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• ABSTRACT OF THESIS • 
 

Pint-Sized Spectacles: American Youth Beauty Queens and the Power(ful) 

Dynamic of the Institutionalized Pageant 

 The purpose of this project is to utilize a variety of theoretical 

frameworks to examine this popular and pervasive cultural phenomenon for 

young American girls, focusing particularly on the pageant contestants aged 

13 and under. Grounding the project in Foucault’s theory of disciplinary 

power and the production of the docile body, and Althusser’s concept of the 

systematic processes of the state and the institution allowed us to examine 

the spectacularized nature of the youth pageant event within the American 

arena. Understanding how Debord’s notion of the spectacle involves a 

performative process that continually circulates and continually entertains a 

receiving audience and receiving table of judges, is again, all a part of the 

normalizing mode of the system. Temporally and spatially, the pageant event 

works to transcend boundaries given its pervasive abilities, but still, operates 

within a particular system with particular actors. 

 Having established a comprehensive foundation of these key 

theories, it was easy to align popular culture ideas about beauty and sexuality 

with the female body/contestant, as well as link ideas about race, class, and 

age in performing to the ‘norms’ of the pageant system. 
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• CHAPTER 1 •  
SETTING THE STAGE, THE CURTAIN GOES UP 

 

  Current and past research involves beauty pageants in the American 

(and world circuits) for adult females, understood as age 18 and older, while 

research on youth beauty pageants, encompassing the contestant population 

aged between infancy to 18 years of age, has been scant. This project works 

to rectify that lack of research and critically assess the institutional functions 

that govern the system of the state and its variegated entities. Guided by the 

critical Western thought of Louis Althusser and Michel Foucault, my 

research questions how the production and reproduction through the 

deployment of disciplinary power allow all actors within the pageant event to 

play particular roles for this continuation. Having this critical foundation and 

framework, I pose questions about the pervasiveness and popularity of youth 

pageants both on stage at the local, state, and national levels, as well as on 

cable reality television shows, among other mediums of popular 

consumption.  

 The specific analyses of this project, from the sequined headband and 

bikini to the decorated stage to the culminating crowning ceremony, cannot 

be detached from larger issues of performance, and more prominently, the 

implications and power of what Guy Debord has called ‘the spectacle.’ As I 

will later discuss, Debord identifies our modern society, often via media 
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(both linguistically and visually), as the location that operates through 

entertaining and spectacularizing of all events. But, we, the viewing audience, 

have become so accustomed to an influx of images that we’ve become 

unaffected and unemotional in our response to these presentations. This idea 

works well with understanding how the pageant event, as a whole, operates 

under this same spectacularizing mode. 

 As these larger theories are laid out, I align performance, media, race, 

class, and age theories to the setting of the youth pageant spectacle. It is my 

hope that this project will continue to ask questions about what it means to 

be a female in relation to and through popular American culture, and more 

specifically, a young girl within the same system; what feminists fought for 

decades in building the confidence and esteem for women and girls is 

inevitably compromised through the reproduction of gendered and sexual 

‘norms’ in and by the female contestants. While many defendants of the 

pageant industry believe esteem and confidence, motivated by achievement 

of scholarships, mark the rewarding nature of the pageant and for the 

crowned queen, others, like myself, understand the sexist and cultural beliefs 

embedded in the pageant to challenge this assertion of the industry’s positive 

effects on girls.  

 Untallied amounts of time, effort, money, and familial commitment 

are dedicated to perfecting the stage presentation of these young girls, all in 

the effort to put forth a positive personality and beautiful poise, but 
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ultimately, these young girls must use their single moment on stage to sell 

themselves to the panel of judges. I will argue that their believed motives for 

cultivating self-confidence and individuality through pageant participation are 

undoubtedly overridden by the urgency of winning the title of queen. These 

girls, and for that matter, all members of the pageant community, find 

themselves absorbed and circulating within a matrix of hypersexualized and 

distinctly heteronormative performances of female sexuality that gets 

repeated and reproduced in precise ways. This industry, in many ways, 

functions as a powerful social and regulatory institution with governing 

‘norms,’ power structures, and rewards and consequences.  

 From here let’s take a moment to get a taste of the pageant through the eyes of the 

contestant herself in the hopes that the theoretical setup of the paper will allow for easy 

transition into the practical examination of the pageant system.   

 Cue the glitz and sparkle and let yourself be absorbed with the power of the 

 spectacle. But hold the applause for these pint-sized spectacles of sex. A girl, no 

 more than 6-years-old is announced as she makes her way across the long stage 

 wearing her ‘sporty’ outfit as the first round of the pageant competition begins. She 

 bounces as she walks to the center of the stage, takes four paces forward, makes a 

 quick twirl and winks at  the judges, and proceeds to exit out of the first wing on 

 her left. She’ll scurry backstage, down a winding hallway to get changed for 

 the talent portion of the pageant, and then finally, into her ball gown right before 

 the culminating crowning ceremony.  
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This narrative represents a familiar process on many stages at youth pageants 

across America for thousands of girls each month. While the presentation 

process seems standard enough, much can be decoded about the messages of 

beauty and perfection—and sex appeal—these girls receive, adopt, and 

internalize from various media outlets and then perform within the space of 

the pageant event. Donelle R. Ruwe elaborates on the harm done by the 

internalizing of a demand and ideal as presented by the media: “individual 

participants are learning, practicing, and thereby internalizing the pageant’s 

version of womanhood” and the “reiteration of norms through various 

regulatory practices that materialize sex/gender” (Ruwe 139). Ruwe’s critique 

is precisely of the systematic regulation that will be discussed in relation to 

the functioning and maintenance of ‘state ideologies’ (in Louis Althusser’s 

terms) that govern and reproduce ideas of beauty, gender, and sexuality; 

these ideologies are directly related and linked within the institution of the 

pageant system for all participating members. This analysis will unpack much 

more about the intricate process and execution of the pageant as an 

institution, as well as implications about the internalization of adult female 

sexual normativity by so many young American girls. 

 Pageants, in increasing numbers each month, are available to girls 

(and more recently boys) of all ages, on many international scenes. Beverly 

Stoeltje, Colleen Ballerino Cohen, and Richard Wilk insist upon to the 

universality and applicability of the pageant as institution: “beauty contests 
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are everywhere: they take place around the world; draw local and 

international audiences; span every conceivable group, interest, and topic; 

and involve competitors ranging in age from infants to centenarians” (Cohen 

2). Cultural theorist Henry A. Giroux reflects on the pervasive beauty 

pageant industry in his 2006 work America on the Edge: On Politics, Culture, 

and Education: “an estimated 3,000 pageants a year are held in the U.S., in 

which more than 100,000 children under the age of 12 complete—in some 

cases as young as 8 months, and that statistic is continuing to grow” (Giroux 

136). In fact, ‘Pageantcenter.com’ lists pageants by state and region as well as 

international pageant competitions. Most states host 3 or 4 pageants per 

month; some pageant events are advertised and listed more than a year ahead 

of time. According to Stoeltje, “as universal and diverse pageants are all with 

varied cultural and historical contexts, all find ways to showcase values, 

concepts, and behaviors that exist at the center of a group’s sense of itself 

and exhibit values of morality, gender, and place” (Cohen 2). The formality 

and structured nature of ‘showcasing’ the contestant’s abilities, namely, their 

reflection of dominant ‘values, concepts, and behaviors,’ remains a 

consistency across the pageant arena, whether the event occurs at the local 

level or whether it is a popular international event.  

 From this brief overview, we can better understand how this project 

may proceed by using larger theoretical frameworks to better critique the 

smaller details of the youth pageant industry. I am here to present just one 
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comprehensive analysis of the youth beauty pageant culture, and its many 

facets with the hopes to ignite a discussion about the social and gender 

implications of this popular American activity; each section of my project 

builds upon the next and asks us to continually question how the power of 

the pageant spectacle transgresses boundaries temporally and spatially, 

appearing in material and abstract dimensions.



  

  PINT-SIZED SPECTACLES 

7 

 

• CHAPTER 2 •  
DIM THE LIGHTS AS THE SHOW STARTS 

 

 Like the stage of the beauty pageant event fully framed and boxed 

out for the viewing pleasure of the audience, it is necessary to create a sturdy 

framework to begin my discussion of how modern ideologies and 

deployments of power interact with modern ideas of production and 

reproduction for the subject(s) circulating in and among these power 

structures. I ask, how does this framework speak to ideas of or demonstrate 

the material production and reproduction of social gender constructions that 

get complicated during the performances of the little pageant girls? And then, 

how do our culture’s reiteration of performance norms operate on these 

young girls in and around the arena of the pageant event? These two 

questions will be addressed and treated separately, but without question are 

intertwined and linked again and again.  

 Influential Western theorists such as Michel Foucault, Louis 

Althusser, and Judith Butler theorize disciplinarily power and bodily 

production, in the social performances of gender, and these ground-breaking 

theories directly apply to the producing subject of the young child in the 

framework of the youth beauty pageant in the American circuit. The core 

concept of disciplinary power is intensified and exacerbated when 



  

  PINT-SIZED SPECTACLES 

8 

considering how ideas of production and the deployment of power operate 

within the institutionalized space of the pageant, and then directly function in 

relation to girls at and under the age of 13—the population on which I will 

focus the most attention. How do these female subjects and the multiple 

facets of the beauty pageant circulate among, or reflect and reinforce the 

dominant power and ideologies? Look no further than your cable television 

listing to see how these young subjects are further placed into the popular 

media as elements of mass marketing entertainment and spectacle. Spatially, 

the pageant practices a ‘transferability’ from the live stage/area performance, 

to reality cable television shows like TLC’s Toddlers and Tiaras, WE TV’s Little 

Miss Perfect, and VH-1’s Little Beauties: Ultimate Kiddie Queen Showdown. One can 

even purchase a coffee table hardcover ‘photomontage,’ colored with 

hundreds of pages of professional portraits of youth pageant contenders 

entitled High Glitz, as a daily reminder of the pervasive culture of the beauty 

pageant. The pervasive nature and multiple instances of the pageant system 

work temporally and spatially in particular ways, and undoubtedly reflect 

what Foucault called ‘carceral archipelago’ (“Discipline and Punish” 296). 

Each of the pageant’s facets is part of a “whole series of institutions” 

(“Discipline and Punish” 297) discreetly and systematically linked although 

often appearing to operate as separate entities particularly through spatial and 

temporal dimensions. 

 Temporally, a transfer of generational influence circulates within the 
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pageant system; many former pageant queens return as judges in youth 

pageants, while many mothers of these young girls boast a previous pageant 

career history themselves. A constant reproduction and recycling of sexist 

and patriarchal command and dominance seems unbreakable. With the 

growing numbers of pageant participants across America, many as Giroux 

reports under the age of 12, the power of the pageant industry continues to 

expand and diffuse itself into various networks. What can we make of this 

omnipresent culture of the pageant system functioning within a system, as 

Foucault comments, “where power is everywhere because it comes from 

everywhere” (“History of Sexuality” 93)? Whilst rhetorical, these questions 

are necessary to pose early on in my project in order to understand how ideas 

of modern power as pervasive and productive apply to the American youth 

pageant arena.  

 The purpose of this project is to tap into answers about how the 

pageant event operates within this framework of modern power and 

production, and continually reproduces Debord’s understanding of the 

spectacle operating in the most outrageous and absurd ways. Grounding this 

project within a theoretical framework is essential to offer the broadest 

critical structure for specific analyses, and from there, we may use the 

overarching themes to connect other thinkers in such areas as cultural and 

media theory, race and class theories, and performance studies to create the 

most comprehensive picture of the functionality of the youth beauty pageant.
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• CHAPTER 3 •      
A HIGH-QUALITY PRODUCTION 

 

 Michel Foucault’s theory of disciplinary power speaks to the 

production of the modern subject, and in this case, the young pageant 

contestant. While this subject operates, functions, and performs social ideals 

of beauty and sexuality in fundamental ways, her level of access to power and 

control over production varies quite differently than, say, the pageant 

director or event pageant parent. Foucault argues that the specific goal of this 

production is to create a capable subject who will produce according to the 

norms of the society. He expresses a fundamental element of discipline 

involving the ‘docile body’ in a certain space—to produce and be maintained 

for maximum production and outcome. 

 Understandably, this disciplinary model of power contrasts to the 

classical model of sovereign power and central monarch-style governance; 

historically, there was a set of governing codes of law through which one 

individual or central governing power instituted their power over the masses. 

Foucault summarizes, “we construct an analytics of power that no longer 

takes law as a model and a code” (“History of Sexuality” 90). With this, he 

insists we rid the connotation of law and the central governing body of 

power as something ‘exclusionary’ or ‘prohibitive,’ and thus, recast modern, 
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disciplinarily power as something more ‘productive’ and ‘positive.’ He 

understands that often ideas of power are surrounded with negativity and 

notions of ‘exclusion,’ or ‘censoring,’ or ‘repressing,’ but in fact, he insists 

that, “power produces, it produces objects and rituals of truth” (“Discipline 

and Punish” 194). This production appears positive, more inclusive for all 

participating, and there exists a willingness to continue this production. The 

subject most easily produced and disciplined for the mode of capability and 

reproduction is a subject characterized by docility and submissiveness, but 

still willingly capable of reproduction dominant cultural norms. 

 It is fascinating to follow Foucault’s logic in understanding how the 

space for the disciplined body ‘looks’ and to apply this to the spaces of the 

pageant. Foucault’s work in Discipline and Punish suggests there are almost 

quarantined or ‘partitioned’ (143) spaces for each docile body to produce 

within and to be accounted for as “discipline organizes an analytical space” 

(“Discipline and Punish” 143). It is odd to consider, within this model, how 

the lack of interaction for friendly competition and morale would be 

structured to increase production when all subjects exist within ‘semi-

partitioned’ areas. At the same time, the individuals would believe the 

partitioned space to be allotted and reserved specifically for them, and in 

return for this consideration, they should produce to meet the needs of the 

greater group and maintain a level of healthy competition. With this 

arrangement, the subjects believe themselves to be a part of a network of 
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production, in which they will reciprocally benefit and share in the sentiment 

of togetherness among their fellow workers. We believe ourselves, through 

this participation, to be free and functioning within a cohesive and 

productive, circulating, pervasive system. Precisely, Foucault argues, 

“discipline is an art that individualizes bodies by a location that does not give 

them a fixed position, but distributes them and circulates them in a network 

of relations” (“Discipline and Punish” 146). All these themes connect back to 

the idea of reproducing the ‘norms’ established for producing bodies to 

achieve: “in a sense, the power of normalization imposes homogeneity; but it 

individualizes by making it possible to measure gaps, to determine levels, to 

fix specialties and to render the differences useful by fitting them one to 

another” (“Discipline and Punish” 184). Indeed the system of disciplinary 

power is complex, but fits near perfectly within the model of the beauty 

pageant. With the pageant, there are clear modes for training and disciplining 

the embodied subjects, who are instructed to normalize their actions in 

relation to and with acknowledgement of their own bodies and the bodies of 

others operating within their network. While there is an invisible 

homogenizing and normalizing occurring in the space of the pageant, the 

girls believe themselves to be performing heterogeneously (ie: quite 

differently, uniquely, and apart from their competitor). Perhaps one will 

shake her hips and shoulders to attract attention, while another will blow a 

kiss or wink during her performance, but ultimately, these movements are 
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part of the disciplined ‘pageant’ training that is quite homogenous and 

representative of the space of the pageant.  

