered events with placards reading “God hates fags!” higher-ups in the 

Roman Catholic church blaming homosexuality for its molestation scandals, and so forth 

unfortunately prove otherwise. Moreover, Harris limits both “camp” and “oppression” as, 

respectively, a wholly gay male discipline and something suffered by only gay men. Yet, 

when we read Cher‟s concert as a form of camp, we find just how it potentially appeals to 

all marginalized subjectives in a heteropatriarchy, not just to one exclusive faction. Cher 

keeps camp alive and relevant, as her widespread appeal and her invitation to all 

members of society to revel in her performance demonstrate. Gay men find inspiration in 

her. So do women, teenagers, ethnic minorities, and a great many others. By limiting 

camp as a gay-only discipline and by ignoring, first, that gays not only don‟t have a 

monopoly on oppression and, second, that oppression touches many people in our society 

every day, Harris makes a rather flimsy argument. My work in this dissertation seeks to 

remedy such myopic criticism. 
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Don‟t think, even for a moment, though, that all scholars have embraced Harris‟ 

views of camp. Martin Pumphrey, for example, writes, “For gay men, camp is regularly 

talked about as signaling a critical distance from, and rejection of, social roles and 

representations” (156). In beginning his statement with “For gay men,” he tacitly 

suggests that homosexual males exist as only one potential group of campers (out of 

many). Moreover, he sees camp‟s up-to-the-minute relevancy (“is regularly talked 

about”) and its inspirational bent. In terms of the latter, when he says that this oppressed 

group embraces camp for its “rejection…of social roles and representations,” he hints at 

what I assert throughout this dissertation. Yet, he never goes further, never explains how 

camp communicates this rejection. Hence, by looking at a host of texts ranging from 

documentaries to horror films, from celebrities to sports, from concerts to television 

series, from novels to plays, and so forth, I demonstrate here that camp consistently 

promulgates the idea that the “other,” long thought stunted in his/her/its alterity, more 

often than not succeeds not merely in spite of but because of that which makes him/her/it 

“different.” Camp demonstrates such triumphs as regular occurrences, not as anomalies. 

Both camp subjects and the texts in which they appear can communicate the 

theme in question, can serve as examples of that theme, thereby making subject and text 

alike camp. In Grey Gardens, for example, the Edies flaunt the conventions of their tony, 

conservative hamlet. They do so outrageously. They stick to their guns, remain true to 

themselves and emerge victorious. This inspires the outsider, at the very least, to wear red 

shoes on a Thursday – according to Little Edie, a verboten action (and a defiant one) on 

the streets of East Hampton. And, the text itself, grainy, low-budget, ignored by awards-

givers, not only ends up with a following but becomes a phenomenon also, one 



303 
 

eventually regarded as a classic of documentary filmmaking – so much so that it gets 

revisited in a second documentary, a Broadway musical, several runway collections, and 

a television movie. Part of its appeal comes from its poor quality. Hence, the film itself, a 

text unpolished-yet-triumphant, serves as a form of camp. Like its subjects, Grey 

Gardens continues to inspire all varieties of peripheralized spectators, not just gay men. 

In fact, women, I have noticed, gravitate towards this text in large numbers. Quite likely, 

the Edies‟ female independence inspires them. 

Baseball, as we have seen, potentially serves as camp in ways similar to Grey 

Gardens. For one, its players who gain popularity because of their alterity may well 

inspire fans – much like the Edies do – to disregard the limitations that popular myth 

imposes on them. For another, the sport, often seen as shooting itself in the foot, 

continues to rise up like a phoenix from the ashes – maybe because its bad press keeps 

people interested. So, players and the sport itself may well exist as camp. Certainly, we 

see this in a text like Steve Kluger‟s My Most Excellent Year when fourteen-year-old, 

motherless T.C. and deaf, six-year-old, orphaned Hucky – outsiders, both – find comfort 

in and take inspiration from the sport and its players. 

