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Eveand Richie
In 1991, grande dame of queer theory Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
published her now-canonical essay “How To Bring Your
Kids Up Gay” in Social Text. It is a cri-de-coeur against the
psychiatric industry’s oppressive scrutiny and abusive cor-
rective “therapies” routinely inflicted on children to eradi-
cate gender-inappropriate behaviour. She observed that
this heightened policing of children’s gender expression
came in the wake of the 1986 de-listing of homosexuality
from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.
Surveying the discourse of the time, Kosofsky Sedgwick
found a tacit cultural desire “that gay people oz be.”t Also
in 1991, Todd Haynes’ masterpicce of the New Queer Cine-
ma movement, Pozson, was released. One of its three inter-
cut narratives concerns a 7-year-old queer child named
Richie Beacon— bullied and weird, he stands out in his
generic American suburb as a freakish, otherworldly
presence. We are introduced to Richic only in retrospect,
through the Iens of a TV investigative news program: he
never appears on camera but is constituted through others’
stories. Everyone is discussing Richie because, while defend-
ing his mother at home one day, he shot his abusive father
dead, and then flew out the window. His mother witnessed
him ascend to the heavens, but he has never been seen since.
Before we begin, let us agree with his mother’s conclusion
that Richic is “an angel of judgment.” And let us say he has
been tasked with watching over queer children since Haynes®
film was released into this world that prefers “chat gay
people not be.”

Vogue
Look around everywhere you turn is heartache
It’s everywhere that you go
You try ewerything you can o escape
The pain of life that you know

When all eise fails and you long to be

Something better than you are today

1 know a place where you can get away

17’5 called a dance floor, and bere’s what it’s for, so

Come on, vogue
Let pour body move to the musi

“Shaun Sperling Bar Mitzvah Dance—Madonna,
Vogue - 3/14/92” (Still: 1:19)

“Shaun Sperling Bar Mitzvah Dance—Madonna,
Veogue - 3/14/92" (Still: 1:48)

“Shaun Sperling Bar Mitzvah Dance—Madcnna,
Vogue - 3/14/92” (Still: 3:37)

A year carlier, in 1990, Madonna released the single
Vogue, thereby transforming the lives of many queer and
proto-queer boys across the globe. While that might be
an overstatement, it is safe to say that the dance rou-
tine in the accompanying music video was studied like a
holy text— queer scripture— and all its moves carefully
mimicked, rehearsed and committed to muscle memory
by an as-yet-still-underground and dispersed population
of male-born children who burned with a fierceness that
would one day manifest as a queer or trans sexual/gen-
der identity.2 Through the wonders of home vidco, these
boys and their flaming dance routines were committed
to magnetic tape. Thankfully, many held on to these
videos into adulthood, transferring them to digital media
along the way, and finally sharing them with the world on
YouTube (¢ 2005). On YouTube, they mix promiscuous-
ly with sissy-boy fellow travellers recorded more recently
while performing their own song-and-dance routines— to
Lady Gaga, Rihanna, Britney Spears, Beyoncé —at recit-
als and Bar Mitzvahs and, closcr to home, in bedrooms,
dining rooms and kitchens. All of these artifaces stand as
fragmentary but compelling evidence that queer chil-
dren exist,®* when many would claim that they are quite
simply an impossibility. YouTube is essentially one of the
most vital cultural archives of queer childhood we have.

»

“l was” vs. “l am
In her book The Queer Child (2009), scholar Kathryn Bond
Stockron notes that the queer child is typically conceptu-
alized in retrospect: we are more likely to declare “T was
a gay child” than “I am a gay child.” With this “backward
birth,” the child is “remarkably, intensely unavailable to
itself in the present tense.”* She writes, “The questions,
in fact, “‘When did you know?” ‘Did you know as a kid?’
ask queer adults to account for this child (as if they could):
a child who was knowing something of ‘gay’ or of things
turning strange on her.”® As I write this in the last days of
2013, a YouTube search generates scores of videos of very
young people’s coming-out stories, oral narratives record-
ed with an eye towards supporting other kids who might
be watching, which effectively declare to the world: “T am
a gay child.” The song-and-dance videos, however, make
their declaration in a very different way: corporeal rather
than discursive, ecstatic in licu of didactic. T am remind-
cd of Susan Sontag’s definition of “character” from her

