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Abstract
In this dissertation I pose the question that the performance of drag queens through their fictive kin and gender performance within drag communities and to the wider audience is an important means as to understand the reasons as to why drag queens perform. I will try to prove this by exploring the themes I found through interviewing several drag queens and members of the audience of performances, and participant observation in which I became both a member of the audience and a drag queen through which I kept a reflexive journal logging my experiences. Over the course of the research it was found that drag queens perform in relation to one another creating their own family unites, passing down their family name as a means to create legacies of their own, displaying fictive kinship that held importance on the level of consanguineal kin. Not only this but the way in which gender was performed and overemphasised created a model for the audience to see the drastic expectations placed upon women to look and act a certain way. This research and study suggests that drag provides an ample role in creating a community that views fictive kinship as an important means to create bonds and relationships. And that gender roles are no longer as simple and clean cut and should be contested within societal expectations.
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[bookmark: _Toc47380332]Introduction
Over the course of this dissertation I will be exploring drag queen performances using my own field research data as a means to understand and interpret the meaning behind their performances, why they perform and what impact this can have on a wider audience and society. It is important to highlight that I will not be exploring all aspects of queer theory through my research, but rather I will be limiting myself to explore three key concepts in unison utilising queer theory, feminist theory and performance theory. The first chapter will explore the methodology in which I chose to conduct my research and the impact this had on my research. By doing so I aim to highlight the challenges presented with conducting field research in the environment I was in and how this was overcome. In my second chapter I aim to highlight performance and understanding what performance has and does for society and why drag queens perform the way they do and how. By Manning’s (2014) understanding and definition of performance I aim to explore what it is that makes a performance and how this can be interpreted through the eyes of both a performer and a member of the audience. The second chapter will focus on understanding the performance of kinship roles within drag performances. Where these kinship roles begin and end in performances and what affect displaying kinship roles have on a wider audience through the interpretation of fictive kinship and how this can be further conceptualized as a means to understand drag queen kinship relations. My final chapter will focus on the performance of gender within the drag community and drag queens of Cardiff that I worked with. By exploring the performativity of gender through the use of butler (2006) I aim to address how the view of gender can be shifted by drag queen performances. Gender is the main concept of drag, performing as either a women, when you are a drag queen, or as a man when you become a drag king. By highlighting the role of gender within drag and the impact it has on a wider audience I aim to show what drag queens bring when they challenge the role of gender. I will then proceed to address academics should further address this in studies in the future in order to come to stronger well thought out conclusions in understanding drag performances effects on gender. And finally I will further bring this to a conclusion, bringing forth the culmination of my work what it has brought to light and how this research can be further improved upon to bring a deeper understanding to drag performance by the drag queens of Cardiff, and how this can may possibly be applicable to other drag performances to understand drag queens and their productions across the globe.

[bookmark: _Toc47380333]Chapter One – Methodology
In this chapter my aim is to explore and explain the methodologies that I conducted during my ethnographic fieldwork. Then I aim to create an understanding as to why I chose to conduct my ethnographic research in the manner I did and the reasoning behind my decision to conduct this within the field of drag culture in Cardiff, specifically Mary’s Bar. Not only this, but I will also provide an explanation as to why the research methods I chose were the most effective in conducting my fieldwork, and how this would allow more room for understanding the information I collected during my time in the field. Finally, I will then conclude each method by recounting how each of the qualitative methods of data gathering that I used gradually influenced my dissertation as a whole. This is because academics such as Reeves has highlighted that there is importance in interpreting the affect your research methods have on your field work. For a “meta-ethnography in which qualitative research texts are analysed and synthesised to empirically create new insights and knowledge” (Reeves, 2008:512).
Firstly, I wish to highlight that as Reeves suggested “The central aim of ethnography is to provide rich, holistic insights into people’s views and actions” (Reeves, 2008:512). The ethnography that anthropological researchers conduct are a means to gather data to glimpse an insight into the lives people lives. In this scenario the research I conducted was to take a look at the way drag queens perform.
To begin my research I had to establish my approach and the most effective way for me to collect data. For anthropology I felt the most effective means of data to collect would be qualitative data over quantitative data, the former being defined as “qualitative research tends to be concerned with words rather than numbers” (Bryman, 2004:266). Qualitative research methods has long been understood by academics such as Babbie (2014); to be a scientific research method that emphasises on observing and interacting with people and locations in order to gather data that is not numerically based. Rather, this data is focused on the literature of things. However, it is apparent to me and other academics such as Lincoln who wrote, “it is precisely because the matter is so involved that it is not possible to provide a simple definition” (Lincoln, 1958:8). Qualitative research is something difficult to define, as it is so intrinsically linked with the subjective. It is up to individuals to interpret and transcribe written data in a format that researcher can apply and widely understand as “There are no blueprints in fieldwork.” (Okely, 2012:89). But it is important for this all to be highlight, as the validity of research can easily be influenced by the researchers, in this instance myself, subjective opinions. As Kennedy put, “One glaring threat to natural validity is the obtrusiveness of the inquiry itself.” (Kennedy, 1984:367). In this chapter I will further explain the actions I took to secure higher validity during my field research.