We see this in Brian DePalma‟s Carrie, too. Anyone who has ever felt powerless 

– especially teens, as several critics charge – probably identifies with the title character‟s 

otherness and recognizes that as she finds incredible success in hers so can the spectator  

in his. And, the film itself, with its over-the-top performances and ridiculous plot 

contrivances, similarly heartens us, for these factors attracted viewers in droves during 

the film‟s initial run, and, today, they assist in its continuing popularity and current status 

as a cinematic classic. Both Carrie and Carrie, therefore, have earned camp status. 
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 Camp texts like Cher: The Farewell Tour, Carrie, Grey Gardens, and baseball 

rely on triumphant outsiders who perpetuate their differences in order to demonstrate that 

alterity empowers. Text after text portraying such characters and repeatedly offering this 

theme make camp a narrative system. Moreover, as a narrative system, camp becomes a 

myth-proliferating form. Some examples of camp, in fact, rely on these components 

dozens of times a season. Think about baseball this way. Or, recall my discussions of 

Charlie’s Angels and Desperate Housewives. In five seasons, the former, on a weekly 

basis, provides viewers with practically identical plots which invert expectations of 

gender, as the series fulfills the functions of the typically male-driven procedural by 

employing a titular trio comprised of women, characters whose hyperbolized femaleness 

remains a hallmark of the show. And, the latter does so by illustrating that a storyline 

which unfolds over the course of more than twenty weeks only progresses because 

characters, by relying upon their otherness, undermine expectation. As such, in both 

texts, the marginalized characters (Sabrina, Jill and Kelly on Angels, Lynette, Bree, 

Susan, and Gaby on Housewives) earn camp stature, and the shows themselves do 

likewise. 

 I write this, incidentally, a mere two weeks after Housewives‟ current season – its 

seventh – premiered. It remains one of the ten most-watched scripted fictional series on 

television,
53

 suggesting that its self-conscious campiness continues to attract viewers of 

all types – not just gay men. Quite interestingly, part of the seventh season‟s appeal 

comes from the addition of Renee Perry, Wisteria Lane‟s newest resident, played by none 

other than Vanessa Williams. Her inclusion on the program speaks volumes about camp‟s 

continued vitality. Harris may want to pronounce this form DOA, but he does so 
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extraordinarily prematurely. He does so, in part, because he fails to identify this form 

correctly. In the first place, he sees camp‟s one-time necessity not as a coping mechanism 

or a source of inspiration, as I do, but, rather, as a code used by closeted men pre-

Stonewall in order to identify themselves to each other surreptitiously. At once, he calls 

this phenomenon “a method of cruising” (21) and explains,  

Through constant quotation of the scripts of Hollywood  

movies in our private conversations, we [gay men] created  

a collage of famous lines and quips, which, after frequent  

repetition, achieved the status of passwords to a privileged 

world of the initiated, who communicated through innuendo, 

through quoted dialogue pregnant with subtext. (19)  

Such a narrow definition of camp and a limited view of its usefulness and attractiveness 

certainly fails to explain how a Vanessa Williams remains relevant (as camp) today. 

 In the second place, Harris takes a narrow view of the camp canon. With the 

proliferation of new outlets whereby gay men can meet each other, this canon, he 

contends, lost its significance. He surmises,  

Gay men have other, less circuitous ways of meeting  

and socializing, now that the whole purpose of  

communicating in code has disappeared with the  

explosion of mega dance clubs, gay men‟s choruses,  

computer bulletin boards, phone chat lines, bowling  

leagues, Gay and Lesbian Sierra Clubs, and self-help  

Bible study groups for gay Mormons in recovery. (33)  

So, he suggests that camp has become obsolete, gone the way of the videotape and the 

mimeograph machine. In making this claim, he offers his limited view of the camp 

canon:  

Many homosexuals under the age of 30 have never  

even seen a film starring Joan Crawford, let alone  

relished the magnificent biographical ironies of A  

Star Is Born or seen Bette Davis‟s hair fall out in  

Mr. Skeffington or Rita Hayworth dance in Gilda  
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or Marlene Dietrich play a melancholy or infinitely  

wise courtesan in Shanghai Express who turns sadly  

to an old suitor and laments, “it took more than one  

man to change my name to Shanghai Lily.” (33-4)  

In his estimation, then, camp died when the great Hollywood starlets of yesteryear took 

their last breaths.
54

 As such, he neglects to see camp in a current diva like Williams, for 

her life and her fame have come generations after those of the Davises and Crawfords 

mentioned in his quote above. In his narrow-mindedness, he excludes. I find this ironic, 

considering that as a queer form, camp does no such thing, for it welcomes all 

marginalized subjectives in a heteropatriarchy to revel in its unabashed success. 

