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Abstract 
 
This research paper aims to examine Jennie Livingston’s seminal 1990 documentary about 
New York ball culture, Paris Is Burning, and how the film’s racial, sexual and politics, as 
portrayed by Livingston, ultimately affect the subversiveness of the film. By analysing the 
role of Livingston herself in the shaping of the film, as well as Livingston’s portrayal of the 
subversiveness of the ballroom, this paper finds that Livingston’s work on the film ultimately 
diminishes the subversive potential of the individual ballgoers as a result of her lack of 
self-reflexivity. 

 
Chapter 1: Introductory Chapter   
1.1Background 
 
Paris Is Burning, directed by Jennie Livingston, is a 1990 documentary depicting New York 
City’s ball culture and the lives of its Black and Latinx participants. Upon its release, the film 
became the subject of much controversy, which, while bringing a previously unheard of 
subculture to the attention of the American public, quickly became accused of exploitation of 
its very subjects (Clark, 2015).  
 
Marlon M. Bailey (2011), himself a member of the contemporary Detroit ballroom scene, 
defines ball culture as “a community and network of Black and Latina/o women, men and 
transgender women and men who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, straight and queer”. Bailey 
identifies ball culture as comprising two elements: “houses” and “balls”, both of which are 
portrayed and defined by Livingston in her documentary. Bailey (2011) defines houses as 
“familial structures that are socially rather than biologically configured… that serve as 
sources of support for the diverse membership of the ballroom community”, while balls are 
“competitive and celebratory performance events” where participants “compete… in 
categories based on the deployment of performative gender and sexual identities, vogue and 
theatrical performances, and the effective presentation of fashion and physical attributes.” 
These categories are judged based on Realness, which Bailey (2011) further defines as 
“requir[ing] adherence to certain performances, self-presentations, and embodiments that  
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are believed to capture the authenticity of particular gender and sexual identities.” That is, 
Realness is the ability of the ballgoers to imitate specific identities. A “real-looking” drag 
queen could thus be also described as femme realness, for example. In other words, 
ballgoers walk for prizes in categories, where they are judged based on their ability to imitate 
certain norms and presentations. These norms and presentations are often meant to be 
reflective of straightness, wealth and whiteness. The apparent paradox of Realness as a 
form of imitation is the basis of contention regarding the subversiveness of the ballroom, with 
discussion of the ballroom often focusing on whether or not Realness perpetuates gender 
norms by imitating them, or subverts them by highlighting the imitative structure of gender 
itself. 
 
1.2Rationale 
 
In its participants’ performance of gender, race and class identities, the ballroom foregrounds 
issues of queer and racial desire and gender play, themselves contentious within the 
ballroom scene. It is no surprise then that analysis of the film itself has been frequently 
critical of its’ handling of queer and racial themes, often focused on the problematic role 
Livingston, a white lesbian woman, takes on within the film (Butler, 1993; hooks, 1992). The 
provocative discussion that has emerged from analysis of the film is thus a suitable starting 
point for further discussion of the representation of its themes. 
 
Of course, as mentioned, there are a number of concealed ideological restraints that are at 
play in Livingston’s creation of the film. If Livingston plays such a crucial role in shaping the 
film’s racial and sexual politics, then “tracking down and exposing the Voice of Power… 
whenever… it appears” is crucial in uncovering the film’s own ideological understanding of 
race, class and gender, and consequently, how the film’s portrayal of these themes can 
magnify or diminish the subversive potential of the ballroom (Trinh, 1991, p. 73). 
 
1.3Research Questions 
 

1. Where does Livingston locate the subversive power of the ballroom, if she does at all, 
and how does this affect the ballroom members’ own potential for subversion? 
 

2. If Livingston, as a white woman, is “both the object and the vehicle of desire”, how 
does this affect the portrayal of desire in the documentary? 
 

3. How does the failure of Livingston, as a white lesbian filmmaker, to examine her role 
in the film, lead to her portrayal of the ballroom being unsubversive? 
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1.4Thesis Statement 
Jennie Livingston’s portrayal of the ballroom’s subversiveness in Paris Is Burning, along with 
her lack of self-reflexivity in the film, results in an unsubversive representation of the 
ballroom’s racial and sexual politics. 
 
