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Is Paris B u rn in g ?

T h e r e  w a s  a  tim e  in  m y  l i f e  w h e n  I l ik e d  to  d re s s  u p  a s  a  m a le  a n d  

g o  o u t in to  th e  w o r ld . It  w a s  a  f o rm  o f  ritu a l, o f  p la y . It  w a s  a l s o  a b o u t  

p o w e r . T o  c r o s s - d r e s s  a s  a  w o m a n  in  p a tr ia r c h y — th e n , m o r e  s o  th a n  

n o w — w a s  a ls o  to  s y m b o l i c a l ly  c r o s s  f r o m  th e  w o r ld  o f  p o w e r l e s s n e s s  

in to  a  w o r ld  o f  p r iv i le g e . It  w a s  th e  u l tim a te , in tim a te , v o y e u r is ti c  

g e s tu r e . S e a r c h in g  o l d  jo u r n a ls  f o r  p a s s a g e s  d o c u m e n tin g  th a t tim e , I 

f o u n d  th is  p a ra g ra p h :

Sh e  p le ad e d  w ith  h im , “Ju s t o n c e , w e ll e v e ry  n o w  an d  th e n , I ju st 

w an t u s  to  b e  b o y s  to g e th e r. I w an t to  d re ss  lik e  y o u  an d  g o  o u t 

an d  m ak e  th e  w o rld  lo o k  at u s d if fe ren tly , m ak e  th e m  w o n d e r 

ab o u t u s, m ak e  th e m  stare  an d  ask  th o se  silly  q u e stio n s  lik e  is h e  

a w o m an  d re sse d  u p  lik e  a m an , is h e  an  o ld e r b lac k  g ay  m an  w ith  

h is  e f fe m in ate  b o y / g irl lo v e r f lau n tin g  s a m e -se x  lo v e  o u t in  th e  

o p e n . D o n ’t w o rry  I ’ll tak e  it all v e ry  se rio u sly , I w an t to  le t th e m  

lau g h  at y o u . I ’ll m ak e  it re al, k e e p  th e m  g u e ssin g , d o  it in  su c h  a 

w ay  th at th e y  w ill n e v e r k n o w  fo r su re . D o n ’t w o rry  w h e n  w e  

c o m e  h o m e  I w ill b e  a g irl fo r y o u  ag ain  b u t f o r n o w  I w an t u s to  

b e  b o y s  to g e th e r.”

C r o s s - d r e s s in g , a p p e a r in g  in  d ra g , tra n s v e s tis m , a n d  tr a n s s e x u a l is m  

e m e r g e  in  a  c o n te x t  w h e r e  th e  n o t io n  o f  s u b je c tiv ity  i s  c h a l l e n g e d ,  

w h e r e  id e n tity  is  a lw a y s  p e r c e iv e d  a s  c a p a b le  o f  c o n s tr u c tio n , in v e n ­

t io n , c h a n g e . L o n g  b e f o r e  th e r e  w a s  e v e r  a  c o n te m p o r a r y  f e m in is t 

m o v e m e n t, th e  s i te s  o f  th e s e  e x p e r i e n c e s  w e r e  s u b v e r s iv e  p la c e s  w h e r e  

g e n d e r  n o rm s  w e r e  q u e s tio n e d  a n d  c h a l le n g e d .
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W ith in  w h ite  s u p re m a c is t,  c a p i ta li s t  p a tr ia rc h y  th e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  

m e n  d re s s in g  a s  w o m e n , a p p e a r in g  in  d ra g , h a s  a lw a y s  b e e n  r e g a r d e d  

b y  th e  d o m in a n t h e te r o s e x is t c u ltu ra l  g a z e  a s  a  s ig n  th a t o n e  is  s y m b o l ­

i c a l ly  c r o s s in g  o v e r  f r o m  a  r e a lm  o f  p o w e r  in to  a  r e a lm  o f  p o w e r l e s s ­

n e s s .  Ju s t  to  l o o k  a t th e  m a n y  n e g a tiv e  w a y s  th e  w o r d  “ d ra g ” is  d e f in e d  

r e c o n n e c ts  th is  la b e l  to  a n  e x p e r ie n c e  th a t is  s e e n  a s  b u r d e n s o m e , a s  

r e tro g r a d e  a n d  r e tro g r e s s iv e .  T o  c h o o s e  to  a p p e a r  a s  “ f e m a le ” w h e n  

o n e  is  “m a le ” is  a lw a y s  c o n s tr u c te d  in  th e  p a tr ia rc h a l  m in d s e t a s  a  lo s s ,  

a s  a  c h o i c e  w o r th y  o n ly  o f  r id ic u le .  G iv e n  th is  c u ltu ra l  b a c k d r o p , it is  

n o t  s u rp r is in g  th a t m a n y  b la c k  c o m e d ia n s  a p p e a r in g  o n  te le v is io n  

s c r e e n s  f o r  th e  f irs t t im e  in c lu d e d  a s  p a rt o f  th e ir  a c ts  im p e rs o n a tio n s  

o f  b l a c k  w o m e n . T h e  b l a c k  w o m a n  d e p ic te d  w a s  u s u a l ly  h e l d  u p  a s  

a n  o b je c t  o f  r id ic u le ,  s c o r n , h a tr e d  ( r e p r e s e n t in g  th e  “ f e m a l e ” im a g e  

e v e r y o n e  w a s  a l lo w e d  to  la u g h  a t a n d  s h o w  c o n te m p t f o r ) .  O f te n  th e  

m o m e n t w h e n  a  b la c k  m a le  c o m e d i a n  a p p e a r e d  in  d ra g  w a s  th e  m o s t 

s u c c e s s f u l  s e g m e n t o f  a  g iv e n  c o m e d ia n ’s a c t ( f o r  e x a m p le , F lip  W i ls o n , 

R e d d  F o x x , o r  E d d ie  M u rp h y ) .

I u s e d  to  w o n d e r  i f  th e  s e x u a l  s te r e o ty p e  o f  b la c k  m e n  a s  o v e r ly  

s e x u a l ,  m a n ly , a s  “ r a p is ts ,” a l lo w e d  b la c k  m a le s  to  c ro s s  th is  g e n d e r e d  

b o u n d a r y  m o r e  e a s i ly  th a n  w h ite  m e n  w ith o u t h a v in g  to  f e a r  th a t th e y  

w o u ld  b e  s e e n  a s  p o s s ib ly  g a y  o r  tra n s v e s tite s .  A s  a  y o u n g  b la c k  f e m a le ,  

I f o u n d  th e s e  im a g e s  to  b e  d is e m p o w e r in g . T h e y  s e e m e d  to  b o th  a l lo w  

b l a c k  m a le s  to  g iv e  p u b l i c  e x p r e s s i o n  to  a  g e n e r a l  m is o g y n y , a s  w e l l  a s  

to  a  m o r e  s p e c i f i c  h a tre d  a n d  c o n te m p t to w a rd  b la c k  w o m a n . G r o w in g  

u p  in  a  w o r ld  w h e r e  b la c k  w o m e n  w e r e , a n d  s till a r e ,  th e  o b je c ts  o f  

e x tr e m e  a b u s e ,  s c o r n , a n d  r id ic u le ,  I f e l t  th e s e  im p e r s o n a tio n s  w e r e  

a im e d  a t r e in f o r c in g  e v e r y o n e ’s  p o w e r  o v e r  u s . In  r e tro s p e c t,  I c a n  s e e  

th a t th e  b la c k  m a le  in  d ra g  w a s  a ls o  a  d is e m p o w e r in g  im a g e  o f  b la c k  

m a s c u l in i ty .  A p p e a r in g  a s  a  “w o m a n ” w ith in  a  s e x is t,  ra c is t m e d ia  w a s  

a  w a y  to  b e c o m e  in  “ p la y ” th a t “ c a s tr a te d ” s illy  c h i ld l ik e  b la c k  m a le  th a t 

r a c is t w h ite  p a tr ia rc h y  w a s  c o m f o r ta b le  h a v in g  a s  a n  im a g e  in  th e ir  

h o m e s . T h e s e  te le v is e d  im a g e s  o f  b la c k  m e n  in  d ra g  w e r e  n e v e r  

s u b v e r s iv e ;  th e y  h e l p e d  s u s ta in  s e x is m  a n d  ra c ism .

