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Introduction:

American society has been carefully designed within the hegemonic framework of
patriarchal capitalism. It is accepted by the critical community that socialization of
individuals within this society is contained, as well, within this framework, which relies
heavily on gender norms. Patriarchal capitalism, in order to function in the American
context, relies on the adherence of citizens to gendered expectations. The paradigm
requires unanimous belief in the positive nature of a system that encourages
individualized roles within society which, when fulfilled, assist with the smooth
functioning of such a society. These roles, separated into a binary system of feminine and
masculine, are attached to sex so that individuals can clearly understand (from birth) what
is expected of them by societal standards. Integral to the functioning of the system, these
roles have been sensationalized and are presented as ultimate ideals through instruments
of socialization, including mainstream media, popular entertainment, educational
structures, governmental institutions, peers, family, and social structures. These ideals are
then integrated into an overall American Dream, which culminates in heterosexual union
(or, at least, the romantic union of feminine and masculine to create a complete pair) and
the pursuit of meaningful work and healthy family. Centralizing the importance of
gendered roles attached to sex and, then, the heterosexual union expected of these
individuals caught in a system of binaries, the paradigm requires that individuals attempt
to live up to gender ideals in their own pursuit of the American Dream.

American musical theater is a distinct performative art that reflects and dramatizes

the American vernacular. As the musical play originated in the United States in the early
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20" century, it is rooted in other American performative traditions. It is a creative form
that is thoroughly influenced by and presented for the mass American person who has
been gendered and socialized through a hegemonic system of values and beliefs. As a
form of popular entertainment, it is a performance art that generally recreates the
dominant ideology of patriarchal capitalism. The American Dream is pursued by
characters in Broadway musical plays and, therefore, gender is represented through types
and ideals. Because of this, musical theater is by nature heterosexualizing. The form
relies on the necessary union of the masculine (usually male) and feminine (usually
female) lead characters who have overcome the barriers to their union. Despite the
appearance of characters who stray from expected gender norms throughout the first act
of many musicals (typically embodied in the strong, masculinized female), these
characters are almost always submitted to the reformative and oppressive force of
heterosexual romance. They are reined in, castrated, made whole, and normalized
through this submission and are therefore accepted as leading a legitimized existence.
This is a necessary element of the musical play because of its nature as popular
entertainment and the “mass person™ audiences' engrained belief in and expectation of
such representation.

Gender roles and the importance of the binary union of heterosexual romance are
extremely important ideologies within the American consciousness. As described above,
American society is based upon the collective and gendered American Dream that
requires roles of individuals within society so that the society, as a whole, can function.

The dream is, basically, the fulfillment and support of patriarchal capitalism, which is
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presented as a problem solving, freeing, and wholly positive paradigm. It is no surprise,
then, that popular entertainment, along with mainstream media, educational institutions,
and social structures that socialize Americans throughout their lives, re-presents and
sensationalizes the image of this American Dream. Audiences of Broadway musical
theater — the American mass person — are taught to believe in this Dream and in the
ability of the trappings of this Dream to solve problems and resolve conflicts presented
on stage.

The musical play, utilizing music within a dramatic structure, must revolve
around emotion because it is at the site of extreme emotion that music is employed. In the
musical play, emotion generally takes the form of heterosexual, romantic love.
Recreating the trappings of the American Dream, American musical theater centralizes
the heterosexual union and presents conflicts which can be resolved through this union.
This is an effective positive representation of the American Dream in that the musical
play, at first, presents characters who may disrupt the conventions of gender (e.g. a
feminized man, a very strong-minded woman, a woman or man who does not want to
marry, etc.) and create barriers to the expected heterosexual union, but who eventually
can be harmoniously re-gendered and the conflicts they create overcome by heterosexual
romance. This heterocentric and heterosexualizing narrative, then, presents deviant (and
admirable in the eyes of feminists or queer-theorists or critics of the pervasive gendered
American Dream) characters only to demonstrate the powerful ameliorating force of
heterosexual love. Subscribing to the strict guidelines of the American Dream, American

musical theater fails to allow strong and inspirational characters who defy gender norms
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the full capacity to live positive and fulfilling lives. Instead, they are presented as either
conflicts to be resolved in the second act, forced to subscribe to gender expectations
through their union with binary opposites, or illegitimate characters represented as pitiful,
comedic, or evil.

However, the music in a musical play experiences a kind of lasting existence
which the heterosexualizing narrative does not. Songs are more memorable than dialogue
and, therefore, remain in the minds of audience members and musical theater fans with
more veracity that dialogue or story line. It is with this tool that musical theater can be
seen as a radical and progressive force in terms of the representation of gender. The first
act in any two act musical play is much longer than the second act and contains much
more music. Often, the second act utilizes hardly any new musical material and relies
more on reprises than anything else. Parallel this with the prevalence of disruptions by
central characters of gender norms in the first acts of most musicals and one can imagine
that the majority of musical theater music is sung by characters who sing from non-
heterosexualized, non-reformed viewpoints. The song in musical theater is a lasting
impression that presents alternative images of gender and allows alter-gendered
characters voices that are recreated and popularized throughout history.

