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Introduction

Gender, Race, and Class. . .  and Apologies

Before introducing this issue of Popular Culture Review, it is first 
necessary to make a few corrections concerning our most recent issue.

First, apologies to J. Robert Craig, whose university affiliation (listed at 
the end of his article) should have read “Central Michigan University,” and to 
Dennis Russell, whose university affiliation should have read “Arizona State 
University.”

Second, please note some changes in email addresses for the PCR staff. 
Felicia Campbell is going back to using only one address. The change for Amie 
Norris is a correction of a printing conversion problem (“&” should have been 
“@”). The brand new address for Circulation is a result of a snafu in electronic- 
land: Yahoo summarily closed it.

And, last but not least, the credit for our new cover design by Laurens 
Tan is now listed inside the front cover.

Now, on to the introduction of this edition of Popular Culture Review, 
Traditionally the summer issue is thinner and lighter (who wants to work during 
the summer?!?). However, this issue leans toward the plus size, being especially 
heavy with some of the more emotional contemporary issues: the “big t^ee” of 
gender, race, and class Avith a dash of religious and sexual issues as well. Nearly 
every one of our articles explores the clashes between the dominant culture and 
one or more of its subcultures.

Overall, a mixed bag, but all are worthy of consideration in the finest 
PCR tradition. From television, movies, and music, to dolls, UFOs, and saint- 
philosophers, once again PCR covers it all!

Mindy Hutchings
Copy Editor and Circulation Director, Popular Culture Review 
popular_culture_review@yahoo.com

mailto:popular_culture_review@yahoo.com




I’m sorry I had to fight in the middle of your 
Black Panther party”: The Black Panther 
Party, Hollywood, and Popular Memory

In a 1991 piece for the Los Angeles Times, journalist Nina J. Easton 
reported that Hollywood was exploring five film projects dealing with the 
origins of the Black Panther Party (BPP) during the turbulent 1960s. The 
commercial success of such young Afiican-American filmmakers as Spike Lee, 
John Singleton, and Mario Van Peebles encouraged the film industry to pursue 
the marketability of the Black Panthers. Suzanne de Passe, president of 
Gordy/de Passe Productions, proclaimed that Hollywood interest in the Panther 
movement was based upon the perception that “black subject matter has definite 
value, that black is green.”  ̂ Despite such great expectations, Hollywood’s 
commercialization of the BPP failed to materialize with the exception of Mario 
Van Peebles's 1995 film Panther, which did not generate anticipated box office 
receipts. The Van Peebles film and other proposed Panther projects were 
apparently overwhelmed by a reactionary cultural discrediting of the 1960s and 
leffist politics personified by the 1994 Hollywood blockbuster Forrest Gump, 
which in its depiction of Afiican-Americans harkened back to the racist cinema 
of D.W. Griffith and The Birth of a Nation (1914).

The pivotal role played by the film industry in the formation of black 
representation and in influencing collective historical memory is the subject of 
considerable critical scholarship. For example, critic James Snead argued in the 
1980s that American cinema has “always featured not merely images of blacks, 
but implicit or explicit co-relations between the debasement of blacks and the 
elevation or mystification of whites.” Expanding upon Snead’s argument, Ed 
Guerrero, in Framing Blackness, asserts that “in almost every instance, the 
presentation of black people on the commercial screen has amounted to one 
grand, multifaceted illusion. For blacks have been subordinated, marginalized, 
positioned, and devalued in every possible manner to glorify and relentlessly 
hold in place the white-dominated symbolic order and racial hierarchy of 
American society.” But Guerrero does not perceive the history of Afncan- 
Americans in cinema as a chronicle of victimization. Instead, he envisions the 
representation of blackness in film as a dialectical struggle, in which 
“Hollywood’s increasing efforts to fi-ame blackness are constantly challenged by 
the cultural and political self-definitions of African-Americans, who as a people 
have been determined since the inception of commercial cinema to militate 
against this limiting system of representation.” Echoing the sentiments of 
Guerrero, Vincent F. Rocchio insists, “The purpose of analysis, therefore, is not 
simply to expose the process of racism as it conducts itself through
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representation, but to uncover the images and discourses that resist or escape 
that process—images and discourses that allow us to glimpse, however briefly, 
more egalitarian societies and the collective transformations of social 
structure.”^

Hollywood’s empowerment of dominant whites framed against the 
subordination and caricature of black culture and characters is most evident in 
the commercial success of Forrest Gump (1994), while the possibilities of a 
more diverse and egalitarian cinema depicting the struggles and achievements of 
black liberation are suggested by Panther (1995). An analysis of these two 
films, produced almost thirty years after the founding of the BPP on October 15, 
1966, provides an entry vehicle through which to address the dominant culture’s 
effort through such a film as Forrest Gump to trivialize, marginalize, and 
ridicule the black liberation struggle epitomized by the BPP.^ On the other hand. 
Panther, despite a number of historical and esthetic problems, demonstrates the 
potential of popular cinema to educate the public regarding the African- 
American experience and move beyond black representation as the other in a 
society defined by whiteness.

Forrest Gump was released by Paramount Pictures in the summer of 
1994, and by January 1, 1995, the picture had grossed $298,535,927."* Starring 
popular Academy Award winner Tom Hanks and directed by Robert Zemeckis 
(whose commercial appeal was apparent in his Back to the Future trilogy with 
Michael J. Fox), Forrest Gump earned critical praise from the Hollywood 
community, gamering six Academy Awards, including Best Picture, Director, 
and Actor. The screenplay (which also earned an Oscar) was adapted by Eric 
Roth from the novel by Winston Groom.

Forrest Gump tells the story of a young white man with less than 
average intelligence growing up in the South during the 1950s and 1960s. 
Although mentally challenged, Forrest, with his innocence and honesty, is able 
to persevere through the chaos of the 1960s—including the civil rights 
movement, Vietnam, political assassination, campus unrest, and the rise and fall 
of the counterculture. In fact, Forrest not only survives, but thrives, becoming a 
successful businessman in the shrimp industry and fathering a son with his 
childhood sweetheart Jenny Curran (Robin Wright). Jenny, however, is not as 
fortunate as Forrest. An object of child abuse, Jenny becomes a victim or 
symbol of what the filmmakers apparently perceive as the excesses of the 
1960s—free love, drugs, the antiwar movement, political protest, and the 
counterculture. Her venture into the dark side of the 1960s culminates in Jenny’s 
death from an unnamed virus (the film refuses to utter the word AIDS) after 
bearing Forrest a son to whom he may bequeath his philosophy of life, “Life is 
like a box of chocolates. You never know what you’re gonna get.”

Critics generally responded to this fable with the same enthusiasm as 
film audiences. Praise was lavish for Hanks as a Jimmy Stewart-like everyman, 
and filmgoers and reviewers were captivated by the special effects (reminiscent
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of Woody Allen’s 1983 Zelig) employed by Zemeckis to place Forrest in 
juxtaposition with historical figures such as George Wallace, John Lennon, John 
Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson. Conservative commentator Michael Medved 
found the film delightful, observing that Forrest Gump’s “unshakable innocence 
gives him a unique perspective on America’s loss of innocence during the 1960s 
and ’70s.” Medved, the author of a best-selling diatribe denouncing 
Hollywood’s embracing of anti-Americanism and a left-of-center political 
ideology, encountered nothing to complain about in the Zemeckis film’s right 
wing revisionist history of the 1960s as a period in which America lost its way 
but eventually triumphed through innocence and righteousness.^

Less ideological critics than Medved were fond of Hanks and the 
special effects, but discovered much to ponder in Forrest Gump's politics and 
examination of recent American history. For example, Janet Maslin of the New 
York Times foimd everything about Forrest Gump to be “a little too good to be 
true.” David Ansen of Newsweek described the core of the film as 
“disappointingly soft and elusive,” while Leslie Felperin Sharman, writing in the 
film journal Sight and Sounds asserted that Forrest Gump was a “feel-good 
movie” for wfiich it was “hard to feel anything at all.”^

Other commentaries, however, were perceptive to note that the politics 
of Forrest Gump were more reactionary than glib or shallow. On an ideological 
level, Forrest Gump seeks to discredit the political activism, social 
experimentation, and racial and gender liberation espoused during the social 
revolution of the 1960s. The film seems to suggest that what America needs is a 
strong-willed, albeit innocent, male to restore the traditional patriarchal and 
capitalistic order. In this scenario, Forrest Gump becomes Ronald Reagan 
returning America to the Puritan vision of a “city upon a hill.” Thus, J. 
Hoberman of the Village Voice concludes, “This bleak, yet saccharine tale of 
simple goodness triumphing over retardation, amputation, assassination, 
exploitation, intolerance, child abuse and AIDS embodies a sentimental 
populism that suggests Oprah as well as Capra.

The right wing nature of Gump’s populism is evident in the film’s 
uncritical celebration of American virtue. David Sterritt of the Christian Science 
Monitor observes that Gump is a fairy tale about how great life would be if 
Americans would “stop fretting about improving the world and put our money 
on old-fashioned gumption.” The film’s warm embrace of capitalism and the 
competitive spirit is apparent in that Forrest, a successful football player for 
Bear Bryant at the University of Alabama, is able to make a small fortune in the 
shrimp business. Thus, Harry Pearson, Jr., writing for Films in Review, argues, 
“American values are what this picture is out to triumphantly trumpet, down to 
success as a jock and success in building upon that vestige of the ft'ee enterprise 
system, the small business.”®

Clearly, the women’s movement of the 1960s was a threat to the 
capitalistic patriarchal order, and Forrest Gump turns into a male “rescue”
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fantasy. Jenny’s independence places her at the mercy of the 1960s 
countercultural forces from whose clutches Forrest must save her, often 
employing violence in the process. By the film’s conclusion, Forrest restores 
Jenny to the cult of domesticity, and she assumes the roles of wife and mother. 
Nevertheless, she must pay for her digressions, and Forrest Gump seems to lend 
credence to the ftmdamentalist maxim that “the wages of sin are death.” Jenny 
dies, but Forrest is able to reconstruct the patriarchal order through his son.

This reading of the film’s reactionary politics was not lost upon all 
critics. In a review of Forrest Gump for the New Statesman & Society, Jonathan 
Romney stresses the film’s patriarchal values, writing that the film attributes 
“America’s own waywardness to the influence of bad fathers— t̂o the presidents 
whose image Gump lightly mocks . . .  All that America needs, the film seems to 
argue, is a good father—^which Gump symbolically becomes.” Interpreting the 
film in a similar vein, David Denby describes Forrest Gump as “sanctimonious 
and reactionary.” Denby concludes, “Forrest may be slow, but the smart, 
ambitious, trendy people are meant to be the real fools—^presidents, antiwar 
protesters, military heroes. Black Panthers.”^

Denby is on to something here. For as reactionary as the film is in its 
depiction of women, Forrest Gump is even more appalling in its treatment of 
African-Americans. Despite the fact that the film is set in the American South 
and pretends to be concerned with the civil rights movement, only one African- 
American character is developed in Gump, and he proves to be even more 
simple-minded than Forrest. Bubba Blue (Mykelti Williamson) is an African- 
American shrimp fisherman whom Forrest befriends during basic training. Even 
though Bubba can only converse about shrimp, Forrest is captivated. However, 
the naive and innocent Bubba is killed in Vietnam, seemingly suggesting that 
only Forrest’s white innocence is destined for survival. Yet, Bubba’s legacy 
lives on as Forrest uses his friend’s ideas to make a fortune in the shrimp 
industry. To his credit, Forrest does attempt to share a percentage of his profits 
with Bubba’s family, but, nonetheless, like a white performer making lucrative 
profits with cover versions of black music, it is difficult to avoid that here is 
another white man enriching himself at black expense.

An even more sinister interpretation of the African-American 
experience is evident tn how the film depicts the BPP. After Forrest is wounded 
(“shot in the buttocks ’̂ as he so eloquently terms It) and awarded a medal M  
braveiy, he inadvertently ends up at an antiwar rally and finds himself on stage 
at the Lincoln Memorial with Abbie Hoffrnan (Richard D’Alessandro). When 
Forrest is asked to give his opinion regarding the Vietnam War, the plug to the 
amplifier is pulled by the police, and we never learn his views on the conflict. 
This is a case of ^ e  film lacking the courage of its reactionary political 
convictions. Denouncing the American involvement in Vietnam would mark a 
major departure from the film’s ideological message, while embracing the war
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might risk alienating a mass audience where lingering doubts about the Vietnam 
escalation continue to reside.

No such ambiguity exists in how the film then handles the BPP. While 
Forrest is not heard at the rally, he is seen by Jenny, from whom he has been 
separated following her disappearance into the dark corridors of the 
counterculture. The two embrace in the reflecting pool of the Memorial to the 
applause of the gathered multitude. Later that evening as the two walk arm in 
arm through the pitched tents of the protesters, Forrest remarks that everything 
in his life is right again, for he and Jenny belong together like peas and carrots.

This restoration of Forrest’s imagined family is disrupted in the next 
scene when Jenny takes Forrest to a meeting of the BPP. Initially, we see Forrest 
looking out a window on the city of Washington, but a Panther immediately 
obstructs the view by pulling down a shade on which are placed pictures of such 
Panther leaders as Elridge Cleaver. The obscuring of the natural light by the 
Panther-decorated shade seems to suggest that those who follow the Panthers 
have had their perception obstructed by false consciousness. As two Panthers: 
(Kevin Davis and Michael Jace) begin to verbally harangue Forrest with Panther 
ideology, Jenny intervenes to assure her black compatriots that despite his 
military uniform Forrest is a fiiend. It is worth noting that Jenny, the white 
woman, is the only female privileged to appear in the foreground and be given 
the gift of a voice. Afiican-American women may be seen in the background 
carrying out such gender specific tasks as making coffee and organizing papers.

Amid a room decorated with Panther slogans, placards, and posters, 
Forrest continues to be the subject of a verbal tirade by the Panthers, who inform 
the soldier that they armed themselves to prevent the white man fi-om raping 
their women, killing their leaders, and brutalizing the black community, ^^^ile 
the Panthers are explaining to Forrest the imperialistic and racist nature of the 
Vietnam War, Forrest notices that one of the Panther’s shaggy-haired white 
allies is engaged in a heated discussion with Jenny. As the conversation 
intensifies, the young man slaps Jenny. While the Panthers, who have been 
extolling their concern for social injustice, refuse to lift a finger in support of 
Jenny, her champion Forrest is quick to act. Forrest tackles Jenny’s assailant, 
and the two men shatter a table containing Panther propaganda. Forrest proceeds 
to pummel the man, who is left bleeding, dazed, and angry. Jenny intervenes, 
explaining that her assailant is her boyfiiend Wesley, who is also president of 
the Berkeley chapter of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). Portraying 
Wesley as an abusive boyfriend also allows director Zemeckis to discredit 
another progressive movement from the 1960s.

Forrest is then unceremoniously shown the door by the Panthers, and 
the viewer observes a dilapidated graffiti-strewn hallway, negating the positive 
image the Panthers enjoyed in the black community. As he departs, Forrest turns 
to the Panthers and offers an apology of sorts, proclaiming, ‘T’m sorry I had to 
fight in the middle of your Black Panther party.” ®̂ Forrest, ever the honest
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innocent, assumes that the Panther gathering is a social occasion rather than a 
serious political endeavor. Forrest’s statement trivializes the BPP, implying that 
the Panthers were playing at revolution rather than engaging in a political 
struggle for self-determination in the black community.

And a gendered reading of this scene in racial and historical context is 
even more disturbing. In all too many ways, the assault on Jenny in the 
Panthers’ lair, and Forrest’s violent redemption, is reminiscent of D.W. 
Griffith’s Birth o f a Nation, In Griffith’s adaptation of the Thomas W. Dixon 
novel The Clansman, the director presents post-Civil War Reconstruction as the 
rape of the South by poor Southern white “scalawags,” Northern Yankee 
“carpetbaggers,” and the emancipated former slaves, an interpretation later 
embodied by Scarlett O’Hara as symbolic of the American South in Gone With 
the Wind, According to Gerald R. Butters, Jr., in Black Manhood on the Silent 
Screen, Birth o f a Nation suggests that “political power is a means to the 
inevitable black male desire—the right to possess a white woman.” '̂ Feeling 
empowered by the egalitarian doctrine of Congressional Reconstruction, black 
union veteran Gus proposes marriage to the white Little Sister Cameron, who 
flings herself off a cliff rather than succumb to his advances. Meanwhile, Silas 
Lynch, the mulatto protege of carpetbagger Austin Stoneman (a character based 
upon Pennsylvania Congressman Thaddeus Stevens), repays his benefactor by 
kidnapping his daughter Elsie for the purpose of an interracial marriage. Elsie is 
saved from this horrible fate through the intervention of Ku Klux Klan, led by 
Elsie’s true love Ben Cameron. The heroic actions of the Klan, who are 
portrayed as knights in shining armor, restore the white patriarchal order of the 
South, as white women are safe and black voters are disenfranchised. In his 
history of African-American images in film, Donald Bogle describes Griffith’s 
Birth o f a Nation as the “most slanderous” anti-black film ever released.

Yet, almost eighty years after Birth o f a Nation, we find elements of 
Griffith’s sexual and racial politics resurrected in the commercially successful 
Forrest Gump, Jenny is not sexually assaulted by the Panthers, but her assailant 
is a white who has enlisted in the black cause. Also, Jenny is assaulted in a place 
which has clearly been established as a black space. As a white woman, Jenny 
has a privileged position over that of her black sisters, but the Panthers in charge 
make no move to protect her when she is attacked. However, just like the Klan 
in Griffith’s film, Forrest is prepared to use violence in defense of white 
womanhood. And it is interesting to note that Forrest Gump is named after the 
Klan’s founder, former Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest. In fact, 
when Forrest relates this fact to the audience, we see a brief clip from Birth o f a 
Nation, On the surface, director Zemeckis appears to be saying that in the 
modem South of Forrest Gump, the region and nation have finally repudiated 
their racist past. But a closer reading of Forrest and Jenny’s encounter with the 
Black Panthers indicates that Zemeckis has not departed so drastically from the 
politics of Griffith. Both directors seem to fear a progressive racial liberation
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movement as a threat to the traditional gender and racial order which may only 
be redeemed through violence.

While the box office success of the reactionary Forrest Gump is 
lamentable, the dialectic in filmmaking remains an operative factor in the 
industry. The racist imagery contained in Birth o f a Nation convinced African- 
Americans to make their own films to counteract white control over 
representation of the black commimity.^^ Similarly, a year after Forrest Gump, 
Mario Van Peebles and Gramercy Pictures released Panther, which sought to 
depict the BPP as playing a historically significant role in the black liberation 
struggles of the 1960s. Unfortunately, Panther failed to attract much of an 
audience, earning only $6,834,535 during its brief theatrical release.'"  ̂ While 
Forrest Gump dominated popular culture. Van Peebles’s Panther introduces the 
possibility of popular film presenting alternative visions of the past not shared 
by the dominant culture.

Van Peebles asserted that his film on the BPP was intended as what the 
filmmaker termed “edutainment” rather than a documentary. Acknowledging 
that some critics might classify Panther as a political thriller. Van Peebles 
explained that he was hoping to attract a younger audience.

The movie had to move, to have a flow, a rhythm, and, yeah, 
some humor. If the film rocks, if it not only informs but 
entertains as well, then maybe, just maybe, the kids might go, 
not just the folks who know, not just the baby boomers who 
remember, but the younger brothers and sisters who need it the 
most. Like the one in our early test marketing for the film who 
said he thought ‘Huey Newton’ was a cookie.

The director encountered difficulty in funding the film, spuming the 
efforts of one studio executive to impose a white heroic figure upon the story of 
the Black Panthers. Nevertheless, the filmmaker did not perceive his film as 
anti-white, concluding, “Ultimately, the Black Panther Party was an indelible 
part of American history. To do the movement justice, I can only hope that the 
film, like the Party, has an emotional resonance that exceeds color lines.”^̂  In 
the final analysis, the commercial success enjoyed by Van Peebles as a director 
with New Jack City (1991) and Posse (1993) secured the funding necessary to 
make Panther.

Van Peebles’s interest in making a film on the Panthers owes much of 
its origins to his father, filmmaker Melvin Van Peebles, whose novel on the 
Panthers is the source for the screenplay. The elder Van Peebles was a favorite 
of the Panthers, especially Huey Newton, owing to his 1971 film Sweet 
Sweetback's Baadasssss Song. Many film historians credit Sweetback as 
beginning the wave of black exploitation films of the 1970s in which, for better 
or worse, Hollywood discovered black audiences. Made on a shoestring budget
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of $500,000 and shot in only nineteen days, Sweetback grossed over $10 
million. Melvin Van Peebles wrote, directed, and starred in this picture, which 
the filmmaker credited as featuring the black community. Essentially, the film 
tells the story of a black pimp and sexual performer whose consciousness is 
aroused when he sees a community activist beaten by the police. Sweetback 
attacks the police officers and becomes the subject of an intensive manhunt. 
Through his ingenuity, sexual prowess, and, most importantly, support from the 
black community, Sweetback is able to flee the authorities and escape into 
Mexico. The film concludes with the caption: “A Baadasssss Nigger is Coming 
Back to Collect Some Dues.”^̂  Film scholar Don Bogle concludes that with 
Sweetback, film audiences were “introduced to the new style black film (based 
on dissent and anger) in which the black male’s sexuality, for too long 
suppressed, had come to the forefront.” *̂

While the New York Times expressed surprise regarding Sweetback"s 
acceptance with a younger hip white audience,^^ the film’s primary appeal was 
with the black community seeking to define its identity. Huey Newton, co 
founder of the BPP, was especially fond of the film and prepared a piece on 
Sweetback for the Black Panther newspaper. In “He Won’t Bleed Me: A 
Revolutionary Analysis of Sweet Sweetbacks Baadasssss Song,'' Newton 
argued that the Van Peebles film reflected an insurgent black community and 
presented “the need for unity among all the members and institutions within the 
community of victims.” Newton echoed the claims of Van Peebles that 
Sweetback constituted “the first truly revolutionary” film made by a black 
filmmaker.^®

However, not eveiyone in the black intellectual community agreed with 
Newton’s analysis. In an influential piece for Ebony magazine, Lerone Bennett 
argued that Sweetback was neither revolutionary nor black. Portraying 
Sweetback as an opportunist who offers no revolutionary program for the black 
community, Bennett maintained that Sweetback tended to reinforce stereotypical 
imagery of blacks. Bennett concluded his Ebony piece by noting,

Mr. Van Peebles is a winner now. Like Sweetback, he has 
proven that you can mess with the man and escape, if not win.
But his escape, like Sweetback’s, is tinged with a thousand 
ironies; for, in the final analysis, he won or escaped, not on his 
own terms but on the man’s terms, and in terms of the man’s 
myths and philosophy. And the white man, who will market 
anything if it entertains and sells, is going to imitate him, for 
his formula of sex-violence-degradation . . .  is by no means 
new or revolutionary.^^

Bennett’s analysis proved to be prophetic as white filmmakers rushed 
to fill a market void in the 1970s with what came to be termed “blaxploitation
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films.” Melvin Van Peebles was unable to equal the success of Sweetback, and 
his film career was virtually over by the 1980s. However, he bequeathed to his 
son a legacy of filmmaking and interest in the political agenda of the BPP.

Seeking to make his film more commercially appealing, the younger 
Van Peebles blends historical fact and fiction in the cinematic portrayal of the 
Panthers. Van Peebles focuses his film upon the roles of Huey Newton (Marcus 
Chong) and Bobby Seale (Courtney B. Vance) in establishing the BPP in 
Oakland, California, during the late 1960s amid the police brutality of that 
period.^  ̂ The film tends to ignore the role played by the Panthers outside of 
California, and the contributions of such female leadership as Kathleen Cleaver 
and Elaine Brown are overlooked. Nevertheless, the film does attempt to include 
the police murder/shooting of Little Bobby Hutton (Wesley Jonathan), the rise 
of Elridge Cleaver (Anthony Grriffith) in the party leadership, and the role of FBI 
director J. Edgar Hoover (Richard Dysant) in systematically discrediting and 
eliminating the BPP through the government’s counterintelligence program 
(COINTELPRO).

But to provide some perspective on the formation of the Panthers, Van 
Peebles introduces a fictional character who is the narrator of the story. Judge 
(Kadeem Hardison) is a Vietnam veteran and Berkeley student who eventually 
decides to join the BPP because of their efforts with educational and antipoverty 
programs in addition to ridding the community of police brutality and the drug 
trade. Newton then commissions Judge to serve as a double agent when police 
detective Bremmer (Joe Don Baker) leans on the veteran to serve as an 
informant. During his undercover work for the Panthers, Judge learns of a 
conspiracy by the federal government and organized crime to neutralize the 
unrest and activism of the black community, symbolized by the BPP, by 
unleashing an epidemic of crack cocaine in the ghettoes of the inner city. In an 
action sequence. Judge is able to destroy a warehouse of drugs, but he is unable 
to prevent the liquidation of Panther leaders and a drug epidemic, which, despite 
the assurances of organized crime bosses, moves out of the ghetto and into the 
white middle class suburbs.^^

Such a controversial thesis unleashed a torrent of media commentary 
on the film. The right wing Center for the Study of Popular Culture, headed by 
former Panther ally and leftist David Horowitz, took out an advertisement in 
Variety, denouncing the film as a “two hour lie” and—^playing upon Newton’s 
death in a 1989 drug deal gone bad—describing the BPP as “cocaine-addicted 
gangsters who turned out their own women as prostitutes and committed 
hundreds of felonies. Reflecting the internal conflicts, abetted by government 
campaigns of intimidation and misinformation, which played an important role 
in the eventual demise of the BPP, Bobby Seale criticized Panther, proclaiming, 
“It’s got shit backwards, it’s a ciying shame.” On the other hand, David Hilliard, 
a boyhood fiiend of Newton and BPP leader who was later expelled from the 
party by Cleaver, emphasized the progressive potential of the Van Peebles film.
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Hilliard asserted his hope that Panther would “serve as a catalyst for today’s 
youth—black, white, Latino, Asian, women—and spur them to create new 
movements challenging the powers responsible for the degrading and decaying 
conditions permeating our communities across America. We need these 
movements today as desperately as we did in 1966.”^̂

The mainstream press, perhaps fearing the revolutionary potential 
described by Hilliard, expressed considerable reservations regarding the politics 
of Panther, Rita Kempley of The Washington Post appeared to mirror the 
sentiments of Horowitz’s Center for the Study of Popular Culture, attacking the 
film as “a purring, sleekly crafted hagiography of a Black Panther Party without 
claws.” Kempley, displaying little knowledge of BPP history, criticized the film 
for its lack of a factual basis in presenting Seale, Cleaver, and Newton as 
“selflessly focused on helping their people.” A similar sense of ridicule was 
evident in Janet Maslin’s piece on Panther for The New York Times, Finding the 
film simplistic, Maslin wrote, “Throughout the film, the Panthers’ motives are 
correspondingly noble and unassailable. Federal Bureau of Investigation agents 
and local law enforcement authorities are presented as vicious, hysterical, and 
conspiratorial white men.” Maslin concluded that Panther mixed “politics, 
celebrity, nostalgia, and fiery grandstanding into an incongruously pop 
concoction, aiming for audiences with a limited attention span and taste for 
HistoiyLite.” *̂

But even more scurrilous was the review by Richard Corliss in Time 
magazine, which termed the Van Peebles film a ‘Svhitewash” of the BPP’s 
Marxism, violence, and sexism. Corliss argued, “The early Panthers—^who took 
their rhetorical cues fi-om that noted protector of civil liberties. Chairman Mao— 
were a confused blend of boys’ club and militia. Their gun battles with the 
police were macho street theater run amuck. And their thug posture, as later 
adopted by drug dealers and rap artists, further isolated the black male from the 
American mainstream.” And Corliss simply dismisses as “preposterous” the 
film’s conspiracy theory regarding the government’s role in the introduction of 
cocaine into the black ghettoes of the 1970s.^  ̂ Of course, the reactionary 
politics and trivializing of the black liberation struggle in Forrest Gump were 
not preposterous to these mainstream critics.