It c a m e  a s  n o  s u rp r is e  to  m e  th a t C a th e r in e  C le m e n t in  h e r  b o o k  

Opera, or the Undoing o f Women w o u ld  in c lu d e  a  s e c ti o n  a b o u t b la c k  

m e n  a n d  th e  w a y  th e ir  r e p r e s e n ta tio n  in  o p e r a  d id  n o t a l lo w  h e r  to  

n e a tly  s e p a r a te  th e  w o r ld  in to  g e n d e r e d  p o la r i tie s  w h e r e  m e n  a n d  

w o m e n  o c c u p ie d  d is tin c tiy  d i f f e re n t s o c ia l  s p a c e s  a n d  w e r e  “ tw o  

a n ta g o n is ti c  h a lv e s ,  o n e  p e r s e c u tin g  th e  o th e r  s i n c e  b e f o r e  th e  d a w n  

o f  t im e .” L o o k in g  c r itic a l ly  a t im a g e s  o f  b la c k  m e n  in  o p e r a s  s h e  f o u n d  

th a t th e y  w e r e  m o s t o f te n  p o rtra y e d  a s  v ic tim s :
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Eve is u nd on e as a w om an , endlessly b ruised , end lessly dying an d  

co m in g  b ack  to  life to  die even b etter. But n o w  I b egin to  

rem em b er hearing  figures o f  b etrayed , w ou n d ed  m en; m en w h o  

h av e w o m en ’s troub les h ap p en  to  them ; m en w h o  h ave the status 

o f  Eve, as if they  had lost their innate A dam . T hese m en die like 

h eroines; d ow n o n  the grou nd  they  cry  and  m o an , they lam ent.

A nd like hero ines they  are surround ed b y real m en, veritab le 

A dam s w h o  have cast them  d ow n. T h ey  partake o f  fem ininity: 

exclu d ed , m ark ed  b y so m e initial strangeness. T hey  are d o o m ed  

to  their undoing.

M a n y  h e te r o s e x u a l  b la c k  m e n  in  w h ite  s u p r e m a c is t p a tr ia rc h a l  

c u l tu re  h a v e  a c te d  a s  th o u g h  th e  p r im a ry  “ e v i l ” o f  ra c is m  h a s  b e e n  th e  

re f u s a l o f  th e  d o m in a n t c u ltu re  to  a l lo w  th e m  f u ll  a c c e s s  to  p a tr ia rc h a l  

p o w e r , s o  th a t in  s e x is t te rm s  th e y  a r e  c o m p e l l e d  to  in h a b i t a  s p h e r e  o f  

p o w e r le s s n e s s ,  d e e m e d  “ f e m in in e , ” h e n c e  th e y  h a v e  p e r c e iv e d  th e m ­

s e lv e s  a s  e m a s c u la te d . T o  th e  e x te n t th a t b la c k  m e n  a c c e p t  a  w h ite  

s u p r e m a c is t s e x is t r e p r e s e n ta tio n  o f  th e m s e lv e s  a s  c a s tra te d , w ith o u t 

p h a l l i c  p o w e r , a n d  th e r e f o r e  p s e u d o - f e m a le s ,  th e y  w i ll  n e e d  to  o v e r ly  

a s s e r t a  p h a ll i c  m is o g y n is t m a s c u lin i ty ,  o n e  r o o te d  in  c o n te m p t f o r  th e  

f e m a le .  M u c h  b la c k  m a le  h o m o p h o b ia  is  r o o te d  in  th e  d e s ir e  to  e s c h e w  

c o n n e c t io n  w ith  a ll  th in g s  d e e m e d  “ f e m in in e ” a n d  th a t w o u ld , o f  

c o u r s e , in c lu d e  b la c k  g a y  m e n . A  c o n te m p o r a r y  b la c k  c o m e d ia n  l ik e  

E d d ie  M u rp h y  “ p r o v e s ” h is  p h a ll i c  p o w e r  b y  d a r in g  to  p u b l ic ly  r id ic u le  

w o m e n  a n d  g a y s . H is  d a y s  o f  a p p e a r in g  in  d ra g  a re  o v e r .  In d e e d  it is  

th e  d ra g  q u e e n  o f  h is  m is o g y n is t im a g in a tio n  th a t is  m o s t o f te n  th e  

im a g e  o f  b la c k  g a y  c u ltu re  h e  e v o k e s  a n d  s u b je c ts  to  c o m ic  h o m o p h o b ic  

a s s a u lt— o n e  th a t a u d ie n c e s  c o l lu d e  in  p e r p e tu a tin g .

F o r  b la c k  m a le s  to  ta k e  a p p e a r in g  in  d ra g  s e r io u s ly ,  b e  th e y  g a y  

o r  s tra ig h t,  is  to  o p p o s e  a  h e te r o s e x i s t  r e p r e s e n ta tio n  o f  b la c k  m a n ­

h o o d . G e n d e r  b e n d in g  a n d  b le n d in g  o n  th e  p a rt o f  b la c k  m a le s  h a s  

a lw a y s  b e e n  a  c r i tiq u e  o f  p h a l lo c e n tr ic  m a s c u l in i ty  in  tra d itio n a l b la c k  

e x p e r i e n c e . Y e t  th e  s u b v e r s iv e  p o w e r  o f  th o s e  im a g e s  is  ra d ic a lly  

a l te r e d  w h e n  in f o rm e d  b y  a  r a c ia l iz e d  f i c tio n a l  c o n s tr u c tio n  o f  th e  

“ f e m in in e ” th a t s u d d e n ly  m a k e s  th e  r e p r e s e n ta tio n  o f  w h ite n e s s  a s  

c ru c ia l  to  th e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  f e m a le  im p e r s o n a tio n  a s  g e n d e r , th a t is  to  

s a y  w h e n  th e  id e a liz e d  n o tio n  o f  th e  f e m a le / f e m in in e  is r e a l ly  a  s e x is t 

id e a l iz a tio n  o f  w h ite  w o m a n h o o d . T h is  is  b ru ta lly  e v id e n t in  Je n n i e  

L iv in g s to n ’s  n e w  f i lm  Paris Is Burning. W ith in  th e  w o r ld  o f  th e  b la c k  

g a y  d ra g  b a l l  c u ltu r e  s h e  d e p ic ts , th e  id e a  o f  w o m a n n e s s  a n d  f e m in in i ty  

is  to ta lly  p e r s o n i f ie d  b y  w h ite n e s s .  W h a t v ie w e rs  w itn e s s  is  n o t b la c k
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m e n  lo n g in g  to  im p e r s o n a te  o r  e v e n  to  b e c o m e  l ik e  “ r e a l ” b la c k  w o m e n  

b u t th e ir  o b s e s s i o n  w ith  a n  id e a l iz e d  f e tis h iz e d  v is io n  o f  f e m in in i ty  th a t 

is  w h ite .  C a lle d  o u t in  th e  f i lm  b y  D o r ia n  C a re y , w h o  n a m e s  it b y  s a y in g  

n o  b la c k  d ra g  q u e e n  o f  h is  d a y  w a n te d  to  b e  L e n a  H o m e ,  h e  m a k e s  it 

c l e a r  th a t th e  f e m in in i ty  m o s t s o u g h t a f te r ,  m o s t a d o re d , w a s  th a t 

p e r c e iv e d  to  b e  th e  e x c l u s iv e  p ro p e r ty  o f  w h ite  w o m a n h o o d . W h e n  w e  

s e e  v is u a l  r e p r e s e n ta tio n s  o f  w o m a n h o o d  in  th e  f i l m  ( im a g e s  to m  f ro m  

m a g a z in e s  a n d  p o s te d  o n  w a l ls  in  l iv in g  s p a c e )  th e y  a re ,  w i th  ra re  

e x c e p t io n s , o f  w h ite  w o m e n . S ig n i f ic a n tly ,  th e  f ix a tio n  o n  b e c o m in g  a s  

m u c h  l ik e  a  w h ite  f e m a le  a s  p o s s i b l e  im p l ic i tly  e v o k e s  a  c o n n e c t io n  to  

a  f ig u r e  n e v e r  v i s ib le  in  th is  f i lm : th a t o f  th e  w h ite  m a le  p a tr ia r c h . A n d  

y e t  i f  th e  c la s s ,  r a c e ,  a n d  g e n d e r  a s p ira tio n s  e x p r e s s e d  b y  th e  d ra g  

q u e e n s  w h o  s h a r e  th e ir  d e e p e s t d r e a m s  is  a lw a y s  th e  lo n g in g  to  b e  in  

th e  p o s i tio n  o f  th e  r u l in g - c la s s  w o m a n  th e n  th a t m e a n s  th e r e  is  a ls o  th e  

d e s ir e  to  a c t  in  p a r tn e rs h ip  w ith  th e  ru l in g - c la s s  w h ite  m a le .

