“Queer theatre is derisive

low comedy and burlesque,
disdainfully (without compassion)
and gleefully (instead of
tragically, and rather than
merely comically or satirically),
and thus, as is logical,

without pretense of its makers
being otherwise. ...

Its sense of tragedy, tho

perhaps arising from self pity,

The above quotation. which was
written by Stefan Brecht. the son of
Bertolt Brecht. about a specific ori-
ginal off-Broadway theater in New
York City in the 1960s and 1970s,
does not only mark the performative
characteristics of artists working at
the time — like Jack Smith, John Wa-
ters. Ridiculous Ballet. Hot Peaches
and other queer “camp”
nists — but rather

protago-
cites humorous
historical theater references of com-
edy and burlesque. as well as a few
early approaches towards the sub-
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is a touching inconsistency;
its devotion to truth,

tho perhaps an expression

of anger, an arbitrary
admirable choice;

its love of beauty, tho perhaps
rooted in despairing vanity,

a heroic paradox.

This inconsistency, choice and

paradox make it queer.”’

versive potential of a queer criticism
that Judith Butler describes at the
beginning of the 1990s. But does
something like a specific queer hu-
mor exist? How are such practices
valued in a cultural. medial. and per-
formative pattern? And where do
these practices connect with other sol-
idarity networks and anti-hegemonic

discourses?

The political gender/queer movement
has roots in both the early feminist

movement and the African American
civil rights movement of the 19350s
and 1960s. Especially. the rebellion
against the raiding police in the
Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village
in New York in 1969 — in which Af-
rican Drag-Queens, Latino Drag-
Kings and many other queers par-
ticipated — is understood by many as
the starting point for a new liberation
movement. However, the emergence
of "queer™ as a political movement
and theoretical construction began
only later in the US, around the
mid-1980s or early-1990s.

s since then expe-
rienced a certain popular
momentum.

It is striking that queer politics of
visibility and their performativity
are often inherently negotiated with
humor. The globalized and transna-
tional concepts of queer theories
and practices have therefore in the
meantime produced a wide array of
gender games to fake hegemonic so-
cial gender performances with radi-
cal gestures ad absurdum.? Whether
queer burlesque shows. performan-
ces, pop concerts or TV shows like
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L of dominance.

RuPaul’s Drag-Race, series tormats,
or personalities like Conchita Wurst:
queer gender games appear to have
arrived in the mainstream. But is so-
cial subversion through humorous
performativity even fundamentally

possible?

From a theater studies (and Euro-
centric) perspective, the employment
of humor (Latin for moisture, bodily
fluid) and comedy is a historically
important subject. Laughter was clas-
sified as subversive and dangerous
by many state and religious systems
and comedy often
implied mockery of the state and
politics — and was thought to have a
rebellious potential. In his idea of
an ideal state Plato argued against
theater. comedy, and laughter in an-
cient Athens. Aristotle’s writing about
comedy disappeared and was consid-
ered threatening in the Middle Ages
(as we also know from Umberto
Eco’s book The Name of the Rose).
because the Christian church has re-
jected a laughing god for a long time.
According to the “official™ writings
of history. comedy was a notorious-

Iv “low™ theater art. And women

were first only allowed to play with

“low™ traveling troupes of players be-

fore they were permitted to perform
on the stages of the bourgeois state
theaters. With the affective means
of humor and the comic. comedy in
its many forms succeeded at any rate
in questioning populist cultural and
social systems more than the often

state supporting tragedy.

In the comic. parallel worlds are
developed and a twisted. inverted
world is proclaimed in carnival. as
Mikhail Bakhtin writes in his texts
about carnival and the culture of
laughter.® Directed in the fine halls
of bourgeois musical theater. the
comic also grants people an amusing
distraction from the everyday.

Stand-up comedy and cabaret stand
for ., Kleinkunst™ until today. but of-
ten attract more audiences than the
bourgeois theater. In their mirroring
of the society many political direc-
tors and writers make use of the
comic. the grotesque. satire. irony.
sarcasm and slapstick: Dario Fo.
René Pollesch. Elfriede Jelinek and
Thomas Bernhard. The ambiguous

laughter about social and political
-elationships is not only good enter-
tainment. but can in particular tem-
poral contexts, also be politically

provocative.

Comic figures. fools. or clowns oper-
ate as energetic producers of laugh-
ter’s boundary-pushing capacity. and
thus shift words, thoughts. and spa-

ces for action. Psychotherapeutic
studies have shown that laughter is

healthy and stimulating for the brain.
Sigmund Freud. who created a large
collection of jokes, refers to the many
typologies of jokes in his writing

about jokes and humor and describes’

the different psychic regions that
produce pleasure in terms of surplus
energy. Freud classifies the joke as
unconscious. as opposed to humor
and the comic. which he associates
with the preconscious.* Psychic pro-
cesses. which can be understood in
the F udian sense as the movement
enable the removal of
agitation through laugh-

ease of

ol energy,
emotional
ing. Laughter enables the re
surplus energy and the effort of in-
hibition is spared. Freud does not
directly interrogate laughter: he rather

-

New York 1990 [Wien 1928]
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observes the different dynamic. com-
municative, cultural factors —as well
as the aesthetics of production and
reception — that lead to bursts of
laughter and save further emotional
expenditure. The affect of the joke
meets the senses more directly. while
according to Freud. certain images
of pain remain with humor and the
comic. However, the social aspect
of laughter lies in the possible com-
plicity and solidarity among those
laughing, for example in the mockery
and ironic investigation of authorities

and representatives of power.