Not all reviews of Panther were so negative. Thelma Adams of the 
New York Post found some flaws in the film’s characterizations as well as 
downplaying of gender issues, but she applauded the political courage displayed 
by Van Peebles in making the film. Adams wrote, “It entertains, it provokes, it 
energizes. Van Peebles c^tures the excitement and hope of a time when the 
phrase ‘come the revolution’ was not yet soaked in irony, when social change— 
and change for the better—seemed not only possible but inevitable.” ®̂ The 
potential of a film like Panther to form a dialectical counter to mainstream 
pabulum was most evident to Adams.
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But politics aside, one might raise some cinematic questions regarding 
Panther, and Kenneth Turan of the Los Angeles Times provided a more balanced 
approach to the film. Turan credited Van Peebles with attempting to “showcase 
the positive aspects of the Panther Party and its message of black empowerment 
and self-respect.” Nevertheless, Turan observed that the problem with 
inspirational films is a tendency to people them with one-dimensional 
characters. The critic also complained that the film’s conclusion turned into a 
“tired gangster plot involving shoot-outs, double-crosses, and explosions.”^̂  
There is certainly some validity to Turan's critique.

For an audience unfamiliar with the history of the BPP, Van Peebles’s 
film may be confusing, for there is little personal information introduced to 
allow viewers to distinguish among Panther leaders. Seale, Newton, and Cleaver 
are historical figures, but they are not well developed as individual characters. In 
addition. Van Peebles appears to be laboring to have his film appeal to a 
younger audience with an appetite for action sequence conclusions. As action 
films go, however. Panther is rather tame, and the film’s shoot-out finale may 
not galvanize younger fans while turning off an older audience looking for a 
deeper political understanding.

In response to his critics. Van Peebles maintained that with Panther, he 
was seeking to entertain as well as inform; thus the film needed a fast pace and 
action in order not to bore a younger audience. Van Peebles also defended his 
decision not to focus the film on one or two charismatic individuals, arguing, “If 
we based the story solely on any one party leader’s point of view, the key 
empowerment message could be eclipsed or invalidated by the leader’s personal 
idiosyncrasies and the inevitable character assassinations that would follow. I 
believe the movement ultimately was greater than the sum of its parts.” 
Evidently, the filmmaker was referring to Newton’s drug use and the 
circumstances of the Panther leader’s death. Van Peebles makes a good point 
when he observes that a drug-related death has done little to discredit the 
musical legacy of Jimi Hendrix or Janis Joplin, so why should Newton’s 
political legacy and that of the BPP be interpreted through the vehicle of 
Newton’s death rather than his life?̂ ®

Van Peebles also argued that his choice to use the composite fictional 
character of Judge made the film stronger by avoiding the cult of personality 
sometimes surrounding leaders such as Seale and Newton. Thus, the filmmaker 
concluded, “I felt using a rank and-file member such as Judge as a protagonist 
subliminally empowered the Everyman, underscoring the Tower to the People’ 
theme. As an average guy. Judge seems somehow closer to us; the heroic acts 
more achievable.”^̂

While composite characters are a staple in many docudramas, the 
greatest controversy surrounding the film was Panther's allegations of 
government compliance in a plot to flood the black ghettoes of the nation with 
crack cocaine. J. Edgar Hoover’s obsession with the BPP as a political threat to
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the establishment and the efforts of the FBI through COINTELPRO to discredit 
and violently suppress the BPP are well documented. Accordingly, Van Peebles 
argues that a desperate Hoover, whose links with organized crime extended back 
to the days of prohibition, decided to use his mob ties to neutralize the Panthers 
and medicate die black community. Van Peebles goes on to maintain that drugs 
and guns are not manufactured in the ghetto, and that “there is simply no 
logistical way that these large quantities of narcotics and weapons can get into 
all our major urban communities without the cooperation of authority 
somewhere.” The filmmaker credits his father with the idea of comparing FBI 
efforts to introduce drugs into the black community with the British policy of 
forcing opium grown in India upon the Chinese people in the Opium Wars of the 
nineteenth century, provoking the Boxer Rebellion in response. Van Peebles 
argues, “Britain fought China over the trade wars and flooded China with opium 
that addicted the Chinese. Mao Zedong later came along and drove the drugs 
out. Drugs as a socioeconomic weapon are historically nothing new.”^̂

How should scholars evaluate the case for his film? As historian Robert 
Brent Toplin insists in his book Reel History: In Defense o f Hollywood, 
commercial filmmakers are not professional historians and should not be 
evaluated by the same standards.^^ For dramatic purposes some license must be 
granted to artists who create dialogue where no Mstorical documentation exists. 
Also, in order to tell a complex historical story within the two-hour time frame 
of a commercial movie, the compression of chronology, creation of composite 
characters, and focus upon a few individuals are standard tools of the historical 
filmmaker which Van Peebles employs in Panther.

Critics, of course, charge Van Peebles with ignoring the historical 
complexity of the 1960s by creating simplistic heroic black characters and evil 
white caricatures. In his defense, the film director asserts that neither he nor the 
Panthers should be considered as racists. While white policemen are not 
portrayed in a positive light by Van Peebles, white allies of the Panthers such as 
the SDS and attorney Charles Garry (Robert Culp) are acknowledged. Critics 
also compare the conspiratorial conclusions of Van Peebles’s film with director 
Oliver Stone’s JFK (1990), in which Stone proclaims that the military/industrial 
complex plotted to murder John Kennedy and install Lyndon Johnson in the 
White House in order prevent the withdrawal of American support for the 
Vietnam War. Most establishment scholars find the theories of Stone and Van 
Peebles implausible, but historians have generally shown Stone greater respect 
due to his efforts to document his case, albeit with considerable circumstantial 
evidence. However, well-documented research into the role of the U.S. 
government in promoting drug trafficking in Central and South America should 
give pause to those who would immediately dismiss the claims of Van Peebles.̂ "* 

Influential black critic Michael Eric Dyson does not believe that the 
images employed by Van Peebles in Panther are exaggerated. Dyson writes, 
“While there may be no conscious collaboration between political elites and
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drug lords to undermine black communities, the side effects of their deals have 
certainly harmed poor blacks. Like heroin in the ’60s and ’70s, crack flourished 
during the ’80s in poor black communities, at the same time that the war on 
drugs failed to produce many victories.” Nor does Dyson perceive the 
representation of white policemen in Panther as unnecessarily caricatured. 
Dyson credits Van Peebles with “a gesture of cinematic exaggeration that 
faithfully evokes the spirit of police terror of that period. It was Rodney King 
made routine.” The critic concludes, “The Panthers were neither thugs nor 
saints. They were soldiers of misfortune in a brutal battle against racist 
supremacy, vulgar capitalism, and the violent oppression of blacks. Panther 
helps us understand why this revolutionary Marxist group of the ’60s armed 
itself.”^̂

Thus, despite its shortcomings and inaccuracies of detail, Mario Van 
Peebles’s Panther must be given credit for attempting to address some of the 
larger historical truths of the 1960s and preserve the legacy of the BPP, in 
opposition to the caricature of the BPP and the 1960s offered by such cinematic 
pabulum as Forrest Gump. While Panther failed to attract the financial backing 
and audience of Forrest Gump, the Van Peebles film demonstrates the potential 
of cinema to render a dialectical alternative to establishment mainstream 
entertainment. Perhaps Van Pebbles deserves the last word. The director insisted 
that he wanted to assert the revolutionary legacy of the Panthers. “And rightfully 
so, for the Panthers are often victims of media trickology. Witness then- 
unfortunate buffoonlike portrayal in the universally loved Forrest Gump.""^  ̂Let 
us hope that other filmmakers will take up the challenge of discrediting the 
Forrest Gump mentality of contemporary America.

Sandia Preparatory School Ron Briley
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Transgenderism in Cabaret and Culture: 
From Bangkok to Las Vegas

ABSTRACT

Representations o f transgenderism in popular culture reflect our 
deeply held beliefs on the nature o f sexuality and gender. This paper 
compares representations o f transgenderism in the U.S. and 
Thailand, societies with very different views on sexuality and gender. 
Cabaret shows featuring cross-dressed performers in Bangkok and 
Las Vegas are compared. Differences in the topics treated, styles and 
attitudes o f the performers, and audience/performer interactions are 
examined. Our observation is that the cabaret performances reveal 
the different underlying cultural understandings o f sexuality, gender, 
and the phenomenon o f transgenderism in the two societies.

Transgenderism has been widely represented in American popular 
culture. In the early years of film and television, entertainers such as Bob Hope 
and Melton Berle, among others, often dressed in women’s clothing as a comic 
device. In the 1940s and 1950s Gorgeous George Wagner, the first superstar 
villain of televised professional wrestling, played an over-the-top version of the 
effeminate male. He dubbed himself “The Human Orchid,” dressed in a 
perfiimed silk robe, with long curly blond hair, prissy mannerisms, and was 
attended by a male valet.

Many popular films and plays have featured the transgendered either as 
the main theme or as a side plot. Some Like It Hot is a classic of American 
cinema. The Rocky Horror Picture Show has become a cult classic. Other 
critically praised films featuring transgender themes include The Bird Cage, 
Victor/Victoria, Boys Don V Cry, The Crying Game, and Hedwig and the Angry 
Inch, Two films with transgender storylines. Normal and Soldier's Girl, were 
nominated for best picture at the 2004 Golden Globe Awards in the category of 
best dramatic films made for televisioa Normal is about a middle-aged family 
man who decides to have sex reassignment surgery. Soldier's Girl is about a 
young soldier who falls in love with a transgendered cabaret performer. In 1994, 
The Adventures o f Priscilla, Queen o f the Desert^ won an Oscar for Best 
Costume Design.

There is also a long history of transgenderism in live entertainment. For 
almost a century (1920s to 1999), Finocchios offered female impersonation 
shows in San Francisco (Stryker, 2003). Before it closed in 1999, Finocchios 
was one of the biggest tourist attractions in that city. “Boylesque” debuted in 
Las Vegas in 1976 and played until 2002. Performed at various venues, it was
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the longest running female impersonation revue in the casino capital. The New 
York-based, all-male “Les Ballets Trockadero de Monte Carlo” has men 
dancing as ballerinas. It has been widely acclaimed for both the laughs provided 
by the actors and their amazing ability as dancers. Since its modest beginning in 
the meat-packing district in Manhattan in 1974, the “trocks,” as it is called, has 
blossomed and performed in over 400 cities worldwide.

Transgenderism in Two Cultures
Like homosexuality, transgenderism may well be found in every 

society. Societies, however, vary in the way the issue is treated within the 
culture. For example, transgendered people in Thailand are culturally 
institutionalized as a third sex. Known as kathoey, the transgendered maintain a 
high profile and discrimination is low. The term is broadly used to describe men 
who behave in a distinctly feminine way. It is applied to effeminate males who 
may marry women and raise families, to transvestites who may work in the sex, 
fashion, and media industries, and to the cabaret performers who through 
hormone supplements and surgeries appear convincingly female. Even though 
kathoeys are not socially accepted on the same level as males and females who 
conform to the gender-normative codes, they are tolerated by society with 
relatively little overt discrimination (Jackson, 1999; Jackson and Sullivan, 
2000). Rather than to demonstrate disgust, it is more common for '‘Thai men and 
women to evince unabashed fascination with persons who exhibit either inter 
sex features or men who breach gender norms . . . ” (Jackson, 1999, 230).

In other cultures, such as the United States, transgenderism is treated as 
a fetish or perversion, and harsh discrimination may lead transsexuals and 
transvestites to keep as low a visibility as possible. For example, a transgender 
group that organizes vacation packages in Las Vegas offers this advice to 
participants on its website: “Don’t overdress!” “Don’t congregate or hang 
around in groups!” “Avoid places where imescorted women do not customarily 
go!” “Last but not least, (on using public restrooms) if you should be confronted 
by management or another customer, don’t push things, be a lady. Apologize 
and get out.” (Diva, 2003).

In American culture, the transgendered are often portrayed as being at 
the extreme end of the spectrum of men who are gay. Often they are looked 
down upon not only by the larger society but also by other gay men. While 
homosexuality has gained significant inroads into the mainstream of American 
society, transgenderism has not. To many it is still considered weird, strange, 
and bizarre. And those are not just the views of the laymen. In his 2003 book. 
The Man Who Would Be Queen: The Science o f Gender-Bending and 
Transsexualism, psychologist J. Michael Bailey of Northwestern University 
argues that men who dress in women’s clothing, and consider reassignment 
surgery, are either extremely gay or straight men who are autogynephilic (i.e..
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obtain erotic pleasure from behaving like a woman). His work supports the 
popular view Aat transgenderism is an abnormal behavior and sexual fetish.

Furthermore, negative attitudes towards the transgendered have spread 
to groups that once were free of prejudice and discrimination against them. A 
recent Associated Press article published in The Oregonian (Hoffinan, 2003), 
reported that the Navajos, as with other American Indian tribes, have a tradition 
of acceptance towards the nadleeh (transgendered). However, the sentiments of 
the younger generation today are reflecting the hostility of the wider American 
culture, in stark contrast to the tolerant views of the older members of the tribe 
(Hoffinan, 2003).

The social status of the transgendered is reflected in the subjects 
covered and images presented in public entertainment showcasing female 
impersonation. In a recent study, Rupp and Taylor (2003) describe the 
performances of “drag queens” (transgendered gay men) in the 801 Cabaret 
located in a gay neighborhood of Key West, Florida. The audiences include a 
mixture of straight and gay tourists, along with gay locals. The show involves 
the drag queens lip-syncing songs and interacting with the audience, including 
audience members brought on the stage. The authors classify the performances 
of the drag queens into three categories: those that embrace traditional images of 
femininity and heterosexuality; those that mock or reject traditional femininity 
and heterosexuality; and those meant to spotlight the fluidity and futility of 
gender grouping (Rupp and Taylor, 2003, 116). Many elements of the 
performance attack gender boundaries and question the meanings of gender 
labels. They challenge conventional understandings of male and female, straight 
and gay. A prominent theme that ties together the three categories of 
performances is what Rupp and Taylor called “performing protest.” A major 
part of the show involves coaxing members of the audience onto the stage where 
they are put through embarrassing experiences. The performers use sexist, racist, 
and ethnic slurs, and routinely use slang words for body parts and sex acts that 
might be termed the “politics of vulgarity” (140). There is a lot of hostility in the 
show directed at straight men (191). The authors, a lesbian couple themselves, 
claim the shows are profoundly political. The show, they contend, is about gay 
life, and the performers reflect solidarity with other gay men and women who 
suffer from the homophobic male dominance of American society. The drag 
queens are “performing protest” (112). Apparently, the jolting style found in the 
801 Cabaret is not an exception in American transgender theatres. The highly 
acclaimed “Miss Coco Peru is Undaunted,” a one-woman show that plays in gay 
and lesbian venues, has been described as “acidic” and “laced with barked 
expletives.” In a Los Angeles Times (10/31/2003) theatre review. Miss Coco was 
quoted to say, “Pm sorry I write shows to work out my issues and then charge 
you to see it” (Foley, 2003).
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Transgender Cabarets in Two Cities
To further understand how cultural explanations and interpretations 

influence the popular presentation of transgenderism, we sought out comparable 
venues located in two very different cultures, Las Vegas and Bangkok. Both 
cities are similar in that they are world-renowned tourist destinations and have a 
history of established female impersonation performances, but they are far apart 
in terms of acceptance of transgenderism.

In Las Vegas, “La Cage” is the premier impersonation show, especially 
after the closing of “Boylesque” in 2002. “La Cage” has been the marquee 
attraction at -the Riviera Hotel and Casino for more than 15 years. It is very 
popular, with performances selling out regularly. Similar to the 801 Cabaret, the 
format of “La Cage” features actors in drag impersonating female celebrity 
vocalists and lip-syncing their popular songs. The production is hosted by Frank 
Marino, a self-identified gay man, who portrays comedian Joan Rivers in a 
procession of evening gowns that are designed by fashion houses such as 
Armani and Christian Dior (Marino, Marks, and Marks, 1997). Frank Marino is 
the indisputable star, and all the other acts revolve around his monologues and 
dazzling couture. “La Cage,” however, is not an all-male revue. Five female 
backup dancers are used to support the performances. There is minimal 
interaction with the audience and no audience members are brought onstage. 
The crowd at “La Cage” is made up primarily of middle-aged and elderly 
heterosexual tourist couples. The three categories of performances found by 
Rupp and Taylor (2003) at the 801 Cabaret are all evident at “La Cage.” Some 
performers embrace traditional images of femininity and heterosexuality and 
convincingly portray celebrities such as Liza Minnelli, Judy Garland, Tina 
Turner, Reba McEntire, and Diana Ross. Other performers mock or reject 
traditional images of femininity and heterosexuality. For example, a large and 
beefy performer gives outrageous, overblown portrayals of Madonna (with 
torpedo breasts) and Tammy Wynette (mimicked as Spraynette). Another 
performer provides more subtle, but equally hilarious, portrayals of Cher and 
Celine Dion.

The third type of performances noted by Rupp and Taylor were those 
meant to dramatize “onmisexuality” (2003, 126) and to make a statement on the 
foolishness of conventional gender labels. There were two such performances in 
“La Cage.” In the first, a performer portrays Michael Jackson. While Jackson in 
his own right is gender-bending, die performance is made more convoluted 
when the “La Cage” dancers accompany his song “Beat It.” The five young 
women who make up the backup dancers dress in men’s street clothing 
including black leather jackets. In effect, the act involves a male performer 
portraying an androgynous male vocalist (Jackson), supported by a cast of 
females (h*essed as males.

The second instance of omnisexuality is in the last act of the show. 
Interestingly, this is the same concluding act used at the 801 Cabaret. In this
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Reproduced by permission from Frank Marino, from the program of the La Cage Production
(Riviera Hotel and Casino, Las Vegas, Nevada).
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number, a transgendered performer slowly takes ofifhis female clothing, and 
then methodically removes his makeup while sitting at a table looking out at the 
audience. He gives the impression that he is looking at himself in a mirror. All 
the while he is lip-syncing to, “What Makes a Man a Man?” This ballad by Marc 
Almond, called Ae “drag anthem” by some, makes plain the solitude and 
tribulation of the transgendered:

At night I work at a strange bar 
Impersonating every star . . .

Each night the men look so surprised 
I change my sex before their eyes . . .

My masquerade comes to an end 
When I go home to bed again 
Alone and friendless . . .

I ask myself what have I got 
And what I am and what I’m not 
What am I giving

The answers come from those who make 
The rules that some of us must break 
Just to keep living

I know my life is not a crime 
I’m just a victim of my time 
I stand defenseless

Nobody has the right to be
The judge of what is right for me . . .

Tell me if you can 
What makes a man a man?

(Lyrics from LyricsXp.com)

In spite of the similarities between “La Cage” and the 801 Cabaret in 
terms of the three categories of presentations, there is one very important 
difference. The show at “La Cage” is certainly lacking as a form of protest. It is 
produced as pure entertainment, and includes virtually no political agendas, no 
offensive materials, and no expletives. None of the vulgarity or the hostility 
towards straight males is evident. These two shows may very well represent the
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opposite ends of the spectrum of transgender cabaret performances in the U.S. 
At one end, the 801 Club represents the defensiveness and hostility of the 
transgendered to the oppressive homophobia of American society. There they 
identify with other repressed groups including other gays and lesbians and lash 
out at straight white males who are seen as oppressors. On the other end, the 
goal of “La Cage” is to please, to entertain, and not to be offensive to its Middle 
American audience. The messages conveyed are: “We are not that different than 
you. We don’t threaten anything. Let’s all just have fun and laugh together.”

In Bangkok, the capital of Thailand, there are many clubs featuring 
transgendered {kathoey) entertainers. Many of those places are simply beer 
joints with “ladyboy” go-go dancers, but there are two full-fledged cabarets 
where choreographed productions are staged. “Calypso” is the newer of the two. 
It is a variety show of songs, comedies, dances, and dramas. With numbers such 
as “New York New York,” “Spice Girls,” “Arirang^^ (Korean), ‘‘Kawa no 
nagare no you n r  (Japanese), and a Chinese love song, the program obviously 
is designed for an international audience. There are also the obligatory celebrity 
impersonations for such a show: Marilyn Monroe, Tina Turner, Brittany Spears, 
and Michael Jackson are portrayed. The lip-sync rendition of the late Enka 
legend Misora Hibari’s melody on the journey of life, '‘‘Kawa no nagare no you 
ni (Flow on Like a River),” resonates an issue that must be at the heart of every 
transgendered person: “Mai pen rai (‘never mind’ in Thai),” which has the 
broader meaning of “not to worry about things you can’t do anything about” 
(Blandin, 2003, 13). The song was sung in Japanese.

Aa kawa no nagare no you ni yuruyaka ni 
Ikutsu mo jidai wa sugite 
Aa kawa no nagare no you ni tomedo naku 
Sora ga tasogare ni somaru dake

(Like the flow of a river, easy and gentle
Ages have gone by
Like the flow of a river, unstoppable
Only the changing colors of the twilight sky)

Aa kawa no nagare no you ni odayaka ni 
Kono mi wo makasete itai 
Aa kawa no nagare no you ni itsu made mo 
Aoi seseragi wo kikinagara
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(Like the flow of a river, calm and peaceful
Leave myself to the river/fate
Like the flow of a river, forever
Listen to the blue stream murmuring)

(Translation by Judy Lu)

While "‘Kawa no nagare no you n f  is not a drag anthem like “What 
Makes a Man a Man?” the Enka genre (folk songs) did have its roots in the 
Japanese social protest music of the 1880s, and Enkashi (Enka singers) 
sometimes cross-dress when they sing, with male singers taking the role of a 
mushy woman and female singers a macho man. Misora Hibari, pretty and coy 
as she was, had appeared in Samurai garb in her performances (Schilling, 1997, 
134).

The highlight of “Calypso,” however, is “Amazing Thailand,” a 
classical Thai dance sequence choreographed to a script using ancient Angkok 
Wat as the setting. There is a double metaphor in the complex storyline; on the 
one hand, the dancers represent forces of tradition fighting forces of modernity; 
on the other, two women compete for the love of another woman. It is this 
unrestraint display of same-sex love by transgendered men that makes a 
statement about tolerance for gender nonconformity in Thai society. The two 
women, one wearing a Khmer-style tiara of the Lop Buri period (11th to 14th 
century) as well as the classic lep norah (nail extenders), and the other a bikini 
like bead outfit sans the nail extenders, fought ferociously in a stylized battle for 
the affection of a third woman who was dressed in white.

The tradition-versus-modemity theme, according to a cast member who 
told us after the show, is also signified by the colors of the performers. The 
dancer symbolizing traditional Thai is dressed in darker colors, earth brown and 
black. She also has a darker complexion that is more representative of Thais in 
the insulated rural areas, whereas the other two dancers have a lighter tone that 
is seen more in the big cities, such as Bangkok. The cast member did not 
elaborate, but there is a clear subtext in her message: in spite of the greater 
freedom in loving whom you love, Thai culture is not free of irrational bias in 
human relations.

“Calypso,” however, is not limited to lesbian dramas. There are love 
interests of the heterosexual varieties, such as a poignant episode about a bride 
betrayed by her philandering husband-to-be, who is a gangster. It goes without 
saying that the bride, the various other women who seduce her man, and all of 
his gangster ftiends are played by kathoeys. But “Amazing Thailand” is the 
centerpiece showcasing love does not have gender boundaries.

Desire, Defiance, and Destiny
The observation that we have made in Bangkok and Las Vegas may 

have broader implications for understanding the interaction of culture and
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transgender performance. Drag for disguise and for drama is nothing new or 
special. Historically, there were famous cases of cross-dressing for the purpose 
of disguise as in Joan of Arc and her Chinese counterpart, Mulan. There is no 
reason to believe that drag for disguise is limited in time and place because 
anyone, anywhere, who wants to become incognito for whatever reason might 
employ cross-dressing as a means for camouflage. As mentioned in the 
beginning of this article, drag for drama also has a long history of social 
acceptance. In the United States, impersonating the opposite sex by straight 
actors and actresses for the purpose of public entertainment, especially in 
comedies, can be traced back to 19th century vaudeville. The enormously 
popular 1950s TV series, I  Love Lucy, featured many drag episodes, including 
Lucille Ball, the star of the series, in male attire. The 1959 box-office hit Some 
Like It Hot, starring Marilyn Monroe, Tony Curtis, and Jack Lemmon, had the 
two male stars in drag for almost the entire movie. Like many others, /  Love 
Lucy and Some Like It Hot used transgenderism as a comic device.

Drag for desire, however, is an entirely different issue. In a less tolerant 
culture, such as in the United States, the desire to dress in the clothing of the 
opposite sex is more often than not seen as deviant. Gay men who cross-dress 
are especially vulnerable to the stereotype of extreme deviance because of the 
combined effects of three perceived abnormalities: desire to have sex with the 
same sex, desire to dress like the opposite sex, and desire to have sex with the 
same sex in the role of the opposite sex. Perhaps in response to those compound 
prejudices, transgender theatrical performances by gay entertainers in the United 
States tend to take the two extreme forms discussed earlier: the “play it safe” 
approach such as the “La Cage” or the “defiant” approach such as in the 801 
Cabaret. The former avoids arousing the sensibilities and hostilities of the 
audience, and the latter challenges, attacks, and attempts to convert the audience 
to their perspective. Both approaches are coping mechanisms in a hostile 
environment.

In Thailand, both the public and the transgendered performers see the 
kathoey identity as biological destiny: nature has destined them to be the second 
female in a three-sex human race. This cultural interpretation has provided a 
more relaxed social climate and it shows up in the cabaret production. The 
kathoeys play themselves or any roles, male or female. They love as 
heterosexuals or homosexuals, and they love whom they’re not supposed to 
love. Transgenderism in Thai cabarets is upfi’ont and undisguised; it’s not a 
political or comic device. The kathoeys neither have to politicize the issue nor to 
placate anyone.

In summary, representations of transgenderism in theatre reaffirm a 
simple truth: oppression restrains creative potential and fi*eedom unleashes it. In 
cultures that oppress transgenderism, transgendered performers are limited in 
their roles, doing only what they are—female impersonators. On the other hand, 
when transgenderism is honestly embraced, it opens up the theatre of the untold



Transgenderism in Cabaret and Culture 31

genre. The transgendered have the unique advantage of playing the full spectrum 
of gender roles in a wide range of scripts, from celebrity impersonation to 
serious dramas. Moreover, when transgenderism is maligned, it also pushes 
transgender theatres to the margins, finding a niche either in the form of 
compliance, such as comedies, or in the form of rebellion, such as performing 
protests. These extremes, compliance and rebellion, are natural human reactions 
to oppression.