T h is  c o m b in a t io n  o f  c l a s s  a n d  r a c e  l o n g i n g  th a t p r i v i le g e s  th e  

“ f e m in in i ty ” o f  th e  r u l in g - c la s s  w h ite  w o m a n ,  a d o r e d  a n d  k e p t ,  

s h r o u d e d  in  lu x u r y , d o e s  n o t  im p ly  a  c r i t iq u e  o f  p a tr ia r c h y . O f te n  it 

i s  a s s u m e d  th a t th e  g a y  m a le ,  a n d  m o s t  s p e c i f i c a l ly  th e  “ q u e e n , ”  is  

b o th  a n t i - p h a l l o c e n tr i c  a n d  a n ti - p a tr i a r c h a l .  M a r ily n  F r y e ’s  e s s a y , 

“ L e s b i a n  F e m in is m  a n d  G a y  R ig h ts ,”  r e m a in s  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t u s e f u l  

c r i t i c a l  d e b u n k in g s  o f  th is  m y th . W r i tin g  in  The Politics o f Reality , 

F r y e  c o m m e n ts :

O n e o f  things w hich p ersu ad es the straight w orld  that g ay  m en  

are n o t really  m en  is the ef fem inacy  o f  style o f  so m e gay  m en  an d  

the g ay  institution o f  the im p ersonation o f  w o m en , b oth o f  w hich  

are asso ciated  in the p op u lar m ind w ith m ale hom osexuality . But 

as I read  it, g ay  m en ’s ef fem inacy  an d  d onning  o f  fem inine ap p arel  

displays n o  love o f  o r identification w ith w o m en  o r the w om anly.

Fo r th e m o st part, this fem ininity is affected  and  is ch aracteriz ed  

b y  theatrical exagg eration . It is a casual an d  cynical m o ck ery  o f  

w o m en , f o r w h o m  fem ininity is the trapping o f  o p p ression , b ut it 

is also  a kind o f  p lay, a toying  w ith that w hich is tab o o .. .W hat g ay  

m ale af fectation o f  fem ininity seem s to  b e is a serious sp o rt in 

w hich  m en  m ay  exercise  their p o w er and  con tro l o v er the fem i­

n ine, m u ch  as in o th er sp o rts .. .But the m astery  o f  the fem inine is 

n o t fem inine. It is m ascu lin e ...

A n y  v ie w e r  o f  Paris is Burning c a n  n e i th e r  d e n y  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  

its  c o n te m p o r a ry  d ra g  b a lls  h a v e  th e  a u ra  o f  s p o rts  e v e n ts ,  a g g re s s iv e  

c o m p e titio n s , o n e  te a m  ( in  th is  c a s e  “ h o u s e ”)  c o m p e tin g  a g a in s t a n o th e r  

e tc . ,  n o r  ig n o r e  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  th e  m a le  “g a z e ”  in  th e  a u d i e n c e  is
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d ir e c te d  a t p a r ti c ip a n ts  in  a  m a n n e r  a k in  to  th e  o b je c ti f y in g  p h a l l i c  s ta r e  

s tr a ig h t m e n  d ire c t a t “ f e m in in e ” w o m e n  d a ily  in  p u b l i c  s p a c e s .  Paris 

is Burning is  a  f i lm  th a t m a n y  a u d ie n c e s  a s s u m e  is  in h e r e n tly  o p p o s i ­

t i o n a l  b e c a u s e  o f  its  s u b je c t m a tte r  a n d  th e  id e n tity  o f  th e  f i lm m a k e r . 

Y e t  th e  f i lm ’s  p o li ti c s  o f  r a c e ,  g e n d e r , a n d  c la s s  a r e  p la y e d  o u t in  w a y s  

th a t a r e  b o th  p r o g r e s s iv e  a n d  r e a c tio n a r y .

W h e n  I f irs t h e a r d  th a t th e r e  w a s  th is  n e w  d o c u m e n ta r y  f i lm  a b o u t  

b la c k  g a y  m e n , d ra g  q u e e n s ,  a n d  d ra g  b a lls  I w a s  f a s c in a te d  b y  th e  title . 

It  e v o k e d  im a g e s  o f  th e  r e a l  P a ris  o n  f ire ,  o f  th e  d e a th  a n d  d e s tru c tio n  

o f  a  d o m in a tin g  w h ite  w e s te r n  c iv i l iz a tio n  a n d  c u ltu r e , a n  e n d  to  

o p p r e s s i v e  E u r o c e n tr is m  a n d  w h ite  s u p r e m a c y . T h is  f a n ta s y  n o t  o n ly  

g a v e  m e  a  s u s ta in e d  s e n s e  o f  p le a s u r e , it s to o d  b e tw e e n  m e  a n d  th e  

u n l ik e ly  re a li ty  th a t a  y o u n g  w h ite  f i lm m a k e r , o f f e r in g  a  p r o g re s s iv e  

v is io n  o f  “ b la c k n e s s ” f ro m  th e  s ta n d p o in t o f  “w h ite n e s s ,”  w o u ld  r e c e iv e  

th e  p o s i tiv e  p re s s  a c c o r d e d  L iv in g s to n  a n d  h e r  f i lm . W a tc h in g  Paris is 

Burning, I b e g a n  to  th in k  th a t th e  m a n y  y u p p ie - lo o k in g , s tra ig h t-a c tin g , 

p u s h y , p re d o m in a n tly  w h i te  f o lk s  in  th e  a u d i e n c e  w e r e  th e r e  b e c a u s e  

th e  f i lm  in  n o  w a y  in te r ro g a te s  “w h ite n e s s .”  T h e s e  f o lk s  le f t th e  f i lm  

s a y in g  it w a s  “ a m a z in g ,” “ m a r v e lo u s ,” “ in c r e d ib ly  f u n n y ,” w o r th y  o f  

s ta te m e n ts  l ik e ,  “ D id n ’t  y o u  ju s t lo v e  it? ” A n d  n o ,  I d id n ’t  ju s t lo v e  it. F o r  

in  m a n y  w a y s  th e  f i lm  w a s  a  g r a p h ic  d o c u m e n ta r y  p o rtra it  o f  th e  w a y  

in  w h ic h  c o lo n iz e d  b la c k  p e o p l e  ( i n  th is  c a s e  b la c k  g a y  b r o th e r s ,  s o m e  

o f  w h o m  w e r e  d ra g  q u e e n s )  w o r s h ip  a t th e  th r o n e  o f  w h ite n e s s ,  e v e n  

w h e n  s u c h  w o r s h ip  d e m a n d s  th a t w e  l iv e  in  p e r p e tu a l  s e l f - h a te ,  s te a l,  

l i e ,  g o  h u n g ry , a n d  e v e n  d ie  in  its  p u rs u it. T h e  “w e ” e v o k e d  h e r e  is  a l l  

o f  u s , b l a c k  p e o p le / p e o p le  o f  c o lo r ,  w h o  a r e  d a ily  b o m b a r d e d  b y  a  

p o w e r f u l  c o lo n iz i n g  w h ite n e s s  th a t s e d u c e s  u s  a w a y  f ro m  o u rs e lv e s ,  

th a t n e g a te s  th a t th e r e  is  b e a u ty  to  b e  f o u n d  in  a n y  f o r m  o f  b la c k n e s s  

th a t is  n o t  im ita tio n  w h ite n e s s .

