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Abstract

Doing drag can constitute an important way to grapple with intersecting issues of embodied
power and normativity, as it primes the performer to subvert (or, in fact, reproduce) various
gendered, racial, classed, and sexual norms that play out on the body. This study explored
whether white, Afrikaans-speaking drag performers took up this opportunity to use their drag
artistry to think critically about questions of their own identities, their sense of belonging, and
how they made sense of their imagined drag communities in the post-apartheid South African
context. Drawing on qualitative data from five in-depth, semi-structured interviews with white
Afrikaans-speaking individuals who perform as drag artists, this research used critical
discourse and thematic analysis to unpack how participants made sense of their identities and
experiences as drag performers. The analysis demonstrated that participants identified with
various normative understandings of drag culture that manifest symbolically and materially in
complex ways. These played out through discourses where participants actively opted out of
using drag to critically engage their white, Afrikaans and queer positionalities. This, in turn,
had implications for questions of their imagined (non)belonging within the local drag
community itself, with centres and margins being constructed along axes of gender and race in
ways that continued to privilege a white cisgender masculine ideal and reified the haunting
histories of white supremacy and cissexism in South Africa. Moreover, it was found that
representations of drag from the global north were firmly cementing themselves in the post-
apartheid South African space and subsequently contributed to participants’ self-integration
within a homogenising ‘global’ drag culture. As a result, their dominant sense-making around
drag was increasingly depoliticised and entangled with neoliberal values that took on a lens of
drag as a commodity for mainstream consumption, thus further closing down opportunities for
participants to critically interrogate issues of power, oppression, and subversion through drag.
The study offered reflections for the ways in which drag culture and divisions in the South
African drag community were being made sense of through the perspectives of white
Afrikaans-speaking drag artists and concluded with ideas of what this might mean for the future

of drag in South Africa.



Chapter One: Introduction

I want drag to offer new insights for the potential of queering gender, sexual,
racial, and class expressions. I want drag to challenge and subvert our notions
about normativity and all of the racist, capitalist, classist, sexist, misogynist
systems that place demands and regulations on certain bodies [...] I want drag to
pull back the veil of mystification regarding intersectional identities so that
everyone is expressing their gender authentically, being aroused sufficiently, and

liberating themselves appropriately. (Hobson, 2013, p. 36)

A superficial aspect of drag is mainstream. Like, the ‘Ooh, girl’ or ‘Hey
girlfriend!” or ‘Yaaas’. That’s mainstream culture. But true drag will never be
mainstream. Because true drag has to do with seeing that this world is an illusion,
and that everything that you say you are and everything it says that you are on

your driver’s license, it’s all an illusion. (RuPaul Charles, 2019")

In the quotes offered above, there is a robust recognition that drag artistry — at its core — can
serve as a way to rethink the norms governing our identities, our embodiment, and how we
relate to those in the world around us. In other words, drag can provide us with opportunities
to transgress, disrupt, or to collude with the ‘mainstream’ or dominant discourses that regulate
how we make sense of ourselves and our social realities (Evans & Balfour, 2012). This research
explores the question of whether these opportunities to think critically about issues of identity?
through drag are, indeed, taken up by South African drag performers who are queer?, white and
Afrikaans-speaking. With such a particular focus, this research engages how the intersections
of participants’ queer identities, whiteness, and Afrikaans-ness are being negotiated in the

context of drag. In doing so, this study offers valuable theorisations around the constitution

! Accessed from https://jezebel.com/rupaul-explains-why-true-drag-may-never-go-mainstream-1839959479
2 See Key Terms on p. 12
* See Key Terms on p. 12



of intersectional identities and social relations in post-apartheid South Africa, as well as
offering reflections for the ways in which drag culture is being made sense of from this

particular point of view.

Drag has come to be understood as being far more complex than a mere parody of
gender identity alone. Recent scholarship has shown how drag is also implicated in the
production of various sexual (Swarr, 2004; Taylor & Rupp, 2004), racialised (Rhyne, 2004;
Spruill, 2004; Swarr, 2004; Upadhyay, 2019), and classed (Spruill, 2004; Swarr, 2004)
identities. In this sense, drag comprises the performance of multiple identities that are
articulated through the sociocultural systems of power that give them meaning (Hobson, 2013).
Thus, not only does drag foreground a number of the socially constructed differences that
arrange the dynamics of power in a society (such as gender, race, sexuality, and class), but drag
is also fundamental to the potential (re)production — or subversion — of these power dynamics
(Swarr, 2004). Take, for instance, Sizemore-Barber’s (2020) analysis of the drag performed by
Pieter-Dirk Uys (as his famous persona, Evita Bezuidenhout) and Steven Cohen: both of these
individuals used drag as a way to satirise and critique whiteness as an identity of
(non)belonging in South Africa during its historic period of political transition. And given the
power of the apartheid regime’s monolithic definition of whiteness, Sizemore-Barber (2020)
argues that Uys and Cohen effectively used their drag as a prism to start thinking differently
about race. Herein lies a poignant and relevant instance of drag being used in the South African

context by white performers who approached their drag with an intersectional lens.

