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ms to mean what he says, something that his Democratic challenger in 2004 did
b Indeed, one of the reasons that characterizations of Democratic Presidential can-
;date Senator John Kerry as a flip-flopper stuck and worked so well has to do with

their differing styles of performance. Kerry talked too much and said too little.

Facts be damned, Bush is nothing if not certain. Crucially, the measure of his sin-
not whether or not what he says is true, but whether or not he conveys his
own pelief in what he says when he says it. In this circuit of feeling, the sincere per-
formance latches ()nFo and generates feelings of accuracy on the other side, confirming
worldviews, assuaging conscience. Here, the suture is achieved not through post-
modern ironizing, but through a management strategy that negotiates incongruities
between feeling and fagt. Comedy Central’s Stephen Colbert has dubbed this phe-
nomenon “¢ruthiness.” Of course, when Colbert’s faux newsman uses the term, his
audience is in on the joke. Scare quotes slice the air. In pointed contrast, the phenom-
One is drawn to Camp when one realizes that “sincerity” is not enough. enanltzat “trul:hilsn:zS: némh?sfi " alcmxall:v pmf‘)u“dl_." ol s i e

i isnotencngh, U garble S,peec  easy 1t or atc-m_ght comedians (let alone grammarians), but
: p’ for Bush's true believers his misspeaking lends a down-home folksiness, sense of
spontancity, an'd “tr‘uthmg” effect to his speech acts. This is a mutually reinforcing
dynamic; his sincerity puts the “true” in “true believers.” But why? How have per-
formances of sincerity (does he mean it or not) and feelings ofaccur-acv (does this feel
tfue to me) come to displace questions of fact? As a roundabout way into these qﬁes—
tions, I want to turn, perhaps paradoxically, to the question of “cam-p.”
The paradox (?f this turn derives from camp’s own sideways relation to reality. As
Susan Sontag writes, in her much-discussed 1964 essay “Notes on ‘Camp,” -
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Morbidity was my first choice.
Susan Sontag, “Women, the Arts, and the Politics of Cul
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The open secret of Bush-era American politics is not that President George W. |
and his Administration have lied, a lot, but that so many Americans, for so
years, knew this and did not seem to mind. At minimum, this fact — President
has lied, a lot — did not matter enough or did not matter to enough voting-age A
icans to result in his defeat in 2004. If many, if not most, Americans have long ki
that Bush does not tell the full truth and have not cared, this apparent indiffere
derives in part from the expectation many Americans now have that their |
idents lie. It is not that Presidential lies have no consequences — after all, ‘ :
Jefferson Clinton was impeached, essentially for lying about sex. Because se’
overburdened site of moral anxiety and regulation, sexual lies partake of a dyn
that exceeds the category of the “Presidential lie.”® However, the relatively
George Bush received well into his second term for his Administration’s lies @
weapons of mass destruction and Iraq’s connection to 9/11 is due to more thaf
a chastened press corps, the special volatility of sexual allegations, or a Repub
majority unwilling to investigate, let alone impeach, its own.* :
These are all factors in the differential treatment and reception of Bush’s !
opposed to Clinton’s, to be sure. But, this shrugging acceptance of somethi
than the truth depends as well on the way popular culture has habituated
manufacturing of reality as entertainment. Are we all postmodernists nOW,
decoding and avidly consuming the shimmering surfaces of the real? Against!
backdrop, what Bush says matters less than how he says it: “sincerely.” Bush’s §
ity converts surface into depth, where depth is not about facts but feelings.

Ata histori

R an:ical moment when wink-wink nudge-nudge is the business as usual of both

i Off;gmmercel[‘a return to “camp” and its politics of incongruity may seem
e same. To put a fi i atter: w tics is 50

il . 'p ner pqlnt on the matter: where politics is so openly

- th;Sp f)r.mame, wha.t remains of camp as an oppositional strategy? The
question depends in large part on whose camp we are talking about.*

More
than 30 v :
years afte irs dcation's ]
¢ mp years after its first publication in Partisan Review, Sontag’s “Notes on

X remains i :
d’SCIIssiOH ofaclzrsn ;l?eNr(r::)iL mlﬂ'uent?l and, for queer critic.s, the most controversial
e e e least o h.er contesteq moves is her characterization of
" thi - Sh.‘ . ontag, camp is an aesthetic sensibility, a style, and precisely
lig tcolltem, ;)r t('; isa} s, it cannot pe or have a politics: “To emphasize style is to
_V_"ithom Bing tE'tm(}ilucc an amtusle. \.vhl'ch is neutral with respect to content. It
Woliticy) w0 B - "lt the Camp sensibility is disengaged, depoliticized — or at least
© Polities don ny qut"ers, howc?ver, these linked assertions — style over content

ot go without saying.
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This does not mean that queer critics speak as one on the subject of camp op
politics.!’ Far from it. Even as queer critics have uniformly rejected Sontag’s ek
acterization of camp as “apolitical,” they have not always agreed as to what kj
politics it represented — or even if “political” can be applied to camp in an unqual; ,
way. Esther Newton, for example, in her classic study of pre-Stonewall drag cultyr
Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America, argues that camp is a concrete “sgy
tegy for a situation.”"! Camp responds to the experience of homosexual stigmatiz;
by sending up and theatricalizing the stigma, thereby ameliorating its impact.
survival strategy this is absolutely necessary; but, it is not yet a politics. It is rath;
“ pre- or proto-political phenomenon,”'? at odds with the then-emergent politics
Gay Liberation."? ;

Other commentators have been less hesitant. Like Newton, Michael Bronski
stands camp to be a survival strategy as well as a distinctive mode of communica
But he also sees camp as a “visionary” practice, through which gay men could
imagine the world around them.”™* In Bronski’s estimation, these joined capaci
_life-saving and world-making — make camp “not only political, but progressive.
The title of Moe Meyer’s edited volume states its claims up front: The Politirs'
Poetics of Camp. The post-Stonewall, Queer Nation moment of this volume is ma
clear in Meyer’s introductory essay, in which he defines camp as a uniquely “gu.
parodic praxis” through which queers generate conditions for social agency ar
social visibility in the teeth of the dominant order.'® Meyer will go on to distin
between “politicized, solely queer” uses of “Camp” and its “unqueer, apolitica
Pop Culture” appropriations, marking the point with a shift from upper- to lower
case “c.”’'7 In pointing out how the repackaging of “Camp” into “camp” has blunt¢

the former’s critical edge, Meyer is in good compan /18
gc, ) )