T h e  w h ite n e s s  c e le b r a te d  in  Paris is Burning is n o t  ju s t a n y  o ld  

b r a n d  o f  w h i te n e s s  b u t r a th e r  th a t b r u ta l im p e r ia l  ru l in g - c la s s  c a p ita l is t  

p a tr ia rc h a l w h ite n e s s  th a t p re s e n ts  i ts e l f—its w a y  o f  l i f e — a s  th e  o n ly  

m e a n in g f u l  l i f e  th e r e  is . W h a t c o u ld  b e  m o r e  r e a s s u r in g  to  a  w h ite  

p u b l i c  f e a r f u l  th a t m a r g in a liz e d  d is e n f r a n c h is e d  b la c k  f o lk s  m ig h t r is e  

a n y  d a y  n o w  a n d  m a k e  r e v o lu tio n a r y  b la c k  l i b e r a tio n  s tru g g le  a  re a li ty  

th a n  a  d o c u m e n ta r y  a f f irm in g  th a t c o lo n i z e d , v i c tim iz e d , e x p l o i te d ,  

b l a c k  f o l k s  a r e  a ll  to o  w i l l in g  to  b e  c o m p l ic i t  in  p e r p e tu a tin g  th e  f a n ta s y  

th a t r u l in g - c la s s  w h ite  c u l tu r e  is  th e  q u in te s s e n tia l  s i te  o f  u n r e s tr i c te d  

jo y ,  f r e e d o m , p o w e r , a n d  p le a s u r e . In d e e d  it is  th e  v e r y  “ p l e a s u r e ”  th a t 

s o  m a n y  w h ite  v ie w e r s  w ith  c l a s s  p r iv i le g e  e x p e r i e n c e  w h e n  w a tc h i n g
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th is  f i lm  th a t h a s  a c te d  to  c e n s o r  d is s e n tin g  v o ic e s  w h o  f in d  th e  f i lm  

a n d  its  r e c e p tio n  c r itic a l ly  p r o b le m a tic .

In  V i n c e n t C a n b y ’s  r e v ie w  o f  th e  f i lm  in  th e  New York Times h e  

b e g in s  b y  q u o tin g  th e  w o r d s  o f  a  b la c k  f a th e r  to  h is  h o m o s e x u a l  s o n . 

T h e  f a th e r  s h a r e s  th a t it is  d if f ic u lt  f o r  b la c k  m e n  to  s u rv iv e  in  a  ra c is t 

s o c ie ty  a n d  th a t “ i f  y o u ’r e  b la c k  a n d  m a le  a n d  g a y , y o u  h a v e  to  b e  

s tr o n g e r  th a n  y o u  c a n  im a g in e .” B e g in n in g  h is  o v e rw h e lm in g ly  p o s i tiv e  

re v ie w  w ith  th e  w o r d s  o f  a  s tra ig h t b la c k  f a th e r ,  C a n b y  im p l ie s  th a t th e  

f i lm  in  s o m e  w a y  d o c u m e n ts  s u c h  s tre n g th , is  a  p o r tra it  o f  b la c k  g a y  

p r id e . Y e t  h e  in  n o  w a y  in d ic a te s  w a y s  th is  p r id e  a n d  p o w e r  a re  e v id e n t 

in  th e  w o r k . L ik e  m o s t re v ie w e rs  o f  th e  f i lm , w h a t h e  f in d s  m o s t 

c o m p e l l in g  is th e  p a g e a n tr y  o f  th e  d ra g  b a l ls .  H e  u s e s  n o  la n g u a g e  

id e n tif y in g  r a c e  a n d  c la s s  p e r s p e c tiv e s  w h e n  s u g g e s tin g  a t th e  e n d  o f  

h is  p i e c e  th a t b e h in d  th e  r o le - p la y in g  “ th e r e  is  a ls o  a  te r r ib le  s a d n e s s  

in  th e  te s tim o n y .” C a n b y  d o e s  n o t id e n tif y  f u lly  th e  s o u r c e s  o f  th is  

s a d n e s s ;  in s te a d  h e  s ta te s , “T h e  q u e e n s  k n o c k  th e m s e lv e s  o u t to  im ita te  

th e  m e m b e r s  o f  a  s o c i e ty  th a t w i l l  n o t  h a v e  th e m . ” T h is  m a k e s  it a p p e a r  

th a t th e  p o l i ti c s  o f  r u l in g - c la s s  w h ite  c u ltu re  a r e  s o le ly  s o c ia l  a n d  n o t 

p o l i ti c a l ,  s o l e ly  “ a e s th e t ic ” q u e s tio n s  o f  c h o ic e  a n d  d e s ire  ra th e r  th a n  

e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  p o w e r  a n d  p r iv i le g e . C a n b y  d o e s  n o t  te ll  r e a d e rs  th a t 

m u c h  o f  th e  tra g e d y  a n d  s a d n e s s  o f  th is  f i lm  is  e v o k e d  b y  th e  w i ll in g ­

n e s s  o f  b la c k  g a y  m e n  to  k n o c k  th e m s e lv e s  o u t im ita tin g  a  ru l in g - c la s s  

c u l tu re  a n d  p o w e r  e l i te  th a t is  o n e  o f  th e  p r im a ry  a g e n ts  o f  th e ir  

o p p r e s s i o n  a n d  e x p lo i ta tio n . Ir o n ic a l ly ,  th e  v e ry  “ f a n ta s ie s ” e v o k e d  

e m e r g e  f r o m  th e  c o l o n iz in g  c o n te x t ,  a n d  w h i le  m a rg in a liz e d  p e o p le  

o f te n  a p p r o p r ia te  a n d  s u b v e r t a s p e c ts  o f  th e  d o m in a n t c u ltu re , Paris is 

Burning d o e s  n o t  f o r c e f u l ly  s u g g e s t th a t s u c h  a  p r o c e s s  is  ta k in g  p la c e .

L iv in g s to n ’s  f i lm  is  p r e s e n te d  a s  th o u g h  it is  a  p o l i ti c a l ly  n e u tra l 

d o c u m e n ta r y  p r o v id in g  a  c a n d id , e v e n  c e le b r a to r y , l o o k  a t b la c k  d ra g  

b a l ls .  A n d  it is  p r e c is e ly  th e  m o o d  o f  c e le b r a tio n  th a t m a s k s  th e  e x te n t 

to  w h ic h  th e  b a l ls  a re  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  ra d ic a l  e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  s u b v e r s iv e  

im a g in a tio n  a t w o r k  u n d e r m in in g  a n d  c h a l le n g in g  th e  status quo. M u c h  

o f  th e  f i lm ’s  f o c u s  o n  p a g e a n tr y  ta k e s  th e  r itu a l o f  th e  b la c k  d ra g  b a l l  

a n d  m a k e s  it s p e c ta c l e .  R itu a l is  th a t c e r e m o n i a l  a c t th a t c a r r ie s  w ith  it 

m e a n i n g  a n d  s ig n i f i c a n c e  b e y o n d  w h a t a p p e a rs ,  w h i l e  s p e c ta c l e  f u n c ­

t io n s  p r im a r i ly  a s  e n te r ta in in g  d ra m a tic  d is p la y . T h o s e  o f  u s  w h o  h a v e  

g r o w n  u p  in  a  s e g r e g a te d  b la c k  s e ttin g  w h e r e  w e  p a r ti c ip a te d  in  d iv e rs e  

p a g e a n ts  a n d  r itu a ls  k n o w  th a t th o s e  e l e m e n ts  o f  a  g iv e n  ritu a l th a t a re  

e m p o w e r in g  a n d  s u b v e r s iv e  m a y  n o t  b e  re a d i ly  v is ib le  to  a n  o u ts id e r  

lo o k i n g  in .  H e n c e  it is  e a s y  f o r  w h ite  o b s e r v e r s  to  d e p ic t b la c k  r itu a ls  

a s  s p e c ta c l e .
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Je n n i e  L iv in g s to n  a p p r o a c h e s  h e r  s u b je c t  m a tte r  a s  a n  o u ts id e r  

lo o k i n g  in . S in c e  h e r  p r e s e n c e  a s  w h ite  w o m a n / le s b ia n  f i lm m a k e r  is  

“ a b s e n t” f r o m  Paris is Burning it is  e a s y  f o r  v ie w e r s  to  im a g in e  th a t th e y  

a r e  w a tc h i n g  a n  e th n o g r a p h ic  f i lm  d o c u m e n tin g  th e  l i f e  o f  b la c k  g a y  