My research began the moment I made contact with the drag queens I would be working with. Research initially begins through a process of interactions and contacts, through which “Gaining permission is the first step in carrying out research. Gaining access to specific institutions, places, and events may take more time”. (DeWalts, 2002:37). DeWalts written work about gaining permission greatly aligns with the contact I had to make in order to establish my own fieldwork. My contact began through a mutual friend who first introduced me to a well-known drag queen in Cardiff. At first the drag queen, Alisa Worst, simply agreed to allow me to interview her and her fellow drag queens at first, this was the step towards gaining permission. But as time went on and we exchanged emails and messages, we established an understanding of one another, and they began to understand what it is I was attempting to research through my dissertation. At that point, Alisa Worst offered to give me the chance to watch several performances of drag queens over the course of a week in order to engage and immerse myself within the drag community at Mary’s bar in Cardiff. But, by the time of my arrival Alisa Worst had already planned for me to not only witness drag performances and be a member of the audience but to take part in drag, by becoming my own drag self and perform in front of several drag queens as ‘Loosey Goosey’. This became the process of me not only gaining permission, in DeWalts terms, but gaining access to the institution of Mary’s bar and to the event of drag performances and finally being given the chance to perform myself.
During the period of time before my research and when I was making contact with the drag queens, I had to establish a code of ethics to work with, in order to make sure any ethical issues regarding my research was taken care of. This was done in a number of ways, the first being that I made sure to clarify to each participant how my research would be conducted, what I would be using the research for and what rights they had. This was done under the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s ethical approval form, and by explaining to each drag queen that they had the right to control any information used or stored and had permission to withdraw at any time at their own discretion. Jorgensen has written that “anthropologist should obtain from his subjects consent to invade their privacy” (Jorgensen, 1971:328). This is important for researchers as by doing so it makes certain that all work was ethical and obtaining written approval from each queen allowed there to be an equal understanding. Another aspect of ethical concern is the confidentiality of participants. Toit points out that “The anthropologist must thus use discretion regarding what information is used and how it is used” (Toit, 1980:276). It is important to keep anonymity within research as Beattie (1965) has pointed out that due to the ever-increasing ways of obtaining information the participants social circle, family and friends have a greater chance of finding and reading anthropological research papers. Not only this, but individual participants may not feel comfortable being outed in research and thus wish to remain anonymous. In the case of my research I remained to keep the drag queen’s identity anonymous, allowing them to change their names in order to better accommodate their confidentiality agreement. Finally, my last cause for concern in my field research was the danger to myself. Sluka points out that “One area which has been neglected is the methodological and subjective issue of the dangers anthropologists face while in the field” (Sluka, 1990:114). It was important for myself, to understand the dangers of my research. The fact that whilst out in the field I could very well face hate crimes, both verbally and physically and to ensure ways of protecting myself. I took into consideration that for my mental health, if anything were to happen, I would immediately contact my supervisor in order to ensure my safety and whether I should proceed with my research. Physically, myself and the drag queens stuck together in large groups in order to ensure our safety. By doing so we only faced a few verbal confrontations from individuals. But thankfully, due to the precautions made nobody was harmed and I left my research feeling safe and certain within myself.
The first method I chose to conduct as an anthropological researcher in the field was participant observation, “a method in which a researcher takes part in the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of people” (DeWalt, 2002:1). Because I was given the opportunity to watch live performances by drag queens, I felt it was imperative of my research to observe closely in the environment I was in at Mary’s bar. However, rather than simply observing, because they gave me the opportunity to perform at the end of the week in drag, I became a participating observer, not only watching drag community but becoming a part of it in the process. By engaging and observing, I became able to obtain information both as a performing drag queen and as a member of the audience. But it is important to understand that similarly to Spradley’s work in Participant Observation (1980), it is not the focus of research just to obtain data, rather it is looking for the meanings behind the information that is obtained through research. Thereby, being both a member of the audience and a drag performer I was able to obtain and analyse information from both sides of performance of drag culture in Cardiff. By being completely immersed in the field both as an observer; audience member and a participant, drag queen, I was able to reflexively shift the core focus of my research whilst in the field, thus proving that Bogdan’s point that “The design outset of research is very flexible.” (Bogdan, 1973:306). By being immersed in my own research it then grants myself the ability to flexibly change the approach I take, making it an effective way to conduct anthropological research. This is especially helpful if “the ideas he had do not fit the situation and a new design and questions emerge, later to be modified.” (Bogdan, 1973:306). If the research methods I originally chose, and the ways I chose to approach my research originally did not align, by being immersed in the field I can actively change my approach to the fit the narrative and the context that I aim immersed in.
The second method I utilised whilst out in the field to gather information was unstructured informal interviews. Interviews are an important means to gain information. Burgess makes a point of writing that “Conversations are a crucial element of field research.” (Burgess, 1991:107). It is in these environments a social scientist may gather crucial information and by specifically conducting unstructured informal interviews it grants the participants the full ability to control the shift of the narrative conversation. This increases information’s validity by decreasing the amount of researcher bias (LeCompte, 1987) and maximising the participants input. However, in order to make sure the conversation between myself, the researcher and the participants, the drag queens, does not shift too drastically I made it an important point to create key questions in order to maximise the efficiency of my research. I elected then to use both conversations in more natural environments such as Mary’s bar in Cardiff and interviews conducted within the safety of drag queens’ homes as a means to create two channels of communication. As Skinner points out that “both kinds of verbal exchange founded upon a dialectic or incremental zig-zag” (Skinner, 2012:55). Gathering information from discussions at dinner, to conversations at the bar and finally from interviews allowed me access to many forms of data and communication. And by conducting the interviews in a more approachable and natural manner, in Mitchell’s (1993) words I was no longer in control of an authoritative monologue. I no longer held control over the conversation, I simply held the reigns to shift and steer the theme as and when necessary for my research.
