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My chosen area of research is examining the role of societal norms within musicals and how they are presented. To do this I will be exploring the key words of Sexuality, Gender and Symbolism and the impact these themes have upon the characters. I am particularly interested in themes such as Sexuality and Gender due to these being major key themes within our current society that face heavy oppression. As I’m studying Applied Drama, I am interested in continuing the exploration of these key themes within my practice and hopefully generating a level of transformation within learning. 
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Fig 1: Film still from Grease.
The first key word explored within musicals is the theme of sexuality and this can be evidenced readily within the musical and film version of Grease. Sexuality is defined as relating to the activity of sex: (Cambridge dictionary, 2020) however it can also be understood as “...a central aspect of being human throughout life and encompasses sex, gender identities and roles” (Vaestoliitto, n.d.). Sexuality can be understood on a biological level whilst also anthropological, understood through social interaction.  “Sexual culture refers to the social and psychological processes that regulate sexual behaviour. They include the rules, beliefs and norms that are defined through membership in a community” (Vaestoliitto, n.d.). Sexuality can be defined therefore by the perceptions of the social grouping a person is in and the understanding that is linked to it. Within this essay sexuality will be explored with regards to the social understanding of the term and the societal norm attributed to it.
 
Grease the musical explores the concept of sexuality within an American high school and the peer groups that exist within it. The transformation of Sandy is one of the biggest key moments within Grease, from the picture of somewhat innocence and virginity to a ‘greaser’s girl’. Sandy experiences a journey of sexual awakening reminiscent of Beauvoir’s feminism theory. Beauvoir argues that,
Being dispersed among men, women have no separate history, no natural solidarity; nor have they combined as other oppressed groups have. Woman is riveted into a lop-sided relationship with man: he is the ‘One’, she the ‘Other’ (Selden, 2005, p132).
Sandy’s transformation arguably becomes less about the self and more about pleasing a man when considered in the context of Beauvoir, who argues that a woman does not have an identity of her own instead coupled with that of a man’s. This change can be attributed to the desire to meet the social expectations of her new peer group and the pressure to be the woman that everyone else arguably is, as suggested within the song “Look at me I’m Sandra Dee, Lousy with virginity, won’t go to bed till I’m legally wed, I can’t I’m Sandra Dee” (Grease, 1978). Within the film this song is sung by her peers in disdain at her choices possibly fringed with jealousy at the sexual position she is in, in comparison to their own. The role of sexuality within Grease is prominent in terms of creating a social identity for the man or woman in line with peer expectation and social constructs; these have been placed upon women in relation to their sexuality as a result of historical gender expectations.

The character Sandy arguably evolves through the film in line with social identity and peer pressure. Her transformation to become the more sexual ‘greaser’s girl’ could be viewed as a romantic gesture to get her man although this arguably becomes more about social acceptance than finding her identity. The characters of Rizzo and Sandy are placed into comparison as stark opposites of female. This can be understood using the psycho-analytical theory of the Madonna- Whore complex whereby a woman is categorised as either, “good,” chaste, pure Madonnas or as “bad,” promiscuous, and seductive whores” (Psychnet, 2018). Sandy is the image of virginity whereas Rizzo fills the position of the loose woman, or in the context of MWD, the whore. “There are worse things I could do than go with a boy or two” (Grease, 1978). Rizzo is presented as being happy with who she is, empowered by her apparent ‘flaws’ and lack of perfection. Despite being teased by her peer group for supposedly being pregnant, Rizzo owns her sexuality and refuses to be shamed. Unapologetic, Rizzo refuses to change however she is still vulnerable. “I don’t steal and I don’t lie but I can feel and I can cry, a fact I’ll bet you never knew. But to cry in front of you, that’s the worst thing I could do” (Grease, 1978). For Rizzo, it is less damaging within society to be viewed as a product of her sexual endeavours rather than an emotional female. 

