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e ABSTRACT e

The central aim of this study is to examine ‘non-normative’ masculinities
constructed and represented in American drama, theatre and performance throughout
the second half of the twentieth century, thus assessing the ‘queer’ challenges these
masculinities present to hegemonic ‘heteronormativity.” To identify the historical,
social and cultural constraints that shaped the manifestations of ‘gay’ male identities
on the American stage from the postwar to the 1990s, | will offer extended analysis
and close reading of selected texts. | will examine Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar
Named Desire (1947), Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955), Suddenly, Last Summer (1958),
Mart Crowley’s The Boys in the Band (1968), Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart
(1985), Tony Kushner’s two Angels in America (1992) plays, Millennium
Approaches and Perestroika, Terrence McNally’s Love! Valour! Compassion!
(1994), and David Drake’s The Night Larry Kramer Kissed Me (1994).

My analysis of the selected texts will demonstrate that some of these
particular plays represent ‘gay’ male individuals who challenge, and others, who
identify themselves with ideological principals of a hegemonic ‘heteronormativity.’
Consequently, in this study I partially outline a history of ‘queer’ drama, theatre and
performance in America throughout the second half of the twentieth century, and
examine how ‘gay’ male identities were represented particularly by ‘gay’ male
authors during this period. 1 will also analyse to what extent these representations
were subversive, assimilative, or had a hidden agenda, and most importantly, | seek
to deconstruct established conceptions of the works here analysed, considered to be
the most assimilative, which through a ‘queer’-inflected close reading can be in fact

read as the most subversive.
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e INTRODUCTION e

Writing does not come to power. It is there beforehand, it partakes
of and is made of it. [...] Hence, struggles for powers set various
writings up against one another. Let us not shrug our shoulders too
hastily, pretending to believe that war would thus be confined
within the field of literati, in the library or in the bookshop. [...]
But it is true that the political question of literati, of intellectuals in
the ideological apparatus, of the places and stockages of writing,
of caste-phenomena, of ‘priests’ and the hoarding of codes, of
archival matters — that all this should concern us.

- Jacques Derrida, ‘Scribble (writing-power)’, 1979



Subversion versus Assimilation

This study is about the construction and representation of ‘queer’ identities,
particularly ‘non-normative’ masculinities, in American drama, theatre and
performance of the second-half of the twentieth century. By any definition this is a
‘queer enterprise.” The title | used to be subversive, but now | am gay is provocative,
in that it offers a stimulating criticism of the contemporary strategy of ‘gay
assimilation’, which seems to be the major objective of the ‘gay rights movement’ at
this historical moment. The reason | am employing the terms ‘gay assimilation’ and
‘gay rights’ instead of the inclusive acronym ‘LGBT’ results from the dominant
signs of ‘straight’ conformity having become more and more the ultimate measures
of ‘gay’ success. In this context, the rights of all other ‘deviant’ identities are not
included in this ‘gay’ success, but rather those of a particular group of ‘gay’
individuals.

From the last decade of the twentieth century and increasingly in the
beginning of the twentieth-first century, the trinity of marriage, military service and
adoption has become the central concern of a ‘gay movement’ centred more on
achieving ‘straight’ privilege than challenging power. Indeed, if two men or two
women wish to get married and/or adopt a child, their union and/or adoption should
be legally allowed and recognized by the state and afforded all the benefits they are
entitled to. If a ‘gay’ man or ‘lesbian’ also wants to serve their country in the
military, it should be their option without fear of expulsion or harassment and with
an honesty and openness about their sexual identity. Yet, should the goal of the ‘gay
rights movement’ be symmetry? Or should same-sex desire endeavour to cultivate a
new social dynamic that could be described as horizontal rather than the hierarchical

dynamic which characterizes the present ‘heteronormative’ system under which we



all must live? Or, should ‘gays’ and ‘lesbians’ — should I, as a non-heterosexual —
seek the ‘disintegration’ of a society defined by a ‘heteronormative’ system rather
than integrate and assimilate into the very society that has long oppressed
them/me with severe physical, emotional and psychological consequences?

Assimilation is for me not the answer for those who practice same-sex
desire. My position in no way diverges with those ‘gays’ and ‘lesbians’ who seek to
get legally married or adopt, nor those who want to serve openly and with integrity in
the military. What troubles me about the objective of symmetry is that it does
nothing to restructure or challenge the ‘heteronormative’ system itself. Even with
assimilation, the dichotomous structures and binaries ‘male/female’,
‘masculine/feminine’, ‘heterosexual/homosexual’, ‘straight/gay’ will still be imposed
in which the first term is persistently privileged over the second term. Assimilation
does not account for the structure of representation itself which centralizes its power
in a specific (and highly problematic) construction of masculinity that in turn
degrades all other subjectivities.

Thus, partially for personal reasons and my particular interest in this topic,
the central aim of this study is to examine ‘non-normative’ masculinities constructed
and represented in American drama, theatre and performance throughout the second
half of the twentieth century, thus assessing the ‘queer challenges’ these
masculinities present to hegemonic ‘heteronormativity.” Consequently, in this study |
will partially outline a history of ‘queer’ drama, theatre and performance in America
throughout the second half of the twentieth century, and examine how ‘gay’ male
identities were represented particularly by ‘gay’ male authors during this period. |
will also analyse to what extent these representations were subversive, assimilative,

or had a hidden agenda. Most importantly, | seek to deconstruct established



conceptions of the works here analysed, considered to be the most assimilative,
which through a ‘queer’-inflected close reading can be in fact read as the most
subversive.

In this study, therefore, I will address the following questions: (a) how do
both ‘gay’ and ‘straight’ masculinities function as a reflection of one another? (b)
what is the ‘queer’ element through which dramatists, performers, and spectators
operate the construction of ‘heteronormative’ masculinity on a so-called ‘gay
theatre’? (c) does the gay male appropriate a ‘heteronormative’ masculinity with the
purpose of employing the power he is politically, socially, and culturally ‘entitled’ to
as a man, or does he simply assume this incorporation as a way of concealing of his
homoerotic desire? (d) does this ‘gay’ male incorporate this ‘heteronormative’
masculinity with the objective of subverting — ‘from the inside’ — its inherent
principles? (e) what is the significance of the gender dynamics constructed and
represented in the selected works for the formation of contemporary American
culture?

These are questions raised bearing in mind the main objective of this study,
and which | will address by focusing on specific elements concerning the
construction and representation of heterosexual and non-heterosexual masculinities
and homosocial and homoerotic relations — viewed as products of collective and
personal memories — in the different texts. I will combine principles of several
scholars in the course of my arguments, from historians, to political, and cultural
theorists. Furthermore, to answer these questions, | will not be looking at the
construction of readerly identities, in terms of the liaison between ‘self’ and text, but
the construction of identities within the texts and how these mirror and possibly alter

communities of readers/viewers.



Delimitations and Designations

The main analytic focus of this study will be ‘gay theatre’ produced in
America during the second half of the twentieth century.® However, | do not intend
here to establish a finished definition of ‘gay theatre.” | will consider as examples of
‘gay theatre’ texts in which their authors and characters are non-heterosexuals (not
only theatre that assumed itself militantly as such, but also theatre that subliminally
represents ‘gay’ male identities). In studies that focus on ‘queer’ drama, theatre and
performance — namely by Alan Sinfield, John Clum, David R6man, Nicholas De
Jongh, to name a few — this term defines works that, explicitly or implicitly,
represent the love or sexual desire between men, or where homoerotic desire is
present.