This paper discusses popular Broadway musical plays from 1943 to the present
with the question of gender representation at the forefront. With examples from
Broadway's Golden Age — from Oklahoma! (1943) to Hair (1968) — through to the rock
musicals of the early 1990s and the current popular musicals on Broadway stages, [ will

outline the pervasive heterosexualizing narratives of the musical stage. These examples
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will show the possible disruption of the ideology of patriarchal capitalism in musical
theater which is ultimately resolved by the musical's own form (and by the trappings of
patriarchal capitalism). However, I will also demonstrate the radicalizing legacy of song
in musical theater through examples of popularized music from musicals long regarded as
productions of the past. The legacy of disruptive characters in musical theater is kept
alive through song and the lasting hope that the critical “we” can have for musical theater
as a radicalizing and socially critical form is through the music on which musical theater
relies.

Through this analysis, I observed a possible window of opportunity within the
musical theater form to present both radicalizing music as well as a radicalizing narrative
that does not submit characters to heterosexual union nor the reformative fulfillment of
the American Dream. In my own attempt to debunk the myth that musical theater must
portray the union of feminine and masculine as well as the ultimate failure of characters
who do not live up to expected gender norms, | wrote an original musical. This musical
revolves around a male, homosexual union that does not fall into the trappings of
heterosexual representation (the typical union of one feminine and another masculine
man in other “gay theater™). Instead, I attempted to create characters that defy gender
norms by incorporating both masculine and feminine characteristics, despite their sex and
assigned gender, into their personalities. Attempting to follow in the musical theater
tradition as begun by Rodgers and Hammerstein in 1943 with Oklahoma!, | hoped to
create a musical that logically relies on character and story but that refuses to capitulate

to the gendered ideology of patriarchal capitalism.
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The musical, You're Not For Me, was well received by audiences when it was
presented in a workshop format and, despite certain creative shortcomings, seemed to be
acceptable in its presentation of alternative gender representations that are not, in the end,
submitted to heterosexual union and, therefore, normalization. It seems that another
musical theater world is possible, and I hope to outline the possibility of queer musical
theater to present an alternative to typical gender representations on the musical stage and
the unnecessary centrality of heterosexual union within the form. Emotion is at the center
of musical theater, and only when a musical's creative team subscribes to the trappings of
the American Dream must that emotion revolve around heterosexual union and dominant

gender norms.
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Chapter I:
You’ve Got to be Carefully Taught':

Gender and Performance

Bell Hooks, the prominent feminist writer and social activist, defines patriarchy
as: “a political-social system that insists that males are inherently dominating, superior to
everything and everyone deemed weak, especially females, and endowed with the right to
dominate and rule over the weak and to maintain that dominance through various forms
of psychological terrorism and violence.™

Psychological patriarchy, which inflicts its ideology on both men and women in

the United States, is the dynamic between the characteristics deemed “masculine”

and “feminine” in which half of our human traits are exalted while the other half
is devalued. Psychological patriarchy is a 'dance of contempt,' a perverse form of
connection that replaces true intimacy with complex, covert layers of dominance
and submission, collusion and manipulation. It is the unacknowledged paradigm
of relationships that has suffused Western civilization generation after generation,
deforming both sexes, and destroying the passionate bond between them."
Feminists, male and female, have long argued against the reigning pervasiveness of this
ideology and have fought its influence over their lives. Everything in the United States is
subject to the influence of patriarchal-capitalism due to its central importance in the

ideological foundation of the American Dream. Therefore, as Americans, we are subject

at all levels to its influence.
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The binary gender structure emphatically prescribed by patriarchal capitalism,
which theoretically creates opposites of gender (masculine and feminine) to be aligned
with sex (male and female), does not erect impassable boundaries. However, although the
common notions of gender have evolved to a point where a certain amount of gender
bending is acceptable, extremes in either pole are still severely restricted to the
“appropriate” sex. If society at large were to allow the elimination of gender boundaries,
the absolute ideal of the American Dream would be nullified through the outright
rejection of the idolized, gendered goals. In other words, the functioning machine that
supports American society would collapse. No process of socialization or cultural
representation, including popular entertainment, will allow this to happen because of the
commercial glory that exists for these institutions within the context of contemporary
American society.

Musical theater is a form of popular entertainment and, therefore, has traditionally
encompassed the values of the masses. These values are situated squarely within the
scope of patriarchal capitalism as popular culture and the mass consciousness of our
society are thoroughly socialized through one voice of “the father.” However, the
entertainment industry does not merely reproduce patriarchal capitalism. As
entertainment needs an audience, the industry expresses its attempts at fulfilling its
audiences' real needs.” Entertainment, by nature, is performance for profit, attempting to
appeal to a generalized audience replete with the social consciousness of “mass person.”
Because it is a relatively autonomous mode of cultural reproduction, entertainment can be

defined by those who present it (creators, supporters/backers, performers) rather than
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simply reproducing expected expressions of patriarchal capitalism. However, unable to
fully free itself from the gendered nature of language and the dominant tools of
reproduction and representation, musical theater has persisted in its limiting imaging of
gender possibilities for individuals.

