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Introduction to Female Impersonation and Social Perception

Attitudes toward female impersonators, historically a complex and polarized topic within social

psychology and cultural studies, reflect deep-seated societal beliefs concerning gender roles,

sexual identity, and performance art. The term female impersonator, often now encompassed by

the broader and more contemporary descriptor of drag queen, refers primarily to cisgender men or

transgender individuals who adopt exaggerated feminine aesthetics, mannerisms, and costumes

for entertainment. The spectrum of public response ranges dramatically from fervent admiration

and cultural celebration to intense hostility, moral condemnation, and outright legal discrimination.

Understanding these attitudes requires an examination of the social contexts in which drag

operates, recognizing that acceptance is often contingent upon whether the performance is

perceived as harmless theatrical spectacle, a political act of subversion, or a genuine challenge to

fundamental heteronormative structures. The highly visible and often flamboyant nature of female

impersonation makes it a potent lightning rod for discussions regarding authenticity, gender

performance, and the boundaries of acceptable public expression, thus rendering the study of

associated attitudes a critical insight into the fluid nature of cultural tolerance.

The initial exposure an individual has to female impersonation significantly shapes their

subsequent attitude formation. For many, this exposure occurs through highly stylized media

representations or in controlled, often celebratory environments like LGBTQ+ nightlife venues,

where the performance is embraced as an art form rooted in community history. For others,

particularly those raised in conservative or highly rigid social environments, the encounter may

evoke feelings of cognitive dissonance or moral confusion, stemming from the perceived violation

of binary gender expectations. These conflicting attitudes are often mediated by the concept of

"performativity," where the audience must reconcile the performer's biological sex with their

presented gender identity. When the performance is interpreted purely as entertainment--a

temporary illusion--attitudes tend toward amusement and appreciation for the skill involved.

However, when the performance is interpreted as a genuine blurring of gender lines or an

expression of queer identity, negative attitudes rooted in phobia or discomfort with ambiguity often

surface, highlighting the psychological mechanisms people employ to maintain rigid

categorizations of the world.

Furthermore, analyzing attitudes toward female impersonation necessitates distinguishing between

different types of impersonators and their performance goals. While some performers focus on

high glamour, comedy, or celebrity mimicry, others utilize drag as a vehicle for social commentary,

political activism, or challenging beauty standards. The audience's attitude is therefore not

monolithic; an individual may appreciate the technical skill of a performer specializing in complex

costume changes while simultaneously harboring negative feelings toward performers who

explicitly use their platform to discuss non-binary identities or political topics. This differentiation

reveals that attitudes are often compartmentalized, based not just on the act of dressing up, but on
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the perceived intent and message conveyed by the performance. This complex intersection of art,

identity, and political messaging underscores why attitudes remain dynamic and subject to

continuous renegotiation within the public sphere.

Historical Context of Impersonation and Public Reaction

The historical trajectory of female impersonation reveals a cyclical pattern of acceptance and

repression that profoundly influenced public attitudes over centuries. In ancient Greece and during

the English Renaissance, particularly the Elizabethan era, the performance of female roles by male

actors was not only accepted but legally mandated, owing to prohibitions against women appearing

on stage. In this context, the impersonator was viewed as a necessary theatrical convention, and

attitudes were generally pragmatic, focusing on the quality of the dramatic portrayal rather than the

transgression of gender norms. This early acceptance demonstrates that when cross-dressing is

framed within a specific, formalized artistic structure, societal resistance is significantly minimized.

However, this acceptance was conditional; it was tied strictly to the stage and did not translate into

general social tolerance for men adopting feminine attire outside of the theatrical setting.

The shift in attitudes became pronounced during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. While

female impersonators found significant mainstream success in Vaudeville and music halls, often

capitalizing on camp humor and exaggerated femininity, the increasing visibility coincided with

growing medical and psychological pathologization of non-conforming gender expressions.

Attitudes began to bifurcate: the performer on the stage was often tolerated or even celebrated as

an eccentric comedian (e.g., Julian Eltinge), while the individual engaging in cross-dressing in

private or non-performance settings was increasingly viewed through a lens of deviance,

immorality, or mental illness. This era introduced a crucial distinction in public perception: the

impersonator was acceptable only insofar as their performance was clearly demarcated as artificial

and temporary, maintaining the underlying reality of the gender binary for the audience. Any

perceived blurring of this line led to negative and punitive attitudes, often enforced by local

ordinances against "masquerading" or "disguise."