 Foucault next historicizes the interest in the ability to discipline the 

body by way of “methods, which make possible the meticulous control of 

the operations of the body, which assured the constant subjection of its 

forces and imposed upon the relation of docility-utility, might be called 

‘disciplines’ (“Discipline and Punish” 137), through his examination of the 

institution of the prison system. Clearly, I do not intend to place this 

institutionalized system on the same plane as the pageant event, but parallels 

about the construction of the space of both realms, as well as the bodies that 

inhabit these spaces, can be analyzed through a similar process and through 

an underlying theoretical framework. Foucault spends a great deal of time 

considering how “bodies are produced as docile and may be subjected, used, 

transformed, and improved” (“Discipline and Punish” 137)—to further 

install regimes of bodily normativity. 

  Where better to observe the production of these docile bodies but on 

and at the central focus of the pageant event—the stage? Like the partitioned 

space of other institutionalized entities, the space of the pageant functions 

within protected and ‘enclosed compartments or partitions.’ There are 

measures, disciplines, and bodily placement standards according to which all 

contestants are judged and graded. Points awarded for placement of different 

areas of the body, facial expressions, eye contact, and usage of stage are some 
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of the ways in which each contestant is measured. Of course, we can’t forget 

about ‘appropriateness’ of performance to the contestant’s age level, and it is 

necessary to consider if the participant would serve as a ‘perfect’ 

representation or ‘spokesgirl’ for the host pageant’s mission statement. 

 The stage may be presented as a confining space, one marked by 

enclosure, but at the same time, the function of the stage is to normalize and 

reiterate the performances of the girls who enter the space. The event itself 

carefully regulates who enters the space, especially those who wish to view 

the event from the audience, thus making the space of the pageant something 

‘private.’ But at the same time, the presentations of self and body on stage 

function almost publically or ‘freely’ for a small, private audience. Ideas of 

public, spectacularized displays of self get complicated within this privatized 

space. 

 A sense of ‘routine’ settles into the stage space and the contestants 

become disciplined into how they should act—and produce—to receive 

reward in the space of the pageant stage. While the individual contestant may 

be ‘partitioned’ in her own space and believe herself to be acting in a 

heterogeneous and ‘different’ manner than her competitor, the individuals 

are, at the same time, functioning, producing, and adhering to the norms of 

the pageant within the same, shared space. Further, this space is organized in 

a hierarchical manner by ranked scores based on the girls’ performances, 

which are part of this system of production and normalization. The action or 
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portion of production associated with judging is, in Foucault’s terms, an 

‘examination.’ Ideally, the space of the pageant would involve a hierarchical 

organization of persons policing, disciplining, and enacting—and reenacting 

time and time again—the norms of the pageant performance, which are the 

dominant gender norms of our culture, while the examination of these 

performances involves the critique, in particularly ‘partitioned’ ways and 

particularly ‘partitioned’ categories by the panel of judges. 

 Foucault reiterates the links between location, time, and the body as a 

vehicle for production; the better use of time and use of space for the 

producer (through their bodies as the mode and means of production), the 

more fruitful the outcome. Of course a regimented element of discipline is 

ideal: “precision and application are, with regularity, the fundamental virtues 

of disciplinary time” (“Discipline and Punish” 151). There are clear links 

between time and space, body and production all operating within this 

network of production as well as links to normalized understandings of 

female sexuality all operating within clear standards, norms, and disciplines. 

Clear connections can be made between timely and reiterated exercises of 

these disciplinarily movements suitable for competition, and suitable for 

competing in local, then regional, then national level pageants, and beyond. 

The more the docile subject regulates and disciplines her body—by way of 

hierarchical influences and standards, paired with her own regulatory, self-

corrected mindfulness—the better the pageant contestant’s chances for the 
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crowning title. The more we unravel Foucault’s model of modern disciplinary 

power, the more we can see how this system applies directly to the pageant 

event.  

 When Foucault suggests there are ‘terminal forms of power,’ he and 

Althusser are easily placed into dialogue. Foucault understands power as a 

mode attributed to a system of circulatory and interactive matrixes of sending 

and regulating modes of power: “a multiplicity of force relations immanent in 

the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their own 

organization…these force relations form a chain or a system, or on the 

contrary, the disjunctions and contradictions which isolate them…” 

(“History of Sexuality” 92). Like the power of the spectacle that operates in 

concentrated and diffuse ways for Debord, the modes of power that circulate 

within the system of the pageant function in similar flows; the beauty 

pageant, like traffic laws or court systems are specific, concentrated moments 

of these terminal forms of power.  

 Discussions surrounding Foucault’s understanding of power cannot 

be separated from Althusser’s of ideology as the state’s systematic 

functioning in a continuous maintenance of norms; separate entities of the 

system’s functioning serve as places of or sources of dispensatory power, but 

collectively operate in clear relation and cooperation—and continuous 

reproduction. Althusser’s essay illuminates the point about the importance 

and prevalence of reproduction, "it is only within the processes of 
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production and circulation that this reproduction is realized” (Althusser 33). It 

proves difficult to challenge how the ‘ideological state apparatuses’ (or ISAs) 

can exist both as localized systems as well as diffused and circulatory systems, 

because as participators, we become absorbed by the webbed network of 

production inherently working within this power structure. The moments 

and places of power are instantiated in the disciplinary form as it most closely 

and specifically focuses on the body, ideas of gender performance, moments 

and particulars of movement, and then returns and reiterates the larger 

theme—operations of production and reproduction. From this, we can see 

how power is localized and circulatory, concentrated and diffuse when it is 

placed in conjunction with the body. Judith Lorber cites Pierre Bourdieu on 

the site of the body as a place for structural power and manifestation: 

“Bourdieu viewed the body as a site where culture, social power, and social 

structure are produced and manifested…” (Lorber 62). Butler would agree 

that power exists corporeally, but further, produces specifically within gender 

and sexual constructions; these constraints give the body an identity.  

 Butler insists that: “performativity must be understood not as a 

singular or deliberate ‘act,’ but a reiterative and citational practice” (Butler 2). 

But what is in constant and conscious performative practice for these young 

girls?  In short, there is a constant production occurring, a constant 

instruction and underlying code, quite possibly, reproducing an active state of 

production through the constant repetition and reiteration of the ‘norms’ of 
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beauty and ‘norms’ of pageantry through the site of the body. For the young 

beauty queens, whether they are aware or not, there is a constant request and 

demand by way of disciplinary power’s operation, to engage in a performance 

of normativity using the medium of the body. This performance of the body 

is very specific as there are rules and norms to discipline and incorporate in 

order to maintain hegemonic systems of power. These subjects are products, 

are ‘types,’ created and reproduced through certain discourses and 

institutions of power that operate under particular norms, shapes, histories, 

and practices. These youthful subjects are so disciplined by working to 

perform learned norms within the system, that even the young girls 

themselves police and correct each other’s moves in practice. They 

understand that with a disciplined regimen and a performance of a certain 

‘norm,’ rewards will circulate more freely. They understand, through cultural 

gender identities that girls who compete in pageants are supposed to use their 

bodies in meticulous ways—to blow kisses, to wink, to shake their hips. 

 This whole conversation circulates around Foucault’s concept of 

‘disciplinary power,’ in that, it directly suggests a system of cause and effect, 

an action and consequence; this speaks to the idea that certain norms, more 

so than laws or codes, must be performed within a specific framework for 

the continued production of these ‘types’ of subjects to be rewarded (or 

punished) accordingly. It would seem that, as there are various avenues and 

various mechanisms of disciplinary power that external discipline is 
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engrained in the norms governing and structuring one’s participation in the 

system, and internal discipline is a self-imposed set of governing principles 

working to give order and structure to the individual’s actions. Certainly the 

supreme ‘reward’ in the pageant would involve taking the crown at any given 

event, presuming that the contestant’s disciplined body performed to the 

norms sought by judges. The subjects quickly learn to act in a certain way 

knowing their movements are met with reward—or rejection—as they 

become specific members of the pageant institution. Through this process, 

their bodies are reduced to the docile subject, willing to undergo hours and 

weeks of practice and repetition, either under the direction of a hierarchically 

superior figure and/or their own disciplinarily power and influence. But what 

about those who are denied—or ‘punished’—this moment of glory? 

Certainly they are not kicked out of the event, but rather, are forced, 

encouraged, even bribed to practice, reproduce, and correct their bodies to 

move in specific ways for the next pageant event. This training serves as a 

type of ‘punishment’ for not reproducing the norms and regularities of which 

judges were in search. The punishment functions as something more 

‘corrective’ (“Discipline and Punish” 179) than punishment as we may 

regularly understand the term. 

 Next, we will question the external force(s) or facilitator(s) of this 

power guiding and producing (and reproducing) the pageant event. To 

complicate the matter, there exists both material and abstract apparatuses at 
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work, as Althusser would argue. It is obvious the directors deploy power in a 

certain way, as do the pageant industry supporters and judges, but in clearly 

distinctive ways. The director may demonstrate their power through 

contractual agreements with the contestant’s family. The judging panel may 

exercise their power through modes of ranking and grading. In a way, the 

mothers and families who support and register their daughters for these 

events also deploy a certain level of power and control. Often, bribes are 

offered by the parents to the young contestants to perform to the satisfaction 

of the paying parent. And of course, we can’t forget about the media’s 

influence.  

 All these various parties and institutions dominate and exploit the 

youth pageant contestant in specific ways, but all operate within the same 

system of disciplinary power. If the hottest celebrity is styling her hair a 

certain way or only using Hollywood Tans, you can be sure the pageant 

contestants are as well, conforming to what the media considers beautiful 

and trendy. This circulating, sharing, and exchanging of norms and standards 

is necessary to reproduce a system of dominant, orderly interests. At the 

same time, these power sources are not located within any specific hierarchy 

or rigid structure; there exists a particular flow and shift depending on the 

moments in which the power necessary for deployment or necessary for the 

reproduction of female sexuality norms in the pageant and thus, carries a 

more weighted value. Ultimately, modern power and ideology doesn’t believe 
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it may be harmful or chaotic for those subjects who are part of this 

production; again, modern power sees itself as productive and continually 

advancing. The pageant reinforces a ‘look,’ a gendered ‘look’ for the 

contestant to adopt through various, interlocking modes of power.
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• CHAPTER 4 • 
THE PLAYBILL: REVIEWING THE CAST MEMBERS 

 

 What proves most absurd and disorienting involves those who are 

the central focal point of the pageant—the young girls themselves—who are 

undeservingly devoid of any power. They get lost among and around modes 

of production that serve the interests of the institution in power. Their 

docility requires them to submit and continually recreate and reproduce “the 

learned ‘rules’ of good behavior, i.e. the attitude that should be observed by 

every agent in the division of labor, according to the job s/he is destined to 

do” (Althusser 4). What the girls adopt and internalize and negotiate are 

specific normalizing factors that encompass the abstract nature of their 

performance and are materialized in space and the styling of the pageant 

performance. In the case of the ‘Professional/Full Glitz’ pageant, (which will 

later be differentiated among other pageant ‘types’) the spray-on tan or the 

glued-on eyelashes are material articles understood as productive in 

reiterating the abstract, but accepted ‘norms’ of the pageant event. The ‘rules’ 

or habits adopted and internalized by the young contestants organize the 

gendered norms accepted as appropriate and necessary for production. The 

ideology of power in the pageant is two-fold in that, pageant as ISA operates 

under material and abstract conditions.  
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 The pageant girls understand that a specific walk, strut, hip shake, 

and kiss blow are material ‘performatives,’ to use Butler’s terminology, of the 

pageant. At the same time, there are abstract norms socially accepted and 

reiterated whilst ‘doing’ one’s female gender, and even more so on the stage 

of the pageant event. Often these norms are understood as ‘natural.’ Wendy 

Chapkins speaks to the material politics of appearance for the female body: 

 “the beautiful body is woman’s responsibility and authority. She will 

 be valued and rewarded on the basis of how close she comes to 

 embodying the ideal. Whatever the current borders of beauty, they 

 will always be well-defined and exceedingly narrow, and it will be the 

 woman’s task to conform to them—for as long as humanly 

 possible…female beauty is a  state to be attained and lost” (Chapkis 

 14). 

It would seem these norms insist that all bodies (of the female, and in this 

case, the female pageant contestant, and further, of all ages and within the 

confines of all pageant types), have the same experience and recurrence of 

bodily performances of a female gender. And that this experience and 

reproduction is perpetual even to the extent of never being finalized as it can 

always be ‘lost’ as Chapkins asserts. The contestant internalizes these 

moments of ‘gender performance,’ or specifically, ‘pageant performance,’ as 

they understand their place in the pageant circuit as necessary for operating 

and continually reproducing in a specific way—and for a specific reward—
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the tangible crown and queen title.  

 Time after time, the production sequence and circulation of power 

appears productive and positive, but ultimately produces a specific subject 

who fits into a specific mode within the system of the pageant circuit. The 

constant reiteration of dominant pageant rhetoric that ‘all contestants are 

princesses or winners’ works well within this model; all the docile subjects 

believe themselves to be winners in the game of reproducing gender norms 

and ideas of beauty. All contestants may even be awarded a sash or trophy 

just for participating, but those who perform and produce these norms the 

‘best’ or with the most ‘commitment’ ultimately earn the highest pageant title. 

Beverly Stoeltje speaks to the idea of imagined ruler or queen of cultural 

norms of beauty and sexuality: “the beauty pageant qualifies as a ritual that 

creates a liminal space for inversion (of the role of queen, or fictive, yet 

superior ruler), what does this say about the messages communicated to 

these young women about their skills and roles” (Stoeltje 16)? Through the 

power of the ‘spectacle,’ this fairytale image of the queen gets turned into 

reality for these competing girls. 

 But how might we respond to small moments of resistance, when the 

child beauty queen resists her place within this operating system and her 

place as a bodied subject? Moments on Toddlers and Tiaras when the girls act 

out and resist the disciplined codes to which they were trained and to which 

they rehearsed are moments of this tension. At these moments where they 
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express unwillingness to cooperate with changing their costume and hairstyle 

between each category, kick and scream and cry to their guardians, or express 

general disinterest with competing again at all, are places where the girls 

display a glimpse of agency. They sense their bodily role as productive, docile 

subject functioning within a system of production and reproduction, 

spectacularized to entertain and to be scored and judged, and with this, work 

to restructure the role of power within the pageant system. Debra Gimlim 

comments to the power of resistance: “the body might be a location for 

domination, but it also a tool for resistance and agency in the construction 

and reconstruction of contemporary selfhood” (Gimlin 149). These 

moments of resistance may be scarce, but they do serve to complicate and 

create moments of active resistance. What we can understand is that the 

system is overdetermined and functions in clearly particular ways to regulate 

these resistive moments that ‘need correcting,’ as Foucault would argue. Still, 

it is interesting to consider how, even during moments where contestants are 

working to gain small amounts of agency and assert themselves, their actions 

are still done in spectacularized ways; the girls showcased on the reality 

shows throw tantrums, argue with their mothers, or protest in the corner, yet 

the spectacular and pervasive nature of the spectacle still cleverly occupies 

the space of the pageant even during these moments of disruption.
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• CHAPTER 5 • 
SPOTLIGHT FOR THE SOLO 

 

 In ‘Comments on the Society of the Spectacle,’ Guy Debord identifies 

modern society as the current location that operates by continually 

reproducing and recirculating popular cultural events to the public, to the 

extent and excess that we have become so callous to and unaffected by ideas, 

images, and visuals once intended to shock and surprise. Debord explains the 

significance and omnipresent power of the spectacle explaining both the 

momentary and residual affect of the spectacularlized display: “the 

importance of the power, domination, and continuity of the spectacle, is 

both concentrated and diffuse…and a third form developing from a 

combination of both, the integrated spectacular” (Debord 3). This integrated 

option is made possible through recirculation and dissemination, often by 

and through the power of the media in various mediums.  