“ n a tiv e s ”  a n d  n o t  r e c o g n i z e  th a t th e y  a r e  w a tc h in g  a  w o r k  s h a p e d  a n d  

f o r m e d  b y  a  p e r s p e c tiv e  a n d  s ta n d p o in t s p e c i f i c  to  L iv in g s to n . B y  

c in e m a tic a l l y  m a s k in g  th is  re a l i ty  ( w e  h e a r  h e r  a s k  q u e s tio n s  b u t n e v e r  

s e e  h e r ) ,  L iv in g s to n  d o e s  n o t  o p p o s e  th e  w a y  h e g e m o n i c  w h ite n e s s  

“ r e p r e s e n ts ” b l a c k n e s s ,  b u t r a th e r  a s s u m e s  a n  im p e ria l  o v e r s e e in g  

p o s i tio n  th a t is in  n o  w a y  p ro g re s s iv e  o r  c o u n te r - h e g e m o n ic .  B y  s h o o tin g  

th e  f i lm  u s in g  a  c o n v e n tio n a l  a p p r o a c h  to  d o c u m e n ta r y  a n d  n o t m a k in g  

c l e a r  h o w  h e r  s ta n d p o in t b r e a k s  w ith  th is  tra d itio n , L iv in g s to n  a s s u m e s  

a  p r iv i le g e d  lo c a t io n  o f  “ i n n o c e n c e . ” S h e  is  r e p r e s e n te d  b o th  in  in te r ­

v ie w s  a n d  r e v ie w s  a s  th e  te n d e r - h e a r te d , m i ld - m a n n e r e d , v i rtu o u s  

w h ite  w o m a n  d a r in g  to  v e n tu r e  in to  a  c o n te m p o r a r y  “ h e a rt o f  d a r k n e s s ” 

to  b r in g  b a c k  k n o w l e d g e  o f  th e  n a tiv e s .

A  r e v ie w  in  th e  New Yorker d e c la re s  ( w ith  n o  a rg u m e n t to  

s u b s ta n tia te  th e  a s s e r tio n )  th a t “ th e  m o v ie  is  a  s y m p a th e tic  o b s e r v a tio n  

o f  a  s p e c ia l iz e d , p r iv a te  w o r l d . ” A n  in te r v ie w  w ith  L iv in g s to n  in  Out- 

week is  t it le d  “ P o s e , S h e  S a id ” a n d  w e  a r e  to ld  in  th e  p r e f a c e  th a t s h e  

“ d is c o v e r e d  th e  B a l l  w o r ld  b y  c h a n c e . ”  L iv in g s to n  d o e s  n o t d is c u s s  h e r  

in te r e s t a n d  f a s c in a tio n  w ith  b la c k  g a y  s u b c u l tu re . S h e  is  n o t  a s k e d  to  

s p e a k  a b o u t w h a t  k n o w le d g e , in f o r m a tio n , o r  l iv e d  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  

b la c k  c u l tu re  a n d  h is to r y  s h e  p o s s e s s e d  th a t p ro v id e d  a  b a c k g r o u n d  f o r  

h e r  w o r k  o r  to  e x p l a i n  w h a t v is i o n  o f  b la c k  l i f e  s h e  h o p e d  to  c o n v e y  

a n d  to  w h o m . C a n  a n y o n e  im a g in e  th a t a  b la c k  w o m a n  le s b i a n  w o u ld  

m a k e  a  f i lm  a b o u t  w h ite  g a y  s u b c u ltu r e  a n d  n o t  b e  a s k e d  th e s e  

q u e s tio n s ?  L iv in g s to n  is  a s k e d  in  th e  Outweek in te r v ie w , “ H o w  d id  y o u  

b u i ld  u p  th e  k in d  o f  tru s t w h e r e  p e o p le  a re  s o  o p e n  to  ta lk in g  a b o u t  

th e ir  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e s ? ” S h e  n e v e r  a n s w e r s  th is  q u e s tio n . In s te a d  

s h e  s u g g e s ts  th a t s h e  g a in s  h e r  “ c re d ib i l i ty ” b y  th e  in te n s i ty  o f  h e r  

s p e c ta to r s h ip , a d d in g , “ I a ls o  ta r g e te d  p e o p le  w h o  w e r e  a r tic u la te ,  w h o  

h a d  s tu f f  th e y  w a n te d  to  s a y  a n d  w e r e  v e r y  h a p p y  th a t a n y o n e  w a n te d  

to  l i s te n .”  A v o id in g  th e  d if f ic u lt  q u e s tio n s  u n d e r ly in g  w h a t it m e a n s  to  

b e  a  w h ite  p e r s o n  in  a  w h ite  s u p r e m a c is t s o c i e ty  c r e a tin g  a  f i lm  a b o u t  

a n y  a s p e c t  o f  b la c k  l i f e ,  L iv in g s to n  r e s p o n d s  to  th e  q u e s tio n , “ D id n ’t  

th e  f a c t  th a t y o u ’r e  a  w h i te  le s b i a n  g o i n g  in to  a  w o r ld  o f  B la c k  q u e e n s  

a n d  s tr e e t k id s  m a k e  th a t [ th e  in te r v ie w  p r o c e s s ]  d if f ic u lt? ”  b y  im p l ic i tly  

e v o k in g  a  s h a l l o w  s e n s e  o f  u n iv e rs a l  c o n n e c t io n . S h e  r e s p o n d s , “ I f  y o u  

k n o w  s o m e o n e  o v e r  a  p e r i o d  o f  tw o  y e a rs , a n d  th e y  still r e ta in  th e ir  

s e x  a n d  th e ir  r a c e ,  y o u ’v e  g o t  to  b e  a  p re tty  s e x is t,  ra c is t p e r s o n .”  Y e t  it
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is  p r e c is e ly  th e  r a c e ,  s e x ,  a n d  s e x u a l  p r a c ti c e s  o f  b la c k  m e n  w h o  a r e  

f i lm e d  th a t is  th e  e x p l o i te d  s u b je c t m a tte r .

S o  f a r  I h a v e  r e a d  n o  in te r v ie w s  w h e r e  L iv in g s to n  d is c u s s e s  th e  

i s s u e  o f  a p p r o p r ia tio n . A n d  e v e n  th o u g h  s h e  is  o p e n ly  c r i ti c a l o f  

M a d o n n a , s h e  d o e s  n o t  c o n v e y  h o w  h e r  w o r k  d if f e r s  f ro m  M a d o n n a ’s 

a p p r o p r ia tio n  o f  b la c k  e x p e r ie n c e . T o  s o m e  e x te n t it is  p r e c is e ly  th e  

r e c o g n i tio n  b y  m a s s  c u l tu re  th a t a s p e c ts  o f  b la c k  l i f e ,  l ik e  “v o g u i n g ,” 

f a s c in a te  w h ite  a u d ie n c e s  th a t c r e a te s  a  m a rk e t f o r  b o th  M a d o n n a ’s 

p r o d u c t a n d  L iv in g s to n ’s . U n f o r tu n a te ly ,  L iv in g s to n ’s  c o m m e n ts  a b o u t 

Paris is Burning d o  n o t  c o n v e y  s e r io u s  th o u g h t a b o u t e i th e r  th e  

p o l i ti c a l  a n d  a e s th e t ic  im p l ic a tio n s  o f  h e r  c h o ic e  a s  a  w h ite  w o m a n  

f o c u s i n g  o n  a n  a s p e c t  o f  b la c k  l i f e  a n d  c u l tu re  o r  th e  w a y  r a c is m  m ig h t 

s h a p e  a n d  in f o r m  h o w  s h e  w o u ld  in te r p r e t b la c k  e x p e r i e n c e  o n  th e  

s c r e e n . R e v ie w e rs  l ik e  G e o r g ia  B r o w n  in  th e  Village Voice w h o  s u g g e s t 

th a t L iv in g s to n ’s  w h ite n e s s  is  “ a  f a c t o f  n a tu re  th a t d id n ’t h in d e r  h e r  

r e s e a r c h ” c o l l u d e  in  th e  d e n ia l  o f  th e  w a y  w h ite n e s s  in f o rm s  h e r  

p e r s p e c ti v e  a n d  s ta n d p o in t.  T o  s a y , a s  L iv in g s to n  d o e s ,  “ I c e r ta in ly  

d o n ’t h a v e  th e  f in a l  w o r d  o n  th e  g a y  b la c k  e x p e r i e n c e .  I ’d  lo v e  f o r  a  

b la c k  d i r e c to r  to  h a v e  m a d e  th is  f i lm ” is to  o v e rs im p l if y  th e  i s s u e  a n d  