My third research method used in the field was in the form of a reflexive journal. Stoeltje points out that
“Reflecting on one’s own identity and the relation of the self to the other heightens the awareness of the ethnographer and helps to bring into focus the relationship between the researcher and the researched” (Stoeltje, 1999:160).
By reflecting on my own identity, thoughts and ideas I can relate to the transition I may have when immersed in a new way of thinking, and a new way of living. By doing so I can further understand, from a brand-new perspective, the community I am immersing myself in. In this instance, the drag community. By doing so I distance the gap between myself and the other, in this case drag queens, as “intersubjectivity and reflexivity provide an opening of the self that avoids turning people into objects and, thus, avoids annihilating them.” (Salzman, 2002:807). By doing so I create a closer connection and understanding between myself the researcher and my experiences; thoughts and feelings and the other, the drag queens’ experiences, thoughts and feelings.
The final research method I used once I had gathered all of my data was thematic analysis. Thematic analysis “attempts in general to reveal core consistencies and meanings in a text by identifying and analysing themes” (Buetow, 2010:123). By identifying key themes that consistently appear within the collected qualitative data it becomes apparent to the researcher what is a commonality within the community they are researching. In my case the key theme I discovered in drag was performance. Everything within the drag community was based around performance from Kinship to gender, it was centred around the performativity of the drag queens. From there I am able to fine tune and focus on which direction to take my research. I began this by categorizing my research. Identifying common themes which involved “naming, or giving labels to, instances of the phenomenon found in the data” (Spiggle, 1994:493). Finally, I was able to come to the focus of performance as the main theme through the use of abstraction. This method within thematic analysis centres on categorization in that “it collapses more empirically grounded categories into high-order conceptual constructs.” (Spiggle, 1994:493). By doing so I could pinpoint what sections of performance where the main focus of my qualitative research data.
Overall, as Palmer suggest that “to the proficient interviewer it is always a controlled conversation which he guides and bends to the service of his research interest.” (Palmer, 1928:171). It is important to remain on task within the field, as an anthropologist, whilst wanting to completely immerse themselves in the field and remain unbiased in their ethnography they still need to complete their set out research tasks and investigation.









[bookmark: _Toc47380334]Chapter Two – Reflecting on Research
As previously mentioned in the last chapter over the course of my research I chose to record a reflexive journal of my thoughts, feelings and experiences during my time in the field. In this chapter, I aim to highlight some of those recordings, to give an understanding of what I went through in the field before attempting to transcribe and analyse the data I found and give an understanding of my research. By recording my experiences I aimed “to contextualize the new information” (Cisero, 2006:231). And thus provide greater understanding of the drag community, as a means to understand what it is to interact with the other.
Before I began my research, I came into drag with limited knowledge, apart from what is widely known through the media of drag on tv shows and movies. I was broadly unaware of its true political stance, and the close ties it had to aiding the LGBT+ community, a community if I am honest am myself a part of. This put into perspective of me the ability and power that drag had through its performance. The fact that it could encourage a struggle to fight against politics, to empower people worldwide and to change the way people view sexuality and gender as a construct shocked me. It made me realise the importance of doing my research justice and doing the people I worked with justice too.
Previously I had never even set foot into a bar before I entered Mary’s bar in Cardiff. Before I began this experience, I was riddled with anxiety, anxiety that almost made me cancel on my own research or at least try to take the angle. However, I knew from time as a student that facing my own fears, overcoming these adversaries I have made myself would pave the way to a true understanding of not only myself, but of my research. I felt that after getting to know the drag queens, after exploring these ideas with lecturers at my university I had to see it through regardless of the anxiety within me. And, whilst I did occasionally face a few homophobic commits, because of the support from the drag queens and my lecturers I was able to see it through without any negative impact on myself or the participants.
Overall, this chapter aims to express the inherent reflexive journey I had to go through during my time in the field. To acknowledge that both in the beginning and in the end of my research there is inherent bias within my work. But regardless, I continued on with my research; trying to, as previously discussed, limit as much researcher bias as possible in order to create stronger validity within my work ethic.
[bookmark: _Toc47380335]Chapter Three – Performance of Drag
In this chapter I will be examining the theme of performance, exploring the narratives and themes I found during my working alongside the drag queens of Cardiff, providing an explanation into what performance means to drag queens and why this is important for them and for their society and what benefits this has being brought forward and recognised more openly. For as Turner has stated, “if daily living is a king of theatre, social drama is a kind of metatheatre, that is, a dramaturgical language about the language of ordinary role-playing and status-maintenance which constitutes communication in the quotidian social process.” (Turner, 1988:76).
I first wish to specify what society drag queens are a part of, specifically the drag queens I worked with are members within the Cardiff drag scene but of course that is not the only society they are members of. Depending on how the topic is approached it could be argued that they are members of Cardiff’s nightlife society, however the drag I explored in my time with them delved into more than just night-time drag which is why I will be exploring it more openly than just through nightlife. Drag queens are also heavily associated with the LGBT+ society, people who have been and arguably still are oppressed for their sexuality and gender identity. Drag queens have long been advocates for such communities as all of the drag queens I worked with would identify with the LGBT+ society, therefore this is the society I will be comparing them to throughout my work.
Although the art of performance may be associated and defined as a set of artistic choices an individual makes with their art, their dances and/or their music, in this dissertation I will be using performance as a means to describe the “mode of cultural production composed of events bound in time and framed in a space.” (Manning, 2014). Performance does not necessarily have to be on stage. It can be an individual’s way of life; the way they interact with others and the way they react to others.
