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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Getting Life in Two Worlds: Power and Prevention in the New York City House Ball

Community
By EDGAR RIVERA COLON
Dissertation Director:

Dr. Louisa Schein

This dissertation project is an ethnographic study of the House Ballroom
community in New York City. The House Ballroom community is a Black and Latino/a
queer and transgender alternative kinship system and dance performance circuit.
Specifically, it follows the lives of HIV prevention workers who are deeply embedded in
House Ballroom social networks. Based on four years of anthropological fieldwork, |
document the way that these community activists fashion meaningful lives in the meeting
point between the Ballroom world and the HIV prevention not-for-profit organizations in
New York City. It is also an ethnography of the productive failure of the gay and leshian
movement's inability to include working class Black and Latino/a queer communities in
developing a political infrastructure to combat HIV/AIDS in New York City. My
informants have helped to develop an alternative civil and political infrastructure by

combining material and symbolic resources found in the HIV prevention not-for-profit



organizations and the House Ballroom community. This ethnography documents and
analyzes the lives that these House Ballroom prevention activists have forged and the

work of political love that animates their professional and Ballroom communities.
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Chapter One: Art, Love, and Spirit
Getting to the Field

My first job as a qualitative research evaluator was at Gay Men’'s Health Crisis
(GMHC) and my assignment was to review a set of over fifty interviews that asked
members of the New Y ork City House Ballroom community about their sexual
experiences. The protocol included questions on their first sexual encounter, their fantasy
sexual experience, their most recent sexual activity, unprotected anal and vaginal sex, and
any unwanted or forced sexua encounters. The interview schedule was designed to €licit
arange of meaning sets about various types of sexual experiences that Ballroom
community members would report. The guiding idea was that these narratives would lead
to an understanding of rituals and concepts that might make a Ball member more likely to
engage in unprotected sex. The qualitative nature of the research was an attempt to get
beyond simply behaviors and reveal the cultural understandings that would allow the
prevention staff at GMHC to fashion HIV interventions that would produce declining
rates of infection and transmission for their target population. This focus on the House
Ball community was prompted by the findings from a 1998 Centers for Disease Control’s
(CDC) tuberculosis outbreak investigation amongst a network of Black and Latino men

who have sex with men (MSM)* and transgender women who were part of the Ballroom

! Men who have sex with men or MSM is an epidemiological category which emerged to delink sexual
practices from sexual identity categories like gay or bisexual. Public health researchers and community
health practitioners have argued that accurate data collection and effective health interventions are
hampered if target populations are asked to embrace identity categories that some may perceive as
stigmatizing and/or comprising overriding ethnoracial identifications (Seidman 2002). The limits of the
uses of MSM have been subject to extensive debate recently amongst both public health researchers and
practitioners (Young and Meyer 2005).



scene (Sterling 2000:317-320). The rapidity of the outbreak and its geographical spread
across urban population centers on the East Coast worried the CDC and created the
conditions for the development of a study of the House Ballroom scene in New Y ork City

that would use both quantitative and qualitative research methods.

Although in the early 1990’s, | worked as a phone counselor for ayear at New
York City’s Department of Health AIDS Hotline, it was my coming out as a queer-
identified Nuyorican man that facilitated my incorporation into working and middle class
gueer and transgender Black and L atino/a activist, social, and community based
professional circles, in addition to, my status as an ethnographer-in-training created the
conditions for my being hired at GMHC in the spring of 2000. My experiences working
as aresearch evaluator for the House of Latex (HOL) project and their relevance for my
ethnographic work are explored in greater depth in Chapter Three of this dissertation.
Suffice it to say that the work | did during that time introduced me to the House Ball

community and the preventionists that worked with New Y ork City’s houses.

| have described the role of serendipity in creating opportunities for my
ethnographic research in Chapter Three. However, my next involvement in the world of
HIV prevention organizations was much more than a case of felicitous serendipity. My
prior involvement as aresearcher with the House of Latex project and the eventual
circulation of the information that | was doing my dissertation on the New Y ork City
Ballroom community as well as my reputation as someone interested in community
organizing and activism through the socia networks that | have described above made

me the “ideal person” to become an ethnographer and community trainer for a project



that emerged in response to the CDC'’ s desire to know more about the scene’ s risk
behaviors and socia networks. The project that eventually made thisinstitutional desire
into areality was modeled partially on the methods used during two multi-city
seroprevalence and behavioral studies of young MSM done in the late 1990’ s, which
documented the rising rates of infection among young men of color as well as
transgender women of color aswell (Koblin, Torian, Guilin et al., 2000: 1793-1800). The
methods of the Y oung Men's Survey (YMS) emphasized the need to use * subculturally
specific” materials, language, and personnel in reaching young MSM of color and
transgender women of color to achieve the kind of recruitment and retention rates for the
study that would ensure an accurate epidemiological picture of the populations that were

most at risk for infection and transmission of the HIV virus.

Apparently, | was the kind of “subculturally specific” ethnographer and trainer the
team that was implementing the project wanted to hire. | was queer identified, familiar
with the New Y ork City Ball scene through my work at GMHC, Latino, had a known
history of being involved in community organizing around affordable housing and
environmental racism issues in the South Bronx, and someone who had been trained at
the graduate level in ethnographic research methods. Unbeknownst to me, a number of
GMHC staff members passed on my name and contact information to the New Y ork City
Department of Health employee in charge of the program and the two Columbia
University public health researchers with whom he was collaborating. In April 2002, |
received an e-mail and phone call from one of the researchers from the Mailman School
of Public Health at Columbia University who was helping to hire staff asking about my

availability for ameeting at GMHC during which we would discuss my joining the



project as an ethnographer and community activism and organizing teacher. | responded
viae-mail that | thought that there were plenty of people on GMHC'’ s staff that could
fulfill thisrole and that it would make more sense to use someone like Arbert Latex, the

mother of the House of Latex, than to hire someone from outside the organization.

Although | did believe that it would make sense to do what | suggested, | also had
no desire to work at GMHC given the Byzantine racial and class politics that | had been
witness to when | had worked there as a research evaluator for the HOL project. Quite
simply, | was averse to taking on that set of intramural racial and class dynamics again as
well as what seemed to me at the time a considerable undertaking of research and
training. | also thought that it would take time away from a dissertation project that
remained largely in abeyance. The Columbia researchers persisted with e-mails and
phone callsto the point that | suggested another graduate student who was thinking of
doing an ethnographic project amongst Black MSM in New Y ork City as an alternate job
candidate. This evasive tactic on my part did not work either. Finally, | agreed to meet

with the team to discuss the project and see what role | could play in this process.

Our first meeting was a bit off-putting since the enormity of what was being
proposed for the project did not seem at all feasible to me. In essence, the team proposed
to do alarge seroprevalence and behavioral study of the New Y ork City Ballroom with
over 500 research subjects, conduct an ethnographic study of two house families, and
train over an 18 month time period 31 Black and L atino/a queer and transgender
HIV/AIDS preventionists from eight different collaborating HIV/AIDS prevention and

intervention agencies to create, implement, and evaluate “community level interventions”



that would help to decrease the rate of HIV infection and transmission amongst Black and
Latino MSM and transgender women of color.? Throughout this first meeting, it was not
clear to me the reasons why all these projects had to be undertaken concurrently.
Nonetheless, as our discussion deepened, it became obvious that the goal of this effort
was to train awhole new cadre of young HIV/AIDS preventionist from the communities
most affected by the pandemic who would look to develop interventions that would be
primarily structural and not behavioral in nature and would lead to political mobilizations
that effect change on a societal level. During that meeting, | came to sense that the people
who had developed the program felt that the present array of community based
organizations that had accessto New Y ork City’s young Black and Latino MSM and
transgender women of color needed to break out of their routines of work and that this
program would create a cadre of young preventionists who would be trained and willing
to create new interventions that would change the institutional status quo both in the

agencies and the society at large.

Once | understood the broader context in which this program had emerged, the
need for these projects to run concurrently became more palpable and even wisely
strategic. The CDC’sinterest in both young Black and Latino MSM as well as Black and
L atina transgender women and its bureaucratic need to have accurate epidemiol ogical
data as atool to request more economic resources from the federal government for its

programs created an institutional and discursive space to make an argument for a

?In the end, the program dropped the qualitative component of what came to be known as the New York
City House Ball Study, but the seroprevalence and behavioral study as well as the training component
were undertaken and completed.



seroprevalence study of the House Ballroom scene and to use that study as arationale for
creating a groundbreaking capacity building HIV/AIDS frontline worker training

program that would effect programmatic and societal changein New Y ork City.

There were a number of reasons why the CDC funded this effort. New Y ork City
was and remains the epicenter of the HIV/AIDS pandemic in the United States. The
House Ball community in New Y ork City was made up of the very populations that are of
most concern for the CDC in terms of the epidemic’ s present and future profile. Finaly,
the transgender of color population remained alargely understudied group. The hope was
that a CDC funded study of the House Ball community in New Y ork City would

eventually lead to a study of transgender communities in the United States as well.

The team thought that the House Ball Study (or HBS as they called it) would lead
to large CDC sponsored transgender seroprevalence and behavioral study that would
provide the evidence for expanding programs targeted at this community. The team’s
logic was that since local and state-wide initiatives around HIV/AIDS prevention and
intervention were largely products of priorities set by the CDC, both their HBS study and
what they imagined as a future transgender study would create opportunities for the
interventions they thought necessary to confront and stem the pandemic. In essence, the
team used the HBS study to fund what it thought was the most important part of their
program, the worker-training component. Asthey laid out their rationales for structuring
their program the way they ultimately did, it occurred to me that the CDC had another
interest in funding this project: if the program did in fact train frontline workersto create,

implement, and evaluate innovative community level interventions that led to lower HIV



infection and transmission rates, then the CDC would get the benefits of |abor
rationalization. The CDC would get fewer, but better trained and slightly better paid,
frontline workers to do what was formerly done by a number of preventionists --- as

productivity increased, the actual labor force could decrease.

After giving it some thought, | decided to take the position for a number of
important reasons. First, | would be able to teach a population of students that were close
to my own personal, communal, and political affiliations and have some influence on the
next generation of frontline HIV preventionists of color in New Y ork City. Second, |
might be able to use some of the data collected during the ethnographic phase of the
research of the House Ball community for my dissertation project. Third, | concurred
with the team that without a large seroprevalence study of the transgender community of
color in New York City, the CDC would not provide resources for programs that afford
socia and economic opportunities (e.g., hiring community members as staff for new
intervention programs) for the community and that the HBS study was a precondition for
the transgender study to come into being. Finally, | would be paid a very good salary
either as a full-time employee or part-time consultant to the project since all the salaries
that were allotted for the program were higher than usual. This was a conscious effort by
the project’ s executive team to put pressure on the collaborating community
organizations to raise standards and wages across the board for their frontline staff, not

just those who were being trained by what would come to be known as the Technol ogy



Exchange and Capacity-Building for Community Health program or, more simply, the

TEACH program.®

The TEACH program and my participation in it during an 18 month period in
2002-2003 created the conditions that produced this dissertation project. This dissertation
is an ethnographic study of Black and Latino/aHIV/AIDS preventionistsin New Y ork
City at the beginning of the twenty-first century who are connected personally and/or
professionally to the House Ball community and who must articul ate personal and
professional livesin the wake of a pandemic that is growing amongst the communities
that they come from and have been trained to serve. In asensg, it is an ethnography of the
failure of the gay and lesbian liberation movement to include working class people of
color in its development of acivil and political infrastructure. Those infrastructures were
built in New Y ork City by queer Black and Latino/a activists and communities as

resources from multiple private and public institutions were made available to fight

® One of the interesting paradoxes of the TEACH program was that it aimed to create new interventions in
the field of HIV/AIDS prevention amongst Black and Latino MSM and transgender women of color in New
York City and was an intervention in its own right. The fact that the TEACH executive and management
team hired many trainees who were either Ballroom community members or persons socially connected
to these networks was, in a sense, already an expansion of resources available to the Ball scene. Further,
the inclusion of Columbia University’s Mailman School of Public Health as one of the institutions that
accredited the trainees or “interns” as a “Community Health Specialist” or “CHS” at the end of the
program meant that many of the graduates would have a credential from an elite academic institution
they could include in their resumes in future job searches or if they decided to pursue undergraduate
degrees. Moreover, after their training period, the newly-minted “Community Health Specialists” would
be sent to one of the agencies that initially chose them as candidates for training. In the long run, the fact
that they would be paid well, relative to their level of formal education, and have excellent health
benefits for at least three years may have been the most important TEACH intervention. A number of the
TEACH interns were living with HIV and a few were transgender or gender flexible. These intern groups
within TEACH would benefit enormously from the economic stability and healthcare that their jobs would
provide. The TEACH program also hired staff that were almost all Latino/a or Black MSM or transgender
women. Many of the staff were also either former Ballroom members or embedded socially in those
networks.



HIV/AIDS. The people | came to know and do research amongst forged lives between
the cultural and social spaces of the Ballroom and the community-based organizations. In
the parlance of the House Ball scene, they learned to “get and givelife’ (i.e., to receive
and to offer affirmation and love) between two worlds. This ethnography is about the
productivity of the strategic failure of the gay and lesbhian movement as it traversed its
liberationist and mainstream phases and the subjectivities and lives that those who were
excluded seized as funding opened up for intervention, activism, and organizing in

working class Black and Latino/a queer and transgender communities.*

Thisis not an exhaustive anthropological study of the New Y ork City House Ball
community, but rather an accounting of lives that are embedded in Ballroom networks,
but also enmeshed in the institutional and professional contexts that have emerged to
address the HIV/AIDS epidemic amongst communities of color. This project isan
ethnographically based effort to describe and analyze the subjectivities that are produced
at the meeting places of Ballroom cultures and the ideological-institutional landscape
created by the community-based organizations that are charged with combating the
epidemic. Although both the Ballroom and the organizations are partially described in
this project, my research interests are centered on how my subjects use and refashion the
material and ideological resources that are produced through these conjunctures of the
Ballroom and the community organizations to make their own lives meaningful and
ethically accountable to broader networks than the Ballroom or the community

organizations can encompass.

* I am beholden to Carlos U. Decena for this formulation of my project that became clear to me at his
insistent and insightful promptings.
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Although a number of houses and organizations are discussed in the chapters that
follow, no one community organization or Ball family is the focus of my research project
here. Rather, what is an important focus here is the possibility for social individuality or
personhood as an affective resource and ideological effect produced under the duress of
not only the HIV/AIDS epidemic as it ravages Black and Latino/a communities, but the
socia subordination and spatial segregation that the racial project of gentrification enacts
as adelimiting force subtending working class queer and transgender lives of color in
New Y ork City. Despite the fact that most of my informants are either second or third
generation Puerto Ricans/Nuyoricans, Dominicans or both, this project is not easily
described as a L atino/a ethnography since Ball cultures do crosscut both African-
American and second and third generation Latino/a culturesin New Y ork City and none
of my informants are able to make their own livesintelligible without references to the
strong African-American cultural currents that inhere in House Ball families and circuits.
Moreover, many L atino/a ethnographies remain, at least to my mind, in amelancholic
and agonistic relationship to the foreclosed historical possibilities for political economic
and/or nationalist recuperation. | would argue that my Latino/a Ballroom informants
remain outside this sphere of recuperative desire and have other melancholic and
agonistic conundrums. Although al of my informants have direct and indirect personal
and professional stakes in the fight against HIV/AIDS in their varying communities, the
narratives and contexts described herein are not primarily designed to produce insights
that, in all probability, would be useful in applied or policy-oriented ethnographies of

HIV/AIDS in the United States.



11

Thisisaqueer of color ethnography in a number of senses: 1) it presupposes
racialized sexualities/genders as starting points for describing and analyzing the
institutional and discursive matrixes that constitute social life under capitalist modes of
accumulation and political governance in the contemporary United States; 2) it describes
non-normative gender and sexual cultures within communities of color in tandem with
other non-normative affective/social constellations like femal e-headed househol ds and
multi-generational rearing arrangements; and 3) it uses ethnographic writing methods as
tools to rework the limited temporalities and epistemol ogies that narrow constructions of
disciplinary legibility engender (Bailey 2005, Ferguson 2004, Manalansan 2004). Above
al else, this project is acollection of personal stories or narratives constructed viathe
social scientific and literary craft of ethnography. These stories are aform of textual
witnessing by this ethnographer to the complexities, limits, and transformations
immanent to the subjectivities of my informants and the worlds that reproduce and

determine their ways of being on adaily basis.

The theme of the production of subjectivities as they traverse multiple sites of the
Ballroom social networks, community-based organizations, the spaces of Black and
L atino/a neighborhoods, and the variegated psychic and social landscapes of kinship in
its multiple and intersecting iterations really came to me, abeit in arather inchoate form,
during a pilot focus group of the TEACH trainees that the research team convoked. At
the time, our ideawas to test relevant domains and questions for the protocol that would
eventually be used in the seroprevalence and behavioral study of New Y ork City’s House
Ball community (Murrill, Liu, Guilin, Rivera Colon, Dean, Buckley, Sanchez, Finlayson,

and Torian 2008: 1074-1080; hereafter, Murrill et al 2008). To that end, the research
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team decided to have the trainees act as expert indigenous informants and alow them to
tell us what might make sense both as questions and general domains of inquiry in our
efforts to learn more about the Ball community. We justified the interns' participation in
this pilot focus group as a pedagogical exercise that would help refine their formative
research skills when they were developing ideas for innovative interventions in their

future work as interventionists and as frontline community researchers.

During the first weeks of the “ TEACH process’, as the interns came to call the
program, it became clear to the staff that the interns were not terribly impressed by some
of the extensive trainings they were being offered. In fact, many outside trainers found
the groups self-assured style and rhetorical militancy quite intimidating. The TEACH
interns had grown up with, around, and in the HIV/AIDS epidemic and felt largely that
the intervention methods aimed at communities of color in general and queer and
transgender networks within that broader milieu in particular were culturally incompetent
and roundly ineffective. In light of these experiences, the research team decided to make
the central question of the pilot focus group something the interns would be excited to
answer: why are prevention and intervention efforts so ineffective when it comes to the
people in the Ballroom community and Black and L atino/a people in genera? They were
indeed quite excited to make their opinions known on this question. After along and, at
times, dramatic conversation, the group came up with afairly consistent answer to the
guestion we had posed. The TEACH internstold us that prevention efforts were not
working because they failed to address three central areasin the lives of Black and
Latino/a peoplein New Y ork City no matter how they might define their sexual

orientations or gender expressions. Prevention messages and efforts always talked about
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sex and never love. They never addressed creativity or art. Finally, they never focused on

people’ s spirituality.