to  a b s o lv e  h e r  o f  r e s p o n s ib i l ity  a n d  a c c o u n ta b i l i ty  f o r  p r o g r e s s iv e  

c r i ti c a l  r e f le c ti o n  a n d  it  im p l ic itiy  s u g g e s ts  th a t th e r e  w o u ld  b e  n o  

d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e e n  h e r  w o r k  a n d  th a t o f  a  b la c k  d ire c to r . U n d e r ly in g  

th is  a p p a r e n tly  s e l f - e f f a c in g  c o m m e n t  is  c u ltu ra l  a r r o g a n c e , f o r  s h e  

im p l ie s  n o t o n l y  th a t s h e  h a s  c o r n e r e d  th e  m a r k e t o n  th e  s u b je c t  m a tte r  

b u t th a t b e i n g  a b le  to  m a k e  f i lm s  is  a  q u e s tio n  o f  p e r s o n a l  c h o ic e ,  l ik e  

s h e  ju s t “ d i s c o v e r e d ”  th e  “r a w  m a te r ia l”  b e f o r e  a  b la c k  d ir e c to r  d id . H e r  

c o m m e n ts  a re  d is tu rb in g  b e c a u s e  th e y  re v e a l  s o  litd e  a w a re n e s s  o f  th e  

p o litic s  th a t u n d e rg ird  a n y  c o m m o d i f ic a tio n  o f  “b la c k n e s s ” in  th is  s o c ie ty .

H a d  L iv in g s to n  a p p r o a c h e d  h e r  s u b je c t  w ith  g r e a te r  a w a r e n e s s  

o f  th e  w a y  w h ite  s u p r e m a c y  s h a p e s  c u ltu ra l  p r o d u c tio n — d e te rm in in g  

n o t  o n l y  w h a t r e p re s e n ta tio n s  o f  b la c k n e s s  a r e  d e e m e d  a c c e p ta b l e ,  

m a r k e ta b le ,  a s  w e l l  w o r th y  o f  s e e in g — p e r h a p s  th e  f i lm  w o u ld  n o t  s o  

e a s i ly  h a v e  tu r n e d  th e  b la c k  d ra g  b a l l  in to  a  s p e c ta c le  f o r  th e  e n te r ta in ­

m e n t o f  th o s e  p re s u m e d  to  b e  o n  th e  o u ts id e  o f  th is  e x p e r i e n c e  lo o k i n g  

in .  S o  m u c h  o f  w h a t  is  e x p r e s s e d  in  th e  f i lm  h a s  to  d o  w ith  q u e s tio n s  

o f  p o w e r  a n d  p r iv i le g e  a n d  th e  w a y  ra c is m  im p e d e s  b la c k  p ro g re s s  ( a n d  

c e r ta in ly  th e  c la s s  a s p ira tio n s  o f  th e  b la c k  g a y  s u b c u ltu re  d e p ic te d  d o  

n o t  d if f e r  f r o m  th o s e  o f  o th e r  p o o r  a n d  u n d e r c la s s  b la c k  c o m m u n itie s ) .  

H e r e , th e  s u p p o s e d ly  “ o u ts id e r ” p o s i tio n  is  p r im a r i ly  lo c a te d  in  th e  

e x p e r i e n c e  o f  w h ite n e s s .  L iv in g s to n  a p p e a r s  u n w i ll in g  to  in te r ro g a te  

th e  w a y  a s s u m in g  th e  p o s i tio n  o f  o u ts id e r  lo o k i n g  in , a s  w e l l  a s
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in te r p r e te r ,  c a n , a n d  o f te n  d o e s ,  p e r v e rt a n d  d is to r t o n e ’s  p e r s p e c tiv e .  

H e r  a b i l i ty  to  a s s u m e  s u c h  a  p o s i t io n  w ith o u t r ig o r o u s  in te r r o g a ti o n  

o f  i n te n t  is  r o o te d  in  th e  p o l i ti c s  o f  r a c e  a n d  r a c is m . P a tr ic ia  W i l l ia m s  

c r i t iq u e s  th e  w h ite  a s s u m p tio n  o f  a  “ n e u tr a l ”  g a z e  in  h e r  e s s a y  

“ T e l e o l o g y  o n  th e  R o c k s ” in c lu d e d  in  h e r  n e w  b o o k  The A lchemy o f 

Race and Rights. D e s c r ib in g  ta k in g  a  w a lk in g  to u r  o f  H a r le m  w ith  a  

g r o u p  o f  w h ite  f o lk s ,  s h e  r e c a l ls  th e  g u id e  te l l in g  th e m  th e y  m ig h t “ g e t 

to  s e e  s o m e  s e r v ic e s ” s in c e  “ E a s te r  Su n d a y  in  H a rle m  is  q u ite  a  s h o w .” 

W i l l i a m ’s c r i t i c a l  o b s e r v a t io n s  a r e  r e le v a n t to  a n y  d is c u s s io n  o f  Paris 

is Burning:

W h at astonished  m e w as that n o  o n e had  ask ed  the chu rch es if  

th ey  w anted  to  b e stared  at like living m useum s. I w on d ered  w hat 

w ou ld  h ap p en  if a g rou p  o f  b lue- jeaned  b lacks w ere to  w alk  

uninvited  into a syn ago gu e o n  Passov er o r St. A nthony ’s o f  Padua 

during high m ass— just to  p eer, n ot pray. M y feeling is that such  

activity w ou ld  b e seen  as disrespectful, at the very  least. Y et the 

asp e ct o f  d isresp ect, intrusion, se em ed  irrelevan t to  this w ell-  

ed u cated , affable grou p  o f  p eo p le. T h ey  d ef lected  m y ob serv ation  

w ith co m m en ts like “W e just w ant to  lo o k ,” “N o o ne will m ind ,” 

an d  “T h ere’s n o  h arm  intend ed .” A s w ell-intentioned  as they  w ere,

I w as left w ith the im p ression that n o  o n e existed  for them  w h o  

co u ld  n ot b e g ov ern ed  b y  their intentions. W hile ack no w led ging  

the lack  o f  ap p aren t m alice in this b ehavior, I can ’t help  thinking  

that it is a liability as m u ch  as a luxury to  live w ithout interaction.

T o  live so  co m p letely  im pervious to  o n e ’s o w n  im p act o n  o thers  

is a fragile privilege, w hich o v er tim e relies n o t sim ply o n  the  

w illingness but o n  the inability o f  others— in this case b lacks— to  

m ak e their d isp leasure heard .

T h is  in s ig h tf u l  c r i tiq u e  c a m e  to  m in d  a s  I r e f le c te d  o n  w h y  w h ite s  

c o u ld  s o  o u ts p o k e n ly  m a k e  th e ir  p le a s u r e  in  th is  f i lm  h e a rd  a n d  th e  

m a n y  b la c k  v ie w e rs  w h o  e x p r e s s  d is c o n te n t,  r a is in g  c r i ti c a l q u e s tio n s  

a b o u t  h o w  th e  f i lm  w a s  m a d e , is  s e e n , a n d  is  ta lk e d  a b o u t,  w h o  h a v e  

n o t  n a m e d  th e ir  d is p le a s u r e  p u b l ic ly .  T o o  m a n y  r e v ie w e rs  a n d  in te r ­

v ie w e rs  a s s u m e  n o t o n ly  th a t th e re  is  n o  n e e d  to  ra is e  p re s s in g  c r itic a l 

q u e s tio n s  a b o u t L iv in g s to n ’s  f ilm , b u t a c t a s  th o u g h  s h e  s o m e h o w  d id  th is  

m a r g in a l iz e d  b la c k  g a y  s u b c u l tu r e  a  f a v o r  b y  b r in g in g  th e ir  e x p e r i e n c e  

to  a  w i d e r  p u b l ic .  S u c h  a  s ta n c e  o b s c u r e s  th e  s u b s ta n tia l  r e w a rd s  s h e  

h a s  r e c e iv e d  f o r  th is  w o r k . S in c e  s o  m a n y  o f  th e  b la c k  g a y  m e n  in  th e  

f i lm  e x p r e s s  th e  d e s ir e  to  b e  b ig  s ta rs , it is  e a s y  to  p la c e  L iv in g s to n  in  