Assessments of camp and its politics are crucially bound to their historical mor
ossibilities have changed over time, and so too have gay, lesb
and queer conceptions of camp. A helpful way through these queer debates over tl
politics of camp is provided by José Esteban Mufioz’s reminder that camp is T
“innately politically valenced™ In some contexts, camp is conservative; in oth€
radical; in still others it may have little or no politics at all — or it might be a little
country and a little bit rock and roll at once. To repurpose a point Diana Fuss mak
with respect to “essentialism,” the political meaning of camp depends not on O
ontology of camp, what it inherently is, but on “who is using it, how it is done, @l
where its effects are concentrated.”’ 3

Sontag herself would come to qualify her pre-Stonewall and pre—Women’S L1
eration Movement assessment of camp as “disengaged, depoliticized — or at l‘
apolitical” In an April 1975 interview with Salmagundi, she credits “the difqul
_with a considerable if inadvertent role in the ups

of feminist consciousness in the late 1960s.°2' How so? Sontag elaborates that
he credibility of cer®

camp taste for the theatrically feminine [helped] undermine t ,

stereotyped femininities — by exaggerating them, by putting them between quO® v
marks 22 The word “diffusion” indexes the complex cultural economy of camp’
crossed over from its homosexual context of emergence and was absorbed or apP
ated by other interests.” That Sontag was talking about the diffusion of a spect®
homosexual male camp is made clear just moments later in the Salmagundi intery

camp’s meanings and p

camp taste in the early ’60s . .

A |
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when she again draws camp and feminism into relation: “What I am arguing is that
today’s feminist consciousness has a long and complicated history, of which gthe dif-
fusion of male homosexual taste is a part — including its sometimé; witless putdowns
ofand delirious homflge to the ‘feminine.””* This is an ambivalent commendation t;)
be sure, but the ambivalence is all to Sontag’s point as she urges feminists includ;ng
herself, to see past what may offend them in camp to take in something ()Eits libera-

tory force:

The theme you single out — the parodistic rendering of women — usually left me cold. But
[ can’t say that I was simply offended. For I was as often amused and .so faras I ne.cdcd
to be, libcrat.cd ce (Famp’s extremely sentimental relation to beauty is‘n() help ;() women

but its irony is: ironizing about the sexes is one small step toward d-cpolarizing them.? :

Sontag’s ambivalence — she is as often offended as amused by camp — is also camp”

In its mode as drag, camp’s idealization of femininity may serve to rein%orce migop S
nist stereotypes o.f sexual difference. But camp also exceeds such a reduction; as {rogr1y i
camp opens up distance between represented and real, forging a space for f:n alt ‘(i
political and ethical relation. Importantly, at least at this juncture in Sonta ‘; thi ife

about camp, ambivalence neither equates to moral paralysis nor seeks it g | T
a Manichean pitch to one side or the other. ' e MO

We are a long way h >
v here from Sontag’s devastating indictment of ¢ i i
ing Fascism.” Completed in 1974 arg1d first putl;;]' ghmj l'uml:n':i()de afmp e
B . < ished 1n abridged form in 7he New
)f Books in February 1975, less
A 3 than three months befi
i ' e 5 s before the Salma-
‘gaSCist ae:tr]: 1:‘\\ ~tool\ plz'xccT this essay is best know for its blistering critique of the
by ‘e‘ ics of Leni Riefenstahl and of the changing cultural attitude that looks
e SwElsm to see in)' beauty.?® “Fascinating Fascism” also includes a brief bu}
pe at feminists unwilling “to sacrifice the one woman [Riefenstahl] who

"lade ﬁl S b q / =
ms that ey C]’_\b()d_\' aCkl’lOWlCdgCS to be first-rate.”?’ his assertion pla\ d
S . [his ass /€

10 small part in a heated exchange i
ey o Toos ated exchange of letters between Adrienne Rich and Sontag, in

i pattj}tl()r;l (;f The New York Review of Books, in which they argued
S lar N : . K . . s

tcor chal values, the relationship between intellect and feeling

9!

ICCt” ﬂnd “q » 1 i S

mcorrect versions Off ini i

4 - €minis £

l i ; t 1 i‘ p m, and‘ ult‘mate].\, SOI]tzlg’S own \'Cxed
I lle Wor d “(,‘zlmp”

lished in 7%, N,
Object, 29

2 io;s not appear in the version of “Fascinating Fascism” pub-
£ we e mf;fn in;:cl:gv ;O\f:ol;s. For an cxpliicit Fiiscussion of this other bad
BScis which wee y ey ¢ longer, authoritative version of “Fascinating
ing R 2 B pm IlS e untl.l 1980, in a volume of Sontag’s collected essays
Versions : mir{o; m:tttn. n the r‘nam, th'c differences between the two publish'ed,
Q5 ci ik v it bt e s 0 hich
» . S s rehabilitation, the ethical dangers

appearciz:]l ?}T]Tzn\esm and unc'ritical. connoisseurship, and th;: sensibillitilo(}‘:;%nc:d(())fe:‘) (r::)}l
paSSage i “'Ort;rsmn Publlshed in The New York Review of Books. This extraordi-n /
quoting at length from Under the Sign of Saturn: o
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Riefenstahl’s current de-Nazification and vindication as indomitable priestess of the
beautiful — as a filmmaker and, now, as a photographer [in The Last of the Nuba) - 4o
not augur well for the keenness of current abilities to detect the fascist longings in our
midst. Riefenstahl is hardly the usual sort of aesthete or anthropological romantic. The
force of her work being precisely in the continuity of its political and aesthetic idea;;
what is interesting is that this was once seen so much more clearly than it seems to be
now, when people claim to be drawn to Riefenstahl’s images for their beauty of compo-
sition. Without a historical perspective, such connoisseurship prepares the way for a
curiously absentminded acceptance of propaganda for all sorts of destructive feelinggz,‘ |
_ feelings whose implications people are refusing to take seriously . . . And so people "f.
hedge their bets — admiring this kind of art, for its undoubted beauty, and patronizing
it, for its sanctimonious promotion of the beautiful. Backing up the solemn choosy for-
malist appreciations lies a larger reserve of appreciation, the sensibility of camp, whichis
unfettered by the scruples of high seriousness: and the modern sensibility relies on contin-
uing trade-offs between the formalist approach and camp taste. ‘