In comparison to Rizzo, Sandy is seen as the Madonna, or as “chaste and pure”, Rizzo’s sexual opposite. The new girl, Sandy appears comfortable with her own sexuality but becomes quickly alienated due to her sexual identity. The need to conform with her peer group means that by the end of the film she has changed her look to that of a ‘greaser girl’ which brings connotations of sexual promiscuity. Although Danny himself attempts to alter his image in order to win her back, this is short lived with him discarding the jacket as soon as he discovers she has also changed. This gives off the impression that his intention to change was not as genuine as Sandy’s as he does not follow through with it and goes back to his original image. This reinforces that there is an imbalance within the relationship especially as he accepts the changes she has made from being viewed as ‘good, and pure’ to being viewed as ‘promiscuous and seductive’. The role of sexuality within Grease raises important issues regarding the role of the man and the woman in a relationship and how social constructs can impact not only the perception the character has of themselves but the perception that we have as viewers. 
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Fig 2: Film still from Rocky Horror Picture Show.
The second key word to explore within musicals is Gender. Gender is “the physical and/or social condition of being male or female” (Cambridge dictionary, 2020). This is something that can be seen profusely within the musical The Rocky Horror Picture Show particularly within the character of Rocky. Rocky’s sex at his creation by Dr Franknfurter is male, however he is victim to what theorists West and Zimmerman have called sex categorisation. This is “where society imposes certain normative expectations on people based upon the confirmation of their sexed body” (Stagg, 2019). Rocky’s gender is assumed for him by Franknfurter and he is expected to adopt certain gender ideals and attitudes of what it means to be stereotypically male. An example of this would be when he is gifted dumbbells and how he reacts with sheer excitement. “he'll be pink and quite clean, he'll be a strong man” (Rocky Horror Picture Show, 1976).  Gender in this context is enforced within stereotypical constructs as the audience is shown clear definitions of male and female. As his character develops however, Rocky breaks away from these constructs arguably becoming the ‘man’ he wants to be. This paints a false image of how men are supposed to be and is very two dimensional and ignorant of the issues that men face. Traditional assumptions of gender mean men are expected to behave in a certain way despite the struggles they may face; it is societally ingrained that men should not show emotion as this makes them appear weak. An outdated belief this is currently being addressed in contemporary society for the first time. Only in recent months have some statistics been reported. “In the UK men are three times as likely to die by suicide as women” (Samaritans, 2018). This is representative of the gender stereotype that men are required to be strong all the time, and it is frowned upon for them to display emotion. Rocky Horror plays into this belief through Doctor Franknfurter’s treatment of Rocky.  It could be argued that Doctor Franknfurter is representative of hegemonic masculinity, “a set of values, established by men in power that functions to include and exclude and to organise society in unequal ways” (Jewkes, 2015). Gender within The Rocky Horror Picture Show arguably works within these confines; the role of Dr Franknfurter being considered far superior to that of Rocky. Masculinity can be argued as an idealised form (Jewkes, 2015) and the ‘perfect’ gendered nature of Rocky’s creation is evidence of this 