Art, love, and spirit>; | wondered after the pilot focus group whether Hegel had
been somehow channeled by the interns during the course of our conversation. It struck
me on further reflection that maybe Marx was the guardian ancestral spirit of this pilot
focus group since all the realms the interns identified as those that HIV prevention
messages and interventions ignored were those very ones that had the possibility, albeit in
arather beleaguered fashion, of contesting the alienation that he saw as one of the
organizing principles of both economic and social life in capitalist societies (Ollman
1977). Love especially stuck in my mind in the weeks, months, and years that would
follow the pilot focus group that proved seminal to this project. However, as | followed
my informants through their personal and professional livesin the field doing participant
observation, during formal and informal interviews many of which were recorded in my
field notes or eectronically, at community events, social events like parties, dinners, bar
nights, and in endless phone conversations that usually coincided with the times of day
and night that free minutes were available to them, | came to realize that whatever in their
lives could align with such complicated and contradiction-laden notions such as art, love,
and spirit was deeply embedded in their daily lives of work, friendship, family, and place.

Moreover, the social materials that produced these networks and the notions that

> | use the term “spirit” here quite deliberately since the religious traditions that my informants were
raised in are replete with spirit possession traditions that span Latino/a Pentecostalism, Roman Catholic
saint cults, New World African religious practices like Santeria, Vodoun, and Candomble, and New Age
spiritual concepts and practices. The use of spirit is broader than terms like “God”, “gods”, or “religion”
and more in synch with the variety of inflections of spirituality that were mentioned in the pilot focus
group under discussion here and my own informants’ cosmologies and vernacular theologies (Cruz 2005).
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inhabited and, in a certain sense, haunted them were found in the nodal points where the
institutional, personal, and social forcesin their livesinterarticulated. It was this process
of collecting data and staying with my informants over years that led me to the
organizing theme of this dissertation project: how my informants used the material and
symbolic resources found at these nodal points or institutional-discursive conjunctures to
make meaningful and accountable lives. It is this overlapping space between the
Ballroom and the organizations where my informants' lives are reformatted for creative,

loving, and even spiritual ends.
The Empirical Context

Although there isamodest cultural studies focused scholarly literature on the
House Ball community and more limited resources for developing a history of the scene,
there are almost no empirical data on the Ballroom families and circuits. In 2004, Murrill
and his colleagues undertook a seroprevalence and behavioral study of New York City’s
House Ball community and published their findings in the American Journal of Public
Health in 2008 (Murrill et al. 2008).° This study is still the only published seroprevalence
and behaviora study of the House Ball community in the United States. From June 1
2004 to December 31 2004 in New Y ork City, Murrill and his colleagues conducted

behavioral interviews and HIV testing for afinal sample of 504 House Ball community

® | am in the odd position of citing and using an article | co-authored as a resource for my own dissertation
project. My criticisms of this article are an attempt at pointing toward what empirical research on the
Ballroom community could be if both qualitative and descriptive methods were used in a more thorough
manner. These criticisms are in no way to be construed as a critique of the professionalism, diligence,
and/or good will of my colleagues who put this paper together. The very existence of this paper is proof of
their concern that the community and its advocates have the necessary weapons available to them when
making arguments for more resources from government and private funding entities.
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members. Murrill and his colleagues defined the Ball community in the following

manner:

“A “house” is acollective of people, frequently gay or transgender Black and
Latino youth, who share acommunal lifestyle. A “ball” isasocial event in which
houses and individual s engage in dance and performance competitions. The
network of individuals who are members of houses or socialy connected to house
membersisreferred to in this study as the house ball community. The house ball
community isrooted in Black traditions of communal social support in response
to economic and socia exclusion. It functions as a kinship system that is
organized to meet the needs of its members for social solidarity and mentoring”
(Murrill et a. 2008: 1074).”

Murrill and his colleagues found that their sample (N = 504) of the New Y ork
House Ball community was overwhelmingly male-identified (67%) and with the
remainder more or less equally female-identified (14%) and transgender-identified (18%)
with transgender-identified women having alarger numerical presence (MTF = 76, FTM
= 16). These numbers confirm what has been observed ethnographically: the House Ball
community is predominantly a gay-identified or bisexual-identified male scene and that
transgender-identified women and “biological” women have a much weaker numerical
and socia weight in the scene (Bailey 2005, McCarthy Brown 2001). The sample was

55% Black-identified and 40% L atino/a-identified. The sample subjects who identified as

7 Clearly, this definition is overly economical from an ethnographic perspective. The New York House Ball
community is rooted in both Puerto Rican/Nuyorican and second and third generation
Dominican/Latino/a traditions as well as Black traditions. A better and more historically grounded
iteration of this definition would locate the House Ball community within New World African diasporic
traditions of kinship and community building. Further, although the New York City House Ball community
has many young people in its kinship and social networks, it has many young adults and older adults as
well. The fact that Murrill and his colleagues found the mean age of their subjects to be 24 years is
indicative of this reality. Moreover, the Ball community is a Black and Latino/a lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender (LGBT) community and, therefore, has a greater sexual and gender diversity than allowed for
in the article’s definition. I think future quantitative and behavioral studies of the Ball scene will attend to
these gaps in this first effort.
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Latino/a overwhelmingly reported being Puerto Rican (58%) and Dominican (25%).
Again, these numbers confirmed what | have observed in my own participant observation
over the years | have been in the field doing research on the New Y ork City Ball
community. Nonetheless, | would argue based on my own field research that Murrill and
his colleagues probably oversampled for Latinos/as when collecting their data and that
the overall numerical presence of Latinos/asis probably closer to something on the order
of 30% to 35% in New York City scene.® Whatever the case, the study confirms what has
been known through other sources of information: along with the predominant African-
American presence, the Ball community in New Y ork City has a strong Puerto Rican and
Dominican component and thisis aresult, | would contend, of shared living spaces as
well as social and sexual networks amongst all these groups. It is these shared spaces that
led to the development of New Y ork City’s contemporary House Ball community in the

first place.

In terms of age, Murrill and his colleagues reported that 29% (n = 147) of their
sample was between the ages of 15-19 years old and 53% (n = 266) of their sample was
between the ages of 20-29 years old. Thus, over 80% of their sample was between the
ages of 15-29 yearsold. Their sample reflected the preponderance of teenagers and young

adultsin New York City’s House Ball community. Although only 5 % (n = 27) of their

® There are some fairly complicated methodological issues around the venue or event sampling that were
used for this study. Murrill and his colleagues used sampling methods that were developed for the CDC’s
YMS studies, but adapted these methods to the House Ball community in New York City (MacKellar,
Valleroy, Karen et al. 1996: 139-144). It still is not clear what led to what | contend was an oversampling of
Latinos/as in this study and my only hypothesis is that there were sampling events at atypical balls, like
the House of Latex ball, where there would be a more variegated population than is usual in the Ball
circuit.
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sampl e reported being 40 years old or older, my own ethnographic research indicates that
the presence of people 40 years old and older is much more significant both numerically
and socially than Murrill and his colleagues reported. In terms of sexual identity, 53% (n
= 265) of the sample reported being gay-identified, 17% (n = 89) of the sample reported
being bisexual-identified, 13% (n = 64) reported being heterosexual or straight-identified,
and 10% (n = 51) of the sample reported being lesbian-identified. Thus, the study
confirmed my ethnographic observations that the New Y ork City House Ball community
is predominantly gay and bisexual-identified with a significant presence of leshian and

straight-identified members as well.

This seroprevalence and behavioral study of the New Y ork City House Ballroom
community also reported two very significant sets of demographic data. Murrill et al.
indicate that 45% (n = 227) of their sample reported making less than $10,000 per year
and that 18% (n = 92) reported making between $10,000 and $19,999 per year. Thus,
over 60% of their sample was living on less than $20,000 per year in the New Y ork City
metropolitan area. Most study participants reported living in Manhattan, Brooklyn, or the
Bronx. Thus, many of them would have to negotiate living in one of the most expensive
citiesin the country on very limited incomes. Moreover, Murrill and his colleagues
reported that 47% (n = 282) of their sample were living with their parents or other
relatives. These two pieces of information again confirm my own research findings that
many House Ball community members live under significant economic duress and reside
with relatives and, in a number of cases, multi-generational domestic situations. This set
of data undermine the contention found in much of the cultural studies literature on Ball

culture that Ball membersin New Y ork City are somehow not deeply embedded in
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kinship networks of origin. My own research indicates that Ball membersin the New

Y ork City scene are deeply embedded in both systems of kinship and, at times, those
networks overlap socialy. The first ethnography of queer kinship in United States had a
largely White sample that was based in the San Francisco Bay Area and failed to
adequately address the complementary or, at times, overlapping natures of queer kinship
and kin of origin networks for working class people of color communities that make up

my own sample (Weston 1997).

The study also gives evidence for the other kinds of stressors House Ball
members in the sample have to contend with on adaily basis: “More than 60% of
participants reported having experienced at least 1 stressful life event during the previous
12 months. The most commonly reported stressful events were afriend’ s death (26%), an
acquaintance’ s AIDS-related death (20%), being the victim of arobbery (19%), afamily
member’ s accident or illness (19%), being arrested (14%), and job loss (12%)” (Murrill
et al. 2008:1077). Clearly, the New Y ork City House Ball community has members who
are dealing with very difficult economic, emotional, and social challenges. These
empirical data provide a deeper contextualization for my argument in Chapter Three that
the Ballroom members constitute a * surviving community” that lives under the
“assumption of death” as amaterial and socia force. 17% of the study sample tested
positive for HIV and 73% of those who tested positive did not know that they were HIV
positive. Obviously, Murrill and his colleagues have provided evidence for a community
that is well-acquainted with physical and social problems aswell as personal,
interpersonal, and socia trauma. New Y ork City’s House Ballroom community’ s ability

not only to survive, but also to grow and thrive despite the problemsit must negotiate in
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the short and long run indicates the emotional and social resources that are generated
within Ball kin and socia networks as well as the immense reservoir of resilience that

pushes the community forward.

Murrill and his colleagues write about the limitations of their study: “This study
had several limitations. Our findings may not generalize to the house ball community
outside New Y ork City or to the larger MSM and transgender communities within the
city” (Murrill et al. 2008:1079). Despite these problems of generalizing their findingsto
the Ball scene beyond the New Y ork City area or to wider scales of sexual and gender
minority communities, this first behavioral and epidemiological description of the New
Y ork City community provides an empirical baseline from which future qualitative and
guantitative investigations can measure their own successes and failuresin capturing a

community very much on the move.
Historical Context

Historian Craig Steven Wilder has argued in his study of Black male voluntary
associations and mutual aid societiesin New Y ork City from the late 17" century until
the first few decades after the Civil War that the “ African-American community hasits
basisin collectivism: abehavioral and rhetorical tendency to privilege the group over the
individua ... Africans entered the Americas equipped with intellectua traditions and
sociological models that facilitated a communitarian response to oppression” (Wilder
2001:3). The House Ball community is best understood as one of the inheritors of this

African-American tradition of responding to economic and social exclusion through
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communal modes of building social support and enhancing chances for individual and

collective opportunity (Stack 1974).

In New Y ork City, the Ball community is also an inheritor of a Black gay world
that is described in the writings of historians Eric Garber and George Chauncey (Garber
in Duberman et al. 1989:318-331, Chauncey 1994). The Harlem of the 1920's and 30’s,
according to Chauncey and Garber, was a Mecca of Black queer culture and a site of
popular “Faerie Balls’ that towards the end of the 1930’ s registered attendance in the
thousands. Although the Harlem Balls were historically related to the tradition of
masqguerade balls of nineteenth century New Y ork City, Chauncey contends that the gay
appropriation of the masquerade balls did not occur until the early decades of the
twentieth century. Chauncey argues that the Harlem Balls were events where gender and
sexual norms were challenged and reworked and that many were interracial in
participation if not planning.

In what precise manner the contemporary Ball community is a continuation of

this prior tradition is still amatter for serious historical investigation.® Cunningham

° Dance ethnographer and House Ball researcher Jonathan David Jackson has been doing qualitative
research on the scene since the late 1980’s and has over 50 transcribed audio taped ethnographic
interviews of key founders and early pioneers of the scene. Of the four persons who do research on the
contemporary House Ball community (i.e., Marlon Bailey, Frank Leon Roberts, Jonathan David Jackson,
and this present writer), Jackson has spent the longest time in the field and has the most command of the
dance culture that the scene has generated (Jackson 2002: 26-42). He was close to key House Ball figures
in the 1980’s including Avis Pendavis, Crystal LaBeija, Pepper LaBeija (a key figure in Jennie Livingston’s
documentary on the House Ball scene in New York City in the late 1980’s), and Eric Christian Bazaar (the
most well-versed indigenous historian of Ballroom cultures according to one of my key informants) with
whom he grew up in Washington DC. All these figures are now deceased. Consequently, Jackson is the
best positioned Ball researcher to write the early history of the contemporary House Ball scene and is
working on a project that will use his large collection of interviews as data. This work should be ready for
publication by 2010 or 2011 (Jonathan David Jackson to the author. Personal communication: 13 July
2008).



21

argues that the contemporary Houses started in the 1960’ s when Black gay men
organized their own balls in Harlem as an alternative to drag themed fashion shows that
were controlled by White gay men in gay bars and clubs downtown (Cunningham 1998:
175-195). According to Cunningham, the founders of what would become the modern
houses were responding to the racism they experienced at the hands of White gay male
judges in the downtown fashion show competitions. He further states that the term
Houses was coined by Crystal La Beijain 1977'° as a marketing device to give the balls
the aesthetic and cultural cache associated with the large fashion houses of Paris and
Milan. The fact that the first House of the contemporary Ballroom community isthe
House of La Beija, an African-American rearticulation of the Spanish word for beautiful
woman (i.e., “labella’), points to the shared cultural, social, and spatial dynamics that
typified neighborhood lifein New Y ork City Blacks and Puerto Ricans in the 1960’ s and
1970's. He a'so maintains that the House of Xtravaganza, the first predominantly
Latino/a House, was founded by Angie Xtravaganzain the early 1980's. Cunningham
seems to be relying on interviews he conducted for his essay as sources for his narrative.
Although Cunningham’ s account offers a plausible origin story for the contemporary
balls associated with the Houses, it does not offer any explanation for the development of
these “Houses” into alternative families as such.

In his book on Juanito Xtravaganza, Arnaldo Cruz-Malavé writes about the
history of the House of Xtravaganza and this particular connection between Blacks and

Puerto Ricans/Nuyoricang/L atinos/as building the foundations for the contemporary

1% That Crystal LaBeija is the first founder of a house is a contention that was repeated consistently to me
by many of my informants and all my informants told me that the Ball circuit and families were first
developed in New York City.
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families and circuit: “This development, one could say, might be seen as part of along
and creative cultural interaction (and competition) between Puerto Ricang/Latinos and
blacks in mixed and contiguous neighborhoods such as Harlem, El Barrio, and the South
Bronx, and in hang outs such as the Christopher Street piers, which had manifested itself
in El Barrio, for instance, in the Black and Latino lesbian and gay dance partiesheld in
the abandoned | ofts along Second and Third Avenues between 116" and 125" streets
throughout the 1960’'s” (Cruz-Malavé 2007: 179-180).Cruz-Malavé also argues that the
houses' transition from mostly drag performance teams to kinship networks was
propelled by the economic and socia effects of deindustrialization in New Y ork City that
pushed many working class queer and transgender youth of color out of their families and
into the streets.™

He also notes the differing elements of street culture that transformed Ball
cultures from a drag-glamour cultural formation to a voguing-chic/street media
configuration that would later add Hip Hop culture as one of its resources: “This new

generation of kids would introduce into the balls' competitive runway walk new survival

" This contention by Cruz-Malavé runs counter to gay historian John D’Emilio’s assertion that the
expansion of public spending in post World War Il America was the one of the key material enabling
conditions for the establishment and development of lesbian and gay social institutions and political
movements that led to the explosion of community building and sexual and gender identities after the
Stonewall Rebellion (D’Emilo 1983). In the case of the houses transforming into families, Cruz-Malavé is
arguing that the shrinking of public spending in the form of deindustrialization and the concomitant
redistribution of wealth upward created the material conditions for the caretaking and sharing of
economic and social resources that typified New York City Ball families in the 1970’s and ever since then.
My own life interview with Hector Xtravaganza (Hector’s, the founder of the House of Xtravaganza, son)
affirms that the Xtravaganzas were first constituted by Mother Angi and Father Founder Hector as a
“street family” or “a loving gay street gang.” Hector told me a number of times that he spent many
months sleeping on the piers and it was his Xtravaganza family that made sure he was physically safe and
had enough to eat.
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arts that had been worked out and honed in correctional facilities, parks, dance clubs, and
streets against those who would have them diminished or erased: the shady art of insult or
“reading”, the stylish martial art of “voguing” and the apparently-simple-yet-
dangerously-daring art of walking down the street cross-dressed without being detected
or “spooked” without being bloodied” (Cruz-Malavé 2007: 180). Moreover, he proffers,
using indigenous Ball historian Marcel Christian as his source, that the genesis of the
modern Ball families can be found in working class Black and Puerto Rican/Latino/a
solidarity and symbolic combat in the performance venues of the balls: “The
contemporary organization of the ballroom scene, structured asit is around “houses’,
associations, or “gangs’, as their members described them, that compete at balls for
increasingly proliferating categories, seems to have emerged, as ballroom historian
Marcel Christian has proposed in the recent documentary, How Do | Look, out of the
intense competition between Puerto Rican/Latino and black drag queens at these balls on
the late 1960’ s (Busch 2005). Their intense gang-like “battles’, he suggests, would

trand ate what would come to be known in the 1970's, following the model of the then
popularly available designer culture, as houses’ (Cruz-Malaveé 2007: 179). Thisisthe
most complete and complicated rendition of the historical narrative of the origins of the
contemporary House Ball community in New Y ork City, but it does not take into account
the transformations that the Ball community has lived through with the advent of the