 If we define the spectacle, it surely involves a display that appeals to a 

viewing and receiving audience, with the ultimate goal to entertain, to 

stimulate, and to sell. Further, the performance is often an exaggerated and 

hyperbolized showcase for capitalist and gendered ideology, or series of 

showcases and events, and in our case, a hypersexualized and extravagant 

performance, done by a particular, profiled contestant for a receiving judging 
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panel and audience of guardians. In this case, it can be argued that the 

process of the pageant event serves as a gigantic spectacle composed of 

episodic spectacles each time a new contestant takes the stage.  

 Spatially, the pageant can be transferred from the live stage 

performance, to reality television shows like TLC’s Toddlers and Tiaras or WE 

TV’s Little Miss Perfect. Temporally, these girls often remain active within the 

pageant culture well into adulthood, returning as a director or judge for 

another generation of pageant queen hopefuls. The spectacle, like Foucault’s 

model of disciplinarily power, continually reproduces itself, recreating a larger 

and more extravagant spectacle. Not only is the event a continual process, 

but so is the reproduction of the subject on display—the youth contestant 

herself, who is the focal point of the extravagant show.  

 It would seem that once the pageant concludes, the hype of the event 

is old news; already a new pageant competition is on the radar, but is the 

spectacle of the pageant in fact forgotten once the performances are 

completed, the awards are given out, and the girls leave the scene? A diffuse 

affect of the spectacle’s power transfers and expands temporally from the 

moments of concentrated spectacularization during the event. The girls are 

still performing socially constructed norms and codes which they’ve adopted 

and performed just hours earlier as they exit the actual stage and host site of 

the event; surely their practices the next day in their living rooms can serve as 

‘rehearsals’ for the next and upcoming pageant as the spectacle’s diffuse form 
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continues to circulate. The power of the spectacle of the pageant is in its 

integration and extension of smaller practices and rehearsals, into a larger 

networked system that continually reproduces everywhere dominant gender 

norms.  

 Debord suggests the obvious gendered and normative aspects of the 

pageant hold no secrets to all who circulate within the system. What is real 

and void of secrecy is the hyper-sexualization and the spectacularization of 

how pageants are created, celebrated, and continually reproduced by pageant 

supporters and through the disciplined docile subjects. Debord would further 

argue the secret of the spectacle is the fact that it’s not a secret at all, but 

obvious gendered entertainment, a catering and appeal to capitalism, and 

pleasurable in its excess. The power of the spectacle to maintain control and 

regulation over the viewer speaks to Foucault’s understanding disciplinary 

power; the viewer knows they are entwined in this matrix of power and 

hyper-exaggeration, which is often exploitative, but still captivating and 

entertaining. Emotionally, we must question how or if we experience any 

emotional response after encountering the spectacle of the youth beauty 

pageant. The frequency of the spectacle rarely allows us any emotional 

response due the influx of images pervasive in our modern society, as 

Debord argues. How do we negotiate our place as viewer, or in my case, as 

feminist viewer of such a display and the contestants who participate? 

 The contestants, however, absorb the power and implications of the 
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spectacle differently, in that, they are uniquely engaged and committed to the 

performance of the pageant event in their efforts to win the crown; they 

intend to be a part of the continual reproduction of the spectacle at the 

concentrated level on stage, and then, in the diffuse and integrated spaces off 

stage so as to maintain the learned norms of gender and sexuality through 

pageant performance both on and off stage. In this case, without taking 

personal and collective responsibility to dismantle the spectacle, it will 

continue to reproduce, but perhaps we are always en route in an onward 

march to find or create a new spectacle for the maintenance of gendered 

norms and ‘performatives’ as patterns and systems of repetition and 

reproduction operating on the female body.
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• CHAPTER 6 • 
ACT ONE: THE BODIED SUBJECT 

 

 It is interesting to question and examine the ‘performative’ modes 

reserved for the pageant arena that are negotiated and continually reproduced 

by the young female contestant. While we take walking, writing, and reading 

as common daily routines, (and examples of disciplinarily power’s work on 

the body), per Michel de Certeau’s commentary on everyday life, how does a 

curtsy or blowing of a kiss on stage also function in a particularly ‘normal, 

everdayness’ mode for the pageant event? We may think it extreme, 

amplified, and even ridiculous, however, these movements are specific to the 

space of the pageant. These movements are specific, but also a reflection of 

‘feminine norms of sexuality.’ Within that space, the girls have learned to 

act—and continuously repeat these actions in a certain way. Elisabeth 

Bronfen draws links between Butler and Foucault on the ideas of the body 

and its creation via culturation. These theorists suggest outside factors are 

influential to the characterization of the body and how it interacts, 

understandably, with other bodies exposed to similar cultural influences. 

Bronfen continues, in her reflections on Butler’s work:  “bodies are 

performative in the sense that they only appear on the scene of the discursive 

stage set up to constitute them…their social existence is inextricably tied to 
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the readability of the body” (Bronfen 116). Here again, we see external, 

disciplinary forces structuring the female body, which then get internally 

adopted (in a disciplinary manner) by the female subject herself. 

 Even when the pageant contestant exits the stage or even when the 

event has concluded, she is still functioning, operating in pageant mode, and 

thus, finding herself continually reproducing a set of gender norms. These 

norms, or rules of disciplinary power, exceed any specific temporal and 

spatial constraints in the effort to keep the hegemony of the norm’s 

determined mode of production. This offers some insight into the pervasive 

nature of the pageant circuit both spatially and temporally. Again, stated quite 

simply, the process creates docile bodies that “are all like one another...it 

normalizes” (Foucault 183). It creates, places, recreates, and reproduces 

docile bodies that function in and within the ‘norms’ accepted as necessary 

for continual reproduction of the ruling order of feminized sexuality. 

 All of these themes link back to the idea of repetition and patterns of 

performatives necessary for modern modes of production, and the 

production and reproduction of the modern subject under the varied 

apparatuses of the state’s power in their institutional forms within Althusser’s 

framework. Teaching and encouraging a 3-year-old to shake her hips and tear 

off her jacket to reveal a sequined bikini all in the hopes of winning the heart 

of the judges—and the status of queen—is an absurd message to send to 

youth. But, it fits into the norms of the pageant and the gendered norms of 
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American culture on even the broadest level. This mode of production 

teaches girls to perform, to reproduce in a certain, culturally-particular, 

‘female’ way. 

 Often, one has to take a double look at the stage at a pageant show to 

ensure they are witnessing a 5 or 6-year-old swaying their hips and blowing 

provocative kisses down the runway and not an older, more sexually mature 

girl or young woman. Gigi Durham’s work focuses directly on youth beauty 

pageants and the reputations these young girls develop through these 

behaviors in presentation on stage: “the new millennium has spawned an 

intriguing phenomenon: the sexy little girl…nymphet…vixen…” (Durham 

24). Durham argues, in relation to these girls, that: “these cute, child-sized 

accoutrements of sex [are increasingly] culturally acceptable” and that their 

“sexuality is overemphasized, while other attributes take second place” 

(Durham 57, 60). The key problem if this behavior is ‘culturally acceptable’ is 

to locate the source(s) of this motivation of performance.  

 Butler’s theory of how normative gender is recognized and 

legitimized as normal through repetition and performativity is ideal for 

understanding how we operate within the system, and in relation to each 

other. So then, a hip shake, a wink, or a twirl, are all part of the reproduction 

of cultural ideals for the female—specifically within the arena of the pageant. 

Doing the female gender has a certain look, a certain feel, and these repeated 

movements are principally reserved for this performance.  Call it excessive. 
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Call it exaggerated. But, these movements are linked with what is understood 

to be the dominant movements and ‘performatives’ within a certain system 

of gender production. But still, even as these young children perform, any 

systemic form of power is absent from their control. At best, the more 

experienced pageant contestant exerts more control or direction over her 

disciplinarily awareness of and compliance to producing to the norms, than 

perhaps, an inexperienced contestant.  

 There is the assumption that each of the embodied subjects 

participating in the pageant event will experience and endure the disciplinary 

power, as all of the competing bodies are encouraged to participate under 

and within these fundamental norms. Regardless of race, class, or even age, 

this idea of disciplinary power reproduces dominant ideals of the female in 

our culture. The pageant contestant within this framework comes to 

recognize and legitimize her gender and comes to know what femaleness and 

beauty ‘looks and acts like.’ If this is accomplished, Foucault’s theory of 

disciplinary power as reproducing the dominant norms and ideals of the 

female and of femininity within our culture remains undisputable. Bronfen 

comments: “the desire to discipline the body, so as to engender an 

unequivocal and transparent system of categorization, proves to be both 

defensive and productive” (Bronfen 117). The act of the pageant 

performance, despite its powerfully abstract and material nature, is pervasive 

down to the last sequined headband or Wednesday night episode of Toddlers 
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and Tiaras. Through the spectacularization, as Debord argues, the 

performance, gendered movements, poses, and costumes are all modes of 

reproducing institutionalized particulars and to norms of the pageant agenda, 

and constitute dominant cultural standards and normalization of gender and 

sexuality for the female.
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• CHAPTER 7 • 
ACT TWO: PAGEANT HYPE & TYPE 

 

 Unless one is closely involved in the world of pageantry, few know 

about the qualities defining each of the different types of pageant, the 

structure of the event, categories within the event, importance of the 

crowning ceremony, dynamics between child and parent, and exchanges 

between director and sending families. Indeed there are three distinctly 

different types of pageants visible in both the adult pageant and youth 

pageant worlds, and while I will develop the differences between each of 

these ‘types’ of pageants, there are structural features that are consistent 

across all types of pageants that allow this system to operate as a ‘pageant.’ 

Like other competitions, interested applicants enroll as a contestant with the 

host pageant company and check the appropriate categories in which they 

wish to be judged. Most pageant events offer several required categories such 

as ‘Formal Wear or Ball Gown’ as well as several optional categories such as 

‘Sportswear,’ ‘Talent,’ or ‘Portfolio/Portrait Review.’ Whether the pageant 

company is a local business or whether the company is more regional or 

national in scope, a similar process exists for enrollment for the interested 

competitors.  

 Some families invest time and energies into professional coaching 
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sessions and photo shoots, while other families opt to practice routines in the 

space of the living room. This mode of preparation is evident and practiced 

across all forms of pageant engagement. Whilst at the event, the contestants 

will often be greeted by the pageant host or other company representatives 

and will sign-in and be directed to a dressing area/waiting area. Often, the 

lobby of the event will be populated by industry favorites such as 

professional photographers, dress and costume designers, local salons, or 

other vendors and sponsors. Whether the event is hosted at a hotel or 

convention center-type venue, chairs and seats are arranged in viewing 

distance of the stage area. The judge’s table may be positioned directly in 

front of the stage or slightly to the side, but still in clear view of the 

contestant’s performances. The host director or industry favorite may MC 

the show and often flowers, stars, and sparkles decorate the stage while 

energetic music welcomes contestants and supporters into the space.  

 As contestants prepare for their time on the stage, they gather in a 

common room/dressing area behind stage and wait their turn. Sometimes 

props or music will accompany their performances so time is allowed for 

these preparations. No matter the ‘type’ of event or level (local, regional, or 

national) of event, a judging panel has be prepped in the scoring procedure 

for this event; score cards or sheets are distributed as they take their seats in 

juxtaposition to the stage. Most events are organized by category, for 

example, all contestants participating in the ‘Talent’ portion will perform, and 
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then all participating in ‘Activewear’ will perform, etc. Score sheets are 

collected between each contestant’s performances or at the end of each 

particular category. Some events may further organize the event by allowing 

the youngest to compete first, followed by the elder contestants. Each event, 

while perhaps appearing unique, perhaps by introducing a new category, 

guest host, or theme, still operates under the same, homogenous, productive 

norms of the institution. Once all contestants have completed and performed 

the categories in which they have enrolled, either the top contenders will 

reenter the stage for a final moment of glory before the judges make a final 

decision, or all contestants will reenter the space of the stage as the crowning 

ceremony commences. Sashes and trophies, at least within the realm of the 

youth pageants, are awarded to all contestants to excite all contestants for the 

culminating awards. In the manner of building up to the crowning of the 

queen, all third and second place winners are announced. Presentations of 

crowns, flowers, and additional material prizes are presented to the top 

winner. As the event concludes, winners take to the center of the stage for a 

final bow and acknowledgement of their win; they usually convene together 

by arrangement of the host company to pose for a ‘winner’s photo.’ Back in 

the dressing area, contestants will gather their belongings and exit the venue 

with families and supporters perhaps pondering the possibility for an 

upcoming pageant. Interestingly, no matter the ‘type’ of pageant, all events 

systemically function in an orderly, particular way with an equally orderly and 
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specific set of contestants working and operating within the system.  

 The different ‘type’ of pageant may contribute to how elaborate the 

preparations done by the host company in terms of decorations, categories, 

length of event, and judging criteria, as well as how elaborate the 

preparations and practice done by the participating contestants. According to 

the article, “Levels of Pageantry—What Will Work For Your Family?,” the first 

category ‘Professional/Full Glitz’ and the second category ‘Hobby Glitz’ are 

similar on many levels including frequent participation and commitment by 

the contestants throughout the year, considerable investments in costumes 

and accessories to the tune of nearly $40,000 annually, professional profile 

photos, as well as specialty lessons from pageant coaches. Monetary prizes 

and saving bonds are the rewards for the winners in both categories, but the 

former category offers larger sums to the grand winner. The first category 

includes pageants such as “Glamour Dolls Nationals,” “Fabulous Faces,” and 

“Tropical Dream Stars Nationals,” and is considered a ‘full-time’ commitment, 

while the hobby category demands only a ‘part-time’ commitment, and 

includes pageants such as “Fabulous Faces Local Preliminary,” “Sunburst States,” 

and “Royal Majesty.”   