During my time in the field I interacted a lot with drag queens through the art of performance, both watching them perform their shows live on stage as well as taking time to perform myself during my last day with them in front of the few drag queens I was working alongside. I learnt from these moments how important performance is in the art of drag and just exactly how open, how broad performance is to drag queens. Often, performance in western concerts and festivals pushes the audience to take “a relatively passive role for listeners, leaving them able to respond to decision made by performers and promoters only to the extent of their applause and their future attendance.” (Pitts, 2005:257). A key moment I saw in the drag performances of the drag queens I worked with in Cardiff was their interaction with the audience. Typically they would lead the performance by putting on stage shows, lip-syncing to popular songs both old and new and providing comedic entertainment. This all fits into the understanding that the audience follow the cues of the drag queen performers. They would cheer and boo when appropriate, clap when entertained and laugh when a joke would make, and it lands. They fit the very understanding of western concert performances. However, a unique take can be made from witnessing a drag performance and participating as a member of the audience as I did too. We are granted the chance to change up the show, at times being allowed to retort to witty comments and sarcasm with our own words creating an impromptu performance, one not originally bound by typical concert hall etiquette. Alisa Worst and Sapphire Sandals would often throw insults at each other as well as the audience creating a light-hearted atmosphere, one where people could easily get insulted and yet still enjoy the show. For example in her first performance Alisa Worst in front of me called out to one individual in the audience and screamed he was a “pale saltine cracker, the ghost of every white twinks past”. Typically, throwing insults at people usually creates a hostile environment and can make people uncomfortable, however in this case there was an uproar of laughter from the drag queens, audience members, bar staff, even from the man who was at the end of the joke himself. I found this theme to be interesting: - the idea that insults could be entertainment drew me into the performance further and further, questioning what lies behind. The queens themselves understand that for there is importance in understanding the audience and what they desire, just as Mencarelli stated that, “supply and demand in the culture sector, it is advisable to know the audience better and especially to understand what really lies at the core of its consumption experience.” (Mencarelli, 2006:4). They understand that by engaging with the audience to high degree, they can better understand what it is the audience wishes to obtain from these performances. I myself feel as though understanding the link between drag queen performers and their audience, and the desire to create a close relationship and intimate atmosphere will help in understanding what drag performances do for their audience and the LGBT+ society.
As I continued my fieldwork, I found myself more and more drawn to this behaviour, this ability to create such a friendly atmosphere through insults and what could be perceived as rude behaviour, and I found myself question it as though the performances were an oxymoron itself. After the end of the performance and during the walk home Heidi explained to me exactly what the intention of this performance was about. She explained that although insults can create a more hostile environment the LGBT+ bar they perform in, Mary’s bar in Cardiff - is a safe place for everyone to be in. By providing a safe space, everyone can bring out who they truly are, their most vulnerable being, and express themselves freely. And by an unspoken agreement to this, nobody feels as hurt when they are insulted, as everyone is vulnerable in that moment, everyone is open about their flaws and everyone exposes themselves both for their own emotional freedom and for the enjoyment of entertainment. This Aligns with Pitts’ theory of musical performances, as performances are similar in interaction she found that “audience members reflected on their engagement with the festival and its role in their lives” (Pitts, 2005:259) and that audience members were found to have “a high level of loyalty, awareness, and involvement that allowed them to feel fully participant in the musical event.” (Pitts, 2005:259). Drag queens would often provide, as described previously in this chapter, both musical and comedic entertainment. As a first-hand member of the audience I felt widely involved with the audience, as though I was a part of the entertainment. This itself aligns with Pitts’ findings, that the audience feels an abundance of loyalty to the performers, and that the audience feels that they are included within the performance and that the show itself is incredibly engaging. This shows how versatile and involving the performance of drag queens are. I will further conclude these thoughts in the end of this chapter.
As previously stated performances from drag queens would often mix in insults for humour and entertainment, such as the exchanges made between Alisa Worst calling Sapphire Sandals things such as a “cheap hoe” and Sapphire responding with likewise mannered insults as “Yeah maybe, but I’ve seen you on the corner too going for cheaper”. These insults are used as a means to break any tension in the room and to create a more relaxed environment where everyone involved has the chance to be completely open and vulnerable with their fears and anxieties about themselves. As ironic as it might seem at first, this technique has actually allowed drag queens to be successful in creating a more welcoming atmosphere, where “love is sharp” and the things you worry about, really are nothing at the end of the day. By leading from example this then allows the drag queens to further the involvement of the audience, for example Sapphire Sandals called out to a man in the audience and said “you the bottom over there, what? Oh how do I know? That’s because you’re a walking wormhole in those booty shorts, get some fashion sense sweetie”. These insults, as stated before, ironically create the feel of a friendly atmosphere as an anonymous audience member stated;
“honestly, by having ourselves exposed I feel even more welcomed because we’re all exposed and vulnerable in these moments. The atmosphere couldn’t be friendlier, and I always meet some wonderful people on these events and nights out because of the community drag queens have made and continue to make for us.”
This again aligns with Pitts’ study suggesting that “Most seemed to enjoy the sense of easy companionship that such an atmosphere afforded” (Pitts, 2005:262). Although these are two contextually separate scenarios, they are both united through entertainment and through live performance. Pitts’ example of music concerts and my own research into drag performances both describe a sense of companionship between audience members and performers in their own unique way. This allows audience members to truly engage with the topics encompassing drag performance, such as politics, gender and kinship which will be covered later in my dissertation.