“Notes on ‘Camp’” (1964): “a state of continual incandes-
cence—a person being one, very intense thing.”¢ In
the blinding intensity of these young people’s perfor-
mances is something above and beyond “It Gets Better.”
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Privacy and Publicity
Once the structuring fact of queer identity, “the closet”
required subtly navigating privacy and publicity, pass-
ing and disclosure. This dynamic continues to be at play
in the lives of queer children who are still often seen
as incapable of knowing that they are queer. When they
are loud and proud about it—adopting a larger-than-life
personality as a way of getting by, for example— they
are accused of pushing the limits of tolerance and even

“asking for it” when they are attacked. The “coming out”
story is the narrative form that the conquest of the clos-
ct takes, but what to make of these videos that speak in
vogue and twerk, not testimonial? I find something re-
strictive about the “coming out” format—too cozy with
the idea chat the Self is somehow knowable. Singing and
dancing express a queer feeling, not necessarily an identi-
ty, which carves out a space of joy and fabulousness that is
socially stigmatized for male-born children. The feeling
of “queer” seems to have a privileged connection to the
volatility of childhood affect and specifically the fraught
performative continuum that mixes and matches shame-
laced interiority with exhibitionistic theatricality. With a
heightened sensitivity to the vicissitudes of these messy
feelings, I am profoundly moved by what I have started
calling “Sissy Boy YouTube Videos.” Such videos provoke
avisceral identification and empathy that is even stronger,
[ chink, preciscly because they seem pre-identitarian (if
not pre-political).

The mode of these performance videos is that of mim-
icry, with their incandescent self-exposure coming from
a gender-deviant identification with and euphoric adora-
tion of a pop diva that finds expression in dazzling per-
formance, as if it cannot be contained inside the body
and must be unleashed on an audience, or public.” Draw-
ing deep from pop culture’s dark well of fantasy, they are
experiments in evolving a public image and self-presen-
tation— vulnerably in process. Academics Jonathan Al-
exander and Elizabeth Losh have noted that “cyberspace
as a domain of identity play complements, if not parallels,
similar dimensions of queer theory that gesture toward
the fluidity and performative play of sexualities and iden-
tities.”® Putting aside questions of the ultimate value of
personal empowerment in the prison of 21st-century glo
bal capitalism (for now), these videos harness the power

a true, authentic, knowable and articulate subjectivity,
they revel in the glories of self-mythologization, imag-
ination and by glamour. They are windows into queer
childhood’s private spheres, manifested as extravagant
public pageants. Where once the development of queer
knowledge was a circuitous, subterrancan coming-of-age,
the Internet now provides a thousand potential paths.
Additionally, the thorny process of growing up queer is
publicly broadcast online rather than wrought in the
shadows — in confidence and in so-called “safe spaces”
more subject to discretion.
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Root
Ryeberg.com is a website dedicated to curating and writ-
ing critically about YouTube videos. In 2010, Sholem
Krishralka and I delivered a “Ryeberg Live” presentation
in Toronto entitled “The Gays of Tomorrow” about queer
childhood, shame, diva worship, and sissy boys raptur-
ously singing and dancing to female pop vocalists on
YouTube.® Krishtalka traced the traumatic “root” of this
child’s potential gayness of tomorrow to this decisive
shaming MOMENt: “Single Ladies Devastation,” YouTube video, 0:49,
posted by Carlos Whittaker, Mar. 29, 2010, http://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=sb9el 3ejXmE (Still: 0:10,
6,847,313 views)

“Single Ladies Devastation” (Still: 0:28)

As Krishtalka writes about chis child, interrupted mid-
dance during Beyoncé’s beloved Single Ladies (Put a Ring on
11): “His face is still while the gears move and all the picces
of anxiety and self-doubt arrange themselves in his mind:
‘Twant to be a Single Lady; I thought I was a Single Lady;
The Father has told me I am not a Single Lady; The Fa-
ther has told me that I do not and cannot belong to this
club; The Father has revoked my membership, and there-
fore told me that wanting to belong to this club is wrong.’
And all of those pieces then lock into place, and the seis-
mic shock of this realization is too much for his 3-year-old
mind to bear.”
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Default
Our presentation also included the then-viral video of
12-year-old Greyson Chance singing an extremely heart-
felc rendition of Lady Gaga’s Paparazzi at a school music
festival in Oklahoma. During the Q&A portion of
the Ryeberg presentation, I was challenged by an audience
member for framing Chance as a “gay of tomorrow” de-
spite his never suggesting he identified as such. 1 could
have responded that, when someone uploads a YouTube
video, it instantly becomes a cultural object, a performance
and arguably also a fiction, and therefore open to be in-
vested with all manner of external projections by anyone
who views it. This is the transformation that occurs when
arepresentation is made public. I'also could have clarified
my intentions and spoken of Chance more as a “sissy,” cap-
able, as academics David McInnes and Cristyn Davies note,
of revealing the “impossible-to-maintain fiction of gender
and normative ideals of masculinity.”*® Instcad, my re-
sponse drew on a sense of urgency [ felt that queer/trans
futures for all children must be kept open, and that such
possibilitics and potentials should not be foreclosed. So T
replied that it was time to set a new default for sexual id-
entity, and in the 21st century, we should begin assuming
that every child will grow up to be queer, rather than the
opposite. In functioning— politically, socially, culturally,
acesthetically— as queer performance, sissy boys on You-
"Tube visualize the existence of queer childhoods and the
potential of queer futures.Greyson Chance Singing Paparazzi,”
YouTube video, 3:38, posted by
greyson97, Apt. 28, 2010, http://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=bxDIC7YV5is
(Still: 1:20, 51,807,806 views).