Because of the natural struggle involved in understanding meaning,
communication coming from performance must be thought of as a creation of writers,
performers (sometimes one and the same), and audience members. Performers attempt to
communicate in denotative sounds and terms that already hold connotative meanings for
creators, performers, and audience members alike, which indicates room for
interpretation of all material in performance (and in entertainment at large). Not only can
the writer not separate his or her straightforward words from individual connotation
associated with audience members and performers, the actor’s body cannot forget its
gender.v Furthermore, any discussion of material takes place in the aftermath of the
performed entertainment, which reveals the importance of lasting impressions.vi
Watching entertainment, audiences come to understand meanings through a struggle
between themselves (and their personal readership of the communication), the performer
(who attempts to convey a very specific message), and the written/composed message
(direct from the creators of the show). The ensuing wrestling match yields meaning that
is neither hegemonic nor particular — it is variably coherent.vii

However, there is a certain compliance between audience and performer/writer in
terms of accepted meaning. The entertainment industry looks to please, which does not

directly translate into meeting expectations. This is the foundation of the argument above
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that states that entertainment does not simply reproduced patriarchal capitalism — because
that would not be very interesting. Instead, the entertainment industry attempts to define
audience desire, which is a much more enjoyable experience for the audience.
Entertainment carefully establishes very specific conflicts that drive an audience toward
the intense eagerness for resolution. Richard Dyer argues that some categories of
entertainment point to gaps or inadequacies in capitalism but only those gaps or
inadequacies that capitalism proposes itself to deal with.viii Similarly, musical theater
presents disruptions of accepted gender norms that can be effectively recomposed by the
promises of patriarchal order and the same American Dream which is faulted by those
disruptions. In comedy, the conflict of a joke is only set up because the joke itself will
resolve that conflict in a humorous way. Entertainment purposefully primes an audience
to desire what is presented. However, popular entertainment is subject to the overall taste
of audience which, generally, does not want a new world full of foreign icons created on
stage. A disturbance in one's conception of the world (i.e. the ideological framework
under which one operates) is acceptable because it promotes the necessary resolution
(and thus reinforcements of original ideals) that the ideology of one's world-view can
provide. Therefore, producers of popular entertainment utilize the language, cultural
reference points, and accepted gender frameworks common to themselves and audience
members alike.

Accepted gender frameworks can be seen as hegemonic in the American context.
The concept of “hegemony”, deriving from Antonio Gramsci's analysis of class

re]ationship,i’ refers to the cultural dynamic by which a group claims and sustains a
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leading position in social life. Hegemonic masculinity and femininity can be defined as
the configuration of gender practices that embodies the currently accepted answer to the
problem of legitimacy of patriarchal capitalism, which guarantees the dominant position
of men and the subordination of women. Hegemony is only likely to be established if
there is some correspondence between cultural ideal and institutionalized power. Not too
many men or women actually meet the normative standards of hegemonic masculinity or
femininity but we are socialized to accept its legitimacy through pervasive institutional
support and are in a constant struggle to live up to its standards.”

These standards are blatantly seen in the association between masculinity and
pursuit of a successful career and economic pmsperity.xi “Women's presence in the
workforce has always been a threat to men's sense of their 'masculinity’ but it is a threat
which has been systematically manipulated by employers to control men, as well as
women, in the capitalist quest for cheap labour.”™" To explain the sexual hierarchies of
the workplace, we need to understand the interaction between the logic of capitalist
accumulation and men's needs and desires to maintain their dominance in the workplace.
Men's desire for dominance at work is connected with the preservation of their
'masculine’ identity." “As it is represented in our culture, 'masculinity’ is a quality of
being which is always incomplete, and which is equally based on a social as on a psychic
reality. It exists in the various forms of power men ideally possess: the power to assert
control over women, over other men, over their own bodies, over machines and
technnlog}'.”""' This sexual hierarchy at work, although acquiring its own autonomy, keys

in with all the other sites of sexual hierarchy outside the workplace.
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As numerous workplace studies show, employers and management use gender

hierarchy as a way of organising and controlling workplaces, correctly assuming

that women will generally be more likely to accept men's authority, and to diffuse

conflict, being more used, as they are, to reacting in this fashion to male authority

at home.™

This idea has fueled the modern need of men to maintain power over their spouses
or families through their monetary dominance. Thoroughly complementing other aspects
of idealized masculinity, once a man enters into a romantic union or creates a family with
his partner the pursuit of meaningful work and economic power allows him to retreat
from familial life. Because a man is generally taught to disengage from his feelings and
from emotionally connecting with other individuals, he may fail to fully submit to the
lasting relationships he develops (with a spouse or with his children). Instead, realizing
the importance of meaningful work, he pursues a career that will at once fulfill the need
to be economically successful and loosen his emotional ties with those closest to his by
dividing his time between professional and personal life (usually weighted heavily on the
professional side). This allows a man to have topical relationships, which maintain the
semblance of personal emotive connection through economic provision, while granting
him independence from deep emotional feeling which is both uncomfortable and
forbidden. Whenever this occurs, patriarchal-capitalism has succeeded in creating the
desired male American citizen — one who recreates the population through sexual union,
contributes to the economic security of the nation and his family through meaningful

work, and who obeys the structures of masculinity which promote competition (leading
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to efficiency and productivity in economic endeavors) and strict obedience to rules.

The process of socialization for women in our society invests in creating idealized
femininities based off of the portrayals of women in the religious myths on which
patriarchal capitalism was founded. Accepted femininities can be seen as binaries —
women are allowed an either/or path which restricts them to extreme sensuality (and,
thus, a certain degree of power) or virginal composure (which prepares them and makes
them acceptable for heterosexual union). The virgin/whore complex, furthered by
Christian religious myth/history, divides women into two possible categories — wives and
vixens. Socialization, then, encourages the respectability of maintaining virginity and
submissive personal characteristics (disallowing women from sexual and relational
experiences valorized in masculinity) and disempowering women through demanded
submission. If women pursue power over their own sexuality and the freedom to assert
themselves in personal relationships, they are utilized for their sexual freedom only to be
deemed unfit to marry because of their failure to maintain the respectable and expected
submissive virginity (if not literally, then figuratively).