The mid-20th century saw female impersonation driven largely underground, flourishing primarily

within the nascent queer subcultures of major urban centers, particularly post-World War II. In this

context, attitudes within the LGBTQ+ community were largely positive, viewing drag as a form of

community building, creative expression, and resistance against societal repression. However,

attitudes from the dominant heterosexual society during this period were overwhelmingly hostile.

Police raids on bars featuring drag, coupled with media portrayals that frequently linked

impersonators to criminality or sexual deviance, solidified negative stereotypes. This era of

enforced marginalization cemented the public perception of drag as a subversive, dangerous, or

morally suspect activity, an attitude that persisted until the late 20th century. The Stonewall

Uprising, catalyzed in part by the actions of drag queens and trans women, serves as a powerful
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historical marker where internal community attitudes of pride clashed violently with external

attitudes of state repression.

Psychological Frameworks for Understanding Attitudes

Psychological analyses provide robust frameworks for dissecting the roots of both positive and

negative attitudes toward female impersonators. One prominent theory involves the concept of

schema violation. Humans rely heavily on cognitive schemas--mental blueprints--to categorize the

world, and gender is one of the most fundamental schemas. Female impersonation, by

intentionally blurring or transgressing the visual cues associated with biological sex and gender

presentation, fundamentally violates these deeply ingrained schemas. For individuals with high

cognitive rigidity, this violation can trigger psychological discomfort, often manifesting as negative

attitudes, fear, or anger, as the mind attempts to resolve the ambiguity by rejecting the stimulus.

Conversely, for individuals with higher tolerance for ambiguity, the schema violation may be

experienced as entertaining, thought-provoking, or creatively stimulating, leading to positive

attitudes rooted in appreciation for complexity.

Another powerful explanatory framework is Social Identity Theory (SIT), which posits that

individuals derive self-esteem from their membership in social groups (in-groups) and compare

themselves favorably against other groups (out-groups). Female impersonators, particularly those

identifying as queer, often represent an out-group whose performance challenges the norms

upheld by the dominant in-group. Negative attitudes, therefore, frequently serve the function of

reinforcing the in-group's boundaries and bolstering the self-esteem of those who strictly adhere to

traditional gender roles. Prejudice against drag performers can thus be understood as a

mechanism of social defense, where hostility is directed toward those perceived as threatening the

established social order. Positive attitudes, conversely, are often observed within in-groups that

value diversity and non-conformity, where drag is seen as a symbol of freedom and artistic

courage.

The concepts of the uncanny and cognitive dissonance also play significant roles in shaping

attitudes. The "uncanny valley" effect, typically applied to robotics but relevant here, suggests that

objects that are almost, but not quite, human can elicit feelings of revulsion or unease. When a

female impersonator achieves a high degree of "passing" or hyper-femininity, the resulting

presentation can sometimes trigger a psychological response of the uncanny, where the audience

is disturbed by the ambiguity between the known reality (male performer) and the presented

illusion (hyper-feminine persona). Furthermore, cognitive dissonance arises when an individual

who holds a belief in rigid gender separation encounters a highly skilled, entertaining, and

articulate drag performer. The positive experience of entertainment conflicts with the negative pre-

existing belief, forcing the individual to either rationalize the performance as an exception or, more

commonly, adjust their attitude toward greater acceptance of the performance as an art form,
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thereby reducing the psychological tension.

The Role of Gender Norms and Heteronormativity

Attitudes toward female impersonators are inextricably linked to the societal enforcement of gender

norms and the pervasive influence of heteronormativity. Negative attitudes often stem directly from

the belief that male performance of femininity is a fundamental violation of the natural order,

threatening the clear distinction between men and women that underpins many social and religious

institutions. This hostility is often referred to as "gender panic"--a disproportionate and anxious

reaction to expressions of gender fluidity or ambiguity. For individuals deeply invested in traditional

patriarchal structures, the sight of a man deliberately embracing and exaggerating feminine traits is

perceived not merely as entertainment, but as an emasculating act that destabilizes male power

and privilege. Consequently, negative attitudes are frequently strongest among demographics that

adhere strictly to traditional masculinity and view the maintenance of the gender binary as essential

to societal stability.