Certainly, in this, we also see the shortsightedness in the author‟s view that camp remains 

the domain of gay men. His viewpoint makes this an exclusive phenomenon, not one that 

invites “ladies and gentlemen and flamboyant gentlemen, boys and girls and children of 

all ages…to [a camp phenomenon such as] the Cher-est show on earth,” that provides a 

source of inspiration for racial minorities as Williams does, or that finds a following in 

teenagers, like Carrie and baseball do. 

 Camp, then, exists not as a cruising strategy but as a genre, a myth-producing, 

myth-disseminating system. This system exists in opposition to the dominant myth-

spreading system. The dominant myth stresses conformity and propriety, thereby 

suggesting that those who conform – especially to expectations of gender – and who act 

appropriately – particularly within the confines of normalcy – achieve success, almost as 

a reward for “coloring within the lines,” so to speak. Hence, when an “other” emerges 

victorious, narratives in the dominant system portray that accomplishment as an anomaly. 

Camp‟s primary myth suggests otherwise, however. Look, for instance, at Elaine Stritch. 

As we see in At Liberty, her foul mouth, loud voice, brash persona, embrace of the 
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postmodern, advanced age, demands, candor, wit, and history of alcoholism all mark her 

as outside of the boundaries of acceptability, most notably outside of those boundaries set 

for women. They also lead to her success. Had she not pushed her way through life and 

onto the stage, all while yelling, cursing and drinking, we may never have gotten to 

witness the nearly seven decades of work with which she continues to gift us.
55

 Her story, 

told in At Liberty, repeats this idea over and over – in song, in dance, in monologues. As 

such, it – like she – exists as a form of camp, for it constantly reminds us that the other 

succeeds not in spite of but because of her “difference.” 

 Likewise, Ed Wood exists as camp in ways quite similar to Elaine Stritch: At 

Liberty. The biopic‟s eponymous character, after all, employs questionable filmmaking 

techniques (to say the least), and his donning of drag empowers him, thereby providing 

him the strength to stand up to bastions of “normalcy,” such as his Baptist investors. And, 

the film of his life becomes camp not simply by offering a narrative of triumphant others 

(Ed, Plan 9 from Outer Space, Vampira, Bunny, Glen or Glenda, etc.) but also by 

emulating many of Ed‟s slipshod production values (a derivative score, cheap effects, 

stylized acting, unsteady sets, overly-lit shots, etc.) in order to make a hit, critically-

heralded film. The text celebrates Ed, thus serving as a testament to the fact that a failure 

to adhere to the status quo can, indeed, result in such a rare honor. 

 Perhaps, the work that I‟ve done here can serve as a jumping-off point for other 

scholarship in the area of camp. Through interviewing, correspondence and focus groups, 

for instance, another researcher could find out if, indeed, campers – knowingly or 

subconsciously – gravitate towards this form‟s inspirational powers. Most scholars who 

discuss this phenomenon employ textural analysis, as I do here. Very few, though, 
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actually use any kind of reception studies. A researcher could ask respondents both to 

identify camp and to list examples of this form. Certainly, she could ask them what 

benefits or pleasures they derive from consuming it. The interviewees would also share in 

what ways they identify as marginalized or as outside of the norm. Doing such a study 

could, potentially, validate the theories that I offer here. Indeed, camp, as I have shown, 

relies on a particular theme and attracts peripheralized peoples. An interview-based 

approach would possibly find out whether campers actually recognize the theme or have 

any idea about why they camp. Another researcher could surely use this dissertation to 

assist her in formulating such a study. 