HIV/AIDS epidemic.*

12 Interestingly, throughout my field research, | would occasionally hear from my own informants and
Ballroom members with whom | had no defined research relationship that the balls, voguing, and/or the
contemporary form of runway began at New York City’s Rikers Island, the largest extant penal colony in
the United States, when Black and Latina transgender women were incarcerated and would give shows
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In the last two decades, one of the most significant changes to occur in the
contemporary Ballroom community is the development of House families that are
creations of and have ongoing and deep relationships to the not-for-profit organizations
combating the HIV/AIDS epidemic in New Y ork City. Asthe epidemiological profile of
HIV/AIDS in the urban centers of the United States changed to make Black and Latino/a

communities objects of public health interventions and research, funding was made

for the other inmates A number of community members also mentioned that this would occur at
Christmas with the approval of the guards. | have never been able to corroborate this particular origin
story. Jonathan David Jackson did write me the following response to my inquiry about the Rikers Island
version of Ball culture genesis: “About performing runway at Rikers...The physical structure of the holding
cells, work-rooms and other areas at Rikers prison complex over the years and the fact that the complex is
mostly for short-term stays for presumed offenders who cannot always make bail makes it unlikely that
drag queens would have the physical room, resources, or the means to hold regular full-on, extended
runway competitions or drag shows while interned. Additionally, there are rules about cohabitation and
partying in the prison complex and one could lose one's credits if one failed to follow rules (and prolong
one's stay or add time to one's stay at another facility).Before he died, Marcel Christian Labeija took pains
to correct some apocryphal (or misleading though well-intentioned) stories that he included in one of his
Idle Sheets. The appearance of runway, drag, and voguing in Rikers and in other prisons across NYC is
actually much more complicated. While full-on runway competitions and drag shows may not have always
been possible at Rikers, extemporaneous, free-styling was. According to three of the community members
that | consulted (Frankie Dakota, Jerome and Marcel) larger long-term-stay prison facilities in NY State did
sometimes allow small-scale drag presentations at Christmas time in the late 1960s and early 1970s.Here
is a detail about what may have happened at Rikers in terms of runway: Jerome noted that, while the
term "runway" has been in use to describe the thrust stage of Harlem drag balls since the pre-WW!II era of
Bonnie Clark's balls, the use of the term runway was partially (underscore partially) inspired by the
architecture of the hallways at Rikers (and Jerome was in and out of Rikers by his own admission).
According to Jerome, some of the long hallways in Rikers ran either alongside, parallel to, or against-the-
line of actual runways of the nearby LaGuardia Airport (meaning runways where planes take off and land).
So the performer would literally "catch the beats" (Jerome's words) of the planes rhythmically landing and
taking off when they performed their "off the cuff" (his words) improvisatory "model-esque" movements.
Certainly, the use of the term "runway" did not originate in the community from this detail. The term
comes from multiple sources and it refers to many things: choreographic actions as well as actual physical
thrust stages. But such a detail of what might have happened at Rikers--and why and how it happened--
helps us understand the complex ways that these traditions evolve both within and outside of prisons”
(Jonathan David Jackson to the author. Personal communication: 20 July2008).
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available to make inroads into Black and Latino/a queer and transgender communities.
The houses were seen by many HIV/AIDS preventionists as key venues for education,
prevention and, later on, research efforts (Schaffzin, Kaplan, Whittier, & Massey 1996).
To that end, the House of Latex, sponsored by Gay Men’'s Health Crisis (GMHC), the
largest HIV/AIDS prevention and care organization in New Y ork City , was created in
the early 1990’ sto do HIV prevention and education in the Ballroom community. The
House of Latex was innovative in its approach to prevention in that it sought to function
as atypica house family by competing in the Balls and adopting the language of kinship
in referring to paid staff (e.g., “Mothers’, “Fathers’, “Uncles’, “Aunts’) and the young
Black and Latino/a queer youth ( e.g., “Brothers’, “Sisters’, “Cousins’) who joined the
house. The House of Latex’ swork helped to accelerate the process of importing public
health models of sexuality and bodily health into the Ballroom scene in an unprecedented
manner.

The interventions of GMHC and other community-based organizationsin the
Ballroom scene has resulted in many Ball members being trained in prevention
techniques and some of them becoming employees of the various agencies that came into
existence as both public and private sector monies were disbursed to organizations
working directly with Black and Latino/a communities at risk for infection and
transmission of HIV. This interaction between funding sources, not-for-profit
organizations, and the Ballroom community has become so intense and widespread that

the House of Latex now annually hosts the largest free Ball in New York City.™* The

 The House of Latex occupies an ambiguous and contradictory space in the wider Ballroom scene in New
York City. Since it is an outreach and intervention mechanism of a HIV/AIDS prevention organization, any
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Latex Ball is attended regularly by the House families aswell as “outsiders’ from the
not-for-profit and public sector organizations working on HIV/AIDS in New Y ork City.
Thus, the Ballroom community has become partially embedded in the larger networks of
private and public health and prevention bureaucracies in away that contradictsits
historical trgectory as aBlack and then Black and Latino/a controlled socia circuit and
aternative kinship system.
Ball Language, Rituals, and Meanings

At the present moment, the contemporary House Ball community can be
described as an alternative queer kinship system that is organized to meet the needs of its
members for social solidarity and mentoring in aracist society largely hostile to sexual
and gender expression differences and that has as one of its ritual expressions the dance
and performance competitions called the balls. Roughly speaking, the term “houses”
refersto the actual kinship networks that are generally not localized in any one place or
residence and the “ballroom” or “balls’ are the common terms for the competitive dance
and performance events that occur at regular intervals throughout the year and constitute
an event circuit. The House Ball community is also referred to as the “ The House
Ballroom Community”, “The Ballroom Community”, “The Ball Community”, “The

House Community”, “The House Ball Scene’, “The House Ballroom Scene”, “The

young person can join the house as long as she agrees to attend meetings on a regular basis, walk balls for
the house, and be trained as a peer HIV prevention specialist. This open door policy violates the rules of
the rest of the Ballroom scene where criteria for house membership are very selective and specific to the
categories the house might specialize in when competing. Thus, the House of Latex is seen by many
community members as a resource for the Ball community, but not a totally authentic house since
“anybody can be a Latex.” Some children see the House of Latex as a good place to learn about the balls
and walking. But once a child becomes proficient in her category, she should join a “real” house to get her
Ballroom “props” (i.e., bona fides or authenticating Ballroom credentials).



27

Ballroom Scene’, “The Ballroom World”, “The Ball World”, “The House Children”,
“The Ball Children”, and “ The Houses.” Members of the Ballroom community refer to
each other as“child” or “children.” The term can signify a particular kinship relationship
in ahouse family (e.g., The House of Manolo Blahnik) or general membership in the
Ballroom community. New Y ork City, along with Atlanta, Baltimore, Boston, Chicago,
Detroit, Newark, NJ, Philadel phia and Washington, D.C., is one of the centers of the
House community, which has spread to other urban areas with large concentrations of
African-Americans and Latinos/as. The contemporary Ball scenein New York City is
now composed of Blacks and second-generation Latinas/os of largely Spanish-speaking

Caribbean descent.

Recruitment for the Ball familiesis both intense and very selective. Houses are
not only queer kinship networks; they are also teams that must compete in a circuit that is
emotionally, financially, and physically demanding and, at times, even dangerous. Each
house has its own reputation in terms of which categories of performance it excelsin and
is expected to maintain that tradition. Each house member isrequired to “make a
contribution” to all the efforts that the house undertakes within the circuit (e.g., hosting a
ball in which other ball families compete) and internally. Also, each member is charged
with keeping up the houses' standards and the traditions of excellence and with recruiting
new members who will do likewise. Thus, some houses are known for recruiting very
beautiful transgender women who can walk femme gqueen categories and convince the
judges they can pass as “real" women. Other houses recruit members who have
astonishingly beautiful faces and can compete successfully in face categories. Recruiting

strategies are various and houses often “steal” the “upcoming” stars of other familiesto
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maintain their competitive edge in the ball circuit. Family loyalties, the hard and soft sell,
friendship aliances, and erotic interests, anongst other factors, are al in the mix when

these dynamics are at play in the Ball scene.

There are two primary rituals around which house families are organized: house
activities and ball competitions. House activities include first and foremost regularly
occurring family meetings where business is discussed and members are assigned tasks to
undertake which may include ball preparation activities, teaching aless experienced
member to perform better in hisher category, and membership recruitment. House
meetings are also times to praise publicly members accomplishments and excoriate those
who have failed to live up to their family obligations. New house members are introduced
and old members are sometimes thrown out of houses as well. These meetings occur
oftentimes at the house mother’ s or father’s home, but they can aso occur in community
spaces. Some houses will use conference calling as away of meeting both with local
members and/or with chapters from the various cities where ball families reside. Some of
my informants told of me of house meetings dealing with a particular urgent house
concern or issue occurring in cyber space with cell phone or computer-based instant
messaging technology. Of course, not all houses activities are, in fact, business meetings
or formal. Many ball families have planned or spur-of-the-moment gatherings that can
include dinner at amember’ s apartment or house, a night at the movies, dinner at a
restaurant, hanging out in the West Village, going to one of the many LGBT pride events
that occur in New Y ork City during the summer, going out to a club to dance and party,

attending different types of artistic and cultural performances especially if ahouse
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member is performing, going to the beach during the warm weather, and/or atrip to the

Great Adventure Amusement park on its annual “Gay Night.”

Ball families both attend balls that other families host and usually once a year or
so host their own ball that circuit members are invited to viathe circulation of a ball flier,
the internet, or word of mouth. Balls are the principle ritual of the House scene. All balls
follow afairly standard procedural format. The hosting family announces the ball at
earlier ballsthey are competing in or Ballroom related events. Of course, the ball family
isnot allowed to compete in their own ball, but members from the house can and usually
do act as judges during the event. The house rents the space and decorates the hall or club
they have acquired for the night according to the theme or themes they have chosen as an
organizing motif for their ball. For example, the 2007 House of Evisu ball at the National
Black Theater had pictures of famous ball walkers from the past and present all over the
walls of the auditorium where the runway was set up. The ideawas to give the ball

families a sense of their history and their future.

Before the ball, the house has to contract a DJ and his technical crew for the night
to provide the musical soundscape for the evening’' s proceedings. The house also hasto
plan for any outlay of cash that the concessions and decoration process will incur.
Trophies will have to be purchased and cash will have to be allotted and set aside for the
prize winnersin the various categories. Also, MC’'s or Commentators will also have to be
hired. Customarily, there are two Commentators and sometimes there are more;
consequently, they may rotate their shifts during the ball. They are an essential ingredient

in any ball and their presence gives the ball legitimacy as a serious affair. The MC’s or
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Commentators at a ball introduce the various competitive events and the requirementsto
enter competition. Commentators are expected to entertain the ball spectators and
frequently act as mediators between the audience, the competitors, and the judges.
Commentators are paid for their work and are masters of the cultural logic of the Ball
scene as well as powerbrokersin their own right. One informant told me that a
commentator can “make or break” a Ball walker by a sarcastic comment, praise, or awell
crafted look. On occasion, an MC may disagree with the judges’ decision about a ball
walker’s disqualification and dissolve the panel. Moreover, the politics of judging and
friendships can undermine the meritocratic ethos of Ballroom competition. Many times
when aball walker is unfairly thrown out of the competition (i.e., “chopped”) before
he/she can do battle with his’/her other competitors, the charge of “politics’ taking over
performative merit is made. Also, when first place is given to someone audience
members find unworthy of such adistinction, the notion of “girlfriend politics’ is evoked.
This can be source of real psychological and physical conflict during aball. Although the
MC is central to negotiating the judges power and can act when “girlfriend politics’
intervene, ultimate authority over the ball proceedings rest in the hands of the house

mother and father since they are the hosts and are paying for all the expenditures.

Along with this decoration process, the hard work of setting up chairs and the
runway fall to the house members and whatever friends, lovers, and/or family of origin
they can convince to help them. The physical set up may begin in the early or late
afternoon before the doors open for the public at night and the take down may last until 9
am or 10 am the next morning depending on time limits placed on the house by the

venue' s management or owners. The house also has to take responsibility for whatever



31

food and drinks will be available for purchase during the event. In the case of the 2007
House of Evisu ball, two different houses were given responsibility for drinks and food.
The Evisus set up separate areas where food would be sold and soft drinks, juices, water,
beer, liquor, and mixed drinks would be offered at a price to the ball participants. Prior to
the ball, leaders of the houses involved agree on how the profits from the food and drink
concessions will be divided. Beside the concessions, the Evisus aso hired another house
to do security at the door and throughout the venue to make sure that all ball participants
are safe and that they could move the ball proceeds from the venue to the mother’ s home
safely. All “regular” balls (i.e., those balls that are not free like the ones sponsored by
HIV prevention organizations) charge an entrance fee that can go from twenty-five to
thirty-five dollars and sometimes higher depending on the venue and the house’ s initial
expenditures for the entire event. Thus, having a good and physically capable security
team insures that no “funny business’ occurs at the door with the money collected.
Clearly, ahosting ball family can do all these things by itself, but delegating these
responsibilities may allow them to focus in a more concentrated way on the smooth

running of the actual competition.

From abird s eye view, balls are organized spatially in aT formation. The
vertical part of the T isa*“forward thrust” runway where the competition occurs and the
MC’s spend most of the night “commentating”, entertaining the audience, vetting the
competitors, and communicating with the judges (Jackson 2002). The horizontal part of
the T iswhere the judges’ table is situated, if at all possible, usually high above the
audience and replete with water, drinks, and snacks to keep their morale high during the

long night. There are at least six and as many as a dozen well respected ball members
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from different houses who judge the proceedings during the competition and the initial
panel is dismissed usually during the ball’s midpoint and a new group of judgesis
empanelled for the remaining balance of the night to insure that the judging is not marred
by fatigue. The ball begins when the MC’ s introduce the “Legends, Statements, and

Stars’ who are present in the room and these highly regarded ball walkers come up and
are recognized by the community for their expertise and long-standing commitment to the

Ball scene.

After this homage to the Ballroom’ s living history, the house that is hosting the
event participatesin “ The Grand March” which is a procession by all the house's
members as they are called up to the runway by the MC’ sin groups according to the
categories in which they compete. “ The Grand March” is an opportunity for the house to
show itstalent and cohesion as ateam and afamily as well as a chance for the Ballroom
members and non-ball spectators to show their appreciation for the enormous collective
effort and monetary investment that hosting a ball demands. After “ The Grand March”,
the MC’ s call up the judges using chants that identify the categories they walk and their
houses. The judges, of course, play to the audience and vogue or demonstrate their
beautiful faces or sexy bodies or walk runway depending on which categories they have
come to dominate in their careers as ball walkers. Once the judges are empanelled, the
MC'’ s open the categories and invite audience members who wish to compete in the

category to come up and show their skills to the judges and the spectators at large.

At times, the categories call up dozens of competitors and sometimes no one

comes up to the runway to try her luck at winning. The MC’ s are responsible for
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attempting to go through all the categories that have been listed in the ball flier or
brochure, but few ballslast long enough to actually open all the categoriesto
competition. The MC’s, therefore, are empowered, always in consultation with the host
family, to move categories that are more popular up on the agenda and to remand
categories for later in the program. Commentators open categories and wait for walkers to
present themselves for competition, but they rarely wait long and begin the numerical
countdown that signals the category’simminent closure” ... 5, 4, 3 ... Nobody for this
category? OK! ... 2, 1and ahalf, 1 ... The category is closed! On to the next one,

children.”

When a ball walker comes up to the runway to compete, he or she will haveto go
through possibly three vetting processes. First, the ball walker can be turned away by the
MC’sif they find that she isway out of line with the particular category’s requirements.
This usually happens to walkers who are just beginning their careers on the runway and
thistype of rgjection is quite embarrassing and the ball child may have to endure the
ridicule of the MC’s as well as the audience’ s unsettling laughter. If the ball walker
passes this test, then she must pass the judges’ test to seeif she isworthy of competing
for the trophy. If any judge or group of judges thinks that the walker has not met the
criteria called for by the category, then he or she signals her disapproval and the ball
child isdisqualified or “chopped” and sent packing back into the audience. If the child
does qualify or is given ten points by each judge and the panel, the MC’ s tell her that she
“has got her tens all around” and she steps aside to wait for the vetting of the next

contestant.
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Once all the contestants are qualified for first prize competition, the MC'’s
organize the remaining ball walkersinto dyads and an elimination or “battle round” is
begun and the last walker standing is the winner. These battles can last quite awhile and
the audience is afull participant in cheering their house brothers and sisters on and
showing their enthusiasm as amazing dance performances and flawless faces are
presented before the judges. The crowd has its favorites and the MC'’ s often pair together
ball walkers that have reputations as being outstanding in their performance or having
prior ball animosity to settle during the battle. The MC’ swill often ask the audience if
they want to see two ball walkers “battle it out” --- much to the audience’' s delight and

raucous approval.

Throughout the night, the MC’ s will remind the audience members of upcoming
balls and ballroom related events by reading flyers that the host houses have made sure
made it into the hands of the MC’s. They also may encourage audience membersto get
tested for HIV and to take advantage of the services of community organizations
connected to the Ballroom community. Thisis especially true when the ball is being
sponsored by one of the local HIV/AIDS prevention and intervention agencies. During
these agency-sponsored balls, the MC’ swill offer the crowd information on HIV testing
and counseling, sometimes quote seropreval ence rates for Black and Latino MSM, and
even offer an improvised speech on the importance of safer sex practice and the role that
love hasto play in the community’s care for each other whether they are HIV positive or
not. Also, categories will ask for the ball walkers to integrate safe sex messages into their
individual and group performances. Of course, in New Y ork City, given the deep

connections on many levels that now exist between the House Ball community and the
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HIV/AIDS prevention organizations, | have rarely attended a ball, whether agency-
sponsored or a*“regular” ball, during which prevention messages in some way were not

communicated by those in charge of the event.

Along with the established houses that constitute the New Y ork City branch of the
community, thereis a paralléel universe of just for fun houses called the “kiki houses.”
Theterms “kiki” or “kiking” are used in much broader ambits than the New Y ork City
ball scene, but they are definitely part of the lingua franca of ball culture. “To kiki” or
engagein “kiking” has various meanings that encompass gossi ping, making fun of
someone, or enjoying afunny, absurd , or embarrassing public episode or drama usually
at the expense of those outside of one’simmediate friendship networks or set of
interlocutors. Sometimes, a group of ball children might have a*“kiki” when someonein
the community or outside of it issaid “to carry” or “to be carrying on” which means to
make a display of yourself through behavior that can be read as disrespectful, hostile,
and/or disruptive. Although “carrying on” isfrowned upon in Ball circles, there are times

when my informants found the behavior justified or, at the very least, good entertainment.

The “kiki houses” get their name from this concept of “kiking” since they are
houses that compete just for fun and do not have the same status as the established
houses. Kiki houses have grown out of the House Ballroom scene in the | ast ten years or
so and were actually begun in Philadel phia by a Ballroom-connected preventionist who
wanted to create venues for younger members to practice and demonstrate their ball skills
without the competitive pressure of the regular balls. The kiki house circuit islargely

embedded in community agencies that have programs that target Ballroom youth, but kiki
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balls can occur in various locations including public gathering spaces. The houses are a
somewhat parodic rendition of the “real” houses as well as expressions of the self-
organization of the younger members of the various “real” house families. Kiki balls or
functions can be held anywhere that younger members meet (e.g., the newly renovated
Christopher Street piers). Further, these young kiki house members can take roles and
statuses that are usually reserved for established Ball members (e.g., acting as ajudge for
akiki function). The flexibility and satiric qualities (e.g., the House of Snapple reigns
supreme in the kiki circuit these days) are consistent with the parodic el ements found in

the wider Ball scene.