In addition to its relevance in the making of shifting intersectional identities, drag culture has
been — and may continue to be — a notable apparatus for political resistance and queer visibility
in South Africa (McCormick, 2018). LGBTQIA+* South Africans continue to find themselves
navigating a contradictory relationship to the post-apartheid nation-state: one where their legal
protections are indeed enshrined as part of the democratic project, yet are undermined in the
everyday context where discrimination and sexual violence remain rampant (Lease, 2015;
2017). In such a space where homophobia is still a reality for many LGBTQIA+ citizens and
where the very notion of queerness is rejected as colonial and ‘unAfrican’ (Spruill, 2017), the
project of solidifying the LGBTQIA+ community’s belonging and legitimacy in post-apartheid
South Africa is still in flux. Through the performance of drag and the ways in which it publicly

4 See Key Terms on p. 12



disrupts the expected norms that are placed on bodies in terms of how they are contingently
sexed, gendered, and sexualised, it becomes possible to not only celebrate the subversion of
normative sexuality, but also to better understand how these norms operate (Evans & Balfour,
2012). In this regard, drag may be a powerful means through which to expose and interrogate
our social practices, and to use the space where lines are blurred and binaries are deconstructed

to explore new ways of being and belonging in the post-apartheid context.

As the above quote by Hobson (2013) alludes to, drag might offer us a space where the ‘veil
of mystification regarding intersectional identities’ can be withdrawn and done differently.
Thus, given its novel relevance to the enquiry of shifting relations of power and contemporary
subjectivities in society, further research on drag in the post-apartheid South African context
is needed (McCormick, 2018). To date, academic interest in drag from South Africa has been
covered in publications by Cameron and Gevisser (1995), Swarr (2004), McCormick (2018),
Spruill (2004), Evans and Balfour (2012), Prince (2017), Lease (2015; 2017) and Sizemore-
Barber (2020). In response to McCormick’s (2018) call for more contemporary and
intersectional theorisations of drag from South Africa, this research explores the ways in which
drag is made sense of, experienced, and constructed according to white, Afrikaans-speaking
drag performers in the post-apartheid context. Understanding drag from this particular social
location may offer interesting insights regarding the articulation of identities as they comprise
a negotiation of both dominant and non-dominant positionalities. By being white and
Afrikaans, these individuals benefit from substantial historical privilege in terms of race,
culture, and class, yet they may also experience considerable marginalisation on the basis of
their queer identities. Navigating this complex ‘in-between’ space in terms of identity and
power through drag may open up opportunities to rethink the harmful norms governing what
it means to be white, Afrikaans, and queer in South Africa today. By making better sense of
the inevitable ‘messiness’ of these interlocking social arrangements, bringing about more
socially just realities are made possible (Steyn, 2015). The question that this research attempts
to answer is whether these individuals do, in fact, animate these possibilities to use drag as a
way to think differently about their identities in order to open up (or close down) more socially

just, anti-racist, anti-sexist, and anti-homophobic imaginaries.

With the exception of Swarr’s (2004) study on urban and township drag in South Africa and
Sizemore-Barber’s (2020) aforementioned exploration of white drag at the cusp of South

Africa’s political transition, there is a lack of scholarship focusing specifically on the



production of white drag artist subjectivities in the South African context. Historically, these
drag performers were marginalised in South Africa for their association with homosexuality
and a so-called ‘failed masculinity’ (Swarr, 2004). White Afrikaner men were policed
vigorously in this regard during apartheid, since the production of heterosexuality and
normative white masculinities were essential to the project of Afrikaner nationalism (Swarr,
2004). With the criminalisation of men dressing in feminine clothing (under the Prohibition of
Disguises Act 16 of 1969), drag culture in South Africa was driven underground — but still
flourished — throughout the apartheid era (Cameron & Gevisser, 1995; Swarr, 2004). Today,
white drag performers mainly perform in urban and gay friendly clubs for pay (Swarr, 2004;
Buck, 2019), reflecting a possible shift in the norms of space and meanings of drag culture
taking place. Furthering this discussion around the fluidity of meanings attributed to drag
culture, this research report has been produced during a time that Brennan and Gudelunas
(2017, p. 1) consider to be “the golden age of drag”. In other words, what formerly existed as
a marginalised subculture in the LGBTQIA+ community is currently experiencing a rapid shift
in the global zeitgeist, with drag culture gaining visibility and relevance in both mainstream
and academic spaces all over the world (Ferrante, 2017). This research report is being produced
in dialogue with this context and seeks to explore some of the complexities and challenges that
may arise from the position of being a drag performer in South Africa during a time when
global drag culture is undergoing rapid shifts in the realms of history, aesthetics, technology
and experiencing newfound social, political, and commercial impacts (Brennan & Gudelunas,
2017). Therefore, this research offers both a timely contribution to the global conversations
circulating around drag, as well as offering an exploration about how white Afrikaans-speaking
drag performers are making sense of their drag artistry in the particular socio-political context

of post-apartheid South Africa.