 During the four months that I wrote this, several interesting events occurred. In 

addition to those stories that I mention above, just this week, both Forbes Magazine and 

Entertainment Weekly named current camp icon Lady Gaga as among, respectively, the 

most powerful women in the world (#7)
56

 and the most powerful entertainers (#2).
57

 

Other camp icons, like Beyoncé and Chelsea Handler, feature prominently on one or both 

lists.
58

 Obviously, these lists illustrate that camp remains an important and vital form of 

entertainment today.  

Moreover, recently, the gay and lesbian cable television network LOGO began 

running the first two seasons of the Brit-com Beautiful People (2008-present). One 

episode, appropriately titled “How I Got My Camp,” has the lead character, a young gay 

man, recalling how he came to understand camp and his relationship to it. It seems that 

his lower-middle-class family (which includes his pregnant teenage sister) and his 

chubby, effeminate best friend, a black adolescent boy, couldn‟t go on an actual vacation 

abroad, so they sequestered themselves in the house, decorated it with plastic shells and 
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floral leis, and held talent contests witnessed from metal folding lounge chairs. This 

recollection leads the teen to define camp. He calls it “doing things As If!”
59

 While he 

never goes further, readers of this dissertation should easily comprehend what he means. 

Those who camp live life as if we can wear skirts upside-down without question, as if a 

stage-struck virgin‟s silence can best the imposing Marlon Brando, as if harem girls can 

tame sultans with no more than a glance, as if the combination of blackness and 

femininity can scare white corporate moneymen into submission, as if a bullied teen can 

use her peers‟ underestimation of her as a way to exact revenge on her tormentors, as if 

the worst filmmaker of all time can merit a wide-release biopic, as if a trio of sexy 

women can slip into traditionally male roles completely undetected, as if we can 

recognize that perfection exists only as a masquerade, as if we can view male sports stars 

as akin to female pop icons. The narrator of Beautiful People ends the episode discussed 

here with the proclamation, “Life‟s too short to hide your light, which is while I‟ll always 

be a happy camper.” As a narrative system, camp exploits this idea, for it promulgates the 

theme that the other can triumph due to his/her/its difference, thereby inspiring campers 

to live their lives as if the rules of heteronormativity simply don‟t apply. And, thanks to 

camp‟s ongoing narrative and widespread appeal, those rules increasingly don‟t. 
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            END NOTES 
 
1
 A reader might question the texts considered here, asking “Why include this and not 

that?” and so forth. Certainly, the camp canon offered to me a wealth of possibilities from 

which to choose. But, a theorist must work with those examples which best suit her 

needs. In my case, I wanted a mix of canonical (Grey Gardens, Cher) and non-canonical 

(baseball), decades-old (Charlie’s Angels, Carrie) and current (Desperate Housewives). 

Similarly, I also wanted to show that camp takes multiple forms (documentaries, 

procedurals, etc.) instead of just divas or old fiction films, as well as to show that camp 

involves masculinity (Ed Wood), race (Vanessa Williams), age (Elaine Stritch), and other 

forms of “outsiderness” as opposed to portrayals of middle-aged women or gay men, 

only. Finally, in terms of my discussion, I sought to choose texts that complement one 

another. A reader will hopefully recognize how chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 build upon one 

another or how chapter 9 relies on the discussion in chapter 8, for instance, and so forth. 

 
2
 See also Scott Long, who writes, “Kitsch is kitsch because it does not recognize 

contradictions in value; toothpaste and national crises should exist on different orders of 

being. Minds with an awareness of surroundings can still destroy it, by recognizing its 

attendant improprieties – by bringing to bear upon it the power of context, to reveal the 

incompatible power of objects involved. Innocent of the world around it, kitsch is art 

without an immune system. It is created without a sense of context: context then takes its 

just revenge, and destroys it.” And, he concludes this sentiment by comparing this form 

to camp. He says, “Camp is a conscious response to a culture in which kitsch is 

ubiquitous. Camp is essentially an attitude toward kitsch” (86). 