The House Ball community has its own rather complicated, mobile, expansive
and prolix argot or ingroup language. Most importantly, the Ball members have
appropriated the language of kinship in organizing their networks. The difference with
the Ballroom articulation of this language is that maternal and paternal nomenclatures do
not align all or most of the time with the gendered embodiment of the person in question.
Thus, many male-bodied gay men are house “mothers’ and some “fathers’ are female
bodied. Balls are referred to as “functions’, but the term is also used in awider sense to
include any event where Ballroom social networks will be present. Ball walkersthat give
excellent performances are often referred to as “ovah” or “fierce.” A Ball member who is
said to be “flawless’ or to exhibit “flawlessness’ refersto a perfect physical presentation
that a particular category demands and/or a dance/performance that goes off without a
hitch. Along these lines, when a Ball walker performs with grace and acumen in the

category sheis competing in, sheis*given life” or the crowd is said to be “giving life” to
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the person executing such a high caliber performance. All ball walkers want to “to get

life” while they are on the runway.

The opposite of “getting life” is when someone or, at times, awhole audience
“pays dust” to a person: ignores someone or treats her or him in a dismissive manner. Of
course, the most widely circulated Ballroom argot terms are probably “shade” or “being
shady” and “to read” or “reading someone”. In Ball parlance, to give someone shade isto
treat him with contempt or something less than contempt since giving him contempt
would be placing too much attention on him. “Reading someone” is engaging in a verbal
and gestural performance always for an audience that delineates in excruciating and
embarrassing detail the flaws, shortcomings, and lack of social gracesthat one's
interlocutor suffers from and makes a shameless display of on adaily basis and especially
at this very moment of address. Shade is aform of verbal combat that relies on both
subtlety of expression and acumen in detailed description for its social distancing and

comedic valence to be effective.

One of the key linguistic and performance inventions of Ball culture is the notion
of “the category” or “categories’ around which Ballroom competition is organized. A
category is aperformative rubric that is usually, but not exclusively, based on gender as
both a social norm and potential entry point to embodied critiques of the closure of
material and symbolic resources. The category demands that she or he be embodied in a
certain way and that she or he be able to skillfully enact the rubrics of that form of
embodiment in the heat of competition. Categories are always in the process of

development and modification and, at times, the object of collective scrutiny and intense
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debate during ball performances. Some categories over time come to dominate Ballroom
venues as in the case of those that are geared to butch queens. In the gender system that
organizes the Ballroom scene, a butch queen is a man who has sex with men and whose
gender expression can vary from very feminine to quite masculine. It marks those menin
the scene who live as men even though they may be gender variant in certain ways. Some
categories have their time on the runway and then fade away. Many of my informants
both those who would identify as Latino/a and those who would identify as African-
American and/or Black refer to Latinos/as as* Spanish” and houses that are

predominantly Latino/aas “ Spanish houses’ or “Latin Houses.”

Intersecting Literatures

This project isin conversation with a number of literatures within and outside the
field of cultural anthropology. Building on and departing from David Schneider’s
deconstruction of kinship as an ethnographic object of knowledge (Schneider 1984), Kath
Weston provides the first ethnography of queer kinship in the United States (Weston
1997). She posits that the large economic and socia changes in the Post-WWI1 United
States have altered the perception that to be queer isto be outside the domain of kinship
itself. Weston maintains that the creation of lesbian and gay urban communities as well
as the extension of the eroticization of the consumer economy created the economic and
institutional underpinnings for what she calls “families of choice” (Weston 1991:110).

For Weston, “lesbian and gay” families are a rearticulation of heterosexual
arrangements and not necessarily aradical rupture from the racialized sex-gender matrix
that produces familial networks in varying degrees of tension with normative social ideals

about kinship. She argues that the traditional anthropological term “fictive” families
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reproduces the logical and empirical fallacy that straight families are rea because they
are grounded in biological reproduction whereas other forms of kinship are less red
because they are not tied to biogenetic processes.

Although the cover of the second edition of her ethnography features a portrait of
members of the House of Revlion, Weston focuses her study on how gays and lesbians
from working class families have different sets of expectations than her White middle
class informants in terms of remaining connected with their families of origin.
Nevertheless, she does not address how the House families could be construed as
“families of choice.” Also, she does not attend to the overlaps that Black and Latino/a
working class gays and lesbians need to negotiate in their families of origin and “families
of choice” given that, in many cases, the kin network remains for racialized subjectsin
the United States the social support network of first and last instance (Stack 1974).

Caral Stack’s ethnographic study of African-American kin networks remains one
of the few ethnographic investigations of kinship patterns among working class racialized
minorities (Stack 1974). Stack’s study is an ethnographically-grounded refutation of the
culture of poverty thesis (Glazer and Moynihan 1970, Lewis 1968, Whalen 2001). She
demonstrates how inclusive notions of kinship help to organize the type of dense
economic and socia networks that poor Black people need in order to negotiate the
exigencies of persistent forms of racial discrimination and economic marginality. Much
of the data provided in Stack’s ethnography resonates with the types of economic and
socia solidarity that my ethnographic research on the House families demonstrates.

William G. Hawkeswood’ s One of the Children isto date the only book length

ethnographic study of Black gay men in New Y ork City. Hawkeswood was familiar with
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the Ballroom community and has a small section in his study on what he calls the “Drag
Balls’ of Harlem (Hawkeswood 1996:85-87). However, Hawkeswood' s ethnography
focused on the dense networks that constitute the friendship and kinship practices of the
socia world of his Harlem informants. His data show that his informants understood their
Black gay male networks as part of their broader Black affiliations which took priority in
the construction of their social identities. Hawkeswood' s research also makes plain how
deeply the ethos and language of kinship structures the social networks of his gay Black
subjects. “People are connected to one other [sic] through series of interdependent social
networks and through participation in gay socia events or institutions. Close gay
members of each individual’s social network become his “family” and are accorded
familial titles. In this manner, everyoneisrelated to everyone else by fictive kin
relationships’ (Hawkeswood 1996:1). This suggests that the Ball families emerged from
these dense networks that have their roots in African (Wilder 2001) and Southern kinship
traditions that were transformed in the new economic, racial, and sexual landscapes
afforded by the mass migration of Blacks into the urban centers of the United States. Part
of that transformation was the interaction with Puerto Ricansin particular and later
arriving Latinog/asin New Y ork City in the early decades of the twentieth century and
even more intensely after World War |1 (Whalen 2001). Puerto Ricans also had their own
inheritance of African kinship modes and popular religiosity (e.g., the spiritual families
of Espiritismo and Santeria) as well as Catholic-derived ritual kinship in the
compadrazgo system when they encountered Blacksin New Y ork City (Fitzpatrick 1971,
Mintz 1960, Steward 1957). It is this encounter of different migrating populations that

provides the broader cultural and historical conditions for the emergence of the
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contemporary Ball families and circuit. Hawkeswood' s study does not explore how Black
gay maleidentity in New York City is articulated in relationships of solidarity and
tension with Latino gay men as well as Black and Latinafemale and transgender
identities. He also does not explore the unique status that Ball families have in the Black
and Latino/a queer worldsin New Y ork City in contradistinction to the fictive families he
describes amongst his Black gay male informants.

The scholarly literature on the Ballroom community is very limited and
ethnographic approaches to the Ballroom community are few (Bailey 2005, Butler 1993,
Cruz-Maavé 2007, Harper 1999, hooks 1992, Jackson 2002, McCarthy Brown 2001,
Murrill et al 2008, Reddy 1998). In August 1991, the commercial release of Jennie
Livingston's documentary, Paris |s Burning, brought the House Ballroom community to
national attention. The film itself became a source for critical commentary in the
emerging field of Cultural Studies. The Cultural Studies literature on the Ballroom
community has been productive for framing important questions around gender, race,
class, sexuality, and appropriate notions of home and domesticity in relation to forms of
normative whiteness. The literature has used the Ball families and events as exemplary
cases through which to think larger theoretical questions around social difference and
regimes of normativity (Warner 1993). The particularity of the Ball families and the balls
as cultural rituals and dance performances has largely been subservient to atheoretical
agenda that seeks to think the types of transitions that the changes in the libidinal and
political economy of a Post-Fordist regime of accumulation have afforded (Lancaster

2003). What ismissing in the literature on the Ballroom community is a focus on the
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particulars, the local meanings, the context, and history that rigorous ethnography
demands.

Much of the criticism was centered on how gender was being reworked by ball
participants and the asymmetries of power between the working class Black and Latino
gueer subjects of the documentary and the Y ae-educated White lesbian filmmaker
(hooks 1991, Butler 1993). hooks has argued that the film presents its subjects out of
their Black communal contexts and renders them exemplars of “stellar individualism”
and the ballslargely spectacles of Black excess (hooks 1992). She argues that White
femininity is worshipped by the drag queens in the Ballroom circuit and that Black men,
whatever their sexual orientation and, presumably, their gender expression, sharein
White peopl€’ sreviling of Black womanhood. In short, the desires expressed by the
House members in the film are atype of individualized social transubstantiation that
resultsin areactionary self-loathing and a spectacular and theatrical form of political
conformity. hooks' take on the Ball culture largely ignoresits kinship, mentoring, and
social support dimensions.

Butler responds to hooks' claims by concurring that the way women are
“idealized” in the balls through drag performance negates the social conditions that
define the lives of Black women (Butler 1993). Nonetheless, she parts company with
hooks largely because her understanding of interpellation (Althusser 1971, Delany 2001)
isrooted in amaterial heterogeneity of the construction of social subjects and the
discursive ambivalence of this self-same process. Thus, there are dominant
manifestations of gendered racialized living as well as normative kinship structures, but

these phenomena are by no means univocal nor are their social effects guaranteed over
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time. That isto say, the discursive fix is not dways in --- even though subversion is not
necessarily the order of the day either. Butler argues that drag performance can “re-
idealize” gender and/or it can expose the very “imitative structure” through which
heterosexual gender norms feign a foundation that they are always in the process of
constructing. Butler, therefore, views the drag in “Paris s Burning” as both
“insurrectionary” and “appropriative.” She thinks that the reformatting of kinship that the
House families engagein is the most “queer” element of the scene itself. Butler maintains
that kinship is a nexus of sex and race and that the House families expose these dynamics
by their very existence. Her trenchant analysis of drag performance is limited through her
lack of empirical, ethnographic, and historical context.

Chandan Reddy maintains that the family is the anchor of hegemonic notions of
home and domesticity and argues that kinship is one of the linchpins of identity itself in
the United States (Reddy 1998). He maintains that identity is a site of “ideological
equivalence” and “material stratification” and that normative White kinship patterns are
materialized precisely through subsidies provided by the labor and exploitation of
marginalized social subjects. He further posits that “ queers of color might be the
subjective location from which to interact, remember, and practice the contradictory
relations of people of color to home and housing in the US” (Reddy 1998:359). For
Reddy, Livingston’s film hinges on how the category of the real functionsin the balls and
as an organizing trope of the film’s narrative line: “ Realhess functions in the film not as
an alternative to socia reality, but as the aesthetic basis by which to negate and contradict

reality” (Reddy 1998:369).
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Reddy’ s point iswell taken, but “realness’ is only one of the categories that shape
the performative contours of the balls. The contemporary balls are typified by a
proliferation of categories that have little to do with “realness’ as such. What has yet to
be done in the limited literature on the balls is to document and analyze the broad content
of the categories that go beyond realness and include gender styles, body types, socid
stereotypes, HIV prevention messages, etc.(House of Latex Guide to the Reality Ball
2005:8). What the empirical content of the “aesthetic basis’ of the categoriesis as
collective and mobile tools to rethink the lives of the Black and L atino/a participants and
spectators of the balls has yet to be fully described or put into a broader cultural and
historical context. My ethnographic datais a contribution to this effort.

Phillip Brian Harper offers atrenchant analysis of the reception of “Paris|s
Burning” through a deft reading of both Butler and Lacan (Harper 1999:33-59). Harper
argues that the talk of “the queens'” subversion of gender norms during the ball dance
and performance rituals in different media outlets that reviewed Livingston’sfilmis
largely a class-based racist dodge by what he deemsto be “socia liberals’ and that the
subsequent appropriation of Judith Butler’s notion of gender performativity by scholars
to bolster this claim is amisreading of her work. He argues that a voluntaristic imputing
of a“subversive edge’ to what the Ballroom members are doing is arefusal to admit to
the work that the film actually accomplished: the materialization of Jenny Livingston’'s
“agentia rolein her own subjective constitution” as a documentary filmmaker.
Moreover, thisrefusal to understand how the film’s production, release, and distribution

benefitted Livingston most by launching her career as a filmmaker isalso a
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misrecognition and aestheticizing of the real structural limits on the Ballroom walkers

“subjective agency.”

The fact that a number of the Ballroom community members featured in the film
filed suit against Livingston in ademand to have her share the profits generated from the
production and that these claims were thrown out of court because all those featured in
the film had signed rel eases points to the juridical and private property mechanisms that
constrained the Ball walkers' agency and materialized Livingston’'s ability to be an
efficacious socia actor. He argues that this fascination by media and scholarly critics on
the putative “subversive edge” of Ballroom drag and gender practicesisafailureto
appreciate that Butler’ sidea of gender performativity is not so much about pliability, but
rather about the compulsory gestures and behaviors that the social matrix of

heterosexuality instantiates as coherent and normative cores or “essences’ of gender.**

% One of the themes that emerge throughout Butler’s first widely circulated book, Gender Trouble:
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, is the problem of interiority as an effect masquerading as an
essence. In one sense, the whole of Western metaphysics is a long discourse on the epistemological
conditions for what is interior or essential in human subjectivity and the types of gender ontologies that
Butler is critiquing are part and parcel of that tradition. For Butler, one of the key critical moves for
feminism is to explain this “interiority-effect” as a strategy of power and not an undisputed datum of
social life. In this regard, Butler writes: “In other words, acts, gestures, and desire produce an effect of an
internal core or substance, but produce this on the surface of the body, through the play of signifying
absences that suggest, but never reveal, the organizing principle of identity as a cause. Such acts,
gestures, enactments, generally construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or identity they
otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and
other discursive means ... This also suggests that if that reality is fabricated as an interior essence, that
very interiority is an effect and function of a decidedly public and social discourse ... In other words, acts
and gestures, articulated and enacted desires create the illusion of an interior and organizing gender core,
an illusion discursively maintained for the purposes of the regulation of sexuality within the obligatory
frame of reproductive heterosexuality ... The displacement of a political and discursive origin of gender
identity onto a psychological ‘core’ precludes an analysis of the political constitution of the gendered
subject and its fabricated notions about the ineffable interiority of its sex or of its true identity”(emphases
in the original, Butler 1990:136). It is the deconstruction of this “core” that functions as the truth of sex
that Butler is aiming her critical focus upon in the very notion of the performative, but this performativity
is always constrained within the normalizing context of the heterosexual matrix. Once Butler displaces the
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Harper contends, rightly so | would add, that critics who read Butler’ s notion of
gender performativity as primarily linguistic or, even more erroneously, theatrical, fail to
understand the imbrication of the bodily gestures and behaviors that attach to this
imaginary gender core with the social matrix, in this case heterosexism, and that this
“citational practice” is both symbolic and carnal and the linchpin in materializing what is
both asocially intelligible and “livable” life. Thus, the drag performance that occursin
the balls and in Livingston’s film reveal s the fundamentally mimetic nature of gender
itself, but its mimesisis not of an original type, but of a“copy of acopy.” For Butler,
gender isaregulatory social fiction that enacts its own ontological statusin its constant
repetition, but it is not awillful act in any voluntarist sense. Gender is aforced repetition
that claimsits unity, but never achieves the seamlessnessit purports to instantiate. Butler
does not claim that drag isinherently or necessarily subversive. Rather, she argues that
the description of what constitutes drag that subverts the gender system and drag that
reconstitutes heterosexual hegemony should be on the agenda of critical feminist and, |
would add, ethnographic research. On this very point, Butler writes: “Parody by itself is
not subversive, and there must be away to understand what makes certain kinds of
parodic repetitions effectively disruptive, truly troubling, and which repetitions become

domesticated and recirculated as instruments of cultural hegemony” (Butler 1990:139).

interior nature of sex and gender with the inevitably exterior focus of her notion of the performative, the
lines of force and the analytic task it presumes point outward towards the realm of “public and social
discourse”. The key role that this particular intervention plays in the Butlerian project cannot be
underestimated and, | would argue, that much of the momentum behind the critique of Butler’s project
as voluntarist is an attempt to reinscribe the interiority that the her notion of gender performativity
denudes.
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Finally, Harper refigures the runway and the balls as a Lacanian imaginary for the
Ball walkers where they have full accessto their complete selves and that outside that
realm they encounter the sphere of the “social symbolic” where the self is never fully
present and the social structure allows very little * subjective agency” to those
subordinated by race, class, gender, and sexuality. “Paris s Burning” is ultimately afilm
that provides the materia basisfor Livingston’'s capacity to rework the “social symbolic”
for her own purposes and a cinematic representation of the structurally restrained and
largely inefficacious agency of her documentary subjects, the Ball walkers from the mid

and late 1980’'s.

Karen McCarthy Brown’s “Mimesis in the Face of Fear: Femme Queens, Butch
Queens, and Gender Play in the Houses of Greater Newark” (McCarthy Brown
2001.:208-27) is one of only two article length ethnographic essays in the literature on the
Ballroom community. McCarthy Brown is concerned about two thingsin her essay: 1)
the House families and their relationship to the “interactive assaults of homophobia and
AIDS as currently experienced in Newark” (McCarthy Brown 2001:210) and 2) the
“mimetic dimensions’ of Ball cultural practices that instantiate for McCarthy Brown the
Ball Children’s desires for “religious and familial belonging” (McCarthy Brown ibid).
McCarthy Brown’s second research goal reproduces a common supposition that many
House members have been “exiled” from their families of origin because of their sexual
and/or gender non-conformity and that the realms of families of origins and “families of
choice” (Weston 1991:110) are discrete entities for them. My research indicates that
overlaps between families of origin and “families of choice” are more common and

complicated than the existing literature would allow.
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McCarthy Brown maintains that the function of the type of initiation that Ball
Children go through when they join their house familiesis to acclimate them to being
gueer (and | would add transgender) people of color in a predominantly hostile society,
“Mothers and fathers teach them how to live “ The Life” and the Ballroom is a very
effective classroom” (McCarthy Brown 2001: 211). McCarthy Brown maintains that
socia power in the Ballroom world reflects the outside world in that “butch queens’
remain dominant in the scene subordinating “femme queens’ and “women.” Her own
thoughts on the realness category are also interesting in that she grounds the power of the
category in its community building capacity: “ The real value of Realnessisthat it makes
community by provoking endless reiterations of the superiority of in-group knowledge.
The ability to detect the game in the in-between spaces creates our own in-group and
makes a community out of previously marginalized persons’ (McCarthy Brown
2001:217). This quote reproduces the idea that House members are marginal socia actors
in their families and the broader community prior to their participation in a scene which
gueer and Transgender Black and Latinos/as have built and are, for the most part, in
control of. This notion refuses to entertain the possibility that House participants are
central to other networks in which they are embedded. The overlaps and tensions between
marginality and avery local form of dominance and agency are insufficiently theorized in
these overly narrow formulations.