SRR ©
“Greyson Chance Singing Paparazzi,”
- (still: 3:02)

Family
In October 2012, two twenty-something friends — play-
wright, director and filmmaker Jordan Tannahill and his
parener, performer William Christopher Ellis— opened
Videofag, a storefront space dedicated to video, film, new
media and live art in Toronto’s Kensington Market. In Jan-
uary 2013, I organized a “Sissy Boy YouTube Night” screen-
ing there as a way of unearthing more videos and continu-
ing the research that began with the Ryeberg presencation.
The small room was packed and the audience enthusiastic,
cheering on the sissics in their grainy, homespun routines.
After the sereening, many people described their own in-
candescent queer childhood performances to me— music
videos, comedy sketches, variety shows — all committed to
home video but often misplaced over the years. Watching
these videos in a room together, collectively empathizing
and identifying with these flaming young creatures —re-
calling and perhaps cven being haunted by the queer chil-
dren we once were—was a potent experience. The tangi-
ble micro-community of Videofag—bathed in the warm
glow of the chosen family that queer/trans subcultures can
be—acted as a refuge from the derision and derogatory
comments these videos are subjected to by legions of anon-
ymous online trolls. Videofag henceforth became a research
centre for all mateers sissy boy and YouTube.

Sissy Boys on YouTube

“I'm Chris Crocker and I'm the future”
Soon after, in March 2013, I showed Chris Moukarbel and
Valerie Veatch’s nso documentary sz @ 11E 200 (2012)
to friends at Videofag. The film recounts the history of
YouTube —and Web 2.0 more broadly— through the fig-
ure of Chris Crocker, the “Tennessee hillbilly” kid who
achieved infamy in 2007 with his “LEAVE BRITNEY ALONE!”
video, in which he tearfully defends the troubled pop
star against the paparazzi destroying her life and the
haters who revel in her misery. Over a number of years, be-
ginning on MySpace, Crocker developed his online video
performance persona into a pry star-image, channel-
ling all the rage he felt as a constantly bullied, gender-de-
viant, abjectly queer teen who stood out so fiercely and
whose safety was so endangered that he had to be home-
schooled. Crocker filters his life through his camera, his
constant companion and the engine that drives his inter-
actions with others. (e @ THE z00 is largely constructed
of video Crocker shot himself.) One could go so far as to
argue that his primary relationship is with his own video
image.'? Affect in freefall, Crocker astounds with his de-
lirious video glamour-fits.

For the filmmakers, Crocker not only embodies the cul-
tural phenomenon of YouTube, but his rise to notoriety is
paralleled with Spears’” mass-mediated crash and burn, also
chronicled here in gory detail. Spears ends up resembling
both Crocker and his hard-done-by young mother, and
the mass-media altar on which the pop diva is sacrificed
soon becomes Crocker’s as well when the “LEAVE BRITNEY
ALONE!” video goes viral and he is flooded with queerpho-
bic death threats and harassment, not to mention the flood
of press commentary and the vampiric tribute and par-
ody videos that every YouTube sensation of note gener-
ates. The violence of the response to the “LEAVE BRITNEY
ALONE!” video was so extreme because of Crocker’s effemi-
nate self-presentation, for one, and because a trashy blond
twink making a grotesquely emotive spectacle of himself
to convey the intensity of his love and empathy for and
identification with a trashy blonde pop diva obliterated the
cool detachment with which we are supposed to devour
our celebrities. Ultimately, Crocker comes off as very sav-
vy, a mischievous provocateur and witty brat in full con-
trol of his hysterical, camp image— one that is palpable
all around us (most explicitly in the performative excess of
Ryan Trecartin’s millennial video art). The mediated image
Crocker cultivates and broadcasts to hundreds of millions
of viewers—forged in YouTube’s lab for the public perfor-
mance of identity — evolved from the traumatized, “failed”
IRL one that preceded his online existence. The transfor-
mative powers of queer shame and online alchemy worked
together to cloak the damaged queer child in a media blitz
made of a thousand shimmering, deceptively revealing digi-
tal representations. «LEAVE BRITNEY ALONE!,” YouTube video, 2:11,