Given the monumental socio-political transformations that South Africa has undergone that
ultimately led to the emergence of a democratic dispensation in 1994, there has been an urgent
need for the nation and its citizens to redefine ourselves (Baines, 1998; Gqola, 2001).
Metaphors of wunity, multiculturalism, and freedom have quickly come to

represent our ‘rainbow nation’> as a place where people from all walks of life can finally co-

5 The concept of the rainbow nation has come to serve as a central, yet dwindling metaphor for post-apartheid
South Africa. Symbolising aspirations of nonracialism, unity and diversity, the term has also been criticised for
glossing over the ongoing systemic oppression and inequalities that still shape people’s lived experiences today
as they did during apartheid (Turner, 2019)
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exist (Gqola, 2001). Moreover, our 1996 constitution has been heralded as one of the most
progressive in the world, enshrining the rights and protections of all people based on race,
gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age,
disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, language and birth (Constitution of the Republic
of South Africa, 1996). In fact, ours was the first constitution in the world to prohibit
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation (Munro, 2012). Yet, the hard-won freedoms
afforded to South Africans have done little to stunt the persistence of inequality, prejudice, and
segregation in people’s everyday lives (Durrheim, Mtose & Brown, 2011). White folks
continue to yield most of the nation’s wealth, whilst Black South African people remain
disproportionately burdened by poverty (Durrheim et al., 2011; Statistic South Africa,
2020). Recent surveys show that the rate of income generated by white households is, on
average, seven times higher than Black households (Statistics South Africa, 2019). And
unsurprisingly, with a Gini coefficient of 0.63, South Africa is considered the most unequal
country in the world (Statistics South Africa, 2019). Patterns of interpersonal racial segregation
from apartheid have proved to be just as enduring, with the nature of interracial interactions
often being superficial at best (Durrheim et al., 2011). In truth, people still live and socialise
separately according to classed and racial boundaries. In addition, discrimination on the bases
of gender and sexual identity continue to disadvantage women and queer people in South
Africa, rendering them vulnerable to stigma, violence, and social isolation (Reygan & Lynette,
2014). These pervasive patterns of social inequality show that despite concerted efforts to
reframe our contemporary society as equal, our lives are still significantly shaped by the unjust
structures of the past (Durrheim et al., 2011). Today, South Africans are left to grapple with
this sense of ambiguity: in some ways we relentlessly pursue change and seek to redefine

ourselves anew, and in other ways we remain bound to the norms of the past (Moolman, 2013).

As a space of transition, the South African context arguably opens up opportunities
for prevailing social identities and relations with others to be contested, refashioned, and
practiced in new ways (Moolman, 2013). The reconstruction of white subjectivities in post-
apartheid South Africa has been especially central to this inquiry in the academic literature.
Predominantly, these studies highlight how contemporary white South African subjectivities
are produced through contestations over integrating the prevailing norms from the country’s
past and present. However, a deeper understanding of shifting social identities in South Africa
can only be gained when we expand our exploration beyond race (or any other single social

category) in isolation and begin to unpack the particularity of identities as they are multiply
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and intersectionally constituted. To nuance this topic further, Steyn (2004) argues that a
distinction needs to be made between the constructions of white identities among Afrikaans-
and English-speaking white South Africans. More specifically, white Afrikaners tend to
problematically think of themselves as marginalised by global (English) white cultures (Steyn,
2004), resulting in tensions within the hierarchy of hegemonic subjectivities (Connell &
Messerschmidt, 2005). Here, Steyn (2004) notes the importance of
particularising whiteness(es) by paying attention to the politics of their specific
social dynamics and the ways in which intersections of power manifest in those spaces. This
requires a consideration not only of race as an axis of power in the production of social
positionalities, but also of its interaction  with other dynamics of power
that manifest through one’s class, gender, sexuality, culture, (dis)ability, and age (Steyn, 2004;
Steyn, 2015). An intersectional understanding of white identities becomes
particularly important in this regard when examining how some white subjectivities
are marginalised through other axes of power, such as queer, Afrikaans-speaking white

people who do drag.

1.1 Research Questions

The aim of this study is to answer the following research question:
How do white, Afrikaans-speaking drag performers make sense of their identities and
experiences in relation to local and/or global drag culture(s)?
With the sub-questions:
(1) What meanings do these individuals attribute to their experiences of doing drag?
(2) How are these individuals making sense of their intersecting positionalities in relation
to doing drag?
(3) How do these individuals think of themselves in relation to global and local drag

culture(s) and communities?

1.2 Key Terms

Identity

This research explores how white, Afrikaans-speaking drag performers make sense of

themselves, their situatedness and relationality in drag culture. Intrinsic to this line of enquiry
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is the question of what constitutes being, becoming, subjectivity, and identity. This, in itself, is
a widely theorised and vigorously contested concept in social theory that can be understood
from a variety of theoretical lenses, but exploring them all is beyond the scope of this particular
research project. For the purpose of clarity, my use of the term ‘identity’ in this report is
understood from a post-modern perspective which is aptly summarised by Hall and Du Gay
(2006, p. 277):

Identity becomes a 'moveable feast': formed and transformed continuously in
relation to the ways we are represented or addressed in the cultural systems which
surround us. It is historically, not biologically, defined. The subject assumes
different identities at different times, identities which are not unified around a
coherent ‘self’ [...] If we feel we have a unified identity from birth to death, it is
only because we construct a comforting story or ‘narrative of the self’ about
ourselves.