McCarthy does deal with Whiteness as a“ congtitutive absence” that orders the
logic of the balls. “ The white gaze is not welcome in the Ballroom; thisis a black scene,
or at least for people of color. Y et the same gaze transformed into the invisible eye might

be said to orchestrate everything that goes on at aBall” (McCarthy Brown 2001:224). My
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own field research confirms Whiteness as a constitutive, albeit spectral, presence both in
the balls and in the social networks that constitute the house families. | explore this
relationship to Whiteness both in Chapters Two and Three of this dissertation. McCarthy
Brown acknowledges the multiple worlds that are contained in the Ballroom as well asits
rather “ contradictive’ nature as one of her informants typifies the scene:

“The Ballroom is many things. The social map operative in the Newark Ballsis

Butch Queen normative. In its gay dimension, it istransgressive and liberatory. In

its male-dominant mode, it is socially stagnant, even regressive’ (McCarthy

Brown 2001:224).

The impetus of her comments comes from her own reading of the literature on the
balls. “ Some contemporary theorists view parodic gender bending, of the sort that goes
on in the Ballroom, as aform of social resistance, but the level of abstraction from which
the Ballroom Sceneistypically analyzed has tended to prevent afuller picture from
emerging. Actually, what goes on with the gender categories at the Newark Ballsis
genuinely liberating and simultaneously constricting to the point of enforcing gender
essentialism” (McCarthy Brown 2001:215). It isthis “fuller picture” that this dissertation
describes in order to give deeper context to the antecedent literature as well as to think
through existing theoretical problems viathe lens of new data.

Dance ethnographer Jonathan David Jackson has done the most complete analysis
of the development of voguing as the signal template to understand the values of the

Ballroom community and the social world out of which those values emerge (Jackson

2002). Although he contends that all six “ritual traditions’* (“Voguing”, “Runway”,

It is interesting that Jackson describes these performances rubrics as “ritual traditions.” This articulation
of what others have called “categories” has three important effects: 1) it reframes these practices as
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“Labels’, “Body”, “Face’, and “Realness’) of Ballroom performance are al “ adaptations
of Runway” (Jackson 2002:31), he focuses his essay on voguing becauseitis“...the only
ritual tradition in the community that emphasizes whole-body improvisatory
action” (Jackson 2002:31). Jackson’ s ethnographic essay is a critical genealogy of
contemporary voguing as well as a contextualization of this indigenous dance form
within the broader dynamics of the Ballroom'’s alternative gender and sexual cultures as
well asits kinship system. Jackson argues that voguing as a dance form developed from
the bodily rubrics that were dominant in New Y ork City’s 1960’ s Drag Balls circuits. For
example, using the late Willi Ninja as a source, he contends that contemporary vogue
dance elements are further elaborations or rearticulations of the way performers at the old
Drag Ball circuits used their fans (Jackson 2002: 32-33). He sees not only in vogue
performance, but aso in the mentoring and training that more experienced voguers
impart to novice walkers * Entangled notions of affirmation and antagonism” that are
“lenses through which the community imaginesitself. Life for members is understood to
be socioeconomically and interpersonally difficult, yet, creativity inside conflict
facilitates transformative and even inspirational social change” (Jackson 2002:30).
Moreover, he critiques Harper and cultural critics like him who see only the social
restraints that delimit the lives of House Ball members: “Y et, members could and did sue
[i.e., Parisis Burning'sdirector, Jenny Livingston] and their socioeconomic
disenfranchisement and stigmatization does not diminish or limit members' creative

power to act as cultural meaning-makers. A large part of this power involves members

bodily events and not strictly interpretative phenomena or hermeneutics, 2) emphasizes that these
practices emerge out of prior sedimentations of Ball history, and 3) links these traditions to broader both
temporally and geographically New World African diasporic practices and communities.
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transformation of mainstream notions of beauty and their adoration of ritualized social
conflict as ameans toward character building” (emphasisin the original, Jackson 2002:
31). Thus, voguing reworks dominant notions of beauty and aso prepares its members
for the struggles that working class Black and Latino/a queer and transgender people
have to confront. Jackson also sees the kinship networks that Ball community members
create as agentive responses to various forms of economic and social subordination. He
argues that the dance/performance practices on the runway and the kinship practices
within the house families where community members' subjectivities are reworked and
empowered:

“Members are always aware of how much their identities embody notions of

power and powerlessness. At the same time, being able to change one’ sidentity,

to grow into different senses of one’ s race, gender, class or any other facet of

one’ s subjectivity is highly valued. Rather than a cultural given that becomes

hegemonic, the work of constructing subjectivity in the Ballroom scene is aways

rigorously debated. Ritual isthe most important site for such negotiation. In other
words, Balls and their traditions like voguing are the most important discursive
manifestations of the system of kinship that binds different subjectivities together

in community” (Jackson 2002:38).

Jackson’ s work is grounded in the dance form and the culture that gave it birth. It
seeks to recognize community members' capacity to act and rework their social worlds.
This dissertation expands Jackson’s analysisin that it isinterested in describing and
analyzing those community members who forge lives between the ballroom and the HIV
prevention worlds. My work departs from Jackson’s analysisin that it embeds the
ethnographic narratives | use as evidence in structural frames that make agentive claims
difficult to substantiate.

As of thiswriting, Marlon Murtha Bailey’ s unpublished doctoral dissertation, The

Labor of Diaspora: Ballroom Culture and the Making of Black Queer Community, isthe
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most recent and extensive ethnographic study of the House Ball community (Bailey
2005). Bailey conducted an ethnographic investigation of the Ball community in his
native city of Detroit, Michigan. Bailey is unique amongst all those scholars who have
written about the House Ball community in that he is the only person that has actually
been a member of aBallroom family.*® He was part of the Detroit-based House of
Prestige. Bailey’ swork is an ethnographically based intervention in a number of
disciplines and fields including African-American/African Diaspora Studies, Queer
Theory/LGBT Studies, Queer of Color Critique, Performance Studies, Diaspora Studies,
Queer Diaspora Studies, and Public Health. Bailey sees his various theoretical and
disciplinary concerns as leading to a cross-cutting analysis that takes as central the lives,
needs, hopes, and desires of Black people in the United States as an African Diasporic
peoplein general and Black queer people in particular. He writes of his project:
“For Black peoplein the US, there is no easy separation between performance and
the enactment of continuously evolving identity formation and lived
epistemologies ... African Diaspora and queer studies do not by themselves,
produce an adequate understanding of the material, social, and psychological, and
spiritual realities in which Black queer people live. | conflate diaspora and queer

theories to foreground the ways Black queer members of the Ballroom culture
build alternative communities in the midst of social displacement. Therefore, |

'® Frank Leon Roberts (aka Frank Mizrahi), a PhD candidate in Performance Studies at New York
University, is also a member of the House of Mizrahi in New York City and a ball walker in his own right in
the “executive realness” category. As of this writing, he is working on having his field research written up
in dissertation form by early fall 2009. Once this is done, he will be the second Ball child to have a
completed thesis on the Ballroom scene in New York City. Roberts has on a number of occasions been
recognized as a role model for the New York City branch of the community because of his considerable
educational achievements as well as his service to the community through his work in People of Color in
Crisis (see Chapter Three). Roberts also maintains, at least to my reckoning, one of the best websites on
the House Ball community in terms of the level of analysis and its photo archive of Ballroom personalities
and events in New York City and the broader national circuit. His website is an excellent resource for
researchers in a number of disciplines: http//: www.canwebefrank.com.
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explore the labor involved in building such queer communities and an overall

minoritarian sphere. Examining what | refer to as the cultural labor that Ballroom

members undertake to create a minoritarian sphere. | argue that the queer
minoritarian domain of the Ballroom culture offers a space in which Black queers
work through marginalization to resist and contend with the oppressive
constraints of dominant heteronormative sphere” (emphasisin the original, Bailey

2005: 56, 75).

Bailey juxtaposes the constant “ non-market labor” that queer kinship and ball
competition that his Detroit informants engage in and the desperate situation of structural
unemployment and urban displacement that the Black community has had to endure and
negotiate constantly. Further, he wants to bring both Diaspora Studies and Postcolonial
Studies into conversation with those subordinated populations that live under a type of
colonia regimein aWhite supremacist United States. working class and poor Black
people in general and working class and poor Black queer people in particular. He sees
his own project as aform of ethical ethnographic engagement on the ground not just at
the level of concern, but of actually “helping out” hisinformantsin very concrete ways to
do the cultural labor that Ball kin work and performance require. Bailey both performs
for his house in that he walks “ executive realness’ in competitions during hisfield
research, but also helps the House of Prestige with the endless tasks that must be attended
to in hosting their own ball. He sees this labor as the crux to creating a viable and
protective social world for Detroit’s House Ball community.

My own research in New Y ork City aligns with many of the themes that Bailey
developed in his study. | think that his connecting of performance, cultural labor, and the

production and sustaining of a Ball world or what he calls a“minoritarian sphere”

(Mufioz 1999) is both descriptively and analytically true of the Ballroom community in
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New York City. | would argue that his desire to move across fields and actually merge
certain analytic technologies reflects the intersectional complexities (Crenshaw 1993)
that Ball communities exhibit both in Detroit and New Y ork City and, in all likelihood,
beyond these two research sites as well. My own research focuses on a Ballroom
community that has alarge Latino/a presence, unlike the Detroit Ball community that
Bailey researched, as well as those members of the scene that are directly and indirectly
tied to the community organizations that have emerged to address the HIV/AIDS
epidemic in New York City. Thus, Bailey’s study has a much more traditional
ethnographic focus while it utilizes awide of range of disciplines as analytic frameworks
that go beyond ethnography as a research method and anthropol ogy as a disciplinary
formation.

The literature on the Ballroom taken as a whole is abstract and largely devoid of
reference to the socia lives, cultural practices, and historical understandings of House
culture that ground its various emic categories. With three notable exceptions (Bailey
2005, Jackson 2002, McCarthy Brown 2001), none of the literature is based on
participant observation of the families and/or their events or engages any of the members
of the House familiesin interviews about their livesinside and outside the Ballroom
circuit. When the literature is detailed, it reads House culture primarily through the balls
as events and fails to construe these competitive gatherings as family affairs or kinship
rituals as well as performances: the on the ground politics of the balls (e.g., how judges
are often accused of voting for their “girlfriends’ instead of on the merits of each

competitor’s performance), with all their contentiousness and pleasures, get subsumed
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into an insightful, but ultimately incomplete, reflection on the cultural politics of kinship
and gender variation within aracialized context.

This research project speaks to a number of fields. At the most general levdl, itis
a contribution to modes of materialist social inquiry that take gender and sexuality as key
analytic frames (Delany 1999, Fernandes 1997, Foucault 1978, Hennessey 2000,
Lancaster 1993, Lancaster 2003, Manalansan 2003). In Latino Studies, this project will
add to the literature on Latino/a queer life (Aponte-Parés 2001, Decena 20083, 2008b,
Guzman 2006, L aFountain-Stokes 2009, M ufioz 2005, Vidal-Ortiz 2009). It will also
break new ground by documenting the production of latinidad through the interactions
between second generation Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and African-Americansin the
context of queer kinship, friendship, and erotic networks. It will also embed Latino/a
notions about Whiteness in a predominantly African-American ensemble of networks and
institutions. In Queer Studies, this project will throw new light on racialized forms of
working class kinship largely outside the purview of the marriage and family civil rights

focus and of much of the organized lesbian and gay movement in the United States.

Methods and Chapter Themes

One of the challenges of social inquiry is navigating the tensions created between
the material heterogeneity that constitutes social processes and the need for analytic
reductions that make the vividness and movement of that self-same heterogeneity
available for collective scrutiny and explication. Ethnography is an attempt to remain
within the productivity of these tensions while, at the same time, producing the kind of

intersubjective meanings that widen the possibilities for material change at the level of
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the political economy of sign as well as the broader field of social action. The anterior
moment to these changes at the level of the sign and the social for any ethnographic
project isthe task of accounting for its very emergence within the field of social forces it
seeks to describe and explain. Without this genealogy, an ethnographic project refuses the
recognition of its own implication in the heterogeneous field of social forces out of which
it emerges and weakens its analytic power by rendering its own materiality unreadable to
its interlocutors both in the field and in the circuits of reception that will animate the life

of the ethnographic text.

| conducted participant observation in New Y ork City’s House Ball community
over a number of years beginning in 2005. | went to balls, community meetings, socia
events, and visited a number of informants’ work sites. | did formal structured interviews
with a dozen informants who were involved in the House Ballroom community and who
were preventionists and/or community activists around HIV/AIDS in the scene. | did
more than 40 informal interviews with individuals who were referred to me by the six
core informantsin my research sample. | conducted four informal group discussions and
spent over 20 hours watching ball videos to devel op better skills at analyzing House Ball
performances. Through my participant observation and informal interviews, | generated
over 400 pages of field notes which were the basis for the ethnographic descriptions and
thematic analysis found in this dissertation. | had my two main informants read over the
chapters that focused on them for factual corrections and to develop discussions about the
ways they were represented in the text. These interactions led me to rewrite chapter

sections, correct a number of factual details, and rework a number of the ways | framed
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the datal generated from following these two key informants through their work, social,

and personal lives.

This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter Oneis an introduction
that setsthe empirical, ethnographic, historical and theoretical contexts for this project on
the New Y ork City House Ball community. In Chapter Two, | follow an informant
through the labor process that staging a winning performance at the premier ball in New
York City entails. Specificaly, | show the economic and friendship resources that have to
be mobilized to achieve and maintain a certain status in the Ballroom circuit and the way
that community members have appropriated the ideol ogies and institutional resources of
the HIV prevention not-for-profit agencies to fashion careers and lives inside and outside
the Ball families and performance venues. In Chapter Three, | interlace alifeinterview |
conducted with a key informant with an analysis of the constraints and possibilities for a
professionalized form of HIV/AIDS activism that seeks to respect House Ball cultures
and families while transforming them through HIV prevention ideologies. This chapter
also delineates the persistence of upward mobility ideologies in reworking notions of
racialized forms of solidarity and kinship in the Ballroom community. Chapter Four isan
analysis of Jennie Livingston’s documentary, Paris Is Burning, on the House Ball kinship
system and performance circuit as an object of material culture that reproduces White
supremacist visual and political economies (Livingston 1991). | read my analysis of
Livingston’s film and recently released outtakes up against data from an informal group
discussion | conducted with a number of community members after viewing Paris|s
Burning. In Chapter Five, | make some final comments about the next step for this

project as well its contribution to the various fields with which it isin conversation.
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Finally, I make some policy recommendations based on my research and delineate some

of the political interventions that the project is making.
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Chapter Two: Vivienne' sVictory
Walking Down The Street of Dreams

Seventh Avenue South stretches out from 14" Street like the arm of aslumbering
giant whose numbed fingers fit awkwardly in the yellow brick hole that is the Holland
Tunnel Jersey bound. Between these two points, Christopher Street crosses over this
imaginary arm alittle north of midpoint --- the giant’s slack elbow. In fact, the meeting of
three streets forms a crossroads where Christopher, Seventh Avenue South, and West 4™
intersect, overlap, and/or meander up against each other in such amotley pattern that
pedestrians are often at a bit of aloss as to how best to cross the wide stretch of Seventh

Avenue South without coming to atragic, but very New Y ork end.

Tonight is no exception as traffic barrels briskly down the avenue and | try to get
myself over to Christopher Street down toward the piers. My informants tell me that the
“gay part of Christopher” isthe northern section of the street that flows west from
Seventh Avenue. It isthe place to see and be seen. Also, thisis the side of the street that
has a Dunkin Donuts, two relatively affordable pizzajoints, two delis that pass for West
Village equivalents of bodegas, a“Chinese food store” that does a brisk takeout business,
and the only Black Gay bar in the neighborhood. The northern side of Christopher is

where Black and Latino/aworking class queers® feel most that aslice of their

! Although many writers use the terms gay and queer interchangeably, both terms carry the weight of
their being forged and circulated at distinct historical moments. Gay emerged immediately out of the
particular dynamics of the Stonewall rebellion and its aftermaths and queer in the 1980’s with the
mobilizations initiated by the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the United States. Queer is potentially a more
inclusive term than gay since it indexes all those who by their practices or presumed affiliations have
antagonistic relationships to processes of normalization (Warner 1993).
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neighborhoods has been transported to the Village' s upscale post-bohemian gentrifying?
precincts. The rest of Christopher Street consists of expensive eateries, specialty shops
that sell jewelry, antiques, leather clothing products, porn, sex toys, and shoes. The
majority of businesses on the street are small and cater to upscale consumption patterns.
On any given night in the spring and summer, the street traffic is young, queer, working
class and decidedly Black and Latino/a. The residents and the owners of homes and
commercia interestsin the West Village are, as a genera rule, older, upper middle class,
and decidedly White. The immense internal economic and social contradictions that
animate post-Stonewall lifein New Y ork City are on display and palpable in the realized
and forestalled interactions between these two demographic groups on what another

informant calls “ The Street of Dreams.”3

In lifeinterviews, many of my informants describe coming to hang out on

Christopher Street and the piers as akey experience in the devel opment of their sexual

2 Anthropologist Martin Manalansan IV has argued for the use of the term “neoliberal urban governance”
in lieu of “gentrification.” He argues that “gentrification” naturalizes these urban spatial and racial
processes and locates the class and race actors outside the frame of New York City itself (Manalansan
2005:4).