Art which evokes the themes of fascist aesthetic is popular now, and for most people
it is probably no more than a variant of camp.“ -

y consisting of 58 notes or theses, an essay dedicated to Oscar Wilde and
b nctuatea with epigrams from Wilde, “Notes on ‘Camp’™ never mentions — never
mind analyzes — the “peculiar relation between Camp taste and homosexuality” until
notes 50 through 53. It is a two-handed acknowledgment, with Sontag giving and
raking back at once: «Nevertheless, even though homosexuals have been its vanguard,
Camp taste is much more than homosexual taste.” Finally, and most notoriously:
«Yet one feels that if homosexuals hadn’t more or less invented Camp, someone else
would.”’

In the eyes of some queer critics, Sontag has elevated this blindspot to the level
of hermeneutic. D. A. Miller points us to the essay’s opening moments, where, he
asserts, Sontag “justified her phobic de-homosexualization of Camp as the necessary
condition for any intelligent discourse on the subject.™ The passage Miller has in

mind bears quoting in full:

In an €ssa

To talk about Camp is therefore to betray it. If the betrayal can be defended, it will
be for the edification it provides, or the dignity of the conflict it resolves. For myself,
I plead the goal of self-edification, and the goad of a sharp conflict in my own sensi-
bility. I am strongly drawn to Camp, and almost as strongly offended by it. That is
why I want to talk about it, and why [ can. For no one who wholeheartedly shares in a
given sensibility can analyze it; he can only, whatever his intention, exhibit it. To name
a sensibility, to draw its contours and to recount its history, requires a deep sympathy
modified by revulsion.*! : :

Camp, in this formulation, is proto-fascist. In love with beauty for beauty’s sake, camp
is a structure of feeling to be sure, but it is an empty shell: emptied of history, p .;
tics, and ethics. This beautiful emptiness is what makes it so capable of becoming
antiseptic container. “Unfettered by the scruples of high seriousness,”*? camp offe
“sniggering” alibi to those who prefer not to grapple with uncomfortable truths.®

We seem, at first glance, to have traveled a long way from the “disengaged, depolit-
icized — or at least apolitical” camp we encountered in “Notes on ‘Camp.”” Nor do e
alarm bells Sontag rings about camp in “Fascinating Fascism” square with the qual
fied appreciation she offers, in the Salmagundi interview, for camp’s ironic send-up
sexual difference. How are we to make sense of these three different moral and poli
cal evaluations of camp? Part of the answer lies in the fact that “Fascinating Fascis
already represents a change of heart, as Sontag backs away from the provocative f
malist defense she had offered of Riefenstahl’s films in the 1965 essay “On Style.”

It is tempting to interpret “the sharp conflict” in Sontag’s sensibility in the light of the
closet - Sontag’s own. This is scarcely an over-reading given the swirl of gossip that
long circulated around her “personal” life — those things said and unsaid or, rather
more r}earlyf, whispered but rarely committed to print.¥
. ‘ : g This gossip has received posthumous confirmation from Sontag herself via the
Sontag’s own explanation for these differences has to do with the urgencies of September 2006 publication of excerpts from her journals in which she disc h
changed cultural moment. Asked by her Salmagundi interviewer to explain the ha passionate affairs with women, her struggles with homo ; hobia, and t; lS*Llus'ses h(?r
ened line “Fascinating Fascism” takes against Riefenstahl, Sontag gives a two-prong ( between her homosexuality ar:d her writing. In an cntr?‘ date(i I; ; ebn 32[:)“159;‘;’
answer. On the one hand, she still prizes the autonomy of the aesthetic “as indi.s en- Sontag explicitly links the guilt she feels at.“béin ueer” to he C‘L‘Sm' e.r Y
sable nourishment to intelligence.™ On the other, “3 decade-long residence 11 and concludes: “I need the identity [write:r] - wef (()ln t R hL rh e'sn‘c i )
1960s, with its inexorable conversion of moral and political radicalisms into ‘Styl has against me.” Later in the Oy Byt shé writ ) g ]z)lmig 't N
has convinced [Sontag] of the perils of over-generalizing the aesthetic view of feel more vulnerable.™ Although OStC.I;SiblV \\']rii?"smfr \h’ ‘(;lfnggqueer’m'akes als
world 3 That Sontag’s initial “Notes on ‘Camp’™ was part of the very process of ov Invite and anticipate the I;r\’in eyes of Ot‘her.s- «0 ’:nf 0}: R e (?fltag > ]o.urnals
3 ajournal or a diary is preci'selS\(-) t;e read fi . '*ln'tbo' ; }:‘(m“m) s fU“CUO“S.Of
el l()vcrg.) a-bom ", ‘ urtively _\' other peoplc? the p‘eople (like
i whom one has been cruelly honest only in the journal™**
g knew what she was talking about in this December 31, 1958 passage; that very

day,
’ she hﬂd re > capde 6 p . .
her 45 ead her then-lover’s “curt, unfair, uncharitable” diary entries about

generalizing — or «diffusion” — she here criticizes entirely escapes her notice.
Arguably, if the sensibility of camp was as dangerously empty as Sontag asser
had become by the time of “Fascinating Fascism,” this may be because it had be
emptied of its original referent: a homosexual life-world. Stripped of politics and §
itized of its homosexual associations save as an accident of history, Sontag’s
was ready for its pop-cultural close-up and eventual massification as “style.” " P8gite the rumors. that have loi ¢ floated around Sontag, queer scholarshi
a s $ ship on
«pm:bihcafi:ll:dcd to preserve her g}ass cl(?set. The denunciation of Sontag forp her
omosexualization of Camp” is a routine feature of much of the queer
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scholarship on camp; nonetheless, Sontag’s own interested — dare I say, “p s the form of a curious swerve. In notes 51 and 52 — the dead center of her

1 1 : 10N take
relation to homosexuality, homosexual camp taste, and the closet is never

sweep of homosexual camp — she introduces an analogy between Jews and

. - : L four-note
such. Having raised this spectre myself, now what? On the one hand, I am ey, fou osexuals:
not interested in reducing “Notes on ‘Camp™ to Sontag’s biography. On the hor™ : o e e et e
the rhetorical evasions performed by Sontag do tell us much about how the The peculiar relation between Camp taste and homosexuality has to be explained.