Without heterosexual love, women are always viewed as in a position of lack. If
men are considered incomplete until they exert complete control (and no man will ever
exert control over everything in their lives), women are lacking until they are loved by a
man and are able to fulfill the expectation of heterosexual union. Women “lack™ the
metaphorical phallic ability to penetrate and exert power, just as they “lack™ an actual
penis. For women to fulfill their roles in patriarchal capitalism, the regeneration of

population through childbirth and child rearing, they are expected to fill that lack through
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acquiring a man's phallus and living vicariously through it (and him). She must support
her male partner while nurturing the birth of new men and women who will learn, from
her, the importance of family and heterosexual love and, from their father, the
expectation of emotional detachment from other individuals and the self and the ties
between masculinity and economic security. They will effectively learn what it takes to
achieve the American Dream.

Men and women, individually, are not unblemished re-presentations of hegemonic
masculinity or femininity. Individuals of both sexes embody characteristics typically
aligned with the 'opposing' gender — “they can and do exhibit every combination of active
and passive, gentle and aggressive, dependent and assertive thought and behaviour.”™"'
American society is always evolving the gender boundaries that, individually, almost all
Americans tend to cross. However, the central equation of the “feminine” and “love,” the
“masculine” and “power” still live on, institutionally reinforced through the expectations
involved with women and childrearing (and thus, their intimate connection with family)
and personal life and men's central engagement with economic and social power.™"
Because Americans (especially the critical community, “we") are so adept at recognizing
the individual diversions from hegemonic gender roles, it is difficult to understand the
current institutional dependence on the assertion of men's power and the subordination of
women for the continued proliferation of the state and the labor market (i.e. patriarchal
capitalism).

Just as individuals are not unpolluted re-presentations of normalized gender, the

stage is not simply a space for the identical re-creation of normalized social life. The
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stage is considered, in traditional performance scholarship, as a “mirror” of cultural and
social organization, relationships, and emotion.xviii However, subscribing to this analysis
can be seen as subscribing to the imposition of the themes and social structures presented
in an entertainment. Equating theater with the image of a mirror leads us to believe that
the 'realism’' of modern theatrical entertainer translates into honest, actual-life
representation. In fact, the mirror is no mirror at all, says Jill Dolan, but “is really an
empty frame.”xix While Dyer argues that entertainment necessarily produces what it
understands audiences to desire (therefore designing audience desire), Dolan argues that
what is presented as a representation is actually a purposeful and consciously constructed
account of cultural and social presentation according to political, economic, and social
necessity.xx Looking at this framework and understanding it as a mirror, audience
members then perceive elements that they attribute to their own identities in order to
establish the desired connection between the entertainment and the entertained, the
connection/identification being the most fulfilling aspect of experiencing entertainment.
If audience members are, then, wrestling to derive meaning from a performance, “there is
an ideology of perception which in turn affects the ideology of performance.”xxi This is
recognizing what audiences carry with them into the theater as viewers of a re-
presentation of cultural and social actions, characters, and themes. Interpretation depends
on the mode of presentation, but also on reception.

Dolan suggests that scholars with feminist perspective should call into question
the device of the mirror itself — what is posing as a mirror but the active choice of

heterosexist narrative with occasional fantastic interludes allowing realistic
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representation? The modern Western theatrical tradition has grown from the seeds of the
male, Greek cast playing to mostly male, Greek audience, which subjugates women to
positions of use-value as is true in a male-economy. Realism, like/as ideology, needs
subjects, and subjects are always defined and created through gendered terms.xxii It is a
threat to feminism, says C. Carr, because it portrays itself, as does mimesis, as the truest-
to-form representation. In actuality, this is a wholly problematic claim because realism
invigorates the notion that everything presented should be naturalized and normalized.
when the representations are still rooted in the same terms designed within the framework
of patriarchal ideology.xxiii Therefore, if we continue to call the stage a mirror, we also
continue to subjugate audiences to the oppressive claims of authority over the
representation of culture and society at large.

If we stop, however, then the theater can be a work place where we attempt to
challenge, extend, deconstruct, or play with dominant cultural models, especially gender
categories. As a studio space, the stage can be utilized to construct (and reconstruct) non-
gendered identities.xxiv Because it has been shown that the heterosexual narrative is
neither naturally nor inevitably a dominating presence — that it is a choice that most
individuals involved in a production do not even see as a choice (hence the hegemonic
power of dominant ideology) — we can attempt to call performance for what it truly is (a
biased representation of personally interpreted cultural and social structures) and attempt
to deconstruct the heterosexualizing narratives so normalized in the entertainment

industry.xxv

This new kind of presentation, outside the scope of the heterosexual narrative and
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normative gender representation, must embrace the idea of queerness. Queerness involves
debunking the binaries of patriarchal order and embracing a terrifyingly untouched path,
but should not be misinterpreted as simply referring to non-heterosexuality. “Queer” and
“gay” are not synonyms — defining one's self as “queer” indicates a purposeful definition
beyond male and female, where bodies, sexualities, and personalities do not necessarily
line up. One technique utilized to achieve this progressive vein of new representations is
the performative style “camp,” often associated with extreme femininity and male
homosexuality. “Camp,” however, works well within society because it fails to disrupt
notions of gender as it is ultimately aligned with humor and illegitimacy — “camp,” by
nature, cannot be taken seriously.