This quote highlights how identity can be understood to bridge the gap between our outside
world of historical and cultural systems and the inside world of our personal, internal state of
being. Another key framing of identity in this research is premised on Butler’s (1990) theory
of performativity, which is discussed in more detail later in the report. Thus, this research
considers the process of identification wherein white, Afrikaans-speaking drag artists
narratively and discursively construct themselves as subjects within their social contexts of

meaning-making.

Queer

‘Queer’ is a controversial term that originated in the United States as a slur for people with
non-dominant sexualities but has since been reclaimed by many people who defy
heteronormative ideals (Epprecht, 2008). Whilst some consider it to be a subversive and
inclusive umbrella term for non-dominant identities, its application in the South African
context is still contested (Matebeni & Msibi, 2015; Sizemore-Barber, 2020). Because the term
itself and the proliferation of Queer Theory predominantly speak to the logics of gender and

sexuality from the global north, the question of what queer might mean in other spaces with
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other sense-making systems around identity matters for this research as it is situated in the

South African context.

As mentioned, the language around qualifiers of identity is ever evolving. In writing this report,
I often found myself wondering what the implications would be of naming things and people
in particular ways, especially given that their meanings may very well change or be rejected
outright in the future. However, Butler (1990) considers the naming around identities to be a
problematic but necessary violence in order to form coherent arguments. With this in mind, I
would like to clarify my understanding of the term ‘queer’ as it is used in this report: I borrow
from Devji (2016), who argues that ‘queer’ is useful to denote the existence of a variety of non-
heteronormative sexualities in Africa as they exist on a spectrum, and not as distinct,

independent identities.

LGBTQIA+

The LGBTQIA+ acronym and its many variations (LGBT, LGBTQ, LGBTQ+, LGBTQIA)
generally refers to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and asexual identities
(Meer, 2014). The acronym is intended as a collective term for people with marginal identities
in a heteronormative society (McEwen, 2020) and it is widely used in academic, non-profit,
and activist spaces. However, the acronym has also been regarded as problematic for a number
of reasons: one, it inevitably excludes a range of sexualities and gender identities; two, those
that are represented in the acronym tend to denote a white and western understanding of gender
and sexualities; and three, it glosses over the layers of difference and complexity that exist
among different sexual and gender identities (Spencer, 2018). In other words, the acronym
presumes a commonality among these groups of people who are, in reality, increasingly
disparate in their experiences (Spencer, 2018). In my sparing use of the acronym throughout
this report, I am aware of its issues and do not wish to conflate people who are differently
marginalised for their gender and/or sexual identities. Rather, my application of the acronym
is limited to contexts where another author has used it or where I make explicit reference to

individuals who are variably marginalised in the context of a heteronormative society.

Racial signifiers

14



Throughout this research I make use of racial classifications such as white, Black, and
Coloured. In doing so, I am aware of the risk of naturalising an antiquated notion of race that
assumes race to be a stable, biological fact rather than a fluid and socially constructed signifier
of difference (Posel, 2001). And although race as biology is fiction, the persistence of racism
as a social issue is real (Smedley & Smedley, 2005). In other words, these classifiers still have
enduring relevance in our contemporary context through people’s own self-definitions and the
correlation of these markers with the persisting patterns of inequality and power that were

solidified during apartheid.

The drag ‘community’

In this research I consider how white, Afrikaans-speaking drag performers think of themselves
in relation to a local and global drag ‘community’. Although I refer to this drag ‘community’
in the singular form, I do recognise that people who do drag cannot be thought of as a
homogenous collective. Rather, there are a number of individuals who come together to form
differently positioned ‘communities’ around drag who inevitably experience differences in
terms of accessing resources, spaces, representations, shared meaning-making, and are subject
to power imbalances between themselves and other drag communities (Litwiller, 2020). By
referring to white, Afrikaans-speaking drag artists’ sense of belonging and relating in a drag
‘community’, I wish to uncover some of the fault lines along which divisions are being shaped
in drag performer collectives. Moreover, my hope is for this line of enquiry to problematise

and potentially unsettle the notion of a singular drag culture in South Africa.

1.3 Chapter Outline

Chapter Two presents the Literature Review, which builds on the background and context
already provided in this Introduction chapter by providing an in-depth overview of the relevant
literature for this research. It specifically includes a closer look at the existing scholarship on
drag that has been produced both internationally and in South Africa. Additionally, this chapter
reviews the existing research on Afrikaner identities and maps out its (dis)continuities from the

apartheid era through to today’s post-apartheid context.
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Chapter Three goes on to describe the Theoretical Framework that informed this research
project. It outlines the main tenets of four distinct theories: Steyn’s (2015) critical diversity
literacy, intersectionality, performativity and the field of critical whiteness studies: all of which
provided a theoretical foundation for this study. Although distinct in their own right, all four
approaches are grounded in a critical understanding of reality and adopt a critical framing of

issues of power and identity that were essential to this research.