University of Portland
California State University, Los Angeles

Robert W. Duff 
Lawrence K. Hong
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Hegemony and Counterhegemony 
in Bravo’s Gay Weddings

The wedding story, notes Capsuto (2000), serves as “one of the most 
popular and engaging narratives in almost every entertainment medium” (p. 
352). The wedding in American society serves as the accepted, expected way 
that two people make their union “official,” either legally or emotionally, and as 
a major ritual serves as an ideal way to study how people make choices in 
planning for a public display (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2002). As a common, taken-for- 
granted event, it serves as an example of hegemony, what van Zoonen (1994) 
characterizes as “the natural, unpolitical state of things accepted by each and 
everyone” (p. 24). The assumption that weddings, as portrayed in myriad images 
by the mass media (films, television fiction and non-fiction, and magazines), are 
meant for a bridegroom (man) and a bride (woman) cultivates a view of 
romance and relationships as being heterosexual.

On September 2, 2002, the reality television series Gay Weddings 
premiered on Bravo, an arts and entertainment cable channel. An eight-part 
series of half-hour episodes, it followed four gay and lesbian couples as they 
planned their commitment ceremonies and ultimately “tied the knot.” The 
show’s debut coincided with The New York Times announcement that its Sunday 
edition would begin publishing notices of gay and lesbian unions (“Gay 
Weddings Go Prime Time,” 2002). Gay Weddings drew largely positive reaction 
from media critics and reviewers in both the mainstream and gay press 
(Piepenburg, 2002; Mansfield, 2002; Alter, 2002; “Gay Weddings Go Prime 
Time,” 2002). A rerun of the series opposite the 2003 Super Bowl resulted in 
Bravo’s highest ratings, a success which eventually led to the creation of the gay 
relationship series Boy Meets Boy (Cook, 2002).

In what Calvert (2000) terms video verite style. Gay Weddings offered 
viewers the “fly on the wall” perspective that marks the reality TV genre, 
defined in Broadcasting and Cable magazine as programming that “draws on 
the drama of real events and occupations to attract viewers” (“Special Report,” 
1993). The program provides a new and groundbreaking portrayal of gays and 
lesbians in television by tackling the controversial issue of same-sex marriage 
that even prime-time “gay friendly” programs such as Will and Grace have not 
been able to do (Peipenburg, 2002). Though the outlet through which the 
program is disseminated might not equal the reach of the major television 
broadcast networks, even as Bravo’s audiences continue to grow with some 
260,000 viewers as of February 2003 (Downey, 2003), it nevertheless serves as 
a means by which one can examine how television reflects the culture and mores 
of modem life.
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Here, I viewed the first season of Gay Weddings and describe how the 
ceremonies portrayed in the program illustrate accepted notions of marriage and 
the wedding, while the couples featured in the show challenge those same 
notions. By examining this specialized program, I hope to add to the current 
literature regarding the mass media portrayal of weddings in general, of same- 
sex weddings in particular, and how the expression of commitment between two 
people both reflects and transcends the hegemony of sexual orientation 
embedded in the concept of the wedding as cultural artifact in U.S. society 
today.

Hegemony, Media, and the Wedding
The term “hegemony” finds its origins in the writings of Italian 

philosopher Antonio Gramsci, who essentially used the concept to understand 
and explain how those in power come to power by the consent of oppressed 
communities: “Based on his revisions of the Marxist tradition, Gramsci 
developed a criticism of the state as a hegemonic superstructure of power” 
(Zompetti, 1997, p. 72). This “superstructure” of power, as Lears (1985) points 
out, involves not a simple model based in a single, monolithic, and pre-devised 
superstructure, but “a complex interaction of relatively autonomous spheres 
(public and private; political, cultural, and economic) within a totality of 
attitudes and practices” (p. 571). Dow (1990) refers to hegemony or hegemonic 
processes as “the various means through which those who support the dominant 
ideology in a culture are continually to reproduce that ideology in cultural 
institutions and products while gaining the tacit approval of those whom the 
ideology oppresses” (p. 262).

This acceptance serves as the end result of hegemony, as noted by 
White (1992): “Social and cultural conflict is expressed as a struggle for 
hegemony, a struggle over which ideas are recognized as the prevailing, 
commonsense view for the majority of social participants” (p. 167). Eventually, 
commonly held notions about life and how to live it become common sense, and 
everyone automatically “knows” them: “ . . . the 'common sense’ of the social 
order . . .  may originate in the collective; but, if persistent, it is soon internalized 
in the ‘taken for grantedness’ of the individual’s natural attitude” (Lewis, 1992, 
p. 283).

Until recently, media’s treatment of the wedding has lacked scholarly 
attention, save for a handful of studies that have examined the anti-feminist, 
patriarchal, and heterosexist notions embodied in the wedding (Engstrom, 2003; 
Geller, 2001; Ingraham, 1999). Research supports a picture of today’s “white 
wedding” (Engstrom and Semic, 2003; Engstrom 2003; Ingraham, 1999) as 
involving those elements that distinguish it as a stylized social event: formal 
apparel (such as white wedding gown and tuxedo), the recitation of vows that 
embody in some form religion and traditionally based wording, a public aspect 
regarding venue (such as church or reception hall), attendants, and a reception
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including a wedding cake and entertainment (such as music and dancing). In the 
current study, I examine how Gay Weddings reflects these elements that have 
become “naturalized” into the modem wedding. I use the term “hegemony” here 
to refer to the continual, repetitive messages created by those (whether the 
show’s producers or its participants) who adhere to a common worldview (based 
on Dow’s 1990 interpretation).

Television Portrayals of Gays and Lesbians
Though gay characters have appeared on television in a wide array of 

genres since the 1950s (Tropiano, 2002), portrayals of gays and lesbians have 
historically marginalized this segment of the population, in that storylines have 
typically treated homosexuality as abnormal, stereotyped, or a problem to be 
fixed (Harrington, 2003; Dow, 2001; Gross, 1989). Gross (1989) observed that 
gay characters were rarely shown as “just plain folks” in roles that did not center 
on “their deviance as a threat to the moral order which must be countered 
through ridicule or physical violence” (p. 137). Additionally, network television 
followed specific “rules” when portraying gay characters: theirs was a one-time 
appearance; storylines emphasized their effect on heterosexual characters; and 
they were rarely shown in the community, their own homes, or in same-sex 
relationships (Dow, 2001). Daytime soap operas through the 1990s continued to 
follow these “mles” from prime time, notes Harrington (2003) in her study of a 
lesbian storyline in All My Children. While the 1990s saw a new era of 
television programming, with some 50 network series including lesbian, gay, or 
bisexual characters whose homosexuality was incidental rather than “a 
problem,” such characters more often than not appeared in comedies in which 
their erotic desires were largely absent (Harrington, 2003).

Until 1991, the wedding story ‘Svas the one arena into which it was 
assumed same-sex couples could never enter” (Capsuto, 2000, p. 352). Prime 
time episodes of sitcoms such as The Golden Girls, Dear John, Roc, Roseanne, 
and Friends focused on the planning of gay wedding ceremonies and then- 
effects on straight regulars. Programs tended to omit mentioning issues 
surrounding the legal status of same-sex partners, but late 1990s episodes of 
Spin City, Ellen, and The Practice did provide insights into the more practical 
day-to-day benefits of marriage for gay characters (Capsuto, 2000). However, 
gay weddings still followed the “rules” for portraying gays and lesbians as 
observed by Dow (2001); same-sex marriages on television usually concerned 
either characters portrayed by guest actors or regulars in peripheral roles, 
contends Capsuto (2000). Additionally, Capsuto (2000) notes, gay weddings 
served as catalysts for the examination of other issues or as controversy until 
one episode of the CBS drama-comedy Northern Exposure treated same-sex 
weddings as essentially uncontroversial. Capsuto (2000) asserts that media’s 
images of homosexuals have become mainstream, with TV episodes involving 
gay weddings becoming “almost cliche” (p. 352-353). Still, even in 2000, gay
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marriages remained (and still remain) controversial as “one of the ever fewer 
topics that can inspire true moral indignation from average Americans” 
(Capsuto, 2000, p. 352).

Bravo’s Gay Weddings as Media Artifact
Bravo, which claims viewership in more than 66 million homes 

nationwide (Bravo Fact Sheet), was looking for a reality series targeted at adult 
audiences and had a gay theme, after having had success with previous gay- 
themed reality programs (Shister, 2002). The producers of Gay Weddings began 
recruiting couples in 2001. Because of budget considerations, production was 
limited to southern California (Shister, 2002); all four couples were from Los 
Angeles. Casting began in May 2001, and all weddings had to take place by 
May 2002 (“Gay Weddings Go Prime Time,” 2002). Couples were recruited 
through ads in the local gay press, e-mails, ads in coffee shops in gay areas, and 
personal contacts (“Gay Weddings Go Prime Time,” 2002). Of the 25 couples 
that responded, four couples (two gay and two lesbian) appear in the final 
production (Shister, 2002).

Show co-creator Kirk Marcolina cites that couples were chosen for 
their ease in front the camera, and for the different kinds of wedding ceremonies 
they were planning (“Gay Weddings Go Prime Time,” 2002). Some 2,000 hours 
were videotaped (Lin-Eftekhar, 2002), resulting in eight episodes that follow the 
four selected couples simultaneously in chronological order as they plan their 
ceremonies. Three of the couples are Caucasian; one of the lesbian couples 
consists of Sonja, who is African-American, and Lupe, who is Hispanic. 
Narration comes from the couples, their families, and friends. Occasionally, 
participants speak directly to the camera during “video diary” segments. Same- 
sex couples are invited to apply to be considered for future episodes at 
commercial breaks.

Gay Weddings as Counterhegemony (?)
Clearly, Gay Weddings offers a counterhegemony to the dominant 

portrayal of weddings upholding the hegemony of heterosexual marriage. 
However, the wedding, or any commitment ceremony, by nature finds its basis 
in tradition that in turn originates in some socially historical endorsement of 
accepted practice and values. According to Lewin (1998), “Even as conventions 
are overturned in these ceremonial occasions, they are reinscribed and 
reinvented; by arguing that they don’t need the trappings of legal marriage, 
couples simultaneously demand access to analogous symbolic resources.” Thus, 
Lewin asserts, “Lesbian and gay commitment ceremonies offer symbolic 
resistance to heterosexist domination, but they often do so by exalting the very 
values they might claim to challenge” (p. 234).

The focus of the current inquiry centers on how the television series 
Gay Weddings offers viewers a glimpse into how Lewin’s (1998) observations
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transfer to media presentations of weddings that fall out of the mainstream of 
current versions. One baseline against which to analyze the elements present in 
the weddings or commitment ceremonies central to Gay Weddings is what 
Ingraham (1999) describes as the “stereotypical white wedding,” with obvious 
differences in attire based on sex: “a spectacle featuring a bride in a formal 
white wedding gown, combined with some combination of attendants and 
witnesses, religious ceremony, wedding reception, and honeymoon” (p. 3).

For this study, I recorded the entire series of eight episodes promoted as 
Bravo’s “Gay Weddings Marathon” in early 2003. In the following synopses of 
each wedding, I note ceremony elements and themes related to family 
relationships and how these are manifested in each wedding story. I then discuss 
commonalities among the four couples’ stories, major themes present in the 
series as a whole, and how those themes serve to illustrate the notions that 
romantic relationships require some kind of formalization and that such 
formalization is reserved only for heterosexual unions.

Scott and Harley
Scott, a 32-year-old consultant, and Harley, a 29-year-old who works in 

sales, have been together for two years. One of their storylines reflects their 
seeming incompatibility, with episodes highlighting their recurring differences 
of opinion, and the fact that they are seeing a couples’ counselor, with Scott 
seeing a counselor of his own. The viewer sees them constantly disagreeing 
about the details of their wedding, from the location of the ceremony to the 
centerpieces for their reception. The other storyline concerns how Harley’s and 
Scott’s families have accepted or not accepted their decision to have a wedding. 
Harley’s mother is shown as very supportive and accepting of their relationship, 
and is involved with wedding preparations, as she is providing flnancial support. 
Scott, on the other hand, admits he has never actually come out to his parents, 
who are very conservative. His “coming out” results in his parents’ acceptance, 
and they attend Scott and Harley’s wedding in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico.

Scott and Harley invite some 40 guests to the wedding festivities. They 
throw a pre-wedding dinner at which drag queens hired by Harley perform 
because he wanted everyone to “see more gay life.” The ceremony, held on the 
beach, is very casual, with all the guests dressed in casual, tropical-themed 
clothing. Harley and Scott wear tropical shirts with slacks, and they appear 
barefoot. Harley is escorted by his mother; Scott by his parents. The officiant 
appears to be a male friend, and the ceremony includes the exchanging of rings, 
and some hint of religion as the officiant mentions “God” and asks the guests to 
pray. Scott and Harley read vows they have written themselves, then pose for 
photographs and join their guests at their reception, which includes a sit-down 
dinner and dancing. Their wedding day ends with everyone watching a 
fireworks display.
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Dan and Gregg
Of the couples that appear in this set of episodes, Dan and Gregg are 

clearly the most affluent. Together for several years, Dan, 37, is a Hollywood 
movie executive and Gregg, 35, is vice president of a travel company 
specializing in gay vacations. One of the recurring themes in their narrative is 
the way they demonstrate affection through gifts and surprise trips. For example, 
Gregg surprises Dan with a helicopter ride on Valentine’s Day, and Dan makes a 
last-minute surprise visit to Gregg, who is at work on a gay-themed ocean cruise 
in Hawaii.

The other major storyline for Dan and Gregg revolves around how each 
man’s family regards his sexual orientation and decision to marry. Gregg’s 
family is very supportive; his parents and siblings attend the wedding and some 
of the pre-wedding events, while Dan struggles to gain the acceptance of his 
mother and sister. “The journey with my family has been a bumpy one,” Dan 
comments. He receives numerous Christmas gifts fi*om them, but they decide 
not to attend his wedding. Dan says they think “it’s odd” for him to be living 
with a man and to want to commit to Gregg. Throughout his experience, 
however, Gregg consistently offers Dan support and reassures him that he is 
loved and appreciated.

The couple hires Merv Griffin Productions to put together their 
wedding at the luxurious Park Plaza hotel in Los Angeles. Several times they 
refer to their wedding as “Showtime!” At the outdoor ceremony, attended by 
some 200 guests, Dan and Gregg wear identical suits and ties and walk in 
together. A gospel choir provides music. Their officiant is Phil, who apparently 
is a close fiiend. They read vows they have written to each other, and exchange 
“eternity bands” which are brought into the ceremony by their pet dog. The 
ceremony evokes a somewhat religious nature, with Phil using the word “God” 
several times. Phil mentions that some people have chosen not to be at the 
ceremony, referring to the absence of Dan’s mother and sister. The ceremony 
ends with the traditional Jewish breaking of glass. A Scottish bagpipe ensemble 
greets guests at the indoor reception, which includes a lavish sit-down dinner, 
wedding cake (actually consisting of a tower of individual cupcakes), a live 
band, and dancing, including traditional Jewish wedding music and the “chair 
dance.” The atmosphere inside the large reception hall evokes images of a 
glamorous, “movie-star’̂  wedding. As Gregg’s brother-in-law and father each 
make a toast to the couple, we see Dan’s emotional reaction as they welcome 
him into their family.

Eve and Dale
Together for four years. Dale, a 32-year-old entertainment lawyer, and 

Eve, a 30-year-old film student, are shown dealing with their somewhat 
controlling wedding officiant, a New Age-inspired woman named Chohosh, as 
they plan their wedding. Eve’s parents, though supportive of her relationship
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with Dale, renege on their financial contribution to the wedding, though Eve’s 
mother is clearly enthusiastic about the wedding itself. Her grandfather is also 
supportive. The reaction of Dale’s family to their wedding, on the other hand, 
was “tepid,” and she is not sure if any of her family will attend. She comments 
that her wedding to Eve does not seem to hold the same status as that of her 
siblings’ heterosexual weddings. Despite Dale and Eve’s concerns about their 
families’ attendance, their families meet each other for the first time at a 
“rehearsal” lunch at Eve’s parents’ home, ultimately attending and participating 
in the wedding. Dale and Eve also have a bridal shower held in their honor by 
their friends.

Dale and Eve hold their wedding and reception in a high-end hotel with 
about 50 guests. At their ceremony, their parents escort them each separately, 
and each has a maid of honor. An acoustic ensemble with vocalist provides the 
music for the ceremony, with the officiant blowing a conch shell to cue each 
woman into the ceremony. Eve and Dale say their own vows, and exchange 
rings reciting traditional vows (“With this ring, I thee wed”). Both wear simple, 
white designer gowns and carry a bouquet of red roses.

The officiant causes some minor mishaps during the ceremony, such as 
saying that Dale’s family came from Albania, rather than Armenia,.and drops 
small pieces of paper from the book she uses. Shots of Dale and Eve looking 
concerned are interspersed as the ceremony progresses. After the ceremony. 
Dale comments, “Well, that was a comedy of errors.” The following reception 
consists of a sit-down dinner, music provided by a DJ, dancing, and a wedding 
cake, with Dale and Eve cutting it and feeding each other. Eve’s mother makes a 
toast to the couple, after which Dale and Eve toss their bouquets. Their reception 
ends with them slow dancing in the almost empty reception hall.

Sonja and Lupe
Though all the couples are shown planning their wedding together, 

Sonja and Lupe seem to experience the most stress, as their plans are met with 
obstacles at almost every step. Sonja, 39, is an emergency room supervisor and 
Lupe, 32, is in marketing. Their parents are not mentioned, but Sonja does have 
a teenage son. Though he is accepting and supportive of her, Sonja worries 
about his reaction to their wedding. When Sonja tells him, he reacts very 
positively, telling her that he assumes he will give her away at the ceremony.

As Sonja and Lupe scout for ceremony sites, they experience 
discrimination; on the phone, one hotel manager seems welcoming, but when 
Sonja and Lupe visit the site together, they encounter the cold shoulder, with the 
manager saying they cannot be accommodated. They get an outright “absolutely 
not” when they visit another site and say they are having a lesbian commitment 
ceremony. They finally decide to hold their ceremony and reception at the home 
of a lesbian couple they know, though Lupe expresses unhappiness with the
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location. Another obstacle involves the fear that their wedding cake will not be 
made, but disaster is averted, much to Lupe's relief.

Of the four weddings featured, theirs is the least lavish. The ceremony 
takes place in the backyard of their friends’ modest home with about 40 guests. 
Sonja’s son escorts her in first. Lupe, who is accompanied by her sister, comes 
in next. There are no others in the bridal party. Their apparel denotes a gender- 
based element in their relationship, which Lupe had previously explained: Sonja 
liked feminine women, and Lupe had changed her “butch” appearance and 
mannerisms after she met Sonja. Sonja is dressed in a dressy, flowing white 
pantsuit and does not carry any flowers while Lupe wears a white, formal, 
cocktail-length gown with matching headdress and carries a bouquet. The 
female officiant appears to be a minister, who refers to the “Church of Jesus 
Christ,” although there is no mention of “God” or any other religious reference. 
Sonja and Lupe repeat gender-neutral vows spoken by the officiant, which are 
based loosely on traditional vows.

After they are declared “spouse and spouse,” guests mingle outside for 
the reception. However, the weather turns too cold for comfort and the party is 
moved indoors, causing more consternation for Lupe, but everything is 
rearranged and turns out smoothly. No dancing is shown. Sonja’s son makes a 
toast to the happy couple. Their wedding day ends as Sonja and Lupe leave the 
home in a limousine. As an epilogue, the viewer sees them enjoying a trip to the 
Oceanside during their honeymoon.

Four Main Themes
Taken together, all four weddings share the familiar wedding elements 

commonly present in heterosexual wedding ceremonies. They all followed 
closely some kind of traditional “wedding” script: a formalized public ceremony 
incorporating an exchanging of rings and vows, followed by a reception, with 
the two lesbian couples wearing the requisite white. The “packaging” of the 
program reflects the message that these formalized events in which gay and 
lesbian couples publicly declare their commitment and love to each other are the 
same as those of heterosexual couples. Even its title illustrates a subtext of the 
program as mainstreaming same-sex unions; the title Gay Weddings certainly 
has a more traditional ring than “Same-Sex Commitment Ceremonies,” for 
example. This is further manifested by the series’ opening segment, which 
features a wedding cake used as a background for the show’s title and names of 
the couples written in frosting. The cake toppers, a bride and groom, are 
knocked off and replaced with figures of two grooms standing together and two 
brides standing together.

All four weddings follow the model of the traditional, heterosexual 
wedding, with the exception of the sexual orientation of the couples. However, 
some elements are missing in this group of weddings. For example, none of the 
ceremonies were held in a church or religious site. Though there is some
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mention in the first episode that same-sex marriages are not legally recognized, 
there is no mention about religious sanctioning of gay and lesbian weddings.

In the four total hours of programming, several prominent themes 
within each couple’s story are evident: the importance of family participation 
and recognition; equity in wedding planning; honest expression of worry and 
concern; and the importance of social recognition given to “being married.” 
These themes reflect the challenges faced by same-sex couples as they 
overcome hegemonic ideals about who can marry and who cannot, even as they 
endorse the very ideals heterosexual marriage embodies: monogamous 
commitment based on love.

The theme given the most time and attention in these episodes was the 
importance of family participation and recognition. Though surrounded by 
supportive and close friends, each couple expressed how significant it was for 
their families to be involved in some way with the wedding, which reflects 
Lewin’s (1998) conclusions. The angst and concern over whether family 
members would attend or even accept their sexual orientation and decision to 
publicly commit to their partner was especially evident for two of the gay men, 
Scott and Dan. While Scott worried that his parents would not accept him or his 
relationship with his partner (they did), Dan constantly sought recognition from 
his mother and sister and desperately wanted them to attend his wedding (they 
didn’t).

Unlike the traditional gender roles that mark heterosexual weddings, 
the way in which these same-sex couples approached the planning of their 
weddings illustrated an equal division of labor. While planning and decision 
making often fall on the bride-to-be in the typical heterosexual wedding, the 
couples in Gay Weddings made decisions about the most detailed elements of 
their ceremonies as a team, such as visiting sites, choosing clothing, deciding on 
flower arrangements, and assembling party favors. These depictions reflect the 
egalitarian nature of same-sex couples, as compared to heterosexual couples, in 
which the woman most often does the work in planning what is supposedly “her 
day” (Geller, 2001; Lowery & Otnes, 1994; Currie, 1993). Indeed, the two male 
couples were intricately involved in all aspects of planning their weddings, with 
Dan and Gregg assembling party favors, and Scott and Harley choosing flower 
arrangements.

The honesty of the couples as they talked about the problems they 
experienced marked all four episodes as well. All admitted to being stressed and 
worried about their weddings, having second thoughts and misgivings, and 
being nervous on the wedding day itself. Of the four, Sonja and Lupe 
experienced overt discrimination, adding to their wedding planning woes. In this 
regard. Gay Weddings offers viewers a realistic portrayal of the unique 
challenges faced by same-sex couples, and the prejudice they may face in a 
society that still considers such relationships as illegitimate and, indeed, wrong.
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Having a formal ceremony served as a way to strengthen these couples’ 
relationships and to attain the public recognition that they felt gave then- 
relationship elevated status as a “married” couple. In that the couples featured in 
this program all wanted a wedding/commitment ceremony attests to the status 
society gives to heterosexual marriages. By agreeing to appear in the program, 
the couples obviously share the same view, and their wedding ceremonies 
clearly strengthened their relationships, as the following comments illustrate:

Eve (married to Dale): “I think that if we hadn’t had a 
ceremony and we hadn’t gone through the whole process, you 
know, then there wouldn’t have been any milestone or major 
moment to signify the change in our relationship.”

Sonja (married to Lupe): “ . . .  it w the whole hoopla. It is, you 
know, getting everything together and just the planning 
everything and have the whole ceremony. Definitely a 
different feeling. I feel so differently about Lupe now.”

Dan (married to Gregg): “I think the ceremony has created a 
shift in our relationship and I feel like it’s given people that 
know us to see how special our union is.”

Harley (married to Scott): “It’s not ‘I’ or ‘me’ anymore. It’s 
an ‘us.’”

Conclusion
“As it is, ‘Gay Weddings’ is a sweet, enjoyable program, but it could 

have made more of a statement,” writes Alter (2002) in his critique of the show. 
Alter asserts that rather than approaching the subject as reality TV, the 
producers could have used a traditional documentary format to give viewers a 
history behind gay weddings and background on current marriage laws in the 
U.S. Padget (2002), in a review of the program, criticized the series for its 
production values (which Padget claimed mimicked MTV’s The Real World) 
and focus on materialistic concerns of wedding planning that reflect the 
“money-sucking straight marriage-industrial complex” wedding norm.

Similarly, my reading of the major themes present in Gay Weddings 
demonstrates the importance the couples placed on familiar, traditional wedding 
elements and details in their relationships that counter the hegemony of 
heterosexuality. However, unlike the more “mainstream” version of wedding 
reality shows, this particular program provides more insight into the dynamics of 
romantic relationships by including the second thoughts, arguments, and doubts 
absent from those programs that purport to give viewers a realistic view of love 
and romance as culminated in the wedding ceremony.
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In the context of hegemony, traditional documentary treatment would 
have further demarcated these weddings as gay vs. straight. Throughout the 
eight episodes, one does receive this message repeatedly, lest the viewer forget 
these are indeed gay weddings: Gregg on the gay cruise, Sonja and Lupe being 
turned away from potential wedding sites, drag queens performing at Scott and 
Harley’s rehearsal dinner, and Dan and Scott’s emotional turmoil as they yearn 
for their parents’ acceptance. Even Eve and Dale ask an employee (who may 
have been the manager) at the site they choose if “commitment ceremonies” 
have been held there (he says, “Yes, no problem,” and even adds, “You two look 
perfect for each other”).

Thus, while Alter (2002) writes that a more educational, informational 
background would help viewers appreciate the obstacles same-sex couples face, 
those struggles are interwoven into their stories anyway. Gay Weddings as 
entertainment programming, though it tells an edited story through its 
producers’ eyes, manages to illustrate the hegemony surrounding the belief that 
relationships needs to be formalized (through public ceremony) and a 
counterhegemony that questions heterosexuality as a requisite for romantic love.