In musical theater, another point of divergence, suggested by Dyer, is the moment
that characters move from dialogue (mimesis) to song (metatheatricality). Music can be
described as “a tonal analogue of emotive life,” resembling the natural surges of emotion
to such an extent that we can easily equate the ebb and flow of music to that of our
feelings.*™"' Musical theater is based around the contradiction between narrative and
musical numbers — between the heavily representational and verisimilitudinous and the
heavily non-representation and “unreal.” Music offers a site of fantasy and alternative
within the narrative structure because of its reliance on non-representational forms of
communication and emotive qualities.xxvii The metatheatricality of music can be used to
comment on the musical's own creativity and can be utilized as potential points of
subversion. This is demonstrated in such musicals as The Mystery of Edwin Drood and

Urinetown, which include song lyrics that directly address the audience and comment on
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the dramatic action of the musical (e.g. “You our humble audience/You have come to
see/People can't pee free!” in the opening number of Urinetown). ™" Furthermore, the
lasting element in a musical play is undoubtedly the music. Historically designed as
popular song, music develops an enduring vibrant position in popular culture as other
aspects of a musical (dialogue, dance, etc.) lose luster. Determining what is treated
through dialogue (taken as mimetic representation) and what is treated through music
(taken as somewhat fantastical), the librettist/lyricist/composer of a musical will
simultaneously determine the messages he or she creates and the lasting images of gender
representation prevalent in his or her work.

Gendered individuals develop and perform theatrical entertainment and gendered
individuals make up the audience for these performances. Each player in this scenario
works to communicate meaning from the performance, resulting in the presentation of
characters and stories or dialogues that must submit to a generalized melee imposing
internal understandings on interpretive text and display. Terming this kind of dynamic
representation as reflective (“the mirror™) rather than partial or idyllic representation is
false and oppressive. Performance must be understood as a relationship between intended
communication and interpretive reception, where the structures of reference are already
firmly in place. Because those attempting to disrupt the traditional representation of
gender in performance cannot expect radicalized changed in the interpretive reception of
performed material (or a self-critical understanding of the influential normative beliefs
imposed on mass audiences), writers and performers must work very hard to present clear

and coherent alternatives to expected representation. Traditional tools important in the
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creation of an artistically successful musical play mixed with an understanding of the
heterosexist nature of traditional musical narratives, the librettist/lyricist/composer should
come armed and ready to fight normative gender representation in his or her creation of

character, situation, and plot.

Modern Alternative Gender Identities:

In attempting to create “queer’” narratives, one must understand the marginalized
position and subversive potential of individuals who identify with alternative sexualities.
From birth, non-heterosexual men and women are aliens in a heterosexual world.
Marginalized individuals experience alienation in any community in which they are a
minority — non-heterosexuals are usually a minority even in their own homes. “A black
kid is usually raised in a black family. A Jewish kid is usually raised in a Jewish family.
A gay kid is usually raised in a straight famil:-.'.““i* Furthermore, because of the strict
standards of acceptable social behavior, alienation due to difference in sexuality is, in our
society, estrangement from the self. While learning the proper conduct and the acceptable
modes of sexuality as a male or female member of society, one must estrange oneself
from any innate personal characteristics that defy those terms of acceptability. Therefore,
we have substituted our essential relationship to ourselves, which oftentimes does not fit
into the categories of social perfection, with a highly socialized kinship to the group,
which superficially maintains norms of acceptability.

Estrangement from one's self is so pandemic in the West that normalcy is now

built on the assumption that a person's ultimate relationship is to others — rather than to

Y



one's self.™ Such relativism leads to the re-presentation of gender and sexuality as
deriving from the comparison of one's self to others — initially one's parents and
representations of individuals through the media, then through one's peers during the
long, socializing (and often traumatizing) experience of education. What we “learn” in

SANXX]

our relative experiences is what we “know,”™"" a concept which guides the understanding
of our formation of identity on all levels, including our presentation of our individual
sexuality. Patriarchal oppression positions homosexual men at the bottom of a gender
hierarchy among men. Gayness, in patriarchal ideology, is the repository of whatever is
symbolically expelled from hegemonic masculinity, the items ranging from fastidious
taste in home decoration to receptive anal pleasure. Hence, from the point of view of
hegemonic masculinity, gayness is easily assimilated to femininity. Hence — in the view
of some gay theorists — the ferocity of homophobic attacks.™*" Therefore, more often
than not, gay males, unless they have consciously decided otherwise, are as patriarchal in
their thinking about masculinity, and about sexuality, as their heterosexual
counterparts.”™" Their investment in patriarchy is an intensely disordered desire, because
they are enamored of the very ideology that fosters and promotes homophobia. Sexual
drive and attraction may be determined biologically, but the ability and willingness to
express that sexuality is certainly learned through one's socializing experience as true,
intimate knowledge of the self is generally difficult to achieve in our self-alienating,
community-standardized society.