Drama, theatre and performance were selected as the object of analysis of this
study as these are cultural products which have long investigated ideas of identity,
knowledge and the power of radical configurations of the body that notably precede
queer theoretical paradigms. These paradigms have consistently drawn from the
iconic work of pre-’queer’ artists and philosophers that, by implication, destabilizes a
perception of ‘queer’ as a specifically contemporary socio-cultural discourse.
Additionally, drama, theatre and performance as challenging cultural intermediaries

have been regularly appropriated by developing political movements to visualize,

! The American playwright William M. Hoffman in the introduction to what was the first
anthology of explicitly ‘gay plays’, published in America in 1979, defines a ‘gay play’ as a play where
the main character or characters are ‘gay’, or where ‘homosexuality’ appears as a major theme, but
which is not necessarily written by a ‘gay’ author to a ‘gay’ audience. After presenting this definition,
the author presents a distinction between a ‘gay play’ and ‘gay theatre.” The themes, action and
characters in a dramatic text determine if a play is ‘gay’ or not, but the way this play is performed by
the actors and directed by the director determines if that production inscribes itself, or not, in the
definition of ‘gay theatre.” ‘Gay theatre’ involves, therefore, according to Hoffman, the existence of
‘gay’ subjects in both sides of the theatrical space — on stage (‘gay’ actors or characters) and in the
audience (‘gay’ spectators). See William M. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’, in Gay Plays: The First
Collection, (New York: Avon Books, 1979), (p. ix). In a different approach to this problem, the
American playwright Robert Chesley simplifies it by stating: ‘[a] “gay play” is any play that wants to
sleep with another play of its gender.” See Robert Chelsey quoted in Christopher Bram, ‘Mapping the
Territory: Gay Men’s Writing’, in Particular Voices: Portraits of Gay and Leshian Writers, ed. by
Robert Giard (London and Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997), pp. Xxvii-xxxvii (p. Xxvi).



articulate and support their struggles, from confrontational street theatre and agit-
prop performance, to the more experimental and established practices of the avant-
garde. As a dynamic medium, it is through the touring circuits and fringe theatres
that radical ideas and artistic experiments have been made possible and disseminated,
where theatrical risk is expected and encouraged.

Despite the fact that a study of drama should place the text at the centre, the
text will here be understood in its widest possible manifestations and contexts, from
production of texts to reception of performances. Despite defining the terms ‘drama’,
‘theatre’ and ‘performance’ as distinct, performance theorist Richard Schechner
presents these concepts as intrinsically connected. As Schechner explains, ‘drama is
the domain of the author, the composer, scenarist; [...] the theater is the domain of
the performers; the performance is the domain of the audience.’ Thus, drama is the
tangible document that contains the dialogue or scenario for actors to follow; theatre
is the series of planned actions that occur throughout the course of the performance
event; and performance is ‘the whole constellation of events, most of them passing
unnoticed, that take place infamong both performers and audience from the time the
first spectator enters the field of performance [...] to the time the last spectator
leaves.”® Therefore, drama being a complicated genre that is socially created,
distributed and shared in a multiplicity of ways, dramatic literature will be here
considered as the central object of analysis, but along with theatrical practices and
performance theories. In order to recover the historical, social and cultural narratives,
I will consider the plays themselves, and although not so centrally, the responses to
them, the circumstances of publication, performance, and reception.

| also focus on the second half of the twentieth century because this is a

2 Richard Schechner, Performance Theory, (London: Routledge, 1988), p. 70.
® Ibid. p. 71.



particularly profuse period of theatrical production in America and it also allows me
to analyse through the selected corpus the influence that particular American
historical, cultural and social moments such as the McCarthy era, the Civil Rights
movements of the 1960s, and the beginning and development of the ‘gay’ and
‘lesbian’ liberation movements of the 1970s, Stonewall and the AIDS epidemic had
in the production of ‘gay’ male identities by °‘gay’ male authors, and the
representation of those identities on the American stage.” Thus, drawing on the
political, social, and cultural context of the 1950s through the end of the twentieth
century, I will consider the effects of these particular moments and I will also take
into account the evolution of new dramatic and theatrical discourses.

With regard to the terminology deployed within this thesis, generally
speaking, | should start by clarifying the term ‘homosexual’, which is a nineteenth
century medical term, when ‘homosexuality’ was understood as a disease, as a
problem to be fixed and eliminated. The use of this term also indicates the binary
‘heterosexual/homosexual’ in which the first term is implied as ‘normal’ and positive

in the language of the ‘heteronormative’ system against the second term which is

* Stonewall is the name given to the events of June 1969 in New York, which began when the
police raided a popular homosexual haunt - the Stonewall Inn in Christopher Street, a regular gay beat.
This was a regular occurrence, but this time the reaction was different - the homosexuals fought back.
The weekend of rioting that followed is now seen as a turning point in gay consciousness and the New
York Gay Liberation Front (declaring commitment to revolution in its founding statement) was born
in the immediate aftermath. There are numerous accounts of Stonewall: some by eyewitnesses and
participants, others by social commentators and historians. See, for example, John D’Emilio, Sexual
Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United States 1940-1970,
(London and Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), Martin Duberman, Stonewall, (New York:
Plume, 1994). The riots at New York’s Stonewall Inn in June 1969, gave birth to the modem gay
movement. Of course, Stonewall does not mark an absolutely clean break with the past, as many
writers have remarked. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, for instance, argues that ‘the closet’, or what she
calls the regime of ‘the open secret’, has been basic to leshbian/gay life for the last century, both before
and after Stonewall. Nevertheless, she acknowledges that ‘the events of June, 1969, and later vitally
reinvigorated many people’s sense of the potency, magnetism, and promise of gay self-disclosure.’
See Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Tendencies, (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 67. These
changes, together with the widespread (if by no means universal) decriminalization of homosexuality
in Euro-American societies, created a space in which a modem gay movement and culture might
grow. But this growth, and the freedom it implied, entailed a radical questioning of social forms, a
radical rethinking of the kind of political and social arrangements that might express and
accommodate the personal experience being discovered in group consciousness-raising.



constituted as ‘abnormal’ and negative. In this study, however, the rather clinical
term ‘homosexual’ will be employed when addressing a basic sexual predisposition
towards a same sex object of desire, unless stated otherwise.

As for the terms ‘lesbian’ and ‘gay’, these will be here employed also when
addressing a basic sexual predisposition towards a same sex object of desire,
considering that these terms are more specifically referents to the constructed
twentieth century subject positions of the same configuration of desire, though quite
distinctively politicized and re-inscribed as ‘social’ identities. The very word ‘gay’ is
charged with conflict: a conflict that inheres and surrounds the question of identity.
Adopted after Stonewall as a badge of positive self-identification, its current usage is
so imprecise as to call into question its value as a meaningful term at all. Given its
background, however, it is not inappropriately applied to the focus of this study. Its
current usage, after all, however imprecise and contested, arose with and is
inseparable from the emergence of the gay liberation movement after 1969.

| believe that the term gay now serves to name a specific fragment of a
‘community’, to be precise white men who tend to adhere to the specific corporeal
paradigm of the muscle body and to favour integration through marriage equality and
so on, thus the title I used to be subversive, but now | am gay. ‘Gay’ does not include
people with the ‘wrong’ bodies, sadomasochists, sex workers, drag queens, butch
dykes, people of color, bisexuals, immigrants, or disabled people. ‘Gay’ is wilfully
blind to any reality external to its identity base, to the extent that gay politics refuses
to acknowledge the marginality of other collectivities. Thus, a gay agenda permits
unacceptable social, political, and economic structure to go unchallenged. In this
context, and in this study, gayness is associated with a consumerist and assimilative

identity.



| have never felt comfortable using this word to identify myself. | always felt
and still feel like the other’s other. | favour the word ‘queer’ to identify myself.
Culturally and personally, it somewhat successfully recovers a term of ‘abnormality’
and negativity and converts it into one of empowerment. ‘Queer’, for me,
goes beyond just my sexual orientation and allows me to be mindful and respectful
of other’s difference in that | never take for granted my whiteness, my class and my
gender. Academically speaking, ‘queer’ is the most diverse and problematic term to
deploy, encompassing as it does homosexual, leshian, gay and all other terms used
for articulating ‘deviant’ or non-heterosexual desires. ‘Queer’ however is subversive
and has an expansive potential to challenge dominant structures and discourses, of
heteronormative identity assignment, and of exploitative political economic
structures. ‘Queer’ also refers to a protocol of ‘reading’ that is framed by processes
of textual coding, subversion and an ‘active’ spectatorship that questions or disavows
normative, compulsory, white, male, ‘heteronormative’ assumptions and ‘preferred
readings.” The radical rereading of ‘non-normative’ masculinities in the selected
texts thus aims to explore the subversiveness and queerness of these masculinities.