While it’s not truc that Camp taste is homosexual taste, there is no doubt pccu_lfur. over-

d affinity. Not all liberals are Jews, but Jews have shown a peculiar affinity for
I?P anl d reformist causes. So, not all homosexuals have Camp taste. But homosexu-
hberﬂv a:d large, constitute the vanguard —and the most articulate audience — of Camp.
alsilbya:mlog\' is ‘not frivolously chosen. Jews and homosexuals are the outstanding cre-
g:\r: minori'tics in contemporary urban cult.urc. (Ercalf\'c, that‘ is, in the truest sense:
they are creators of sensibilities. The two pioneering torcc.s of m(;\)dcrn sensibility are
Jewish moral seriousness and homosexual aestheticism and irony.)™

works, its losses, rewards, betrayals, and buoyant possibilities, too. Camp wa
is? — one such buoyant, often bitchy response to the closet. The closet was ca
dition of emergence and articulation prior to Stonewall; but, it was not its limjs
When Sontag de-gays camp, she denies a precious form of queer resilience, jm
tion, and, I want to urge, “moral seriousness” in the face of vulnerability.

This denial has homophobic effects to be sure, but it seems to me that Sg
own relation to camp is in no simple way homophobic. To my mind, Sontag
homosexualization of camp is neither a matter of simple homophobia (whateye
is) nor the closet (whether imagined as internalized homophobia, necessary
protection, or canny careerism). Rather, ambivalence is the structuring cond
Sontag’s “Notes on ‘Camp™ and, indeed, of her relationship to camp more broag
the Salmagundi interview we get a strong sense of the feminist content of this ar
alence. In this, Sontag was hardly the only feminist, then or now, straight or que
express reservations about gay male camp’s “woman question.” What may be un
in the context of mid-1970s feminism is Sontag’s continued appreciation of ¢
despite her reservations, despite, even, the offense she says gay male camp some
gave her. However, this explanation — feminist ambivalence — does not go all
toward explaining the “sharp conflict in [Sontag’s] own sensibility,” which sh
to write herself out of by writing about camp in the 1964 essay. What is this
conflict”? I want to suggest that there are in fact a series of conflicts that get
on top of each other in “Notes on ‘Camp.”

First and foremost is the division between the moral and the aesthetic. If the
through-line in Sontag’s diverse body of work, it is her interest in how aesthetit
moral ideas come together and fall apart. This is the problem that preoccupie
throughout her long public career, and it is an image of herself that she also care
cultivated. Nearly every obituary of Sontag began by repeating her self-descripti
a “besotted aesthete” and “obsessed moralist.*® The starkly different feeling qu
— “besotted” versus “obsessed” — of Sontag’s dual commitments take the fo
forced choice in “Notes on ‘Camp’: between homosexual aesthetics and irony OF
one hand and Jewish moral seriousness on the other. This bifurcation erases ti
lectical tension she elsewhere seeks to maintain between the moral and the ae
Sontag’s inability to recognize camp’s moral seriousness — what I want to call "
sincerity” — is one prominent casualty of this erasure. The possibility of a specift
Jewish camp is another.

The adjective “peculiar” appears three times in one paragraph, in each instance to
mark a form of relationality: “the peculiar relation between Camp taste and homo-
sexuality,” “a peculiar affinity and overlap” between Camp taste and homosexual
taste, and, finally, Jews’ “peculiar affinity for liberal and reformist causes.™ What
does this pile-up of the peculiar accomplish?

Though not “frivolously chosen” (a choosing that would epitomize “Camp
taste”), Sontag’s analogy is yet a paradox of disavowed likeness: not all Jews are
like this (liberal); not all homosexuals are like that (camp). Ultimately, the analogy
between Jewish moral seriousness and homosexual camp pronounces a wishful disi-
dentification, disjoining not just camp taste from moral seriousness, but Jewishness
from camp and Jews from homosexuals. However, this attempt to distance Jewish-
ness from homosexuals is, I suggest, an implicit recognition that the two identity
positions are too proximate and, moreover, that their proximity is figurable in rela-
tion to camp — figurable, even, as the “essence” of camp. For camp, as Sontag herself
admits, is a practice that produces identification, collapses opposition, and reduces
distance,

If Sontag de-gays — and, as T am arguing, de-Jews camp — white gay male writers
have generally tended to identify it as the preserve of gay men, presumptively white.

hen women figure in this gay male world, they do so as the larger-than-life figures
“amp cathects, often through acts of female impersonation in which gay men pay
loving (though this is a love that stings) tribute to a pantheon of divas from Marlene to
{::?;::::L?‘lrbm :'m‘d‘l,iza (first name only required). Howef'u:, thi.s way of viewing
. ntss‘u-mcts ar.](.)ther zn?d, I \\'()ul_d argue, related distinction, between gay

P and lesbian political seriousness.
0":5:3:)33;1 tll:)(“:(};‘[?zl.l'fl.t‘i()n S()anlg crlf()rccs betw een “Jewish moral scr'i()usr?css” and‘
B fag;ig;:s. }L]tlusm “1‘1‘1(‘1 1rf)n\ . makes 'posilblc her later sh()c:kmg lmkag-c of

ontag brilng; ert ‘Ltlfs in Fascinating Flsusm R.cc_al%‘thaf one of the accusations
of hig, SCri()L,g,féT.lit'Flln.].l). m.tha‘t IutLtr essay 1s‘thm 1t‘1s un.fettcred .h_\"thc sgruplcs
in “Noge. ) :(“l.ls. . 1th: are cchf)c:s.l1§rc ‘()f'S(mtag.s carlier dc:scrll)tl()n of‘ camp,
tion ¢, Aamp,”™ as “the sensibility of failed seriousness, of the theatricaliza-

Serioys "é’“ tence,™! “The whole point of Camp,” she continues, “is to dethrone the
- Cam

Ompley r|

v

While Sontag has been rightly criticized for de-homosexualizing camp, her
Jewification” of camp has attracted scant notice.” When Sontag turns, at the €
near-end, to discuss camp’s “peculiar relation” to homosexuality, her promlsed ‘

P 1s playful, anti-serious. More precisely, Camp involves a new, more
ation to ‘the serious.” One can be serious about the frivolous, frivolous
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about the serious.”*? Evidently, this complex relation to thf? ser‘ious doc?s ngt include
a more complex relation to moral seriousness. Where “P:iscmatl.ng F'asus:n presents
camp as in need of moral correction, “Notes on ‘Camp’ describes it as “a solven.t of
morality.”> However, in neither instance does Sontag understand camp as an ethical

response in its own right.