Current theories about the affect of
laughter, humor, or the comic, on the
other hand. offer possibilities to con-
sider queer performances and their
subversive potential. Queer forms of
humor and acting mimic the social
“theater” of heterosexuality — taking
it over and leading it in a bounda-
ry-crossing direction. The “public
sphere™ is the place of politicization
through the theatricality of the queer.®
No public subject is uncontestable
in its actual representation, perfor-
mance, and performatively-invoked
authority. Humor is therefore often

an important means of performative
agency because performative action
produces different moods and affects
that can positively and sensually
stimulate. disarm. unsettle. alienate,

and estrange.

If Aretha Franklin sings =1 Feel Like
a Natural Woman™ then this illus-
trates. according to Butler’s reading.
even more so that “gender” equals
“travesty”.® However, the heterosex-
ual “comedy of the sexes™ (according
to Jacques Lacan) also enables the
production of other worldviews of
sexuality via humor and melancholy.
and thus the possibility for a radical
democratic action to arise. Butler’s
reference to the Freudian concept of
melancholy finds expression in queer
performances and public actions. The
theatrically alienated rage is there-
fore always a part of the resistance
against harmful hostility through
“constant repetition of those viola-
tions precisely by means of an act-
ing out.”” Kiss-ins held by LGBTIQ
Communities. anti-racist and anti-
fascist Pink-Silver-Block that can be
found at many demonstrations, pro-
vocative naked interventions by Fe-

men. political activist bands like
Pussy Riot. and art activists like the
Guerilla Girls produce a sensual
place of visibility and self-empower-
ment. But music, performance. and
discourse festivals in queer feminist
scenes also open platforms for the
critical exchange about shared po-
litical and theatrical forms of action

and anti-racist structures.

If performance wants to be effective
in the field of the political. the “void™
of the performative needs to be filled.
Play-acting affiliates itself in “arms™
with performative “acting™ as action
and doing in public conflictual spa-
ces and therefore become a form of
political agency. According to Judith
Butler, performative subversion cor-
responds to a “queered” possibility.
to criticize representations and pow-
er relationships. shift their context,
and through its own queer action
raise needs and demands. The ques-
tion about the capability of humor
and political activism to produce per-
formative power. essentially means
to pay heed to a conflictual together-
ness and to consider a possible col-
lectivity. But it also means to reflect
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on Eurocentric privilege and not
only produce performative “art” in
the conventional sense.

Through theatrical actions like Eating
Europe — Anthropophagic Proces-
sion (2013). the Festival of Laughter
(2013) the queer feminist migrant
organization MATZ humorously de-
termined and criticized in their vil-
lage television shows the hegemonic
structures in Austria. The collective.
who is active in educational and cul-
tural work in Linz. invokes laughter
as a decolonial resistance strategy of
networking:

As vou know, not everyone in the
c\\'orld laughs in the same way, not
at all. especially where there are
many who have so little to laugh
about. And there are also many. who
don’t laugh at all about the “joke™ of
the so-called “other™. Then there are
those who think that humor is cul-
turally defined and others who hide
their privilege behind humor and
those who don’t risk anything and
only laugh when it’s politically cor-
rect. The idea behind the Fesrival of
Laughter is to bring together as many
activists. migrants. collectives. and

artists as possible who laugh very
differently at power relations. racism,
sexism. colonialism. classism, trans-
phobia. homophobia, fat phobia, and
whatever keeps the dominant power
relations running and we have so
much trouble eluding. We will look
in the face of hegemonic and norma-
tive regimes — and laugh. Don’t miss
the chance to hear at least two days
of “penetrating” laughter!®

Queer humor focuses in solidarity
on those that want to collectively
laugh at hegemonic systems and see
penetrating laughter as starting point
for agency. The anger about discrim-
ination and exclusion doesn’t remain
limited to the role of the victim:
queer humor is a sensual expression
of physical excitation that reveals
that unbearable paradox of social
racism. sexism. and discriminatory
processes. makes them visible. and
perhaps a bit more leve

. ghter! Who is/was laughing when about whom?
project KUPF-Innovationstopf You have to laugh in order to change the
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by Migrant Women, Vienna, Austria
i L Austria)
Festival of Lau
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“... They ... said

the frame of the

rom June 28 29, 2013, Linz

Dylan was unsteady

Thought Jesus was too heady

But they just weren’t ready

For fabulous freaks”?

Hot Peaches
Fabulous Freaks

i Brecht 1986 (S(,‘l,‘ note ,) 18
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