My final understanding of the performance of drag queens is the importance of the venue, the location of these performances that grant a safe and welcoming environment to those wishing to watch and interact with them. It is commonly known that drag queens start their careers performing at clubs and at night-time shows such as Mary’s bar in Cardiff, and traditionally has been a means for a drag queens drag career to begin and eventually progress. By create a space where drag can begin it creates “a positive thing to develop a space with your own traditions” (Schechner, 1990:101). These spaces, which are often LGBT+ based bars, like Mary’s bar in Cardiff, are often chosen as safe spaces for the performance of drag to take place. By choosing these places, drag artists who break the norm of men wearing; what is often understood as women’s clothing even though arguably clothing has no gender, rather just has an associated gender within some societies. For example Paoletti suggests in response to recent trend of gendered clothing that “some of our seemingly unshakeable traditions were adopted in the course of a single generation” (Paoletti, 1987:143). That is because previously in history children were not forced to wear specified gendered clothing, “infant boys in blue and girls in pink had just begun to be popular” (Paoletti, 1987:143). Suggesting that gendered clothing has only recently become a trend. And within these safe spaces it allows the drag queens to perform and shape the ideas and constructs of gender in a way to challenge the recent trend of gendered clothing. As outside of the bar and other safe spaces for drag some individuals may often take offence to their performances, how they look and what they wear and may become verbally aggressive or often physically violent. Such was the case during the period in which we, myself and the drag queens - entered the city in daylight in drag. Of course it is true that Schechner’s point of having a designated space to perform allows for traditions to continue and has been shown through drag performances and their drag lineage of ‘drag daughters’ and ‘drag mothers’ - thus allowing them to continue working with similar themes through their performances as I have found in my research which I will explore later in my chapter of Kinship. However, often we attribute performance spaces to having material and immaterial associations. As Thiong’o says: “The material could be stone or wood or natural hedge, The immaterial is the outline formed by the audience in what is otherwise an open space.” (Thiong’o, 1997:12). I have found in my research that a space for performance is not just a stage, it is an open area where a drag queen can walk in their clothing, with their dramatically over painted make-up. The audience, the members of the public around them, can then watch in awe at the things they do. As we acted out in daylight drag, we did nothing out of the ordinary, simply going for coffee and taking a walk, yet because of what we wore, how we looked and the way we acted the members of the public became enraptured by us, watching, commenting both negative and positive things. Thus I found that drag is not limited to a stage or to any single place but that it can be performed at any time in any place so long as there was an audience. I found through this that the performance of a drag queen only ends when their make-up and their clothing is removed. However, the messages they aim to spread, the politics and the beliefs they have remain the same and so I argue that the performance of a drag queen never truly ends, it only lessens and settles down when they are not overtly performing for an audience.
Overall I believe that I have found sufficient evidence to suggest that the performance of drag queens is an important aspect of their lives and the way that they live. And over the course of this dissertation I will be closely looking at the performances of drag queens, through their performance of politics, gender and finally of kinship for as Faye Vrit said in our interview “drag comes in many forms and many variations, the beauty of drag is its ability to adapt and remain untethered to any and all expectations”. And the aesthetic of drag itself has been shown to vary. Harris suggests that whilst it can be seen as a means to ‘pass’ as a woman it can also be understood as a “farcical prank” (Harris, 1995:62). Therefore showing how drag can take on many forms. This will help to better understand the importance of drag performances and the merit it has to bring to not only the LGBT+ society but the many societies it may encompass and influence. As arguably the LGBT+ society has no one distinct location, it is not geographically tied to anywhere in particular, therefore it can be attributed globally. The entertainment drag queens provide creates a calming yet inviting atmosphere, allowing people of all backgrounds to come together, be at their most vulnerable and enjoy each other’s company. The influence and ability that drag queens have to create connections within community is massive and could be comparable to leaders within societies that take a role in guiding their people portraying how pivotal their roles are to guide and lead members of the LGBT+ community. Drag queens are able to create a safe environment, with offensive language and behaviour, yet turn it into comedy to entertain people and provide messages to model and a new way of thinking. And finally a vital factor involved is the performance space, by being in open spaces not attributed to performance drag queens create a shock factor within societies show casing something separate from the norm. In contrast to this by performing in LGBT+ exclusive spaces such as Mary’s bar in Cardiff they create safe spaces for individuals who are not contributing to their societal norms, a place where they can be vulnerable and themselves all at the same time.

[bookmark: _Toc47380336]Chapter Four – Performance of Kinship in Drag
In this chapter I will be exploring the theme of kinship in drag performances and how kinship is intertwined not just in the performances themselves but between drag queens both on and off the stage. I will be addressing the kinship bonds that drag queens form with each other, as well as providing examples of my own kinship bonds that I formed during my time in the field.
During my field research I was living with two of the drag queens I was working with in order to remain immersed in the field. And though the two drag queens who lived together were close and considered one another ‘drag sisters’, their relationships with their other drag sisters was just as important to them, something I found unique and worthy of exploring during my time in the field. I found that their interactions with their ‘drag family’, with whom they do not live, were not lacking in anyway and that just because Alisa Worst and Envy Yas were living together it did not mean their relationship was any more important than with their other drag sisters. I found this worthy of highlighting as it represents what Gonzalez has stated about kinship in that “rather than either residence, or function, might be viewed as the most central and binding element of the family, even though the members might be residentially dispersed” (Gonzales, 1984:1).