Vv

1 143
Sontag identifies both Jewish moral seriousness and homosexual camp as “self-

serving” strategies of assimilation:

The reason for the flourishing of the aristocratic posture among homosexuals also
seems to parallel the Jewish case. For every scnsibi!lt.y is sc.lf—servllng‘to the group t!]at
promotes it. Jewish liberalism is a gesture of self-legitimization. So is Camp taste, which
definitely has something propagandistic about it. Needless to say, the pr.()paganQa oper-
ates in exactly the opposite direction. The Jews pinned their hopes for. mtegratl.ng.lnto
modern sociéty on promoting the moral sense. Homose_\'ual:s‘ have pinned thelr‘mte—
gration into society on promoting the aesthetic sense. Camp is a solvent of morality. It
neutralizes moral indignation, sponsors play fulness.’*

Left completely out of view are the interrelated structures of domina.nce - C'hri,s’tlan
dominance and heteronormativity — within which these “hopes for integrating” are
simultaneously solicited and thwarted. For those Jews al?d .hon.msexuals ‘who x.vould
be proper subjects of liberal modernity, the price of admission is the setting aside or
bracketing of anything that sets them apart from the m.m'mrkcd center. '

Thus, if anyone should feel moral indignation here it is Fhose who are asked to give
up what makes them different from the norm — ?nd all in the name of democratic
inclusion.”® Cynthia Morrill states this objection nicely:

Central to Sontag’s claim is the presumption that camp is a discursi.vc mf)dc offered to
heterosexuals as a means for homosexuals to gain acceptance. W'hat is entlrel?' excluded
from her analysis is the possibility that Camp might be a discursm': m;z)de which enables
homosexuals to adapt to the conditions of heterosexual homophobia.

This is adaptation as a mode of survival. In such a context, homosexgal camp m‘ay
well flatter heterosexual stereotypes of who or what homosexuals are.”” Then agam}
it may not. It is best not to be too hard and fast about camp. The cross-over appeallo
Qm'e;' Eye for the Straight Guy, in which gay life-stylists are recruited to make style,
good grooming, and closet organizers safe for hetcm:sexual men, confirms that Ca[::-i
as appeasement is not a pre-Stonewall relic. In fact, it may be that thclz f)r}gomg cl(,) ]
modification of homosexual camp taste has permitted it to be de-politicized withou
being de-gayed. Of course, there is a larger liberal story to tel.l .hcrf:;‘ about the assim1
lationist rhetoric and ambitions of current gay and lesbian politics.”
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Just before her belated invocation of homosexuality in “Notes on ‘Camp,” Sontag had
introduced a stand-in, dandyism, in notes 45-8: “Camp is the answer to the problem:
how to be a dandy in the age of mass culture.”” Dandyism in an age of mass culture
requires an “equivalence of all objects.” The unique object and the mass-produced
object alike may offer camp appeal. Where the old-style dandy hated vulgarity (in
Sontag’s colorful phrasing he “held a perfumed handkerchief to his nostrils and was
liable to swoon”), the modern connoisseur of camp makes do with what he is given.
“Sniff[ing] the stink™ of vulgarity and massification, camp’s connoisseur “prides
himself on his strong nerves.”*

In linking camp’s possibilities of enunciation to practices of consumption, massi-
fication of culture, and what she terms the “psychopathology of affluence,! Sontag
unwittingly draws camp into the circle of Jewishness (as imagined by the anti-semite),
where “the” male Jew stands for capital and “the” female Jew for consumption —
especially via her modern incarnation in the Jewish American Princess, or “JAP.62
But the spectral trace of the homosexual lingers here as well, and not simply as the
dandy’s latter-day representative. Rather, as Eric Clarke argues, the homosexual early
on stood in for consumption and the ethos of “lifestyle.”® It is not a matter, then, of
choosing between two stereotyped figures, the Jew or the homosexual, but of elabo-
rating what Janet R. Jakobsen has aptly described as the complex “genealogy of their
interrelation.”*

There is, by now, a rich literature that examines the way fin de siécle stereotypes
of male Jews as womanly, sexually degenerate, corrupt, and corrupting dovetail with
stereotypes of male homosexuals.”® The racial difference of the Jew is thus made
legible via a highly gendered apparatus of detection and enforced visibility. Through
the co-construction of homosexuality and Jewishness in the late-nineteenth century
and into the early twentieth, Jewishness as “race” becomes also Jewishness as “gender
trouble.” This co-construction also implies the racialization of homosexuality.%

Not for nothing do I invoke the title of Judith Butler’s path-breaking 1990 book
Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity.”” Butler’s notion of gender
performativity helpfully shifts the analytic focus from gender as a stable kind of being
to gender as a compelled (and compelling) series of doings. In “Imitation and Gender
Insubordination,” an essay published shortly after Gender Trouble, Butler credits
Esther Newton’s discussion of female impersonation in Mother Camp for showing
Butlcr the “very structure of impersonation by which any gender is assumed.” This
insight crucially informs Butter’s conception of gender as an imitative practice whose
performance fabricates its own origins and passes them off as law. Gender performa-
tives in this sense are not volitional; they are rather a complicated and compulsory call
and response through which individuals come to embody and, sometimes, up-end
norms,
~ Camp is or can be crucial to this possible up-ending. If gender is a citational per-
formance — an imitation with no original — then “man” and “woman” are always
already in quotation marks. It is just that these scare quotes are not visible to the
Causal observer nor even to the everyday performer, for whom doing gender right may

| [ — |



Ann Pellegrini

be, quite literally, a matter of life or death. By putting quotation marks between quo-
tation marks, camp throws into dizzying relief the everyday processes whereby gender
_ and the sexual norms fortified by the fiction of essential (hetero)sexual difference —
are done and redone.