®The attempts at social closure and surveillance that have been implemented in the West Village more
generally and at the Christopher Street piers in particular can be compared fruitfully to Samuel Delany’s
analysis of the transformation o f Manhattan’s Times Square district in the last fifteen years (Delany
1999). Delany views the Times Square “redevelopment” plan enacted by the Giuliani administration as an
attempt to make the types of “democratic and pleasurable” contacts afforded by the public sex venues in
the neighborhood structurally unviable. He argues that the fundamental infrastructural imperatives for
profit are secured, in the case of Times Square, via a mechanism of discursive realignment in which
“safety” becomes the rubric to understand the types of displacement of the sex venues with more “family
friendly” modes of generating profit. Delany does not call for a return of the Times Square of his young
manhood and early maturity, but rather for a political movement to construct the type of institutional
infrastructure in which men and women of various sexual orientations can have contacts. He sees these
new institutions as of necessity being largely controlled by women and in which the profit mechanism has
a more cooperative bent to it.
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and gender identities as well as their eventua recruitment into the House Ballroom scene.
After adecade and a half of visiting the Christopher Street piers as aresearcher and just
socially with friends, family, and lovers, the material, temporal, and discursive layers that
constitute this particular space are still quite tangible. The piersthat | came to know in
the mid 1990’ s were largely concrete and asphalt remains of the civilian and military
naval transportation centers that spotted the Hudson River in the days when both
commerce and pleasure were linked much more directly to the waterways that connected
New York City to other parts of the nation and, indeed, the broader world. When | first
came to visit the piers, they were gritty and used twenty-four hours a day by a mostly
working class community of Black and Latino/a queer and transgender youth to hang out,
find potential sex partners both for noncommercial and/or commercial purposes, listen to
music, practice developing better voguing techniques for the next ball, smoke weed,
drink beer, and generally watch the flow of bodies and the occasiona dramas and fights
the dynamics of urban density offer up as a collective form of pleasurable and potentially

dangerous street voyeurism.* To this day, for many Black and L atino/a men and women,

* My informants often express a fear of being understood by others in their social networks as a “just
another pier queen.” Namely, someone who spends all of her/his time on the pier and “is not doing
something with their lives.” The piers are seen as a site of self-discovery as well as a potential source of
damage and literally a place that will make a person more susceptible to HIV exposure and sero-
conversion. There is a complicated moral economy that is constructed on the memory-site of the piers
and part of the challenge for many of my informants is to be perceived by others in their networks as
staying on the credit side of this moral accounting system that distributes shame and stigma
asymmetrically. The writings and performance art of gay Latino poet Emmanuel Xavier can be read, at
least in part, as an attempt at undoing the moralizing discourses that surround the piers, see (Xavier 1997,
1999, 2002).



63

these visits to the piers are rites of passage that produce collective spatial-erotics,

memory, aswell as a set of temporal and personal references.”

“Christopher”® is sparkling with energy as the breeze off the Hudson River lifts
the blanket of humidity from the sweaty streets with merciful licks of dry air. As| walk
down to the piers, | pass The Hangar Bar and look at the crowd of mostly Black and
Latino men in their late twenties and thirties smoking in front of the bar in a roped-off
sguare area --- a concession to the Bloomberg administration’ s smoking cessation
campaign. The a fresco smokers' lounge is crowded as the inhabitants joke with each

other and spy the men walking by with occasional grins and knowing nodding of heads.

> Ethnographer and cultural critic Robert Sember has written about the significance of the West Side piers
in the development of a gay male collective identity that imagines the piers as a place of memory,
mourning, violence, loss, and public sex before and during the AIDS crisis (Sember 1999: 54-76). In
developing his ethnography of the piers, he deploys anthropologist Alan Feldman’s notion of the
“historiographic surface” that is constituted through the practices of interpenetrating bodies, places, and
spaces: “The textured surfaces of the piers, to which the “transparent bricks” of past and present desires
are anchored, constitute what Feldman refers to as an “historiographic surface”, found in “those sites,
stages and templates upon which history is constructed as a cultural object” (Feldman 1991:2). A crucial
component of the piers | write of --- not the piers as they were, but what they have become --- is the
architecture of recollection and the performance of memories that gives historical dimensions to the
gestures and emotions men share there. This is the dreamscape of the piers that is invisibly draped over
the present structures and that performs a sexual recollection that, | suggest, is both compelled by and
against the crises inherent within the AIDS epidemic” (Sember 1999: 55). The producers of Sember’s
“architecture of recollection and the performance of memories” are not limited to the gay men who have
used and continue to use the piers as points of social and sexual contact. Many of the young people of
color on the pier this very night are in the instance of producing the embodied temporalities that later
cohere into the “transparent bricks” of desire that lay the ground work for this self-same architecture, but
under a very different set of economic and social conditions than my first sojourns to the piers or at the
time that Sember writes about in his essay.

6 My informants regularly referred to “Christopher Street” as “Christopher” for short and, at times, used
“Christopher Street” as a way to referring to the West Village neighborhood in Manhattan.
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| walk to the corner of Hudson and Christopher streets and pass what is the most
popular pizza parlor in this section of the West Village. The pizzaitself is standard fare
for Manhattan, but there isfairly generous seating given the cramp conditions of most of
the neighborhood’ s affordabl e restaurants. The other added advantage is that this pizza
joint is encased in clear glass making it a cruising fishbowl! as well as a frequent meeting
place for friends planning a quick dlice, ajaunt to the piers, or a sojourn to the barsin the
vicinity and the dance clubs to the north and south. There is aso a public phone at this
intersection of Christopher and Hudson just opposite the entrance to the pizzajoint that
was frequently used in the era of beepers and now suffers neglect with the proliferation of
cell phones and text messaging. As| cross Hudson, | pass groups of Black and Latino/a
youth sitting on the four-step stoops that jet out of the side of the deli on the corner, a
barbershop, the manicure and pedicure store, and Chi Chi’s --- the only Black bar on the

strip.

Chi Chi’s also has aroped outdoor smoker’ s lounge. Chi Chi’ sisright next to the
entrance of the Christopher Street station of the PATH trainsto New Jersey. Commuters
coming for a night out from the large cities and suburbs of New Jersey are usually
greeted by arotating crowd of gregarious smokers in front of Chi Chi’s: this might be
quite ajolt for those acclimated to the visual fare offered by shows like Queer Eye for the
Straight Guy. This night and every weekend night during the warm weather an NY PD
patrol car is parked in front of the PATH station entrance a few feet shy of the smoker’s
lounge. The cops encourage pedestrians, especially those who are young and of color to,
“Keep it moving folks! Don’'t block the entrance to the station please! No congregating!

Y ou'’ re blocking the pedestrian traffic!” The clear racial and class edge of this hyper-
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policing right next to the West Village' s only Black bar is not lost on the working class
gueer and transgender Black and Latinos/as that make up the bulk of pedestrian traffic
almost every evening on Christopher Street. | pass the cops fingering the rubberized
antennae of their walkie talkies. One of them is slowly spinning his hat on afingerina

distracted manner as he talks to one of his White female co-workers.

| cross Washington Street and walk pass the dightly upscale bar and Italian
restaurant that used to be the now defunct Two Potatoes bar afew years back. The Two
Potatoes was known for areally obnoxious older White working class door queen as well
asavariety of drag shows by mostly Black transgender women. The bar also had a
reputation for being a good place to pick up Black and Latino male sex workers and/or
score some cocaine before a night out clubbing. The bar has a small outdoor cafe and
now serves a predominantly straight crowd. As| pass one of the café stables, | see some
friends from the Ball scene sitting laughing and sipping afew drinks. Hugs and kisses are
exchanged all around. All of these folks work for community agencies that deal with
HIV/ADS prevention or community focused research. The youngest of the group,
Jennifer Blahnik, works at the Queer Community Health Center in Chelsea as an HIV
testing counselor. She graduated from a prestigious college in upstate New York and is
now a full-time graduate student in social work in Manhattan. She is also the mother of
the House of Manolo Blahnik and has consistently told me that she triesto provide a
positive role model of an upwardly mobile working class transgender Latinato her house
children. Jennifer is a stunning beauty whose smoky voice isintertwined with a giddy
laughter that disarms even her shadiest friends. Tonight, she is wearing extra-wide

designer sunglasses that give her a J-Lo effect. She reminds me that we need to continue
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to finish the life interview | am doing with her and | promise to call her during the work

week to set up amutually convenient time and place to meet.

The group invites me to join them for a drink and some chatter, but | beg off
saying that | want to go down to the piersto check out what is happening and seeif | run
into Vivienne, one of my principal informants, who told me she might be hanging out at
the piers with some friends. They all know her and tell me that they have yet to see her
tonight. Vivienne knew Jennifer before her transition to living as awoman. In fact, they
later came to know each other better in the Ball scene as well as through HIV/AIDS
activism and community work. The group starts bantering with me when | tell them that |
have to go do field research. | say farewell to the group and promise to come back and sit

down if they are still around upon my return.

Before | get to the corner of Christopher and Weehawken streets, | pass The
Dugout bar that is packed judging from the overflow crowd in the street. The air isfilled
with the tempting smell of broiling chicken, hamburgers, and hot dogs coming from the
barbecue that the bar’ s managers have set up on the Weehawken Street side of the
building. Almost immediately across from The Dugout is Bailey House that provides
studio apartments and supportive services for people living with AIDS. On the top of
Bailey House, there is a solarium type recreation room where residents can go to get sun
and chat with their friends and visitors. | wonder how long it will take for the choice real
estate that Bailey House occupies to succumb to the pressures of Manhattan’s relentlessly
acquisitive real estate market. Of course, real estate is not the only market sector that is

active in the West Village. Although there is not much action going down on “Vaseline
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Alley”, as some of my informants call Weehawken Street, it is a prime site for mostly
young Black and Latino male sex workers to connect with mostly older White male
customers who pick them up in well-appointed cars for aride and whatever the agreed

upon sexual exchange might be on any given night.

| cross over Weehawken Street and now have a much clearer view of the piers. |
follow a crowd of young people as they cross the six lane highway that runs up and down
Manhattan’s West Side. Thetrick isto get to the tree lined meridian that separates north
and south traffic from each other in enough time to arrive at the other side without the
light changing and not having to wait to get to the piers. As| walk over, | watch and
smile as a very skinny, femme Black youth dressed in black tight fitting jeans and a very
light, short-deeve black shirt with a hood vogues, in a triumphant example of pedestrian
militancy, at one of the cars waiting for the light to change. The driver, an older man,
remains oblivious to this particular youthful rite of late summer ecstasy and keeps his
eyes on the traffic light throughout the duration of the young man’s performance. The last
hurdle before | get to the piersisto negotiate the inline skaters and bicyclists that speed

along its outer walkway.

On the Piers

In the last five years, the material and social makeup of the piers have changed
dramatically. What used to be alargely rough and ready faded postindustrial urban
waterfront landscape has been transformed into a very clean, constantly patrolled, river
side recreation area that urban planners would call a high end “urban amenity.” The

potholed pedestrian byway that runs along the water has been repaved, benches have
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been put aong the entrance that swoops down and circles around to the newly-built very
clean and frequently inspected public restrooms, and a mound-like working fountain
made out of shiny gray bricks acts as “awet and welcoming”, as one informant put it,

front pieceto the piers.

The actual piers have been entirely reconstructed. The first southern pier as one
enters from the Christopher Street entrance has an elevated stage-like area where gray
stedl chairs are assembled around permanently fixed white tables for visitorsto chat and
play card games. There are wooden benches that line either side of the pier. Interspersed
between the benches are huge black iron --- manifestly anachronistic --- cleats that
ostensibly wait to tether and secure the mighty girths of never-to-arrive spectral luxury
steam ships on their return from European holidays. The piers multiple temporalities

materialize even in what passes for chic and nostalgic forms of urban waterfront renewal.

The southern pier consists of a boardwalk that winds around in an elongated U-
shaped pattern and a large deep green lawn in its middle where people lounge, play, and
have impromptu picnics during times of clement weather. At the end of the pier, thereisa
huge white tightly stretched tent-like structure under which are situated oversized
wooden benches. Just beyond this tent is the end of the pier where steel gray chairs are
available for anyone quick enough to commandeer one to look at the passing river traffic,
listen to the loud thumping music of the passing booze cruises, watch the skylines of
Jersey City and Hoboken immediately across the way, or ook up at the moon asits light
bounces off the steel and glass structures that make up the real firmament of the cities

that have grown up and around the Hudson River.
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The second pier isjust north of the first pier and can be accessed from a bridge
that goes over the Hudson and reverberates with the sounds of water rushing against the
piers underbelly. Alternatively, one can take the pedestrian walkway that stretches up
north beyond 14™ Street and the now completely gentrified and media-hyped meat
packing district. All aong this route, the private conservancy that administers and
controls thisriverfront park has placed green spaces and benches. FIERCE!, alocal queer
and transgender youth of color activist organization, has made sure that the conservancy
has placed portable toilets between the first and second piers to accommodate the needs
of those young people who spend time at the pier after the permanent bathrooms close.”
The whole length of the pier is patrolled by park police on foot, motorcycle, and via
modified green golf carts. The line of sight from both piersis amost totally uncluttered
and renders the possibility of surveillance-free® public sex almost nil during daylight

hours.®

7 Throughout the community struggle that has developed around the piers as a space for queer and
transgender youth of color to recreate socially and organize politically, the image of the publicly urinating
and defecating transgender sex worker of color has been deployed during the West Village’s Community
Board 2 meetings and in popular media accounts. Some West Village residents see the presence of these
youth as a source of crime and a public health problem. The placing of portable toilets near the piers was
a compromise that alleviated some of this hysteria as well as provided facilities for the piers’ youth some
of whom are, in fact, homeless. For the moment, | will remand for another venue a discussion of the
obvious psychoanalytic/racial implications of some of the residents conflating fecal matter and urine with
the bodily presence of these transgender and queer youth of color.

® Here lam making a distinction between surveillance and voyeurism --- one a policing function the other
a potential shared site of collective eroticism.

% The kind of sexual and social communities enabled by public sex discussed in Robert Sember’s (1999)
ethnographic analysis as well as Black gay cultural critic and science fiction writer Samuel Delany’s (1988)
in his ground breaking memoir, The Motion of Light in Water, are severely constrained by the racialized
logic of neoliberal consumption of public space that undergirds the renovation of the Christopher Street
piers. The work that has been done to reconfigure the piers has curtailed the use of the piers by setting a
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My informants call the second pier, “the little pier.” Although it isnot clear to
me that the pier is actually smaller than its southern neighbor, it does have a more
intimate, familial feel toit. Actualy, thelittle pier isfairly ssimilar to the first pier in most
regards with the exception that it has a larger lawn and it hosts a tree covered picnic area
at the end of the pier that provides quiet shelter for small groups of individuals to
converse and smoke weed in an undisturbed manner. Perhaps, these relatively small
differences account for the relaxed ethos that inhabits the place. While making the rounds
on thefirst pier, | keep hearing music and group laughter wafting over the river from the
little pier. | decide to check out the noise in the hopes that akiki ball might be going on
that | can watch. | cross over the small bridge that links the piers and make my way over
to where the sound is. Before | get there, | notice college-aged White men and women in
green short-sleeve shirts hustling back and forth from the pier. As| pass by one young
woman, | see that her green shirt has the emblem of New Y ork City’ s Department of

Parks and Recreation.

curfew and positioning fixed and moveable outdoor furniture in such a way as to encourage small group
activities and potentially forestall the policing problems that large group or mass activities might entail for
the piers’ administrators. In short, the new piers reflect and reproduce the now dominant spatial and
libidinal economies that make increasingly larger segments of Manhattan safe zones for the normative
familial, professional, and recreational practices of a politically contained multiethnic, albeit structurally
White, upper middle class. Nonetheless, those who fall outside the demographic purview of the new
piers’ intended constituency manage to use the space fruitfully and even create affinities that circulate
into the not-so-safe zones beyond the hand-scrubbed clean venues of Manhattan’s Whole Foods and
Starbucks.
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Screen Memories/Real Families

As| walk onto the pier, atotally different scene than | expected commands my
attention. The lawn is occupied by families with babies and older children, couples of
various kinds, and groups of friends sitting or stretched out on picnic towels looking at a
makeshift movie screen that has been hung from the top of avan. The crowd is
predominantly, but not exclusively, White and is probably made up of residents of the
West Village and nearby Chelsea to the north. On the southern side of the little pier’s
boardwalk, the young people from Parks and Recreation have set up a generator that
buzzes loudly, a popcorn machine, and atable that has literature announcing the few
remaining free movie nights throughout New Y ork City’s parks. At the back of the
crowd, there is atable with alaptop computer and projector that are being monitored by
two young workers with flashlights. The speaker system is set up near the van and in the

middle of the lawn.

| am amazed at the clarity of the projected images and now understand the
abundant presence of children on the lawn: the original version of “Willy Wonka and the
Chocolate Factory” ismaking its premier at the little pier this balmy late summer night.
Much like in the image-world being projected via a shiny silvery laptop on the temporary
screen, there is more than just one type of child on the little pier tonight. | go around to
the back of the pier behind the van and walk past the trees and picnic tables where a small
group of Black and Latino/a young people are sitting and talking. One of the girls|

recognize from amini-ball | attended at the Queer Y outh Center in the East Village a
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couple of weeks ago. Sheis aformidable voguer and appeared at the function™ to have a
leadership role amongst the transgender Black and Latina girls who were cheering her on
as she competed with an older girl who ultimately beat her out for first prize. The group’s
members are alternatively talking to each other, sipping drinks, and looking at the film as
it appears undistorted on the other side of the screen --- no optic reversalsin the age of
digital visuality. Nonetheless, it is a starkly different view from this side of the pier. On
this side of the cloth membrane, there are families that the state will never recognize and

confer its economic and socia benefits.