As of this writing, production for another season of Gay Weddings is 
under way. The initial episodes’ ratings success among Bravo’s audience, 
primarily sophisticated, affluent viewers (Downey 2003; Lafayette, 2002) led to 
other gay-themed relationship programs. Whether future episodes continue to 
“normalize” same-sex weddings by selecting couples who base their own 
ceremonies on the heterosexual rubric serves as a research question for further 
study. Additionally, examining how Gay Weddings situates itself within the 
Bravo network itself (with its recent gay-themed offerings Queer Eye for the 
Straight Guy and Boy Meets Boy) and the broader cable and network television 
environment serves as another path for researchers to investigate if such 
programming can find a way into the “mainstream” (as Queer Eye appeared on 
Bravo’s owner network, NBC, in 2003) and how such programming evidences 
hegemony even as it challenges media treatment of the assumed heterosexual 
nature of romance.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas Erika Engstrom
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Melted Honey: Sax and Sex

KEYWORDS: phenomenology, corporeality, food, penetration, 
sensuality, musicality

Introduction
This paper deals with the multisensory processes of engaging and 

disengaging with a musical world through the body. It is based on ethnographic 
research with an Australian police band. Band members make a strict distinction 
between rehearsal and performance. For band members, rehearsals are 
characterised by a multisensory disengagement with their instruments. During 
rehearsals, which entail a close multisensory focusing in on the points at which 
instrument body and musician body met, the senses of touch, sight, and hearing 
are engaged in the process of surveillance. Such surveillance is undertaken in 
order that the musicians can identify faulty touches to their instruments that 
result in faulty sounds. Touch to the instrument body is ‘Svatched,” not only 
with the eye, but also in and through the touch and hearing senses. These sensual 
combinations serve to separate person and instrument. In contrast, performances 
are characterised by a multisensual embodiment of the instrument, to the point 
that band members understand themselves to be constructed of instruments, and 
that instruments are constructed of them. In performances, instruments and 
performers come to phenomenologically complete one another’s bodies.

Band members discuss the sensually experienced distinction between 
rehearsal and performance by means of a distinction between fucking (which 
they understood as similar to rehearsal) and making love (which they understood 
to be similar to performance experience). Band members also drew on 
food/music metaphors, including the difference between constructing a musical 
dish from a recipe (the written music) and tasting the melted honey of performed 
sax sounds. They used this metaphor to describe the sensual difference between 
making sound in rehearsal, and the corporeally penetrative act of inviting a sax 
into the body in musical performance.

Using the distinction between rehearsal and performance, and the 
penetrative metaphors that band members used to describe it, I draw on and 
extend the critiques that Michel Serres made of Merleau-Pontian 
phenomenology to analyse rehearsal and performance moments as, respectively, 
multisensory processes of surveillance and anti-surveillance.

Ethnographic Context
Rehearsal and performance moments are experienced by band members 

as distinctly different moments, owing to the different sensual and corporeal 
engagements with instruments that each entails. Essentially, rehearsals are
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defined by the focusing of the player’s self-conscious attention on the 
interaction between his or her body and the surface of the instrument. Rehearsals 
are experienced as moments of highly directed self-surveillance of the sensing 
body. Performances, on the other hand, are characterised by a distinct lack of 
self-attention paid to the points at which musician and instrument meet, to the 
point that musicians describe performances as experiences of becoming their 
instruments, or, in other words, of becoming wholly instrumentalised.

During my fieldwork, rehearsal periods could, and often did, involve 
playing music in front of groups of people visiting the institution in which the 
band members work. Simply playing in front of people did not, for band 
members, constitute performance. Conversely, rehearsal moments occurred fi*om 
time to time during performances when band members found themselves 
engaging in the particularly surveilled bodily engagement with instruments that 
characterises and defines rehearsal. Band members very often used eating and 
sexual metaphors to describe to me their own and the audience’s experiences of 
instrument sounds, and to alert me to the difference between rehearsal and 
performance experiences.

I argue herein that the difference between rehearsal and performance 
moments pivots on the experiences that band members have of instrumental 
penetration, which they articulated using other kinds of penetrative metaphor. 
Each experience is also multisensual. The key to understanding the difference 
between rehearsal and performance moments lies not only in the penetration that 
an instrument makes into the body and that the body makes into an instrument, 
but also in the multisensoiy nature of this penetration. It is the multisensual 
character of instrumental penetration that Merleau-Pontian phenomenology 
cannot adequately accommodate. In order to explore this multisensual 
instrumental penetration, I use the critiques that Michel Serres has made of 
Merleau-Pontian phenomenology.' Serres argues that Merleau-Pontian 
phenomenology is capable of looking only at one sense at a time, and does not, 
therefore, focus on or adequately describe the life of the body. Rather, in 
Serres’s view, Merleau-Pontian phenomenology is capable of viewing and 
describing the language that describes the sensual life of die body.

Rehearsals and Performances
Band members, who are full-time musicians working standard eight- 

hour days, rehearse with what they call “monotonous regularity.” A morning or 
afternoon portion of each working day, usually some three to four hours, is spent 
in rehearsal. Rehearsals are all about tongues, lips, fingers, hands, feet, and 
respiration. A great deal of the players’ self-conscious attentions are directed 
towards the manner in which these bodily parts and fimctions meet with 
instrument objects to “buzz,” “blow,” “hit,” “bang,” “tongue,” “lip,” and 
“breathe” into them. Although these touches administered to the instrument 
body sound almost as if they are erotically sensuous experiences, they are not, at
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least in the lived experience of the rehearsing band member; if anything, 
instruments are antiseptically and dispassionately regarded.

Band members describe rehearsals as occasions when they produce 
exclusively “technical music.” Technical music, according to band members, 
refers to the sounds that band members make when they are engaged in playing 
the music “precisely as written: pressing the appropriate keys, blowing at the 
level that is indicated . . .  just playing it [the written score] precisely.” The score 
provides players with a technical prescription for its precise conversion into 
musical sounds. Band members describe the technical prescription or score as 
analogous to a recipe; as a recipe provides instruction for the precise 
construction of a particular dish, so too does the technical music provide 
instruction for the precise construction of audible musical renderings. The 
written recipe for the audible musical “food” consists of both the musical notes 
and the qualities impacting each note and collection of notes. Making the 
technical music involves giving a technically correct rendition of any given 
musical score. Technical correctness is judged by the conductor, who is also 
able to modify and/or interpret the musical score in any way he sees fit. When 
he does so, his interpretations and modifications are understood by players to 
constitute part of the technical score that they must reproduce in the final 
rehearsal instance. If the written music is a recipe, then the conductor is the 
“head chef’ who directs his “kitchen staff’ in the precise construction of the 
musical “dish.”

The production of the technically correct music is the focus of all 
rehearsal periods, which consist of a set sequence of events. The conductor first 
asks band members to “just play through” the score newly presented to them. 
The conductor listens carefolly to the playing and, upon recognising the 
deviance of a played note from its technical prescription in the score, he calls a 
halt to playing, and the nature of the deviation is communicated to band 
members. Identification of a mistake is made by the conductor in two ways. As 
he described it to me, the conductor simultaneously listens to the audible 
reproductions made by the players and visually tracks the technical prescription 
made for notes in the score. The conductor both sees and hears mistakes as they 
occur as he audibly and visually surveys the notes.

Technical problems with played versions of the score are then corrected 
in very particular ways. When a problem is identified (which occurs extremely 
frequently during initial and subsequent playings of pieces newly presented to 
players), the conductor stops the playing, refers to the score, communicates to 
players the mistake compared to the score and to what he “should have heard,” 
and then seeks to correct the faulty playing by drawing the faulting player’s 
attention to the relationship between his or her body and the instrument. More 
specifically, he draws attention to the point of intersection between a player’s 
body and the surface of the instrument. The conductor asks musicians to direct 
their attentions in the following kinds of ways:
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The conductor specifically asked William to notice if his 
tonguing was correct, because the sounds the conductor heard 
emitting from William’s instrument indicated that the tongue 
was flicking too hard against the mouthpiece, causing the 
passage to sound ‘"too harsh” at the edge of the notes. The 
conductor and William then engaged in an extended 
discussion over the course of several minutes in which 
William described in exhaustive detail the position and 
pressure of his tongue against the mouthpiece. TTie conductor 
then issued precise instructions about how William was to 
change the pressure and position of his tongue as it hit the 
instrument surface so that it could produce a technically 
correct sound, or the sound set down for the note in the score.^

Both conductor and player engage here in visualising William’s tongue 
flicking too hard on the mouthpiece, and William himself, during the next play 
through, spent the piece concentrating on the way in which his tongue would hit 
against the mouthpiece to produce “softer” sounding notes, in accordance with 
the requirement marked down in the score. In his words, William spent the piece 
making sure that his tongue touched the mouthpiece in such a way that the 
sounds produced would be correct. Here, touch-sense is tightly surveilled and 
kept well within William’s self-conscious attention as he plays.

Respiration is also routinely marked out by the conductor as a focus for 
a player’s self-conscious attention: “That note is being carried every single time, 
you’re blowing it too long . . . concentrate on stopping your breath at the 
mouthpiece . . . don’t let it go through.”^Here, players are required by the 
conductor to focus on the point that the bodily function of respiration meets 
instrument to breathe musical life into it. The focus of attention is not, however, 
focused on the noisy musical life of the instrument, or at least it is not ostensibly 
here focused, because players are concentrating on the point at which the breadi 
and the mouthpiece come into contact.

This skin-to-skin, or breath-on-skin, relationship between player and 
instrument is the focus of each player’s attention during rehearsal because this is 
the point at which players manipulate their instruments to produce technically 
correct musical sounds. Players say that they go into rehearsals intending to 
focus on their fingering, tonguing, lipping, and so on. As Erin, a clarinettist, 
explained:

The whole [of rehearsal] time you are just trying to get the 
piece into your fingers and into your mouth . . . You have to 
be very focussed on what you are doing, and you can’t just 
take it for granted. That leads to familiarising mistakes. If you 
watch it in rehearsal, you don’t play in mistakes that you have
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to unlearn afterwards. So that’s why we have to pay attention 
to the tiniest things, like how your mouth sits on the 
mouthpiece."*

Clearly, then, the players themselves, upon entering rehearsal time and 
space, attempt to keep the touches they make to instrument body well within 
their self-conscious attentions. As these attentions slip, or as the attentions are 
focused on incorrect intersections, the conductor steps in to redirect flagging 
self-attentions, or to correct the manipulations upon which the attentions are 
focused. Directing the players to notice the points at which their bodies intersect 
with instrument objects is the primary activity in which the conductor engages in 
all rehearsals. It is the conductor who directs, or redirects, the players’ attentions 
to the points at which their bodies intersect with those of instruments. As players 
come to notice the points at which they and their bodily processes end and the 
points at which their instruments begin, their directed self-attentions serve to 
place them as player-subjects and their instruments as objects on either side of a 
thick ontological divide which is maintained throughout ^ e  rehearsal period.

The process that band members go through in order to rehearse can be 
understood as a kind of invitation to reflection that ushers in what Danger has 
called the “present” body.^ Present bodies invite reflection and allow a person to 
discover their own activity “in shaping the world as it is discovered through our 
perception.”  ̂Compton describes the invitation to reflection that gives rise to the 
present body when he tells of his twisted ankle. Compton describes a 
hypothetical situation in which he casts himself as a man hurrying to a meeting 
for which he is rather late. Trying to get to his meeting as soon as he can, 
Compton is apt “not to notice the details of those things aroimd me. Instead of 
appearing to me clearly the things in my environment remain indistinct and 
undifferentiated from their background.”  ̂ Unreflexively engaged in this 
habitual, carelessly rapid walking project, Compton suddenly twists his ankle:

It now occurs to me that I cannot walk to my meeting in my 
habitual way as my ankle is sore and tender. I find myself 
moving at a slower pace, painfully aware of my injury. The 
cracks and imevenness of the sidewalk do not interest me in 
the same way as before, for, if anything, they interest me 
much more. I quite literally do not experience the sidewalk, or 
the rest of the world for that matter, in the same way.®

Similarly, when band members rehearse, the terrains of their instruments interest 
them much more than they do during what can be described as the habitual 
experiences of performing^

As Compton notes, the world is shaped for us through our perception of 
it. According to Abram, perception is: “reciprocity, the ongoing interchange
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between my body and the entities that surround it . . . [it is] an impoverished 
duet between my animal and the fluid, breathing landscape that it inhabits”'® 
(my emphasis). Reciprocity here refers to an exchange between bodies and 
objects of the world to the point that objects and persons come to constitute one 
another. This occurs precisely because the boundaries between persons and 
objects are necessarily blurred in order for people to live, habitually, at all. As 
Katz, citing Polanyi, notes of this impoverished, routinely ignored, and blurry 
relationship between persons and things, “Each of our effective actions requires 
that we disattend our body as we act, focussing away from the point at which 
our body intersects with the world . . .  in writing, for example, if you watch how 
your pen creates the form of each letter, you soon lose your train of thought and 
stop writing.”"

During rehearsal periods, the points at which the body intersects with 
the world are thoroughly noticed. During performances, however, these 
intersections proceed well below the self-conscious attentions of the players or, 
in other words, the players inhabit habitual bodies as they play. Band members 
have what they call “intense” performance experiences. These are experiences 
that Erol could only describe as “the most fucking amazing feeling in the 
world,” what Greta could only describe as “as good as great sex,” what Hamlin 
called “an overwhelming sense of love,” and what Erin described as “being 
close to God.” These are very different descriptions of playing than are applied 
to rehearsal, and they describe performance music that, to my ears, sounded 
precisely the same as rehearsal musical renderings. Erol attempted to explain the 
difference to me in this way: “My sax is a living, breathing part of my own 
body. It’s inside of me, and the sounds it makes come from the inside of me. 
When you listen to me playing, I am the saxophone, it’s my own self I’m 
playing.”'  ̂ He added, at my inevitable question, “It’s not like that during 
rehearsal. That’s a technical thing, not a love thing.”'̂

During performances, band members describe their corporeal 
involvement with instruments in terms of inextricable intertwinement, saying 
that the instrument “becomes part of me,” or that he or she is “part of the 
sound,” or “part of the instrument.” Band members described the ways that, 
during performances, instruments came to constitute part of their own bodies, 
and that their own bodies came to constitute part of instruments. Players veiy 
often talked about the ways in which the edges of their bodies, their fingertips, 
palms, tongues, feet, and lips disc^peared from each of their self-conscious 
views during performances, and about the ways in which their instruments came 
to be invasive of their own viscera. A flute does not begin, in performance, at 
the end of a player’s mouth; it begins below and beyond this point, at some 
unspecified point in the lungs where the breath that sustains the instrument’s 
noisy life was first taken and expelled. As Katz suggests, the point at which 
breath becomes part of the person and at which it ceases to be is wholly 
indeterminable, since being respiratorally intertwined in the world is both
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necessary and imreflected upon. This is the certainly the case during the habitual 
taking of breaths, but it is not the case during rehearsals, where respiration is 
under surveillance.

When I first heard band members describe the difference between 
rehearsals and performances in terms of “making technical sounds” in the case 
of the former and “turning into an instrument” in the latter, I longed, just for a 
moment, to clear up the whole matter by furtively lurking in the wings as the 
band members performed, camcorder in hand, in order to catch a glimpse of the 
transformation as the metal of the trumpet slowly crept up the fingers at the 
player’s Midas-like touch. In the next moment, I came to realise that what the 
band members said sounded so strange because they were articulating something 
so taken for granted, so routinely unreflected upon, that it is hardly ever 
articulated outside the bounds of phenomenological work, except, of course, in 
metaphor. When players say that instruments become part of them and that they 
become part of instruments during performances, they are merely commenting 
on the sensual/corporeal logic they encounter as their fingers and tongues 
proceed beyond the point at which the tuba begins in the same way that I 
routinely fail to recognise the point at which my fingers meet the typewriter 
keys. In performance, band members don’t feel the points at which their tongues 
and fingers meet instrument, but feel themselves extended into their instrument.

The fact that band members also hear performance and rehearsal 
sounds very differently, while I did not, indicates the marked difference in the 
sensual experiences of these moments. Band members very often remarked that 
they could not hear music during rehearsals, insisting instead that they could 
only hear their noisy productions one discrete musical sound at a time. This is 
easily explained if we consider that hearing itself is placed under surveillance in 
rehearsal. Band members are forced to pay attention to the single notes that they 
are required to play according to the score. Each note is carefully surveilled for 
the purposes of judging its technical correctness according to the prescriptions 
made for each single note in the score. This is akin to listening to each tiny letter 
component part of a word, which is something that is never done in the 
unreflected upon act of conversing; we must constantly disattend the sound 
components that make up conversation if we are to speak with everyday 
competence and coherence. Conversation is, therefore (as Katz constantly 
insists) a kind of disattended singing, taking place well below self-conscious 
awareness. Even while the speaker articulates single noises, the listener may run 
them together into the lines of a familiar song. In other words, the band 
members and I each attended to different characteristics of the same 
conversation.

Multisensuality
The analysis of the ethnographic material is obviously grounded in 

Merleau-Pontian phenomenology at its most fundamental level, in that I take the
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body to be the ground for all perception, and in that I also take the sensuous life 
of the body to be at the heart of thought (a position that allowed Merleau-Ponty 
to eliminate the dichotomy between mind and body in his work Phenomenology 
of Perception^^). In what follows, however, I depart some distance from 
Merleau-Pontian phenomenology, and move instead toward the theoretical 
position on the sensing body articulated by Michel Serres in his 1998 work Les 
Cinq Sens {The Five Senses)}^

In this work in particular, and in earlier works that precede it in general, 
Serres takes his point of departure from Merleau-Pontian and Heideggerian 
phenomenology. Serres finds the work of these theoreticians repellent, almost 
revolting, for what he takes to be their “bodilessness.”^̂  Serres takes offence at 
Merleau-Pontian phenomenology in particular; because, he says, it consists of 
“lots of phenomenology and no sensation.”^̂  Serres is of this mind because he 
believes Merleau-Ponty to have taken for phenomena to be explored not the 
experience of the body in the world at all, but instead the language that 
describes the experiences of bodily sensation. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty’s 
Phenomenology o f Perception opens with these words: “At the outset of the 
study of perception, we find in language the notion of sensation” ®̂ (my 
emphasis).

It may well seem as though Serres’s accusations are unfounded; this 
was certainly my own impression when I read Les Cinq Sens for the first time. 
However, when one closely inspects Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions of the senses, 
one is forced to at least consider being less dismissive of Serres’s words. When 
Merleau-Ponty describes sensual life in all of his phenomenological work, he 
does so with reference to a kind of zone of indeterminacy in that he honours the 
idea that in attending carefully to one sensual phenomenon, other sensual 
phenomena escape close attention. In order to describe this one sense, Merleau- 
Ponty must render it still in that he must remove it from a lived context in which 
it is much more usually and inextricably intertwined with all of the other senses. 
He does this for the benefit of language; the sense is held still, out of its more 
usually intertwined place, so that it can be clearly described. This is what Serres 
means when he says that Merleau-Pontian phenomenology is conducted entirely 
“via language.”^̂  The major difference between Merleau-Pontian 
phenomenology and Serresian renderings of the body in the world, then, pivots 
on Serres’s recognition of the habitually multisensual life of the body.

Multisensuality in Performance
Hearing, in effect, as Serres insists, is a naked faculty, a sense waiting 

for a project. In rehearsals, hearing certainly has a project: to hear tiny 
component noises in routine musical conversation, component parts that render 
musical conversation nonsensical. But in performance, hearing has a different 
kind of project, in which it is deafened—by itself Connor describes this hearing 
as “autistic acoustics,” suggesting that during performances band members do
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their hearing transparently. Hearing hears right through itself, being preoccupied 
instead with what is heard, not with the project of hearing itself.̂ ® Hearing, 
which must be deaf to itself if we are to hear habitually at all, leaves the site of 
the body to dwell in noise, and then brings that noise back to the hearer. Hearing 
necessitates a journey outbound from the body and into noise, from which it 
returns with its noisy treasures. But hearing is not alone in its project; touch is 
very heavily implicated in the way that players’ hearing extends itself beyond 
itself

Touch cannot be separated from the hearing sense, because it is 
touching the instrument body that produces sound. Hands, fingers, mouths, and 
tongues that reach out to touch instruments during rehearsals are highly 
surveilled in the rehearsal moment, as each touch (a touch too light, a tongue 
flicking too hard) is monitored for its technical correctness, creating a divide 
between what is self and what is not. During performance experiences, bodies 
are, as Serres suggests, not experienced as subject organs or flesh parts that exist 
in distinctive separation from objects. Asking, ‘Svhat is a hand,” Serres answers 
himself, “It is not an organ, it is a faculty, a capacity for doing, for becoming a 
claw, or paw, weapon or compendium. It is a naked faculty. A faculty is not 
special, it is never specific, it is the possibility of doing something in general. . .  
our hands are that nakedness I find in gymnastics, that pure faculty, cleared up 
by exercise, by the asceticism of undifferentiating.”^̂

Similarly, a band member’s hand or tongue or finger no longer 
exists as a hand or tongue or finger when it habitually takes 
hold of instrument, nor is the instrument simply an instrument. 
Serres continues, “The hand is no longer a hand when it has 
taken hold of the hammer, it is the hammer itself, it is no 
longer a hammer, it flies transparent, between the hammer and 
the nail, it disappears and dissolves, my own hand has long 
since taken flight in writing. The hand and thought, like one’s 
tongue, disappear in their determinations.”^̂

During performances, the body similarly becomes sax, trumpet, trombone; the 
body becomes wholly instrumentalised. At the same performance moment in 
which hearing-sense occurs, touch-sense reaches out to dwell in that which is 
simultaneously touched and heard: the body of the instrument. As a sax man 
becomes “saxophonised” through extending his touch down through the 
instrument by wholly ignoring the point at which he and sax meet, the sax 
sounds produced through touch entice his hearing out of his body, and touch and 
hearing take flight together.

While touch and hearing senses merge together to allow players to 
escape the sites of their own bodies, vision is conspicuously absent from the 
sensuous knot that characterises performance. Players are left metaphorically
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blind by the merging of two skins, instrument and human, and the singing of 
routine conversation that occurs between hearing and sax noise, each of which 
enables the other. During rehearsals, players hold their instruments in a 
condition of visual arrest, carefully surveilling the points at which their bodies 
meet those of their instruments. This is an unusual state of affairs. As Serres 
argues, this version of vision is one that cannot be described as habitual, but is 
one that is nevertheless honoured in traditional philosophy. The bearer of the 
look in traditional philosophy remains motionless and “[s]its down to look, 
through a window at the blossoming tree: a statue posed on affirmations and 
theses.”^̂

Serres suggests instead that “we rarely see things in a condition of 
arrest,” and that viewing is not so much about looking and seeing objects as it is 
about voyaging to or visiting with them.̂ "* The term “visit” and the verb “to 
visit” mean at first looking and seeing; “they add to it the idea of itinerary— t̂he 
one who visits goes to see.”^̂  This notion of vision, as Connor notes, is “vision 
on the move.”^̂  This suggests that the body goes out of itself through sense, and 
goes to visit or temporarily dwell in what, in this case, is seen. The player’s 
body goes out of its role in performance, but not through vision. The band 
member is blinded; all the surveillance equipment is shut off, and blindness is 
indeed necessary for band members to become their instruments. Trumpets and 
their players depend on the cover of darkness, the absence of bright self 
surveillance light, in order to become each other. As soon as the observant 
player starts to notice that his hands meet the surface of the trumpet body, the 
union is over, and it is back to their separate lives.

Turning their sight away, band members go blind while their bodies 
and instrument bodies take advantage of the darkness to join together like the 
bodies of two surreptitious lovers. The metaphor of making love goes further, 
because band members do regard the bodies of their instruments as lovers and 
spoke of them as such. Band members used sexual metaphors of “fucking” on 
the one hand, and “making love” on the other, to distinguish the difference 
between engaging with their instruments during rehearsals and performances, 
arguing that performing with an instrument was like making love, and that 
rehearsing was akin to fucking. As band members made extensive explanations 
of the difference between the two, it became clear that making love involved 
“melting into someone’s body,” and that fucking involved appraising a desirable 
body, but not being allowed to “connect with it.” It would seem that band 
members are articulating an experiential logic that suggests that the act of 
making love is vulnerable to breakdown when self-conscious attention is paid to 
the machinations involved in it. Rehearsals, therefore, are broken-down, 
disconnected, musical lovemaking sessions.

As players go blind in performances, their senses of musical smell and 
taste, which, as I will describe below, are absent during rehearsal, return 
heightened. In Serres’s work, odour is “the work of transformation, or
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transubstantiation, which Serres prefers to read through the action of cooking 
rather than alchemy, therefore not as refinement or purification, but as the work 
of combination or alloying substance.”^̂

Band members talk about the ways that a musical instrument voices 
smell and taste. Taste and smell are not discussed as “straight” senses, but are 
infused with other sensual characteristics. Trumpet sounds, for example, are said 
to taste like melted gold. Flautists know that flute sounds are, as Lanier once 
said, “half song, half odour . . .  as if a rose might somehow be a throat.” 
Trumpeters know that trumpet sounds are strong, certain, arrogant, glorious, 
proud, clear, and yellow; and saxophone sounds taste “like melted honey.”

Band members use all of the senses, excepting vision, to comment on 
the sensual/corporeal realities they encounter during performance, easily 
interchanging such phrases as “those sounds tasted so sweet” with “that came 
right from my guts” or “my sax was puffing out truly sweet scents.” Taste that 
reaches out to encounter sound-food, touch that begins not at the hand but down 
in the guts and then reaches out to instrument through breath, and delightful 
olfactory visits with wafting sax-smells all combine not to mix sensual 
metaphors, but to mix them into one sensory knot experienced during 
performance.

Multisensuality in Rehearsal
If performances are multisensory experiences, then so too are 

rehearsals. During rehearsals, band members peer down at their fingers as they 
manipulate instrument surfaces, subjecting them to visual surveillance. Let us 
return momentarily to William’s tongue. William’s tongue is under surveillance, 
but William cannot, of course, view his own tongue. Tongues are here 
visualised; band members routinely subject the parts of their bodies that they 
cannot see to a kind of quasi-visual or touch/seen surveillance. Vision is 
combined with touch-sense, as the fingers are watched with the eyes and the 
tongue and the fingers that cannot be seen with the eye are watched through 
touch. Hearing is also heavily implicated in the surveillance that band members 
make on their touch. Band members are busy focusing their attention to then- 
touch on the instrument body, which they attempt to make technically correct by 
surveilling their hearing. Correct touches produce correct sound, and a fierce 
surveilling of soimd indicates that technically incorrect touch has occurred. 
Hearing, as I have said, is busy listening to itself, and is not deafened to itself, as 
it is habitually, but at the same moment, hearing is also surveilling touch, just as 
vision is surveilling touch. Rehearsals involve a direction of the senses to the 
multiplicity of points at which a player meets instrument, in touch, hearing, and 
vision, but smell and taste are conspicuously absent. Band members cannot taste 
or smell the music they make in rehearsals, which leads me back to the 
descriptions that band members make of rehearsals as “recipes.”
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Rehearsal as Recipe, Performance as Banquet
During rehearsals, band members are the kitchen staff to the 

conductor’s head chef. The kitchen staff is wholly concerned with the written 
words of the musical recipe and is not involved with experiencing the musical 
ingredients as musical foods to be tasted and smelled. The precise construction 
of the musical dish is a technical exercise in arranging all of the necessary 
ingredients in order for cooking later. The musical dish may be viewed (visually 
surveilled), heard piece by tiny piece (aurally surveilled), and touched 
(haptically surveilled), but it is not eaten or smelled until performance time, 
during which band members feast on the musical food. The ingredients of the 
musical dish are experienced by band members as component parts; as one 
described it to the agreement of the others, it is a recipe for chocolate cake, 
consisting, perhaps, of the wheat flour of the timing, the emulsifier of the 
dynamics, Ae antioxidants of the tuning, the sugar of the key. The entire 
ingredient list never proceeds beyond a list of component parts required for the 
whole dish during rehearsal periods. The decadent musical cake may be 
consumed by audience members present during rehearsals, but it is not for band 
members to eat. Audience members are able to comprehend complete music 
during a rehearsal session where a band member cannot. Audience members do 
not have to feel themselves extended into saxophone in order to hear sax music, 
and may pay as much attention as they like to the points at which the sax man 
meets his sax; they may eat musical cake.