Additionally, the primary target of queer discursive strategies is the socio-
cultural imposition of ‘heteronormativity’, a term that specifies a general tendency in
contemporary occidental sex/gender discourse to perceive and legitimize
heterosexual identity as the ‘norm’; which therefore configures all other forms as
‘illegitimate’, ‘deviant” and ‘abnormal.” Heteronormativity, as an operation of power,
seemingly establishes and promotes a set of ‘norms’ of behaviour and ontology that
are only definable in relation to those practices and behaviours of its ‘abnormal’
others. Since queer does not seek to align itself with any sexual identity/category, it

is not only concerned with deconstructing the heteronormative matrix but also (more
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problematically) all regulatory systems that have evolved in relation to it (including
the formation of leshian and gay identities): ‘[t]his ‘queering’ of lesbian and gay
studies has been the subject of violent debate. Some claim that it radically erodes the
last traces of an oppressive gender coherence, whereas others criticize its pan-
sexuality as reactionary, even unfeminist.”®

First coined in 1993 in Michael Warner’s Fear of a Queer Planet, Warner
employs the term ‘heteronormativity’ to describe how heterosexuality is taken to be
normative. Heteronormativity is not a simple account of the fact that the majority of
the population is heterosexual; rather it is a critical terms that unfolds how
heterosexuality ‘operates within social practices as the implicit standard of
normalization’ inciting each of us to conform to heterosexual standards.® Thus,
heteronormativity unpacks the extent to which everyone is expected to consent to the
heterosexual norm.

Furthermore, the referent ‘LGBT’ (the sexuality specific lesbian, gay, and
bisexual, and — the most open to interpretation and representation — transsexual) will
be used to denote all corresponding individuals in order to describe their sexualities
in an overarching way that reflects their personal choices, unless otherwise stated.

Finally, the problematic term ‘community’ will be here employed in line with
the referent LGBT, when referring to a social group which prioritizes sameness and

the cooperation of individuals to achieve common goals.

Theory and Method

Eve Sedgwick clarifies the continuously unstable relation between a man —

®> Annamarie Jagose, Queer Theory: An Introduction, (New York: New York University
Press, 2000 [1996]), pp. 2-3. The full range of this discussion is explored in more detail later into the
introduction.

® Judith Butler, Undoing Gender, (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 41.
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who is born biologically as such — and the construction of masculinity. Sedgwick
also argues that this construction is not exclusive of men, because women are also
producers, consumers and performers of masculinity.” Thus, the analysis proposed in
this study will have as its starting point the presupposition that a masculinity is
constructed — and that a man constructs himself culturally, as the dominant gender.
For this reason, it is important to have in mind that both masculinity and femininity
are not simple binary oppositions. They are instead a pair of incorporated
characteristics continuously changeable by race, social class and sexual orientation.
They both depend, equally, on historical factors and social pressure. The construction
of masculinity and femininity varies according to the specific historical contexts
within which they are defined. Therefore, and according to David Savran, aspects
related to gender construction are reliable barometers of a country’s culture.®
Consequently, and to better understand the aims of this study, it is important to
understand gender, and particularly masculinity, as an imaginary identification and
as a performative act.

Accordingly, queer theory will be adopted as the theoretical lens to support
the textual and visual deconstruction of the selected texts, and also to demonstrate
the queer and non-queer constructions and representations of the works analysed.
The theoretical foundations of the project will be wide-ranging, but mainly drawn
from key queer theorists (Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, and Anthony Giddens,
among others), to enable a queer deconstruction/examination of the selected texts

and their relationship with the reader, within their historical, social and cultural

" Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, ‘Gosh, Boy George, You Must Be Awfully Secure in Your
Masculinity!”, in Constructing Masculinity, ed. by Maurice Berger, Brian Wallis and Simon Watson
(London and New York: Routledge, 1995), pp. 111-20 (pp. 112-13).

® David Savran, Taking It Like a Man: White Masculinity, Masochism and Contemporary
American Culture, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), p. 8.
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American context.’ The delimitation of this study exclusively to gay male identities
is also due to the complex nature of this theoretical model and the necessity of
delimiting a specific corpus of analysis.

Furthermore, in order to fully explore the issues raised by this study, | need a
criticism that is flexible and open to the consideration of secondary sources which
record the nature of gender identity, masculinities and gender definition in the time
period here considered. Thus, in this thesis, | will employ cultural materialism along
with queer theory. Cultural materialism draws attention to relations between cultural
productions such as dramatic literature and their historical context, including social,
political and economic elements. Coined by Raymond Williams, cultural
materialism’s view of culture insists on the importance of community life, the
conflicts in any cultural formation, the social nature of culture, and the cultural

nature of society.”® From a cultural materialist perspective, any dominant order

° See, for example, M. Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, (London:
Penguin, 1981 [1978]), and Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity,
(London and New York: Routledge, 2007 [1990]), and Anthony Giddens, Modernity & Self Identity:
Self and Society in the Late Modern Age, (Cambridge: Polity, 1991).

19 Wwilliams writings open his explication of ‘culture’ as a keyword of Western intellectual
and social history: ‘[cJulture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English
language. This is so partly because of its intricate historical development, in several European
languages, but mainly because it has now come to be used for important concepts in several distinct
intellectual disciplines and in several distinct and incompatible systems of thought’ (Raymond
Williams, Keywords - a Vocabulary of Culture and Society (London: Fontana Press, 1988), p. 87).
Despite these confusions, Williams goes on to distinguish two major contemporary usages of the term
‘culture’, which he attributes to two different disciplinary areas: culture as a ‘signifying or symbolic
system’, which according to him was the predominant concern of history and cultural studies at the
time of this writings, and culture as a ‘material production’, which was the object of archaeology and
cultural anthropology (ibid. p. 91). This distinction corresponds with similar binary models of culture
that have dominated, and are still dominating, both the academic debate and the common sense usage
of the term. Although these binaries are not necessarily totally synonymous, they all differentiate
between two main aspects of culture: civilization versus culture, art versus the everyday, the universal
versus the particular, ‘culture’ versus ‘a culture’ or Culture versus culture (see Terry Eagleton, The
Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), p. 37-8). Williams also links the history of this distinction
to the development of modernity, which in the wake of the Enlightenment and fuelled by capitalist
rationality uncoupled the symbolic aspects of culture from its material production. As a result, culture
came to refer to ‘a general process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development’, related to the
ideal of a universal, rational and emancipated humanity (Williams, p. 90). Later in the nineteenth
century, its usage was more commonly restricted to the outcome of this process, the works and
practices of artistic activity (‘high art’), which were regarded as expressions of this humanity. At the
same time, a second meaning of culture was taking shape, which was both particular and
encompassing, referring to a ‘particular way of life’ in the sense of a group’s total body of behaviour
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restricts and falsifies human experience and literature plays a politically subversive
role by exposing the contradictions and inconsistencies which undermine
domination. Jonathan Dollimore, who has worked extensively along with Alan
Sinfield on cultural materialism, explains, ‘[consolidation] refers, typically, to the
ideological means whereby a dominant order seeks to perpetuate itself; [subversion]
to the subversion of that order; [and containment] to the containment of ostensibly
subversive pressures.’! Thus, from a cultural materialistic point of view, political
power results from a very tenuous relationship between dominance and subversion,
and through textual analysis it is possible to demystify this same power.

Focusing on the subversion of dominant ideologies and institutions, cultural
materialism is the appropriate methodological tool for this study along with queer
theory. Where cultural materialism and the queer-materialist criticism | here employ
differ is in the focus on ‘queerness’ of the considered objects of study. Thus, in this
queer-materialist study, queer is the privileged modality and the materialist analysis

of it is accomplished from a queer perspective to achieve queer ends.

Application
Identity has been an essential concern for much recent occidental cultural and

critical debate, particularly with regard to the mainstream contexts within which both

(ibid. p. 90). In contrast to the first concept, for which culture existed only in the singular as a
synonym for ‘civilization’, the second concept acknowledged the plurality of cultures. However, these
cultures were generally regarded as defined by the ‘regressive attachments which prevented us from
entering upon our citizenship of the world’ (Eagleton, p. 31), and associated with the (‘inferior”)
practices of folk art, popular or mass culture, or the ‘exotic’ cultures of other peoples, which an
emerging ethnography had begun to discover in the wake of colonialism. Today the term ‘culture’ is
predominantly used in the second sense to signify all forms of organized behaviour and symbolic
practice which constitute the way of life of a specific group, whether in ‘traditional” or highly
industrialized cultures, including those practices generally referred to as ‘art.” Thus, when Williams
devotes his own work to an attempt to forge a new relationship between material and symbolic
production in culture from the point of view of a cultural materialism, then this attempt is intrinsically
linked to the idea that cultural production may be both the site and the instrument of political struggle,
a concept that clearly has its antecedents in Marxism.