Firstly, I must highlight the definition of kinship I will be using in the scope of my research and in my dissertation. I will be extracting knowledge from Weston (1993) and acknowledging that whilst kinship can be understood as familial ties it is not completely focused on blood relations. Rather it can also include people who are chosen family members, “For Weston, like other anthropologists, kinship is located not only in the nuclear family but also in friendship, relationships with former lovers, business partnership, coparenting, and couple relations.” (Schneider, 1993:541). Kinship is understood in Anthropology in three main forms, consanguineal, affinal and fictive, in this dissertation I will be focusing on fictive kinship. Fictive kinship itself can be understood as a concept that “allude to an artificially created family relationship distinct from “real” family relationships within society.” (Ibsen, 1972:616) as Fictive kin takes into consideration adoptive family members and those not directly tied by blood. Drag daughters and sisters are often adopted by their drag mothers and sisters to aid in their growth as drag queens, or because their families have rejected them due to their lifestyle, sexuality and form of gender expression. I will develop on these topics in my next paragraph.
In this paragraph I will be explaining why kinship is an important topic to discuss within the Cardiff drag queen society and why it should continue to be an important topic of discussion when discussing drag queens. During my time being immersed in the field I grew close to the drag queens I was living with and exploring Cardiff on a daily basis-; this allowed me to form close ties with them. Over the course of this and through exploring drag as my own persona I formed a drag daughter-mother relationship, with Alisa Worst being my drag mother in this situation. This was through the consistent lessons on drag and mentoring she provided me during my time in Cardiff, and her being the first one to ‘break me in’ with heels and tightly fitting clothing. Alisa Worst stated that the 
“bonds between drag-daughter and drag-mother are just as close as the bonds between a real mother and daughter. You start off only knowing baby drag but we nurture you and help you blossom in the drag queen you’re meant to become, sometimes you’ll pick up our habits and skills but you’ll also develop your own unique way of performing for others too”.
Drag itself is closely tied with kinship systems in the way queens will not only learn from older more wiser drag queens, but will also take their last names as their own in the process, just as a child would receive the last name from their parents when they’re born to carry on the family name. It could be interpreted that “kinship statuses are not set by the begetters of persons but by their namers.” (Sahlins, 2011:3). Therefore, it could be argued that kinship is applicable to drag, as kinship bonds are tied through the names of people passed down in generations, such as is tradition with drag queens who teach and learn from other drag queens. Leading me to believe that fictive kinship has an intrinsic link to the drag community and the way drag queens interact with one another. Therefore by further exploring this theme it may become possible to uncover a deeper understanding of the performance behind drag queens and their drag culture.
Furthermore, it is important that I highlight how applicable the theory of kinship is towards drag queens and their society. I previously mentioned the names of drag queens and how this could be used to interpret drag as being intertwined with kinship, however there is more to kinship in Anthropology than just names. Kinship continues to be a highly debated topic within Anthropology and to some remains rigid, set in stone between familial members tied by blood or an intricate system. However, in my work I am utilising Kronenfeld’s understanding of kinship:- “my claim is that there exists no ‘one size fits all’ interpretation of kinship that fully encompasses the rich range of understandings that have been described in the literature as basic to one or another kinship system” (Kronenfeld, 2012:679). Not every form of kinship will fit into what we know of kinship within academia today, it can be explored through a myriad of ways;- one such way to be suggested in this chapter is exploring it through the bonds people have formed through their time as a drag queen and as a part of the Cardiff drag society. Therefore, I will be addressing kinship as a mutuality of being, as Sahlins put, “Persons who are members of one another, who participate intrinsically in each other’s existence. ‘Mutuality of being’ applies as well to the constitution of kinship by social constructions as by procreation” (Sahlins, 2011:2). This mutuality of being allows one to further interpret and understand the interactions between drag queens that I recorded. Drag queens live their lives side by side, working together, performing together, practicing, socialising and engaging with one another on a day to day basis. Their drag persona’s and roles become intrinsically linked to one another and become closely tied together, not only creating kinship between people and sparking drag-daughter and drag-mother relationships but also blurring the line between oneself and one’s drag self, if there is a difference. The performance of this drag just exemplifies the kinship bonds between drag queens, providing more entertainment for their performances, amplifying their relationships with one another. This in turn also affects the relationship they have with the audience and whilst not as close as drag queens between themselves, creates a mutual effect of familial safety within the audience. The actor audience relationships which I have previously discussed play an interesting role in this for I myself, felt this during my first time watching a performance and Sapphire Sandals spoke up before me stating that:
“I felt from watching my first performance and being captivated I became a part of some wider outstretched family, something akin to a cobweb tree branching out to everyone in the room. I felt at home”.
Drag queens themselves have the power and the ability to create these bonds of kinship between themselves and the audience members, displaying how profound their culture of performance is.
Previously in Ibsen and Klobus’ work they stated that “little is known about the behavioural implications of fictive kin term usage.” (Ibsen, 1972:619). There has been a struggle to understand the implications of fictive kinship, whether they affect the way people interact with one another or are simply a means to show how close people are to one another. However, my research suggests that fictive kinship does have a bearing on the behavioural impact of individuals involved, at least when focusing on drag queens in Cardiff. My study suggests that drag queens who are tied by last name, referring to each other as drag sisters, drag daughters and drag mothers treat each as such and appropriately so. Drag mothers are looked up to and sought after for guidance when a new drag queen is struggling to start out their drag. Drag mothers seek out new drag queens, taking them on as their drag daughters, giving them their last name and aiding them in their growth and development as they become their own drag queen and develop their own style,- just as my drag mother, Alisa Worst, did for me as I started out in my field work. Whenever I felt lost, or I began to struggle with my understanding of drag and what to do for my own performances I sought her out to receive her guidance. And finally, drag sisters within drag families remain close and show compassion for one another, yet still display a sense of rivalry in an attempt to one up each other during shows and in front of their drag mother. Although the reasoning, which I will develop on, may be different between studies, this aligns with Norbeck and Befu’s (1958) study into fictive kinship in Japan and that depending on the terms used in fictive kinship one’s personal relationship with another may change. These verbal recognitions are used to reinforce the roles which an individual takes within fictive kinship and to restructure their status’ in each other’s’ lives.