Band members, for their part, eat a much more decadent cake. Having 
been denied their habitual urge to satisfy their sensual appetites, they gorge 
themselves on musical chocolate cake, inhale its rich freshly baked aroma, feel 
its creamy texture invade the insides of their bodies, and hear in the music the 
deep sights of sensual hunger being satisfied. Band members never see the 
musical cake; they eat it with their eyes closed, in ecstasy, in satisfaction, in 
sensual extension. Band members do not taste the musical cake they make for 
audiences, because band members are experiencing in the performance the taste 
of the senses being released from tightly reigned-in self-surveillance. They 
experience sensual extension into the musical tasted, felt, heard, and smelled, 
but never seen, chocolate cake.

Serres’s work is again useful here. Serres refers to the Last Supper 
(among other banquets) in the ‘‘Tables’' section of Les Cittq Sem^ which deals 
with taste and smell. Two bodies, or, rather, two sides of one body, emerge from 
the banquet. On the one hand is the body of the Assumption, “the body raised up 
in language,” which, as the result of linguistic petrification, is reduced to the 
condition of statue, and is no longer able to taste and smell. Says Serres, “when 
it is saturated by the word, the body loses its antique graces.” ®̂ On the other 
hand, and set against this linguistic body, is the body consumed at the Last 
Supper. This body circulates in the forms of bread and wine, and is never fixed 
or held still, but is, as Connor notes “a mobile transubstantiation.”^̂  In one way.
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the anosmia of the statue makes a nice metaphor for rehearsal and performance 
experiences, which are characterised by sensually anosmic bodies in the former 
case and by fully transformed bodies in the latter. In the case of band members 
the rehearsal body is similarly musically petrified. This is the musical body 
raised up in language; this is the body grasped and made still, statue-like, 
rendered separate and beside, not within, the object world. This body is the 
subject to &e objects of the instrument world and does not circulate inside 
instruments, just as instruments are prevented from circulating inside players. It 
is no coincidence that band members use metaphors of food and sex to articulate 
the difference between rehearsal and performance experiences; each of these 
experiences is penetrative of bodily boundaries, and each is vulnerable to 
breakdown when the points at which the body meets the world are surveilled. 
But the body is not linguistically petrified by the band members’ successful 
attempts to reduce their sensual experience to a single sense. Instead, band 
members render themselves unable to taste or smell by involving all of then- 
senses in a surveillance job on the others. The body of the Assumption, in this 
ethnographic circumstance, is achieved when the hand is watched with the eyes, 
but is equally achieved when the tongue is watched and heard through touch. 
The edible body of Christ is achieved when these mixed-up senses turn then- 
attentions away from themselves and out into the world beyond the sited body.

Conclusion
Serres’s critique of Merleau-Pontian phenomenology is useful because 

it allows us to recognise that habitual corporeal life is not lived one sense at a 
time. Neither is the “present” bodily life of the rehearsing band member; even 
surveillance of bodily boundaries, the veiy ushering in of the present body, is, in 
this case, carried out multisensually. One multisensual engagement, that which 
is experienced during performance, allows the sax man to eat melted honey: hot 
golden stuff that emerges when man penetrates sax and sax penetrates man. The 
other, experienced during rehearsal, reduces the sax man to reading about 
melted honey on a page, and leaves him starving, able to watch, but not taste. It 
is little wonder, then, that band members describe performances as close to 
orgasm (in their view, very penetrative) and rehearsals as a series of uninspiring 
technicalities. When musically eating and making love, the sax man and his 
band of equally hungry musicians actively engage in penetrative activities that, 
during peiformance, occasion and entail a taking in of, and an expansion into, 
musical instruments. Constructing a recipe and fucking both leave the musicians 
ravenous; they are held within prisons of their own body sites, of their own 
making, as they lust after musical food they can eat and bodies they can lovingly 
encompass into their own bodies. Activities of making love and eating are, for 
band members, multisensually delightful, and can never be rendered down to a 
language that might describe the sound parts that are products of such activities.
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These are the activities of rehearsals, where the language that describes orgasms 
and gives ingredient lists of delectable food renders musical bodies still.

University of Adelaide, Australia Simone J. Dennis
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February 2004.

Postmodern man is unlike any group of individuals in contemporary 
American society. For decades, middle-class, heterosexual, white males defined 
the workplace and the economic infrastructure of the nation. Today, a new 
generation of service industry professionals has emerged, which is no longer 
characterized by the hard physical labor of blue-collar work or the financial 
well-being and respect of white-collar workers. This is a generation that has no 
unique place in a society that has cast aside traditional masculinity. In a movie 
directed by David Fincher, which was adapted from the novel Fight Club by 
Chuck Palahniuk, the very role of men is addressed in somewhat animalistic 
terms. This is not a movie that encourages talking about one’s problems to 
resolve issues. This is not a movie about how men can be better integrated into 
society. This is not a movie that even wishes to make the audience feel 
comfortable with the beliefs they hold. This movie is Fight Club, and it breaks 
down all the conventions of what it is to be a man in a society that no longer has 
a need for them.

When the movie was first released in 1999, a firestorm erupted 
surrounding the movie’s romanticization of violence, the apparent anti-feminist 
message expressed by the film’s characters, as well as the fascist tendencies that 
the film’s groups espouse. One reviewer characterized the film in less than 
glowing terms: "‘Fight Club is cinematic Nietzsche; Luddite revivalism; a 
screaming anti-capitalist tantrum; a sucker punch in the face of reason, markets, 
faith, redemption, and, well, God” (Jarvis 24).

Fight Club presents a unique, yet disturbing, perspective on the 
problems faced by modem men. We will argue that Fincher’s movie has a useful 
application to the real world as a method of understanding how social 
organizations develop and how they define their values and ideologies, which 
not only apply to founding members, but also extend into larger sociocultural 
arenas. We will also argue that Fight Club represents the glorification of 
masculinity as a means for men to come together around a central psycho- 
emotional issue.

We begin with a description of the film, followed by a discussion of 
other analyses of Fight Club, Next, we wilt explicate Ernest Bormann’s fantasy
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theme methodology, which will be used to examine Fight Club. We conclude 
with a brief application of the themes of this movie to other social movements.

Breaking Fight Club’s Rule: Talking About the Film
A pawn of corporate culture, Jack is a recall coordinator whose success 

is a result of his adherence to the “KEA nesting instinct” (Fincher), the belief 
that only through the accumulation of furniture and material objects can one 
truly be defined as an individual. Afflicted with insomnia, he finds his way to 
various support groups to alleviate his own suffering by reveling in the suffering 
of others. This panacea, though, is nullified with die appearance of Marla, 
another spectator to other people’s pain. As the feminine epitome of all that Jack 
has come to revile in consumer culture, they soon part ways after designating 
separate support groups each may attend.

Not long after this encounter. Jack meets soap producer and salesman 
Tyler Durden, who becomes Jack’s confidant and savior following an explosion 
that destroys Jack’s apartment. In exchange for a room at Tyler’s house. Jack 
agrees to Tyler’s request to hit him as hard as he can, and thus the concept of 
“Fight Club” is bom. The mles that come to define this and every Fight Club 
meeting stress secrecy, fairness, and obedience. The group’s existence is not 
about the fight itself, but the redefinition and acceptance of masculinity without 
reverting to more feminine means of self-exploration such as self-help groups.

As the success of Fight Club grows, Tyler creates an extension of the 
organization called Project Mayhem. While Fight Club exists as a means for 
individual men to deal with their own insecurities and inadequacies. Project 
Mayhem is about deconstmcting the social order that initially emasculated men. 
The members have no identity besides the “space monkey” moniker given to 
them by their leader, Tyler. Once again the impact of a feminine character is 
felt. Marla reenters Jack’s world in the form of a suicide attempt that Jack 
ignores but Tyler responds to, creating a complex triangle of interactions based 
on sex, love, respect, and revulsion. Marla’s presence complicates the power 
stmggle that empts between Jack and Tyler for control of the organization. Tyler 
sees her as nothing more than someone to be used, but Jack sees her as a threat 
to his relationship with Tyler.

As Project Mayhem expands. Jack comes to realize that the 
organization is no longer about mischief and disinformation, but something 
much more sinister. Only after a near-fatal car crash does Jack learn the truth 
about himself and the organization. First, he realizes that Jack and Tyler are not 
separate individuals, but instead are two parts of a split personality. Tyler is 
everything that Jack wants to be: strong, sexy, intelligent, and a leader; so in 
order to cope with a society that wouldn’t accept him. Jack created Tyler. 
Second, he learns that Tyler and Project Mayhem are planning to destroy 
buildings that contain the world’s financial records. After a struggle for control 
over which personality will survive, the film concludes with Jack killing Tyler
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by placing a gun into his own mouth and pulling the trigger. Marla arrives to 
find Jack still alive, and together they watch the buildings collapse as Jack 
explains, “You met me at a very strange time in my life” (Fincher).

When Tyler and Jack created Fight Club it was complete with a set of 
rules for members, including: “You do not talk about Fight Club” (Fincher). 
Ironically, critics have violated this foundational rule in their work to describe 
the themes within the film.

Breaking Fight Club^s Rule: Others Talk Too
The underlying themes found in Fight Club elicited a wide range of 

critical responses upon release of the film. They can best be divided into two 
major categories: first, those that examine the psychosocial impact of reasserted 
masculinity, and second, those that highlight the film’s critique of consumer 
capitalism.

Traditionally, masculinity has been associated with violence and 
aggression, and much of the psychosocial evaluation of the film focuses on this 
facet. Asbjom Grenstad (“One Dimensional Man”), Kevin Boon (“Men and 
Nostalgia”), and Terry Lee (“Virtual Violence”) discuss how men historically 
were socialized to be aggressive, but as Boon explains, “the characterization of 
an aggressive male as a typical man now carries with it the inflection of a slur” 
(270, emphasis in original). This characterization of masculinity has redefined 
men’s abilities to express and create valid self-identities, and Fight Club, they 
argue, acts as a fictional representation of this real-world trend.

Other authors, such as Karen Ashcraft and Lisa Flores (“Slaves with 
White Collars”) and Latham Hunter (“The Celluloid Cubicle”), look beyond the 
violence and evaluate the link between masculinity and the workplace. These 
scholars conclude that workplace dominance was once a promise made to young 
boys, but the advancement of women and minorities into a realm once 
dominated by straight, white males has resulted in a loss of their position of 
prestige. Fight Club acts, in their opinion, as a reaction to this masculine 
powerlessness.

Another critical analysis of the film focuses on how the DVD version 
of the film and the accompanying supplemental text seek to protect the 
commercial viability of a product by advancing only accepted interpretations of 
the film. Robert Brookey and Robert Westerfelhaus argue that the DVD acts to 
deny a perceived homosexual thematic element of how the men of Fight Club 
(including Tyler and Jack) establish and maintain their own relationships 
(“Hiding Homoeroticism”). This interpretation was denied by all involved in the 
film’s production and was further minimized by supplemental material in the 
DVD version. Brookey and Westerfelhaus argue this strategy is a uniquely 
powerful rhetorical tool because “Individuals involved in the film’s production 
are presented in the extra text as having privileged insights regarding the film’s
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meaning and purpose and, as such, they are used to articulate a 'proper’ (i.e. 
sanctioned) interpretation” (23).

The second major category of previously published literature 
surrounding Fight Club deals with the film’s critique of consumer capitalism. 
Christopher Duncan (“Liberalism and the Challenge”) argues in this vein that 
American liberalism has altered our perception of die world around us and that 
its citizenry must reevaluate the manner in which they live. Duncan believes that 
Fight Club provides a critical commentary on this issue, but also that, in the end, 
the film does not provide a reasonable substitute for the failed status quo. Bulent 
Diken and Carsten Lausten (“Enjoy the Fight!”) take a more postmodern 
approach in their assessment of the film. They believe that the corporate 
network culture portrayed in the film promotes a kind of microfascism, 
suggesting that when power loses a central focal point it becomes nomadic in its 
expression. They argue that Fight Club relates directly to the question of 
violence, flight, and action in the modem world. Paulo Palladino and Teresa 
Young {“Fight Club and the World Trade Center”) take this postmodern 
evaluation a step further by looking at the relationship between the September 
11^ attacks and the end result of Project Mayhem as attacks on “civilization.”

Though most of the literature directly related to the film presents a 
balance between positive and negative commentary, Henry Giroux criticizes 
nearly every aspect of Fight Club. What Fight Club lacks, in Giroux’s opinion, 
is that while it claims to challenge notions of capitalism it does not address real 
problems such as unemployment, the rich-poor gap, or third-world exploitation, 
and instead acts to “wage war against all that is feminine” (“Private 
Satisfaction” 4). Giroux concludes that this type of hidden, white, heterosexist 
patriarchy is more dangerous than overt actions within the same framework 
because Fight Club hides these faulty values within claims of progressive 
change and equality.

In Bormann We Trust
Most authors have approached their analysis with an eye toward the 

gender issues or a cinematic critique of the film. Our work approaches the film 
differently, utilizing a rhetorical perspective. Ernest Bormann’s fantasy theme 
methodology provides a particularly useful means for conducting this analysis 
(“Fantasy and Rhetorical Vision”). Bormann contends that as small groups 
develop, they establish their own unique set of “wordplay, narratives, figures, 
and analogies” {The Force o f Fantasy 6) that become a means for them to 
connect with each other through events that only the group members understand. 
He calls this group-based rhetoric “symbolic convergence” based upon the 
theory that in the beginning these stories have no meaning for the individual 
group members, but as the group develops and their ideology becomes distinct, 
these stories, catch-phrases, and jokes become a shared reality, letting group 
members see the world in the same way.
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Once a set of linguistic devices has been established to which all group 
members can relate, a fantasy theme is created through symbolic convergence of 
consistent ideologies. “Fantasy,"" explains Sonja Foss in describing Bormann’s 
method, “is not used in the popular sense-something imaginary and not 
grounded in reality. Instead fantasy is ‘the creative and imaginative 
interpretation of events’” (123, emphasis in original). The fantasies that groups 
develop are based upon events of either the past or the future. Groups look to 
either the historical events that led to creation of the group or to the future goals 
toward which the group strives. Additionally, these events do not necessarily 
even need to be feasible in their implementation to the members, because the 
events are secondary to the participation that the fantasy creates.

The final facet of fantasy-theme analysis comes in the form of a 
rhetorical vision that develops based upon a collection of the group’s fantasies. 
Although these initial fantasies are generally meant for the small group itself, 
the rhetorical vision can be extended to a larger audience by connecting to 
mainstream societal problems or issues. Bormann writes, “If the group’s fantasy 
themes contain motives to ‘go public’ and gain converts to their position they 
often begin artistically to create messages for the mass media for public 
speeches and so forth” (“Fantasy and Rhetorical Vision” 399).

The group essentially attempts to transform from a small group into a 
larger social movement. These visions isolate emotions and messages that drive 
those involved within the movement to action, not necessarily based on what is 
said, but on the message’s interpretation. Bormann argues that “motives are in 
the messages. The rhetorical vision of a group of people contains their drives to 
action. People who generate, legitimate and participate in a public fantasy are ..
. ‘powerfully impaled to action’ by that process” (Bormann, “Fantasy and 
Rhetorical Vision” 406). This vision then allows the group members to explain 
the world’s problems and to find solutions based upon the precepts established 
within their fantasies, ultimately bringing even more participants into their 
rhetorical vision.

God’s Unwanted Children: Critical Analysis
Applying Bormann’s method to Fight Club reveals a series of fantasy 

types and rhetorical visions. First, the fantasy types and symbolic convergence 
take the form of promises that have been broken to Fight Club members; 
specifically, the promise of a loving family, the promise of success within the 
“Great America Dream,” and the promise of societal acceptance if one works 
hard despite adversity. Second, as the members of Fight Club and Project 
Mayhem realize these promises have been broken, they begin to search for 
someone or something that can keep those promises. The members’ involvement 
in a collective organization provides one means of fulfilling society’s promise.
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Promises Broken: Symbolic Convergence and Fantasy Types
The initial interaction between Tyler and Jack functions on an 

interpersonal level, but it is also here that tiie guiding themes of Fight Club 
emerge. The most important theme rests in the relationships that Tyler and Jack 
have with their fathers, or more correctly, the lack thereof They establish early 
in the film that neither of them had close relationships with their father, creating 
tension; a lack of respect juxtaposed against a need to have them in their lives 
thereby provides the basis for two scenarios of symbolic convergence. The first 
scenario is based on the idea that there is no true male role model in either of 
their lives. Even the role model that Tyler seeks in his father is prone to one-line 
statements of advice such as “get a job” and “get married” (Fincher). The second 
convergence which takes place is that, historically, the solution to men’s 
problems has been found through success in their jobs or family rather than 
defining themselves as men and individuals. Bodi of these fantasy types 
represent implicit promises broken by their fathers in that society creates the 
assumption that a family should exist with support from both parents. Because 
Tyler and Jack’s fathers are relatively absent in their lives, they are denied the 
fulfillment of that promise.

A second promise to men that is broken deals with the angst associated 
with traversing the change between childhood freedom and entry into the adult 
workforce. From Tyler’s perspective, the tenets of the “Great American Dream” 
suggest “that one day we’ll all be millionaires and movie gods and rock stars” 
(Fincher). But as Tyler points out, these stories told through mass media and in 
the history lessons taught to schoolchildren are not true. These “gray collar” 
(Redd) workers are stuck in an unsettling middle ground between traditional 
blue-collar labor and white-collar management.

In addition to this, there is no defining moment of adversity when 
compared to men who lived during the Great Depression and two World Wars. 
Tyler theorizes, “We are the middle children of history, man. No purpose or 
place. We have no great war, no great depression. Our great war is a spiritual 
war. Our great depression is our lives” (Fincher). The violence of Fight Club 
then acts as a means for men to defrne themselves in absentia of the type of 
workplace that had embraced them in the past.

Even without such a workplace, Tyler seeks to show the men involved 
in Fight Club (and, later, Prctjeet Mayhem) that they should not wait to 
accomplish their life’s goals, but rather should live every day thinking that they 
are going to die. In Tyler’s example of a “human sacrifice” he demonstrates this 
belief by challenging a convenience shop attendant to choose between going 
back to veterinary school or being killed. Afterwards, Tyler concludes, 
“Tomorrow will be the most beautiful day in Raymond K. Hessel’s life. His 
breakfast will taste better than any meal you and I have ever tasted” (Fincher).

The final broken promise deals with the original identities of Fight 
Club members, which are so dominated by societal norms and commercial
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advertising that they have lost the ability to define themselves on their own. 
Susan Faludi describes how Jack’s very utility as a member of the male sex has 
come under attack: “Behind the extremities of his character is the modem male 
predicament . . . Jack traverses a barren landscape familiar to many men who 
must contend with a world stripped of socially useful male roles and saturated 
with commercial images of masculinity” (89).

Once Fight Club is fully established, Tyler preaches this philosophy to 
the members showing that it is not only an interpersonal belief but also a 
convergence of beliefs among all group members. He explains, “You are not 
your job ..  . you are not how much money you have in the bank . . .  not the car 
you drive . . . not the contents of your wallet. You are not your fucking khakis. 
We are the all-singing, all-dancing crap of the world” (Fincher). In addition to 
the focus on an individual’s definition of identity based on the items they own, 
Tyler and Fight Club members also address a much broader and less tangible 
aspect of male identity associated with traditionally masculine actions and 
attitudes:

What were once claimed to be manly virtues (heroism, 
independence, courage, strength, rationality, will, backbone, 
virility) have become masculine vices (abuse, destructive 
aggression, coldness, emotional inarticulacy, detachment, 
isolation, an inability to be flexible, to communicate, to 
empathize, to be soft, supportive or life affirming). (Macinnes 
313-14)

When Jack loses his condominium and all his belongings, Tyler 
characterizes the situation in terms of male sexuality and the implicit power that 
the phallus has. “You know man, it could be worse. A woman could cut off your 
penis while you’re sleeping and toss it out the window of a moving car” 
(Fincher). This sexualization of masculinity and its resulting impact on 
male/female relationships is yet another method in which Tyler’s worldview 
utilizes pre-women’s liberation stereotypes as a means to reaffirm the role of 
men within society.

Promises Kept: Rhetorical Visions
The symbolic convergence that takes place between Jack and Tyler, as 

well as within the confines of Fight Club, eventually forms a series of rhetorical 
visions that then guide Fight Club from a small group interaction into the larger 
social movement of Project Mayhem. These rhetorical visions become crucial to 
this membership transfer because without the isolation of larger social themes, 
there is no guarantee that Tyler’s vision of the world would gain momentum.

The first major rhetorical vision that gains footing within Fight Club is 
the mythology and godlike status attributed to the founder, Tyler Durden. Two
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major threads exist within this vision. The first is Tyler’s role as surrogate father 
to Fight Club members. In mainstream society, cWldren generally look up to, 
perh^s even idolize, their fathers, and the same is true here. Bob, once a 
member of a testicular cancer self-help group and now a member of Fight Club, 
stands out as one example of someone who both idolizes and respects Tyler 
without any direct knowledge of him as a person. In a conversation with Jack, 
Bob describes Tyler, explaining, “Supposedly, he was bom in a mental 
institution. And he sleeps only one hour at night. He’s a great man” (Fincher).

Tyler also impresses Fight Club members with his power during a fight 
with the owner of the original Fight Club location. Taking punch after punch 
without retaliating to show his endurance, Tyler eventually lashes out in a gory 
display of domination and strength, enhancing his image as someone who 
should not be questioned.

The second major theme is the mythology of Tyler’s image as a 
Christlike figure vsithin the group. When Tyler first talks with Jack about Marla, 
he makes Jack promise three times never to mention Tyler to her, akin to the 
promise Judas made to Jesus before betraying him to the Romans. Additionally, 
once Project Mayhem and Fight Club are fully underway. Jack uses the phrase 
“In Tyler we trust” (Fincher) to imply that, as with belief in God, believers do 
not have to know the ultimate plan, just that they play a part in it. This was 
particularly true in the early stages of Project Mayhem’s development, when the 
purpose of the activity was clear to neither the audience nor Jack. Even the 
phrases that Tyler preaches throughout Project Mayhem’s work are similar to 
those of the early American Puritans who used Christian preaching in what they 
said and did to create a shared fantasy for their own members (Force of Fantasy 
27).

The mythology surrounding Tyler acts as a link between the rhetorical 
vision of Tyler as a father figure and the worldview that he promotes through 
Project Mayhem and Fight Club. Jack’s visit to two Fight Club members in a 
different city illustrates stories that have come to pervade the organization about 
Tyler, such as the notion that “no one knows what he looks like” and that “he 
has facial reconstructive every three years” (Fincher). Tyler does nothing to 
discourage this rhetorical vision and, in some cases, he even perpetuates the 
mythology surrounding him by contrasting his successes against the failure of 
their fathers. When Tyler bums Jack with lye, he explains, “Our fathers were our 
models for God. And if our fathers failed, what does that tell you about God? . . .  
You have to consider the possibility that God doesn’t like you. He never wanted 
you. In all probability, he hates you . . . ” (Fincher).

This statement contains two clear messages that reentrench the 
rhetorical visions developing around Tyler. The first is that if their fathers failed, 
it implicates God as well because one was a model for the other, thus forcing the 
members of Fight Club and Project Mayhem to search for a replacement for 
both. The second message is that since Tyler shows success in his efforts, an
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accomplishment which neither their fathers nor God could master, he is 
assuming the role of both God and father to the members.

The idolization of Tyler that comes with the creation of Fight Club 
allows a second rhetorical vision to develop specific to Tyler’s worldview and 
Project Mayhem’s role in creation of his “new world.” Beginning with 
homework assigned to Fight Club members as a means to cause social disorder, 
Tyler’s attempt to “hit rock-bottom” (Fincher) is first implemented on a level 
outside of Fight Club. Tyler’s ultimate vision is not revealed to either Jack or the 
audience until after the “near-life experience” (Fincher) Jack has from the car 
accident. Sitting next to Jack’s bed, Tyler describes a world “de-developed” 
from its current emphasis on consumerism and day-to-day living and instead 
replaced with a hunter-gatherer society in which:

You’re stalking elk through the damp canyon forests around 
the ruins of Rockefeller Center. You will wear leather clothes 
that last you the rest of your life. You will climb the wrist- 
thick kudzu vines that wrap the Sears Tower. You will see tiny 
figures pounding com and laying strips of venison on the 
empty car pool lane of the mins of a superhighway. (Fincher)

In order to implement his worldview, Tyler uses Project Mayhem’s activities to 
create chaos, the epitome of which is the destmction of key financial buildings 
to bring society “one step closer to economic equilibrium” (Fincher).

The final promise kept which is evident in the film is the process of 
self-identification through collectivism that both Fight Club and Project 
Mayhem perpetuate. As the symbolic convergence of the group points out, a 
demasculinization of men essentially denies their identity as men, which is 
central to Fight Club’s philosophy. First, the emphasis on violence serves as a 
way to prove the worth of an individual within the community. Jack points out 
that individuals who have failed at their jobs could still succeed in a world in 
which male characteristics such as violence were embraced. It is because “ . . . 
violence seems to organize itself around identity” (Chodorow 244) that Fight 
Club is so much more effective in alleviating the hardships that men face in then- 
lives than the more feminine system’s support groups. Violence becomes a self- 
defense mechanism for men to fend off the problems of the outside world 
without resorting to even more emasculating activities.

Similarly, sexuality becomes a means for men to enforce their 
domination over others. Project Mayhem embraces this tactic of sexual 
domination in the way they deal with opponents of their organization, such as 
the chief of police and eventually Jack, both of whom are threatened with 
castration as a means of taking away their political viability.

The final specific instance of creating an individual identity comes 
when a character named Bob is killed during a Project Mayhem assignment.
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Members had been taught that there were no names in Project Mayhem, but 
when Jack tells everyone that “his name is Robert Paulson” (Fincher), members 
embrace the interpretation that through death, the individual gains a unique 
identity. This glorification of the dead allows each member to establish his role 
in the organization because if they give their lives in the name of Tyler’s 
worldview, they will ultimately receive the individual recognition they seek.

Homework Assignments: Bringing Fight Club Into the Real World
David Fincher’s Fight Club provides a useful mechanism for analyzing 

other social movements, especially when examining the rhetorical visions of 
literature associated with men’s movements. In response to a changing society 
which no longer privileges males, men’s movements have emerged. While in the 
past these white, middle-class males have been “Entitled to partake in the 
traditional power of masculinity, these men feel besieged by new forces outside 
their control and . . . they feel increasingly helpless” (Kimmel and Kaufman 
263). This very helplessness is echoed throughout the men’s movement, and the 
issues that they promote resemble the rhetorical visions that the Fight Club 
established.

One movement that developed in response to this perceived 
helplessness is the mythopoetic men’s movement. Michael Messner describes 
the movement founded by Robert Bly and others who “attempted to guide men 
on spiritual journeys aimed at rediscovering and reclaiming ‘the deep masculine’ 
parts of themselves that they believed had been lost” (17).