 There is also a third category, the ‘Natural’ pageant, described by 

Emery, as involving different events and means for scoring as compared to 

the first two types of pageants. Less formal training and preparation is 

required, and only a several-times-per-year commitment is average. Examples 
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of pageants, however, that ‘fall into’ this category are listed: “Miss 

America/Teen America,” “Miss USA/Teen USA,” “Little Miss Hawaiian Tropics,” 

among others. When I consider the ‘stereotypical notion’ of a beauty 

pageant—the practiced poise, the bright smile, glamorous costumes and 

gowns, modeling contracts, sponsorships, etc.—assets that are widely 

associated with the pageant competition, this category becomes hard to 

dispense as ‘natural.’ Miss America and Miss Teen America are two of the most 

famous pageants nationally, and thus, seemingly most glamorous in 

contestant preparation and involvement, yet they still fall within the category 

of Natural. Then, with Emery’s description of the prizes ranging from 

“modeling contracts, to vacations, to volunteering opportunities, to large 

cash prices, and media appearances,” the category of Natural becomes more 

complicated—and even contradictory. Natural should connote something 

more casual or noncommittal in terms of contestant enthusiasm and 

preparation, yet the grandiose rewards are inconsistent with the mission of 

the Natural pageant.  

 As much as the pageant industry insists that this category requires 

much less dedication or costuming and accessorizing, it still exists as a 

pageant ‘type,’ and thus, still operates and functions like the Professional/Full 

Glitz or Hobby pageant events systemically. There are still categories on which 

to be scored, a variety of aged contestants, and a final crowning presentation. 

There is still the necessity of the contestant to perform within certain 
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gendered constraints, as well as a necessity for the judging panel to score the 

girl on her performance. Should a guardian choose to enroll their daughter in 

this ‘type’ of pageant based on the belief that this level of involvement and 

commitment might serve as an entry into the pageant world, it would be 

interesting to trace how many years are deemed ‘appropriate’ until the girl 

may advance to the Hobby or eventually, Professional/Full Glitz levels.  

 Across the industry, it seems offering the Natural option allow girls to 

present themselves as natural and simple in their own bodies on stage, usually 

free from excessive (or any) makeup and accessories. The Professional/Full 

Glitz (and Hobby Glitz) options, however, seem to function on the belief that 

there are links between gender and beauty, and this should be introduced at 

the earliest age—and be carried through and maintained throughout one’s 

existence as a female. But how is this complicated with the elaborate gift 

rewards of the Natural category; it would seem the least effort and 

preparation committed the pageant event, the more glamorous the reward? Is 

the industry further complicating their own systemic structure by silently 

saying ‘those who perform with the most ease and simplicity’ should be 

rewarded for this level of ‘naturalness’ in their femininity? Still, and no matter 

the level of pageantry, there still exists a particular set of codes and modes of 

production and performance to which the contestants must submit, 

articulate, and compete in order to be considered a top contender for the 

crown. 
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 Dominion Pageants, the Virginia-based company whose pageant event I 

attended as a guest in May of 2009, focused solely on young girls in the 

Virginia area and is considered a Natural pageant. This pageant features 

categories such as ‘Teeny’ for ages 3-4, ‘Tiny’ for ages 5-6, ‘Little’ for ages 7-9, 

‘Pre-Teen’ for ages 10-12, and ‘Teen’ for ages 13-17, and is more representative 

of the age bracket on which I will concentrate. 

 Royal Classic Miss Pageants, to which I served as ‘novice judge’ at a 

pageant event in March of 2010, and based on their website information, 

appears a bit more advanced in both the ‘style or type’ of the pageant, as well 

as the categorical breakdowns and age brackets than Dominion Pageants. This 

pageant encourages Professional/Full Glitz-type preparation and presentation 

of contestants, but also welcomes Natural contestants and minimal 

preparation if desired. Like Dominion Pageants, there are several regional, 

smaller competitions for contestants throughout the calendar year, with a 

final culminating national pageant in November. Although it is unclear if 

only the top contenders at each regional pageant will qualify for the national-

level competition, both organizations seem to welcome all competitors at any 

local, regional, or national level, but it is encouraged that girls master the 

more basic levels before proceeding onto the national level. Royal Classic Miss 

welcomes those aged from babies and toddlers to married (and divorced) 

females 35 years and older, although in reality, the contestants at this Mid-

Atlantic regional event ranged in age from 3 weeks old to late teens. The age 
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categories, like Dominion Pageants, follow a similar pattern: Royal Classic ‘Tiny 

Miss,’ ‘Mini Miss,’ ‘Young Miss,’ ‘Preteen,’ ‘Junior Teen,’ ‘Teenager,’ ‘Junior Miss,’ 

‘Miss,’ ‘Mrs.’, ‘Ms.,’ and ‘Queen.’ Each division includes approximately a 2-to-3 

year age range, but, unlike Dominion Pageants, which just required contestants 

to present their ‘Sunday best dressed’ look and speak a few words during the 

interview portion, Royal Classic Miss features several events and areas for 

judging throughout the day including ‘Talent,’ ‘Fairytale’ wear and ‘St. 

Patrick’s Day’ wear, ‘Sportswear,’ ‘Evening Gown,’ and ‘Personal Interview,’ 

for this specific pageant. Because this pageant seems to be more detailed in 

asking contestants to prepare for several categories that will all contribute a 

percentage to their final scoring, these contestants may perform at a different 

caliber than the beauty queen contestants from Dominion Pageant’s contestant 

pool.   

 In pageant category designations and naming conventions, it is 

interesting to see how the pageant’s company name as well as age bracket 

designations speak to ideas of power, and often, societal notions around the 

idea of gender and production. Further, one age division category can have 

several defining and describing words, growing in complexity as the older-

aged brackets are listed. Often these division titles include the pageant 

sponsor’s name (ie: Royal Classic Mini Miss or Royal Classic Young Miss). Next, 

the title description includes something about the age of the contestant 

through popular culture/colloquial language (ie: Teeny, Tiny, or Little) in 
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reference to their petite, youthful bodies and ages of maturity. What can we 

make of these terms in connection to ideas of docility, modes of production, 

and in relation to the governing hierarchical organizations of the pageant 

world? Often links to ideas of monarchy and royalty as well as to precious 

jewelry further reinforces ideas of normative femininity. In the case of 

America’s Regal Gems Pageants, the categories aren’t what define the contestant; 

it is all about the ‘type of gem’ to which the participator is assigned. 

Contestants will compete for the coveted ‘Ruby Supreme,’ ‘Sapphire Supreme,’ or 

‘Emerald Supreme,’ but what little girl wants that title when she could be the 

‘Diamond Supreme’—the mother of all precious gems?  

 Interestingly, these categories also speak to cultured ideas of 

femininity, and further, ‘that all can participate in the popular culture fantasy 

of being a princess or queen, fully decorated with sash and stone-encrusted 

crown,’ as Stoeltje suggests in her discussion of cultural norms about the 

liminal belief in earning a crowning title. Those who can master ‘the 

performance of queen’ best will boast the title of that age-division category 

and be most heavily decorated and awarded. 

 In the case of East Coast USA Virginia Open State Pageant, not only are 

there 12 age division categories welcoming contestants from aged between 0 

and 29 years (and beyond), their rules and regulations for the pageant event 

are finite and specific. Most noteworthy of these rules include that ‘all 

women may be married or single,’ ‘it is mandatory that all contestants 
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compete in the ‘Beauty Competition’ portion, and ‘only 10-12 contestants 

will be accepted per age division.’ East Coast pageants gives a wider variety of 

choices for the contestant’s ‘style’ regarding Natural or Professional/Full Glitz-

type preparation; you also have the option to participate in ‘Runway,’ 

‘Swimwear,’ ‘Physical Fitness,’ Western Wear,’ ‘Photogenic,’ ‘Portfolio,’ 

and/or ‘Composite Photo Collagé,’ in addition to the required Beauty 

Competition. But keep in mind, East Coast will supply the music for each 

event, and you are limited to about a minute per routine, so plan accordingly. 

This form of instruction demonstrates the function of disciplinary power, 

ideas of regimented structure, and supposed fairness to all participating. And 

while all participants believe their time on stage to showcase their skills is 

equal, they are still operating in and through the ‘timed’ routine.  

 This pageant is certainly more ‘strict’ in upholding its standards to the 

ideals of the beauty pageant industry. They advertise the ‘perks’ of competing 

with East Coast in that, ‘contestants get practice time on stage with guidance 

from staff,’ ‘contestants get carbon copied score sheets returned at the end of 

the pageant event,’ and ‘all Natural contestants are checked for makeup 

before taking stage.’ These ‘perks’ mimic the particulars and disciplines 

discussed by Foucault. Those who believe themselves in need of ‘taking a 

practice run-through’ of their performance can receive guidance by East Coast 

pageant staff members, conceivably directors, while the carbon copied score 

sheet is necessary for contestants to note their weaknesses and moments of 
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poor production. Injunctions and demands of the need to constantly 

reproduce gendered, pageant norms in order to meet meticulous standards 

completely saturate East Coast pageant’s brochure, and these modes of 

production are advertised as ‘bonuses.’ This speaks to Foucault’s ideas of 

‘corrective punishment.’ While the girl’s aren’t disqualified, kicked off the 

stage, or uninvited to successive pageants, receiving feedback from the 

pageant staff regarding one’s movement on stage, or in what areas the 

contestant should most improve for the next pageant speak to Foucault’s 

idea of punishment as corrective. These markers and critiques will serve to 

force the girls to reproduce, practice, and perfect themselves in preparation 

for the next pageant event. Oddly, but cleverly, East Coast pageants will 

‘credit your deposit for another upcoming pageant event should an 

emergency arise.’ Your deposit won’t be returned, but they will ‘make good’ 

your credit by allowing you to compete in another East Coast event, thus 

reinstating systemic modes of reproduction as a pageant contestant.  

 But perhaps the most regulatory and disciplinary of the ‘rules and 

regulations’ at East Coast pageant is this stipulation: ‘If you are crowned the 

winner you must stay for photographs or you will not receive your cash 

award.’ If this rule doesn’t speak to ideas of disciplinary power through the 

obligatory submission and obedience of docile subjects, I don’t know what 

does. In essence, East Coast will only reward the winner in full if they 

concede to the pageant’s rules and submit to the demand that they and their 
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image be reproduced in the recirculation of future pageant materials. 

Ironically, the photographs taken of the final winners will most likely be used 

for advertisements on websites and future brochures to continue the cyclical 

process in reproducing the perfect, photogenic beauty queen all in the 

manner of replication of the gendered norms that the pageant itself 

constantly recirculates.  

 I’ve argued that the pageant spectacle, whether operating on a more 

local level or operating on a national level, is structured in a particular way 

with event categories, judges and viewing audience, a variety of aged 

participants, and a culminating crowning ceremony. Materially and abstractly, 

the stage of the pageant event and the contestants performing on that stage 

work within a specific set of norms respective of pageant culture, but not 

divorced from American culture’s understanding of femininity and sexuality. 

But what exactly is at stake for the contestants working and operating within 

this system, and more specifically what is at stake in terms of their selfhood 

and bodies through the act of performing this set of norms? 
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• CHAPTER 8 • 
ACT THREE: ARE THESE NEW CAST MEMBERS? 

 

 The institutions of the beauty pageant and individuals’ participation 

are often defended as a place for young girls to promote and perfect their 

self-esteem, as an activity in which they can show and grow their confidence, 

in a manner in which they will be rewarded for their practice and enthusiasm. 

Defendants assure the skeptic that pageants serve as a means for bonding 

between mother and daughter, and that the day the daughters wish to end 

their pageant careers their mothers will give complete consent. The pageant 

activity is a means for boosting self-confidence and esteem, and building 

friendships. And while feminists fought for decades for the female gender to 

be represented with confidence, appreciation, and self-sufficiency, as well as 

pride in earning recognition and scholarships for high achievements, all the 

tireless energy put forth by these activists loses its keen edge and value in the 

pageant. Within the pageant space, something replaces female motivation to 

work to find herself, and what remains is the glaring heteronormative 

reproduction of the sexualization, commodification, and adulteration of girls 

no older than pre-teen age front and center on stage. 

 The sight of the young girls’ body and its interaction spatially and 

temporally within the setting of the pageant arena proves pivotal to our 
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discussions. To this scenario is added the question of consciousness: I would 

argue these young contestants are aware of where and how they move, that 

their performances of body on stage will be ranked, judged, and awarded 

depending on how they ‘sell themselves.’ Gigi M. Durham comments on how 

sex is represented within American culture: “the media aimed at girls has 

been quick to capitalize on all this—they work hard to ensure that sexiness is 

central to girls’ consciousness” (Durham 66). The adoptability of this cultural 

consciousness in performing what it means to be sexual, what it means to be 

an adult well before physical and psychological maturity is what is at the 

forefront of the pageant. Because the girls understand how their bodies are 

to produce within the space of the pageant, it is necessary to examine what 

particular movements have been adopted as ‘pageant specific’ in relation to 

popular ideas of female beauty and sexuality. 

 Rosalind Gill suggests the ‘post feminist sensibility’ of recent years 

defines and colors the ideals and representations of the female. For her, “in 

today’s media, it is the possession of a ‘sexy body’ that is presented as a 

women’s key (if not sole) source of identity…and in need of surveillance, 

discipline, remodeling, etc.” (Gill 255). She doesn’t hesitate to include young 

girls within this trend in recognizing the sexualized body in American 

popular culture: “women’s bodies as the site of femininity is the pervasive 

sexualization of contemporary culture…[with the] proliferation of discourses 

about sex and sexuality across all media forms as well as the increasingly 
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frequent erotic presentation of girls’ bodies in public spaces” (Gill 256). 

What I find problematic is the institutionalization of the pageant production 

as fully participatory in this trend of the ‘erotic presentation of girls’ bodies in 

public space.’  Not only is the event showcased for the public with formal 

categories of outfits, precise scoring methodology, and modes of reward, it is 

done with a theatrical nature and on an expansive stage to better amplify this 

‘erotic presentation.’  

 It is necessary to decipher what the ‘erotic presentation’ of the body 

involves in the context of the child beauty pageant; do contestants of the 

infant age who must be carried out onto stage by their parents, or toddlers 

who must be lead out onto stage by a guardian, express the same ‘erotic 

presentation’ as an older contestant who is able to consciously move and 

distort her body in ‘erotic ways’ without the physical assistance of an adult? 

This links back to the function of age division categories. When a contestant 

moves up to the Mini Miss category from the Tiny Miss category, temporally, 

she has ‘graduated’ to the next age bracket; she continues to transgress 

temporal boundaries of the pageant system moving up into different age 

categories throughout the years. Foucault’s work speaks to this idea of 

graduated exercise and perfection: “exercise is that technique by which one 

imposes on the body tasks that are both repetitive and different, but always 

graduated” (Foucault 161). It would seem that the pageant attempts to 

‘graduate’ their contestants from Tiny Miss to Mini Miss to Preteen, etc. 
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through the language used in each age division’s naming convention and 

through mastering a new level of pageantry. Last year I was 3, and only a Toddler 

Miss, but this year I’ve turned 4 and can now compete as a Tiny Miss… 

 Moments when the child presents herself and her body (and how it 

moves) within the space of the stage seems to be a consistent concern across 

any ‘type’ of pageant, and across various categories of costume presentation. 