1.5Scope of Research / Delimitation(s) 
 
There are doubtless many aspects of the documentary left uncovered by this paper. This 
paper does not deal with the ballroom “outside of the film”. While it has been argued that 
Realness is a survival strategy in the real world, through which ballgoers exercise their ability 
to pass as straight and cisgendered outside of the ballroom to avoid potential gender and 
sexuality-based violence, this paper will only look at Realness insofar as it is presented in 
the film, deliberately excluding from discussion its place as a real world survival strategy 
(Bailey, 2011). This decision will hopefully help to focus the paper’s analysis on the film itself 
for a more concentrated discussion of the film’s own ideological politics. 
 
Additionally, It is important to note that the ballgoers’ gender, race and class identities 
intersect to create unique forms of marginalisation. Oftentimes, as part of their 
performances, the ballgoers imitate identities that are feminine, white and wealthy, and this 
creates for the ballgoers unique ideals - it is not simply that the drag queens and 
transgender ballgoers, who make up a significant portion of the film, want to be or identify as 
women, but they often aspire to be specifically like wealthy white women, calling into 
contention the interlinked sexual, racial and class politics of the ballroom (hooks, 1992). This 
paper unfortunately does not delve in-depth into the intersectional nature of their 
marginalisation and desire, instead dealing with each aspect of the ballroom as separate 
categories. 
 
1.6Significance of Research / Usefulness 
 
While much analysis has been done on the ballroom’s racial, sexual and class politics, as 
well as into Livingston’s role in Paris Is Burning, these two aspects have not been 
specifically linked. This paper argues that the realism of Livingston’s filmic practice directly 
affects the subversive potential of the ballroom she films, and that special care in the form of 
self-reflexive filmic practices must be taken in order to appropriately and subversively 
represent the ballroom. This can be extended to all documentary of marginalised groups to 
avoid unintentional exploitation. 
 
1.7Limitations 
 
Though in support of self-reflexivity, this paper does not recognise the role of its writer in 
shaping the perspectives and arguments presented. Certainly, just as Livingston’s whiteness 
went unmarked in her creation of the film, any number of my identifications would have gone 
unacknowledged as well. My non-Americanness, for example, is undoubtedly a part of my 
subjectivity that arises in my interpretation of the film. This is especially apparent in  
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discussing the impact of Livingston’s work on the viewer, where it is exactly the viewer’s own 
social positioning which this paper argues the film does not question. However, in 
interpreting Livingston’s work, this paper does not claim to be objective or representative, 
instead acknowledging its subjective understanding of Paris Is Burning as such. This is the 
key difference between this paper and the documentary style of Livingston - one is 
acknowledged to be interpretation, while the other claims to be an objective representation.  
 
This paper also acknowledges the impossibility of knowing Livingston’s intentions. Just as 
the aim of “speaking from” the perspective of the ballgoers is criticised as problematic later in 
this paper, the assumption that this paper can “speak from” Livingston’s perspective in 
articulating its shortcomings is recognised as an undoable, and even hypocritical claim. 
Rather, what this paper argues is that Livingston’s editing, regardless of intention, results in 
specific implications and audience reactions, from which one can tell if her film has achieved 
its purpose of subverting gender norms and racial and class privilege. 
 
 
Chapter 2: Literature Review  
 
Subversiveness of the Ballroom 

 
While basic definitions of key terms in the ballroom have been provided in the introduction of 
these paper, these definitions are themselves subject to contention. Specifically, there are 
two contradictory views on the subversiveness of Realness as gender performance. 
 