posted by itschriscrocker, Sept. 10, 2007, http://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHmvkRoFowc
(Still: 0:00, 47,232,898 views)

o
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“He called it beautiful”

Videofag’s Jordan Tannahill wrote a play that was per-
formed live and streamed online in April 2013—a hybrid of
theatre and cinema in the form of a “direct-address mono-
logue to a webcam.”™ rihannaboigs is the online username
of Sunny, a 16-year-old living in the Lawrence Heights
ncighbourhood of North York in Toronto who takes 45
minutes to speak to us— the YouTube community—from
astate of crisis. The picce is “very movie-like, very dram-
atic” (as Sunny/rihannaboigs describes one particularly
heightened moment), with the teen simultancously narrat-
ing, working through and re-enacting the events that led to
him taking refuge in his friend Keira’s bedroom from the
bullies who are coming for him. It is a video about making
videos, about desire and identification, and about all the
pleasures and risks of the attention economy.

Sunny/rihannaboigs addresses us, his YouTube audi-
ence: “I make these videos for you—whoever you are——
watching in your bedrooms with the volume low down, or
on your headphones, under your covers. I love you. And
I'nced you tonight. More than ever.” He asks us for ad-
vice on how to get out of this trouble, which began with
Sunny’s fascination with Rihanna, his strong desire to

“watch her, Iearn her, be her” and to do all of her dance
moves himself. He first hit the record button by accident
but was enamoured by his own mimicry: “And after I was
done T watched myself over and over and my heart was
like racing. It was kinda embarrassing but also so... good.
I'mean, wallabi Tlooked so good. Sexy. Like a real dancer.
And for some reason I wanted Mr. Bailey to sce me like
this. To understand something about me.”

“Mr. Bailey” is the supportive Denzel Washington-esque
gay teacher who loaned Sunny a laptop for his schoolwork.
When Sunny shows Mr. Bailey his homemade video for
Only Girl (in the World) —whose fantasized audience was
the teacher himself— Sunny becomes fixated on a con-
templative gescure the man makes, as if “he was looking at
a painting in the fucking Louvre” rather than just a teen-
age boy “dancing like a faggot on YouTube.” Sunny is trans-
formed: “And when it was done he said, ‘It’s beautiful” He
called it beautiful. Or maybe he meant I was beautiful.”

Friend Keira’s laptop webeam patiently listens to and
records Sunny/rihannaboigs’s performance, which Owais
Lightwala performed each night of the play’s run. Un-
like a confession booth, however, the laptop is engaged
in a constant pas de deux wich the teenager: the webcam is
always on the move. He takes it on a tour of Keira’s bed-
room and swings it around to the tune of Ondy Girl (In the
World) to capture the elation he felt listening to the song
in Mr. Bailey’s white Honda. He also takes cover with the
laptop under Keira’s desk to illustrate how he had to hide
under the sink from his older brother when interrupeed
in the bathroom during a particularly baroque Rihanna
video shoot involving a headband, mom’s lipstick and a
tablecloth wrap costume, shot against a floral shower cur-
tain and Christmas lights backdrop.

Uploading the videos to YouTube was Sunny’s way of
amplifying Mr. Bailey’s attention, expanding his audience
exponentially. Sunny became rihannaboigs out of a desire
to be seen, known and visible, whether people loved him
or hated him.'* rihannaboigs asks his new public, “Who
are you? How did you find me? Of all the millions of things,
you clicked on me. Did you watch me all the way through?”
Soon all the Kids ac his school have seen the videos, bully-
ing him relentlessly on Facebook and in the halls. Before
long his family finds out, and it seems the whole block
wants to rain hellfire on him for shaming them with his
flaming faggotry. His family never saw it coming because
rihannaboigs— Sunny was born in 1997 but rihannaboigy

cmagazine 121

was taken—is so different from the solitary, quict and sc-
rious little brother Sunny. This performance is thus the
moment of Sunny and rihannaboigs’s convergence, the
aftermath of his secret identity being discovered— online
and IR crashing together. After being confronted by his
family, Sunny escapes by jumping out of his second-storey
window — just like our angel Richie Beacon once did— and

intoa duml’StCR Stills from rihannaboigs, written by Jordan Tannahill,
directed by Zack Russell and performed by Owais
Lightwala, April 23-28, 2013.