1 Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, Political Shakespeare: New Essays in Cultural
Materialism, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), p. 10.
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individuals and communities are able to construct, negotiate and defend notions of
self-identity and self-knowledge. The questioning of mainstream accounts of identity
that assume the self to be an autonomous and stable being, independent of external
influence, has dominated these philosophical and genealogical inquiries: from
Descartes’s ontological philosophies and Hume’s liberal individualism in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, to the fundamental challenges of Durkheim’s
theories of the individual as a product of economic organization in the nineteenth,
and Mead’s groundbreaking constructionist theories in the twentieth century. In
addition to this, the changing paradigms of psychoanalysis, structuralism, post-
structuralism and the revolutionary contributions of Freud, Lacan, Althusser and
Foucault (broadly speaking, of course) have posed innumerable questions on the
‘nature’ of identity, which subsequently led to the consolidation of such debates

under the rubric of ‘identity politics.”*? The general consensus that identity is not

12 Over the last two decades ‘identity’ has become a key concept in analysing the
contemporary world. A multitude of theoretical debates and political movements have laid claim to it:
philosophy, social psychology, sociology, cultural studies and anthropology on the one hand,
multiculturalism, postcolonialism, neo-nationalism and ethnic warfare on the other, have all produced
multiple, sometimes overlapping, often contradictory definitions and usages of the term. Furthermore,
as Stuart Hall points out, the popularity of identity as a topic for theoretical inquiry has developed, in
spite of a profound critique of the same (see Stuart Hall, ‘Introduction: Who Needs Identity’, in
Questions of Cultural Identity, ed. by Stuart Hall and Paul Du Gay (London, Thousand Oaks and New
Delhi: Sage Publications, 1996), p. 1). This critique has been targeted primarily at the concept of
identity that lies at the heart of modernity: identity is the attribute that enables the modern individual
to identify him or herself as a singular, selfsame, unified subject, unique amongst others and stable
despite the changing of time, and at the origin and centre of reason, language, action, experience,
power and desire. A series of ‘ruptures’ within the development of twentieth-century thinking has
helped to ‘de-centre’ this subject and with it the concept of identity (see Stuart Hall, ‘The Question of
Cultural Identity’, in The Polity Reader in Cultural Theory (Cambridge: Polity, 1994), pp. 119-25, for
a full discussion of this ruptures). In short: Marxism prepared the ground for abolishing the notion of
the individual subject as the agent of history by declaring the primacy of social conditions to be the
driving force behind historical change. In his ‘anti-humanist’ reappraisal of Marx, Althusser defined
the subject as being subjected to ideology (a process he termed ‘interpellation’), which provides the
individual with the identity necessary to adapt to the governing capitalist system, and which in turn
stabilizes the system and guarantees its functioning (see Louis Althusser, ‘Ideology and ldeological
State Apparatuses’, in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays (London: New Left Books, 1971), pp.
121-73). Classical psychoanalysis laid the foundation for an understanding of the subject as being
ruled by unconscious desire. Returning to Freud, Lacan defined desire as being founded on loss and
therefore, rather than confirming the subject in its identity, revealing the subject to be deeply divided.
The image of the self as a unified whole is learnt by the child only with great difficulty through
encountering its own image in the mirror — thus looking at itself from the place of the Other’ (see
Jacques Lacan, ‘The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I’, in Ecrits: A Selection



15

merely self-constructed but dependent upon some ‘other’ imposition/subordination,
therefore, opens up a theoretical space for marginalized and oppressed communities
to challenge and renegotiate those identities that have been (seemingly) imposed
upon them in the process of subordination. Undoubtedly, this is a difficult (or even
impossible) task indeed, and yet, it is the relentless and enigmatic objective of the
contemporary phenomenon of the queer theorist and practitioner to engage with such
a challenge.

The queer theorist’s aim is to explore forms of ‘deviant’ (sexual) identities

and gender performance that are seemingly ‘free’ of the demarcations and confines

(London: Tavistock, 1977), pp. 294-324). This moment of imaginary self-recognition in the look of
the other is for Lacan also the moment of the child’s entry into the symbolic order of language, in
which the individual is constituted as a subject. Structural linguistics had already positioned the
subject within the rules of language and meaning, rather than at their source. The Saussurian theory of
the arbitrary relation between signifier and signified, and the notion of language as a differential
network of meaning, in which every signifier acquires its meaning only in distinction to other
signifiers within the same system, also influenced Derrida and his critique of the ‘logic of identity’
that governs Western metaphysics. For Derrida, meaning is always deferred by the continuous play of
difference — or “différence’ — at work in signification. The result is language’s inability to define a
stable identity: any idea of ‘identity’ is already inscribed in the differential structure of meaning (see
Derrida, Jacques, Writing and Difference (London: Routledge, 1978). Finally, Foucault examined how
the very idea of the human subject is a discursive construction that emerged at the beginning of the
nineteenth century. The subject for Foucault is thus constituted as an effect in specific discursive
practices and placed within a field of power-knowledge (see Michel Foucault, The Order of Things:
An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (London: Tavistock, 1970). As a result of these ‘ruptures’, the
individual is no longer the sovereign subject at the source of action, desire, language, meaning or
history — on the contrary, it is subjected by them. Similarly, identity is no longer regarded as the
property of a subject whose existence precedes it, but rather presents a point of ‘temporary
attachment to the subject positions [e, g. race, class, gender, sexual orientation, disability, nationality,
etc.] which discursive practices construct for us’ (Hall, p. 6). As such, identity is no longer selfsame,
stable and unique, but fragmented, contradictory, open and unfinished. This is identity’s first paradox:
it has come to signify the exact opposite of what was once its semiotic identity (from Latin idem, the
same). Its second paradox has been identified by Hall with regard to the current debate about identity:
rather than making identity disappear as a concept, the critique has instead led to its proliferation, only
now in a deeply problematized appearance. The post-structuralist ‘de-centring’ of subjectivity has
joined force with the postmodern scepticism regarding the foundational metanarratives of culture,
nation, class, etc., and a feminist and postcolonial critique of the gender and ethnic bias of modern
concepts of subjectivity and identity. As a consequence, where once the modern problem of identity
was defined in negative terms as role conflict alienation or ‘identity crisis, today’s postmodern, post-
structuralist and postcolonial theorists talk about fractured, multiple and hybrid identities in positive
terms as possible sites of resistance (see, for example, Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture,
London and New York: Routledge, 1994, and Stuart Hall, and Paul du Gay, eds., Questions of
Cultural Identity (London, Thousand Oaks and New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1996). In response to
Hall’s question: ‘What, then, is the need for a further debate on “identity”?’, he himself provides two
answers: theoretically, identity is a concept ‘which cannot be thought of in the old way, but without
which certain key questions cannot be thought at all’, and politically, ‘the answer lies in its centrality
to the question of agency and politics’ (Hall, p. 2).
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of common compulsory (hetero) sexual configuration. A ‘gendered’ and ‘sexualized’
identity is proposed that problematizes ‘normative’ categorizations and is thus able to
envisage a state of opaque flux, re-appropriation and re-definition.

However, this is an objective that is made even more difficult in that these
discursive strategies can only really be addressed, evaluated or called into ‘being’
through a traditionally limiting heteronormative process of definition and inscription,
which in truth would seem to defeat the object of attempting to ‘contain’ such a
slippery concept. Queer discourses are currently offering some of the most
innovative and interesting frameworks through which to explore the development
and revision of definitions of gender, sexuality and identity; particularly (for this
study) within the context of postmoderm drama, theatre and performance. Despite
these innovative debates, any real analysis of the radical potential of queer artists,
and the significant contribution that their work has made to such critical paradigms
and experiments in contemporary drama, theatre and performance has yet to fully
materialize. The debt that queer theory owes to a preceding history of transgressive
performance is immeasurable, particularly within the context of a broader analysis of
the role it has played in simultaneously constructing and deconstructing the
heteronormative paradigm that underpins contemporary culture and society. It is a
transgressive form of performance that both precedes and anticipates the types of
performative strategies that did not begin to be formulated until the invocation and
re-deployment of the term ‘queer’ in the nineties.