The first view suggests that Realness is in fact an intentionally imperfect practice, whose 
“slippage, excess and difference… enable[s] the participants… to articulate both ‘The Life’ 
they live and the ‘real’ life of the larger society”, giving way to two results for these 
participants - “to be an object of desire and simultaneously an object of satire” (Brown, 2001, 
p.13). In this view, the exaggerated performances of the ballroom allow ballgoers to realise 
their desires of being loved while simultaneously showing, through the artificial exaggeration 
of gender stereotypes, that gender as we understand it is itself “artificial”. This view would 
also seem to suggest that the subversion effected by the ballroom performances is actively 
undertaken and initiated by the ballgoers as a self-aware commentary on both the ‘real’ life 
that they are approximating and their own desires. ‘Real’ is put in apostrophes here 
because, as this paper will later argue, that which is approximated in the ballroom 
performances is itself unreal. 
 
The other view of Realness is that it is unsubversive as it ultimately reiterates white 
hegemonic gender without successfully disrupting it. Butler (1993) argues that “the rules that 
regulate and legitimate realness… constitute the mechanism by which certain sanctioned 
fantasies sanctioned imaginaries, are insidiously elevated as the parameters of realness”. 
Realness’ “uncritical miming of hegemonic gender” will only lead to a reproduction of its 
hegemonic rule (Butler, 1993, p. 388). That is, the ballgoers, in deciding that certain  
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presentations and traits are representative of specific gendered identities, only end up 
reinforcing the idea that there are different genders with different “essential characteristics”. 
This view gives way to an even more sinister interpretation of Realness when one considers 
that, according to this view, the ballgoers are in fact partly responsible for perpetuating the 
gender norms that lead to their marginalisation for conforming to these norms. Furthermore, 
this view of Realness suggests that it highlights the illegitimacy of its performers by 
contrasting their inability to effect subversive change with the “sanctioned” norms they can 
only ever approximate. That is, the ballgoers not only fail to expose the myth of “core 
genders” as such, they unknowingly admit that they can never truly become what they are 
imitating since they can never obtain the “essence” of other gender identities. Given that the 
ballgoers often imitate what they deem as more successful (wealthy, white heterosexual 
men and women), the implicit suggestion is that they can never succeed in the same way. 
Hence, this view reveals hegemonic gender as not simply marginalising the ballgoers, but 
effectively trapping them in a helpless position where they cannot fight back without 
perpetuating their own problems. 
 
This view of the ballroom as unsubversive is further supported by bell hooks (1992), who, as 
mentioned in the introduction of the paper, argues that the performers seen in the film have 
an “obsession with an idealized fetishized vision of femininity that is white”. Here, it is argued 
that both the sexual and racial politics of the ballroom are problematic. This view suggests 
that, in the ballgoers’ fixation with white femininity, their racial and gender performances are 
unsubversive as they idolise white femininity for its privileges, with the aim of achieving 
similar privileges rather than questioning and fighting the injustice of these privileges. 
 
Finally, a misrecognition of what gives the ballroom its subversive potential lies in the 
perception of the subjective role of the performers. Hence, the subversiveness of the 
ballroom performances lies in the act of performing itself as a means “whereby the 
mechanism through which gender [and white privilege] is constituted is effectively exposed”, 
rather than the ballroom performer’s subjective agency to “effect substantive social 
reconstruction” (Harper, 1994, p. 94). This is an insightful elaboration on the subversiveness 
of the ballroom as interpreting the ballroom performances as simple identificatory 
reconstructions shifts the focus from the problematic nature of what is being imitated to the 
individual’s subjective ability to imitate, suggesting that acceptancing the ballroom 
performances as simple acts of the ballgoers “reconstructing” their identities or “using their 
identities to satirise” already means that the ballroom performances have fundamentally 
failed in their purpose of questioning white heteronormative gender.  
 