Despite the subjectification of non-heterosexuals to the same gender norms as

heterosexual men and women, relationships between homosexual men have been
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recorded to represent a new type of sexual relationship, which does not model itself on
the power struggle inherent in the heterosexual relationship. The modern model of
homosexual relationship is neither like the Greek- (in which there is a definitive age
difference) nor Latin-model (involving the traditional gender roles of heterosexual
model). It is, instead, a model of general equality (of age, decision-making capability,
income, social activity, etc.). Whatever the actual practice may be, this model is
facilitated economically by the rarity with which one partner in a relationship financially
supports one another. Therefore, financial dependency does not usually arise as a basis
for inequality in a relationship.®™" In fact, much research says that men's homosexual
relationships often resemble very close male friendships.™" However, this is not the
pervasive representation of the homosexual relationship that is portrayed in the media or
celebrated in pop culture. Represented homosexual relationships, involving individuals
who have been thoroughly gendered, often maintain the structure of the heterosexual,
masculine-dominant, feminine-submissive partnership. With the masculine role
maintaining its “higher value,” it is the prerogative of the partner who is more powerful
member of couple to embody said role. ™"

For lesbians, however, the precise absence of a male allows room for more
interpretation of the necessity of masculine and feminine roles. In American processes of
socialization, there is an equalizing idea of allowing women all of the same opportunities
and freedoms as men — women are no longer restricted in dress, in career choices, in
choices of toys, etc. (at least in theory — this is not to say that we do not still live in a male

[or more aptly termed, masculine, as most powerful women in our society must
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demonstrate “masculine” characteristics| dominated society).
Teachers of children see gender equality mostly in terms of ensuring that girls get
to have the same privileges and rights as boys within the existing social structure;
they do not see it in terms of granting boys the same rights as girls — for instance,
the right to choose not to engage in aggressive or violent play, the right to play
with dolls, to play dress up, to wear costumes of either gender, the right to
choose.™™™"
Men are not allowed the same gender fusion or blurring because femininity is a “step-
down” from masculinity. For men, or male children, to be attracted to feminine practices
or anything connected with the female sex (i.e. dress, career choices, social roles,
demeanor) is to act “gay” or not-wholly man, even if the man is heterosexual and/or
tough-looking. A woman may still posses her inherent womanliness while pursuing a
lifestyle that is typically masculine. Therefore, in a lesbian relationship, the power
struggle between the two partners has a chance to be nullified because there is not the
necessity for rigid masculine and feminine roles for women in our present socialization
process. However, typical representations of the lesbian relationship (of which, there are
VERY few) generally maintain the masculine/feminine binary structure of the
heterosexist relationship (Maureen and Joanne in Rent are the best and most recent
example of this in Broadway musical theater).
Americans have been taught to have an uneasy yearning, an inner desire to place
individuals within understandable framework, so modern media submits its

representations to gender generalizations. This is why all representations of men and
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women in popular entertainment seem to be of a certain kind — the traditional masculine
or feminine roles, the vixen, the girl-next-door, the evil feminine man, etc. In real life,
men and women are subjected to the same analysis and categorization as in the popular
media (musical theater included). 1 agree with Highwater when he argues that:
heterocentrism vanquishes all alternative possibilities of sexuality. Though the
psychological differences between heterosexuals and homosexuals are rather few
— a matter of the object of desire rather than a matter of the quality and
construction of desire — the unyielding domination of heterocentrism has led
inevitably to the necessity for homosexuals to invent a cultural context of their
own — a way of seeing themselves in order to be themselves.***"
As our heterocentric society allowed space for the representation of non-heterosexuality,
it only allowed space for a stereotypical representation. “Gay men are in a position to
adopt, negotiate, or reject a gay identity, a gay commercial scene, and gay sexual and
social networks, all of which they encounter already formed.™ ™ Furthermore, it was an
image created within the context of heterosexuality and, as writer and activist Audre
Lorde's famous essay title states, “The Master's Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master's
House.”™ The strict adherence to gender roles still pervades the acceptance of alternative
sexualities in our culture, especially as represented through the media.
In recent years, non-heterosexuals (mostly gay men, a few lesbian women, and
hardly any transgendered, bisexual, or other sexual representations — perhaps termed
queer) have begun to appear in popular media. Television shows, films, musical theater,

and magazines all produce images of the modern gay man or lesbian woman for
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Americans to consume. These are largely (universally?) stereotyped images, however,
grossly underrepresenting the diversity within these communities. Just as heterosexual
men and women must learn to identify with the representations of their sexualities, so too
are non-heterosexuals forced to capitulate to the representations of members of their
communities. Television offers us a tidy, affluent, asexual gay man in just about every
show.™ In Rent, gays are exotic but they also submit to heterosexual union of binary
genders (the masculine dominators — Collins and Joanne — unite with the feminine vixens
— Angel and Maureen, respectively) even in their homosexual relationships.

This generalization requires of non-heterosexuals to fit into the narrow confines of
accepted queerness which ultimate submit to heterosexual narratives. The term queer is
actually a misrepresentation, then, because of its innate sense of resistance to accepted
social identity of the homo- or bi-sexual person. “Queer,” as Stacy Wolf claims,
“connotes that bodies, genders, and sexualities don't always line up,“""‘ Itis a political
and progressive identification method that resists the alignment of oneself with the
accepted norms of non-heterosexuality. This is an important difference in identification
because it recognizes that, unless one has access to a person's innermost thoughts and
desires, it is inaccurate to define a person who has had sexual relationships with men and
women as lesbian or gay. Such rigid, inaccurate categorization is a vestige of a time of a
rigid gay/straight binary opposition that was both wrong and stultifying.*™

Debunking the necessity of heterosexual union in creative narratives, which
positions “queer” characters as either masculine of feminine so that they do not disrupt

the American Dream, creators of entertainment can disrupt the hegemonic representations
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of gender. Those who are determined to undermine such an oppressive system through
artistic representation or social action must take into account such ideas as Jung's concept
of anima/animus: which is the quest to integrate both the feminine and masculine parts of
the soul in order to achieve “psychic maturity.” In my efforts, | have attempted to reject
the structures and tools generally utilized in the representation of gender in order to
dismantle such a pervasive system that has socialized me and every other critic of this
system. Although American musical theater has historically provided audiences with
subversive representations of gender through song, the form ultimately submits these
disruptive portrayals to heterosexualizing narratives. Attempting to create a queer

narrative, then, required an ultimate rejection of the prescribed heterosexual(ized) union.
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CHAPTER II:

Gender and The Musical Play

A Brief History of the American Musical Before 1943:

Musical theater is rooted in the three, distinct traditions of drama, popular song,
and dance. However, it was not in its complete form, which draws from and weaves
together these elements so that they are indistinguishable from each other
(Gesamtkunstwerk),"™ from its beginnings. Musical theater developed directly from the
comedic operettas of Gilbert and Sullivan (such as H M.S. Pinafore and Pirates of
Penzance), which stemmed from the successful tradition of French operettas. As
compared with the traditional opera, comedic operettas center on a pair of lovers who
struggled through humorous (rather than tragic) barriers to realize their love. Gilbert and
Sullivan enjoyed great success in their native England and influenced such American
composers as Rudolf Friml, Irving Berlin, Sigmund Romberg, George Gershwin, Jerome
Kern, and Noel Coward. These composers developed their craft during the 1920s and
created some of the most popular and enduring music in American history.

Although these men continued in the tradition of operetta, they also contributed to
a new form of entertainment, aptly called “musical comedy™, which experienced a great
deal of success through the 1920s. Whereas the stories in operettas were told only
through song, musical comedy was initially a fragmented art in which a thin story,
revealed through dialogue, was abruptly interrupted by a showy dance number or

comedic song. [t was a new venue for the talents of waning popularity from vaudeville
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mixed with the new sensation of the dancing, singing chorus tied together with an anemic
plot.*" The music for musical comedies was similar to that in operettas but the composers
wanted to create a more popular form of entertainment so utilized elements of popular
music in their compositions.

Broadway musical theater at this time was a happy-go-lucky entertainment
medium, which reflected the blithe mainstream attitude toward social issues. The
quintessential musical of the decade is generally considered to be Good News (1927), a
musical set on the campus of Tait l‘Cl::l]'f:g,n:,"wl Good News tells the story of the football
hero, Tom Marlowe, who proves himself worthy of the affection of co-ed Connie Lane.
To do this, Marlowe must pass an exam so that he can play in the big game. The original
score includes songs like, “He's a Ladies Man,” “Button Up Your Overcoat,” “Girl of the
Phi Beta Phi,” and the beloved “The Best Things In Life Are Free.” Other lighthearted
productions of the decade include No, No, Nanette (1925), Lady Be Good (1924), and Oh,
Kay! (1926), the latter two with music and lyrics by George and Ira Gershwin, producing
such enduring standards as, respectively, “Fascinating Rhythm™ and “Someone to Watch
Over Me”. As these examples show, Broadway musicals of the roaring twenties had very
slim plots. Characters were designed from generalized stereotypes (as shown in Connie
Lane, the attractive, virginal co-ed and Tom Marlowe, the football hero in Good News)
and emphasis was placed on spectacle — a trait inherited from the very popular Ziegfeld
Follies — and popular song. In 1927, however, a new type of musical theater emerged
when Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein Il created Show Boat, a dramatic musical that

was the first true attempt at a Gesamtkunstwerk,*""
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Show Boat was a musical that dared to dramatize serious social issues from
miscegenation to compulsive gambling to spousal desertion.™"" It brought before the
public for the first time the human and moral concerns that would become the heart of the
enduring American musical."™ Quite a contrast from the light comedies of Gilbert and
Sullivan's comic-operas, the sentimentality of Victor Herbert's operettas, Florenz
Ziegfeld's showy song and dance experiences, or the Gershwins' dainty, topical musical
comedies, Show Boat relied heavily on the story of Edna Ferber's epic novel to develop
the characters, plot, and music of this musical show. Hammerstein skillfully condensed
the issue driven crises of the novel into the narrower confines of a musical pla:f.' Show
Boat was also the first musical to have a mixed raced cast in which African-American
performers played three-dimensional, sympathetic characters." Show Boar marked a new
generation of musical theater, in which serious (and comedic) literary themes were
treated on the Broadway stage through dialogue, song, and appropriate dance. As Barry
Singer annotates in his historical look at musical theater, Ever Afier:

Kern imagined a total artwork and based his ideas on Richard Wagner's

Gesamtkunstwerk — the notion that all arts (music, visual art, poetry, dance)

should be synthesized in a unified theatrical performance with no one element

taking precedence over the others. Kern believed that the story was the most

important element of a musical, and he wanted the story to structure the entire

show, supported by and developed with songs and dances."
Show Boat was Kern and Hammerstein's first attempt at the tradition that would be set by