As| look up to the presumed back of the screen, two young people are standing
opposite each other and voguing to the deep resonances of the “ Oompa Loompas’
singing. Their hands are lined up in front of their faces as they move between taut and
limber body positions with every percussive sound. Their motion isintensified and given
itsown field of depth by their shadows partially framing the movie' simages. The van
blocks the transfer of their images to the audience on the lawn, but their companions are
laughing up a storm and yelling for them to continue. They are, in the vernacular of the
balls, “carrying.” Asthey end their performance, the applause and laughter from their
friends mix in with the laughter and comments from the other side for just a moment. |
get to the other side of the pier and watch the last few minutes with the audience and
watch their dispersal after the film ends. The crowd isjovia and parents make small talk
with each other asthey try to rein in their kids for the walk, train or car ride home. The

young folks in the green shirts go around with plastic garbage bags collecting debris from

19 A function is another term for ball although my informants have used it in a wider sense to include any
event where part of their Ballroom social network will be present
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the lawn that includes quite afew empty wine glasses. a clear breach of park rules that
will be looked over, at least for tonight, judging from the safe and friendly distance that
the mostly Black and Latino/a park police keep from this particular crowd of visitors. The
pier'slawn is cleaned and the equipment for tonight’s movie is disassembled quickly and
put into the van that hosted the movie screen. Everything is donein little over ahaf an
hour and relative quiet returnsto the little pier as | see the small group from the picnic

areatake up a spot on anow amost empty lawn.

| sit afew feet opposite the little pier’ s entrance on a semi-circular stone platform
and wonder about the split social screen that | witnessed briefly tonight. Clearly, people
on both sides of the screen enjoyed the pier as a public amenity for varying and, perhaps,
opposite reasons this evening. Although there was little contact between the crowds from
the opposite sides of the screen, neither was there any observable hostility between them.
Perhaps, the power of the split social screenisthat it requires no overt hostility to
separate people out asymmetrically at the different points of access to both public and
private resources and to create the multiple and variegated subjectivities that align with
this material and psychic inequality. Was the pier tonight amodel of urban co-existence

or more like the hysteric who is perfectly repressed because he exhibits no symptoms?™*

What of the ethnographer, native, quasi-native, or otherwise, in thismix of

observation, analysis, and narrativization? In one sense, given the class socialization that

" Lacanian psychoanalyst Stuart Schneiderman reports that this is the way Lacan described himself on
various occasions (Schneiderman 1983: 15-16). One has to wonder whether the focus on “diversity”,
whether in hostile or celebratory registers, in contemporary US institutional-discursive sites is racism and
White supremacy perfected or without symptoms.
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academic training and professionalization inevitably entail, all ethnographic work isa
split screen endeavor even for those who claim native ethnographer status in the chancy
roulette game of the multicultura university’s authenticity politics. The ethnographer
collects data on both sides and at the tense and conflictive merger points of the social
screen. In fact, the ethnographer is part of the data and images at all these dense nodal
transfer points of exchange, circulation, and production that materialize the social
screen(s) of the various local versions of a hyper-media saturated form of capitalism. Part
of the danger of ethnographic practiceiswhat | like to call “the ruse of autopoesis’: the
sense that aresearch project emerges from the interior and individuated desires, whether
scientific, recuperative, political and/or careerist, of the ethnographic practitioner

herself.!?
Vivienne s Dance Lesson

As| get up from my post-observation ruminations to go back to Christopher
Street, | see Vivienne just coming towards me with afemale friend. | call out Vivienne's
name and they both stop and look around in response. We exchange greetings and | get

introduced to Mariawho has been Vivienne's close friend since her'® daysin high

12 Green wood and Levin have deftly explored the tensions between autopoesis and forms of politically
engaged investigation such as action research as well as the institutional reforms that would have to
occur for action research to become a primary research model in university setting (Greenwood and Levin
2000: 85-106).

B Vivienne describes herself as someone who lives within a “dual gender reality.” In conversations about
gender identity, she has told me that she finds the idea of a “two-spirited” person as applying to her.
Nonetheless, she finds any label reductive of her own complicated experience of presenting as a male
most of the time, but feeling her feminine gender identity almost all the time. Through conversations and
interviews, Vivienne has expressed the unbreakable link between her gender identities and her sexual
identity. She has never used the term “gay” to describe her sexual identity to me. | have never referred to
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school. Mariais a pretty, petite light-skinned Ecuadorian-Puerto Rican woman in her
mid-twenties whose jet black hair isin a ponytail that bounces abit as she walks. Sheis
wearing khaki pants and a dark shirt that accentuates her trim and fit body --- aresult of
her constant training as adancer | would learn later. Vivienneis very cute, tallish and has
doe-like eyes that are set back and light up when she makes a caustic remark or gets news
worthy of celebration. She is wearing awhite and baby blue shirt, blue jeans, and a baby
blue baseball cap that gives her aboyish allure. The light blues and whitesin her crisp
street gear work nicely against the wheat-at-harvest color of her late summer tan. “What
are you doing down here?’ Vivienne queries me. “I was actually hoping to run into you
and | got that right now plus | got to see “Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory” as

well” | respond.

her using male pronouns in the four years we have known each other. Much of what Vivienne has related
to me about her gender/sexual identities confirms what David Valentine has argued in a recent essay
questioning the validity of the rigid analytic distinction between gender and sex systems inaugurated by
Gayle Rubin’s essay “Thinking Sex” (Rubin 1984). Rubin’s essay, in many ways, marked a turning point in
the rearticulation of forms of sex positive radical feminisms as well as the later development of Queer
Theory. Valentine contends that this analytic binary, even when finessed in very subtle ways, may
reproduce forms of marginality especially for transgender people of color. Valentine writes: “While the
separation of gender and sexuality has been a theoretically productive tool, | ... argue ... that --- ironically -
-- this separation implicitly underpins the identity labels that feminist and queers scholars are at pains to
deconstruct ... My argument is that a progressive political and theoretical move to make a space for
‘sexuality’ has unwittingly produced a system whereby those who are already disenfranchised --- through
poverty and racism --- cannot be fully accounted for in contemporary theorizations of gender and
sexuality” (Valentine 2006:410). Valentine’s research prescription for investigators doing work amongst
gender variant working class people of color is to listen to how erotic desires are articulated and framed
by these subjects as opposed to asking for identity categories as exhaustive descriptors of erotic desires
and practices. Of course, this research mandatum collates with Foucault’s assertion that his project on the
development of sexuality as form of modern social intelligibility is fundamentally a nominalist one and
resist the kind of foundational fallacies that other materialist inquiries about sex reproduce (Foucault
1978).
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Aswe aretalking, | notice out of the corner of my eye Nalo coming from the first
pier. Nalo, one of my informants, isaBall child who is being trained by an older member
of the Ball scene to become a commentator. We all greet Nalo and Vivienne and Maria
go off to sit on the lawn and practice their dance routine for the Latex Ball next weekend.
| stay with Nalo talking for a moment. | promise Vivienne and Mariathat | will catch up
with them on the grass in afew minutes to watch them practice. Nalo isa classic young
Ballroom butch queen --- agay or bisexual man who presents in afeminine or masculine
gender style, but lives as his assigned sex at birth. He is also an incontrovertible cutie.
Nalois 20 yearsold, tall with athin but tight body frame, has dark brown hair, thick
sensual lips, and a voice that has a deep, but youthful timbre to it. He is both Puerto
Rican and Dominican, but has told me that he dates dark-skinned Black men almost

exclusively.

We begin to talk about setting up atime to do some interviews about the kiki
house heis aleader in and are interrupted in mid-conversation by a short Ag™* Latina
who is handing out flyersfor aparty sheis hosting at her house in the Bronx next
weekend. Nalo tells her that he probably will not be able go next weekend since heis
going to the Latex Ball, but he borrows a pen from me and takes the young woman’s
number anyway in case one of hisfriends may want to go check out her party instead of
the Latex Ball. Shetells him that the party is “gonnato be thumping” and that she will be

performing that night since she is arapper as well. They shake hands before the young

4 ung” or “Aggressive” signifies a woman who has sex with women who is masculine presenting in gender
presentation. Some “Aggressives” identify as transgender men. For a documentary about “Aggressives”
see Daniel Peddle’s 2005 film “The Aggressives.”
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woman leaves and Nalo heads off to talk to some of his kiki brothers and sisters that have
gathered in the middle of thelittle pier’slawn. | go off to watch Vivienne and Maria
practice and | tell Nalo that | will see him later and hang out with some of his kiki house

friends.

When | catch up to Vivienne and Maria, they are in full dance rehearsal mode. |
watch and try to capture the gist of their movements. Vivienne is instructing Maria on the
choreography of her piece for next week’s Latex Ball. Vivienneis using technical dance
language in describing her steps and Mariais following right along asking specific
guestions about each movement that Vivienne is making. At different moments, Maria
follows right behind Vivienne seemingly forcing her body to remember the steps through
physical motion itself. After afew tries, sheis getting it and asking about the meaning of
different movesin the narrative of the choreographed piece. Viviennetells me that sheis
competing for the grand prize and that her production requires some sort of HIV
prevention message that is not clear to me from just watching Vivienne and Maria go

through the dance steps.

They are obviously old dance partners: they have developed a private language of
motion, laughter, pauses, and mutual touch that infuses the very public place of the little
pier'slawn with akinetic intimacy. | watch them during their practice writing notes and
trying to imagine what the production will look like when al the dancers are in place and
in proper costume and makeup. Soon Vivienne calls an end to the practice and tells me
that she thinks they will be ready for next weekend’ s ball once they get afull week of

rehearsalsin, but it is clear that Mariais her second-in-command as far as the dancing
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part of the production is concerned. Maria needs to leave and | go along with Vivienne
and her up Christopher Street until Seventh Avenue South where we say farewell to

Mariawho has to go home to East Harlem.

Aswe walk back to the piers, we run into Joshua who Vivienne introduces to me
as one of her makeup artists. Joshuais atal light-skinned Dominican who tells me that
he comes from an island off the coast of the Dominican Republic, but has grown up
mostly in New Y ork City. Right now Joshua lives in Woodside Queens and works for a
large cosmetics corporation in Manhattan. Joshuais rather shy with me and Vivienne
takes over at various points during our conversation when | ask questions about their
relationship as makeup artist and client. | ask her whether Joshua always does her
makeup. “It isnot as simple asthat” Vivienne responds. “Joshuais very busy and hasto
find timein his schedule to squeeze mein. Before all that though, | have to put up some
collateral before Joshua can do my makeup for aball or a show. After the issue of the
collateral is settled, | talk to Joshua about what is inspiring me in the particular
production | am preparing for a production™ or show that | am going to perform at or
whatever I’'m doing at the time. Then, Joshua tells me about the colors he is working with
at the moment. We sort of come up with a compromise between our different creative
pal ettes and the makeup job proceeds.” Vivienne goes on to tell me that Joshua has a
different approach to makeup than the other artists she has worked with in the past. He
avoids atheatrical flair to his makeup work and knows how to use shadow to bring out

feminine qualitiesin Vivienne' s face. Our conversation isinterrupted by a number of

15 . .
In Ballroom parlance, a “production” means a group performance that normally requires elaborate
choreography.
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young people who know Vivienne from the ball scene and | notice that Joshua has given

us the dlip in the midst of weaving in and out of body traffic on Christopher Street.

Aswe get closer to the piers, Vivienne tells me that Joshua disappeared because
he did not feel comfortable smoking weed in front of “the White guy.” | laugh as she tells
me this and confess that thisis not the first time | am viewed as White and | wonder
aloud if the children on the pier might see me as an undercover cop. “1 doubt it” Vivienne
retorts. “They’ |l probably think you're my Sugar Daddy which means more power for
you and me honey” Vivienne adds. When we return to the lawn at the second pier, there
isagroup of Ball children sitting on the concrete wall that frames the grass. They are
voguing, chatting, speculating about the contours of the competition at the upcoming
House of Latex Ball, and smoking some rather pungent weed. They all know Vivienne
from the Ball scene or her work at the Bronx Queer Pride Center (BQCP). | get
introduced to the ones who come to greet Vivienne as “my friend who iswriting a book
on the Ball scene” or occasionally as “the anthropologist.” The most reaction that | get
from Vivienne' sintroductory descriptions of meisa“That's cool” or “Is Vivienne going
to bein the book?’ | answer in the affirmative to the last question and hope that a

conversation about the Ball scene emerges.

However, Nalo comes to greet Vivienne and me and inadvertently derails my
opportunity. He is voguing about with some acumen and stretching out his thin dark-blue
sweater above his chest to create faux fabric breast. He spins around and comes to where
agroup of us are sitting and asks, “Do you like my tatas gentlemen?’ We all laugh and

Nalo sits down and starts talking to his friend Jamal that he introduces to me as someone



80

who grew up “around my way in Brooklyn.” | ask Nalo whether he has begun to read the

copy of The Autobiography of Malcolm X that | gave him afew weeks ago. He says that

he is going to soon and Jamal tells him that he should definitely read that book since Nalo

is“All into Black men and shit.”

| learn that the neighborhood they both grew up in Brooklyn is predominantly
African-American and that Jamal did not know that Nalo was “into guys’ until they
bumped into each other at a*“gay party” in Manhattan. “ That was so embarrassing”, Nalo
tellsme. “1 was at this gay party and all of a sudden | see Jamal and | tell my girlfriend
who was with me, “Oh my God, that boy lives right on my block.” | started trying to hide
behind my girlfriend, but Jamal saw me and | just gave up.” “Y eah, that was so stupid
Nalo”, Jamal replieslaughing as he remembers the incident. “Y ou see, | couldn’t pass as

straight like Nalo could. So, | was just the gay kid on the block since | couldn’t cover it

up anyway.”

| begin to worry that the thick cloud of weed | am surrounded by might give me a
contact high and struggling with a contact hangover when | have an early morning
interview with one of my informants does not sound like an appealing way to greet the
day tomorrow. So, | take out a small box of cigars and light up one of my Partagas minis.
Thefield research equivalent of fighting smoke with more smoke. Nalo grabs the box out
of my hand and starts looking at it. “How do you pronounce this?” he asks. | tell him the
proper pronunciation and tell him that these small cigars come from “ Santiago De Los

Caballeros’ in the Dominican Republic. We start talking about how cigars are used in
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Santeriarituals to “despojar” *°

people from the effects of evil or negative spiritual forces.
“You know | got acouple of my relatives that are into Santeria. | should give them one of
these cigars so that they could despojar my friend because that niggah has mad negative
energy” Nalo tells us. We also discuss how there are many Santeria practitionersin the
scene and the West African roots of thisreligion. “You see that’swhat | don’t understand
about my Spanish®’ people. Why are they so racists? They are doing al this Santeria shit
and yet they say racist things against Black people. My family would always tell me that
not to hang out with “those monkeys.” And you know that they’ re not light-skinned
either. That'swhy | like to hang out here at this pier with my Spanish and Black people
and my kiki house sisters.” Jamal nods his head in ascent as Nalo speaks and | wonder

exactly why | thought that Nalo needed to read The Autobiography of Malcolm X in the

first place.

Vivienne, who had gone off to talk to someone on her cell phone, is back where
we are sitting and places her hands on both of my shoulders and shifts her weight onto
them. | have a sense that it istime to go. Vivienne is going to meet a bunch of friends at
Krash tonight and | have an early morning meeting. We say our goodbyes and head up
Christopher to Seventh Avenue South and the trains beyond. As we walk, Joshua
reappears and | smile at him and tell him, “Y ou know you didn’t have to disappear to

smoke weed. It’ s better than smoking cigarettes.” “Y eah, | know, but | still didn’t feel

* A “despojo” in the Afro-Cuban religion of Santeria is a purification ritual that restores the spiritual
balance of a practitioner who has been subject to negative spiritual energy (Murphy 1993).

7 Many of my informants both those who identified as Latino/a and those who identified as African-
American and/or Black referred to Latinos/as as “Spanish” and houses that are predominantly Latino/a as
“Spanish houses” or “Latin Houses.”
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comfortable. | don’t know you like that even if you're Vivienne' sfriend.” “| understand
that. Well, you guys have a good time at Krash.*® Behave both of you.” | tell them with a
wink of an eye.™® “Me and Joshua aways do Edgar darling.” Vivienne retortsin her best
Marlene Dietrich. | walk away up north and to 14" street and the east side trains. After
all, Joshuais not the only one who knows how to disappear.

South Bronx Bus to Atlantis: Nuyorican Memory Lane

It'sacool breeze that blows down Southern Boulevard this late date in August.
The last couple of days have been scorchers and the asphalt and cement no longer act as
ovens making the smple back and forth of work and home an exercise in endurance. |
await the bus on the corner of Southern Boulevard and Longwood Avenue and notice the
pleasurable mania that accompanies the first evening of the weekend in this Latino/a and
Black working class neighborhood in the eastern most sections of the South Bronx.
Opposite the bus stop, El Valle restaurant is making a brisk business as its various
delivery men come to pick up the famous combo # 4 that promises to feed afamily of
four --- awhole roast chicken, huge helpings of rice and beans, an order of sweet
plantains, asalad that is layered with sugary slices of canned beets, and the 2 liter Pepsi
lest there be arebellion in the ranks of the children. “Paraunafamilia, eslo mas

economico mi amor”, one of the veteran waitresses told me one day when | inquired

¥ For a time in the mid-1990’s, Krash was the hottest queer Latino/a party in New York City and a site
where elements of the old style glamour drag performance tradition was preserved. Krash was located
originally in Astoria, Queens and later moved to Manhattan to a larger venue with a more racially and
economically mixed crowd.

% This, of course, is a reference to Clifford Geertz’s notion that good ethnography is so detailed and
nuanced that the ethnographer knows the difference when her subjects are blinking rather than winking
and vice versa (Geertz 1985).
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about the takeout menu displayed on the window. A family of fiveis crossing the street
to have asit down meal at El Valle. Perhaps, the respite from the heat has freed them this
evening from the air conditioned cloisters that apartments become during parts of the

summer for many folks in this neighborhood and throughout New Y ork City.

Police from the somewhat new 41% Precinct, a half a block distance from El
Valle, walk in at regular intervals as | watch out for the # 19 bus. The cops are a much
more multi-cultural lot than when | first started working and later living in this
neighborhood in 1987. At that time, the 41¥ was located near the Simpson Street stop on
the elevated section of the # 2 train and was referred to by cops as “ Fort Apache”: this
particular moniker revealing the rank and file police officers' vision of the
neighborhood’ s residents as uncivilized “Indians’ and, consequently, the cops as armed
White settlers doing the law’ s biding. The new generation of 21% century Bronx boosters
assures the public and, more importantly, potential businessinvestors and real estate
speculators that the South Bronx of “Fort Apache” daysislong gone and that even the
old 41* has been moved and replaced by a facility on Southern Boulevard instantiating
the putatively better set of social relations that typify the New South Bronx. Well, the
cops have changed enough to take advantage of the combo meals at El Valle and their
darker skin hues and Latino and African-American surnames on their badges do indicate
a demographic shift in the New Y ork City Police Department’ s personnel. The other

changes are not so obvious from the vantage point of the # 19 bus stop this evening.

| can now see the bus winding down from the corner of 163" Street and Southern

Boulevard where the Hunts Point stop of the # 6 subway helps to create a shopping and
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transportation hub. Its blue and white exterior shines in the glowing orange-blue evening
sky; the other cars are dwarfed by its stolid sojourn down the thoroughfare. The bus stops
and | get on. The busisone of the largest in the Metropolitan Transit Authority’s (MTA)
fleet. It isan accordion bus and is able to accommodate more people than the standard-
size buses. After paying my fare, | sit down toward the back of the bus and watch the
world go by from my window. Y oung people are gathering on stoops, corners, and the
benches that dot Southern Boulevard to talk, listen to music, and enjoy the cooling
breezes that they have been deprived of during the last couple of days of heat and
humidity. Families are also outside watching over young children who are scurrying

about chasing one another, throwing around balls, and sharing portable video games.

The vivid activity on the street contrasts sharply with the quiet on the bus. | notice
one Latinain her late 30's or early 40’ stalking about how rude people have become, but
| fail to notice who her interlocutor might be until | realize sheistalking to herself and
being roundly ignored by most of the other passengers who are varioudly listening to
iPods, looking out the windows, engaging in quiet conversations, and talking or sending
text messages on cell phones. The bus passes by the 24-hour Laundromat that | go to
once in awhile to get wash and fold service. We pass by the Casanova Public School and
the Avenue of St. John Apartments that have a permanent play street set up in front of the
entrancesto its 4 buildings all summer long. The usual mix of bodegas, 5 and 6 storey

walkup apartment buildings, liquor stores, storefront churches, and C-Town super
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markets are broken up by a new pharmacy here and a new restaurant like Lupita’s

Comida Mejicana there.