It could be argued that Franknfurter’s hegemonic masculinity is born from his own gender fluidity; a transvestite he strays from the gender ideals of masculinity dressing instead as a woman and wearing lipstick. The creation of Rocky as the perfect male can be viewed as demonstrative of Franknfurter’s desire to have power and control over gender; as a result of not fitting into the clear cut lines of male or female gender he has instead created something that arguably is a gender ‘norm’, so he can have a trophy to show off. This gives him the control he lacks to use over Rocky as an attempt at gaining some masculine dominance.  Franknfurter sees “Gender as a performance” (Morgenroth and Ryan, 2018, p1) and this is made clear by how he parades Rocky around as a sort of trophy and then gets explosive anger when another character Eddie, shows up on a motorcycle. Eddie arguably threatens the perfect male ideal that has been created and is representative instead of an impulsive out of control version of gender; the man Franknfurter has created is perfect and controlled, stereotypically male whilst still fitting into the perfect confines of design. Incredibly diverse himself, Franknfurter doesn’t fit into societal gender ideals, instead using his creation to arguably stand as representative of what he himself cannot be.
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 Fig 3: Film Still from Cabaret.
The third key word to be explored is the use of symbolism within the musical Cabaret. Symbolism is the practice of “the use of symbols in art, literature, films, etc. to represent ideas:” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020) and is explored readily through the practice of semiotics by Dr Ferdinand De Saussure. The musical Cabaret uses symbolism as a prominent shock technique to evoke a range of emotions from the viewer. The main character Emcee sings a song declaring his love for a female, who is paraded around in a monkey suit. It is only at the end of the song that he reveals that she is in fact Jewish. This is a fact that is presented in a joking fashion, despite the severity of being Jewish in the rise of Nazi Germany. This could be potentially mocking of Nazi ideals, and representative of the denial people had during the 1930s, as the Nazi Party rose to power. Being presented in a monkey suit could be perceived as a safety disguise for her identity, however when considering the Saussurean model of a sign, it holds even deeper meaning. The signified could potentially have one meaning as just a monkey suit, but contextually the signifier has connotations of being dirty, and an animal, arguably dehumanising. It represents how the Nazi’s antisemitism saw them believing that those of Jewish faith were beneath them. “During the Holocaust, Nazis referred to Jews as rats.” (npr.org, 2011) Although there is a major difference between monkeys and rats, the comparison to animals is still incredibly important; Nazi’s believed that Jewish people were less than human. The signifier of them being dirty is echoed in the film made by Joseph Goebbels who filmed a documentary portraying Jewish people in a bad light called “The Eternal Jew”. Scenes were filmed within a ghetto setting and it was depicted that Jewish people thereby lived in squalor; this was a deliberate propaganda technique used to sway people to follow Hitler’s cause and create more antisemitism within the public “The Jew is the demon behind the corruption of mankind” (Peterson, 2018). A method of mind control, propaganda was used to change the public’s perception towards Jews; relating them to animals or demons was a shock tactic designed to scare large numbers of people and make them conform to the Nazi way of thinking. This was a method of gaining power and control over the German people.  

The use of the monkey can also be symbolic of the struggle for power and control evident during Nazi Germany. Emcee parades the monkey on stage as if a prop in his show and finishes with attaching a ring to the monkey’s nose in what is implied as a ‘romantic’ gesture. This display can be compared to the control the Nazi’s had over the Jews, especially the innocence of Emcee’s lover being so willing to play along. The role of the monkey is symbolic as a trophy to be used, shown off in some intricate dance arguably foreshadowing what was to come; Emcee proclaims her to be a Jew which at the time was resultant in death. This manipulation of an individual’s mindset, a possible method of mind control, is similar to how Jewish people were fooled into believing they were going into a shower. “As prisoners arrived, young children, the elderly and infirm were separated and immediately sent to take “showers,” which pumped deadly Zyklon-B poison gas into the chambers” (History.com, 2020). This character is essentially like the Jewish public at the will of someone else, like a puppet and this mirrors the reality of what occurred in Nazi Germany. 

The character being dressed up specifically in a monkey suit could also be symbolic of black people. This derogatory comparison is one that has existed for a long time. “macaques” (monkeys) was one of the racist terms used by whites in the Belgian Congo for blacks” (theconversation.com, 2016). It is a racist ideal that is still prevalent in contemporary society (evident in the George Floyd protests currently taking place) and is incredibly dehumanising as it conveys that because of the colour of their skin, they are deemed less important than white people. The symbolism of the monkey within Cabaret is representative of oppression that can be tied to religion and race, and the inclusion of this technique within the musical enables difficult themes to be addressed; musicals in this way can be transformative through the presentation of new ideas and altering perceptions.