In Chapter Four, I outline the Methodology used for this research. Firstly, the study’s methods
are situated in a critical and qualitative paradigm. It also details key information regarding the
data collection process: namely, the participant recruitment process is described and is
followed by the provision of participants’ demographic information. Thereafter, I discuss the
data collection processes wherein semi-structured interviews were conducted with five
participants and transcribed accordingly. Then, this chapter describes the discourse analysis
theory, critical discourse analysis, and thematic analysis methods that were used to analyse the
data from participant interviews. Lastly, Chapter Four concludes with considerations for ethical

issues and my reflexivity as a researcher that were pertinent to this research.

Chapter Five presents the Analysis of this research project and is the culmination of analysing
the participant interview data that was outlined in Chapter Four. Using critical discourse
analysis and thematic analysis methods, this chapter engages the data to reveal the pertinent
themes that emerged from the data in relation to participants’ sense-making around drag
culture, their personal stakes in doing drag, and how they relate to others within the drag
community. The first theme, Being Afrikaans and Gay, explores how participants’ experiences
of entering the drag scene have been textured by their Afrikaans backgrounds where
queerphobic attitudes are still prevalent. This includes the subsection, Being Afrikaans and
doing drag, where issues of respectable queerness and conservative attitudes towards drag
culture are explored further. The final subsection of the first theme is Gender performativity
through drag, which unpacks how participants discriminately tap into the performative
dimension of drag to express themselves differently in terms of gender, but neglect to use drag
to interrogate their privileged racial positionalities. In the second theme, Centering, Othering
and Belonging in the South African Drag Community, participants’ reflections on issues of
(non)belonging in the local drag scene are explored. Its two subsections, Racialised divisions
in the local drag scene and Gender norms in the local drag scene unpack how social divisions

are solidified and experienced along axes of race and gender in South Africa’s drag community
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in ways that continue to centre normative white masculinities. The final theme of this analysis,
Depoliticising Drag, considers the impact of global drag culture on the sense-making and
experiences of doing drag for the participants of this research. Together, the three subsections
of The RuPaul’s Drag Race (R)u-niverse, Framing drag as a profession, and Negotiating
normative and subversive readings of drag engage some of the central ways in which
participants’ discourses surrounding drag culture are mirroring the dominant logics from the
global north, thus giving way to participants’ assimilation within a homogenised and

depoliticised drag culture.

This report ends by offering Conclusions in Chapter Six. Reflecting on the themes that were
generated in the Analysis chapter, the discourses of white, Afrikaans-speaking drag performers
are framed in terms of the implications for drag culture(s) and drag communities in both the
South African context and globally. Lastly, limitations of this research and prospects for future

enquiry are explored.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

This chapter will discuss some of the existing literature on drag culture and Afrikaner identities
in South Africa. By starting with an overview of the global research surrounding drag culture
and then moving onto the relevant South African literature, I situate local theorisations of drag
in conversation with broader trends, thus mapping out the dis/continuities that are present when
looking at drag globally and locally. Then, I explore the literature on Afrikaner identities
through a lens of understanding Afrikaans-ness as a particular and performative white identity.
Overall, this literature review chapter demonstrates how my study is grounded in the existing
scholarship on drag culture and may contribute to further theorisations around the complexities

of drag and identity research in post-apartheid South Africa.

2.1 Drag

As mentioned in the Introduction chapter, there is a rich tapestry of research on drag that spans
across diverse disciplinary and theoretical approaches. Drag has been explored in relation to
sociolinguistics, new media, globalisation, performance and audience, fashion and
embodiment, psychological wellbeing, queer activism, queer sense of community, and its
situatedness in particular contexts of culture and identity. Given the expansive enquiry related
to drag available to us from around the world, it also becomes clear where further study in
South Africa is needed, especially when considering that the scope of research on drag is less
abundant in our context. Overall, the purpose of this section of the review is to highlight the
existing literature’s arguments around what drag is, what drag looks like, what drag does in
terms of power, and ends off by exploring what we already know about drag in the South

African context.
2.1.1 Defining drag
In mainstream discourses, the world of drag appears to be ever-expanding®. Drag culture is

becoming more visible and accessible than ever before, and more people are experimenting

with drag than ever before (Brennan & Gudelunas, 2017). The literature is also reflective of

¢ See more at https://www.vulture.com/2019/06/how-drag-became-americas-new-national-
pastime.html?utm_campaign=vulture&utm_source=tw&utm_ medium=s1
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shifting attitudes towards drag over time: earlier research stigmatised drag culture, categorising
drag performers as ‘failed men’ and were loaded with negative assumptions that pathologised
gay men and drag performance (Berkowitz & Belgrave, 2010). Some even argued that drag
constitutes an insult to women in the same way that blackface is a mockery of Black people
(Kleiman, 1999). Moreover, the literature was often based on a restrictive understanding of
drag as a thing that is only performed by gay cisgender men who specifically do drag by
dressing up and performing as women (Taylor & Rupp, 2004).