Will the judges focus on the girl’s leg and feet positioning, her smile, or fit 

body? Will they insist that scoring will be based on a ‘total package’ standard 

with equal values placed on presentation of body, health, personality, and 

perhaps talent or interview? Still, through the process of grading, scoring, and 

tallying, judges will rank the contestants based on different aspects of bodily 

performance, be it a strong, confident walk or an appropriate hand gesture or 

a winning and convincing smile (see Appendix A, B, C, D). It is necessary to 

remember that all of these small details echo the idea of the producing and 

reproducing to the gendered/sex norms of the pageant event; the queen, or 

exemplary ‘master of these norms’ will receive the most written and public 

acclamation for her performance. For certain, if the child misses the pageant 

crowning title, her supporters will want that carbon copy score sheet for 

tomorrow’s living room practice session. A careful review and practicing of 

the areas in which the child performed poorly will be part of the act of 

disciplining the body further to meet the pageant culture’s set of norms. 

 Stoeltje comments with disdain on the public display of body, in this 
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case, on the pageant stage: “[the pageant performance] communicates that a 

woman’s performance in everyday life is on display for judgment by the 

community, and further, standards of beauty and behavior thus become 

elevated means for ratings” (“Snake Charmer” 19-27). The girls, again, 

believe their special move will ‘wow’ the judges, and that their move is 

unique from their competitors, but in reality, the girls operate under the 

same, homogenous, productive norms of the pageant institution. Further, 

competition pits girls of the same age bracket against each other, while at the 

same time, requiring these girls to compete as sexualized and eroticized 

spectacles beyond their years, arguably, as precocious adults. It begs to find 

the girl who can meet the beauty standards of the popular culture’s idea of 

female beauty disguised behind the face of a 5-year-old. 

 Rapidly the line between child and adult fades: the child beauty 

pageant thus constitutes “a spectacle in which the viewing public becomes 

both voyeur and a witness to its own refusal to address the broader 

conditions that contribute to the sexualization and commercialization of 

kids…blurring the boundary between kid and adult” (Giroux 134). While the 

exploitation of the body paired with messages of beauty and sexual ideals 

continues to rise, the ‘growth in confidence and esteem’ argument from 

pageant defendants deteriorates. A rise in the presentation of self as quite 

older and more aware of movement of the body as sexualized occurs. In an 

ironic reversal of roles, “young girls are being taught to become little women, 
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while women are being taught to assume the identities of powerless, childlike 

waifs” (Giroux 141). Women, then, must refrain from aging, and better yet, 

maintain the qualities of youth and pristine beauty, and yet continue 

competing throughout their lives. If children see, adopt, and internalize the 

‘morals, values, and behaviors’ ostensibly reserved for adulthood, we descend 

to a new level of loss.  Any age, then, and in this case, the younger the better, 

must learn to be beautiful, perform a female sexiness, and move in ultra 

feminized ways. Temporally, these girls play with ideas of appropriateness of 

age as they continually reproduce and operate within the system, disciplining 

their bodies to move and perform in certain ways—even in ways that the 

viewer (such as feminist one like myself) believes ‘beyond’ their years. 

 Social critic Neil Postman comments on the blurred line between 

childhood and adulthood: “as children less and less have to earn adulthood, as 

less and less is there anything for them to become” (Postman 140). Postman 

argues these girls have ‘lost’ what it means to ‘grow-up’ through many of the 

material and abstract commitments they make to the pageant world. 

Materially, through risqué costuming and makeup, and abstractly, through 

bodily positioning and movements to gain attention, these queen hopefuls 

respond and adapt to ‘American’ idealizations of beauty and sexuality. These 

idealized commitments to beauty, as Giroux asserts, “[request] young people 

to bear the burden of new, undeserved responsibilities and pressures to ‘grow 

up’” (Youth, Corporate Power…11). The heart of the issue exists in the 
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internalization of beauty ideals as presented and impressed by the media. In 

his research on ‘Beauty Ideals in the U.S.’ Allan Mazur illuminates: “women are 

under more pressure than men to conform to an ideal of beauty because they 

quickly learn that their social opportunities are affected by their beauty, and a 

sense of beauty (or lack of it) becomes an important facet of a young 

women’s self-concept” (Mazur 282). Beauty ideals ranging from cosmetic 

and fashion styles to stature and gesticulation are some of the ways the media 

‘offers guidance’ to young, vulnerable minds. That, in fact, discipline 

functions quite clearly on the body of the subject, but simultaneously on the 

mind. In the pageant arena, the mode of presentation on the stage asserts the 

need for ‘beauty and sex appeal.’ Janet Wolff, in her essay ‘Reinstating 

Corporeality,’ states it is “through the body that women collude in their own 

oppression…women learn as girls to monitor their appearance, and to 

conform to what is presented in the culture as some ideal of femininity” 

(Wolff 417). The child pageant contestant has more than ably learned these 

accepted social norms for beauty and sexuality. 

 In short, the institution of the pageant circuit is arguably one prime 

location for the fostering, recycling, and deployment of beauty and sexual 

ideals—learned by girls from a young age through attention to physical 

attributes and bodily gestures deemed appropriate for the pageant stage and 

reflective of broader cultural values of gender and sexuality. Furthermore, the 

pageant represents and reinforces normalizing and standardizing ideals that a 
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girl is to perform and perfect in order to find herself in closer reach for the 

crowning title and thus fulfill the ‘promise’ of the norm. All contestants may 

receive some type of recognition and validation, but the title award can only be 

given to the best, most normative, most disciplined, and pointedly, most 

docile and capable contestant. This contradicts the feminist stance on loving 

and appreciating one’s self for itself. It also contradicts the purpose of the 

pageant for self-confidence and a boost in esteem, as a place to find 

constructive reward through achievement. The institution asks girls to trust 

in the belief that they are all contestants in the quest for ‘queenhood,’ and 

these young girls take part in the practice and performance of cultural norms 

marked by norms and standards of beauty and sexuality, which translate into 

the standards for the pageant queen.  

 Mary Pipher and Naomi Wolf have tried to make sense of this trend 

in the myth of beauty and body image, which particularly influences young, 

female minds. However, in the case of the child beauty pageant, the minds 

are cultivated and polluted at a disproportionally young and even infantile 

age. We could argue as far as to say that the ‘beauty myth’ ideals learned at a 

young age in preparation for the pageant event could remain a pervasive 

factor in negotiating the young girl’s production and performance of 

sexuality and gender throughout her life. Durham states: “to be hot is to be 

sexy…understood that not everyone is hot—a quality reserved for the select” 

(Durham 64, 72), and so the arena of the pageant world is reserved for select 



  

  PINT-SIZED SPECTACLES 

55 

women—and young girls—who represent beauty and sexuality idealizations. 

Durham continues: “girls are told constantly that body displays are 

empowering” and that there is “power in revealing physical assets” (Durham 

79), thus ideals of beauty and perfection are routinely displayed through the 

medium of the body. The repetition learned in the space of the pageant 

through disciplined actions of the girl’s body might transition into other 

spaces as the child matures and develops particular attitudes that she may 

carry through adolescence and even adulthood.  

 Through teaching, namely via media representations, that displays of 

empowerment are developed, maintained, and shared through bodily 

expression, young girls are trained to express their sexuality via their physical 

bodies. Pipher echoes Durham’s sentiment: “our culture is deeply split about 

sexuality. We raise our daughters to value themselves as whole people, and 

the media reduces them to bodies” (Pipher 206). Is it fair, however, to place 

the ‘responsibility’ of representations of beauty, body, and sexuality 

predominately on the media? Pageant defendants argue that both the 

presentation of self during various pageant categories and articulation of 

individuality via the interview portion of the event equally and evenly serve as 

sources upon which the judges may score the contestants. I will address this 

concern later in my project in the section on judging and specifically with my 

place on the judging panel, but here I question how presentation of the 

subject’s body in various categories greatly outweighs the score value of the 
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short interview where contestants may answer questions in a unique and 

individualized way. If we are to link this correlation to the media’s influence 

over ideas of the female body, is it fair to assess that a greater emphasis on 

selfhood is recognized through the body rather than the individuality of 

character of the docile subject within the institution of the pageant? 

 The institution of the pageant continuously reproduces docile, 

performing beauty queens who will not only perform on stage at the county 

or local level pageant stage, but also on Wednesday night episodes on TLC, 

expanding temporal and spatial boundaries with each transfer of 

performance. With this solid theoretical framing in application to and onto 

the pageant event, more specific, practical places where this power can be 

examined in stage performance, the contestant herself, in representations of 

racial and socio-economic particulars of the pageant contestant profile, the 

interactions between the contestants and judges and their space, as well as 

how these pageants market themselves through both print and electronic 

literature will be the focus of the next section.  

 These specific places are more practical places where we may look to 

understand the pervasive nature of the pageant spectacle and how it crosses 

time and space and appears both materially and abstractly. It will become 

clear how the institution of the pageant operates, in Althusser and Foucault’s 

terms, ‘like a producing state system’ with the ability to produce and 

continually reproduce the subject to circulate within the state’s power system.
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• CHAPTER 9 • 
SPATIAL AND TEMPORAL RELATIONS 

 

 When we investigate how something or someone performs, and in 

this case, the stage/performance area at a youth beauty pageant, we must 

question 1) how the performance gets created and executed by the contestant 

on the stage/area of performance, 2) how the performance gets interpreted 

for and remembered by the viewers, and 3) how the performance functions 

and continues to be regenerated and repeated specifically without an exact 

replication at any given show, but which still functions within the constraints 

of key gendered societal norms. Keen attention to how individual bodies 

move spatially on stage and in relation to the judging panel, along with 

attention to the smallest gesture is the focus with the remaining part of this 

discussion; in this case, I would argue that even the youngest contestants 

who give a little hip shake or wink or wave do so with disciplined purpose—

all with the goal to win their age bracket, and ultimately, the queen title for 

the overall pageant event. Even from the earliest age, the girls have observed, 

adopted, and internalized through others’ performances and through self-

discipline the characteristics needed to correct their bodies to perform and 

continually represent the standards idealized in pageant competition.  

 But all of this cannot be fully processed until there are clear links 
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drawn and understood between the spatial and temporal dimensions of the 

spectacle. As an institution, the space of the pageant is organized in a 

particular way to entertain, to reproduce, to continually circulate ideas of 

societal norms of femininity, sexuality, and beauty. Further, the institution is 

spatially organized down to finite details of each contestant’s performance 

within each category of the day, the musical queuing, the crowning 

ceremony, and the immediate recirculation and reproduction of beliefs by the 

contestants that at the next pageant they will be victorious. 

 Spatially, there is a commitment by the contestant to the material 

confines and space of the pageant stage, her costuming and makeup, and her 

relationship to the viewing judges and audience. Dissemination of pageant 

literature and brochures plastered with former beauty queens spatially (and 

materially) gives prospective contestants reason to consider beauty 

competition. Even further, the material stage transgresses spatial boundaries; 

somehow the contestant’s living room is now a suitable ‘stage’ for rehearsal. 

Let’s certainly not forget about the dissemination of the pageantry through 

popular culture interest and demand—cable reality shows and coffee table 

hard cover books also represent a material commitment to the pageant 

spectacle.  

 But all of these aspects link to the larger idea of the institution of the 

pageant spectacle and it not only spatially, but temporally transgresses 

boundaries in an ‘integrated’ manner, according to Debord. Pageant events 
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are produced in multiplicity across spaces throughout the year, year after 

year. Temporally, as the contestants mature they can boast ‘When I was 3, I 

was only a Toddler Miss, but this year I’ve turned 4 and can now compete as a Tiny 

Miss…’ as the young girl’s commitment to the event becomes more serious 

across the years, she negotiates the temporal component, continually 

circulating and moving up within the norms of the pageant system. In the 

most extreme cases, former queens continually make visible their interest in 

the pageant’s agenda by serving as judges in local competitions or entering 

their own daughters into pageants.  

 The spatial and temporal dimensions of the pageant institution 

continually maintain Althusser’s understanding of operating within the 

functions and ideology of the state’s apparatuses. Because “ideology ‘acts’ or 

‘functions’ in such a ways that it ‘recruits’ subjects among the individual or 

‘transforms’ the individual into subjects” (Althusser 28) the contestants as 

subjects are constantly reproducing and maintaining the ideological functions 

for maintaining a normalizing order within the system of the state. The ability 

for TLC, WE, and VH1 to all broadcast reality shows and specials on young 

pageants is a constant maintenance of pageant normalizing space and time, 

‘transforming’ and ‘transgressing’ the spatial and temporal qualities of the live 

pageant to avenues within popular culture. But most notably, a specific code 

of gendering and sexualizing of the contestants who participate in the 

pageant maintains and normalizes the systematic framework of the pageant. 
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 The space and importance of the stage is one central place where we 

can begin to understand how spatially and temporally the pageant hopefuls 

must submit. There is, as Shannon Jackson claims, a “spatial commitment” 

(23), in that, certain activities are reserved for their respective spaces; the 

contestants commit to the space of the stage on which they perform their 

modeling, talent routines, or crowning walk. Even within each of these areas 

of performance, the actor must consider unique spatial commitments. They 

consider how they embody the focal point of all the viewer’s attention; any 

movement, gesture, or glance, can be—and will be—seen and scored. As she 

becomes comfortable with the space of the stage, she develops and continues 

to develop a commitment to her performance in relation to the expansive 

stage, judging table, and audience of seated supporters.  

 When the role of spectator enters the scene, we expect a special, 

personalized treatment of the performance before us: “performers tend to 

foster the impression that their current performance of their routine and 

their relationship to their current audience have a special and unique way” 

(Goffman 49). We, the viewers of the pageant, expect to feel the 

performance has never been presented in this way to another group or in a 

similar situation. Even if ‘restored behavior,’ as Richard Schechner 

understands (Carlson 4) figures into ‘our’ equation, meaning, these beauty 

queens pull inspiration about how to act on stage at a certain moment based 

on similar past experiences, we the receiving audience believe they never 
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perform in the exact same way twice; therefore, no two audiences will receive 

the same performance twice, and thus each performance stands alone as 

unique and relative.  

 Assuming that many of these girls partake in pageants several times 

per year, and in many cases monthly, it’s necessary to consider how the 

gestures, movements, and stylized poses that are learned and reproduced 

through Foucault’s understanding of disciplinary power, are then 

incorporated into each performance, and are then recreated by way of 

‘restored behavior.’ There exists a space between the old and new 

performance, allowing for a renewal and reconstruction, but still a 

consistency and practicing of patterned behavior. By taking what is already 

learned as the appropriate behavioral action when onstage, at any time when 

these girls are transplanted onto another rehearsal or onto another stage at 

the next pageant, a resurfacing of how to respond and act during a previous 

situation should occur even if the stage or allotted space is unfamiliar. 

Understandably, no performance can be recreated exactly, but the social cues 

learned and internalized by these young pageant hopefuls allow them to 

reengage in their beauty queen roles by way of this restored knowledge and 

reproduce as subjects again and again. 

 The spatiality of the pageant stage is necessary for careful scrutiny. In 

this discussion, it will be fitting to incorporate my experience as a child 

pageant event guest and observer at a Natural event, and as a child pageant 
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judge situated on the actual judging panel at a Professional/Full Glitz and 

Natural event. Having gained firsthand experience at two different ‘types’ of 

pageants, my observations and critiques are more clearly colored with ideas 

of spectacularization of performance and moments of disciplinarily 

reproduction through movement and gesture within the spatiality and 

ambiance of the stage, and of course, in proximity to the viewing audience 

and judge’s table.  

 The experience of viewing a pageant from the space of the audience 

at Dominion Pageants was excellent as a project in participant observation. 