Hammerstein and his future creative partner, Richard Rodgers, in later decades.
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The1930s saw the rise of the musical theater stage as a site of political satire and
comic escapism from the woes of life during the Depression. Historically, stages are
filled with great satirical comedies during political, economic, and military difficulties:
Aristophanes wrote satiric comedies during the Peloponnesian War in ancient Athens;
Gilbert and Sullivan wrote satiric comic operas when Victorian England social fabric was
coming apart at the seams. Whereas the Coolidge/Hoover Prosperity of the 1920s created
frilly fluff on Broadway stages, Capitalism's seeming collapse during the Depression
inspired an increase in left-leaning sentiments, a tendency that led to a spirit of social
inquiry, commentary, and criticism in many musicals of the Depression years."" The most
famous of these critical productions was The Cradle Will Rock (1937), a Brechtian
musical allegory of corruption and greed." Set in Steeletown, USA, the show is a pro-
union and rabidly anti-management jazz-opera produced with the federal funding of the
Federal Theater Project of 1935. Despite serious objections and blockades coming from
government agencies due to the critical content of the musical, the show did go up. The
Cradle Will Rock dramatized very current social issues through the representation of
stock characters portrayed as evil, heroic, or pitiable. The content of this show was
perhaps the most radical of the decade, which saw a great deal of popular entertainment
that was satirical and critical of the present state of things because the general public was
disenchanted by the current state of politics and (especially) economics. Other musicals
that clearly demonstrate this kind of reaction to the social era are Kurt Weill's

Knickerbocker Holiday (1938), the Gershwins' Porgy and Bess (1935), and Rodgers and

Hart's I'd Rather Be Right (1937).
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During the 1930s, the nation was temporarily side-tracked from the successful
pursuit of its prescriptive dreams and the mass American was the unfortunate wounded
bystander. Broadway satire provided a critique of the policies and society that created and
sustained the current state of things; however, that critique was still a celebration of the
innate American ideals and dreams that were topically absent in the 1930s from the social
sphere. Broadway reinforced the notion of meaningful work, which was hard to find in
the Depression. It celebrated the heterosexual union as men and women were
disenchanted with marriage and family because of the economic difficulties they
experienced. Broadway was reinforcing the American Dream by confronting the
administration and society that had lost hope in and strayed away from the pursuit of that
Dream. By the 1940s, the same satirical, celebratory representation of the American life
and Dream would be commonplace and mainstream.

Broadway's topical satire died with the 193{}5,'”i however, as Americans
determined that international politics and economic strife were more serious than the
satirical portrayals they were seeing on stage. As John Bush Jones notes in Our Musicals,
Ourselves:

WWII knocked most topical satire and social relevance off musical stage... but if

ephemeral topicality all but vanished, midway through America's involvement in

the war a kind of musical emerged that embraced broader social themes and
reshaped American musical theater for the remainder of the century,"""
Jones is referring to the beginning of the Golden Age in American musical theater. In

1943, Rodgers and Hammerstein produced Oklahoma!, commonly referred to as the first
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fully “integrated” musical (in terms of the elements of musical theater, not racial
integration}.'”"i The creative duo centralized the story, as Hammerstein and Kern
attempted to do with Show Boat 16 years earlier, and developed music and dance (with
famous choreographer Agnes De Mille) as derived from the book. Oklahoma!
implemented a number of new storytelling techniques, including focusing on emotional
empathy; dealing with characters and situations far removed from the audience by time
and geography; dealing with American historical and social materials; and its use of
dance to convey plot and character rather than mere diversion for the audience." Telling
the love story of Curly and Laurie, a cowboy and a farm-girl, Oklahoma! vividly brought
to life another world for Broadway theater-goers securely centered on the union of the
two protagonists. Juxtaposing Laurie and Curly's relationship with that of Ado Annie and
Will Parker (who maintain an on-again-off-again comic, romantic subplot), the musical
set up the tradition of the heterosexual union acting as the central tenement in characters'
realizations of their goals. Since Oklahoma!, it is required of a good musical book to:
combine the qualities of romance, emotion, lyricism, and comedy; involve dialogue,
music, and dance; and center around characters who embody archetypal representations

Ix

of gender and engage in the necessary heterosexual union.

The Golden Age and Beyond:
Oklahoma! was not only the first fully integrated musical, but also the musical
that defined the form of musical ;:ula:,rs,l""l It acted as somewhat of a prescriptive sketch,

which Broadway musicals followed closely for the next two decades. The form involves:
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two acts (the first much longer in which conflict is developed and the second in which the
conflict is resolved); a central love story dominated by the “boy-meets-girl-loses-girl-
gets-girl-back” paradigm; a subplot (love story); character driven plot; songs and dances
that are generated in the text and are particularized to character; and the accepted roles
for and representations of men and women. Rodgers and Hammerstein closely aligned
song with the traditional dramatic technique of the Shakespearean soliloquy. Song, as
they designed it within the framework of the musical play, is not a point at which
audiences are jolted back into the reality that the musical on stage is a fantasy but,
instead, acts to reveal character, what the character plans to do, and what he/she is like.™
Richard Rodgers intended to adapt Green Grow The Lilacs, the 1931 Lynn Riggs
play on which Oklahoma! is based, with his long-time creative partner Lorenz Hart. One
wonders how the tradition of musical theater would have differed if Hart had not
succumbed to a drinking problem and been replaced by Oscar Hammerstein II. Whereas
Hammerstein oppressively instituted the characteristics of the male and female
protagonists and limited the availability of stage space to alternative representations of
gender, Hart was a homosexual alcoholic, severely disenchanted with American ideals.
Hart enjoyed created characters and lyrics that were deep, mysterious, and subversive on
many levels (“My Funny Valentine™" and “Bewitched, Bothered, Bewildered™™" are
often sung today by homosexual, male artists because of their queer-able nature). The
legacy of the musical play was created through Rodgers and Hammerstein, however, a
man who developed characters and lyrics that can only be read exactly as he wanted to

portray them — the American ideals of femininity and masculinity or their
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comedic/evil/pitiable counterparts.

The musical's Golden Age saw the creation of eight Rodgers and Hammerstein
musicals, as well as other classics commonly known in most American ho