Whilst, all of these things are performance for the audience, to provide entertainment and enjoyment there is also a truth to it. Drag queens display these chosen familial ties, these fictive kinships in order to normalise LGBT+ people choosing their families. As some might be turned away from their families due to their sexuality or their gender identity, many have to form their own fictive kinships and create their own bonds. McDermott’s research has found that young LGBT individuals encounter various problems as they grow up, “These include: homelessness; homophobic bullying at school disrupting education; family rejection; and difficulties finding safe spaces to form supportive relationships” (McDermott, 2008:817). Facing all of these difficulties LGBT youths struggle to form familial relationships after being rejected by family, and struggle to find safe spaces, therefore showing the need to create their own fictive kin. And by normalising and providing widespread fictive kinships within the drag community drag queens take on a central role in providing not only entertainment but also an understanding of what a chosen family is, and how to choose one’s family when turned away by one’s consanguineal kin.
Overall, the impact drag performances have on the Cardiff drag society and the LGBT+ society it aims to perform creates a uniting kinship bond between drag queens and performers, creating ties that are as strong as those between blood family members. Not only this but it also, as stated in my previous chapter, creates bonds between the drag queens and the audience members, bringing together communities in one space; by- uniting them through live performances and shared experiences they all become a part of one intrinsic system of kinship. Therefore, it could be argued that drag performances and drag queens hold great power when it comes to uniting communities across different societies, providing a safe space for many people of different backgrounds to come together, as so it happened during my time in the field.
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My final chapter will be exploring gender and politics through the interpretation of drag queen performances, and the affect this may have on audience members, drag queens and societies who witness and are involved with these performances. Drag itself has previously been discussed as having the power to create powerful political statements against societal norms (Nicoll, 2001). And drag queens themselves have been found by Rupp and Taylor (2003) to attempt to politicize and challenge the beliefs of gender and sexuality in their performances.
This is an important topic to look at when examining performance because as Hornby has said “Playing the opposite sex is as old as theatre” (Hornby, 1996:641). Cross-gender acting has been a practice that has been around for centuries from Shakespeare all the way to drag queens. And through the exploration of gendered performances I will be addressing the way gender is explored and interpreted through drag, the importance of gender within the drag queen society, the politics that encompass performances and drag queen behaviour and finally how this relates to feminist theory- as “Conventional accounts of gender have insisted that differences between men and women are inevitable and that masculinity and femininity are natural.” (Harvard Law Review, 1995:1973) By doing so I aim to show how drag has managed to change the way gender is interpreted, and how drag queens continue to push the boundaries of gender roles to change the way gender itself is looked at to date.
Parsons himself says that:
“In many ways, the question of gender has become a troubled dimension of contemporary life. It is here that there is an ongoing wonder of our humanity, and in particular of what it is to be woman and what it is to be man” (Parsons, 2002:1).
Before I began my research, I previously understood that drag played a role in exploring the gender narrative and norms. Similarly, Parsons has addressed gender in that “Most of us live, work, study, and play within contexts that have been affected by some form of critique of gender” (Parsons, 2002:1). Drag has long wrestled with gender, critiquing the limitations that it has placed upon itself and questioning why fashion, politics and other topics need to be limited by gender itself. I believed that people of all genders choose to wear make-up, typically accepted as feminine phenomenon within societies, and to wear what is interpreted as female clothing in order to present themselves as a ‘woman’. However, as my fieldwork began and developed overtime, I found that what exactly makes someone a ‘woman’ is a lot more complicated than simply material objects and simple gestures. Drag queens and performers work tirelessly to perfect what they believe to be their ideal woman, or as Sapphire Sandals said their “inner woman”, something that drag queens believe that all people can have. Yet they also confront the idea of an “inner woman” and challenge the idea that any interpretation could be considered one’s inner woman, whether they perform drag with body hair, a shirt wig, little make-up, or extreme amounts of make-up. My research gave me the chance to learn that drag does not simply wish to recreate a woman, it aims to challenge what makes a woman by societal standards, and to create a narrative for the discussion of gender.
Gender is a complex topic and understanding the many forms that gender can take and interpreting each cultures own reflections of gender has been a key interest within Anthropology with theories such as those of Butler (2006) who views gender as what we do rather than who we are as people. Butler’s feminist theory of gender interprets it that “sex/gender distinction suggests a radical discontinuity between sexed bodies and culturally constructed genders.” (Butler, 2006:6). Sex is based around the body of an individual, their reproductive organs and the makeup of their genes, whereas gender is culturally constructed, crafted through one’s actions and choices. Butler (2006) has stated that an individuals’ performativity of gender is not simply determined by whether an individual is born male or female. Instead they act in a particular way due to their upbringing, the social norms enforced upon them and societal expectations of their attributed gender. If we broke free from gender roles and stereotypes, we might view gender as a construct entirely different.
This in itself aligns with what drag queens seek to portray through their performances and behaviour. They aim to shift the known gender roles in society and challenge what we know in order to change the way people view it. And as I stated earlier, during my field research I found my own views of what makes a woman changed as well, realising that it is a unique and individual understanding of oneself.