This paper is not, however, suggesting that the ballroom is hence unsubversive. It is only 
through understanding what could make the ballroom subversive, or unsubversive, that one  
can gauge Livingston’s film for its ability to portray the ballroom as subversive. That is, if we 
understand Realness to be subversive to the extent that it can question the structure of 
heteronormative gender and expose the racial and class privilege of the identities imitated, 
then we can safely analyse Paris Is Burning itself by examining if it does or does not do 
these things in its filmic portrayal of the ballroom. 
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Role of Livingston 
 
Livingston’s role has been widely discussed in relation to the documentary itself. Livingston 
as a white woman is precisely what many of ball participants aim to imitate, while Livingston 
as a filmmaker, is the medium through which the ballgoers can realise their desires of fame 
and stardom. As a result, Livingston as a white female director is implicated in the “trajectory 
of desire that [the camera] not only records but incites”, and yet, in her use of realism, she 
does not acknowledge her role in the film as such (Butler, 1993, p. 390-392)  
 
Additionally, Livingston has received scrutiny as a specifically white filmmaker documenting 
a largely Black and Latinx community. Livingston has been criticised for how she “does not 
oppose the way hegemonic whiteness ‘represents’ blackness, but rather assumes an 
imperial overseeing position that is in no way progressive and counter-hegemonic.” (hooks, 
1992, p. 151) Livingston never appears on camera, save a few moments where she is heard 
asking interviewees questions, and it is her refusal to acknowledge her whiteness that 
enables her to avoid questioning her privilege as a white woman in relation to the subjects 
she is filming. In this view, Livingston’s use of realism falsely presents her framing of the film 
as objective, and this false objectivity is problematic in that it conceals her privileged 
perspective as the norm. 
 
The call for Livingston to “show herself” is a call for self-reflexivity in documentary, but “to 
show oneself at work on the screen, or to point to one’s role once in a while in the film” is, as 
Trinh T. Minh-Ha (1991) argues, “a small faction--the most conveniently visible one---of the 
many possibilities of uncovering the work of ideology that this ‘science of the subject’ can 
open unto”. Self-reflexivity must thus be understood as not merely acknowledging the 
filmmaker’s existence, but as the active interrogation of the social position of the filmmaker 
from which they understand and perceive what they are filming. Since, in the choice of what 
is filmed and presented, and what is not, the filmmaker’s own ideologies necessarily already 
shape the film, the suggestion that filmmakers should “give voice” to their subjects is 
problematic as it can then be used as a false claim to objectivity - by showing the “authentic 
voice” of the documentary subjects, the filmmaker does not have to question their own. As 
the criticism of Livingston has shown, this is a dangerous filmmaking practice that can in fact 
lead to the exploitation of the film’s subjects. This is not to say that filmmakers should not 
make film as a result of the impossibility of objectivity. Rather, Trinh (1991) argues against 
the very aim for authenticity as “there no longer is a position of authority from which one can 
definitely judge the verisimilitude value of the representation” once one exposes “the 
assumption of essential difference” between people of different cultures. Hence, when the 
very existence of an objective reality and an “essence” of the Other that can be captured in 
the first place are questioned, realism as a filmic practice is shown not only to fail to meet its 
goals, but also to be a potentially problematic means by which those in power can 
conveniently avoid interrogating their own roles. Thus, this paper understands the criticisms 
of Livingston’s filmic practice of realism as, more specifically, criticisms of her lack of 
self-reflexivity in examining her subjective role as white woman. 
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While there has been discussion of both the subversiveness of the ballroom and of the role 
of Livingston as a filmmaker, these two have not been linked and discussed as related 
factors. Since it is Livingston's filmic practice that decides how the ballroom is framed in 
relation to whiteness and hegemonic gender, discussion of Livingston's filmic practice has 
implicitly implied that it does have direct impacts on whether or not the ballroom can be 
subversive. Moreover, the idea of "authenticity" being impossible not only tells us the 
potential problems of realism as a documentary style, but also suggests that an attempted 
analysis of "the ballroom itself" is futile, since what the viewer sees is not the ballroom, but a 
specific, subjective representation of the ballroom. Ultimately, an analysis of Paris Is Burning 
cannot be an analysis of the ballroom "as it is", as there is no "authentic" ballroom to 
analyse; rather, an analysis must examine if and how Livingston uses the documentary to 
question the viewer's previously-held assumptions and to lead the viewer to believing that 
the ballroom is either subversive or not. That is, this paper argues that analysis of the 
ballroom itself and of Livingston's filmic practice are inseparable and that the latter in fact 
has powerful consequences for the first. In drawing this connection, this paper hopes to 
establish that there is a hidden privileged perspective at work, that of Livingston's camera, 
which actively shapes our understanding of the ballroom according to its own ideology, and 
then to examine how exactly it shapes the ballroom to be seen as either subversive or not.  
 
Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
Paris Is Burning utilises a cinéma vérité style, in which filming and editing techniques are 
used, often with irony, to “‘imply a broad attitude to its topic’ without going so far as to offer a 
formal argument”, with a goal that is “analytical rather than merely observational” (Davis, 
1994, p. 29). In analysing Paris Is Burning, this paper will take note of both the strategies 
used in attempting to objectively represent the film’s subjects (“allowing the subjects to 
speak for themselves through synchronized sound and interviews”) and their possible 
shortcomings (“preserv[ing] a distance and power dynamic between filmmaker and subject 
by muting and hiding their own voices and opinions about the subjects”) - that is, this paper 
will analyse how Livingston’s use of realism and cinéma vérité style in her filming and editing 
techniques suggest certain arguments about the ballroom and what these arguments mean 
for the subversiveness of the ballroom (Davis, 1994, p. 31). The assumption, of course, is 
that realism and objectivity are Livingston’s ultimate aims. While it is important to take note of 
the subtle means by which Livingston potentially interrogates her role (that is, where she 
might reveal the perspectives she has established as such), this paper does argue that 
Livingston ultimately seeks to present her film as an objective portrayal of the ballroom, and 
that these “subtle means”, whereby her role as a filmmaker are brought up, do not suffice in 
questioning her role in the film. 
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Chapter 4: Discussion and Analysis 
 
Realness 
 
Peggy Phelan (1993) insightfully draws a link between Livingston’s filmic practice of realism 
and the ballroom’s concept of Realness, summarising that “the wish to hear an authentic, 
single voice is very strong, but representation is never transparent. The desire for an 
‘authentic’ racial and sexual identity is similarly impossible to satisfy.”  
 
Beyond simply this simultaneous failure of Livingston’s filmic practice and of the ballroom in 
achieving what they aim to do, Livingston herself deals with the concept of the real by 
defining it in three ways, which, when seen together, reveal a critical look at the subjective 
agency of the ballgoers in relation to their subversive power. 
 
The first definition Livingston provides is that of Realness, which is described via voiceover 
as “the ability to blend… it’s not a take off or a satire, it’s actually being able to be”. Another 
thing important to note here is that, while this definition is given, Livingston plays clips of 
ballgoers walking in the category of “Bangie Realness”, which does not draw from white 
heteronormativity, but is in fact a reflection of black street culture. Where, on first glance, 
Livingston uses voiceover (“this is white America… blacks and minorities are the best 
example of behaviour modification”) to portray the ballroom as a mimesis of whiteness, she 
also presents scenes of the ballroom contradictory to that claim. This drawing from (straight) 
black culture for the ballroom performances is, unlike in the case of whiteness, never 
mentioned or discussed by the film, which enables the “tragedy” of the film of Black and 
Latinx people “wanting to be like” white people, as reviewers have described (Bonby, 1991). 
 
The second definition of the real that Livingston presents is what Realness imitates. 
Livingston portrays this in the scenes directly before defining Realness itself by showing a 
montage of white people on the streets of New York, accompanied by the Cheryl Lynn song 
“Got to Be Real.” In this scene, Livingston seems to argue that the white heteronormativity 
the ballgoers are imitating is itself artificial - even the straight, white elite of New York have 
“got to be real”, that is, the “reality” of white heteronormativity that Realness imitates is, just 
like Realness itself, imitative and performative in nature. Going even further, the 
“casualness” of the white people, unresponsive and unreactive to the camera, can be seen 
as a mockery of their artifice masquerading as natural. In this instance, Livingston’s portrayal 
of the ballroom fits the definition of “subversive” in that it exposes the imitative structure of 
white hegemonic gender. Regardless, it is clear that this understanding of whiteness is one 
provided by Livingston’s editing, an understanding Livingston cues to but does not identify as 
her own. 
 