Through examining these key words and their use as themes within musicals, I have been able to understand how societal norms can be imposed upon a person and as a result alter their perception of themselves and others.  This is evident within Grease and how Sandy feels pressured to change because of her lack of sexual identity in comparison to her peers. The societal norm of sexuality in Grease is specific to the high school environment that they are in and the peer groupings that are intrinsically linked. Social expectations can be restrictive especially when imposed by your peer group and this is demonstrated in The Rocky Horror Picture Show with the character of Rocky, who is forced to act a certain way by his creator without any choice. Engendered by the societal norm of sexuality Rocky himself is constricted by the boundaries of ‘masculinity’ and the role he is given to play, as he performs his gender (Morgenroth and Ryan, 2018, p1). Both subject to perception, sexuality and gender become subjects that are public and this enables a social commentary to be made. Within Cabaret the use of symbolism is also intrinsically linked to perception. Whilst the monkey suit can be linked to the discriminatory views of the Nazi Party on Jewish people, not everybody would come to the same conclusion due to not sharing the same beliefs. The understanding of the symbolism used is linked to the historical context that the film is based within and without this it lacks meaning, becoming just a performance in a club. All three key words are subject to perception and this has been generated through culture and societal understanding.

I would like to explore these themes further within a societal context to examine whether their use and presentation has changed over time. The musicals used were all created in the 1970s when societal ideals will have been different. In my dissertation I intend to explore these key themes further through a range of musicals across different time periods to explore how ideals and societal perceptions have changed. 
Question
How musicals explore key contemporary themes/ societal issues transforming their representation and meaning within society?







List of Illustrations
Figure 1: Grease (1978) Randell [DVD]
Figure 2: The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) Sharman [DVD]
Figure 3: Cabaret (1972) Fosse [DVD]

Bibliography
Brooker, P, and Selden, R, and Widdowson, P. (2005) A Readers Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory. 5th Ed. Pearson: London.

Cabaret (1972) Directed by Bob Fosse [DVD]

Dzregah, Augustina E. (2007). MASCULINITY THEORIES AND FEMINIST INFLUENCES. Legon Journal of the Humanities, 18, pp.1–21.

Grease (1978) Directed by Randal Kleiser [DVD]

History.com (2020) ‘Auschwitz Survivors Recall Harrowing and Heroic Moments From the Death Camps’ Available at: https://www.history.com/news/auschwitz-holocaust-survivors-stories [Website] (Accessed 14 May 2020).

Morgenroth, T.  and Ryan, M (2018) ‘Gender Trouble in Social Psychology: How Can Butler’s Work Inform Experimental Social Psychologists’ Conceptualization of Gender’, Frontiers in Psychology. 9 (1320) DOI: 10.3389/2018.01320.

Jewkes, R. et al (2015) ‘Hegemonic masculinity: combining theory and practice in gender interventions’, Culture, Health and Sexuality, 17(2), pp.96-111. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4706037/ (Accessed: 10 May 2020).

Kray et al. (2017). ‘The effects of implicit gender role theories on gender system justification: Fixed beliefs strengthen masculinity to preserve the status quo’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 112(1), pp.98–115.

Peterson, J. (2018) Prof. Jordan Peterson Analyzes Nazi Propaganda Film “The Eternal Jew” (Der Ewige Jude, 1940) [Video]. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xTy1tUi1IlA (Accessed: 24 May 2020).

Pintore, A. (2004). Musical Symbolism in the Works of Leon Battista Alberti. Nexus Network Journal, 6(2), pp.49–70.

Samaritans.org (2018) Suicide Facts and Figures. Available at: https://www.samaritans.org/wales/about-samaritans/research-policy/suicide-facts-and-figures/ (Accessed 20 May 2020).

Stagg, J. (2019) Concepts and Theories of Masculinity [video]. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TY8VdABpZwY&t=90s (Accessed 20 May 2020).

The Conversation (2016) ‘Comparing black people to monkeys has a long, dark simian history’ Available at: https://theconversation.com/comparing-black-people-to-monkeys-has-a-long-dark-simian-history-55102 (Accessed 10 May 2020).
 
The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) Directed by Jim Sharman [DVD]
Vaestoliitto (n.d.) The Origin of Sexuality and Sexual Knowledge. [Website] Available at: https://www.vaestoliitto.fi/@Bin/263341/Finsex09_Chapter+1.pdf (Accessed: 26 May 2020).





	
	
	1  of 



image8.png
"She wouldn’t look Jewish at all.”
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