The drag queens I worked with ranged from being male, non-binary to transgender female, and yet each of them used female pronouns when performing as their drag selves. During the period of their performance they became a woman, whether that was who they are out of their drag selves or not. This was conducted through their actions, their clothing, their way of speaking, over emphasising female actions. Kiki told me in an interview that:
“We cinch our waists to drastically look like the ‘feminine body’ and what is expected of women. To be as small a size as possible on the waist and then overly pad our butts and boobs because that is what society pressure women to look like, and what men tend to glorify. By doing so we criticise societies expectations of women by making it joke in an attempt to lessen the burden others my feel of having to look, behave or act a certain way.”
Drag queens over emphasise what it means to be a women, to make a mockery of the standards pushed on women by a wider society as means to make a movement for feminism. This example works alongside Butler’s theory of gender, that it is a social construct and drag queens themselves are attempting to break free of the construct, deconstruct it and move past the idea of a ‘perfect woman’. Thereby, by performing on a stage towards a wider audience they can further spread this message, a new understanding of the construction of gender, and change the very outlook people have on gender. This has particularly been shown to be effective with the LGBT+ community which already tackles the construct of gender, through transgender and non-binary individuals. And this is understood in Connell’s book that “when gender is seen as, above all, a performance; or when the rending contradictions within gendered lives become ‘an instatement of metaphor’”. (Connell, 2018:51). When gender becomes a performance, just as the drag queens make it so, it shakes the very core of what we know as gender. The roles, clothes and accessories which all become involved with the performance are dramatized making those very symbols of gender seem inadequate and interpreting what gender is and is not. And this has been found- as “Occasionally legal actors seem capable of grasping that at least some aspects of gender are merely roles that people assume.” (Harvard Law Review, 1995:2008). The ‘legal actors’ being in context of my research the drag queens who sometimes make breakthroughs in their drag, changing the unwritten laws of gender and these “moments of insight into the artificiality of gender often lead to the rewriting of gender roles” (Harvard Law Review, 1973:2008). Thus changing the very association gender can have in its societal structure.
Overall, Butler’s concept of a performativity of gender creates debate even today that brings about a challenge to the way individuals address and view gender roles and stereotypes. Its ability to utilize the many concepts encompassing queer theory is staggering but it is also lacking in the individualistic understanding. Whilst gender is performative to an extent and can be understood through the action, reactions and interactions a person may take, it is something that needs to be addressed individually - as I was told during my fieldwork by drag queens to look for my “inner woman”: to look deep inside myself for what I think makes me a woman. Through this I can understand that what makes a woman a woman, a man a man or someone of any gender that particularly gender all comes down to individualistic differences. And whilst, as Shapiro has said that “little work has examined how drag performances matter in the lives of individuals.” (Shapiro, 2007:268) - I believe that the collective theories and mechanisms that are utilised within Anthropology allow the chance to shape and change the identities of the audience members and those that lay witness to drag queens and their performances. By further examining the ways in which drag performances affect individuals lives through reflexivity it will become even more clear as to the effects drag performances have on gender norms and roles within society. This will then allow a clearer picture to be granted when understanding what exactly the impact drag queens have on society and current political climates of gender.
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Overall my research suggests that performance is an intrinsic part of the drag community. It provides not only a way of life and a means for an occupation, but a way of forming connections and relationships between drag queens to each other, and between performers and audience members. This connection is created using several key aspects over the course of a performance. Firstly, the venue, the space of the performance. Whilst my fieldwork did indeed prove that there is no need for a venue, that the performance of drag can happen anywhere so long as you look and act the part, a venue is key to establishing closer relations between the performing drag queen and the audience. By choosing a specific place to perform it allows for the establishing of a safe space for everyone to be themselves and to be vulnerable in the moment. Providing everyone within the community a chance to let their guard down and be in the moment. Secondly, the performance of kinship provides a new unique means of creating relationships. The performance of fictive kin within drag allows the audience to witness performed relationships between drag queens. And whilst these drag mother, drag daughter and drag sister relations are overemphasised and dramatized for entertainment, they also create real existing bonds between drag queens. By sharing last names, experiencing intense moments as a drag artist, drag queens truly become members of the same family, have shared experiences. This allows drag queens to portray a message of the importance of chosen family, similar to the way Schneider (1993) understands fictive kinship. In that there is importance in the nuclear family, but family can extend beyond that to incorporate friendships and past lovers. By spreading this message drag queens teach members of the drag community, audience members and those of the LGBT+ community that chosen family is just as important as consanguineal kin which as McDermott’s (2008) study suggests is important especially for young LGBT members. Lastly, the way in which the drag community explores gender pushes boundaries previously thought to be set in stone. And although it could be argued that the drag queens’ beginning of their performance was a set of choices in how they performed gender, over time it became more than a choice. It becomes a “ritualized production” (Butler, 1993:95). By repeating the same gender roles in such an overemphasised way, drag queens create their own drag selves, a reflection of the gender roles expected of women to an extreme measure. They aim to do so in order to, as Morna Ring said, “Challenge the expectations society has for women of all races and body types”. Drag performances aim to challenge and contest the way kinship and gender is portrayed and examined. It shakes the very core of what is understood and aims to create a revolution in a new way of thinking. And if more studies are conducted focusing on the performance of drag and its effect on a wider audience it may become possible to understand and see if there is a new trend in fictive kin and a change in the way gender roles are being enforced within drag communities and the wider audience.
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