This is not just about gender or sexuality. Jewishness, too, is a complex doing,
whose command performances engage stereotypes of Jewish difference, sometimes
testing them, sometimes enacting them, sometimes doing both at once. Jewish camp
calls upon — remembers — a history of anti-semitic stereotypes. It is Gilda Radner
turning the other cheek and flashing her “Jewess Jeans,” in a mock commercial on
Saturday Night Live in 1980. It is Rhonda Lieberman and Cary Leibowitz’s fake
Chanel show of 1992, in which they transformed Jewish foodstuffs into designer '
dinners — a box of matzos becoming a Chanel matzah meal — and converted ritual
objects into high fashion statements. Their Chanel Hanukkah menorah, for example,
was fashioned from a gold Chanel bag, with different colored lipsticks standing in
for the candlesticks of the traditional menorah.” And it is Sandra Bernhard’s rhap-
sody to designer products in her one-woman show turned film Without You, I'm
Nothing Enacting the JAP stereotype as a stereotype, she explodes the closet tha :
contains name brand only. Bernhard also makes mischief with models of assimi=
lation, slyly sending up the suburbs, destination for acculturating Jews, and wryly
testifying to Christmas envy. In one memorable scene in the film, Bernhard dreams
of a white Christmas and imagines herself as a blonde, volleyball-playing hot
named Babe — a shiksa without rival. “Spike it, Babe!” she exorts herself, dri
hard into the liberal fantasy of the same.

In the wink of a camp eye, these acts of critical appropriation convert the st
of stereotype into the sharp wit of social commentary. These performances va
ously draw upon a genocidal history of anti-semitic depictions of Jewishness, but
so by refusing to refuse the stereotype. Camp’s refusal to refuse recalls Homi Bha
ha’s conception of colonial mimicry as “at once resemblance and menace.””! This 18
a calculated and also ambivalent embrace of the despised love object that is ones
or one’s “own.””? Jewish camp, in the mode in which I am describing it here, is ant
assimilationist, complexly queer, and profoundly ethical. It can also be profound!
uncomfortable.

Vil

When the joke’s on you, perhaps the best defense is getting there first? This ¥
one of Freud’s claims about self-deprecating humor: by turning the joke on it
disarms the anticipated criticism from another. This tendency to direct critict
against the self or against a group in which the subject has a share is especiall)' 7
nounced, Freud writes, among Jews. Freud draws an important distinction betWw
jokes told about Jews by outsiders and Jewish jokes told by Jews themselves:

The jokes made about Jews by foreigners are for the most part brutal comic StOI'ieg‘
which a joke is made unnecessary by the fact that Jews are regarded by foreigner®
comic figures. The Jewish jokes which originate from Jews admit this too; but th
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know their real faults as well as the connection between them and their good qualities,
and the share which the subject has in the person found fault with creates the subjective
determinant (usually so hard to arrive at) of the joke work.””

Though Freud does not specify who the audience of the self-deprecatory Jewish joke
is, it does seem to me that he imagines joking among Jews. Crucial to the particu-
lar efficiency of the Jewish joke told by and among Jews is the proximity of teller and
hearers alike to the subject of the joke. To be sure, Jewish jokes might be told by Jews
in mixed company, but in this instance the joke is subject to an appropriation com-
forting to those who have no share in it.
Appropriation is not the only story here. Newton’s analysis of homosexual camp
humor crucially supplements Freud’s discussion of Jewish wit. “Camp humor,” Newton
writes in Mother Camp, “is a system of laughing at one’s incongruous position instead of
crying.” This humor does not “cover up” what is painful or tragic, but “transforms”
it.”* Newton is writing about homosexual camp, but her basic points regarding the
moral transformation camp performs apply as well to Jewish camp. Camp embraces
and even flaunts a stigmatized identity in order to “neutralize the sting and make it
laughable.””® This is not a comforting performance; the humor is often sharp-edged —
“extremely hostile,” in Newton’s words —and we are invited to laugh at situations that
do not seem all that funny.”
Camp helps to socialize individual conflict, by providing it with a shared commu-
nity of interpretation.”’ As a system of humor, homosexual camp can have it both ways.
In “mixed” company, the homosexual camp can get a good laugh out of heterosexuals,
who think they know what it is they are seeing, and get one over on them at the same
time.”® Sontag is helpful on this point: “Behind the ‘straight’ public sense in which
something can be taken, one has found a private zany experience of the thing.”” At the
same time, neither “zaniness” nor “privacy” quite gets at camp as a social practice and
shared “structure of feeling” (to use Raymond Williams’ term). Camp response, even
if experienced one at a time, is not isolable from the experiences or histories of larger
communities of interpretation. One has to learn to “read” and “get” camp. Eventually,
you can try it at home in “private” — but this dogs not make it any less public or shared.
Nor does “zany” always capture how camp feels as it finds its target.
Perhaps, then, camp does not so much “neutralize the sting” of social disapproval
as multiply and extend it. The ethical call of camp extends itself in space, asking the
a.udicncc to take up its share of the pain — and pleasure, too. It also extends itself in
time. The transformed burden is no longer the social stigma “itself,” but the history
Of devaluation and its human costs. This is the sting of memory, which can be a gentle
Pinch or a punch to the stomach, as practiced by a range of Jewish performers and
ar.tists.”” It is the punch of Sarah Silverman sporting a Hitler mustache in publicity
Stills for her concert film Jesus is Magic or of Da Ali G Show’s Sacha Baron-Cohen in
drag as the thickly-accented Kazakstani “news” correspondent Borat singing “Throw
the Jew Down the Well” at a Tucson bar. Contrastingly, it is the wry pinch of Melissa
hiffs interactive 2006 video installation, “Passover Projections,” which inserts Dr
Uth and Hadassah Gross, among others, into Cecil B. DeMille’s 7he Ten Command-