A Room of One’s Own
The rooms in which these performances take place are
temporary safe spaces, part of the legacy of “bedroom
cultures” that have thrived through the history of youth
cultures.’® While we do see Crocker outside of his grand-
parents’ home in a2 @ rE Z00, his own Britney-plastered
bedroom is where the staging of “Chris Crocker” can
really happen. In rihannaboigs, Sunny’s apartment is so
small that he has to make his videos quiccly. The room
he performs from is not his but that of a friend — but
it is under siege. The urgency of the monologue comes
from the fact that Sunny/rihannaboigs’s pursuers could
charge through the door and beat him up at any moment.
When there is finally a loud commotion signalling their ar-
rival, he slips into fantasy, imagining a day in the future
when he can walk down his street without shame — head
held high— choreographed “like a music video with fire-
works and a sick beat,” everyone from miles around watch-
ing him: “we’re not faggots, we're weapons cocked and
fully loaded —we're alive, we're alive, rihannaboigs.” In
the performance that I saw, the video cuts out right as
the door opens on the teen performing Rihanna’s Where
Have You Been, standing tall and “giv[ing] it his all” (as
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the play’s directions read) in what might be his final mo-
ments, which summoned to mind the end of this video:

“Mom Scares Gay Out Of Kid,” YouTube video, 1:25, posted by nizzy1115x2,
Mar. 18, 2007, hltp://www.yau(ube.com/wutch?v=szCkUkiogc
(Still: 0:39, 2,544,518 views)

“Mom Scares Gay Out Of Kid” (Still: 1:16)

A young boy very sweetly and soulfully sings and
dances along to Britney’s ... Baby One More Time more to
himself than to the camera, alone in a room. At the video’s
climax, his mother opens the door and gives him such a
shock that he screams and collapses to the floor. (Who-
ever uploaded the video bestowed its disciplinary title.)

This video highlights the play of privatc and public,
safety and danger, in the rooms where many of these Sis-
sy Boy YouTube videos take place—a drama of doors,
windows and screens. In the family home, a room with a
closed door becomes a performance lab where over-the-
top (queer) self-expression can be tried out and tested away
from shaming eyes, whether those belong to one’s family,
or a larger community like in Mz @ 7HE 20016 When the
door is opened, the queer spectacle possible in that private,
protected universe disappears (and in extreme casces, the
escape route is through the window). The screen, mean-
while, is part of a two-way communication between the
platform of the room and the outside world, collapsing the
sclf-regarding gaze with that of a vast, impossible-to-con-
ceptualize other: the invisible audience that could be no
onc or everyone. So everything that happens in this sacred
space—staged for the delectation of the webcam — can
become available to anyonc in the world through YouTube.
Finally, these now-public and free cultural representations/
objects can be trafficked with no respect for boundaries of
space and time, and will have effects that reverberate both
in the online realm and 1R1.

Whither Narcissism?
YouTube is typically viewed as the pinnacle of exhibition-
sstic narcissism——and the public sphere is reduced to an

2udience that is a network of voyeurs alone in their rooms.

Rosalind Krauss famously diagnosed narcissism as the
very medium of video as an art form, its endemic psycho-
“ozical condition. Video is capable of bracketing the per-
former’s body between camera and screen in a mirrored,
‘mstant feedback loop that makes the performing subject
21 object to himself or herself!'” The greater possibility

“ being seen (and becoming famous) offered by YouTube,
~ompared to the more rarefied ficld of early video art,
=akes the medium’s narcissism even more explicit, to the

Sissy Boys on YouTube

point that it is simply the fingua franca of the socially me-
diated early a1st century. Despite being perpetually de-
cried, the narcissism that characterizes our age remains
under-analyzed; accepting it as a given, what positive
cffects might we trace? Watching an individual perform
for their webcam, themselves and the imagined audience
in their head—to claim attention, to become public, to
be “real”— there is no predicting whose effores will stir
our empathy and keenly sensitize us to the inner lives of
our fellows. I would like to close by repeating artist Em-
ily Vey Duke’s call from a decade ago for “narcissism as a
viable road to empathy (and the reduction of suffering) in
art [...] The element that joins narcissism and empathy is
love, and love is good, always, everywhere.” 18 %
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