The relationship of this movement to Fincher’s Fight Club can be seen 
by looking into the fantasy types and rhetorical visions found in the film, the 
first of which is the relationship between Fight Club members and their fathers. 
In a similar manner, Bly argues that in past generations, fathers were revered not 
only for their role in the family but also for the jobs that they held. Times have 
changed, however: “What the father brings home today is usually a touchy 
mood, springing from powerlessness and despair mingled with longstanding 
shame and the numbness peculiar to those who hate their job” (Bly 97).

The “Wildman” character named Iron John, found in Bly’s book of the 
same title, also resembles the surrogate father role that Tyler plays for Fight 
Club members. Just as Fight Club members place their trust in Tyler, the 
Wildman and his teachings become the focus for the mythopoetic movement. 
Fight Club members create their ovm oral tradition and revere Tyler, while the 
mythopoetic men’s movement does the same with the stories they share with 
each other. These stories then allow mythopoetic men to look at themselves and 
their perceptions of the world with all of flieir intellectual defense mechanisms 
still intact (Lucas 122). By associating with the mythic figures in the 
organization, both Fight Club members and the men’s movement members are 
able to connect not only with what they seek as individuals, but also with the 
void they are seeking to fill.
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The second set of fantasy types and rhetorical visions that the men’s 
movement and Fight Club utilize deals with the general angst associated with 
adulthood, the workplace and, more significantly, the lack of male identity in 
modem society. Tyler attempts to force others to exit the cycle of meaningless 
employment by forcing his human ‘Victim” into taking his life into his own 
hands, regardless of the obstacles. Andrew Kimbrell, in his book The Masculine 
Mystique, addresses this same problematic relationship between the need for 
men to have meaningful employment or else be viewed by society as a failure. 
The feeling of helplessness that mythopoetic men feel is often directed toward 
the workplace and they cite the same basic broken promise of the “American 
Dream” cited by Tyler, creating a clear connection between the two seemingly 
diverse institutions.

The final benefit that analyzing Fight Club has when studying men’s 
movements relates to the search for identity by members of both groups. Ely 
cites the need for men to find their “Zeus energy” (Ely) (their own masculine 
power) in their search to define themselves as men, and Fight Club 
accomplishes this same goal by making its members the center of a masculine 
universe when they are fighting, an almost purely masculine endeavor. The 
mythologies that are invoked during these meetings are just one means for the 
members to establish their own identities based upon a masculine image. The 
sense of belonging that members of both groups feel is yet another strategy for 
them to define themselves based upon characteristics that have been recently 
demonized as too regressive and violent for modem times.

Conclusion
David Fincher’s Fight Club provides insight into the nature of a unique 

social movement organized around the “male dilemma.” Ey isolating a series of 
fantasy-types related to the broken promises of society, Tyler Durden and Jack 
are able to constmct Fight Club as a means for alleviating the problems caused 
by those unfulfilled promises. Utilizing problems—such as the absentee father, 
the angst associated with adulthood and the workplace, and, more significantly, 
the lack of male identity in modem society—they are able to promote 
membership within the group. In answer to these three broken promises. Fight 
Club develops into the comprehensive organization of Project Mayhem to create 
a series of rhetorical visions that extends the groups’ appeal to a larger audience. 
The idolization of Tyler as a father-figure, the desire to move away from a 
consumerist society, and the development of individual identities without 
emasculating its members all act to keep the promises of society to Fight Club 
members. These same promises and rhetorical strategies also present themselves 
when analyzing other postmodern social movements, in terms of their attempts 
to both retain and increase their membership and loyalty. This is particularly 
tme when looking into the actions and beliefs of men’s movements.
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While Fight Club seems to only exemplify antisocial and reactionary 
behaviors to its audience, the general thesis of Fincher’s work goes much 
deeper. The traditional view of what it meant to be a man, complete with 
aggressive and sometimes even violent traits, is no longer rewarded in 
contemporary society. This perspective is problematic for men, because as both 
Palahniuk and Fincher argue, “men need violence. We are very much still 
animals . . . We can channel violent feelings into working hard and buying 
things, but they keep popping up. We need to acknowledge that they are not bad 
feelings; they are human feelings . . .” (Stein 46). Fight Club represents the 
extreme, hypermasculine end of the continuum of human behavior, while the 
self-help groups portrayed in the film represent a different, more feminized point 
on the continuum. Palahniuk and Fincher contend that while Fight Club is an 
extreme example, nevertheless, men must find ways to express their violent 
feelings without being criticized and emasculated. While we acknowledge the 
author’s and director’s claims, it is not our intent to endorse this perspective on 
violence. Future scholars should continue to pursue this line of argument in 
order to more fully understand the place of violence and aggression in human 
behavior.

Fight Club represents a view of contemporary society that many will 
disagree exists in the first place, and which others will condemn because of its 
implications for women and consumer society at large. Though this may be the 
case, the insight that the film provides into the male psyche and its commentary 
about postmodern masculinity cannot be denied.

University of Nebraska-Omaha Scott Wike and Barbara Pickering
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Down with the “Homies”:
Artistic Expression, Group Identity, and 

Articulation of Gender in Sub Pop Culture

ABSTRACT

This article examines the ‘‘H o m i e s , a  group o f small lifelike 
figurines primarily sold in Chicano communities around the 
southwestern United States. After reviewing the genesis o f the 
figurines, this article explores the phenomenon they represent by 
focusing on three issues: 1) are these popular cultural productions a 
form o f artistic expression? 2) do they function as a means o f 
subcultural identity definition and formation? and 3) their depiction 
o f gender roles. The conclusion offers some suggestions for the 
analysis o f such subcultural by-products and suggests additional 
strategies for analysis o f their meanings within contemporary 
popular cultural studies.

Introduction
The focus of this study is a collection of 130 popular culture characters 

(figurines known as “Homies”) that are commonly available in gumball 
dispensers and vending machines found in locations like local hamburger stands, 
liquor stores, and laundromats.^ These outlets are usually found in inner city or 
urban locations; however, as the popularity of the figurines grew, marketing 
became more typical and they started to find their way into more traditional 
retail outlets.^ Homies can now be found on many types of consumer products: 
key chains, bobble head dolls, stickers, and other by-products of ethnic 
consumer culture.^ Clearly, they are an example of a subcultural social 
phenomenon, one that reflects both the dominance of cultural hegemony and the 
many possibilities of alternatives to that hegemony

The following analysis of the Homies is based on the number of 
figurines available in 2002 and includes textual analysis of their biographies, 
which are available on the product Web site.  ̂ This study has deliberately 
excluded the other product lines that the artist has developed (e.g., Mijos, 
Palermos, etc.). The analysis was truncated to these particular characters in order 
to analyze the adult representations of these barrio characters, which are based 
primarily on a Chicano/Latino ethnic background, and at a moment when the 
popularity of these characters may have been at its height, at least as a social 
construction and a point of social contention.
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In the Beginning
These figurines embody different characters that the artist, David 

Gonzalez, created to represent the Chicano experience in the barrio. As part of 
the overall marketing efforts, Gonzalez also created a Web site where the 
figurines were pictured along with short narratives about their “lives.” These 
biographies added a depth to the characters and provided for their potential 
adoption in a larger social context (e.g., outside of the barrio). They also allowed 
the artist to proactively address criticisms and offer his artistic vision for his 
subcultural products.^ These characters have created some controversy, and this 
paper will primarily focus on three themes that may help illustrate their cultural 
importance and situate the locus of contention they represent for some agents of 
social control.  ̂ To begin this analysis it is important to first understand the 
history of the figurines and in this way begin to recognize their social and 
cultural relevance as representations of the reality of barrio life.

Beginning in high school, Gonzalez started to draw what he knew—the 
life and times of a male Hispanic youth living in the barrio. These subcultural 
depictions, first known as “Adventures of Chico Loco,” then “Adventures of 
Hollywood,” were based on his life and observations of the world around him. 
After many years and several name changes, his comic representations began to 
run consistently in Lowrider magazine. Thus, the artist began the journey from 
being an underground artistic phenomenon to having his figurines become more 
mainstream, popular art forms.

Gonzales began creating his collection of Homies with six characters: 
Eight Ball, Smiley, Big Loco, Droopy, Sapo, and Mr. Raza. As of 2002, the line 
of figurines had expanded to 130 and they were in wide circulation. As the 
characters grew in popularity, and perhaps in response to some criticism that 
they evoked, Gonzales expanded his universe of characters fi-om the original six 
to include human characters, like a schoolteacher and a gang counselor, as well 
as culturally specific icons like certain breeds of dogs. The artist even gave 
homage to a chili pepper by creating a character that embodies what some 
consider the mainstay of Chicano ethnic cuisine. It is clear that these characters 
do not represent some fictionalized stereotype of gang figures alone (one of the 
more visible criticisms), but they embody a range of human experiences that one 
would encounter in the barrio, at least from the standpoint of the artist: that of a 
male working-class youth/young adult.

While the diversity of the Homies collection is somewhat evident, this 
group of characters is dominated by male Hispanic figures. As noted in Table 1 
below, the 130 Homies are primarily Hispanic (89%) but do include characters 
from various other origins: African, Asian, Native American, and Anglo. 
Likewise, the table indicates that the gender composition of the figurines is 
heavily slanted towards males (76%).
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Table 1

Race

Hispanic
Origin

African
Origin

Asian
Origin

Native
American

Origin
Anglo
Origin

Number of
characters
(N=122*)

109
(89%)

6
10 /.

1
( 1%)

Gender

Number of
characters
(N=122*)

Male

93
(76 %)

Female

29
(24%)

*Nonhuman characters were 
excluded from these variables. These 
characters include a chili (El 
Chilote), death (La Muerte), a ghost 
(Lil Ghost), 2 dogs (Chato, a pit 
bull, and Cochino, a Chihuahua), a 
pigeon (Homie Pigeon), the Devil 
(Diablo), and one character who is 
deceased (Dreamer).

Art?
The idea that the Homies are an artistic expression, one that is socially 

subjective and subculturally influenced, is difficult for outsiders to fathom. That 
these characters are part of everyday life, a popular cultural presentation of self 
for the attentive observer of the barrio, is likewise difficult to imagine, let alone 
comprehend for many outsider observers. In these characters, the artist has 
captured something about his social system; he has frozen a moment in time, a 
place in memory, and a subculture at its most vulnerable and proud, with warts 
aplenty.

The question of whether these figurines are art points to the debate 
about what is deemed worthy of being considered artistic. The aesthetic 
definition® of culture presented and refuted by Edles (2002) points to a cultural 
classification that is distinguished by an artistic sensibility usually cultivated 
within elitist circles.^ Typical explanations of culture embody a hierarchy in 
which some forms of expression are cultured, cultivated, or refined enough to be 
classified as art forms within this highbrow conceptual framework. In contrast, 
popular culture products like collectibles (as the Homies have become over 
time) are not up to this standard; thus they and those who covet them are 
considered by some as lowbrow and unrefined.

Considering these arguments, it is apparent that Gonzales’s Homies 
figurines fall outside the arena of “high culture” for a variety of reasons. For 
example, Gonzales’s art form reflects his working-class, ethnic status. For 
critics to dismiss these figurines as art (whether they are good or bad forms of
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popular art is not the debate at hand) discounts the validity of his cultural 
background and its traditional artistic outlets. Such dismissals are unsurprising 
considering the inherent Eurocentrism and elitism of many evaluations of artistic 
merit, and may even embody the conservative sensibilities that have prevailed in 
the wider social system in recent years.

Historically, the Homies can be seen as part of an ongoing tradition of 
barrio art. Barrio murals, tattoos, and street graphics painted onto “lowriders” or 
classic cars (lowrider art) tell a tale of urban life and provide a vehicle for ethnic 
pride and expression (Menard 1995; Dominguez 1996; Dunitz 1997). These 
forms of expression are stylistically specific and embody a distinct cultural 
heritage.^® The Homies figurines portray this stylistic expression and continue 
this heritage.

A rich tradition of analysis of Chicano art forms exists. Diaz (1990) 
states that mural art within the Chicano community is a medium which allows 
authentic human representation of their cultural and ethnic heritage. This is a 
valuable asset because it allows cultural stories to be forged by members of the 
group without being marred by the interpretation of people outside the 
community and/or by media translations of the urban Chicano experience. 
Barrio art, in all its forms, allows the artistic forum and the cultural 
representation therein to be a collective experience rather than a definition 
claimed by elites. It is a form of street art with all that is good and bad that goes 
along with this description.

As such, the Homies figurines are part of a broader system of meaning 
that represents a specific community fi-om the standpoint of a member. “ Just as 
murals allow members of the Chicano community to appreciate and connect to 
art within their own local communities, Gonzales’s figurines allow a typically 
marginalized segment of the population to take pride in their identity and their 
experiences in a larger artistic tradition which has been utilized for generations.

Homies at Home
The figurines are also part of a historic and ongoing dialogue regarding 

the role cultural identity plays within the interrelated spheres of the personal 
lives of barrio residents, the social structures they inhabit, and the 
intemal/extemal political pressures that influence their lives. Gonzales has been 
criticized by members of the dominant community about the ways in which 
these figurines might glorify gang life. These complaints and concerns have 
been primarily voiced by external constituents: parents and members of the law 
enforcement community. Simultaneously, Gonzales was criticized by members 
of the Chicano community regarding the “negative stereotypes” these figurines 
might perpetuate. These internal criticisms were primarily from groups that seek 
to promote a more positive image for Chicanos, albeit what may be a 
homogeneous portrayal of their identity.
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Curiously, the artist and creator never claimed that his characters 
rendered a complete depiction of Chicano life or of the larger Hispanic 
population in general, nor were they created as “toys geared toward children.” In 
fact, his figurines carry a variety of in-group cultural codes that “mainstream” 
audiences may not be able to decipher and, in turn, are sure to misinterpret.^^ 
What the viewer must remember is that Gonzales’s figurines and their 
accompanying biographies are narratives that reflect barrio culture and the 
experiences and relationships he lived with while a member of this 
community. These characters and their written biographies weave realistic 
personal trials and tribulations into their fictional lives and an imaginary 
neighborhood in East Los Angeles that the artist has named “Quien Sabe.”

Within the Homies social network, a range of human experience is 
represented and not strictly limited to the glorification of gang life that the wider 
community fears. He specifically notes that many of his characters are not 
actively involved in gang life, although the presence of gang activity is evident 
on the periphery of their presentation of self.

With that said, die depiction of gang associations and the consequences 
of gang life that do appear in his work are not glorified. Gonzales provides a 
face and a story to ex-gang members and characters on the margins of gang life, 
and their narratives reveal the consequences of this lifestyle that are not just 
romanticized accounts of high-rolling urban gangsters. In addition to the reality 
of gang involvement, Gonzales portrays the life alternatives that are available 
despite previous gang activity. For example, the character Willie G is 
wheelchair-bound after a shooting, and Big Loco is an ex-gang member who 
served time in a state penitentiary but is now a gang counselor in his old 
neighborhood.^^ Thus, as in life, some in the barrio do become involved in 
gangs, suffering the consequences of their actions, and some survive the lifestyle 
to become productive members of the community.

Still the criticism persists; to many the characters look “gangster.” 
Their distinct style of dress and grooming may have originated from the streets 
of the barrio and could be primarily equated with gang members (e.g., guilt by 
style), but, like many forms of street style, these forms of presentation of self 
have been adopted outside the initial realm in which they were created. To say 
that these figurines are glorifying gang life due to their physical appearance is to 
ignore the many other members of various communities who have appropriated 
this style, blurring the lines between barrio and mainstream. Additionally, to 
assume that everyone who dresses this way is a gang member is a one 
dimensional analysis of stylistic and personal expression by members of a 
lower-class, ethnic community. Ultimately, the artist challenges the viewer to 
question how they attach significance to these characters—a point missed by 
many critics who focus only on the most superficial vestiges of the characters’ 
personas.
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Rarely discussed in press reports and critiques of the Homies is the fact 
that some of the characters carry significant messages pertaining to the 
consequences of negative lifestyles and/or the importance and rewards of 
education, employment, and personal development despite challenging events 
and circumstances. Case in point: the character Smokey is deathly ill with 
cancer after years of cigarette abuse and promotes an anti-smoking message. 
Another character, Mr. Raza, is an activist in the Chicano community, has a 
significant level of higher education, and sees this as a means of creating and 
maintaining cultural pride, one of many means to overcome the social ills that 
beset his community.^® Their biographies are not just stereotypes, and embedded 
therein is the authentic story of real people living real lives—a point missed by 
critics.

As a whole, the Homies kinship visually maps out a specific 
community or segment of the larger Chicano culture, telling a tale of life in an 
urban barrio. The Web site introduces these characters and their community as a 
reaction to the destitution, oppression, and social problems that mark their urban 
landscape. Their cultural network provides a support system amidst these 
negative elements, a network which allows them to overcome a variety of 
obstacles and provides for empowerment.

Gonzales granted his high school doodles and comic strip characters 
three-dimensional life and gave voice to an underrepresented and misunderstood 
segment of the population. His is a voice that can dispel myths perpetuated by 
the mainstream media and the accompanying “culture of fear” that has been 
generated as a result of one-dimensional depictions of members of the Hispanic 
community living in the barrio. Additionally, to disregard these narratives as 
legitimate is a failure to acknowledge fixtures in most urban barrios across the 
country: poverty, violence, drug use, and various social ills are realities that 
members of these communities face through their own experiences or the 
experiences of those around them, be it family members or fiiends.^®

While his figurines have been criticized as stereotypical, it is actually 
the projection of stereotypes that have been woven by the media and reproduced 
by members of the larger society when they discuss these characters that should 
be noted. Carefully examining the Homies reveals a multifaceted social 
narrative which strengthens their place as identity representations that have been 
forged at the hands of someone in touch with the source of his culture. This is 
not to imply that they are benign in their latent messages; the next section will 
look at one of the many underlying messages.

Vatos will be Vatos
The Homies figurines, through their physical depictions and 

biographical descriptions, “do gender”^̂  in accordance with the definitions of 
hegemonic masculinity and emphasized femininity^^ that are characteristic of a 
patriarchal system.^^ Contemporary sociology focuses on the intersections of
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gender with race and class as categories of analysis, and the Homies are a case 
study: they are primarily working-class and/or blue-collar Hispanic figurines 
and they enact gender according to their social position and relative level of 
access to power.

Just as C. Wright Mills (1959) acknowledged the intersection of the 
personal and the public, of history and biography, gender theorists recognize the 
fact that the practice of masculinity can not be separated from the larger 
historical, social, and institutional framework in which it is embedded.^^ The 
male Homies, by virtue of their racial/ethnic and class position, stand outside the 
Euro/American-defined masculine ideal and the ring of power and authority 
associated with that dominant social structure.^^ As such, they represent an 
overemphasized, or exaggerated, form of gender in several ways, physicality 
and sexuality being the two discussed here.

Messerschmidt (1993) recognizes the limited legitimate access to 
power and resources many lower-class men of color have within their grasp. 
Men comprising these lower-status groups have fewer opportunities to “do 
gender” and may assert masculinity and define self through the body/person. 
Thus, a character like Bobby Loco is large and “doesn’t take any mess from 
anyone. Loco works as a bouncer . . . likes to work out and occasionally enters 
strong man competitions.”^̂

It should be noted that numerous male Homies demonstrate 
intimidating stances and reveal muscular and/or large physiques as expressions 
of physical dominance. The characters Big Vato, Big Loco, and Oso are 
exemplars of the male figurines that occupy considerable physical space and 
would be primarily defined by their daunting and/or imposing presence and 
demeanor. The Homies characters that could be considered smaller or average in 
stature demonstrate a command of their physical space and gamer attention due 
to their presence. For example, Eightball and Chuco are not particularly burly or 
muscular, but their stance exudes attitude and commands attention, especially 
from those outside their social circumstances. Additionally, male Homies— 
large, small and in between—tend to be depicted in more active physical 
postures. These dynamic stances not only take up more physical room but also 
portray the men as more active, outgoing, and confident in contrast to the 
“closed-up” postures of most of the female characters.

Sexuality is a second, but no less important, component of the physical 
expression of masculinity that is often exaggerated by men in less dominant 
social positions. For example, Hollywood, the main character and a self 
representation of the artist, is described as a debonair Homie who has “several 
secondary girlfriends and one naive primary lady, Gata.” *̂ The ideal type of a 
playboy is often seen in many of the characters.^^

While a few of the accompanying character biographies mention 
Homies who are devoted to their girlfriends, the majority of the male characters 
are described based on their personal attributes and character traits in ways
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which do not revolve around their respective female relationships. Often, when 
their biographies do mention women, they are depicted as conquest targets, not 
girlfriends. These characterizations celebrate a sexual bravado that is 
subculturally seen as a fundamental, inherent trait of masculinity.

Academics who study these ideas note that sexual prowess and an 
unlimited heterosexual appetite demarcate hegemonic masculinity 
(Messerschmidt 1993). For example, the character Felon is described as “always 
looking for new ladies.” Likewise, the character Papi Chulo’s primary objective 
is to “meet lotsa, lotsa girls,” and the character Conejo is a “homy homie” who 
“is always stalking women trying to get them into bed.” ®̂

In stark contrast to the dominant physicality and wanton sexuality that 
is characteristic of the males in the collection, the female Homies reflect a very 
different social constmction of gender, one that is primarily defined in 
opposition to the ideal prescription of masculinity. These cultural definitions of 
femininity describe a woman who is docile, passive, and sexually receptive to 
one man while not being “too sexual”—the classic Madonna/whore dichotomy 
which is not only a contradiction in terms but is also virtually impossible to 
achieve (Faulkner 2003).

In contrast to the physically and spatially commanding depictions of 
male Homies, the female Homies are often petite and demurely positioned in 
“come-hither” and/or sexy postures. Interestingly enough, and in line with the 
sexual expectations of emphasized femininity, these extremely striking women 
are depicted with bare bellies and sexualized clothing while being described as 
devoted to, and supportive of, their men. Most often diese men are their one and 
only steady relationship.

\ ^ l e  many male Homies are rarely described in relation to the woman 
or women in their lives (as if they do not matter), the biographies of the female 
Homies are filled with descriptions of their love lives and relationships to men. 
When female characters are described as not attached to males and sexually 
active, they are not described in flattering ways; rather, they are seen as a threat 
to male masculinity. Bruja (or ‘Svitch”^̂ ) is depicted as an older, wild-haired 
woman who “always gets the vatos” due to her secret love spells. Right-eye is 
another female character portrayed as a resentful and unhappy girl who teases all 
the “homeboys” and neglects the baby she has at home.^  ̂ In short, the 
biographies and physical representations of female characters demonstrate that 
the world of the Homies is a man’s world.

Once again it is important to remember that Gonzales created a series 
of characters that primarily reflect his gendered experiences in his community of 
origin. The imagery and corresponding biographical sketches reveal gender 
classifications which echo gender representation within the lower-class, ethnic 
enclave from which the artist emerged. As representations of a specific 
community, these figmines “do gender” in ways that are typical of men from 
groups with limited access to resources in the form of power, privilege, and
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prestige. The characterizations of the male Homies could be described as an 
outcome of “machismo”^̂  that has frequently been linked to the Hispanic 
community as a cultural portrayal of masculinity, '̂* but this interpretation is too 
often one-dimensional and misses the structural components that influence 
masculinity.^^ Likewise, the female characters are also more complex than 
traditional gender roles in the barrio would allow for, although some characters 
do represent some of these classical characteristics all too well.

Conclusion
The world of the Homies is fictionalized, yet the reproduction of class, 

race/ethnicity, and gender are evident. The representations of these figurines as 
gang members, with all of the cultural weight of those accusations, is one 
indication of intra- and interclass warfare over these representations of Chicano 
life. The failure to recognize these figurines as art shows the class demarcation 
lines of this definitional war, as well as the ethnic battle lines therein. These 
assertions do not negate the fact that the characters and their biographies 
represent a means of “doing gender” which is not exactly in tune with the 
currents of contemporary culture.

The Homies are a social fact; they exist and should be the subject of 
any number of social scientific analysis techniques. This study focused on 
documenting their history and started a dialogue on their meanings as art and 
representation. It also noted one of the more difficult issues to dismiss when 
analyzing them: their hypermasculine portrayals of men in the barrio. Thus, this 
study addressed some of the many topics that could be considered when 
studying these subcultural by-products. This was not a quantitative analysis of 
their content, nor was it an in-depth qualitative study of their meaning. This 
study begins the exploration of these fascinating figurines and their relationship 
to larger issues.