Although the world of drag appears to be opening up, these conservative conceptualisations of
drag as female impersonation and gender transgression still exist today and are largely
understood through Western (Euro-American) conceptions of binarised gender and sexuality.
This underscores that the way drag tends to be understood in the literature is largely generated
from a particular hegemonic cultural context, where its definition rests on taken-for-granted
assumptions that masculine people dressing up in a feminine way is what constitutes drag.
However, gender-queering identities and practices that may look similar to this particular
notion of drag also manifest in other forms and in other spaces, but are understood differently
because the broader logics of gender themselves are different in those spaces. Take, for
instance, hijra — feminine-identifying, male-bodied people — who are recognised as a third
gender in many South Asian countries (Hossain, 2017), or Thailand’s identification of kathoey
as a third sex which loosely refers to transgender women, intersex people and effeminate gay
men (Kédng, 2012). Bringing the discussion closer to home, yan daudu (a term meaning
‘effeminate men’ in the Hausa language) within West Africa broadly refers to people who were
assigned male at birth, who have sex with men and express themselves effeminately, but are
seen as being neither male or female (Salamone, 2005). Although limited, these examples
critically highlight that the Western gender binary of male/female that many definitions of drag
depend on is not universal. Given that the very assumptions around gender are understood and
performed differently across different contexts, it stands to reason that theorising drag as an act
of gender ‘transgression’ will also be particular to the issues of space, culture and context that

govern what makes drag transgressive (Tamale, 2011).

In more recent literature, there is a growing recognition of drag as a more pluralistic and fluid
practice than earlier conceptualisations allowed for. Presently, drag culture is seeing an
increasing participation by transgender individuals, cisgender and heterosexual people, lesbian

cisgender women, and queer people alike. Drag can often look like female impersonation (with
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performers colloquially referred to as ‘drag queens’), male impersonation (‘drag kings’), or
genderfucking. Hankins (2015, p. 447) defines genderfuck as “arguably the most complex and
multisignifying mode of gender performance, eschews the male/female binary itself,
incorporating extremely (de) (re) formed representations of masculinity and femininity
alongside multigendered, nongendered, or even nonhuman signs, without privileging any one
category of being”. Upadhyay (2019, p. 2) draws from this definition, considering drag to be
“a creative practice of queerness and genderfucking” that seeks to subvert normative
understandings of sexuality and gender. Put more simply, Butler (1999, p. 174) suggests that
drag entails the parodying of gender which “mocks both the expressive model of gender and
the notion of a true gender identity”. In essence, it is through producing a gender expression
that is unexpected (through their appearance and/or mannerisms) that drag artists challenge the
assumed congruence of multiple axes of gender, gender identity, gender expression, sex
assigned at birth and sexuality (Litwiller, 2020). Drag, then, can be understood as an embodied
performance that plays with our culturally bound understandings of gender by deviating from
the expectations, conventional presentations and behaviours associated with the body (Hanson,
2007). Some renditions of drag (such as drag queens and drag kings) seek to mock the
normative gender framework by performing in ways that are campy, theatrical and imperfect
(Moore, 2013). These expose that, inherently, everyday gender itself is also an embodied

performance.

More nuanced and intersectional theorisations of drag are also increasingly prominent in the
recent literature (McCormick, 2018; Upadhyay, 2019; Rhyne, 2004; Litwiller, 2020; Hobson,
2013). These postulate that drag’s true ideological impact can only be comprehended by
analysing multiple axes of identity as they are implicated in drag performances, and not only
by foregrounding the (re)production of gender identity alone. Moving beyond the view of drag
as only being a parody of the normative gender framework, some literature has begun to map
out the ways in which race, class, and culture are also articulated through drag, thus
constructing drag as a complex political performance of identities where various normativities

can be subverted and/or reinforced.

2.1.2 Exploring ideological implications of drag

This line of enquiry asks of us to consider drag’s implication in normative and/or subversive

politics. In cis-heteropatriarchal societies, Upadhyay (2019) affirms that drag does indeed
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challenge dominant notions of sexuality and gender. Other scholars (Shapiro, 2007; Barnett &
Johnson, 2013; Litwiller, 2020) consider drag to be a site where resistance and activism can
potentially be enacted due to the queering of gender and centering of queer desire. Drag may
also serve as a space to generate dialogue about misogyny, racism, and patriarchy (Rupp et al.,
2010). However, Butler observes that in the attempt to rewrite gender norms, drag may
ultimately reify the very frameworks it seeks to mock. They clarify:

Drag is not unproblematically subversive. It serves a subversive function to the
extent that it reflects the mundane impersonations by which heterosexually ideal
genders are performed and naturalized and undermines their power by virtue of
effecting that exposure. But there is no guarantee that exposing the naturalized
status of heterosexuality will lead to its subversion. Heterosexuality can augment
its hegemony through its denaturalization, as when we see denaturalizing parodies
that reidealize heterosexual norms without calling them into question. (Butler,
2011, p. 575)