 
3
 A reader of this list may certainly disagree with some of the examples included on it; 

however, she should remember that while camp presents itself as a genre, one need not 

accept it as such. Therefore, because genres depend upon reading strategies, a consumer 

of a camp text may not see it as camp, just as a viewer of a comedy may not see its humor 

or voters at the Grammys may label a country ballad as a pop song, and so forth.  

 
4
 Grey Gardens actually credits two other filmmakers alongside Albert and David 

Maysles as the directors of the film. For the purposes of economy and since most people 

acknowledge this simply as a Maysles Brothers film, I have chosen not to credit Muffie 

Meyer and Ellen Hovde in text. 

 
5
 Unless otherwise specified, all quotes from Grey Gardens, including those from the 

DVD extras, come from The Criterion Collection‟s 2006 DVD release of the film and are 

my own transcriptions. 

 
6
 A similar version of this paragraph appears in my essay, “When Jesus, Moses and Gay 

Pageant Coaches Go Camping: The Function of Camp in Documentary Films,” 

forthcoming in the journal Studies in American Humor. 
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7
 Unless otherwise specified, all quotes from this text come from Paris Is Burning, dir. 

Jennie Livingston, with Pepper LaBeija, Dorian Corey, Willi Ninja, Octavia St. Laurent, 

and Venus Xtravaganza. Miramax Films, 1991, and are my own transcriptions. 

 
8
 Notably, in the scene discussed above, LaBeija, interviewed outside of the ball venue 

(seemingly in someone‟s apartment), wears “masculine” street clothes, not drag. 

 
9
 If the gatherings didn‟t take place in the dead of night and the conservative 

organizations that operate the halls didn‟t collect rental fees, we could possibly argue that 

the balls actually transgress and destabilize these spaces‟ intended uses. 

 
10

 To clarify, this acronym stands for “Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered.” 

 
11

 Venus dresses in drag to pass, not to transgress. Therefore, she doesn‟t offer an 

alternative to heteronormativity, nor does she call it into question. Drag can certainly 

transgress and upend norms, not, however, in Venus‟case. 

 
12

 For more perspective on Grey Gardens from both Albert and David Maysles, see the 

interviews by Calvin Pryluck and Judith Trojan. 

 

 
13

 All quotes, including song lyrics, from this text come from Elaine Stritch: At Liberty, 

dir. Andy Picheta, with Elaine Stritch, HBO, 2002. Please regard all quotes as my own 

transcriptions. 

 
14

 In the last four years alone, she has earned consecutive Emmy nominations for her 

recurring role on 30 Rock (2006-present), winning once. And, in the last decade, she took 

home both a Tony and an Emmy for the stage and television incarnations of At Liberty, 

respectively. 

 
15

 All quotes, including song lyrics, from this text come from Cher: The Farewell Tour, 

dir. David Mallet, with Cher, NBC, 2003. Please regard all quotes as my own 

transcriptions. 

 
16

 For an illustration of this, one need only look at the last two decades or so of television 

situation comedies which focus on marriage and/or family. Frequently, on these shows, 

the shrewish wife suffers due to her husband‟s boorishness.  

 
17

 In fact, the beginning of her monologue regarding the song suggests how “Jesse 

James” earned its camp status. She says, “Okay, here‟s my one cowboy song….Okay. All 

right. So, this song – I never really liked this song. And, and I did it, and, then, I went 

away and didn‟t do a video and didn‟t do anything, and, then, I came back, and it was a 

huge hit. And, I thought, „Jesus Christ! This song is kind of crap, but it‟s a big hit.‟ And 

(laughs), and, so then, I didn‟t sing it, and I didn‟t sing it. Then, I thought, „Oh, gosh! 

This is the last time around, so I better sing it.‟ So, I‟m singing it.” 
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18

 Obviously, I offer two extraordinarily lengthy lists of divas here; I do so simply to 

illustrate, first, that the diva has a history that goes as far back as Mae West and Lena 

Horne and continues today, as demonstrated by the likes of Adele and Rihanna; and, 

second, that many kinds of women, from sports stars to supermodels, from singers to 

actors, from talk show hosts to comediennes, from movie stars to sitcom leads, fulfill the 

“diva” type. Some critics may only want to see singers, actors or singer-actors as divas; 

they do a disservice to camp, to campers and to camp scholarship, something I refuse to 

perpetuate here. So, I offer this lengthy and – arguably – incomplete list. 