An even greater problem arises in the immediate next scene, however, when Realness is 
defined. If Realness “is not a satire” but “actually being able to be”, then, as Livingston 
argues, while the ballroom performances demonstrate the artifice of white heteronormativity,  
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the ballgoers are not aware of this. Instead, they perceive and desire it as real. For 
Livingston, it seems, this is the true tragedy of the ballroom. 
 
So where does Livingston locate the subversive edge of the ballroom? In the scene in which 
Livingston uses, once again, the narration of Dorian Corey, to discuss “femme Realness” in 
the ballroom, clips are shown of pre-operative transgender woman Venus Xtravaganza in 
her apartment. Livingston effectively presents Venus Xtravaganza as the epitome of femme 
Realness, as our introduction to Venus here is accompanied by the description of femme 
Realness queens as “undetectable… [able to] walk out of that ballroom and into the sunlight 
and onto the subway… [with] no blood running of their bodies”. This description suggests 
that, by modifying their appearances and self-presentations, the ballgoers are able to 
reconstruct their identities in “the real world” and be perceived and accepted as such.  
 
In Livingston’s third definition of the real, even this subjective agency attributed to ballgoers 
is compromised. Since what Realness imitates is itself unreal, then Livingston’s provides in 
the second half of the film an idea of what is real - “the real world”. We see Freddie Pendavis 
and his friends go out to steal food and have a good time, we see Willi Ninja talking about 
his dreams of transcending the ballroom and bringing the “voguing” dance style of the 
ballroom to mainstream success. In all of these examples we see “the real world” presented 
as outside of and larger than the ballroom. In introducing Venus as the epitome of femme 
Realness, Livingston sets up a juxtaposition with the moment when, during this presentation 
of “the real world”, we are informed that Venus has been killed by an escort client who 
discovered her “little secret”. Livingston effectively argues that, even if the ballgoers have the 
subjective agency to reconstruct their appearances and identities, and pass as such to a 
straight white audience, this is not enough to effect genuine change “in the real world”. 
Venus was still susceptible to violence even when she embodied Realness, and Realness, 
according to Livingston’s portrayal, is thus confined to the ballroom as a tragically subversive 
approximation.  
 
In all these cases, Livingston actively lays out her definitions of the real and suggests that 
they are tragically subversive through editing. While Livingston argues that the ballroom 
performances are subversive for exposing the imitative structure of hegemonic gender, her 
portrayal of the ballgoers’ would have them be uncritical mimers of hegemonic gender, 
whose subjective agency to even “reconstruct their identities”, as Livingston understands the 
ballroom performances, is confined to the ballroom, preventing them from genuinely 
effecting subversive change in “the real world”. When we realise that this understanding of 
the real in the ballroom is in fact provided by Livingston’s editing, it becomes apparent that 
Livingston’s understanding of Realness as tragically subversive is not wrong, but it is not 
right either, and this leads to the exclusion of alternative perspectives on the ballroom. As 
such, it is Livingston’s use of realism that truly problematises her portrayal of Realness as 
tragically subversive. The next section of the paper goes more in-depth into the use of 
realism, arguing that Livingston’s use of realism distances the viewer from the world 
presented in the documentary in order to allow the viewer to avoid interrogating their own 
roles as a (white) audience. 
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Realism 
 
It is clear from Livingston’s use of interview that she attempts to “give voice” to the ballgoers 
by having them “speak for themselves” in explaining what ball culture is. This claim is no 
more evident than in the very beginning of the documentary, when Livingston once again 
uses the voiceover of a ballgoer to define the documentary as a “movie… about the ball 
circuit, and the gay people that’s involved in it.” In this example, Livingston directly attempts 
to show “the insider perspective” by using the ballgoer’s voiceover, but furthermore uses this 
voiceover to define the entire film as such; because it is one of the film’s subjects that 
introduces the film to the viewer, we are meant to trust the film as one that gives us an 
“authentic” view of the ballroom through the ballgoers’ testimonials on what the ballroom - 
“their own culture” - is about.  
 