California State University, Northridge 
California State University, Northridge

Melanie Connie Klein 
James David Ballard

Notes
1. The authors of this study feel very strongly about the need to recognize these artistic 
forms without abusing them as a critique of the subculture they represent. In our eyes, 
these artistic representations are legitimate expressions of the artist’s life and they 
represent his social reality. While we may analyze them for form, content, and meaning 
in an academic and theoretical context, our interpretations are those of academics 
interested in their existence and how they represent or contradict culturally defined norms 
of behavior and expression.
2. The idea of marketing cultural representations used herein is related to the ideas and 
concepts presented in “Cycles of Symbolic Production: The Case of Popular Music.” 
(Peterson and Berger 1975).
3. Those who view the diffusion of popular cultural products from the gatekeeper
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perspective (aesthetic entrepreneurs as cultural institutional leaders) would find both 
support and divergence for their theories in Gonzales’s work (see DiMaggio 1982). 
Contrary to this perspective, the Homies emerged from a subculture and were initially 
marketed to this market segment. After their popularity grew, the artist licensed the 
representations to generate larger markets. Someone with gatekeeper power had to 
recognize the value of these figurines as a capitalist tool and greenlight their diffusion 
into wider society.
4. The idea of hegemony is based on the work of Gramsci (1971). The term refers to a 
particular form of dominance in social situations >^iierein the ruling class legitimates its 
position of power over subordinate groups by gaining their acceptance of the ruling class 
norms, values, and other socially defined constructs. The idea of counterhegemony 
indicates that subordinate groiq)s would resist this dominance by the production of 
alternatives. For example, the counterhegemonic movement could generate alternative 
political dialogue, norms that are in opposition to the status quo, and even popular culture 
products like the Homies that rise from street culture.
5. Character details, pictures, and biographies for the Homies figurines can be found on 
http://www.homieshop.com.
6. A subculture is one \\here ethnic groups, a subpart of larger social systems such as 
communities or societies, share language, ideas, practices, norms, folkways, mores, and 
other social interaction patterns. They are both an important part of the diversity of a 
culture and a source of conflict with the larger cultural forms and practices. For an 
illustrative discussion on subcultures, see Hebdige (1979).
7. These controversies could be characterized as class-based, interculturally based, and 
intraculturally based. The figurines are primarily working-class, have characteristics that 
embody working-class culture, and represent normative structures that could be seen as 
glorifying the class differences commonly seen between barrio residents and the larger, 
and potentially more affluent, class structures. The history of class-based analysis of 
popular culture owes a debt to the groundbreaking Popular Culture and High Culture 
(Gans 1974).
8. For a comprehensive discussion of culture and the three vaiying definitions in use, see 
Edles (2002).
9. See note #8.
10. See the work of Diaz (1990), Menard (1995), Dominguez (1996), and Dunitz (1997).
11. See note #8.
12. Gonzales’s characters received a large amount of press from many sectors of the 
population (Sefer 2000; Mudede 2001; Kuhnau 2002; Bir 2003; Parvaz 2003; Sanchez 
2003; Sullivan 2003)
13. For a discussion of cultural codes and the interpretation process of signs, refer to Hall 
(1980).
14. To refer to someone as a ''homie” does not just acknowledge that person as a friend; 
it often indicates them as a best fiiend.
15. See note #5.
16. Romo (1983) provides a lucid accoimt of the macro-level structural and social 
conditions that gave rise to the East Los Angeles barrio. “Pachucos” (early gang 
members) >\1io made their presence felt beginning in the latter half of the 1930s are 
characterized by their unique and distinct appearance. Contemporary “gang style” derives 
from this earlier form and Gonzales created the female character, Ghuca, as a model vAio 
represents this classical style. In addition, Hollywood is noted for his flawless stylistic

http://www.homieshop.com
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sensibilities and is depicted in a “zoot suit,” the traditional garb of pachucos. Pachucos 
were also referred to as “zoot suiters” by the mainstream community. While this 
distinguished way of dressing and grooming is reminiscent of early gang culture, it is not 
limited to the active gang community, and non-gang members have adopted this mode of 
dressing as a part of their cultural heritage. While it can be found among non-gang 
members, it is still primarily associated with gang activity and is not considered 
mainstream among Hispanics or the larger community.
17. See note #5.
18. See note #5.
19. Barry Glassner (1999) has coined this term in reference to the misdirected focus the 
population has regarding perceived social issues. George Gerbner (2002) analyzes the 
relationship between me(Ha and its audience in relationship to “image casting” and 
“image control.”
20. For further reading, see R. Rodriguez (1982) and L. J. Rodriguez (1993,2002).
21. Men and women “do gender” in particular social situations in a way that expresses 
the “essential” nature of masculinity or femininity (West and Zimmerman 1987; 
Messerschmidt 1993).
22. Hegemonic masculinity and emphasized femininity are the “ideal” cultural forms of 
masculinity and femininity, interpreted as biologically based, inherent characteristics. 
These cultural ideals are defined in direct opposition to one another in which hegemonic 
masculinity rises to the top of the gender hierarchy. They are social constructs 
accomplished through social acts and structured action, and are guided by situational 
gender expectations. These social cues create a situational context that influences a 
person to stay within the realm of accepted gender definitions (Messerschmidt 1993).
23. Patriarchy is a system of gender inequality marked by unequal distributions of power 
(hooks 1984). It can be further defined as a social and cultural climate that weaves its 
male-dominated ideology and practice through social, political, and legal realms of 
thought and practice (Belknap 2001).
24. Messerschmidt (1993) defines this as men “doing gender” differently. For a more 
comprehensive understanding of gender, race, and class as intersecting axes of analysis, 
see Ae work of Patricia Hill Collins (1998,2000).
25. R. W. Connell (1993) addresses the dynamic and fluid nature of masculinity cross- 
culturally and historically.
26. The Euro/American masculine “ideal” is parallel to the concept of the “mythical 
norm” (Lourde 1984).
27. See note #5.
28. See note #5.
29. Max Weber (1947) used the term “ideal type” as a means to identify an abstract 
model of social behavior against which social scientists could measure actual behavior
30. See note #5.
31. Strong or wise women, referred to as witches, have traditionally been identified with 
negative stereotypes and unflattering images (Caputi 1993).
32. See note #5.
33. There is a body of literature that examines “machismo” in relationship to traditional 
Mexican folksongs and folklore. These discussions analyze the complex relationships 
between race/ethnicity and class within a patriarchy. Hiese articles also discuss the 
element of social control evident within a male dominated society and acknowledge the 
racial and class issues that come into play. The sexist and oppressing overtone of these
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“charritas” (jokes) and “corridas” (folksongs), characteristic of Mexican workers, reflect 
race and class issues that are deflected by focusing on gender issues (Pena 1991; Paredes 
1993; Valdez and HaUey 1996).
34. Mendieta (2002) addresses the stereotypical images of Latino men that circulate 
within mainstream Euro/Anglo society. These representations of Latino masculinity focus 
on their “undomesticated, unbridled, uncivilized, uncouth, animalistic, overflowing, and 
libidinal masculinity” (p. 42). Mainstream images of Latino masculinity are argued to be 
distorted and one-dimensional depictions of an entire population of men that does not 
take into account broader structural and historical factors that have helped shape this 
image.
35. For discussions of “machismo” as a masculine construction that responds to 
structural components such as the stratifications system, see Baca-Zinn (1980, 1982) and 
Mirande (1982, 1997).

W orks C ited
Baca Zinn, M. 1980. “Gender and Ethnic Identity Among Chicanos.” Frontiers 3:18-24.
--------- . 1982. “Chicano Men and Masculinity.” Journal o f Ethnic Studies 10:29-44.
Belknap, J. 2001. The Invisible Woman: Gender, Crime, and Justice. 2d ed. Belmont: 

Wadsworth.
Bir, S. 2003. “Where the Heart Is: With Homies, Gangsta is in the Eye of the Beholder.” 

Metroactive. Retrieved August 26, 2003 (http://www.metroactive.com/papers/ 
sonoma/04.10.13/hopmies-0315.html).

Caputi, J. 1993. Gossips, Gorgons, and Crones: The Fates of the Earth. Santa Fe, NM: 
Bear and Company.

Chomsky, N. and E. S. Herman. 1988. Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of 
the Mass Media. New York: Pantheon.

Collins, P. H. 1998. Fighting Words: Black Women and the Search For Justice. 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

--------- . 2000. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the
Politics o f  Empowerment. Massachusetts: Unwin Hyman.

Connell, R. W. 1993. “The Big Picture: Masculinities in Recent World History.” Theory 
and Society 22:597-623.

Diaz, E. 1990. “Barrio Murals: An Expression of Ethnic and Artistic Identity.” Vista
6( 1):10.

DiMaggio, P. 1982. “Cultural Entrepreneurship in Nineteenth-Century Boston.” Media, 
Culture and Society 4:33-50; 303-322.

Dominguez, R. 1996. “In the Heart of El Barrio.” Hispanic 9:54-58.
Dunitz, R. 1997. “L.A. Muralists Paint the Town Wall-to*Wall with Ethnic Pride.” 

Christian Science Monitor 89:10.
Edles, L. D. 2002. Cultural Sociology in Practice. M ald^: Blackwell.
Faulkner, S. L. 2003. : “Good Girl or Flirt Girl: Latinas’ Definitions of Sex and Sexual 

Relationships.” Hispanic Journal o f Behavioral Sciences. 25(2): 174-200.
Gans, H. 1974. Popular Culture and High Culture. New York: Basic Books.
Gerbner, G. 2002. Against the Mainstream: The Selected Works of George Gerbner. New 

York: Peter Lang.
Glassner, B. 1999. The Culture of Fear: Why Americans are Afraid of the Wrong Things. 

New York: Basic Books.

http://www.metroactive.com/papers/


Down with the *‘Homies” 89

Gramsci, A. 1971. Selections from Prison Notebooks. London, England; New Left 
Books.

Hall, S. 1980. "^Encoding/Decoding."' Pp. 128-138 in Culture, Media, Language: 
Working Papers in Cultural Studies 1972-1979., edited by S. Hall, D. Hobson, 
A. Lowe, and P. Willis. Oxfordshire: Hutchinson & Co.

Hebdige, D. 1979. Subculture: The Meaning o f Style. New York: Methuen.
hooks, b. 1984. Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. Boston, MA: Southend Press.
Kuhnau, S. 2002. “Homie Dolls Cause Controversy Across Nation: Latino Dolls Sold in 

Many Local Locations.” Isdnews.com Retrieved August 26, 2003
(http ://isdnews.com/story .php?id=13786).

Lourde, A. 1984. Sister Outsider. New York: Crossing Press.
Menard, V. 1995. “High Art.” Hispanic 8:4(M5.
Mendieta, E. 2002. “Making Hombres: Feo, Fuerte, Formal. On Latino Masculinities.” 

Journal o f Hispanic/Latino Theology 9:41-51.
Messerschmidt, J. 1993. Masculinities and Crime: Critique and Reconceptualization of 

Theory. Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield.
Mills, C. W. 1959. The Sociological Imagination. New York: Oxford University Press.
Mirande, A. 1982. “Sociology of Chicanos or Chicano Sociology: A Critical Assessment 

of Emergent Paradigms.” Pacific Sociological Review 25:495-508.
---------. 1997. Hombres y Machos: Masculinity and Latino Culture. Boulder, CO:

Westview Press.
Mudede, C. 2001. “The Gumball Gang.” theStranger.com. Retrieved August 26, 2003 

(http ://www.thestamger.com/2001-04-26/feature3 .html).
Paredes. A. 1993. Folklore and Culture on the Texas Border. Austin, TX: University of 

Texas Press.
Parenti. M. 1986. Inventing Reality: The Politics of the Mass Media. New York: St. 

Martins Press.
Parvaz, D. 2003. “From Humble Beginnings, Homies Have Skyrocketed Into Hot 

Collectibles.” Seattlepi.com. Retrieved August 26, 2003
(http://seattlepi.nwsource.eom/lifestyle/130169_homiesl0.html).

Pena, M. 1991. “Class, Gender, and Machismo: The ‘Treacherous-Woman’ Folklore of 
Mexican Male Workers.” Gender and Society 5:30-46.

Peterson, R. A. and D. C. Berger. 1975. “Cycles of Symbolic Production: The Case of 
Popular American Sociological Review 40:158-173.

Rodriguez, L. J. 1993. Always Running: La Vida Loca: Gang Days in L.A. New York: 
Simon and Schuster.

---------. 2002. The Republic of East LA.: Stories. New York: Rayo.
Rodriguez, R. 1982. Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez. New 

York: Bantam Books.
Romo, R. 1983. East Los Angeles: History o f a Barrio. Austin, TX: University of Texas 

Press.
Sanchez, A. 2003. “David Gonzales’ Barrio Figurines Cause Tiny Sensation.” 

Albuquerque Journal. Retrieved August 12, 2003 (http://www.abqjoumal.com/ 
venue/personalities/personalities07-06-03.htm).

Sefer, J. 2000. “Homies PVC Figurines Causing a Stir Again.” Raving Toy Maniac: The 
Magazine For Your Inner Child. Retrieved August 12, 2003
(http://www.toymania.com/news/messages/540.shtml).

Sullivan, J. 2003. “Homies Figurines Go fi-om Street to Malls”. The Sun Herald.

http://www.thestamger.com/2001-04-26/feature3
http://seattlepi.nwsource.eom/lifestyle/130169_homiesl0.html
http://www.abqjoumal.com/
http://www.toymania.com/news/messages/540.shtml


90 Popular Culture Review

Retrieved August 26, 2003 (http://www.sunherald.eom/mld/sunherald/2003/06/ 
29/business/6194517.htm).

Valdez, A. and J. A. Halley. 1996. “Gender in the Culture of Mexican American 
Conjunto Music.” Gender and Society 10:48-167.

Weber, M. 1947. Theory of Social and Economic Organization. New York: Free Press. 
West, C. and D. H. Zimmerman. 1987. “Doing Gender.” Gender and Society 1:125-151.

http://www.sunherald.eom/mld/sunherald/2003/06/


Bhakti Tradition and the Role of Saint- 
Philosophers in Popular Indian Culture

MANUSCRIPT HISTORY: This is a revised version of the paper 
presented at the Sixteenth Annual Meeting of the Far West Popular 
Culture and American Culture Associations in Las Vegas, Nevada.

India has been the land of saint-philosophers since very early times, 
and men and women of divine nature have played an important role in popular 
Indian culture. Earlier these divine people were rishis of the Vedic times, who 
engaged themselves in knowledge-based and action-based search of the ultimate 
reality and truth. The bhaktas, later, pursued the same goal through the 
devotional approach, with faith being the main ingredient in their contemplation 
of ultimate reality and truth. These divine men and women showed people the 
path to spiritual pursuits and fought against undesirable aspects of popular 
Indian culture. They kept the popular culture rejuvenated, so that the social and 
spiritual needs of men and women could be better met in satisfactory ways. The 
Bhakti movement during the Middle Ages, supported by the Muslim Sufi 
tradition, resisted ritualism, formalism, and orthodoxy in Hinduism; fought 
against caste, gender, social position, and power barriers; provided alternatives 
to fundamentalist ways; and freed people of the tyranny of Brahmins and the 
elite. These efforts resulted in greater social and religious equality, ascendancy 
of lower castes in relation to others, greater status of women, and gave more 
meaning to the daily endeavors of ordinary people. The Bhakti movement also 
helped create new forms of art, poetry, music, literature, and social values that 
continue to enrich popular Indian culture to this day.'

This paper deals with the Bhakti tradition and the saint-philosophers of 
India. The focus is on the conception of Bhakti, the relationship between Bhakti 
tradition and popular Indian culture, the saint-philosophers and the role they 
played in popular Indian culture, and the more recent change factors and modem 
trends.

Bhakti Defined
The word “Bhakti” is generally translated as “devotion” in English, but 

in addition it also represents the elements of love, faith, respect, adoration, 
reverence, loyalty, obedience, attachment, surrender, and worship. Key elements 
in Bhakti are love, faith, devotion, and surrender. Bhakti is expressed toward a 
person, an object, or a tradition, such as devotion toward one’s father (PitrU 
Bhakti), devotion toward one’s mother {Matri-Bhakti), devotion toward the 
spiritual teacher (Guru-Bhakti), or devotion toward the nation (Desh-Bhakti). In
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the religious sense the concept applies to the supernatural beings, such as gods 
(Deva-Bhakti) and God {Ishvar-Bhakti). Bhakti is expected to be unconditional, 
non-calculating, selfless, without any reservation, and without motive. However, 
in less than perfect form, it is generally associated with a desire or expectation 
of a social or spiritual gain. Bhakti is a focus, a path, a process, a product, and an 
end in itself. Hinduism indicates several paths of spiritual pursuits and soul- 
liberation, the main ones being the knowledge path (Jnana\ the actions path 
(Karma), and the devotional path (Bhakti). Bhakti is the easiest of these paths to 
follow in order to attain soul-liberation and end the cycle of birth and death. A 
guru (a spiritual mentor and master) is an important element in the Bhakti 
tradition. Through the guru's blessings, mercy, and guidance the devotee easily 
progresses on the spiritual path and achieves soul-liberation.^ The ideal Bhakti is 
Navdha-Bhakti or nine-fold devotion, which is: smaran (remembrance of God), 
sravan (hearing of God), sakhyam (treating God like a friend), dasyam (treating 
oneself as the servant of GodX padasevanam (seeking to touch of the holy feet 
of God), archana (worship of God), atmanivedana (expressing of oneself to 
God), vandanam (praising God), and keertanam (reciting the holy names of 
God). Lord Rama also explained to an outcaste devotee Shabari from the Bhil 
tribe as follows:^

Now I tell you the nine types of devotion; listen attentively 
and live them up in your mind. The first in order is fellowship 
with the saints; and the second, fondness for the legends 
relating to me. The third is selfless service to the lotus feet of 
the Guru; the fourth consists in the hymning of all my virtues 
with a guileless heart. The repetition of my mystic “Name” 
with steadfast faith constitutes the fifth form of adoration as 
revealed in the Vedas; the sixth consists in the practice of self- 
governance and virtue and detachment from manifold human 
activities, with ceaseless pursuit of the course of conduct 
prescribed for the good. He who practices the seventh type 
sees the entire world equally instinct with me and regards the 
saints as greater even than myself He who cultivates the 
eighth type is content with whatever he has and never dreams 
of spying out faults in others. The ninth form of devotion 
demands that one should be simple and undesigning in one’s 
dealings with all and should in his heart cherish implicitly 
faith in me without either exultation or depression . . . 
Whoever practices any of these - man or woman, animate or 
inanimate - is, O Lady, very dear to me; and you have them all 
in the highest degree. ITie blessed state which ascetics 
scarcely attain is today within your easy reach. The most
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incomparable reward of seeing me is that the individual soul 
attains to its own original state.

The qualities of a Bhakta have been described in various ways. The
Bhagavad-Gita mentions the following twenty qualities of a Bhakta:"*

Humility, pridelessness, nonviolence, tolerance, simplicity, 
approaching a bona fide spiritual master, cleanliness, 
steadiness, self-control, renunciation of the objects of sense 
gratification, absence of false ego, the perception of the evil of 
birth, death, old age, and disease, detachment, freedom from 
entanglement with children, wife, home, and the rest, even 
mindedness amid pleasant and unpleasant events, constant and 
unalloyed devotion to Lord Krishna, aspiring to live in a 
solitary place, detachment from the general mass of people, 
accepting the importance of self-realization, and philosophical 
search for the Absolute Truth.

Other Hindu scriptures also describe the qualities of a Bhakta in a similar
manner:^

Kripalu (merciful), Akrit-droha (not defiant), Satya-sara 
(truthful), Sama (equal to everyone), Nidosha (faultless),
Vadanya (magnanimous), Mridu (mild), Suchi (clean), 
Akinchana (without material possessions), Sarvopakaraka 
(performs welfare work for everyone), Shanta (peaceful), 
Krishnaka-sharana (surrendered to Krishna), Akama 
(desireless), Aniha (indifferent to material possessions), Sthira 
(fixed), Vijita-sad-gima (completely controls the six bad 
tendencies of Kama - lust, Krodha - anger, Lobha - greed,
Moha - illusion, Mada - madness, and Matsarya - envy), Mita- 
bhuk (eats only as much as required), Apramatta (without 
inebriation), Mananda (respectful), Amani (without false 
prestige), Gambhira (grave), Karuna (compassionate), Maitra 
(a friend), Kavi (a poet), Daksha (expert), and Mauni (silent).

Bhakti Tradition and Popular Indian Culture
As background to the discussion of Bhakti tradition and popular Indian 

culture, it should be noted that Hinduism prescribes four main goals in life in the 
following order: Dharma (fulfilling of the duties and responsibilities and living 
life properly), Artha (earning of wealth and having possessions through ethical 
and moral means), Kama (full and timely enjoyment of the collected wealth and 
possessions), and Moksha (finally liberating oneself of all worldly possessions
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and ending the cycle of birth and death). The worldly and spiritual pursuits, 
accordingly, call for proper behaviors, observance of prescribed rituals and 
ceremonies, seeking of knowledge of self and God, and achieving soul- 
liberation through faith, devotion, and surrender to the guru and the Supreme 
Being.^

Historically, Bhakti has always been a part of popular Indian culture 
and a preferred path for soul liberation. The roots of the Bhakti tradition are 
ancient and go back to the times before the arrival of the Aiyans in about 2500 
B.C. This has been evidenced through excavations in the Indus Valley 
Civilization in India and Pakistan in 1921. Worship of various deities was 
common in those days and was performed near sources of water, such as 
riverbanks, bathing tanks, etc. Worship was more on an individual rather than a 
collective basis. Homes were also important venues of practicing Bhakti, and 
Bhakti occupied a prominent place in the lives of the people.^

With the arrival of the Aryans in about 2500 B.C., Yajnas^ and other 
ritualistic practices became common to appease gods and earn their favors. 
These practices assured for the practitioner luxmy and comfort in this life and a 
place in the heaven after death. Bhakti tradition weakened somewhat during this 
period under the pressure of new ritualistic practices. Popular Indian culture 
changed, adopting Aryan practices. This trend continued for a long time, up to 
the beginning of the Upanishadic period in 800 B.C. Vedas and Vedic practices 
were being examined all along and Upanishads presented commentaries and 
summaries of the Hindu philosophies and practices. Conceptions of Atman 
(self). Brahman (formless God), and Ishvar (God with form) developed, and 
soul-liberation (rather than an abode in the heaven) became a preferred goal of 
the religious austerities and practices. As the knowledge-based spiritual path 
{Jnand) became more popular. Brahmins gained tremendous power during this 
period as a preeminent class, and elite culture flourished at the cost of popular 
Indian culture. Classical and popular cultural traditions parted ways, and a gulf 
emerged between them. Relative to the social and societal considerations, 
common people became relatively insignificant and looked pale against the 
preeminence and glamour of Brahmins.^

Between 600 and 500 B.C., atheistic, materialistic, naturalistic, and 
heterodox philosophies developed. Examples were the Charvaka and other 
Lokayata^® schools. Jainism, and Buddhism. The Charvaka School solely 
emphasized materialism, naturalism, and living for material ends, away from 
Vedic injimctions and practices. Jainism and Buddhism denied the authority of 
the Vedas, advocated atheism, and opposed Vedic practices. These new schools, 
philosophies, and trends cut at the very roots of I^duism  and Hindu practices. 
Hinduism, however, survived the attacks by incorporating their philosophies, 
suggestions, and practices, and as a result became diversified. The core Hindu 
conceptions and practices, however, remained the same. Jainism and Buddhism 
also changed under the impacts of Hinduism; with the passage of time these two
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religious traditions started looking more like Hinduism in terms of the 
metaphysical explanations, canons, and practices. Thus classical and popular 
Indian cultures changed more and became further diversified. Religious and 
political power shifted during this period fi*om Brahmins to Kshatriyas and 
through them to common people. ITiis was the first important change in the 
history of India where non-Brahmins shared power with Brahmins in significant 
ways."

Epics, Dharmashastras, and Puranas were written between 300 B.C. 
and 300 A.D. These religious texts presented Hindu themes and philosophies in 
easy-to-understand story form and provided clear codification of the Hindu 
ethical and moral laws. Social organization based on the caste system, stages of 
life, and dutiful preservation of the social order by the masses were described at 
length. The most significant Epics were Ramayana and Mahabharta, the first 
presenting an instructive story of a dutiful son, husband, brother, and emperor 
who forsook all in order to establish justice and fairness in his empire, and the 
second narrating a mammoth war between cousin-brothers Pandavas and 
Kaurvas to decide who would have claim to the throne of India in the future. 
The main Dharmashastras were The Laws ofManu and Kautilya's Arthashastra. 
These describe social organization, its preservation, and duties and 
responsibilities of the citizens in relation to the society and among themselves. 
Puranas presented allegorical stories about ethics, morality, and spirituality and 
became very popular with the masses. Important shifts took place during these 
times from the “knowing” to “hearing and acting” tendencies, a position that 
was advantageous for the Bhakti tradition. Classical and popular cultural 
traditions diverged further in some respects but came closer in others. Attitudes 
toward ritualistic practices, orthodoxy, and priest-craft remained ambivalent. 
Caste, gender, social position, and power considerations remained strong and 
Brahmins remained powerful."

The Bhakti tradition received a significant impetus between 300 and 
900 A.D. with the arrival of Alvar saint-philosophers on the scene and their 
stress on the practice of Bhakti toward the Vishnu deity as well as toward Shiva 
and Shakti. Alvars were twelve in number (one woman and eleven men) fi*om 
the Tamil- and Telugu-speaking areas of South India, and they belonged to 
lower castes. These saint-philosophers wrote eloquent poetry in vernacular 
languages, which were close to the heart of the people and easy to relate to. 
Their poems and songs became very popular and have been sung with great 
devotion by the masses to this day. Alvars had many followers, who traveled to 
different parts of India and spread the message of Bhakti with great zeal. It is 
due to the efforts of these followers that the message of Bhakti spread all over 
India. Alvars opposed caste, gender, social position, and power barriers as well 
as formalism, ritualism, orthodoxy, and priest-craft in all forms. Under their 
influence, lower castes found higher status, women found more equality with 
men, and social and religious power became more egalitarian. For the first time



96 Popular Culture Review

in the history of India, higher castes worshipped the saint-philosophers from 
lower castes and sought their guidance and advice on spiritual matters. Popular 
Indian culture also found its ascendancy and non-Brahmins saw their power 
nse.

Saint-Philosophers and Their Role
The term “saint-philosopher” applies to those Hindu and Muslim soul- 

seekers who moved away from the orthodoxy of their respective religions and 
tried to guide the masses to their social and spiritual destinations through 
simpler, unconventional methods. The stream of such saint-philosophers from 
about the third century A.D. onward has been continuous, and the tradition 
continues to the present time. Examples of the saint-philosophers were Kabir, 
Rahim, Surdas, Tulsidas, Nanak, Valmiki, Ravidas, Dadu, Tukaram, and 
Mirabai, from the north part of India; and Tyagaraja, Krishnamacharya, 
Vemana, Pothana, Haridasa, Purandaradasa, Kanakadasa, and Bilwamangal, 
from the southern part of India. Most saint-philosophers were ordinary people 
from lower castes, who wrote mystical poetry and conveyed their messages to 
ordinary people in vernacular languages. People could easily understand the 
message and act accordingly. The songs and poems of the saint-philosophers 
were full of devotion and sung by the masses with great enthusiasm all the time. 
Most saint-philosophers were married, had children, and followed a vocation or 
craft for their livelihood. They taught lessons by their own example and advised 
a direct communion with God through the help of a guru or spiritual mentor.

The impacts of these saint-philosophers on popular Indian culture and 
on the society as a whole have been many. Some of these impacts are: 1) lesser 
entrenchment of the caste, gender, social position, and power barriers in the 
society; 2) lesser importance of ritualism, formalism, orthodoxy, and blind faith 
in the popular tradition; 3) easier and more personable ways to pursue social and 
spiritual goals and soul-liberation; 4) lesser power of Brahmins and more 
egalitarianism in the society; 5) greater status and empowerment of the masses; 
6) lessening of conflicts among the masses and more unity among them; 7) more 
acceptance of lower castes in higher professions and significant positions; 
8) more significance of popular Indian tradition compared with the classical 
tradition; 9) more importance on the tradition of guru or spiritual mentor; and 
10) manifold enrichment of the art, poetry, music, and literature at local, 
regional, and national levels.̂ "*

Sample Writings
The saint-philosophers wrote volumes of poetry and songs. The limited 

space here presents a constraint in presenting even some samples of their 
writings. Here are just a few examples to provide a perspective on these 
writings:^^
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Kabir: Kabir, let us not be proud of our high
position;
one day we have to lie in this earth; 
and grass will grow on it.

Rahim: Desire is gone and anxiety is over;
the mind is free from care.
Those who have no wants are the kings of 
kings.

Tulsidas: Love for Lord Rama will develop;
only through moral behavior and conquest 
over senses;
This is the timeless opinion; 
and this is the tradition of Bhakti.

Nanak: The Pmdit knows it not; 
nor is it writ in his Puran;
The qazi knows it not;
though he read and copied the Koran;
The yogi knows it not, the date and day of 
the week . . .
Research-weary scholars have delved, but 
do not know.

Ravidas: I’ve never known how to tan or sew;
though people come to me for shoes;
I have not the needle to make the holes; 
or even the tool to cut the thread.
Others stitch and knot, and tie themselves in 
knots;
while I, who do not knot, break free.
I keep saying Ram and Ram, says Ravidas; 
and death keeps his business to himself.

Dadu: This body, a veritable manifestation of 
Divinity;
in human form, is not available again and 
again.
This priceless birth, thou canst not obtain 
again,
sayeth Dadu.
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Purandaradasa: Will the dirt of Karma go, if you wash the
skin?
Why do you not understand the true 
meaning of things?
No dirt can be washed off till the mind gets 
washed.
Of what use is the dipping of one’s body in 
the waters;
when devotion is not firm in the mind?
Dasa asks who among the three wishes well 
of you;
woman, land, or plentitude of wealth?