 
19

 For an example of this, see the interview clip contained on the following: http:// www. 

youtube.com/watch?v=rHi5Ao2M0iY 

 
20

 America‟s version of Ugly Betty exists as a remake of a South American series, Yo Soy 

Betty, la Fey. As I understand it, while incarnations of Wilhelmina‟s character exist in 

that and other versions seen around the world, only the American version gives the 

character this name. 

 
21

 To see highlights of Williams competing in each round of the Miss America finals, 

refer to the YouTube clip mentioned in Note 16. 

 
22

 All quotes from this text come from Ugly Betty, with America Ferrera, Eric Mabius, 

Tony Plana, Ana Ortiz, Becki Newton, Michael Urie, Mark Indelicato, Vanessa 

Williams, Ashley Jensen, Judith Light, Alan Dale, and Rebecca Romijn, ABC, 2006-10. 

Please regard all quotes as my own transcriptions. 

 
23

 All quotes from this text come from Carrie, dir. Brian DePalma, with Sissy Spacek, 

Piper Laurie, John Travolta, Nancy Allen, Betty Buckley, William Katt, Amy Irving, 

MGM, 1976. Please regard all quotes as my own transcriptions.  

 
24

 For a rare reading of cinematic women-as-saviors, see Clover. 

 
25

 All quotes from this text come from Ed Wood, dir. Tim Burton, with Johnny Depp, 

Martin Landau, Sarah Jessica Parker, Bill Murray, Patricia Arquette, and Lisa Marie, 

Touchstone Pictures, 2008. Please regard all quotes as my own transcriptions. 

 
26

 A reader might disagree with my statement that the film subjects listed here conform, 

but they do enact conformity in terms of the passing narrative: Brandon Teena partakes in 

masculinity; Johnny Cash and Ray Charles feign sobriety (read: acceptability); and so 

forth. 

 
27

 Granted, for most of us, making movies doesn‟t constitute an “ordinary success,” but 

for a male filmmaker in Hollywood, it does. 
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28

 Quite simply, the more members a church has, the more sources it has from which to 

mine donations.  

 
29

 For more on how power travels equally in all directions (not just from the top, down) 

see Foucault. 

 
30

 Throughout this dissertation, I mention that camp relies upon these four tenets. Please 

remember that, as stated earlier, this list originates with Babuscio. 

 
31

 See Tomashevsky in Lemon and Reis, in particular page 68. 

 
32

 See, for example, “The Mexican Connection,” “The Killing Kind,” and the television 

movie credited as the series‟ original pilot. 

 
33

 All quotes from this text come from Charlie’s Angels, prod. Aaron Spelling, with Kate 

Jackson, Farrah Fawcett-Majors, Jaclyn Smith, David Doyle, and John Forsythe, ABC, 

1976-81. Please regard all quotes as my own transcriptions. 

 
34

 To clarify, they certainly do embrace fashion trends, a necessity, as this highlights their 

femininity and makes them seem like “shallow women”; however, they buck the 

occupational and relationship trends for women of that period. 

 
35

 For an alternate reading of the opening sequence, see Douglas, especially pages 213-4. 

 
36

 See The Raw and the Cooked, especially the first chapter. 

 
37

 See The Role of the Reader, especially the fourth chapter. 

 
38

 In their work on the serialized dramedy discussed in this chapter, Desperate 

Housewives, Richard K. Olsen and Julie W. Morgan, incidentally, say that “the show 

wrestles with many of the nagging and significant issues central to the human condition” 

(333) 

 
39

 All quotes from this text come from Desperate Housewives, prod. Marc Cherry, with 

Teri Hatcher, Felicity Huffman, Marcia Cross, Eva Longoria, Nicollette Sheridan, Steven 

Culp, Andrea Bowen, Doug Savant, Shawn Pyfrom, Mark Moses, Ricardo Antonio 

Chavira, Christine Estabrook, Harriet Sansom Harris, Cody Kasch, Richard Burgi, 

Kathryn Joosten, and Brenda Strong, ABC, 2004-present. Please regard all quotes as my 

own transcriptions. 