Ments and sets them a-walking (and a-talking) through a miraculously parted Red
€’ “T et my people go-go,” Hadassah Gross commands.
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This “punch” and this “pinch” also measure the distance between the CC-and-ginger-
soaked “terror drag” of New York City cabaret artists Kiki and Herb (Justin Bong
and Kenny Mehlman) and the rejuvenating ritual drag of Rebbetzin Hadassah Grogg
(Amichai Bau-Lavie).*” Kiki is an aging lounge singer, perpetually on the comeback
trail. In between rounds — of song and drink — the once-married and thrice-blesseq
with children (only two surviving) Kiki spins harrowing tales of maternal rage, dead ‘
daughters, and gloriously awful familial dysfunction. It is a discomforting performance
that exists at the razor’s edge of camp. For many queers, family is an overburdened site
of longing and loss, and Kiki’s family stories — however fan.ta.stical — yet capture some-
thing of this ambivalence. As Shane Vogel points out, a I\l]\l and Herp “performance
is both a comic and a disarmingly recognizable spectacle.”™ It is also, in Vogel’s inter-
pretation, a performance that extends itself; the audience is invited — dared, really —to
collaborate with Kiki and Herb in a project of queer world-making.** It may not always
be “pretty,” but Kiki and Herb show us that feeling “safe” or playing “nice” is not the
precondition for ethical engagement.
Like Kiki, Hadassah has an elaborated back-story, with its own share of tragedy.
She is a 75-vear-old Holocaust survivor, whose thick accent marks her Hungarian
birth. (Her vage stays the same from performance to performance; her birth-date |
fluctuates to keep in sync.) A rabbi’s wife and widow six times over, Hadassah is a
bewigged and bejeweled Sabbath Queen, who joins the naughtiness of cabaret to the |
ritual seriousness of midrash.%’ The hybrid performance is a kind of “holy chutzpah,” -
to use Bau-Lavie’s (and Hadassah’s) own words for it. Affectively, Hadassah is a kind
of anti-Kiki. Where Kiki delights and terrorizes her audience in equal measure,
Hadassah offers a gentler, even, a “redemptive,” touch.*® Even at its raunchiest, there !
is a sweetness to the performance. For the Israeli-born and Yeshiva—trained.Bau&,
Lavie, Hadassah is part of a larger project of reanimating Jewish ritual and history
for the present. Bau-Lavie is also the president and artistic director of Storah.tel-' ‘
ling, a New York City-based organization that offers “a radical fusion of storytellmg <
Torah, traditional ritual theater and contemporary performance art.”” Hadassah 15
not exactly “traditional,” but her —and Bau-Lavie’s — religious sincerity makes it hard b
to take offense.* :
Then again, transgression, like camp, may be in the eye of the beholder. SeCUlal'\“
audiences, queer or straight, Jewish or not, may be discomforted, or distanced, by
Hadassah’s ritual seriousness. On the other hand, some religiously observant JCW':'
might consider her gender impersonation and back-story irreverent, at best. Hadas
sah’s liberal sprinkling of yiddishisms throughout her performances offers yet a.noth
point of entry or exclusion, depending upon an audience member’s position as insider
or outsider. This multiplication of possible responses makes sense because c.am;
is not a stable thing. It is rather, as Newton argues, “a relationship between thlng's{
people, and activities and qualities, and homosexuality.”®” Hadassah’s queerness, “5
my view, is due less to her drag per se, than to the fact that she harnesses it to a .reli
gi;)us project. Ultimately, her merger of traditions of gay male camp to Jewish rit
unsettles easy distinctions between the religious and the secular, and between Jewisth
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oral seriousness and homosexual aesthetics and irony. This is Jewish camp, to be
m . 5
sure; it is also camp sincerity.

-

IX

To repeat, camp is “a relationship betme?n thi.ngs, p.eople, and activitie§ and quali-
ties, and homosexuality.” It is also a l'ClathI.]Shl-p to hl'stor_\f and temporality. We ge.t a
glimpse of this in the “archival drag” of Joni Mltchell lmpersonatorJohn Kelly, which
is beautifully discussed by David Roman in Performance in America: Contemporary
US Culture and the Performing Arts” As Romin underscores, Kelly’s impersonation is
non-ironic and represents an attempt to keep faith with Mitchell’s artistry, the histori-
cal moment of her songs, and the political hopefulness that soared with her soprano.”!
This keeping faith is more than a mere recitation of the past; it represents as well its
re-imagination for the present. Roman introduces the term “archival drag” to regis-
ter the ways in which “theatrical performance lives not just in the memory of those
who witness it but also in the vestiges, artifacts, and performances that survive into a
later time.”?? Mitchell’s paean to 1960s utopian imaginings, “Woodstock,” is one such
vestige of the past, and its possibilities are reanimated in Kelly’s re-performance of
it, when he switches the location from Woodstock to Wigstock and references histor-
ical realities from his own era, such as AIDS.” This switch is more than clever word
play, Roman urges; it is an attempt to drag into the present moment not just the past
as event, but the past as feeling and potentiality. “Archival drag” summons the past for
the present — and the future. In so doing, Roman says, it refuses to “acknowledge the
finality of death — the death of the artist, of the avant-garde, of queer culture.”*

This is not a refusal of death per se, but a recognition of the ways in which we
carry our dead before us. Another word for this is melancholia. In Freud’s classic for-
mulation, melancholia involves an object-loss that is withdrawn from consciousness
and absorbed into the ego. Lost, yet unrecognized as loss, the lost object cannot be
mourned as gone. And yet this non-recognition of loss does not spare the subject of
melancholia; the unknown loss produces internal work similar to that undergone in
mourning. All unknowing, Freud observes, “the shadow of the object fell upon the
€g0.”” In Freud’s initial conception, melancholia is a pathological formation, a kind
of obsessed over-identification. But his later descriptions of ego formation, in The
Ego and the Id, seem to normalize melancholia. No longer does melancholia consti-
Fute a “pathological” turning away from the world. Instead, “normal” processes of
identification come more and more to resemble the melancholic model of outside-in,
f)ffering a picture of a body-self forged in the wake of loss: “the character of the €go
1S a precipitate of abandoned object-cathexes . . . and contains the history of those
object-choices. % .