Physically, my proximity to the contestants was placed on the same level and 

from same angle as the viewing audience and pageant industry supporters. 

However, my recent participation as a pageant judge at Royal Classic Miss 

situated me one level closer to the contestants, with the rows of parents, 

guardians, and supporters positioned behind the judging table. 

 The judging panel at Royal Classic Miss consisted of 5 judges, all 

female, all white and between the ages of 16 and 40, and two with experience 

competing in pageants. My role as ‘a novice judge,’ was to my advantage as 

an observer not only of the participants and families, but of my fellow 

judging panel comrades during the event and behind-the-scenes.1 The power 

wielded by the judging panel is relative as Goffman affirms:  

                                                        
1 My role as a judge on the panel placed me at a critical distance, and I often found it 
difficult not to react, and not participate as a viewing audience member/supporter 
witnessing the sight of the spectacle. I often felt conflicted as both judge and 
researcher asking myself ‘how am I to react and distance myself’ but ‘still remain 
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 “in their capacity as performers, individuals will be concerned with 

 maintaining the impression that they are living up to the many 

 standards by which they and their products are judged…[the] 

 obligation to appear as a being of social character, forces one to be 

 practiced in the ways of the stage” (Goffman 251).  

To the contestants, the judges were hierarchically and spatially situated in 

relation to the fate of the pageant queen hopeful’s victory; crowning of the 

most deserving Royal Classic Miss depended on the contestants meeting and 

exceeding the standardized norms which the judges were scoring. 

 Upon arrival, I was quickly escorted to the ‘judge’s lounge,’ and 

observed that our positions as judge meant we had to continually be escorted 

in and out of the ballroom between events so as to give the impression or 

maintain the fiction of objectivity and fairness to all contestants and families; 

no contestants or families were able to speak with us until all scores were 

tabulated at the final crowning ceremony. As the day progressed, we learned 

the score sheet was fairly standardized across each event throughout the day; 

we were instructed to ‘underline’ areas in which the girl performed in an 

outstanding manner, and to ‘circle’ areas in which the girl needed 

improvement. Then, each judge would give a numerical score based on the 

overall category. We were also instructed to judge and score each contestant 

based solely on her individual performance, rather than in comparison to 

fellow contestants. 

                                                        
actively aware and observant’? My later discussions will delve further into my 
experiences on the judging panel at a local pageant. 
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 Royal Classic Miss welcomed contestants aged between 0 and 35 (and 

beyond), but the majority of the approximately 20 contestants ranged from 

age 5 through 13 and were all female—a perfect sample population for the 

primary focus my project. The contestants first showcased their talents and 

we carefully scored them based on ‘presence,’ ‘confidence,’ ‘personality,’ 

‘originality,’ ‘audience appeal,’ ‘appropriateness to age,’ and ‘tempo,’ among 

other criteria for the overall performance. For the Talent portion of the 

event schedule, the judging table was placed several feet back from the 

elevated stage giving the girls space on the stage as well as space on the floor 

between the stage and our judging table to perform their talents, although 

few opted to use the entire space provided. Once this category was 

completed and all contestants showcased their talents, the judging table was 

moved considerably closer to the edge of the small stage for the ‘Optional 

Modeling’ (including ‘Fairytale’ wear and ‘St. Patrick’s Day’ wear), 

‘Sportswear,’ and finally, ‘Evening Gown’ portions. Certainly the girls, like 

the judges, had to adapt to the proximity adjustments of the stage space after 

the ‘Talent’ portion. This brings us back to the question of spatiality and 

adaptation of the body and movement on stage throughout the performance. 

In moving the judge’s table up into the space that was just before used as a 

stage, the judges’ commitment to the space is negotiated. Distance and 

proximity to the contestants appears a relative quality for scrutiny in the 

scoring of the girls. While this stage was simple, minimally decorated, and not 
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very deep (and even less so once the judge’s table was adjusted), undoubtedly 

the contestants had to also adapt to this new stage at this new hotel venue in 

comparison to other stages on which they may have competed. It seemed the 

judge’s positionality, like the contestant’s performance, required a ‘spatial 

commitment’ to operate within the system to ‘best and most closely score’ 

each girl. 

 In the case of the Dominion Pageant event that I attended in May 2009, 

the spatial arrangement at the venue didn’t allow for an elevated stage at all, 

but rather, a ‘T-shaped’ outline (in paper star cutouts) served as a suggestive 

guide for walking and pausing along the carpeted floor. With the guidance 

and assistance of the pageant Director (particularly for the youngest 

participants of the Teeny and Tiny age brackets), the girls would enter at the 

base of the ‘T’ making their way towards the judging table set along the 

horizontal line of the ‘T.’ Each of the corners of the formation allowed the 

girls to move within the allotted space, pause, smile, twirl, and refocus their 

glances back towards the eyes of the judges. Spatially, the ‘T’ shape appeared 

constricting, as the boundaries were clearly outlined, yet each contestant 

performed and attempted to use the space uniquely, adding their own pose, 

kiss blowing, wave, curtsy, and ‘figure-8’ style movements.  

 Again, the belief that each contestant may have understood and 

internalized that, for example, ‘feet placement’ meant to walk in a particular 

configuration and that upon pausing and making eye-contact with the judges 
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their feet should be situated in a ‘pretty and consciously appealing way.’ 

However, another contestant may have internalized this scoring category to 

mean placement of feet (and body) across different locations/markings on 

stage such as at the front and center, then on stage right, then stage left, and 

most definitely not at the back of the stage’s perimeters away from the 

judge’s table. Again, this internalization speaks to the heterogeneous belief 

that ‘my routine is different and unique to yours,’ yet still recycles and 

reproduces ideas of what and how it means to move on stage, place one’s 

feet for example, and situate oneself in relation to the judges. 



  

  PINT-SIZED SPECTACLES 

67 

 

• CHAPTER 10 •  
FROM THE JUDGE’S CHAIR 

 

 Perhaps the most essential tool in evaluating the judge’s position and 

relation to the pageant event is an examination of the score sheet and the 

process for collecting and tabulating scores. The judge’s score sheet from 

Royal Classic Miss (see Appendix A, B, C, D) was a unique place for critique 

from the point of view of the judges; Foucault would be most interested in 

the structure of the score sheet in his discussion of ‘tabling and charting’. His 

discussion in The Archaeology of Knowledge involves the growing historical need 

for tabulations, particularly for “historical documentation into ‘tables’ with 

dates, facts, etc.” (Foucault 8). He suggests the problem needed a 

compartmentalized solution to “fix boundaries, reveal a specific type of 

relations, formulate laws, and beyond this, to describe relations between 

different series, thus constituting series of series or ‘tables’” (Foucault 8). The 

pageant score sheet can be placed within his theoretical framework with the 

need to document, tally, and calculate a ‘sum total’ of some process that 

needs assessment. His commitment to the project of theorizing taxonomy is 

relative to our discussion of the importance and relevance of the scoring 

sheets using during the events. Foucault comments: 

 “all these networks in which the theories of attribution, articulation, 
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 designation, and derivation are articulated upon one another, all that 

 taxonomy that rests on a discontinuous characterization and a 

 continuity of order are found uniformly...moreover, every discursive 

 formation does not belong to only one of these systems, but enters 

 simultaneously into several fields of relations” (Foucault 158-9). 

From the Appendices, one can see we had space on the sheets to insert the 

contestant’s age, our initials, and final total score, as well as make relevant 

comments about the overall performance. The middle boxes served as a 

place to circle or underline accordingly. ‘Optional Modeling’ and ‘Sportswear’ 

were scored based on similar criteria as the ‘Talent’ portion, but also included 

‘poses,’ ‘facial expressions,’ ‘feet,’ and ‘naturalness’,’ under the general 

category of Modeling Ability, and ‘neatness,’ fit,’ ‘makeup,’ and ‘style’ under the 

general category of Appearance. The ‘Evening Gown’ event asked the judges 

to score based on ‘pace,’ ‘pose,’ and ‘stride’ under the general category of 

Poise, and ‘neatness,’ ‘style of dress,’ ‘cut and length,’ and ‘fit,’ under the 

general category of Appearance. The sections for scoring based on Modeling 

Ability and Appearance (for the ‘Optional Modeling’), or Poise and Appearance 

(for the ‘Sportswear’) were designed to rank the girls’ ability to conform to 

the norms and standards of the ‘pageant grading system.’ While each of the 

norms by which the judges had to grade each contestant appeared to be 

presented separately, at the same time, and in the organization of 

disciplinarily space, each standard criteria was related to and was considered in 
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connection with the other grading standards creating an overall, networked table 

of norms. It was difficult to not think about ‘feet positioning,’ ‘facial 

expressions,’ or ‘grace,’ without believing that these norms were part of the 

overall concept of Modeling Ability. 

 Further, the score sheet asked the judges to consider if the entire 

contestant’s performance would ‘be a good, overall representative of Royal 

Class Miss pageants,’ and thus, ‘underline-worthy.’ Each contestant was well 

aware (based on the literature received upon registration) that these 

categories would be the criteria on which the judges would score their 

performances; each contestant by way of their pageant experience and 

disciplined training, would aim to address each of these categories so as to 

please and exceed the expectations of the judging panel, and thus, receive 

high marks and be an exemplary representation the mission of Royal Classic 

Miss.  

 My experiences on the judging panel aside from scoring also allowed 

me to observe the interactions of contestants with the judges and the 

audience during their time on stage, with their families between events and at 

the final crowning ceremony, and of course with fellow contestants. When I 

witnessed one female contestant at Royal Classic Miss, who, at age 3 weeks was 

carried out onto the stage by her father, how are we to believe that pageantry 

is somehow empowering, somehow producing in a positive manner for the 

beauty queen hopeful as pageant industry supporters suggest? What actually 
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is occurring is the amplification—again and again—of the power of the 

spectacle and the hyperbolized exaggeration of what it means to be a 

representation of American female, and in this case, mere weeks after her 

birth. What is most disheartening is that the 3-week-old’s elder sister (who 

currently holds the title of Royal Classic Miss Mini Supreme Queen 2010), 

insisted her mother enter her baby sister into the pageant event, and then 

demanded to see the scores and judging feedback when her sister took third 

place. Again, we see ideas of reproducing within the systemic operation of 

the pageant through the policing of the 8-year-old sister. She already 

recognizes the space of the pageant is one place where dominant ideals about 

beauty, femininity, race, and class can be practiced and perfected. She is 

operating within a system that continues to help and encourage the 

reproduction of a new wave of docile bodied subjects. By observing this 

incident, my role as judge suddenly became something more than just sitting 

at a long table filling in a score sheet. 

 In our ‘down time’ at the pageant between each event, we were 

required to review and score (in a similar manner and with a similar score 

sheet), professional photographs and headshots of the contestants—an 

optional category for the competitors. This scoring took place in the judge’s 

lounge, an area off limits to contestants and families, but somehow 

unrestricted in verbalizing the reactions to the performances by the judges. 

One coordinating judge monitored our judging throughout each event and 
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collected and tabulated scores after each girl took stage. She also served as 

the mediator and monitor during this particular phase of the judging as well 

as collected our score sheets after reviewing each professional 

photograph/headshot. The other judges, although warned by the 

coordinating judge to remain silent, made verbal comments about the 

photographs and how several headshots represented the girls in a much older 

and mature manner. It was necessary to maintain neutrality throughout the 

judging process to ensure the 5 judges didn’t share comments, and thus, 

influence the scoring decisions made by their fellow judges. But it is possible 

that the comments made from others on the panel may have influenced 

another’s scoring or feedback. 

 Spatially, the judge’s lounge was a place where the judges offered 

input and commentary about the contestants, their performances, and their 

professional photos. Often the comments reflected the inappropriate nature 

of song choice by the contestants, inappropriate movements on stage, or 

questionable outfits worn by the young girls. Further, the other judges 

unanimously agreed that some contestants acted ‘way beyond their years’ 

through their facial expressions and outfits, but I maintained a neutrality and 

didn’t offer any commentary. In many ways the judges expressed a collective 

anxiety about the norms of gendered sexualization upon which the pageant is 

grounded. Foucault suggests discipline, particularly here in its collective form, 

‘trains’ and ‘makes’ individuals (“Discipline and Punish” 170) as its main 
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function. The judges have been collectively disciplined to score in a particular 

way, to respond in a particular way to the performances, and to comment in 

a particular way, but at the same time, still maintain a function and a specific 

place within the system of pageant spectacle. 

 In all cases of criticism by the judges, the girls subjected to any 

criticism were Professional/Full Glitz contestants, dressed in full make-up and 

high-quality costumes and gowns rather than the Natural contestants. I would 

imagine that a completely Professional/Full Glitz pageant, where all contestants 

are required to participate at that at the same, glamorized level, conversations 

backstage may have been slightly different from the judging panel. But, the 

opportunity and option for these girls to compete at the Natural or 

Professional/Full Glitz levels at this particular pageant event, almost overly 

accentuates those who chose to participate at the latter level. I also found it 

interesting that the other judges commented on girls who performed in great 

contrast to the overly-trained, full-glitz contestants. They shared comments 

about some of the contestants who appeared nervous, unprepared, or who 

were searching for cues from their parents in the audience.  

 During my attendance at both pageant events in May 2009 and 

March 2010, there were girls who were clearly veterans to the pageant stage, 

but there were also a handful of contestants who appeared nervous and 

uncomfortable, even some who emanated a level of stage fright. I believe it 

necessary to consider how girls who have never experienced the setting of a 
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pageant event respond when placed within the stage/area of performance, no 

matter the ‘type of pageant.’ There is still a fundamental need across the 

pageant system to be disciplined to move, perform, and entertain within 

certain norms, and with a certain level of comfort gained or perfected 

through such disciplinary means. It is an assumed belief that the more a girl 

practices and the more pageant events she attends, the more confidence she 

will gain.  

 At the Dominion Pageant event, some girls mimicked what they 

witnessed of fellow contestants, doing so with clear discomfort; they lacked a 

point of reference for any ‘restored behavior.’ Even lacking this frame of 

references, the movements chosen to mimic were traditional ‘pageant moves’ 

such as a wave or a twirl. These moves are disciplined or mimicked from 

other’s disciplined rehearsal to represent what is deemed ‘appropriate and 

acceptable’ on the stage of the pageant event. Fear not newbies to the 

pageant world, in just a short time you too, will be operating like a seasoned 

veteran, having fully adopted societal norms particular to the pageant circuit. 

 Interestingly, and even in seemingly contradictory, Eric Berne 

suggests that in the pageant moments of  “spontaneity” (Carlson 48) are the 

most rewarding; the use of this technique leaves the viewer with surprise and 

anticipation, wondering what and how will these contestants finish their 

‘walks.’ But how does this option and technique function with young pageant 

hopefuls who are so disciplined in knowing on what ‘areas they will be 
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scored’ and thus, reproduce according to the norms they’ve been taught? 

Ultimately, the participants who performed with practiced poise and ease, 

thus having a point of past reference, were the clear winners during the 

crowning ceremony.  