Kanakadasa: They talk of kula [caste], times without
number.
Pray, tell me, what is the kula of men, who 
have felt real bliss.
When a lotus is bom in mire, do they not 
bring it,
and offer it to the Almighty!
Do not the gods of the ear&, drink milk, 
which comes from the flesh of the cow?
Do they not besmear, their bodies with deer 
musk?
What is the caste of God Narayana? and 
Shiva?
What is the caste of Atman? and of Jiva?
Why talk of kula, when God has blessed 
you.

These are only a few examples of the writings of the saint-philosophers 
from the north and the south parts of India. Through their poetry and songs, they 
tried to impart all kinds of social, moral, and spiritual lessons to the masses.

Change Factors and Modern Trends
Along with devotional tendencies, some atheistic, materialistic, and 

naturalistic tendencies have also been a part of Indian popular culture since very 
early times. When Aryan rituals became predominant (2500-800 B.C.), popular 
Indian culture also became heavily ritualistic, and Brahmins dominated most 
aspects of societal living and functioning. During the Upnashadic period (800- 
600 B.C.), the whole Indian tradition became knowledge-based, and popular 
Indian tradition also followed suit. Attainment of gyana (knowledge of self and 
God) became the preoccupation of ordinary people and the main target of their
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spiritual pursuits. With the development of the Charvaka school, other Lokayata 
schools, Jainism, and Buddhism (600-500 B.C.), atheist, materialistic, and 
naturalistic tendencies became predominant and heterodox philosophies were 
common. Popular Indian culture adopted these trends and Vedic ritualistic and 
knowledge-based practices lost momentum. By the third century B.C., most of 
India was predominantly Buddhist as was popular Indian culture. Epics, 
Dharmashastras, and Puranas brought popular Indian culture back to the folds of 
Hinduism, and Alvar saint-philosophers and their followers firmed up this 
position of Hinduism relative to popular Indian culture. Bhakti tradition 
continued modifying and changing, but its impacts on popular Indian culture 
were permanent; it diminished the power of Brahmins; brought more 
egalitarianism in society; lessened ritualism, orthodoxy, and blind faith in 
popular tradition; eliminated many caste, gender, social position, and power 
barriers; decreased social and cultural gaps; and enhanced understanding and 
unity among the people.

Muslim invaders had been attacking India from the northwest from 
about 700 A.D. and later established a Muslim rule in India for several centuries. 
Under the impact of their rule and policies, popular tradition changed and 
Muslim influences can be clearly seen in the northern and central parts of India 
in terms of the lifestyle of the people and their beliefs, customs, manners, and 
practices. Once the power of the Muslim rulers declined, the British took over 
India and many changes occurred in popular Indian tradition over two centuries 
as a result of their policies. During British times, popular Indian tradition started 
mimicking the West; Western style of living became common; and speaking 
English, formal education, and Western art, music, and literature became 
popular preferences of the people. This was the first time the East had met with 
the West, and professions, occupations, orientations, language, and modes of 
expression all changed, as did the aspirations and tastes of the people. Reform 
movements during the British rule (Brahmo Samaj, Arya Samaj, etc.) tried to 
bring the people back to the folds of Hinduism, but their potency was 
insufficient; reformers were not able to “Indianize” popular Indian tradition as 
they desired. The wave of Westernization continued forward and engulfed the 
whole of India.

The Indian freedom movement and Gandhi’s nonviolence struggle had 
significant effects on popular Indian culture, whereby people became more 
politically conscious, self-assured, and self-dependent. Political independence, 
the drafting of the constitution, and social and reformist policies of the new 
Indian government impacted popular Indian culture in similar ways. The efforts 
of nationalist leaders to curb the importance of caste, gender, social position, 
and power considerations in national social functioning succeeded to an extent, 
but by and large these and other ascribed economic, social, and political 
considerations kept raising their ugly heads and continue to influence society’s 
functioning. Such phenomena become particularly visible during political
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upheavals and elections. However, capitalistic, materialistic, and hedonistic 
tendencies have been growing and serving as change factors in popular Indian 
culture. More changes are in store in this area in the future as well. Economic, 
professional, and political globalization are currently important factors 
impacting the change of popular Indian culture and tradition in many ways. 
Under the impacts of these described factors, popular Indian culture has been at 
the crossroads and exhibits all kinds of shades and blends of the changing
tunes. 18

Popular Culture Interplay
Traveling through the villages, towns, and cities of India today, one 

sees an interesting interplay. One part of popular Indian culture has stayed 
ancient, as if suspended in time and untouched by the change factors over the 
centuries. A visit to a remote village, traditional town, or ancient city would 
convince one that the beliefs, customs, manners, and practices of the people 
have not changed and would look very similar to those of their ancestors during 
the pre-Vedic and early Vedic times. People get up early in the morning, take 
the prescribed bath, offer the prayers, and make obeisance to the deities and 
even to the holy shrubs, trees, and ponds. A visit to the Kumbmela^^ and places 
of pilgrimage would also reveal the same. Whether they can economically afford 
to or not, these pious and pure people still go to the holy places and make 
offerings of their worldly possessions to win the favor of their preferred deities. 
Social institutions, such as marriage, family, neighborhood living, economic 
endeavors, and socio-political participation, reveal a blend of the old beliefs, 
customs, and manners as well as the new urban and Western trends. Education 
presents a different picture; here loyalty is exclusively to Western education 
with little or no connection to past educational traditions. At the other extreme is 
the urban culture of large cities like Delhi, Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras. Life 
in these cities is secular and centered around economic and professional 
endeavors. People are busy making a living, and their goals are entirely 
economic. Families are nuclear, both husband and wife work, and their toil is for 
the entire day. People have little time for themselves or for life’s philosophies. 
Children are raised with a Western orientation and are expected to have 
professional goals at an early age. The imparted values have little semblance to 
the past values, traditions, and customs.

Which way is popular Indian culture heading? The old and the new are 
likely to stay together, and the new will gain some ground. Occidental 
orientations will increase and gain further ground on indigenous orientations. 
Religiosity and secularism will stay together, but the future trend in this regard 
is not clear. Modem education and professionalization will continue to grow in 
importance and will further impact belief systems and living practices. In 
general, people will become more forward-looking, more secular, and more
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economically motivated. Past beliefs, traditions, and customs will continue to 
play a role in people’s lives, but to a lesser extent.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas Satish Sharma
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Skepticism about Selected Paranormal Events 
and Why Some Believe We Are Not Alone

ABSTRACT

There is no evidence established so far that proves conclusively that 
humanity either is or is not alone in the universe. An estimated 548 to 
701 unexplained cases, that could potentially say otherwise, either 
have not been investigated at all or have been fiivolously dismissed, 
even though explanations based on natural phenomena have not 
easily explained important case-by-case details. All unexplained 
cases do not necessarily mean either the existence o f an alien being 
or an alien technology connection. Such cases will need to be decided 
with more research. This is especially needed since a review o f two 
key government investigations by qualified experts and scientists 
found: (1) the presence o f seriously misleading explanations in key 
reports, (2) flaws in the scientific methodology o f reports such as the 
Condon Rq)ort and Project Blue Book, and (3) predispositional 
thinking on the part o f scientists charged with finding the truth. Such 
findings create uncertainty about the trustworthiness o f those reports 
as the final word on UFOs and alien-related phenomena. In spite o f 
existing skepticism, this paper illustrates why the truth must be built 
on trustworthy information and not resolved with either the use o f 
theory-dependent hypotheses or the use o f faulty definitions guiding 
any supposedly scientific effort. The search for extraterrestrial life 
has been pursued on the premise that i f  such life exists, it must either 
respond to radio signals or it must be detectable by tests or processes 
developed for such purposes. This search has created the hope that 
an acceptable answer will be found, even as movies and books on the 
fringes o f science say otherwise. Skepticism, therefore, has 
apparently grown from the fertile soil o f both genuine scientific 
pursuits and fantasy entertainment. This paper underscores the need 
for testable and reliable evidence needed to answer the question o f 
whether or not humanity is alone in the universe.

Over the years, a spectrum of ideas about humanity in relation to the 
universe has come from the works of scientists, science fiction writers, and 
writers of science-related popular culture. For example, the Drake Equation, the 
space program of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), 
and the “hard science” search for extraterrestrials at the Search for 
Extraterrestrial Intelligence Institute (SETI) are a few well-known examples of 
how serious people are attempting to contribute to our understanding of 
humanity in relation to the universe. As in the case of books, television serials.
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and movies that are meant both to entertain and to spark our imaginations (e.g., 
Rod Serling’s Twilight Zone^ Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek, Carl Sagan’s 
Contact, or Steven Spielberg’s Taken) the ‘‘truth” is not the commodity provided 
in these products and neither is it expected. On the other hand, Frank Drake’s 
Drake Equation (Borst, Donenfeld, and Gerken, 2001), ŵ hich predicts that there 
are about 50,000 Earth-like planets present in our galaxy, is a stimulating and 
legitimate effort intended to provide guidance regarding some age-old questions 
about the expected number of intelligent civilizations in our galactic 
neighborhood (Black and Stull, 1977). Such an effort by Drake and his 
colleagues addresses a very contentious question: Why send radio signals into 
the depths of space expecting a reply if there is no one out there to respond? The 
answ^er, of course, depends on whether a listener is present and is able to and 
desires to respond. Whatever the case may be, eliminating the idea that there is 
no one out there is a worthy pursuit in itself, since a radio signal response 
meeting SETI standards would likely put to rest any further questions about 
humanity being alone in the universe (Borst, Donenfeld, and Gerken, 2001). 
Equally interesting is that NASA, in 1977, placed a gold anodized disc aboard 
both Voyager 1 and 2 that featured recorded musical selections and pictures of 
humankind etched on it (Jet Propulsion Laboratory, 2003)—an advertisement, if 
you will, about the human species that rendered technical and cultural messages 
perhaps of interest to other civilizations that have reached a certain level of 
technology. Hence, SETI scientists, like those at NASA and at similarly 
reputable organizations (i.e.. The United Nations 32"*̂  Session, as cited in Weller 
and Grossman, 2003), are to be applauded for their objectivity in pursuit of the 
truth regarding our presence in the universe and whether we are alone in it.

Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to discuss selected reports and the 

unresolved aspects of several paranormal incidents that reportedly involve either 
extraterrestrial beings or the technology of these beings. Specifically, details of 
selected events, as witnessed by a primary observer or observers, will be 
examined with attention given to inconsistencies between official explanations 
of these events and the reported observations and experiences of those involved. 
A secondary purpose of this paper will be to discuss skepticism as an important 
factor in the way truth develops, or fails to develop, given that some official 
explanations apparently lack rigor because of the weak scientific basis for 
decisions made about some events described as alien-related. Relative to the 
controversies surrounding the topic of UFOs, both purposes are important 
because such processes, and the explanations generated from them, lacking such 
scientific rigor may shroud the truth that many seek and produce the fuel that 
continues to feed skepticism.
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Five Selected Events

I. The Project Blue Book Investigation
The major criticism of this report is that it dismissed certain hard-to- 

explain cases about either alien beings or their technology. Incidents that were 
hard to explain were not included in the report or were frivolously dealt with, 
while those that were easy to explain were included. These charges are made by
J. Allen Hynek, a consultant to Project Blue Book and the author of The UFO 
Experience: A Scientific Inquiry. In his 1972 book, Hynek explained his reversal 
of support of the findings in Project Blue Book. In both his book and the Condon 
Report and UFOs., Hynek (1969, pp. 1-6) was critical of definitions (pp.l and 2) 
and methodology (pp. 5 and 6) used by Dr. Edward U. Condon, the principal 
writer of much of the report. For example, regarding the above criticisms in the 
report and the overall conclusion of the report, Hynek (1969, p.2 of 6) stated:

There are other, more provocative statements buried within the 
report. They do not support its overall conclusion that UFO 
studies do not offer a fruitful field in which to look for major 
scientific discoveries. Examples are such comments as 
“unidentified after analysis,” or “conceivable but unlikely mis- 
identification wit [sic] birds, aircraft, etc.

Moreover, and with regard to the famous Condon Report (i.e.. The Scientific 
Study of Unidentified Flying Objects, a 1968 report by Dr. Condon (Director of 
the University of Colorado Project), Hynek (1969, p.l of 6) said:

It is unfortunate that, almost certainly, popular history will 
henceforth link Dr. Condon’s name with UFOs and only the 
arcane histoiy of physics will accord him his true place and 
record his brilliant career in contributing to the understanding, 
with mathematical elegance, of the nature of the physical 
world. These contributions UFOs cannot take away from him, 
even though his work with this problem is analogous to that of 
a Mozart producing an uninspired pot-boiler, unworthy of his 
talents.

Hynek (1969, p. 1 of 6) went on to say that:

While devoted in the large part to exposing hoaxes or 
revealing many UFOs as misidentification of common 
occurrences, the book leaves the same strange, inexplicable 
residue of unknowns which has plagued the U.S. Air Force
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investigation for 20 years. In fact, the percentage of 
‘̂ inknowns” in the Condon report appears to be even higher 
than in the Air Force investigation {Project Blue Book) - 
which led to the Condon investigation in the first place. Every 
contributor to the report finds in his particular area of 
examination (photos, radar-visual sightings, physical 
evidence, etc.) something that cannot be dismissed as a mis- 
identification of known phenomena.

More recently, other researchers have also questioned the rigor or 
methodology of the Condon Report, even though it, like Project Blue Book 
before it, has been distinguished as the last or official word on the subject of 
UFOs. For instance, Sturrock (1990, p. 1) indicated that:

The analysis of evidence by categories shows that there are 
substantial and significant differences between the findings of 
the project staff and those that the director [Dr. Condon] 
attributes to the project. Although both the director and the 
staff are cautious in stating conclusions, the staff tend to 
emphasize challenging cases and unanswered questions, 
whereas the director emphasized the difficulty of further study 
and the probability that there is no scientific knowledge to be 
gained.

Addressing the scientific rigorousness of methodology exercised in the Condon 
Report, Sturrock (1990, p. 1) said:

Concerning methodology, it appears that the project was 
unable to identify current challenging cases that warranted 
truly exhaustive investigation. Nor did the project develop a 
uniform and systematic procedure for cataloging the large 
number of older cases with which they were provided. In 
drawing conclusions from the study of such a problem, the 
nature and scope of which are fraught vnth so much 
uncertainty, it would have been prudent to avoid theory- 
dependent arguments.

Focusing again on Project Blue Book, a report aired on The SciFi 
Channel (Peltier, Milio, and Hu&al, 2003) indicating that Project Blue Book 
could not rule out 701 UFO sightings its investigators studied. Other estimates 
are lower, however, but still significant. For example, Hynek (1969, p. 291), in 
his book The UFO Experience: A Scientific Inquiry, put the number of
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unexplained cases in the same neighborhood as the above figure when he said 
that:

Over the 20 years [since about 1947], my personal statistics 
show that out of 10,137 cases, 557 are listed as Unidentified 
and 1822 as Insufficient Data The Blue Book handout reports 
that only 5.4% of the cases remain Unidentified, conveniently 
forgetting that 1822 additional cases, or 17.6%, remain 
unexplained. The correct figure of unidentified should 
therefore be 23% [i.e., approximately 548 cases].

Therefore, and contrary to what some skeptics believe (i.e., Shermer, 
2003), unresolved aspects of UFO cases could be the reason that smart people 
believe in weird things. Moreover, the refusal of the government to turn over 
unedited documents related to UFO sightings apparently have not helped to 
quash belief in such incidents. Instead, this behavior, national security 
notwithstanding, has fueled the belief that the government’s edited documents 
perhaps justify claims that the country’s national security is at risk. What does 
national security have to do with UFOs when the government tells its citizens 
and the scientific community that such things are nonsense? If national security 
is at stake, as is so often proclaimed, then what is the origin of the threat—of 
this earth or not? To answer the latter question, perhaps answers to some of the 
548 to 701 unresolved cases might be sufficient to better inform our scientific 
understanding of this phenomena.

2. The Soil Research of Ted Phillips
Ted Phillips (Chase and Chase, 1993), a research associate at the 

Center for UFO Studies (CUFOS), is a recognized world expert in physical 
traces found at alleged UFO landing sites. According to the documentary 
videotape titled UFOs Are Real, Phillips “personally investigated over 200-300 
such sites in 59 countries involving over 1480 such landings (i.e., 150 sites in 
the continental U.S. alone).” The videotape also showed that “at one such site 
the soil at the alleged landing (1) was so dehydrated that it could not absorb 
water, but only floated; however, soil a few feet away did absorb water; and (2) 
the same tested soil that floated could not support seed germination and plant 
life, but the other soil near-by did grow plants.” Additionally, Phillips (Chase 
and Chase, 1993) stated that:

There were deep impressions in the ground indicating that an 
object of great weight made the three or four impressions in a 
triangular pattern. A larger circular pattern at the site 
suggested an object with a diameter of 10-35 feet made the
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pattern studied. In 80% of the descriptions, the landings 
resulted in physical damage to the soil and the deep imprints 
were made by a metallic craft that more than one witness saw 
at distances of less than 250 feet for greater than one minute.

Phillips also found high levels of radioactive boron in the deep soil imprints 
allegedly made by a craft’s landing gear. There may be a credible explanation 
that this sort of visual and physical evidence is due to natural phenomena and 
not necessarily attributable to anything alien. However, the lack of a credible 
counterexplanation about evidence as described here, either from official 
sources or from the ranks of critics of UFO-related events, does little to resolve 
questions about the experiences of eyewitnesses or of the trace evidence found 
by Ted Phillips. In other words, government agencies and critics of UFO-related 
events want extraordinary evidence of any kind, but these same entities seem to 
be uninterested in the evidence some researchers have already provided.

In light of the repeated occurrences of reportedly alien-related events, 
perhaps it is time for a national reporting system to be reestablished as outlined 
in The COMETA Report, which was cited on The History Channel (Haflher, The 
History Channel/A&E VHS Home Video, and Lusitana, 1999). Such a 
worldwide level of cooperation could give direction to civilian and military 
efforts regarding UFO incidents. Additionally, qualified groups interested in 
resolving the truth about existing or future cases could combine their efforts to 
resolve only those cases that defy adequate or obvious explanations by natural 
phenomena. Skepticism might then be reduced and the fi-ontiers of knowledge 
about unidentified flying objects might also be expanded.

3. The Betty Hill Star Map
The premise throughout this paper is that scientific processes have not 

always been applied appropriately and consistently to the details of cases 
reportedly involving alien beings or their technology (Sturrock, 1990; Hynek, 
1969). For example, in 1961, Betty and Barney Hill claimed that they were 
abducted by alien beings (Chase and Chase, 1993). This would be just another 
mass hallucination story were it not for the “star map” Betty Hill said she was 
shown while aboard an alien ship. What is interesting is that Mrs. Hill drew the 
map after she and her husband were released following their alleged encounter. 
Years later, Marjorie Fish, an astronomer, used strict scientific procedures to 
draw a star map using the information in Mrs. HilTs map as the beginning point. 
In 1969, when more up-to-date astronomical information became available, 
Maijorie Fish was able to draw a map with a 15-point match using our sun and 
only those stars that were suitable for planets and life and that matched the line 
dimensions in Mrs. Hill’s map. To date, the 15-point star map of Marjorie Fish 
has not been shown to be inaccurate, but it is a supporting piece of “hard
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evidence” that Betty Hill could not have imagined. This is because the stars in 
Betty Hill’s star map were not visible from Earth at the time Betty Hill drew her 
map. Moreover, another astronomer, Walter Mitchell at Ohio State University, 
reviewed the work of Marjorie Fish and found it to be accurate and valid 
astronomical work. Again, Mrs. Hill’s map allegedly was shown to her by her 
alien abductors. Additionally, this event took place while both Betty and Barney 
Hill were awake. Hence, the idea that hypnotic regression was used to plant 
ideas in the minds of these people seems more an argument against the 
technique and less of an argument related to the reported experience. In this 
regard, the reliability of hypnotic regression techniques is important, but critics, 
as in this case, too often do not point out any specific procedural principles 
violated by users of the above technique. That aside, it is improbable that her 
hypnotist, Boston psychiatrist Dr. Benjamin Simon, could have “planted” so 
accurate a memory as the star map Betty Hill drew. As a result of the work of 
Marjorie Fish and the map drawn by Betty Hill, the binary stars Zeta Reticuli 1 
and 2 were identified by Marjorie Fish as the origin of the aliens encountered in 
1961 by Betty and Barney Hill. Apparently, science (i.e., astronomy, in this 
case) can play an important role in establishing truth and lessening skepticism, 
even when the most fantastic experiences are involved (Chase and Chase, 1993).

4. The Lights Over Washington, D.C. Incident. 1952
On July 19-20 and 26-27, 1952, several jets were scrambled from a 

nearby Air Force base in response to “blips” air traffic controllers saw on their 
radar scopes at Washington, D.C.’s National Airport (the so-called “Washington 
Merry-Go Round Incident”). These highly trained experts saw blips on radar 
screens at the same time and place that people on the street saw objects in the 
sky over Washington. According to air traffic controllers working at the time of 
the incident, as jets approached the area of the nation’s capitol the 12 to 14 
unidentified objects flew away (i.e., disappeared from radar screens). When the 
jets left the area, the objects (i.e., radar blips) returned. Moreover, scientists of 
the era apparently satisfied themselves with the idea that if no hard evidence was 
left by the unidentified flying objects, then the “blips” on the radar screens were 
either imagined or mistaken for something else; but were not possibly 
intelligently controlled flying objects. Either air traffic controllers at the time 
understood blips on their radar screens or they did not. If they didn’t, then air 
traffic safety procedures needed a serious overhaul, the equipment needed 
upgrading, or die controllers needed more extensive training. To date, however, 
no government explanation nor one from the scientific community has debunked 
(1) the “blips” air traffic controllers saw on their radar screens in 1952, (2) what 
people on ^ e  streets of D.C. saw, or (3) what Air Force pilots chased based on 
radar locks that appeared on their instruments. This is according to A1 Chopp, an 
Air Force spokesman observing the radar scopes at the time of the incident
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(Haffher, The History Channel/A&E VHS Home Video, and Lusitana, 1999). 
Remember, the “rule” of air traffic controllers is that when more than one radar 
lock is established on an object, the object is real (HafBier, The History 
Channel/A&E VHS Home Video, and Lusitana, 1999).

5. The David Rudiak Analysis of General Ramev’s 1947 Memo
Clarifying, perhaps, some of the mystery shrouding the truth about 

what happened at Roswell, New Mexico in 1947, including alleged recovered 
alien technology and recovered aliens, is the recent investigation by David 
Rudiak, a computer imaging expert, who used computer analysis techniques to 
analyze a memo held in the hands of General Roger Remy (Peltier, Milio, and 
Hufhal, 2003). It was General Remy who reversed Colonel Jessie Marcel’s 
statements that a flying saucer crashed near Roswell. This latest examination of 
the Roswell incident, the Rudiak investigation, was shown in a SciFi Channel 
television program titled Kecksburg: The New Roswell—Exposed^ hosted by 
Bryant Gumbel. Of interest here is that by using special computer software, 
Rudiak was able to decipher partially visible words on the Remy memo by 
rotating the document and having the software fill in the blanks with words that 
would fit within the number of letters already visible or partially visible for any 
word that was not clearly discernible in the memo. This analysis painted a very 
different version of what happened at Roswell in 1947. In fact, by looking at the 
full text of the memo and deciphering unclear words, the investigator concluded 
that: (1) there were alien bodies present a the crash site in New Mexico (i.e., 
from the word victims deciphered in the memo); (2) debris was recovered (i.e., 
from the word disc deciphered by the technique); (3) the debris was sent to a 
Fort Worth, Texas Air Force base and then to Ohio; and (4) by deduction, Jessie 
Marcel told the truth. That is, it was not a weather balloon that crashed near 
Roswell, but an alien craft (i.e., the radar target material was a cover story). To 
date, the U.S. government has not indicated that General Remy’s memo was not 
an official document (i.e., as in random notes made by the general). Neither has 
a counteranalysis revealed that the Rudiak findings somehow misrepresent the 
contents of the memo General Remy has been seen holding in various 
photographs since 1947. According to the previously cited program, the 
government currently has access to the same computer imaging capabilities as 
did Rudiak and was given first crack at deciphering the memo. Nevertheless, the 
government’s experts claimed they could not analyze the nearly imperceptible 
words. It would be ideal to have the government or UFO skeptics provide an 
alternative analysis to that done by David Rudiak. In the interest of learning the 
truth, it is apparently fortuitous to have other options that might enhance the 
search for truth.
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Skepticism and Our Cultural Preference for Truth
As previously discussed, the intent of projects designed to discover the 

existence of life in any form or at any level of intelligence within or beyond our 
solar system is a worthy pursuit of knowledge, especially given the enormous 
cultural and scientific implications of such a discovery. Finding answers to 
questions of this nature will likely diminish skepticism about such issues and, 
simultaneously, better inform us all. Moreover, pursuits of this nature are in 
keeping with mankind’s historical quest to learn as much as possible about the 
universe and our origins as inhabitants in it (Rasool, DeVincenzi, and 
Billingham, 1977). For example, quite a stir was caused by a recent NASA 
announcement about a meteor that contained deposits resembling earth-like 
fossils. The controversy rages on because the object was said to have come from 
Mars. If NASA is able to prove to the satisfaction of the scientific community 
that the fossil-like structures are those of life forms that once lived on Mars, then 
the idea that life is a common occurrence everywhere else in the cosmos would 
all but replace the current idea that life is unique to this planet. Arguably, then, 
such pursuits have become part of the many accepted roles of science: to gather 
reliable evidence that might increase our sense of truth about our world and the 
stars and planets, including new ones, now known to exist (Engel Brothers 
Media, Thomas Lucas Productions, and the Public Broadcasting Service, 1997). 
Times have changed since the Brookings Institute Report of 1960 (i.e., as cited 
by Weller and Grossman, 2003). Hence, the truth about paranormal events 
thought to be alien-related are more likely to be accepted by the public; even 
when the ‘Iruth” about such events may present conflicts to our ordinary 
understandings (SciFi.com/Ufology Resource Center, 2002). Perhaps the 
perspectives expressed in the aforementioned poll are further evidence that the 
search for truth permeates our secular and religious lives and that we must 
follow that path no matter where the search takes us. Therefore, in order that 
they not engender disdain, official explanations must also obey the laws of 
reason and the scientific process. In many cases, however, the explanations defy, 
with ridiculous explanations, what so many have reportedly observed (Hynek, 
1969). For those whose duty it is to carry out official investigations, it has been 
suggested that they do so in ways that will not show disdain for “ . . . scientific 
integrity, a principle of scientific thought that corresponds to a kind of leaning 
over backwards”(Feynman, as cited by Wudka, 1998, pp. 2-4). After all, none 
who seek the truth would want to arrive at it as a result of a rush to judgment 
(see, for example, Sturrock, 1990, p.l8).

Finally, if the Condon Report and Project Blue Book are the final words 
on the subject of UFOs, then information presented in this paper indicates that 
either new benchmarks are needed or that the old ones should be revised by 
persons not predisposed to forming conclusions before reviewing all available
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information. Perhaps, in this way, the truth will not be obscured and future 
evidence may some day show that humanity is not alone in the universe.

University of Mississippi Larry G. Hanshaw
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