Butler critically calls into question that which is ‘reidealized’ through drag, suggesting this as
a potentially problematic dimension of drag performance. Indeed, bell hooks (1992) takes issue
with the documentary film, Paris is Burning (Livingstone, 1990), which centres around the
Black drag and drag ball culture of New York City in the 1980s, for this very reason. She
argues that “within the world of the black gay drag ball culture she [Jennie Livingstone, the
director of the film who is a white woman] depicts, the idea of womanness and femininity is
totally personified by whiteness” (p. 147). She goes on to detail her disdain for the ways in
which the Black drag queens in the film are represented to “worship at the throne of whiteness”
(p. 149), further critiquing how white supremacy shapes cultural production in this particular
text without being questioned. Grappling with the debate about drag’s subversive potential,
Coles (2007, p. 2) offers us a succinct framing of the issue in arguing that “drag is ambiguous
in its meaning, expression and consequences [...] not any drag will do”. Essentially, she calls
for us to consider how gender (and other social identities) are being expressed through drag
and whether they are generating new narratives that are transgressive, or whether they might
simply perpetuate problematic gender and racial norms. This critical framing affirms that drag
should not be understood as being inherently subversive or as inherently normative. Both are

possible. Thus, researching drag and drag culture(s) requires a critical consideration of what
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might be happening in terms of power and representation — not only regarding gender, but also
in terms of race, class, culture, sexuality and the many other axes along which ideas of

difference manifest.

2.1.3 Drag research in South Africa

Although extensive, what might be lost when only looking at the global literature is how drag
might be uniquely understood and practiced in South African contexts. The research that has
been conducted locally has indeed generated some fascinating findings that reflect how South
Africans continue to negotiate their identities through drag in the new political dispensation.
In Gevisser and Cameron’s (1995) seminal text, Defiant Desire, various chapters engage the
role of drag performers in the queering of history during South Africa’s political transition to
democracy. For some (Gevisser & Reid, 1995; Ricci, 1995), the highly contested debate that
circulated in the early 1990s about whether drag performers should be able to participate in the
annual Pride marches suggest two things about South Africa’s attitude towards drag culture:
on the one hand, drag was typically seen as undignified and shameful to straight-passing gay
men. On the other hand, it was argued to increase the visibility of queer lives during a time
when this visibility was sorely needed. Significantly, this evidence highlights that drag culture
may not only be stigmatised in our broader (heteronormative and queerphobic) society, but
also within the LGBTQIA+ community itself. Yet, its potential to uniquely visibilise queer
identities and reconstruct exclusionary social practices has endured into the country’s new
dispensation (Evans & Balfour, 2012). Spruill (2004), for instance, explores the politicised
dragging practices at contemporary Johannesburg Pride parades where Black drag artists don
traditional African attire such as Zulu headpieces and Herero dresses in a variety of vibrant
prints. In doing so, these drag artists challenge the notion that queer African people ‘forfeit’
their South African identity due to their sexual orientation. She writes:

By invoking tradition through dress, traditional drag artists do more than fashion
themselves as ‘Africans’. Traditional drag is directed at political and cultural
struggles prompted by new mobilizations of ethnic nationalism in South Africa
that sexualize South African identity and ‘ethnicity’ [...] In South Africa some
ethno-nationalist discourses in South Africa construe homosexuality as

‘unAfrican’, a white, colonial defilement introduced to ‘African’ culture and

22



undeserving of legal equality in postapartheid South Africa. (Spruill, 2004, p.
101)

Spruill’s (2004) study effectively illustrates an example of how Black drag artists in South
Africa make use of their drag to respond to the rejection of queer people in post-apartheid

South Africa and instead, conjure a new sense of self and belonging in its wake.

Moving on, Prince (2017) offers an ethnographic case study and photo essay which explores
an evening in the life of Lola Fine, a popular Cape Town-based drag artist. Through engaging
Lola about her drag persona and documenting her performances for a day, Prince (2017) argues
that the mainstream Cape Town drag scene mirrors the conventions of the global north, where
drag is performed in clubs and bars for a live audience. Yet, Lease (2015; 2017) presents an
alternative view of drag culture in the same city through an exploration of the drag pageant
scene. With a particular focus on the Miss Gay Western Cape (MGWC) annual pageant, they
consider how the MGWC pageant’s contestants are mobilised through the formation of queer
public identities and transnational drag influences such as RuPaul’s Drag Race, all of which

come to shape the aesthetics and culture of dragging in the Black and Coloured pageant scene.