The linguistic complexities that emerge through the deployment of such
volatile terminology are effectively ‘rehearsed’ and put into practice through
performance, which as an art form is an ideal medium to radically question and ‘play

out’ social strategies and structures of power that also formulate the way in which
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performance has been both socially defined and theatrically read. But more
specifically, these ‘queer events’ effectively foreground the problematic and often
under-valued relationship between the (indeterminable) spectator and the
(ephemeral) text. Queer theory and performance as a means of re-configuration have
evolved from decades (or even centuries) of dissatisfaction with the way in which
notions of gender, sexuality and identity are socially constructed and re-productively
perpetuated in performance through a binary system of hetero/homo and
masculine/feminine. And such systems have persistently reinforced traditional power
structures (legitimising the former over the latter) that subordinate the
homosexual/’deviant’ in the face of an apparently dominant heterosexist culture and
society. Sexuality has consistently been ‘mankind’s’ most volatile and oppressive
social taboo, and is therefore an effective site at which to begin to subvert and ‘play’
with the legitimacy of fixed sexual/power discourses, and thereby empower and
articulate the ‘abject’ ontology of the ‘queer.” As Carl Miller argues: ‘[d]Jrama is an
ideal medium in which to represent anxieties about sexual licence, although it risks
encouraging that which it condemns through such representation.’*®

By exploring the traces of an already pre-existent queer dimension in drama
that significantly pre-dates the emergence of a ‘theory’, an attempt will be made to
explore how the expression and representation of ‘deviance’ in performance has
transformed and mutated in reaction to the diverse and conflicting discourses that
have sought to determine, fix and control it. ‘Homosexuality’ in performance, though
still a volatile theme to explore, can be seen to no longer hold the same potential for
social subversion that it formerly held in the years following the Stonewall riots in

the late 1960s. Gay liberation has achieved much in the assimilation and (tentative)

13 Carl Miller, Stages of Desire: Gay Theatre s Hidden History, (London: Cassell, 1996), p.
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acceptance of a previously abject and oppressed identity formation, but its cultural
appropriation and commodification as a legitimate, yet subordinate, minority group
merely succeeds in perpetuating common dichotomies of power that circumvent its
subversive potency for social critique. It is, therefore, the ‘queer’ in performance that
can now be seen to hold a more fertile transgressive potency due to its deconstructive
approach to regulatory paradigms, narratives and readings of the body. And yet, in
parallel to this, queer theory itself has evolved in relation to and drawn examples
from performance to illustrate and consolidate the critical paradigms it attempts to
construct. Queer theory and performance are thus inter-dependent in their wish to
both activate and expand the limitations of their invocation.

There has been a good deal of work in the last twenty years on issues
connected with queer drama, theatre and performance, and undoubtedly, prior
scholarship has prepared the ground for this study. The first observation that emerges
from a review of the literature is that poetry and prose dominate the American
literary canon, while American dramatic literature has been a neglected, devalued
and overlooked area in American literary studies. This generic hegemony of
American poetry, fiction and nonfictional prose has resulted from drama not being
considered wholly ‘American’ based on an idealized cultural nationalism, to the
drama/theatre and text/stage binarism, to a multiplicity of other reasons that could
lead to another thesis.** Despite an increasing interest in American drama, theatre
and performance, both culturally and academically in recent decades, in part ‘by an
increased interest in an increasingly respectable, bourgeois, and commercial theatre’,

this is still far from obtaining the same canonical position that American poetry and

' For a detailed documentation and examination of this issue, see, for example, Susan Harris
Smith, American Drama: The Bastard Art, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
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prose has.™

Nevertheless, this thesis builds on the contributions of other scholars and
addresses lacunae in the still small field of queer theatre studies. As an
interdisciplinary study, research in the history of sexuality grounds the methodology
and provides crucial material about the larger sociocultural context within which
each play is read. Kaier Curtin’s pioneering We can Always Call Them Bulgarians
(1987) and Nicholas de Jongh’s Not in Front of the Audience (1992) usefully set the
twentieth century historical context, surveying productions of plays featuring
representations of homosexuality and  lesbianism. Lawrence Senelick’s The
American Stage (2010) examines the interplay of gender and sexuality in theatre
artists’ careers.®

In the areas of theory and criticism, the work on gay theatre is more abundant.
While many of this research focus mainly on contemporary theatre, their
perspectives inform largely this thesis. In her engagements with postmodern theory,
Sue-Ellen Case’s insistence on the agency of the lesbian subject positioned both
inside and outside ideology and able to change the conditions of her existence is
central to this study. Jill Dolan’s pragmatic theorizations of feminist spectatorship
and the dynamics of lesbian desire in various kinds of performance are also
especially important to this project. Alan Sinfield, John Clum, David Savran, Robert

Vorlicky, David Roman, and a host of other scholars who have written key texts in

the field, provided leading readings of gay male sexualities in American drama,

15 Ibid. p. 30.

1% For more, see Kaier Curtin, We Can Always Call Them Bulgarians: The Emergence of
Lesbhians and Gay Men on the American Stage, (Boston: Alyson Publications, 1987), Nicholas De
Jongh, Not in Front of the Audience: Homosexuality on Stage, (London and New York: Routledge,
1992), and Laurence Senelick, The American Stage: Writing on Theater from Washington Irving to
Tony Kushner, (New York: Library of America, 2010).
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theatre and performance.'’

The main conclusion that emerges from a review of this literature is that this
scholarship has been offering numerous examinations of gay individuals as
continuously victimized and passive, and consequently, it has been lacking a
focussed examination of gay individuals as active and victor, who when represented
on stage confront the dominant ideology.'® The main authors whose most recent
work has challenged gay strategies of assimilation are the queer theorists Lee
Edelman and Leo Bersani.*® Both Edelman and Bersani are central to this project in
their outlining of a radically uncompromising new ethics of queer theory, urging,
queers to abandon the stance of accommaodation.

This thesis, in opposition to most of the current scholarship on queer drama,
theatre and performance, does not study gay plays as pleas for tolerance and
acceptance, reducing queer individuals to outsiders begging at the door of

heteronormative life. Instead, this study analyses the challenging power of texts

7 See, for example, Sue-Ellen Case, ‘Toward a Butch-Femme Aesthetic’, in Camp: Queer
Aesthetics and the Performing Subject, ed. by Fabio Cleto (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1999), pp. 282-99, Jill Dolan, Presence and Desire: Essays on Gender, Sexuality, Performance, (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993), Alan Sinfield, Out on Stage: Leshian and Gay Theatre in
the Twentieth Century, (London and New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), John M. Clum, Still
Acting Gay: Male Homosexuality in Modern Drama, (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2000), David
Savran, Taking It Like a Man: White Masculinity, Masochism and Contemporary American Culture,
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), Robert Vorlicky, Act Like a Man: Challenging
Masculinities in American Drama, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995), and David
Roman, Acts of Intervention: Performance, Gay Culture, and Aids, (Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1998).

'8 | use the term ‘ideology’ in the sense of broad intellectual framework. Hence, in the sense
used here, it comprises ideas, opinions, values, preconceptions and general mind-set. | am aware of
the history of the term as both a Marxist concept, criticising bourgeois ways of thought as false
consciousness, and, conversely, as a general term of abuse from conservative elements in society,
disparaging any social theory (but in particular Marxist doctrine) as cold intellectual fanaticism. My
concern here, however, is with a clash of broad socio-political and philosophical perspectives, based
neither on abstraction nor dogma. Hence my use of the term is in no sense ironic or pejorative. It only
remains to say that these tendencies may be implicit manifestations of ideology (as in the dramatic
texts explored here) or explicit expressions of it (as in the theoretical discourses used to interpret those
texts). For more, see, for example, Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1977).

19 See, for example, Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, (Durham
and London: Duke University Press, 2004), and Leo Bersani, Is the Rectum a Grave?: And Other
Essays, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).
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considered assimilative, which in fact have a more powerful subversive dimension
when considered from a queer perspective. The radical rereading of non-normative
masculinities in the selected texts has the potential to be applicable to a critical

practice of queering dramatic productions more widely.