Promisingly, in our introduction to Pepper Labeija, we see Pepper asking Livingston, who is 
off-camera, if she “want[s] me to say who I am and all of that”, followed by Livingston’s 
response, guiding him on what to say: “I’m Pepper Labeija…” This short exchange is 
promising because it demonstrates how, beyond simply the filmmaker, “editing” is happening 
within the filmed subject too, hence further problematising the aim of “authentic” 
documentary. Just like in the ballroom, where the participants can choose what to present 
and how to present themselves, the filmed subject is shown adjusting their actions and 
speech for the camera. This relationship between the ballgoers and the camera, however, is 
not pursued further by Livingston. Instead, we hear Pepper laughing Livingston’s filmic 
intervention off, and then following accordingly, introducing himself as she has instructed. 
We move on quickly to an extended take of Pepper digressing into the history of his house, a 
seeming attempt at giving the viewer a look into his “natural” state and to capture the 
authenticity of his character “unfiltered”, as if the presence of the camera and the timing of 
the eventual cut to the next scene were not themselves already filters. Pepper’s initial 
acknowledgement of the camera ceases to become about his interaction with the camera, 
instead turning into a means by which the scene is used to show Pepper’s playful desire for 
approval in playing to the camera. 
 
Just as the ball itself continually invokes white heteronormative society in their imitations, 
Livingston’s filmic representation of the balls does this too, through the mentions of white 
America in montage, in talking head interviews and in voiceover, where the ballgoers’ 
comments regarding whiteness are heard alongside scenes depicting (stereotypical) 
whiteness.  
 
One example of this occurs when a voiceover speaking about how the interviewee “always 
felt cheated… of the riches… the way the people on Dynasty lived” is heard as a montage of 
magazines, newspapers and ‘real life’ scenes depicting luxury life is shown. Race is never 
mentioned in the voiceover, but the intentionally exclusive depiction of only white people in 
these magazines and newspapers draws the link between whiteness and wealth, and 
consequently, blackness and poverty. 
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On one hand, one could criticise Livingston for “filling in the blanks”. That is, in the choice of 
placing the voiceover alongside a montage, Livingston has added her own meaning and 
influenced the viewer’s understanding of the ballgoers’ problems in this specific scene. While 
this connection between race and poverty is directly drawn for the viewer later on in the film 
through interviews with various ballgoers, it is scenes like this one that point to the cues 
Livingston drops in directing the viewer’s focus. That is, while she does not aim to construct 
the link between whiteness and wealth through her editing, her role as a filmmaker in using 
the documentary to highlight her views on it is obvious nonetheless.  
 
On the other hand, perhaps more importantly, the disconnected way in which the voiceover 
speaks of (white) wealth, and then, even more noticeably, Livingston’s critical presentation of 
“wealthy white America”, calls to mind the role of the viewer. If the documentary intends to 
educate its predominantly white audience of a Black and Latinx subculture, then what is the 
effect of this presentation of whiteness on the viewer? The viewer, in “understanding the 
insider perspective” is led to a similar critical view of white America and its marginalisation of 
people of colour. When the viewer eventually becomes aware of Livingston’s criticism, the 
understanding that the viewer is cued to is not “the white viewer, just like the white camera, 
is complicit in the marginalisation of people of colour in white America”. Rather, it is “wealthy 
white America, disconnected from the rest of America as it is disconnected to the objective 
viewer and camera, cruelly enables the marginalisation of people of colour”. Whiteness is 
spoken of and presented with such a critical distance that neither the white viewer nor the 
white camera needs ever to recognise themselves as such.  
 