As the bus gets to the corner of Southern Boulevard and 149™ Street, it makes a
brief stop to unload passengers transferring to the # 6 subway line. Thisisan odd
intersection even by South Bronx standards of oddness: it features a White Castle burger
restaurant nestled up against a huge Ortiz Funera Home building. The unlikely proximity
of fast food and long grieving mark the jumbled quality of quick dirty commerce and the
exigencies of life and death that envel ope the poorer ambits of one of the richest cities on
the planet. The bus takes a right unto 149" Street and will stay on this street until it leaves
the Bronx and crosses over the river into Central Harlem ending its route at the
Riverbank State Park overlooking the Hudson River. Riverbank isthe only New Y ork
State run park in Manhattan that is built on top of a garbage processing plant: atrue
monument to what community concessions mean in one of the most densely populated
sections of New Y ork City. The bus turns and quickensiits pace as it goes along 149"
Street passing the Popeye’ s Fried Chicken, the Pitusa Bakery, El Atoradero (“Productos
de Mgjico Lindo”), the Bilingual and Bicultural Community Middle School, the Maria
| sabella Senior Housing complex, and the famed Venice Italian Restaurant that has been

on the same corner since 1951 echoing the White ethnic past of this section of the Bronx.

2% The Mexican community is a growing presence throughout the South Bronx reflecting its status as the
largest growing Latino/a population in New York City. Based on fifteen years of fieldwork in New York City
and Puebla, Mexico, Robert C. Smith’s “Mexican New York: Transnational Lives of New Immigrants” is the
most thorough and analytically sharp ethnographic study of the Mexican community in New York City to
date (Smith 2005).
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149™ Street has another name along this east-west drag that funnelsinto
Manhattan, Eugenio Maria de Hostos Avenue. Hostos was a nineteenth-century Puerto
Rican educator, separatist, and abolitionist whose name adorns the buildings of the City
University of New Y ork’s Community College occupying the southern corners of 149"
Street and the Grand Concourse. Along this stretch up to and including Hostos
Community College at its most western point, one can see the Lola Rodriguez de Tié
Intermediate School and afew blocks south from Hostos Avenue is the Segundo Ruiz
Belvis Diagnostic and Treatment Center and before arriving at Hostos Community
College the fire orange-red bricks of Lincoln Hospital tower over the smaller residential

and commercial spaces that surround it.

Rodriguez de Ti6, Ruiz Belvis, and Hostos are al figures from Puerto Rico’'s
nineteenth and early twentieth-century abolitionist, separatist, and nationalist past. During
the late 1960’ s and 1970’s, struggles for more resources to meet the social needs of poor
and working class communities in the South Bronx culminated in the creation of new
ingtitutions that would ostensibly address those needs and the naming of these ingtitutions
were part of these self-same economic and racial struggles. That the historical figures
chosen as “role-models-in-brick-face” are largely upper class White elites may point to
the class and race limits and/or pretensions of the leadership of these mobilizations. The
struggles for quality medical care for community members at the old Lincoln Hospital
and the eventual successful demand for construction of the present day hospital on a
different physical site are till invoked in academic and popular discussions of the

political successes of the Y oung Lords Party (Melendez and Torres 2005, Torres 1998).
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Clearly, the built environment of any urban neighborhood is part and parcel of the
infrastructure that allows for the reproduction of the conditions that facilitate capital
accumulation. Any given physical structure is atemporary consolidation point for both
use and exchange values and how long any structure or groups of physical structures
stand and in what form is predicated partially on when and under what conditions these
parts of the built environment become hindrances to the increased circulation and
accumulation of capital. In one sense, the expansion of gentrifying processes throughout
historically Latino/a and Black working class neighborhoodsin New Y ork City isa
function of the constant recalibrations by €lite class/race actors and their institutional
networks of the nature of these use and exchange values embedded in the housing stock
and its attendant transportation infrastructure as well as “public amenities’ such as green
spaces. The apparent spatial fixity of the built environment is subtended both by the
constant recalculations of the realization of greater quantities of value by investors and
speculators as well as the incongruity of particular physical sitesthat stand as the remains
of popular victories in an environment that is the very incarnation of the ongoing
deterioration of those same past social gains (Harvey 1982, Harvey 1985, Harvey 1996,

Lefebvre 1991, Smith 1996).

This strip of patriotically named buildings along 149" Street resonates with the
many years of diverse and rarely coordinated community struggles. Yet, it also reveals
the insistent materiality that anchors the historical sedimentation of years of reversals,
tactical retreats, and unadorned defeats. As | ring the bell for my stop, | am amazed at
how the very buildings on this South Bronx thoroughfare offer up arather dark political

economy of the sign that would test the faith of the most sanguine social reformer. The
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very slowness of bustravel in New Y ork City lendsitself to ruminations of how these
buildings, people, and ideas came together and why in this exact configuration given the

real possibility of other outcomes.
Friday Night Practice Before the Latex Ball

| get off at 149" and St. Anne’s Avenue. | have a2 block walk before | get to the
rehearsal | am going to observe. Vivienne told me that rehearsals would begin after 7pm
and that | could drop by any time thereafter. My cell tells me it is about to be 8:30pm. So,
| quicken my pace in the hopes that | can catch Vivienne and her dancers before they
begin and thereby soften the disruptive® quality of my arrival. Vivienne works for the
Bronx Queer Pride Center (BQPC) doing a myriad of things for the organization around
HIV prevention, queer and transgender youth services, and Bronx-based queer and
transgender youth of color organizing. Her executive director, Lorna Summers, a White
working class Bronx lesbian attorney turned community activist, has taken Vivienne
under her wing and seems to be doing all she can to prepare Vivienne for her next steps
as aprofessiona and community leader. Since Vivienne has taken thisjob, | have noticed
that she is much happier and busier both in her work and artistic life than | have ever

remembered her being in the 4 years since we first met. The BQPC is afour-story walk

* The long tradition of the arrival trope in ethnographic writing is a textual and ideological smoothing
over of the disruptive nature of ethnographic practice. My own experience in doing ethnographic
research within the social networks of New York City’s House Ball scene is indicative of this. Ball
informants are masters of self-fashioning and handling experts of all kinds. House members are
sophisticated consumers of popular culture and understand the advertising and marketing strategies that
animate most of U.S. culture. The idea that an ethnographer of the scene is getting at an uninterrupted
reality in engaging in ethnographic practice amongst Ball members is diagnostic of the types of
performative blocks that university training inculcates in knowledge production.
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up on the southern side of 149™ Street just west of St. Anne’s Avenue. The building
stands out because all its upper floors have floor to celling windows in front and the sign
that announces the Center has a rainbow flag that contrasts sharply with the blue and

White signs of the Assemblies of God Church right next door.

As | walk up the stairs to the second floor rehearsal space, | can hear different
tracks of music being played and the back and forth of hurried and excited conversations.
Asl wak in, | immediately see Vivienne talking to a number of people near asmall stage
areain the front of the room. She recognizes me and yells out my name and motions me
to the stage area. | go over to the stage and get introduced to the group of young people
that will be her dancers for the dance and performance production that Vivienne has
thought up for the grand prize category for the House of Latex Ball tomorrow night.
Vivienne introduces me to the group as afriend and “the anthropologist | was telling you
about.” | smile and shake hands with everyone. The group includes Asia, John, Maria,
Claudia, Chris, and Fernando. Actualy, Vivienne tells me that not all the members of the
production will be here tonight and that | will meet “the rest of the crew” tomorrow at the
Latex Ball. | ask Vivienne whether the team has been rehearsing most of the week. She
confirms my suspicion and adds that the 3 to 4 hour rehearsals were in addition to putting
intime at all their regular jobs. “ Everybody works at least one full time gig here honey”,

Vivienne reminds me rather emphatically.

From the Center’ s second floor where the rehearsal is being held, one can see the
latest buildings to be constructed on the this little section of 149" Street: a huge free-

standing Burger King that includes a plastic domed play areafor children aswell asits
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own parking lot and the New Horizons Y outh Detention Center. Amidst the rambling and
weather-worn commercial and residential spacesin this strip of a 149™ Street, both the
Burger King and New Horizons till stand out as newly-minted facilities. In fact, the
youth prison is the first building one notices as the # 2 train comes out of the 149" and 3
Avenue station going uptown on the elevated section of the line. In the summer time, |
would occasionally see the young men playing basketball or talking to each other in the
yard while officers and civilian staff interact and watch over the kids. Under a different
set of economic and social parameters, the facility could be any yard, gym, or classroom
building at awell-funded suburban public high school. Both of these additions are
products of the deindustrialization that urban centers like New Y ork City have been
undergoing since the 1960’ s. Both the youth prison and the fast food restaurant are
different institutional nodal points in the broader service-carceral economy that poor and
working class Latinos/as and Blacks have to negotiate to assemble the necessary social

goods for something like daily survival (Gilmore 2007).

Getting ready for aBall isamoney and time-consuming enterprise and there is
never any certainty that awinisin the bag. Even if the production is flawless, an
individual or agroup of individuals can be outclassed by their competitors or “girlfriend
politics’ can intervene in the judging process at any moment. Although the Latex Ball is
organized and sponsored by the largest not for profit HIV/AIDS organization in New
Y ork City, the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC), the House of Latex follows the rules
of all of theregular ball circuit and gives cash rewards and trophies for winners of the
different categories. Vivienne and her team will be competing in the Grand Prize

category that is worth $1,000. Part of the challenge of doing a group production, instead



91

of an individual performance, is coordinating multiple schedules for rehearsals and
getting team members fitted for costumes and on time at the site for makeup and last
minute preparations. Vivienne has been involved in the Ball scene since 1995 and is ho
stranger to the demands of managing conflicting time schedules and the sometimes fickle

talent both within and outside of the Ball context.

Vivienneis avery accomplished young person. Sheisatrained classical and
modern dancer and a formidable choreographer in her own right. Earlier in the summer, |
was interviewing her after a Sunday brunch meet up, we walked over to the Columbia
University’ s Morningside Heights campus to sit and continue our conversation and she
demonstrated what the difference was between European and American runway? in
terms of the movement of the torso and the face of the person walking in the different
categories. As she walked the imaginary runway on the white concrete and marble
thoroughfare of the campus, | asked her about the dance categories and she began to
show me the different dances using the language of what | construed to be classical ballet
--- “first position”, “second position”, etc. “But, do you use classical terms when you are
training someone for a production for aball?’, | asked. “No”, she laughed. “| just

demonstrate it with my own body and if the child doesn’t get it, | move her feet or body

*2 At the most basic level, runway categories can be defined as the technique of walking back and forth on
an elevated platform. In an interview on the categories that make up Ball competition, Vivienne explained
to me that “runway depends greatly on individual style and although the movement is minimal compared
to a vogue category, attitude is what makes a good runway performance. | think that runway technique is
walking a straight line and understanding key positions like the T stance or what in ballet you call the third
position. Girls have to know how to spot their heads when turning so the body moves first and then the
head. Female Figure Runway concentrates more on hip movement and Male Figure Runway focuses on
the torso ... In American Runway, you expect the child to keep his movements simple. European Runway
has more hand movements and the Female Figure is more extravagant in movement and attitude.”
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to the right position with my hands. Once they fedl it in their bodies, they generally get

it.”

Ball culture regularly produces people like Vivienne: high and popular culture
polyglots who are skilled at manipulating images and bodies in such away as to both
mimic, critique, and/or rearticulate themes in the dominant cultural mainstream. Vivienne
isknown in the Ball scenein New Y ork City as very creative and cutting edge ---
someone who is not afraid of experimenting with the forms that she has inherited. One of
my other informants who considers himself one of the “Older Girls’ of the Houses told
me that Vivienneis different: “Mamais not just another pretty face. She knows how to

think. That'swhy the girls give her life*® when she gets up on that runway.”

But getting life from the girlsis aresult of labor and time. This evening will be a
testament to that Ballroom axiom. | ask Vivienne whether she has eaten. She tells me that
she simply has not had the time. She spent part of her day looking for accessories for the
production which included a stop at a downtown magic shop to get atheatrical smoke
machine and consulting with her fashion designer about her and the team’ s costumes. |
ask if she would like me to pick up a pizza pie from down the block for the crew. The
usual pleadings to not put myself out for them follow which | respond to with how much
of apleasure it would be for me to get them something before they rehearse all night.
Eventually, Vivienne and her team relent and | am off to the pizzajoint. A pizzaand

some sodas for a night of participant observation and friendly banter strikes me as more

2 “Giving someone life” or “getting life” are emic Ball terms. One “gives life” when a Ball walker performs
with grace and acumen the category she is competing in. “To get life” is to be on the receiving end of this
adulation.
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than afair trade --- “research up in drags’ as reciprocity must be the category | am
competing in tonight. The ethnographic enterprise is an odd craft that has a magical
element toit: fast food and sodas |later materialize as field notes and ethnographic

narratives --- from flesh to words and back again to fleshier words (L évi-Strauss 1983).

Pizza Becomes Fieldnotes

When we settle down to eat pizza and drink sodas, | finally get a chanceto talk to
Vivienne' steam. Almost all of them are involved in the programs at the Center as peer
leaders or frontline staff. Asia, a Belizean nationa and a*“woman of transgender
experience’, works at the Center with the transgender youth providing social services and
group support. Claudia, John, and Fernando are part of the youth group and participatein
the dance troupe that is housed at the Center and led by one of the staff members. Claudia
was born in the Dominican Republic, but has spent most of her life in the Bronx; sheis
studying dance at one of CUNY’ s four-year colleges. John is an African-American young
man who volunteers as a peer educator at the Center when heis not in school or working
his“straight job.” Mariaisfamiliar to me from our first introduction at the piers a week
ago. Sheisatrained dancer who works at alaw office downtown and regularly does
dance performances at community venues. Chrisisafriend of Vivienne' sfrom
Christopher Street. Chris was scheduled to attend the three prior rehearsal s this week, but
could not get time off from hisjob at a children’stoy store in Manhattan. The group has a
very easy style with each other and in between bites of pizza and swigs of sodathey are

beginning to stretch in preparation for along rehearsal.
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The rehearsal spaceisrather large; it takes up the whole second floor of the
Center. It looks like it has not been utilized in awhile or it is being prepared for some
other uses by the Center’ s staff. Along with the small stage that takes up about athird of
the front, there is a DJ booth to the right of the entrance and to the left arather long bar
that has afaux thatched semi-roof constructed out of bamboo that runs the entire length
of the bar like alatter day bohio drinking hole. The actual bar is made out of a gray
marble like material. Thereisamural behind the bar that depicts a bucolic scene of three
stoic Taino?* Indians positioned in a savannah-like landscape standing in front of their
huts and a campfire. A dark blue river runs through the Taino village. | look at Vivienne
with abit of a puzzled grimace. “Before the Center took this building over, this floor was
El Yunque® Bar & Social Club.” Nuyorican fashionings of identity traverse the spectrum
of sentimentality, nostalgia, militant political assertion, and a defiant, but pleasurable
vulgarity. Judging from the mural, the proprietors of the now defunct socia club had a
talent for full spectrum Nuyorican representation. Tonight, however, some of the
erstwhile descendents of the mural bound stone-faced Tainos will rehearse a different set
of rituals, work regimes, and family making in the hopes of abig win and alittle

Ballroom fame.

** Taino Indians, as historical figures and empty ideological signifiers, serve both as a foundation of the
racial triad (European, Taino, and African heritages) that ostensibly constitutes Puerto Rican nationality
and as cultural linchpins for a Taino revival movement that romanticizes and avoids the historical
complexity of Afro-Caribbean identity in Puerto Rico in the context of successive Euro-American
colonialisms (Duany 2001).

2 E| Yunque is a rainforest located in Puerto Rico and it is part of the US government’s national park
system. Images of El Yunque rebound with Taino religious practices and articulations of Puerto Rico as a
metonymy for nature prior to industrialization and the timelessness of an indigenous cultural patrimony.
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As the group assembles for the task at hand, | see Vivienne carrying around a
stunning pair of shoes. | have seen these shoes before, but | cannot remember when or
under what circumstances. As | start scribbling in my pad, Vivienne detects my interests
in the shoes and tells me that the shoes were designed by Italian designer Carlo Ventura.
The shoes are silver with sequins and albino python trimmings. They have a half-inch
black heel and jet black shoestrings.? Vivienne informs me that the girlfriend she
borrowed them from had to spend awhole two weeks pay to purchase these shoes. |
know who she is talking about and remember that | saw her girlfriend wear the shoes at a
ball sponsored by alocal queer youth organization. Vivienne' s girlfriend is a House of
Mizrahi child and he did look good in these shoes that night. Vivienne has spared herself
arather large expense by borrowing something used, but elegant from one of her best

girlfriends.”

| ask Vivienne about her own expenses so far for the Latex Ball: “Well, | am
spending $375 on my costume which my fashion person made for me. It’s white satin

pants with awhite waist jacket and a large white and silver hooded cloak with silver

?® The description of these exquisitely designed shoes is a product of Vivienne “schooling” me in both
recognizing design patterns in shoes and clothing as well as correcting me during read backs of my field
notes to her about my color designations for various items.

%’ part of preparation for any ball is the child’s assessment of how much he or she will have to spend to
have the performance come off in the manner desired and what types of items and services are available
for free or significantly reduced costs from a fellow house member or a close girlfriend from another
house or from someone who has little or nothing to do with the balls. The balls demand that the
participants cast a very wide net of reciprocity and obligations if a given child or a house is to succeed in
this hyper-competitive space and doing inventory is just one moment in this elaborate labor-performance
process (Mauss 2000).
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trimmings. Then, | will have my hair done as well as sprayed with white paint. That
might cost $20 to $25. | will be wearing white cosmetic eye contacts that will cost me
about $75. Okay, that’s me more or less. Then there’ s the volcano.” “A volcano?”’ |
inquire. “Yeah, girl, it'sone of the elements of the production. Y ou know the whole lost
city of Atlantistheme that the Latex Ball Planning Committee decided on thisyear ... The
volcano is made out of fabric that costs me $23 and | had to buy a smoke machine to put
inside the fabric that was thirty bucks. Then, | think | told you this already, that | went to
the magic shop and bought this flash smoke pot for when the volcano erupts and that was
$54.99 and | had to get the powder that you combine with these chemical, red chemical A
& B, and that gives a special smoke effect to the eruption and that costs $18.99. And the
flash paper and that’ s $5 and then there is paying the dancers for their performances that
night as well asthe material for the banner that some of my friends are going to hang off
the balcony at the end of my production.” According to my calculations in my notebook,
Vivienne has already spent close to $600 for a production that may or may not win the
$1,000 Grand Prize