Another ethnographic case study is presented by Swarr (2004), who spent seventeen months
immersed in the urban and township drag scenes of South Africa. She argues that South African
drag foregrounds the performance and constitution of gender, race, class, and sexuality in ways
that reflect the country’s segregated history. In her analysis, Swarr (2004) finds that urban drag
is dominated by white gay men who consider drag to be an artistic form of self-expression and
theatre that is strictly bound to commercialised spaces such as gay bars and clubs. It is only in
these spaces that drag is seen as socially acceptable in white South African communities.
Moreover, Swarr (2004) indicates how whiteness matters to the nature of performance,
observing that drag produces whiteness as an unmarked category: a space in which to create

characters and explore identity without considerations for racial embodiment.

Swarr (2004) contrasts this framework with the ways in which drag is practiced in township
spaces by Black and Coloured drag artists, where drag is predominantly performed in the
context of pageants. Significantly, drag is also an important aspect of individuals’ everyday
lives, especially in the formation of queer sexual relationships. In these spaces, drag constitutes

its own expression of queer femininity and thus enables drag performers to enter relationships
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with masculine men that imitate the heterosexual gender binary (Swarr, 2004). These
relationships were reported to be more easily understood by their communities, since the binary
of masculinity and femininity remain paired. In this sense, Swarr (2004) presents two different
sex-gender-sexuality systems at play in urban versus township drag: urban drag being
dominated by gay cisgender men who perform as women in gay friendly commercial spaces,
whereas township drag is performed in pageants and can be used to express more fluid gender

identities that form the basis of queer sexual relationships.

Overall, the literature on drag culture in South Africa paints a picture where drag has, indeed,
been used to contest issues of discrimination and inequality in our context. But unfortunately,
the pervasive practices of exclusion, re-racialisation and othering that persist within the
country’s LGBTQIA+ communities today may only serve to re-engender the logics of
apartheid in ways that undermine the potential for drag to mobilise new ways of thinking about

difference and diversity.

2.2 Afrikaner Identities

Whilst the performativity of gender identity in the contexts of drag and everyday life have been
explored at great lengths, the performative nature of race and ethnicity in those realms also
warrant attention for this research. Just as gender is being understood as a performatively
constituted and embodied identity, the same can be argued for the axis of race. Speaking to this
idea, Inda (2000, p. 75) asserts that, “race, to the extent that it is a difference inscribed on the
body, is nothing if not material, [but] only becomes materialised, and thus meaningful, within
historically specific discourses”. In other words, race does not exist an effect of biological
truths, but rather as a social fiction through which we come to make sense of the racialised
‘facts’ about the world (Inda, 2000). In the South African context, our particular discourses
about race remain profoundly informed by the country’s history of colonisation and the logic
of apartheid. The subsequent constitution of whiteness (and more specifically, Afrikaner
whiteness) in South Africa was upheld through notions of Afrikaner nationalism, white
supremacist values, patriarchy and Calvinist Christianity (van der Westhuizen, 2016). Through
these discourses, the performative ‘facts’ regulating whiteness and Afrikaans-ness as ‘superior’

and ethnically distinct identities were solidified.

24



In Cloete’s (1992, p. 42) essay on Afrikaner identity which was written at the cusp of South
Africa’s political transition, she wrote, “Afrikaners had always been fairly certain of what they
were. Nowadays, they are no longer so sure”. This statement still rings true and aptly represents
the predominant theme that emerges from the existing literature on Afrikaner identity(ies).
Historically, the Afrikaner identity was intentionally constructed as homogenous. The pillars
of this identity — Calvinist Christian values, the importance of die faal (the language), strong
connections with the land and agriculture, along with compulsory heterosexuality, patriarchy,
and white supremacist values — served to establish Afrikaner-ness as a unique ethnicity, setting
itself apart from white British (and English speaking) South Africans and Black indigenous
South Africans. Van der Westhuizen (2016, p. 2) broadly defines the hegemonic Afrikaner
identity as “an identity flavouring race, gender, class, and sexual elements with a particularism
drawn from an ever-pliable and politically potent category of ethnicity”. This hegemonic
Afrikaner identity was further enabled by the political narrative of ‘eendersdenkenheid”” which
was also fundamental to legitimising the apartheid project. The consequences of failing to
conform to these values were considered treasonous and thus strengthened the relationship

between the performance of a homogenous Afrikaner identity and fidelity to apartheid.

If the hegemonic Afrikaner identity can be understood as a cornerstone of the apartheid
dispensation, then it can be argued that the post-apartheid context has provided both challenges
and opportunities for Afrikaner identities to be renegotiated. Research from this period shows
trends in Afrikaner-ness as a contested identity that sits at odds with its history and the values
that define our new democratic dispensation. Responses to this sense of precarity are multiple,
but tend to engender a resistance to assimilating with the broader South African community
(Verwey & Quayle, 2012). For instance, Loubser’s (2015) study on ‘born-free’® Afrikaans
people showed that despite being born into a ‘new’ South Africa, young Afrikaans people still
identify heavily with the importance of the language, the Calvinist Christian faith, and
admittedly struggle to fit in within multicultural environments. Supporting this argument,
Visser (2007) found that psychological disinvestment and withdrawal from political life in
South Africa is a common response to the call for embracing diversity among Afrikaans people.

In this sense, it is clear that some of the core components of Afrikaner ident