th e  r o le  o f  b e n e f a c to r ,  o f f e r in g  th e s e  “ p o o r  b la c k  s o u ls ” a  w a y  to  r e a l iz e  

th e ir  d re a m s . B u t it is  th is  c u r re n t tr e n d  in  p ro d u c in g  c o lo r f u l  e th n ic ity
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f o r  th e  w h ite  c o n s u m e r  a p p e ti te  th a t m a k e s  it p o s s i b l e  f o r  b l a c k n e s s  to  

b e  c o m m o d i f ie d  in  u n p r e c e d e n te d  w a y s , a n d  f o r  w h ite s  to  a p p r o p r ia te  

b la c k  c u l tu re  w ith o u t in te r ro g a tin g  w h ite n e s s  o r  s h o w in g  c o n c e r n  f o r  

th e  d is p le a s u r e  o f  b la c k s . Ju s t  a s  w h ite  c u ltu ra l  im p e r ia li s m  in f o r m e d  

a n d  a f f ir m e d  th e  a d v e n tu ro u s  jo u r n e y s  o f  c o lo n iz i n g  w h ite s  in to  th e  

c o u n tr ie s  a n d  c u l tu re s  o f  “ d a rk  o th e r s ,” it a l lo w s  w h ite  a u d i e n c e s  to  

a p p la u d  r e p r e s e n ta tio n s  o f  b la c k  c u ltu r e , i f  th e y  a r e  s a tis f ie d  w ith  th e  

im a g e s  a n d  h a b i ts  o f  b e in g  r e p r e s e n te d .

W a tc h in g  th e  f i lm  w ith  a  b la c k  w o m a n  f r ie n d , w e  w e r e  d is tu rb e d  

b y  th e  e x te n t  to  w h ic h  w h ite  f o lk s  a ro u n d  u s  w e r e  “ e n te r ta in e d ” a n d  

“ p l e a s u r e d ”  b y  s c e n e s  w e  v ie w e d  a s  s a d  a n d  a t tim e s  tra g ic .  O f te n  

in d iv id u a ls  la u g h e d  a t p e r s o n a l  te s tim o n y  a b o u t  h a rd s h ip , p a in , lo n e ­

l in e s s .  S e v e r a l  tim e s  I y e l le d  o u t in  th e  d a rk : “W h a t is  s o  f u n n y  a b o u t 

th is  s c e n e ?  W h y  a r e  y o u  la u g h in g ? ” T h e  la u g h te r  w a s  n e v e r  in n o c e n t.  

In s te a d  it u n d e r m in e d  th e  s e r io u s n e s s  o f  th e  f i lm , k e e p in g  it a lw a y s  o n  

th e  le v e l  o f  s p e c ta c le .  A n d  m u c h  o f  th e  f i lm  h e lp e d  m a k e  th is  p o s s ib le .  

M o m e n ts  o f  p a in  a n d  s a d n e s s  w e r e  q u ic k ly  c o v e r e d  u p  b y  d ra m a tic  

s c e n e s  f ro m  d ra g  b a l ls ,  a s  th o u g h  th e r e  w e r e  tw o  c o m p e tin g  c in e m a tic  

n a r ra tiv e s , o n e  d is p la y in g  th e  p a g e a n tr y  o f  th e  d ra g  b a l l  a n d  th e  o th e r  

r e f l e c tin g  o n  th e  l iv e s  o f  p a r tic ip a n ts  a n d  v a lu e  o f  th e  f a n ta s y . T h is  

s e c o n d  n a rra tiv e  w a s  li te ra lly  h a rd  to  h e a r  b e c a u s e  th e  la u g h te r  o f te n  

d r o w n e d  it o u t,  ju s t a s  th e  s u s ta in e d  f o c u s  o n  e l a b o r a te  d is p la y s  a t b a lls  

d if f u s e d  th e  p o w e r  o f  th e  m o r e  s e r io u s  c r i ti c a l n a rra tiv e .  A n y  a u d i e n c e  

h o p in g  to  b e  e n te r ta in e d  w o u ld  n o t b e  a s  in te r e s te d  in  th e  tru e  l i f e  

s to r ie s  a n d  te s tim o n ie s  n a rra te d . M u c h  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l te s tim o n y  

m a k e s  it a p p e a r  th a t th e  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  e s tr a n g e d  f r o m  a n y  c o m m u n ity  

b e y o n d  th e m s e l v e s .  F a m i l ie s ,  f r ie n d s , e tc . ,  a r e  n o t  s h o w n , w h ic h  

a d d s  to  th e  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  th e s e  b l a c k  g a y  m e n  a s  c u t o f f ,  l iv in g  

o n  th e  e d g e .

It is  u s e f u l  to  c o m p a r e  th e  p o rtra its  o f  th e ir  l iv e s  in  Paris is 

Bumingwith th o s e  d e p ic te d  in  M a r lo n  R ig g s ’ c o m p e l l in g  f i lm  Tongues 

Untied. A t n o  p o in t in  L iv in g s to n ’s  f i lm  a re  th e  m e n  a s k e d  to  s p e a k  

a b o u t th e ir  c o n n e c tio n s  to  a  w o r ld  o f  f a m ily  a n d  c o m m u n ity  b e y o n d  

th e  d ra g  b a ll .  T h e  c i n e m a tic  n a rra tiv e  m a k e s  th e  b a l l  th e  c e n te r  o f  th e ir  

l iv e s .  A n d  y e t w h o  d e te r m in e s  th is?  Is  th is  th e  w a y  th e  b la c k  m e n  v ie w  

th e ir  r e a li ty  o r  is  th is  th e  r e a li ty  L iv in g s to n  c o n s tru c ts ?  C e rta in ly  th e  

d e g r e e  to  w h ic h  b la c k  m e n  in  th is  g a y  s u b c u l tu re  a r e  p o rtra y e d  a s  c u t 

o f f  f r o m  a  “ r e a l ” w o r ld  h e ig h te n s  th e  e m p h a s is  o n  f a n ta s y , a n d  in d e e d  

g iv e s  Paris is Burning its  tr a g ic  e d g e . T h a t tra g e d y  is  m a d e  e x p l i c i t  

w h e n  w e  a r e  to ld  th a t th e  f a ir - s k in n e d  V e n u s  h a s  b e e n  m u rd e re d , a n d  

y e t th e r e  is  n o  m o u r n in g  o f  h im / h e r  in  th e  f i lm , n o  in te n s e  f o c u s  o n  th e
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s a d n e s s  o f  th is  m u rd e r .  H a v in g  s e r v e d  th e  p u r p o s e  o f  “ s p e c ta c l e ” th e  

f i lm  a b a n d o n s  h im / h e r. T h e  a u d ie n c e  d o e s  n o t s e e  V e n u s  a f te r  th e  

m u rd e r . T h e r e  a r e  n o  s c e n e s  o f  g r ie f .  T o  p u t it c ra s s ly ,  h e r  d y in g  is  

u p s ta g e d  b y  s p e c ta c l e .  D e a th  is  n o t e n te rta in in g .

F o r  th o s e  o f  u s  w h o  d id  n o t c o m e  to  th is  f i lm  a s  v o y e u r s  o f  b la c k  

g a y  s u b c u ltu re , it  i s  D o r ia n  C a r e y ’s  m o v in g  te s tim o n y  th r o u g h o u t th e  

f i lm  th a t m a k e s  Paris is Burning a  m e m o r a b l e  e x p e r i e n c e .  C a re y  is  

b o th  h is to r ia n  a n d  c u ltu r a l  c r i ti c  in  th e  f ilm . H e  e x p l a in s  h o w  th e  b a l ls  

e n a b le d  m a rg in a l iz e d  b la c k  g a y  q u e e n s  to  e m p o w e r  b o th  p a r ti c ip a n ts  

a n d  a u d ie n c e .  It  is  C a re y  w h o  ta lk s  a b o u t  th e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e  “ s ta r ” 

in  th e  l i f e  o f  g a y  b la c k  m e n  w h o  a r e  q u e e n s . In  a  m a n n e r  s im ila r  to  c r i tic  