Df’l.lglas Crimp, Judith Butler, David Eng, and Shinhee Han, among others, have
all crtically repurposed the concept of melancholia, illuminating the larger social and
i’orl(l)tlce;jl contexts within which loss is lived and negotiated.”” All §ubiects are forged
ing aung1 l()s‘.ﬁ,.b'ut. not all losses :}re equally valued. Among‘othcr .thmgs, depat.holog.iz_
8 i t(h P"lftlc1'{.1ng melancholia allow us to see how socially disparaged objects live

¢ psychic realm, and how they are preserved even at cost to the ego who has
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lovingly (if also ambivalently) internalized them.” This aggressive and militant p

ervation of the lost object is all the more necessary for those who were told thag ¢
J ]

loved ones and their love were mistaken from the start.

X

might even be a life-preserving form of it. The past is burden and buoy at once.

This is a point made in a slightly different way by Albert J. Winn’s series of phg

Figure 9.1 AlbertJ. Winn, “Summer Joins the Past,” girls’ cabin, abandoned Jewish summer
camp, Pocono Mountains, PA, 2002.

Figure 9.2 Albert J. Winn, “Summer Joins the Past,” in interior, deserted Jewish summer
camp, southern California, 1997.

1997-present.” His images are stark and lush in equal measure. The silver-gelatin
prints court emptiness, lingering over rough-strewn wooden barracks, graffiti-covered
walls, and beds long bereft of their inhabitants. For example, one 2002 photograph
Faken in the Pocono Mountains shows us twin metal camp beds; the bed on the right
lUts-forward, out of alignment, out of time, its fitted sheet pulled up at the top to reveal
= gll~mpsc of the striped mattress beneath (see Figure 9.1). Another photograph, from
1997, pushes its viewer intoa warren of sleeping cells, a built-in ladder showing the
Way to nowhere in particular. “MEOW?” streaks prominently up one of the wooden
frames. The mattr re long gone, but the trace remains (see Figure 9.2).

Ina 2004 » describing this series, Winn acknowledges that his images of derelict
Wooden barracks, empty beds, and broken-down furniture evoke memories of the Holo-
z:::z,sbutthc also wants “can?p" o both the '\\'()rd itself and his in];fgcs ofthcsc-“hfluntcd“

S — to generate other sites for collective memory.'”” For Winn, a gay Jewish man

livi . g -y :
ng with AIDS, the abandoned landscapes of his youth at once summon the “vibrancy
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of a lost world”'"" and also underscore it as lost: “Devoid of the vitality for whigh g
were created, the empty summer camps were the reminder of not only lives lived and |,
but also the loss of an ideal.””> Awake to ghosts, these empty spaces hold out the prom
of another vision, the revisionary promise of camp sincerity in its melancholic mode,
Can we choose our ghosts? It seems to me that there is something defiantly mejgn.
cholic in the way camp sincerity recycles and recirculates our dead. The camp I wane
to resurrect is neither mass-market-ready nostalgia (recycling the past for its kit

despised or devalued love objects. The devalued love objects I have in mind are not
outsized divas whom gay male camp celebrated and stung prior to Stonewall (howe
much we might cherish them still). Rather, the devalued love object might be
outsized political hopes of queer sexual freedom, as opposed to gay and lesbian “¢

pre-Stonewall camp circulated. Or —and — it might be camp itself, when it is too qu
or too lesbian or too Jewish, or in my formulation of camp sincerity, too serious.
To speak of camp as anticipatory is to speak alongside José¢ Esteban Munoz’s
conception of queer hope.'” The language of anticipation recalls as well Mie
Bronski’s earlier identification of camp as “progressive.” By “progressive,” I und
stand Bronski not to be making “essentialist” claims about camp (as in: the true, the
good, the politically correct), but rather to be expressing a hope for what camp, asa
critical act of imagination, might do. Camp engages in creative recycling of the pasta
a way to produce a different relation to the present and the future. “Progressive,”
this reading is less about a place on a political spectrum that moves from right to lef
and more a matter of ethical horizon: what might be.

Postscript

In her wide-ranging Sa/magundi interview, Susan Sontag reveals that she had initially
planned to write a series of notes on morbidity. “Morbidity was my first choice.™
Unable to face death, she had turned instead to camp, a turning she construed as 9
turning away. In choosing camp, Sontag says, she was “choosing to humor the part of
[her] seriousness that was being zapped and loosened up and made more sociable by
camp wit rather than to fortify the part of [her]| wit that got regularly choked of f by
seizures of morbidity.”'" The way Sontag frames this choice, as a choice between
facets of her own personality, recalls her previous description in “Notes on ‘Camp’
of the “sharp conflict” in her own sensibility. But was this choice really so either/or
If we take seriously camp’s capacity to reawaken the dead, then perhaps in turning @
camp Sontag was writing about death after all.!” This dialectical tension — betweel
past and present, morbidity and camp, morality and aesthetics, sympathy and revii=
sion, melancholy and hope — is a space of ethics. It is also a reason to hold onto camp
in a time of terror. With camp, the past may yet awaken to charge the present ":‘
reimagine the future.!”’
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Figure 9.3 Paige Gratland, “The Sontag,” 2004.

4 In death, Sontag herself has become an object of camp cathexis and creative exten-
?lon. Canadian artist Paige Gratland has put Sontag between quotation marks, as
" A ~ ~ b} 9. + |- -
The Sontag” (see Figure 9.3). Riffing off of Sontag’s signature look — that shock of

silver haijr Gratland used “100% real human hair” (so the packaging promises) to
fashion «f

minist hair wear.” The silver-grey hair extension is set on a clip with comb
teeth = p

» Permitting wearers to attach it where they will. “The Sontag” thus transforms

Wearers into Sontag impersonators, but also gives them considerable interpretive
Cewav I . . 5 = — = e

“way. For example, one picture on Gratland’s website shows a man who has attached

)



“The Sontag” to his beard.'”s The interpretations multiply.
back of the packaging conclude:
Susan Sontag / (1933-2004).”

Gratland made 100 copies of “The Sontag,” 100 silver streaks flashing up to illy
minate the present. Susan Sontag, you are missed. '

The instructions on !
“Can be cut to any length that suits you. / Long loy,
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