Queer Configurations

The overall political efficacy of the ‘queer phenomenon’, in a simplistic
sense, lies in its resistance to any form of rigid definition since, as David Halperin
argues, ‘the more it verges on becoming a normative academic discipline, the less
queer “queer theory” can plausibly claim to be.”®® And Annamarie Jagose, in her
exhaustive study of the concept, also expresses the futility of attempting an overview
of queer theory since it ‘risks domesticating it” and ‘fixing it in ways that queer
theory resists fixing itself.”** The only real way then to engage with such a slippery
concept is to attempt to explore its ‘mobility’ in relation to the system of sexual
categorization and heteronormative ideology against which it divergently reacts.
Within this context, ‘queer’ exhibits as Lee Edelman proposes ‘a zone of
possibilities’ that are subversively ‘inflected’ by a radical ‘potentiality’ that it cannot
yet articulate.?

As a critical paradigm, queer theory has been predominantly associated with
lesbian and gay identity, but as Jagose continues, it is far more encompassing of
other non-normative identities that do not necessarily fit with contemporary

definitions of lesbian and gay:

% David M. Halperin, Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography, (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 113.

2 Jagose, p. 2.

22 |_ee Edelman, Homographesis: Essays in Gay Literary and Cultural Theory, (London and
New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 114.
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but its analytic framework also includes such topics as cross-dressing,
hermaphroditism, gender ambiguity and gender-corrective surgery. Whether as
transvestite performance or academic deconstruction, queer locates and exploits the
incoherencies in those three terms which stabilise heterosexuality. Demonstrating

the impossibility of any ‘natural’ sexuality, it calls into question even such

apparently unproblematic terms as ‘man’ and ‘woman.’*®

Queer theory can be seen as one of the most important and controversial
developments in sexual/social theory to have emerged in the final decade of the
twentieth century. This is precisely due to its monumental attempt to embark upon
the seemingly impossible: to enable a process of ‘queering’ that is specifically aimed
at the hegemonic assumptions of a heteronormative ‘order of things’ that took for
granted the ‘naturalness’ and ‘validity’ of its own gender and sexual privilege as the
basis for all ‘normative’ social and cultural ‘coherence.” However, it is a coherence
that can alternatively be seen as provisional, since it is articulated through a variety
of often very contradictory ways: either ‘unmarked’ as the basic idiom of the
personal and the social, or ‘marked’ as a natural state and perpetuated as an ideal
‘moral trajectory’ for the social subject: ‘[i]t consists less of norms that could be
summarized as a body of doctrine than of a sense of rightness produced in
contradictory manifestations - often unconscious, immanent to practice or to
institutions.”**

Since the early 1970s, and the emergence of gay liberation movements in
Western culture and society, there has been a significant development in the study

and articulation of gay, lesbian and bisexual subjectivities. While queer theory

embraces this body of research and discourse, it resists being characterized in any

%8 Jagose, p. 3.
* Teresa De Lauretis, Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities, (Bloomington Ind:
Indiana University Press, 1991), p. iii.
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‘simple terms’ in relation to such methodologies or disciplinary unities. Queer theory
refers to a more diverse body of work that has emerged in a variety of cross-
disciplinary contexts, such as sociology and philosophy, literary criticism, cultural
studies, postcolonialism, and psychoanalysis, all of which sought to foreground
gender and sexuality as key categories through which other social, political and
cultural epistemologies are mediated. Sexuality is thus a ‘meaningful’ activity that is
continually negotiated and disseminated, rather than a fixed or natural given.?

What is crucial to this queer reclamation of history is the exposition of
previously concealed or denied instances of lesbian, gay and non-heteronormative
activity. And, synonymous with the postmodern movement from which it has
evolved, queer theory is concerned with the collapse of ‘grand narratives’ and the
transformation of ideas about what constitutes ‘knowledge’, though re-directed quite
specifically at gender and sexuality as the after-affects of such heteronormative grand
narratives.?® Equally as slippery a concept to define, postmodernism is generally
perceived in terms of a ‘crisis’ in men’s ability to provide an adequate or ‘objective’

account of ‘reality.”?’ Jean-Francois Lyotard proposes that (drawing from Immanuel

% See Simon Levay, City of Friends: A Portrait of the Gay and Leshian Community in
America, (London and Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995).

® See Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge,
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984 [1979]).

2T A full discussion of the terms ‘modernity’ and postmodernity’ would exceed the scope of
this study. Modernity has been variously equated with the birth of the sovereign subject in Cartesian
philosophy (Lyotard), with the project of enlightenment (Habermas), or with the aesthetic modernism
of the late nineteenth century. Equally, its contemporary pendant appears as either ‘late modernity’
(Habermas), ‘postmodernisn’ (Lyotard) or ‘liquid modernity’ (Bauman). In relation to theatre and
performance, postmodernism has its origin in the restructuring of the entire western world after the
Second World War. Factors such as geographical changes in Europe, decolonisation, migration,
decentralisation of economical powers, open possibilities for a new form of thinking history. New
theorizations and conceptions of power, supported in ethnic or sexual studies, open a place for a
redefinition of the body and of the individual, for rethinking its relations with the past and its place in
the present. Consequently, the creation in a postmodern theatre of new types of dramatic language,
such as the use of non-linear narrative structures, the emphasis upon the body in representation, as
well as the experimentalism in the use of time and space, assist the entrance in theatre of other new
theoretical approaches that come from disciplines as diverse as anthropology, psychology, semiotics,
gender studies and the more recent queer studies, which are all influenced in turn by a new strain of
poststructuralist thought. After a period clearly influenced by realism, the 1950s was a decade of
rupture and transition to an alternative theatre: 1952 is the year of the first pluridisciplinary
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Kant’s notion of the ‘sublime’ in the Critique of Judgement) the postmodern can be
characterized as a ‘mode of expression’ that attempts to project new ways of
articulating or interpreting ‘experience’; ways that transcend the limitations of
traditional conventions of modernity that embodied a desire for unity by alternatively
celebrating fragmentation. Focus, therefore, shifts from a concern for an essential
sense of ‘being’ to an analysis of ‘appearance’, that foregrounds the contingency of
knowledge (appropriated by queer to include perceptions of gender, identity and
sexuality). By foregrounding difference and fragmentation as a critical framework
for exploring a queer epistemology or mode of organization, queer theorists thus map

a change that is also characteristic of poststructuralism, as Donald Morton writes:

[rlather than as a local effect, the return of the queer has to be understood as the
result, in the domain of sexuality, of the (post) modern encounter with — and
rejection of — Enlightenment views concerning the role of the conceptual, rational,
systematic, structural, normative, progressive, liberatory, revolutionary, and so forth,

in social change.?®

experiences of John Cage at the Black Mountain College; 1958 is the year of the great promulgation
of the translated version of Le Théatre et son Double (1938) by Antonin Artaud; and this is also the
year that the Off-Off-Broadway space first appears in New York, as a reaction to the shading off of
the frontiers between Broadway and Off-Broadway theatre (Michael Vanden Heuvel, Performing
Drama/Dramatizing Performance - Alternative Theater and the Dramatic Text, (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1993 [1991]), p. 28). Essential for this new phase of experimentation in
the performative arts is the arrival in America of the French poststructuralist theories. Derrida explains
about aspects of writing deconstruction and fragmentation throughout the 1960s and 1970s; Deleuze
presents, through the concepts of schizophrenia and rhisomatic construction, theories about
simultaneity and the creation of a new conception of reality; and Barthes explores concepts of citation
and intertextuality. Alternatively, it through architecture’s theoretical discourse — arguably the origin
of the ‘postmodernism’ concept — that notions of vision and space are initially introduced into
postmodern thinking. As a result of all these contributions, elements such as deconstruction, the
multiple, plurality and the affirmation of place in relation to time, come to be contemplated in the
theatre and performance of the 1960s and 1970s. For an overview over definitions of modernity and
postmodernism see, for example, David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the
Origins of Cultural Change., (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989).