R ic h a rd  D y e r  in  h is  w o r k  Heavenly Bodies, C a re y  te l l s  v ie w e r s  th a t th e  

d e s ir e  f o r  s ta r d o m  is  a n  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  th e  lo n g in g  to  r e a liz e  th e  d r e a m  

o f  a u to n o m o u s  s te l la r  in d iv id u a l is m . R e m in d in g  re a d e r s  th a t th e  id e a  

o f  th e  in d iv id u a l c o n tin u e s  to  b e  a  m a jo r  im a g e  o f  w h a t  it m e a n s  to  l iv e  

in  a  d e m o c r a t ic  w o r ld , D y e r  w r ite s :

C apitalism  justifies itself  o n  the b asis o f  the f reedo m  (sep arate ­

n ess ) o f  an yo n e to  m ake m o n ey , sell their lab o r h o w  they  w ill, to  

b e ab le to  exp ress op inions and  g et them  h eard  (regard less o f  

w ealth o r social p osition). T h e o p en n ess o f  so ciety  is assum ed  b y  

the w ay  that w e are ad d ressed  as individuals— as co n su m ers (e ach  

f reely ch o osin g  to  b uy, o r w atch , w hat w e w ant), as legal sub jects  

(eq u ally  responsib le b ef ore the law ), as political sub jects (ab le to  

m ak e up  o u r m inds w h o  is to  run society). T hus ev en  w hile the  

notion  o f  the individual is assailed  o n  all sides, it is a n ecessary  

f iction for the rep ro d uctio n  o f  the kind o f  society  w e live in ... Stars 

articulate these ideas o f  p erso n ho od .

T h is  is  p r e c is e ly  th e  n o t io n  o f  s ta rd o m  C a re y  a rtic u la te s .  H e  e m p h a s iz e s  

th e  w a y  c o n s u m e r  c a p i ta l is m  u n d e r m in e s  th e  s u b v e r s iv e  p o w e r  o f  th e  

d ra g  b a lls ,  s u b o rd in a tin g  r itu a l to  s p e c ta c l e ,  r e m o v in g  th e  w i l l  to  d is p la y  

u n i q u e  im a g in a tiv e  c o s tu m e s  a n d  th e  p u r c h a s e d  im a g e . C a re y  s p e a k s  

p ro f o u n d ly  a b o u t  th e  r e d e m p tiv e  p o w e r  o f  th e  im a g in a tio n  in  b la c k  

li f e ,  th a t d r a g  b a l ls  w e r e  tra d itio n a lly  a  p l a c e  w h e r e  th e  a e s th e tic s  o f  th e  

im a g e  in  r e la tio n  to  b la c k  g a y  l i f e  c o u ld  b e  e x p l o r e d  w ith  c o m p le x i ty  

a n d  g r a c e .

C a re y  e x to ls  th e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  f a n ta s y  e v e n  a s  h e  c r i tiq u e s  th e  

u s e  o f  f a n ta s y  to  e s c a p e  re a lity . A n a ly z in g  th e  p la c e  o f  f a n ta s y  in  b l a c k  

g a y  s u b c u ltu re , h e  l in k s  th a t e x p e r i e n c e  to  th e  lo n g in g  f o r  s ta r d o m  th a t 

is  s o  p e rv a s iv e  in  th is  s o c ie ty .  R e f u s in g  to  a l lo w  th e  “ q u e e n ” to  b e  

O th e r e d , h e  c o n v e y s  th e  m e s s a g e  th a t in  a ll  o f  u s  r e s id e s  th a t lo n g in g  

to  tr a n s c e n d  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  s e lf ,  to  b e  g lo r if ie d . S p e a k in g  a b o u t  th e



im p o r ta n c e  o f  d ra g  q u e e n s  in  a  r e c e n t  in te r v ie w  in  Afterimage, M a r lo n  

R ig g s  s u g g e s ts  th a t th e  q u e e n  p e r s o n i f ie s  th e  lo n g in g  e v e r y o n e  h a s  f o r  

lo v e  a n d  r e c o g n itio n . S e e in g  in  d ra g  q u e e n s  “ a  d e s ire ,  a  v e r y  v is c e r a l  

n e e d  to  b e  lo v e d , a s  w e l l  a s  a  s e n s e  o f  th e  a b je c t  lo n e l in e s s  o f  l i f e  w h e r e  

n o b o d y  lo v e s  y o u ,”  R ig g s  c o n te n d s  “ th is  im a g e  is  r e a l  f o r  a n y b o d y  w h o  

h a s  b e e n  in  th e  b o tto m  s p o t w h e r e  th e y ’v e  b e e n  r e je c te d  b y  e v e r y b o d y  

a n d  lo v e d  b y  n o b o d y .” E c h o in g  C a re y , R ig g s  d e c la r e s :  “W h a t’s  r e a l  f o r  

th e m  is  th e  r e a l iz a tio n  th a t y o u  h a v e  to  le a r n  to  lo v e  y o u r s e l f .” C a re y  

s tr e s s e s  th a t o n e  c a n  o n l y  le a rn  to  lo v e  th e  s e l f  w h e n  o n e  b r e a k s  

th r o u g h  i l lu s io n  a n d  f a c e s  re a lity ,  n o t  b y  e s c a p i n g  in to  f a n ta s y . E m p h a ­

s iz in g  th a t th e  p o in t is  n o t  to  g iv e  u s  f a n ta s y  b u t to  r e c o g n i z e  its  

l im ita tio n s , h e  a c k n o w le d g e s  th a t o n e  m u s t d is tin g u is h  th e  p la c e  o f  

f a n ta s y  in  r itu a liz e d  p la y  f r o m  th e  u s e  o f  f a n ta s y  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  e s c a p e . 

U n l ik e  P e p p e r  L a b e i ja  w h o  c o n s tr u c ts  a  m y th ic  w o r ld  to  in h a b i t,  

m a k in g  th is  h is  p r iv a te  re a lity ,  C a re y  e n c o u r a g e s  u s in g  th e  im a g in a tio n  

c r e a tiv e ly  to  e n h a n c e  o n e ’s  c a p a c i ty  to  l iv e  m o r e  f u lly  in  a  w o r ld  b e y o n d  

f a n ta s y .

D e s p i te  th e  p r o f o u n d  im p a c t h e  m a k e s , w h a t R ig g s  w o u ld  c a l l  “ a  

v is u a l  i c o n  o f  th e  d ra g  q u e e n  w ith  a  v e ry  d ig n if ie d  h u m a n ity ,” C a r e y ’s  

m e s s a g e , i f  o f te n  m u te d , is  o v e r s h a d o w e d  b y  s p e c ta c l e .  It is  h a rd  f o r  

v ie w e r s  to  r e a l ly  h e a r  th is  m e s s a g e . B y  c r i tiq u in g  a b s o r p tio n  in  f a n ta s y  

a n d  n a m in g  th e  m y r ia d  w a y s  p a in  a n d  s u f f e r in g  in f o rm  a n y  p r o c e s s  o f  

s e l f - a c tu a l iz a tio n , C a re y ’s  m e s s a g e  m e d ia te s  b e tw e e n  th e  v ie w e r  w h o  

lo n g s  to  v o y e u r is ti c ly  e s c a p e  in to  f ilm , to  v ic a r io u s ly  in h a b i t th a t l iv e d  

s p a c e  o n  th e  e d g e , b y  e x p o s i n g  th e  s h a m , b y  c h a l le n g in g  a ll  o f  u s  to  

c o n f r o n t re a li ty .  Ja m e s  B a ld w in  m a k e s  th e  p o in t in  The Fire Next Time 

th a t “ p e o p le  w h o  c a n n o t  s u f f e r  c a n  n e v e r  g r o w  u p , c a n  n e v e r  d is c o v e r  

w h o  th e y  a r e . ” W ith o u t b e in g  s e n tim e n ta l  a b o u t  s u f f e r in g , D o r ia n  C a re y  

u r g e s  a ll  o f  u s  to  b r e a k  th r o u g h  d e n ia l ,  th ro u g h  th e  lo n g in g  f o r  a n  

i l lu s o ry  s ta r  id e n tity ,  s o  th a t w e  c a n  c o n f r o n t a n d  a c c e p t  o u r s e lv e s  a s  

w e  r e a l ly  a re — o n ly  th e n  c a n  f a n ta s y , r itu a l, b e  a  s i te  o f  s e d u c tio n , 

p a s s io n , a n d  p la y  w h e r e  th e  s e l f  is  tru ly  r e c o g n iz e d , lo v e d , a n d  n e v e r  

a b a n d o n e d  o r  b e tra y e d .
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