 Moments within the spectacle where the rehearsed performance has 

elements of ‘spontaneity’ may exist with the adaptation to stage limitations, 

errors in music cueing for the ‘Talent’ routine, or other moments when 

contestants must perform on-the-spot. Social critics and performance studies 

theorists would still argue that the child’s past experiences would resurface as 

‘restored behavior,’ and despite the distractions, their moments of 

spontaneity would still be operating within the systemic nature of the pageant 

norms. That if that sequined headband did accidently come unpinned from 

their hair, the child would ‘spontaneously’ incorporate the mistake into her 

performance with, perhaps, a spiraling twirl down to the floor to retrieve the 

accessory. The docile subjects have been so well trained within the power of 

the system, that all movements, planned or unrehearsed, appear new, 

spontaneous, and further, heterogeneous from the next contestant.  

 The child pageant serves as a unique place for analysis based almost 

predominantly on the movement and performance of body, rather than on 

verbal and linguistic influences; through that body, during a performance, 

even during moments of silence and non-verbal cues, the viewer will receive 

the performance in a particular way. Cultural theorist Vikki Bell speaks to 
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this very point: “performativity entails more than the focus on language” 

(Bell 12). Often, the young contestants input little, if any, dialogue; their 

bodies serve as the sole vehicle of performing and communicating. Bell 

continues: “with the rise of disciplinary power relations, bodies are attended 

to as replete with potential and are invested with capabilities…this power 

invests the body as Foucault would argue” (Bell 14). So as a judge, how are we 

to detach scoring ‘poses,’ or ‘grace,’ or ‘facial expressions,’ or ‘attire’ to 

anything less than corporeal? These tenets to which we were to offer an 

‘underline’ or a ‘circle’ are clearly linked with bodily presentation of self on 

stage. How would I fairly assess if the child completely and wholly 

‘represented Royal Classic Miss’ if I never heard her articulate her youth 

involvement, her career aspirations, or simply her interest in pageant 

competition? If Bell suggests both components are essential to one’s 

performance, I actually felt slighted in my role as judge. 

 As a judge at Royal Classic Miss, my scoring on the areas of ‘Talent,’ 

‘Sportswear,’ ‘Optional Modeling,’ and ‘Evening Gown’ (which totaled 70% 

of their overall score) were based primarily on criteria surrounding the 

presentation of body. Pageant supporters continually argue that contestants 

are judged completely and fully on the ‘total package,’ so both presentation of self 

and verbal articulation through an interview, but somehow the bodily/visual 

aspects of the participating contestants held more prevalence, at least at this 

particular function. 
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• CHAPTER 11 • 
A SPECIFIC DEMOGRAPHIC 

 
  

 One cannot consider the pageant event without investigating the 

contestant demographics. What is—or is there—a particular demographic 

profile that characterizes the ‘pageant contestant’ and does this data vary 

regionally in America? If the Caucasian contestant is the dominant 

participant in pageants, how do those girls who identify with/as a different 

race/ethnicity function within this predominately white system? Does the 

creation and establishment of pageants such as Miss Teen Africa USA tell the 

pageant culture something about how ideas of race should be treated or 

separated; is this type of pageant, which is reserved for a contestant of 

specific race, a solution to critiques that pageants are directed and welcoming 

to a specific population? Sarah Banet-Weiser, Kathy Peiss, and Maxine Leeds 

Craig—all three scholars who grapple with ideas of whiteness within the 

historical setting of American popular culture, and further, the racial and 

classist constructions within the pageant circuit—are essential to this 

discussion. Banet-Weiser questions whether: “within the space of the 

pageant, traditional markers of identity—race, class, and ethnicity—are 

diffused and flattened out to better accommodate the politics of whiteness 

that structure the event” (“The Most Beautiful Girls” 155). She draws direct 
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correlations among race, class, ethnicity, and even nationality and how 

specific factors not only structure all the facets of the event of the pageant, 

but also define the ideal candidate for competition. It is interesting to 

examine how other factors like color schemes at events, seasonal pageant 

themes, and brochures and websites also offer clues into how the pageant 

industry encourages or rejects a certain ‘look’ in the ‘American setting.’  

 It is important to note that while Banet-Weiser’s critique directly 

addresses the elaborate Miss America pageant, this racial trend of the 

idealization ‘whiteness’ seems applicable to other smaller, more localized 

pageants—and particularly pageants of a distinctly different age group—

youth. Banet-Weiser opens up the conversation about the politics of the 

beauty pageant by making the point that the pageant industry functions in a 

particular way by catering and marketing to a particular audience. Arguing 

that “the pageant sees itself as moving with the times even as it 

simultaneously promotes an eternal feminine code; it understands itself to be 

a forum for the ‘typical’ American woman…a cultural site in which we can 

witness what it means to be white and middle-classed in the United States” 

(“The Most Beautiful Girls” 156). Banet-Weiser explicitly tells the story 

about how American culture idolizes and understands the perfect woman to 

be of a certain racial and socio-economic status. More recently and more 

promising, contestants who identify as a minority race, or contestants with 

impairments or disabilities, have been welcomed as pageant contestants. 
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Banet-Weiser, however, calls attention to race within the pageant world: 

 “…historically and currently, the pageant has been bound by 

 whiteness; even as the pageant accommodates ‘difference’ (as in 

 women who identify or who are identified as different from white 

 women), whiteness remains the standard against which all other racial 

 categories are measured” (Banet-Weiser 69).  

This aspect of the pageant is essential to discussions regarding who is deemed 

‘appropriate’ to or to be crowned. She continues her argument: “the use of 

diversity is successful because when African American women (contestants) 

are portrayed in mainstream representation, they usually look the most 

‘white’…and have the ‘look’ put together of this whiteness” (“The Most 

Beautiful Girls” 135). Is this representative of progress? It is too skeptical to 

assume that those from a minority, disabled, racial, or socio-economic 

background who don’t, in the least, conform to ideas and performances of 

‘whiteness on stage,’ have little chance for claiming victory? Do those in 

attendance at the pageant leave feeling defeated or congratulatory when the 

crowned queen is not the ‘model white’ contestant? This argument extends 

beyond the stage and begs the question of ‘what does it mean to be a female in 

America?’ Banet-Weiser poses the blunt question: “what female bodies are 

encouraged or allowed to participate in the pageant” (Banet-Weiser 93)? 

How should the pageant industry respond to possible changes in the 

dynamics of the pageant contestant profile? 
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 Pageants, in increasing numbers, are available to girls (and more 

recently boys) of all ages, in many international scenes. Cohen, Wilk, and 

Stoeltje respond to the universality and applicability of the pageant as 

institution: “beauty contests are everywhere: they take place around the 

world; draw local and international audiences; span every conceivable group, 

interest, and topic; and involve competitors ranging in age from infants to 

centenarians” (Cohen 2). The pervasive nature of the pageant spectacle once 

again reiterates spatial and temporal dimensions, continually expanding and 

‘integrating’ into different pockets and niches in world communities. And yet 

is there a ‘universal code’ under which all of these pageants are linked and 

homogenized?  

 Wendy Chapkis in her analysis of the politics of appearance and body 

comments: “female beauty is becoming an increasingly standardized quality 

throughout the world. A standard so strikingly white, Western, and wealthy it 

is tempting to conclude there must be a conscious conspiracy afoot” 

(Chapkis 37). How then do we navigate the existence of pageants reserved 

for specific ethnic or racialized contestants if all pageants operate within 

structured spatial and temporal qualities or whiteness and Western-centrism? 

Are pageants like the Japanese-American Cherry Blossom Festival, or Miss Teen 

Africa USA the ‘proper’ place for those of ‘non-white’ subjects to perform in 

their racially specific way or do these pageants serve to segregate the non-

white contestants? And while these pageants exist, is the ranking and judging 
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based on the standards set by the white, all-around American ideals of beauty 

that exist within the American pageant circuit? The challenge of universality 

gets continually compromised and negotiated. 

 While the Miss Teen Africa USA pageant doesn’t offer categories for 

girls between the ages of toddler through age 13 like the pageants we’ve been 

examining, it would still be interesting to compare the atmosphere of these 

types of pageants with others I have already attended. Just from the 

information on the sponsor website of the Miss Teen Africa USA, I can see 

this pageant focuses more on African pride, as flags from a variety of African 

nations are represented and proudly displayed. The photos showcase girls 

dressed and decorated in ethnic dress from their respective African heritages. 

Multicultural feminist bell hooks would encourage this participation and 

celebration of one’s ethnic identity and culture; in her interview with Tanya 

McKinnon, hooks commented on how women, particularly those 

transferring and educating others about multicultural appreciation, should 

keep their peers in check: “(Tanya) constantly monitors both the way I am 

working and the way in which I am represented in the larger culture” (hooks 

interview 816). It is interesting to ponder how my attendance with 

contestants of an African-American demographic would differ from or 

remain on par with my experiences at a pageant with predominantly 

Caucasian participants.  

 Foucault asserts the body must be disciplined, both through external 
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messages from the popular culture and other disciplining figures, as well as 

one’s internal self-discipline, all in the effort to reproduce what it means to 

be a pageant contestant and a female, that certain elements and standards 

must be met by all contestants. Chapkis offers commentary on the politics of 

the body in space and in our cultural community, relevant to the pageant 

contestant: “the body beautiful is woman’s responsibility and authority. She 

will be valued and rewarded on the basis of how close she comes to 

embodying the ideal” (Chapkis 14). She argues that norms that represent the 

‘ideal’ are undoubtedly embedded with ideals of racial and socio-economic 

particulars. With this, it could be argued that each respective pageant event, 

particularly those events for minority participants, operates under a different 

code of values to represent the ‘ideal woman,’ or further that there may be a 

standard ‘pageant ideal’ to be met across all types of pageants. We could 

qualify this possible standard as distinctively white and class privileged, which 

is to say ‘whiteness’ is a gauge for all contestants.
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• CHAPTER 12 • 
RACIAL REPRESENTATIONS IN  

AMERICAN POPULAR MEDIA 
 

 A discussion on representations of raced females in popular 

American media culture may offer some insight into how images and ideals 

of beauty seem so distant and out-of-reach for the non-white subject. T. 

Denean Sharpley-Whiting’s recent project addresses the African-American 

female subject in her representation within popular music videos and scenes 

at strip bars in popular culture videos, often produced by male rap artists 

themselves. Hip-hop and rap lyrics and videos are the predominant places 

where African American females are represented in strict and specific roles. 

Perhaps these explicit and exclusive roles assume all African American 

females must conform to one of the set roles for performing ‘black 

femaleness.’ Sharpley-Whiting comments on her own work, questioning how 

to talk about race, and specifically the African American female in her 

relationship to hip hop music, trends, fashion, and the like. She hints at the 

danger in “glorifying the pimp/ho” (Sharpley-Whiting 150) dynamic: 

 “this book addresses the male-dominated culture of hip hop and the 

 various ways in which  young black women connect with that 

 culture…oversexed young black female flesh,  ‘pimpin,’ ‘playin,’ 

 ‘sexin,’ and ‘checkin,’ in videos, television…is indispensible to the 
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 mass media engineered appeal of hip hop culture, which is helping 

 to shape a new black gender politics” (Sharpley-Whiting 11). 

Sharpley-Whiting offers a generational answer, at least in part, to the change 

in mass media productions and musical styles of latter part of the twentieth 

century. This change brought new representations and portrayals of raced 

women performing certain norms as designated by popular culture. Put 

bluntly: “the rhetoric that still situates whiteness at the center of American 

beauty culture and darker hues on this schematic shifting to the left, quite 

simply reinforces a hierarchy of beauty, as well as the notion of fixed racial 

categories” (Sharpley-Whiting 31). By situating whiteness as the cultural 

marking for perfection and beauty, all other females are graded and viewed as 

a deviation from this set standard. Presumably, whiteness encompasses a 

‘look’ as well as an association with a particular socio-economic class 

standard.  

 This trend is true in the strip club scene as well: “notwithstanding the 

fact that many black strip clubs advertise themselves as upscale, blackness in 

the strip trade industry connotes lower class, rawness, danger—a real walk on 

the wild side for the adventurous” (Sharpley-Whiting 131). She suggests that 

no matter how ‘high-class-looking’ the setting of the music video, colored 

women still must work to achieve normative American cultural status by 

operating within ‘a white beauty industry,’ that also encompasses fashion, 

music, and media. Sharpley-Whiting elaborates on the need for black females 
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who wish to tap into the American-held ideals of beauty, and thus appear 

‘desirable’ (33), and may try to do so at an expensive cost and need to submit 

to ‘American fashion and beauty industries.’ In effect, “what young black 

women cannot be, they now buy” (Sharpley-Whiting 33). This discussion 

about ‘popular American beauty ideals’ fits well into the discourse of the 

beauty pageant, the performance of gendered and sexual norms, and further, 

how race and class functions for contestants competing within the pageant 

system. 

 An important addition to this conversation about beauty ideals in 

American popular culture in relation to racial constructions would be theorist 

Kathy Peiss and her historic overview of the cosmetic industry. Historically, 

women understood the need to measure up to the beauty ideals presented by 

popular culture in order to be noticed and made to feel a part of popular 

American culture. In recognizing that not all consumers had white or light 

colored skin, the choice was to either market ‘lightening’ products to 

members of all races to ‘lighten the pigment,’ or to consider options for 

females with darker skin tones. As Peiss describes in her historical account of 

the cosmetic industry, “for African Americans, the fiction of ‘painting the 

face white’ was impossible: whitening cosmetics, touted as cures for 

‘disabling’ African features, reinforced a racialized aesthetic through a 

makeover that appeared anything but natural” (Peiss 43). Likewise, ideas 

about the presentation of hair as straight and sleek didn’t allow those with 
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thicker or curlier textures to feel a part of the American principles of beauty. 

If the ideal ‘color’ of the pageant contestant’s skin is to be fair and white, 

(and their hair long and sleek), then what can we make of the need for white 

girls to look ‘tanned’ at these events? 

 Kenneth Dutton’s work, although not directly related, examines the 

physique and composition of the male body builder’s silhouette, body shape, 

and skin tone. The area of his work that most closely links to ideas of body 

image and presentation is his section on tanned skin and make-up, and could 

be applied to my discussion of the popularity of tanning the young child 

pageant contestant. It is important to question the mentality behind the need 

for a ‘tanned’ skin tone, which many bodybuilders would argue represents a 

‘healthy-glow.’  Dutton admits, “the skin which the bodybuilder exposes to 

our gaze is hardly ever the ‘natural’ skin, but rather a skin-surface which has 

been subjected to processes designed to enhance the message of muscular 

development” (Dutton 312). Richard Dyer makes a similar argument about 

tanning even within his argument that “whiteness is an aspirational structure, 

requiring ideals of human development” (“White Man’s…” 265). He argues 

that tanning is a “leisure activity connoting typically white privilege” (“White 

Man’s…” 266). And perhaps most provocatively he suggests, “white people 

are capable of attractive variation in color, whereas blacks who lighten and 

otherwise whiten their appearance are mocked for the endeavor” (“White 

Man’s…” 269). 
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 It is an uncanny dichotomy, Dutton argues, that the tanned skin is 

meant to represent upper class status, and therefore the ability to afford 

products and processes to enhance and beautify one’s skin. At the same time, 

historically those of the upper classes, and thus those who could afford to 

remain indoors and not engage in outdoor-labor-intensive professions to 

which the sun and elements would taint the fair skin, was the revered status 

quo. Here, the tanned, sun-kissed look is coveted for the body builder. 