Even when “shown”, whiteness is shown through the purported lens of the Black and Latinx 
ballgoers. In one of the scenes shown as being “in the real world”, mentioned in the above 
section on Realness, we see Octavia St. Laurent to a publicity event for a model competition 
in a mall. Here scenes of the event itself are intercut with scenes of Octavia finding her way 
around the crowd. The scene is ostensibly aimed at showing Octavia’s hope of making it big 
“in the real world” (“everybody who’s young has a hope and dream”, we hear the model 
agency’s boss say as a clip of Octavia moving through the crowd is shown).  Ultimately, 
though, the focus on Octavia gives rise to the unintended consequence, once again, that the 
viewer does not need to question their own role in the social workings Octavia is dealing 
with. Since the focus is on Octavia’s dreams, the importance of the scene is on her 
subjective ability to achieve those dreams, and in this sole emphasis on needing to be about 
the ballroom, the documentary does not officially allow space for anything outside of this 
scope. Indeed, whiteness is only ever spoken of, presented in the form of impersonal 
montage or, even when “shown”, shown through the purported lens of the Black and Latinx 
ballgoers, and it is this distance presented as the perspective of the ballgoers that allows the 
white viewer and camera to escape unscathed. 
 
Livingston’s purposeful editing is also evident in her portrayal of the ballroom’s sexual 
politics, seen when Livingston depicts a scene in which a ballgoer is disqualified for wearing 
a “female” coat in a category for “men’s garments”. Livingston, ends the scene with a 
narration from Dorian Corey, where Dorian describes how “after they’ve laid down these little  
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categories… they try to become a stickler for exact interpretation… merely a point to 
discredit the contestant”. All the while, the viewer is not led to question the scene as being a 
scene. Before ending with Dorian’s voiceover, we see shots of the ballroom as the conflict 
unfolds and hear the “event itself”, with the synchronised sounds of ballgoers reactions, in a 
seeming attempt to “bring the viewer into the scene”. That is, the viewer is first invited to join 
and observe the scene as an objective spectator, giving the illusion that the later use of 
Dorian’s voiceover to suggest Livingston’s actual perspective on the conflict is simply a 
matter then of observing the other ballgoers’ views, when in fact what happens is that Dorian 
has “the final say” on the issue, a power invested in him by Livingston’s editing of him. 
Livingston hence uses Dorian’s narration to criticise the ballroom as overly strict in enforcing 
the male/female binary, which is then presented as the view of the ballgoers themselves as 
represented by Dorian. What Livingston does not do, however, is provide an explanation for 
the reasons of the strict binary beyond that it is used to discredit rival ballgoers. Again, this 
dismissal of the possible uses of the binary within the ballroom is provided through Dorian. 
Of course, in this example, the expression of Livingston’s views within the film is all the more 
obvious to the point of being direct criticism through editing.  
 
Cues regarding the film’s racial and sexual politics become problematic when they are 
shown alongside the unquestioned claim that the documentary is an “authentic” 
representation of its subjects, who in “speaking for themselves”, capture exactly that 
authenticity from an insider point of view. Hence, an immediate contradiction arises between 
what Livingston actually does and what she claims to do. 
 
Chapter 5: Conclusion  
 
Paris Is Burning, while an earnest attempt at representing New York city ball culture, 
ultimately falls short. In a rather sinister way, Livingston’s use of realism to represent 
ballroom literally compromises the ballgoers’ subjective agency to “speak for themselves”, or 
at least, speak for themselves through Livingston’s lens, with the film recognised as such. If 
Livingston does not acknowledge her role as a filmmaker, or even the documentary itself as 
a documentary, the ballgoers will always only ever be seen through the subjective 
ideological lens of Livingston, rendering them unable to articulate what makes the ballroom 
subversive. Realism becomes like the Realness that it purports to explain, except now, it is 
Livingston who constructs the ballgoers’ identities for the consumption of the white audience. 

Even more problematic, however, in Livingston’s unquestioning use of realism to portray the 
ballroom, is the suggestion that the viewer is observing and learning about an objectively 
portrayed culture through the documentary, without this viewing process ever being 
interrogated to shed light on documentary as a form of false objectivity, and moreover as 
documentary that implicates both the viewer and the camera in their respective social roles. 
As a result, the charge of exploitation arises, since the white heteronormative viewer and 
camera are allowed to leave the film without ever examining their own roles as potentially 
problematic and complicit in the marginalisation of the very subjects of the documentary.  
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