% Donald E. Morton, Post-Ality: Marxism and Postmodernism, (Washington, D.C.:
Maisonneuve Press, 1995), p. 370.
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As a critical paradigm, queer is not only the product of a specifically ‘lesbian
and gay theory’, but rather informed by ‘historically specific knowledges which
constitute late twentieth-century western thought.”?® Poststructuralism as a discourse
envisages a ‘subject-in-process’ whose shifting position within language is
indefinable within traditional theories of knowledge or ‘truth’ (such as structuralist,
Marxist and feminist theories that are anchored or premised by ‘enlightenment’
epistemologies). Influenced by Roland Barthes’ re-writing of ‘metalinguistic’
mythology, Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytical revisions of ‘subjectivity’ and
Foucault’s scepticism of the ‘genealogies of knowledge’ and sexuality, these ideas
marked a radical break with the concepts and values of humanist discourse and the
illusion of ‘autonomy.” Poststructuralism, therefore, envisaged a potentially liberated
space of ‘plural’ and ‘decentred’ subject positions, where identity can no longer be
defined in relation to ‘essentialist’ ideas of gender, class, or racial affiliation. It can
thus be perceived as a particularly post-Marxist movement that acknowledges the
‘diversity’ of contemporary social perspectives, rather than the more ‘metanarrative’
supposition that privileges one perspective (ie. classical Marxism) to articulate the
unguestionable ‘truth of history’ (with socioeconomic/class hierarchies as the central
issue). The subject is hence seen as ‘dispersed’ over a range of multiple positions and
discourses, which challenge any position that claims to ‘speak’ on behalf of an
oppressed subjectivity, since this singular articulation is merely the ‘product’ of the
subject’s place within a range of pre-existing discourses. Poststructuralism, in
contrast, advocates a ‘free-play’ of signification and the possibility that subjects are
enabled to adopt a number of ‘performative’ roles (a key element of queer theory).

By achieving this break with oppressive norms (naturalized or realist), gender and

% Jagose, p. 77.
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identity could be seen to be ‘liberated’ from their fixed association with a hetero-
patriarchal law and an unquestioned ‘classical realism.” Poststructuralist shifts can
also be located within both feminist and postcolonial discourses that problematize
notions of femininity and race as unified, coherent and stable categories from within
a similarly queer discursive matrix. All of these debates have had a significant
impact upon lesbian and gay studies, and provide the theoretical context from which

queer theory is derived, as Jagose argues:

the post-structuralist theorisation of identity as provisional and contingent, coupled
with a growing awareness of the limitations of identity categories in terms of
political representation, enabled queer to emerge as a new form of personal
identification and political organisation. ldentity’ is probably one of the most
naturalised cultural categories each of us inhabits: one always thinks of one’s self as
existing outside all representational frames, and as somehow marking a point of

undeniable realness.*

Queer theory, therefore, articulates a challenge to the very regime of sexuality
itself and the knowledges that construct the self as ‘essentially’ gendered, or presume
heterosexuality and homosexuality as natural binarisms that denote the inherent
‘truth’ of sexual identity. Queer theorists regard heterosexuality and homosexuality
as not simply identities or social statuses, but as categories of power, discourse and
knowledge that shape moral boundaries and political hierarchies, framing our

perceptions of the body, desire, sexuality and identity:

[q]ueer theorists argue that identities are always multiple or at best composites with

literally an infinite number of ways in which ‘identity-components’ (eg. sexual

% |bid. pp. 77-78.
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orientation, race, class, nationality, gender, age, able-ness) can intersect or combine.
Any specific identity construction, moreover, is arbitrary, unstable, and
exclusionary. Identity constructions necessarily entail the silencing or exclusion of

some experiences or forms of life.**

The works of French philosopher Michel Foucault have played a crucial role
in this pre-queer process of denaturalising the dominant discourses of sexual identity.
By proposing sexual identity as an effect of power rather than a natural or essentialist
given, his work had a major impact upon lesbian, gay and later queer scholarship.

As Diana Fuss argues, Foucault’s writings clearly anticipate ‘current disputes
amongst gay theorists and activists over the meaning and applicability of such
categories as ‘gay’, ‘leshbian’, and ‘homosexual’ in a poststructuralist climate which

renders all such assertions of identity problematic.’

1 Michael Warner, Fear of a Queer Planet, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1993), p. viii.

3 Diana Fuss, Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and Difference, (New York:
Routledge, 1989), p. 97. This debate over the discursive production of sexuality was part of a much
wider project for Foucault which contended that ‘modern subjectivity’ is merely an effect of
‘networks of power.” And yet, he also argued that this network of power is not necessarily repressive
in nature (see M. Foucault, “Truth and Power: Interview with Alessandro Fontano and Pasquale
Pasquino’, in Michel Foucault: Power, Truth, Strategy, (Sydney: Feral Publications, 1979), pp. 29-48
(p. 36). By perceiving power as productive and enabling (rather than fundamentally repressive)
Foucault thus exposed the interdependence of power and resistance, which subsequently provided an
opportunity for multiple discursive strategies of ‘dissidence’: ‘we must not imagine a world of
discourse divided between accepted discourse and excluded discourse, or between the dominant
discourse and the dominated one; but as a multiplicity of discursive elements that come into play in
various strategies’ (M. Foucault, ‘What Is an Author?’, in Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader,
ed. by David Lodge (London: Longman, 1988), pp. 197-210 (p. 122). To demonstrate how discourses
can be used ‘strategically’ for oppositional aims, Foucault specifically foregrounds how the category
of ‘homosexuality’ was formulated in relation to such a power/resistance dynamic: [t]here is no
question that the appearance in nineteenth-century psychiatry, jurisprudence, and literature of a whole
series of discourses on the species and subspecies of homosexuality, inversion, pederasty, and
‘psychic hermaphrodism” made possible a strong advance of social controls into this area of
‘perversity’; but it also made possible the formation of a ‘reverse’ discourse; homosexuality began to
speak: in its own behalf, to demand that its legitimacy or ‘naturality’ be acknowledged, often in the
same vocabulary, using the same categories by which it was medically disqualified” (ibid. p. 110).
Concepts of ‘the body’ and ‘sexuality’ have persistently been sites of moral and political struggle
within the past century, and moral concern over such issues as promiscuity, abortion, masturbation,
prostitution, obscenity and sex education led to the urgent rise of sexology, psychoanalysis and
psychiatry to ‘make sense’ of such deviant transgressions. ‘Homosexuality’, therefore, came into
being as an object of knowledge through the dissemination of such discourses on morality and
subjectivity. However, despite attempts to view the modern human condition as socially constructed,



28

From the early part of the twentieth century to the mid-seventies, homoerotic
desire has consistently been defined and articulated through scientific/medical
discursive frameworks as indicative of a distinct ontological and sexual identity —
‘the homosexual.” The early homosexual was framed as a unique ‘type’ of
(malformed) person, but the redefinition of homosexual desires into a shifting
homosexual/leshbian/gay/queer paradigm has evolved in relation to a significant
change in the meanings and perceptions of homosexuality in society. The first part of
the century was dominated by a specifically psychiatric framework that defined the
homosexual as insane, perverse and abnormal. Yet, the challenge posed to this model
by Alfred Kinsey (1948), viewed sexuality as more of a ‘continuum.”** Human
sexuality was thus proposed as essentially ambiguous with respect to sexual

orientation, and that most individuals had the ‘potential’ to experience both hetero