 
40

 We can also see some ironic gender inversion here, as John becomes, for Gaby, a 

pretty little thing. 

 
41

 For more on this, see Lyotard, especially page 8. 
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42

 Regarding Susan‟s perceived flakiness, Olsen and Morgan twice call her a “ditzy 

divorcee” (330, 344).  

 
43

 For example, in order to cover up Andrew‟s hit-and-run killing of Mrs. Solis, she 

abandons his convertible sports car in a “bad” neighborhood, waits for someone to steal 

it, and notifies the police of the theft. 

 
44

 More specifically, in Julie‟s case, it highlights teen femaleness. 

  
45

 We particularly see this several times during “Love Is in the Air.” 

 
46

 A reader must recognize that, in terms of this chapter, I read baseball portrayed as 

camp in such texts as Take Me out; do not misread that I necessarily call any of the texts 

here camp. We may see some, all or none of them as camp, but I, in no way, address that 

here.  

 
47

 Similarly, Marren asserts, “a study of baseball is a study of America” (160). 

 
48

 Among other things, Joey stows away in military vehicles in order to reach a 

California-stationed Charlie during the war. 

 
49

 In this case, Hucky‟s age both others and empowers him. 

 
50

 Understandably, people may read this chapter with skepticism. However, they need to 

remember that, as I outline in Note 3 and throughout this dissertation (particularly in 

Chapter 10), genres require the cooperation of readers. That said, Steve Kluger has read 

this chapter and sent a very gracious response to me via email on October 28, 2010, a 

note  which reads, in part, “Wow.  I had no idea I was that deep!  (Seriously, you made 

connections amongst the three books that I never saw before.)” and “This is terrific 

stuff.” At the very least, this chapter has somewhat persuaded the author whose works 

receive the most study of all of the texts considered in this chapter.  

 
51

 For a partial list, see the sidebar which accompanies Feeney and Monahan‟s article. 

 
52

 For more on this, see http://abcnews.go.com/TheLaw/boy-cheerleader-stop-arm-

broken-bullies/story?id=11737544&page=2. 

 
53

 Entertainment Weekly has a regular feature in its television section which lists Nielsen 

ratings for the top 20 television series. In the magazine‟s issue dated October 8, 2010, it 

reports Housewives debuting on September 26th in 15
th

 place with 13.1 million viewers, 

making it the 11
th

 most-watched scripted fiction series (66); the October 15, 2010 issue 

ranks the next week‟s outing 12
th

 with 13.2 million viewers, making it the 8
th

 most-

watched series of this kind in its second outing (68). 

 

http://abcnews.go.com/TheLaw/boy-cheerleader-stop-arm-broken-bullies/story?id=11737544&page=2
http://abcnews.go.com/TheLaw/boy-cheerleader-stop-arm-broken-bullies/story?id=11737544&page=2
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54

 When the camp divas of yesteryear died out, he suggests, their films became obsolete 

and insignificant. 

 
55

 As I write this, in fact, Stritch and fellow camp diva Bernadette Peters appear eight 

times a week on Broadway in a critically-lauded revival of Stephen Sondheim‟s A Little 

Night Music. 

 
56

 See Egan and Ozanian, especially page 68. 

 
57

 See Armstrong, et al, especially page 31. 

 
58

 Beyoncé comes in 9
th

 on the Forbes list and 19
th

 on Entertainment Weekly‟s 

compilation. Handler lands at 33
rd

 place on the former. 

 
59

 All quotes from this text come from Beautiful People, with Luke Ward-Wilkinson, 

Samuel Barnett, Layton Williams, Aidan McArdle, and Olivia Colman. The show ran in 

England in 2008 and 2009 and in America on LOGO in 2009 and 2010. Please credit all 

quotes as my own transcriptions.  
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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