Heteronormativity, the assumption that heterosexuality is the default and preferred sexual

orientation, further complicates attitudes. Historically, female impersonation has been closely,

though not exclusively, associated with homosexuality. Therefore, negative attitudes toward drag

often function as a proxy for homophobia. When a drag performer is perceived as a gay man

expressing his identity, the hostility directed at the performance is often rooted in sexual prejudice

rather than aesthetic critique. Conversely, the increased visibility of drag kings (female

impersonators of masculinity) challenges lesbian and queer women's gender expression, though

the societal hostility directed toward drag kings is often less intense than toward drag queens,

primarily because the violation of feminine norms by women is often culturally pathologized

differently than the violation of masculine norms by men.

Positive attitudes, conversely, often emerge from communities and individuals who actively

challenge or reject strict gender norms. These audiences view drag as a powerful tool for

deconstructing rigid expectations of masculinity and femininity. They appreciate the subversive

nature of the performance, recognizing that the impersonator often uses exaggeration and parody

to critique the very gender roles they are adopting. For these audiences, the attitude is one of

intellectual engagement and celebration of liberation, seeing drag as a practical application of

queer theory in which gender is revealed to be a performance accessible to all, regardless of

biological sex. This intellectual acceptance is a crucial element in the shift toward mainstream

positive attitudes, framing drag not as deviance, but as sophisticated cultural criticism.

Media Representation and Shifting Public Opinion

Media representation has been the single most powerful factor in the recent transformation of
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attitudes toward female impersonators, facilitating a significant shift from marginalization to

mainstream visibility. Early cinematic portrayals were often two-dimensional, using drag either for

brief comedic effect (e.g., in films like *Some Like It Hot*, where the cross-dressing was situational

and temporary) or linking it to tragic figures, criminality, or mental instability, thereby reinforcing

negative societal attitudes. These representations rarely allowed the audience to understand the

complexity or artistry involved, perpetuating the stereotype of the impersonator as inherently

deceptive or troubled.

The late 20th and early 21st centuries marked a profound change. Documentaries like *Paris Is

Burning* provided intimate, humanizing glimpses into the ballroom culture and the lives of drag

performers, fostering empathy and challenging monolithic negative attitudes by showing the

community, artistry, and resilience inherent in the subculture. However, the most significant

catalyst for positive attitude change globally has been the rise of reality television shows centered

on drag competitions, such as *RuPaul's Drag Race*. This platform successfully rebranded drag

as a high-stakes, competitive art form requiring immense talent in costuming, makeup, comedy,

and performance. By presenting the performers as ambitious, relatable individuals with complex

personal histories, the show normalized the art form for millions of viewers who had never

encountered it before.

This mass media exposure has generated a duality in contemporary attitudes. On one hand, it has

led to unprecedented mainstream acceptance, commercial success, and professional opportunities

for performers, shifting the dominant public attitude toward appreciation of the artistry, often

divorced from the political or sexual identity context. On the other hand, this normalization has

triggered a backlash among conservative groups who view the mainstreaming of drag as a cultural

threat, leading to renewed attempts at legal restrictions and the mobilization of negative attitudes

based on moral panic. This polarization demonstrates that while media can successfully introduce

positive attitudes, it can also intensify negative attitudes among those who feel their cultural

dominance is being eroded by visibility.

Prejudice, Discrimination, and Safety Concerns

Negative attitudes toward female impersonators often translate directly into tangible acts of

prejudice and discrimination, impacting the safety and livelihood of performers and those

associated with the art form. Historically, discrimination was formalized through laws criminalizing

cross-dressing or public performances deemed "obscene" or "lewd," reflecting deep-seated

societal disapproval. While many of these laws have been repealed, the underlying negative

attitudes persist, manifesting in contemporary forms of bias. These include housing and

employment discrimination, social exclusion, and refusal of service in non-LGBTQ+ venues, all

fueled by the perception of drag as unprofessional, inappropriate, or morally offensive.
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Perhaps the most severe consequence of negative attitudes is the heightened risk of physical

violence and harassment. Because drag performers intentionally violate gender norms in a highly

visible manner, they are frequently targeted by hate crimes. The aggression is often rooted in

transphobia and homophobia, where the attacker views the performance as an unacceptable

challenge to their own identity or societal structure. Studies consistently show that individuals who

express high levels of prejudice against LGBTQ+ individuals are also more likely to hold extremely

negative attitudes toward drag performers and are more likely to participate in verbal or physical

abuse. This correlation highlights the fact that attitudes are not merely internal beliefs but crucial

precursors to discriminatory behavior.