the conclusions drawn by such sexo-linguistic discourses offered no real account of the construction
of modern bodies and sexualities. Rather, they merely relied upon popular psychoanalytical
frameworks that merely medicalized such conditions as symptomatic of abnormalities of the brain or
physical deficiency, thereby unquestioning the validity of a hetero-patriarchal symbolic order that
ascribes such ‘unnatural’ behaviour as anomalous and ‘lacking.” This ‘silence’ and apparent
disavowal of classical sociology towards sexuality can, as Steven Seidman states, begin to be seen as
‘related to their privileged gender and sexual social position [...] just as the bourgeoisie asserts the
naturalness of class inequality and their rule, individuals whose social identity is that of male and
heterosexual do not question the naturalness of a male-dominated, normatively heterosexual social
order [...]. Moreover, their own science of society contributed to the making of this regime whose
center is the hetero/homo binary and the heterosexualization of society’ (Steven Seidman, Queer
Theory/Sociology, (Oxford and Cambridge: Blackwell, 1996), p. 4). Adopting a constructionist
position, Foucault argues that homosexuality is primarily a modern identity formation, and that whilst
there was evidence of same-sex ‘acts’ there was not, however, a corresponding identity category. He
asserted the much more provocative premise that in 1870 the category of ‘the homosexual’ as a
distinct identity, emerged as a ‘product’ of the medical discourses that formulated it: ‘[w]e must not
forget that the psychological, psychiatric, medical category of homosexuality was constituted from the
moment it was characterized — Westphal’s famous article of 1870 on ‘contrary sexual sensations’ can
stand as its date of birth - less by a type of sexual relations than by a certain quality of sexual
sensibility, a certain way of inverting the masculine and feminine in oneself” (Foucault, p. 43). From
1870 then, same-sex acts began to be perceived quite unquestionably as ‘evidence’ of a particular
‘type’ of ‘species’, and around whom particular discourses began to evolve: ‘[t]he sodomite had been
a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species’ (ibid. p. 43). What is interesting, however,
is Foucault’s total disregard for gender within such a paradigm, or even an awareness of the inherently
masculinist bias in his writings (the lesbian identity is commonly disavowed). Despite this bias, many
of his works have ironically played a vital role in the formulation of recent feminist and lesbian
critiques, and formed the critical base from which Judith Butler’s ground-breaking Gender Trouble
(1990) evolved. Alternatively, ‘heterosexuality’ as a category has received little theoretical attention
until its recent queer deconstruction (such as Jonathan Katz’s The Invention of Heterosexuality, which
owes much to Foucault’s debates on the ‘origins’ of homosexuality).

% See Alfred C. Kinsey, Wardell Baxter Pomeroy, and Clyde E. Martin, Sexual Behavior in
the Human Male, (Philadelphia,: W. B. Saunders Co., 1948).
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and homo-sexual desire (as Freud himself concluded in his Three Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality in 1905). New social ‘models’ of homosexuality had also started
to emerge which emphasized (and promoted) the homosexual as an ‘oppressed
minority’ in relation to a dominant ‘heterosexual majority’, and projected a
hierarchical power dichotomy that has dominated sexual discourse ever since: the
hetero/homo binary.

Following the historic Stonewall riots of 1969, the seventies saw the arrival of
the gay liberation movement, which sought to create ‘sophisticated social
understandings of homosexuality.”** Images of homosexual desire and identity were
thus re-iterated as ‘normal and natural’, and social discourse placed emphasis upon
oppression, prejudice, and the creation and promotion of a distinctively ‘ethnic’ gay
sub-culture. Generally, cultural assumptions viewed the homosexual as a strangely
‘exotic’ persona, in contrast to the ‘normative’ and hence more legitimate
heterosexual. The label-constructing ideas of ‘deviance’ theorists such as Howard
Becker or Erving Goffman were influential in re-shaping knowledges of sexuality
(homosexuality in particular), and a whole new area of academic research was
established as ‘self-identified’ gay and lesbian researchers contributed to the
emergence of ‘Gay and Lesbian Studies.”®® However, these academics did not
attempt to fully question the social consequences of the hetero/homosexual binary as
a central legitimising category of modern sexuality, but moreover tended to
perpetuate it in order to consolidate homosexuality as a natural subordinate

alternative to the ‘norm.’

* Seidman, p. 7.

% See Howard Saul Becker, Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance, (New York:
Free Press, 1966), and Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, (London: Penguin,
1990 [1959]).
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The establishment of newly empowered and affirmative gay politics
inevitably led to the formation of ‘community’, and a concerted need emerged for
heightened cultural visibility: but more importantly led to the evolution of ‘social
constructionism.” Derivative of label theory, phenomenology, and heavily influenced
by Marxism and feminism, social constructionist perspectives were firmly engrained
within critical discourses of ‘identity.” Social constructionism (also influenced by
poststructuralism) challenged the very nature of sex and society, suggesting that
homosexuality was far from a uniformly fixed phenomenon, but that its meaning and
role varied in relation to the paradigmatic shifts and epistemological developments of
history. The notion of the homosexual as a ‘trans-historical’ seemingly universal
identity, rarely questioned by the leshian-feminists or gay liberationists, appeared to

be quite a unique idea of modern occidental society. As Foucault remarked:

[a]s defined by ancient civil or canonical codes, sodomy was a category of forbidden
acts; their perpetrator was nothing more than the juridical subject of them. The
nineteenth century homosexual became a personage, a past, and a case history, a life
form [...]. Nothing that went into total composition was unaffected by his sexuality.

It was everywhere present in him: at the root of all his actions [...] because it was a

secret that always gave itself away.*®

Foucault’s anti-identitarian writings found much support from social
constructionists, who attempted to re-define the changing meanings and formations
of the ‘modern’ homosexual. However, even though these perspectives sought to
challenge essentialist perspectives on homosexuality, they eventually contributed, as

Seidman re-iterates, ‘to a politics of the making of a homosexual minority.”*’

% Foucault, p. 43.
%" Seidman, p. 9.
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Constructionist debates on essentialism have since become institutionalized by the
lesbian and gay studies movements of the 1980s and 1990s, since they legitimated a
model of leshian and gay subculture as an ethnic-like (more legitimate) minority
subject formation. These essentialist debates which focused upon changing social
patterns became the core concern for most subsequent leshbian and gay theories.
However, the affirmative identities and emancipatory communities that had been
founded upon and enforced by much of these liberationist politics in the 1970s and
early 1980s were soon to face a devastating crisis in the aftermath of AIDS.

In the mid-1980s, an anti-gay movement re-emerged that vehemently and
relentlessly revised and re-appropriated the traditionally regressive moral, medical
and religious models that condemned and equated homosexuality with disease and
death. And yet, this resurgence of prejudice and bigotry also achieved the opposite in
that it initiated a defiant and defensive response, that re-deployed the post-Stonewall
strategies of social confrontation and revisionism. Internal conflicts that had
developed over the decades of ‘community-building” within gay culture were finally
foregrounded and debated, evoking a shift in direction of gay theory and politics that
placed problematic divisions and exclusions at the forefront of all discussion
surrounding the construction of mainstream gay culture. The assertion of a fixed and
uniform lesbian and gay identity that functioned as a utopian template for political
organization and the foundation of community, was vehemently criticized for
reflecting and perpetuating a homogenously white, male, middle-class gay ontology,
wherein the categories of lesbian and gay function as restrictively disciplined, but
more importantly, exclusionary models. These conflicts resulted in a more
constructionist approach to gay politics that re-focused a ‘politics of difference.’

Influenced by postmodernism, poststructuralism and Lacanian psychoanalysis, the
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queer theorist emerged to offer a new perspective on lesbian and gay theory and

politics:

[g]ueer marks both a continuity and a break with previous gay liberationist and
lesbian feminist models. Lesbian feminist models of organisation were correctives to
the masculine bias of a gay liberation which itself had grown out of dissatisfactions
with earlier homophile organisations. Similarly, queer effects a rupture which, far
from being absolute, is meaningful only in the context of its historical

development.®

Since its “arrival’ in the early 1990s (which is debateable given its derivative
nature), queer theory has acquired multiple meanings and definitions, from an
umbrella term to consolidate and address all gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender
experience, to a theoretical approach that is underpinned by anarchic performative
transgression and revisionist dissent. However, what is central to queer theory is the
relentless desire to challenge dominant concepts of both negative and positive
homosexual discourse; a discourse that has presumed an essential homosexual
‘subject’, stable, unified and identifiable. By approaching identity constructs as
multiple, unstable and regulatory, the queer theorist thus seeks to present (albeit
contentiously) new and productive possibilities and perspectives that encourage the
exposition of ‘difference’, thereby attempting to articulate the multiple, fragmented

voices, agendas and interests that shape queer life and politics:

[g]ueer theory is suggesting that the study of homosexuality should not be a study of
a minority — the making of the leshian/gay/bisexual subject — but a study of those

knowledges and social practices that organize ‘society’ as a whole by sexualising —

% Jagose, p. 75.
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heterosexualizing or homosexualizing — bodies, desires, acts, identities, social
relations, knowledges, culture and social institutions. Queer theory aspires to
transform homosexual theory into a general social theory or one standpoint from

which to analyse social dynamics.*

Poststructuralist queer theory hence ideally envisages a culture of sexual
difference and fluidity, rather than the narrowly defined gay and lesbian
liberationism. It a