Likewise, the idea of bronzing make-up and spray tans are almost always the 

standard for beauty pageant competition. Many Professional/Full Glitz 

pageants encourage tanning even of the young contestants usually via spray 

tan. In fact, many episodes of TLC’s Toddlers and Tiaras feature child and 

mother at the beauty salon preparing for the ritual spray-on tanning session. 

In one narrative, as the featured contestant is introduced, the viewer is taken 

on a tour of her spray-tan experience, which her mother confidently boasts, 

‘covers up her imperfections.’ In another narrative a mother vows to never to 

doll up her daughter in ‘fake eyelashes or fake tans,’ but ultimately submitted 

to the pressures of the other contestant’s beauty techniques. The politics of 

race within the pageant industry can be disorienting and incongruent for 

those who circulate and operate within the system. Much research has only 

made conjectures and observations about the racial demographic of the 

pageant world, but reflections on how one can understand her place in a 

predominantly white industry can be helpful to our conversation. 
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 Maxine Leeds Craig’s work on African American female’s 

participation in beauty pageants makes the case that portrayals of African 

American women complicated beauty ideals represented by the Caucasian 

female. Despite racial tensions, black females of the 1960’s and 1970’s 

pushed the movement “to establish new representations of women” (Craig 

7). She argues, “[that] race is socially constructed, not a product of nature, 

and that it is coconstructed with gender and class” (9); further, “the social 

meanings, practices, and boundaries of race have indeed changed, changed 

continually, and are inevitably the sites of struggle” (Craig 9). Craig insists 

that ‘beauty contests’ didn’t force non-whites to conform to the ‘white look’ 

of the pageant, but rather, allowed them to express their unique ethnic beauty 

and pride with standards and beliefs set by their own community on ideas of 

beauty.  

 Further, Craig argues “unlike white beauty queens who wore their 

crowns for themselves, black beauty queens stood for the entire race” (Craig 

70). At the same time, however, Craig doesn’t make clear which she prefers 

as the triumphant approach to the issue of race regarding the beauty 

pageants. It would seem that she praises the successes of the first African-

American pageant fashioned exclusively for African-Americans, but at the 

same time, she argues that the moments of tension and interruption by 

African-American women who competed in predominately-white populated 

pageants proved to be most progressive. It would seem the presence of the 
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raced contestant in a predominantly white pageant event would be the most 

provocative moment in challenging the ‘ideal profile’ of the beauty 

contestant. Still, there is room to question how the minority contestant 

should orient herself, once ‘in’ at the level of the white contest, and thus, 

how she must operate within pageant norms of a particularly white and class-

privileged contestant. 

 Sarah Ahmed’s project of queering phenomenology questions toward 

whom or for what are we to “‘orient ourselves and our sexuality’ as well how 

‘the spaces we inhabit’ [are] moments of orientation” (Ahmed 1). But, this 

systematic orientation can also be applied to the understanding of one’s race 

and skin color, which is visibly noted as something that requires an orienting 

mechanism within one’s social setting. She defines ‘phenomenology’ as the 

“significance or nearness of what is ready-to-hand, the role of repeated and 

habitual actions in shaping bodies and worlds” (Ahmed 2). This includes 

ideas of proximity of space between racialized bodies and the spaces they 

inhabit. 

 Institutionally and historically, as Banet-Weiser narrates, the pageant 

involves a very specific, racialized project and activity in the American circuit. 

To this sentiment Ahmed offers critique: 

 “becoming a ‘part’ of an institution, which we can consider as the 

 demand to share in it, or even have a share of it, hence requires not 

 only that we inhabit its buildings, but also that we follow its 
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 line...whiteness is what the institution is oriented ‘around,’ so that 

 even bodies that might not appear white still have to inhabit 

 ‘whiteness’ if they are to get ‘in’” (Ahmed 134).  

While Ahmed concedes that whiteness is not some ‘attainable or reachable 

object,’ it is still an orienting mechanism to which pageant queen hopefuls, 

regardless of their racial affiliation, find themselves needing to negotiate to 

operate within a system. That the norms and standard beauty ideals reserved 

for the pageant queen, even at the youngest of ages, are still notably white, 

and further, middle-classed. Regulated discipline reproduces these norms as a 

mode or as an orienting process for the body to assume a level of familiarity 

and comfort. Ahmed comments, “if such turns are repeated over time, then 

bodies acquire the very shape of such direction, as bodies are ‘directed' and 

they take the shape of this direction” (Ahmed 16). However, this ‘direction’ is 

engrained in the politics of a particular ‘whiteness;’ movements, gestures, and 

facial expressions all must be executed with an awareness for what it means 

to do whiteness. 

 Ahmed cites Franz Fanon in his comments on racial orientation and 

spatial relations between those of the white race: “racism ‘stops’ black bodies 

inhabiting space by extending through objects and others; the familiarity of 

the 'white world,’ as a world we know implicitly, ‘disorients’ black bodies 

such that they cease to know where to find things” (Ahmed 111). The 

process for all contestants may be a learning one to say the least and through 
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disciplinary means, regulates what and how their bodies move within the 

system of the pageant which represents the larger culture often 

hyperbolically. But this orientation process is even more complicated for 

those of the non-white racial status. 

 Recalling my experience at Dominion Pageant, performances of 

whiteness appeared throughout the entire event beyond the performances of 

the contestants. Granted the ‘theme’ of this pageant was ‘April Blossoms, 

May Flowers,’ still, most of the contestants presented themselves in pastel-

colored dresses, soft with bows and flowers. Representationally, these colors 

and styles could symbolize a proper occasion to be racially white, pristine, 

and pure. The music that served as background music for the ‘walk’ of each 

girl was notably Classical and thus, conservatively white.  

 But consider, even before the pageant child decides to enter into the 

world of competition, she is stimulated by brochures, print literature, and 

websites featuring the highlights from any given pageant’s recent history. 

Collagéd photos of crowned girls, often with the director, or poses in a ‘royal 

court set-up’ depict an event full of excitement, glamour, and prizes. The 

color schemes are often pastel pinks, whites, and yellows, or bright magentas, 

purples, and golds. It would seem the more localized levels of the pageants 

create simple, ‘desktop-publishing type’ brochures and literature, (See 

Appendix E, F, G, H) loud with bold fonts. Whilst glancing through more 

prominent Professional/Full Glitz literature the more elaborate or 
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‘professional-looking’ it becomes. Often on the brochures and on the 

websites, graphics include stars, crowns, jewels, and flowers. Of course nearly 

all pageant host sites offer links to upcoming pageant events, costume shops, 

photographers, and other essentials for the supportive pageant family. 

 Visually and in a similar way, the websites function in this 

hierarchically-professional looking manner like the literature. The more 

prominent the pageant host company, the more professionally-designed and 

aesthetically appealing the literature and webpage.  It cannot be overlooked 

that the demographic of girls displayed in the photo collages are distinctly 

white and distinctly affluent in their posh costumes, accessories, and make-

up. Like the names of the pageant host sponsors and crowning titles, the 

rhetoric of the literature and websites wishes to make all contestants believe 

they can ‘be princesses and queens.’ It encourages them to believe that they 

too, upon winning, can be included in the photo gallery montage to 

encourage the next wave of young hopefuls. Both the print and online 

literature and informational websites are particular spatial locations that 

further create spatial links to other avenues of pageantry. In one such case, 

one link off a pageant website was for the social network ‘Tiara Talk.net,’ a 

central place for pageant fans and supporters to suggest costume designers 

and photographers, to buy and sell pageant accessories and consignment 

costumes, to learn about upcoming events, and most importantly, to 

continually reproduce conversations and discussions about the world of 
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pageantry by transgressing spatial and temporal boundaries on a website 

accessibly by any interested participant.  

 Connected to this conversation of expounding spatial boundaries, it 

is also important to consider how the nature of the pageant spectacle is 

presented on television. In TLC’s Toddlers and Tiaras, the beginning credits of 

the weekly hour-long show zoom on three horizontal panels set across the 

screen; each panel flashes a portion of the beauty queens’ face, namely the 

forehead, eyes/nose/lip section, and the neck and upper body. Each flash 

embraces the dazzle and the sparkle of the dolled-up, petite faces which the 

viewer will soon meet. This manner of opening the show by ‘boxing or 

partitioning off’ of the body parts works on several levels. While the 

production quality of this cable show is clearly beyond the brochures and 

websites already mentioned, there is still a ‘collagé-like’ feel to the 

presentation. It is as if this ‘flipbook like effect’ to introduce Toddlers and 

Tiaras is moving until it ‘lands’ on the perfect model representation of the 

youth pageant queen. In all three mediums, cutting and pasting and further 

partitioning off of the female (and youth) body is occurring. In all three 

mediums, visibly white girls serve to represent the pageant world. 

 If the music at any pageant isn’t ‘pomp and circumstance’ creating an 

atmosphere of majesty and royalty as during the credits for Toddlers and 

Tiaras, it is conservatively classical and ‘white’ as at Dominion Pageants. If the 

hair isn’t sleek and straight it somehow doesn’t represent ‘whiteness.’ What is 
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valued within the circuit of the pageant institution are ideals about what it 

means to perform to a certain set of white and affluent codes in order to 

remain part of the system. The space to exercise these codes is recognized as 

legitimate, as normal, as what beauty looks like in American popular culture 

and consciousness. And one’s ability and capability to reproduce these codes 

allows them entry and access and a social location.  

 While some research has involved examining the racial particulars of 

the pageant event, less research has been done in comparing the socio-

economic levels of participating contestants. In my observances as a guest at 

Dominion Pageants, I tried to calculate the costs for each family even at this 

smaller, more local event. The costs for this pageant included the $175.00 

registration fee per contestant and the cost for the purchase of a ‘Sunday best 

dress’ worn by the young girls, as well a professional-style hair-dos and 

matching accessories which many girls opted to have. Several of the families 

at this particular pageant cheered on several daughters and nieces; for some 

families, then, the cost for registration was at least twice as expensive. And 

while the contestants at this particular pageant didn’t appear to be 

professionally coached and this particular ‘type’ of pageant (Natural vs. 

Professional/Full Glitz) didn’t require professional headshots or multiple 

costume changes, my research shows other, more elaborate pageant events, 

can often total thousands of dollars for some families. Several families told 

me they had traveled hours to attend this pageant and often travel such 



  

  PINT-SIZED SPECTACLES 

94 

lengths each month for their daughters to compete. 

 Kareen Nussbaum’s article speaks more to the financial responsibility 

of the pageant contestant’s family. Ideas presented in this article refer to the 

specific, well known, American Professional/Full Glitz pageant—Universal 

Royal. While her focus hones in on one specific pageant with a rather costly 

entrance fee and various other expenses for the sending families, her research 

delves into the socio-economic expectations of pageant families in a broader 

sense:  

 “The Universal Royalty pageant, the country’s largest child beauty 

 pageant, all contestants receive an award for participating. A 

 competition is held usually every few weeks. There is a minimum cost 

 of $545 to enter the pageant, which covers basic entry fees. Another 

 $395 is  needed for the maximum options for this pageant. The 

 average cost of the pageant is about $655, which includes the ‘Formal 

 Wear,’ ‘Sportswear,’ and ‘Dance’” (Nussbaum).  

But, don’t forget about the costs for the ultimate gown: “dresses for sports 

and formal wear can cost up to $12,000 with a minimum of $1,500 

(Nussbaum). Ouch! As one’s head spins whilst doing these calculations, we 

can’t forget the costs allotted for travel, lodging, and food, and expenses 

reserved for professional hair and make-up. Of course, if the contestant is to 

have all of these fancy details, it is necessary to factor in the costs for 

tanning, manicures and pedicures, flippers (fake teeth caps), false eyelashes, 
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and hair extensions. One pageant queen hopeful featured on Toddlers and 

Tiaras, per the instruction of her mother, vacuumed the house in high heels 

to practice her posture and pageant walk. Her mother sorrowfully 

commented on the day of the pageant during lipstick application, that ‘she 

wishes she could get her daughter lips for Christmas!’ Backstage, the director of that 

particular pageant offered her inspiration in regards to the costumed and 

practiced child, ‘it just goes to show how far a girl will go to show her beauty.’ 

 Nussbaum dismally reminds us that typical prizes are of a 

considerably smaller monetary value than the total initial investments by the 

families: a bicycle, a trophy, flowers, or perhaps the coveted $1,000 cash 

prize. If pageants are marketed to ‘welcome’ those from all over to compete, 

this assumes that all parties have the same financial resources and exist on 

the same socio-economic status level; with all the expenses, almost 

immediately, entire socio-economic groups are eliminated as possible 

contenders. The total costs for just one pageant, even if it may just be a local 

or regional pageant, still makes for a hefty price tag for one family. Further, 

consider that many girls compete at least once a month. 

 But none of these calculations seem to appear outrageous for the 

supporting family. Somehow, there is justification for spending money on 

entrance fees for as many as several events per month and purchasing 

expensive gowns, let alone investing time and efforts in helping the beauty 

queen practice and perfect her performance. These aspects of commitment 
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by both the participants and family members all continuously link back to the 

power and cultural relevance of the pageant’s pervasive and spectacularized 

state.
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• CHAPTER 13 • 
TAKE A FINAL BOW 

 

 The purpose of this project was to utilize a variety of theoretical 

frameworks to examine this popular and pervasive cultural phenomenon for 

young American girls, focusing particularly on the pageant contestants aged 

13 and under. Grounding the project in Foucault’s theory of disciplinary 

power and the production of the docile body, and Althusser’s concept of the 

systematic processes of the state and the institution allowed us to examine 

the spectacularized nature of the youth pageant event within the American 

arena. Understanding how Debord’s notion of the spectacle involves a 

performative process that continually circulates and continually entertains a 

receiving audience and receiving table of judges, is again, all a part of the 

normalizing mode of the system. Temporally and spatially, the pageant event 

works to transcend boundaries given its pervasive abilities, but still, operates 

within a particular system with particular actors.  

 Having established a comprehensive foundation of these key 

theories, it was easy to align popular culture ideas about beauty and sexuality 

with the female body/contestant, as well as link ideas about race, class, and 

age in performing to the ‘norms’ of the pageant system. I hope I have set a 

solid groundwork for other scholars to build upon the nature of the youth 
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pageant, and more so, the nature of youth activities with an active awareness 

to how all aspects of our popular culture and system affect even the youngest 

minds.  
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• APPENDIX A • 
TALENT SCORESHEET  

FROM ROYAL CLASSIC MISS PAGEANTS, SPRING 2010 
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• APPENDIX B • 
SPORTSWEAR SCORESHEET  

FROM ROYAL CLASSIC MISS PAGEANTS, SPRING 2010 
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• APPENDIX C • 
EVENING GOWN/BALL GOWN SCORESHEET  

FROM ROYAL CLASSIC MISS PAGEANTS, SPRING 2010 
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• APPENDIX D • 
OPTIONAL MODELING SCORESHEET  

FROM ROYAL CLASSIC MISS PAGEANTS, SPRING 2010 
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• APPENDIX E • 
AMERICA’S FABULOUS DOLLS LITERATURE 
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DOMINION PAGEANTS LITERATURE 
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• APPENDIX G • 
EAST COAST USA PAGEANT LITERATURE 
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