Furthermore, recent political movements have leveraged negative attitudes to justify legislative

attacks against drag performers, particularly concerning performances in public spaces or those

accessible to minors (such as "Drag Queen Story Hour"). These legislative efforts, often framed

under the guise of "protecting children" or "public decency," are powerful examples of how

entrenched negative attitudes--driven by moral panic and misinformation--can be weaponized to

restrict freedom of expression and marginalize an entire group. The existence and persistence of

these discriminatory measures underscore that despite increased media visibility and general

acceptance in liberal urban areas, attitudes toward female impersonators remain a critical measure

of societal tolerance and safety for gender non-conforming individuals.

The Impact of Performance on Audience Attitudes

The live performance environment provides a unique laboratory for observing attitude modification,

as the quality and interactional style of the female impersonator can significantly mitigate initial

audience prejudice. A well-executed drag performance often employs humor, self-awareness, and

theatrical skill to disarm skeptical or prejudiced audience members. Humor, in particular, is a

crucial tool; by parodying gender stereotypes or making light of the absurdity of gender roles,

performers invite the audience to laugh with them, rather than at them, effectively lowering

psychological defenses and fostering a temporary sense of camaraderie. This shared positive

emotional experience can challenge pre-existing negative attitudes far more effectively than

abstract intellectual arguments.

Moreover, the artistry and professionalism displayed by many performers command respect, even

from initially hostile audiences. When an audience witnesses the sheer effort, talent, and

dedication involved in creating a high-quality costume, makeup look, or choreographed number,

their initial judgment shifts from moral condemnation to aesthetic appreciation. This phenomenon

illustrates the "contact hypothesis," where positive, sustained interaction with members of an out-

group reduces prejudice. For many audience members, a live drag show is their first genuine,

positive interaction with a gender non-conforming individual operating in a position of power (the

stage), leading to attitude shifts based on admiration for skill rather than fear of difference.
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The element of audience interaction is also vital. Female impersonators often engage directly with

the audience, making them feel seen, appreciated, or gently teased. This direct, personalized

contact breaks down the psychological barrier between the "performer" (the strange out-group) and

the "audience" (the safe in-group). By humanizing the performance and the performer, this

interaction fosters empathy. For example, a performer who shares a brief, authentic story about

their life or their journey into drag can evoke a powerful emotional response that bypasses deep-

seated prejudice, making the audience member more likely to adopt a positive, appreciative

attitude toward the individual and the art form as a whole.

Contemporary Acceptance and Future Directions

Contemporary attitudes toward female impersonators are characterized by unprecedented levels of

mainstream acceptance, particularly in Western democracies, yet this acceptance is deeply

conditional and geographically uneven. For a large segment of the population, drag has

transitioned from a marginalized subculture to a celebrated form of popular entertainment,

recognized for its contributions to fashion, music, and comedy. This positive shift is reflected in the

commercial success of drag artists, their inclusion in major advertising campaigns, and the general

cultural understanding that drag is a legitimate and skilled profession. This acceptance signals a

societal trend toward greater tolerance for gender expression that deviates from strict binary

norms, provided that the deviation is framed within the context of performance art.

However, the future direction of attitudes remains highly contested. While acceptance has soared

among younger generations and urban populations, significant pockets of intense hostility persist,

particularly in politically conservative regions and among older demographics. This polarization

suggests that the battle for universal acceptance is far from over. Future studies will need to focus

heavily on the impact of political rhetoric on attitude formation, examining how organized

campaigns against LGBTQ+ rights specifically leverage pre-existing negative attitudes toward drag

to achieve political ends. The ongoing legislative efforts to restrict drag performances serve as a

constant reminder that attitudes can be rapidly mobilized for punitive action, even in cultures that

appear broadly accepting.

Ultimately, the study of attitudes toward female impersonators serves as a powerful barometer of

societal health regarding gender and sexual diversity. Positive attitudes represent a cultural

embrace of creativity, non-conformity, and the deconstruction of arbitrary social rules. Conversely,

negative attitudes reflect persistent anxiety over gender fluidity, the rigidity of traditional power

structures, and the lingering influence of homophobia and transphobia. As drag continues to gain

global prominence, the challenge for cultural institutions and educators will be to ensure that the

positive attitudes fostered by entertainment media translate into genuine, sustained social and

legal protections for the performers, reinforcing the understanding that female impersonation is not

merely a costume, but a vital and expressive form of human artistic endeavor.
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