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I 

ABSTRACT 

In what appears to be a reversal of conventional gender roles the male characters of 
the New Zealand play Ladies Night (1987) and the British film The Full Monty (1997) strip 
for a female audience. The phenomenal success of this 'reversal' has spawned a plagiarism 
lawsuit in which the writers of the play maintain that the film is merely their original text 
'opened out'. 

This thesis explores Ladies Night and The Full Monty as symptoms and 
representations of a so-called male crisis, comparing them to see how the men that make 
them (re)define maleness in the 'Post-feminist' era. It examines the notion that popular 
(male) culture has taken over -- in essence, plagiarised -- the position of the feminine 'other' 
as a means of reasserting status quo (ante) of male dominance. 

The idea of plagiarism serves as a paradigm for a wider exploration of the 
appropriations and exploitations of these recent developments in popular culture, especially 
in relation to gender and male identity as it intersects with ideas of sexuality, race and class. 
By looking at plagiarism in terms of 'theft by imitation', this thesis analyses the ways in 
which cultural entertainments that represent men use, appropriate, imitate, invert, reject, and 
comment upon the traditional position of women as 'other' as a means to represent the 
plight of the contemporary male and his culture. What do men achieve, or might they be 
seen to achieve,· by appropriating the discourse and role of the female 'other' in this way? 

In stripping back the generic layers that are used to stage/frame the male bodies and 
their relationship with the audience, what is revealed is a successful attempt by men to 
reclaim their centrality in culture by seducing the audience's pity and sympathy and by the 
representation of 'equality' between men and women. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In March of 1999, I attended a male striptease revue by the touring South African 

Warriors. Nestled against the bar before the commencement of the performance, I found 

myself the object of some intensely probing looks. The female patrons studied me with 

curiosity, some pointing at me, others giggling as they did so. Women walked past, giving me 

the 'once over', one even shaking her head in what seemed to be disapproval. I was, after all, 

an anomaly: the only male spectator at what was described as a 'ladies night'. Unlike the 

barman, a man selling merchandise and the inale lighting technician, I did not appear to have 

any official connection to the event. Such was the intensity of the women's gazes that I 

became acutely aware of myself changing posture and gesture in an effort to seem less 

noticeable, less visible - perhaps - less like a man? Yet at the same time I wondered whether 

my actions might be less about trying to hide my male status and more about trying to affirm 

my masculinity in a space where it was questioned, and therefore threatened. Eventually the 

stares of the women became too much, and I retreated to the relative darkness at the back of 

the nightclub. As I sat in the dark watching the Warriors strip in front of the boisterous 

female spectators, I began to feel less intimidated and even started to enjoy the fact that I 

was seeing women in an intimate situation that was usually off limits to men. 

The reason for my presence at the Warriors performance was to conduct research for 

this thesis which was originally triggered by a plagiarism case between the writers of the New 

Zealand play Ladies Night (1987) and the British film The Full Monty (1997).1 The 

playwrights, Anthony McCarten and Stephen Sinclair, assert that the filmmakers "bodily 

1 It has been difficult to ascertain the official outcome of the case -- or even if it has been resolved. After a 
counterclaim from the filmmakers, a Californian Court ruled that ifthere was to be a trial it should take 
place within the English court system, where the film was produced. Since then there has been very little 
reported about the proceedings of the case. However Gordon Campbell who has been following its 
progression for the New Zealand Listener, says that it may have already been settled. In an e-mail 
correspondence from Campbell, he told me that he had spoken to the lawyer of the filmmakers, James 
Hornstein, who implied that the proceedings were over. As Campbell notes, Hornstein's comments as well 
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appropriated"2 their use of striptease both a literal and metaphorical allegory for 

contemporary manhood. I have been using the idea of plagiarism as a paradigm to explore so

called changes in contemporary representation, which have seen men assuming positions 

traditionally associated with women. Specifically, I have been studying the ways in which 

both texts divert the prurient aspects of striptease with a theatricalised narrative, which 

explains and resolves a contemporary male identity crisis as a result of changing gender roles. 

During the two years that I have been researching and writing this thesis, I have recounted 

my own experience at the Warriors performance as a way to describe the male identity crisis 

that I have been exploring and that is represented in the narrative of a group of men who 

decide to become male strippers. It is, I have argued, a more intense version of the confusion 

that the contemporary male might feel he experiences in a culture where traditional gender 

roles often appear to have changed and, in many cases, are said to have been completely 

reversed. 

Suddenly it would seem that it is men who are the object of an intensely critical 

female gaze. It is men who are being asked to change their shape and appearance so that they 

will appeal to what they are told women want to see. Due to these seemingly new demands in 

popular culture and the resulting high visibility of the male body, journalists, academics and 

other cultural critics have told us that male culture is in a desperate state of confusion. It 

seems that men are caught in a catch-22 between asserting their masculinity and risking social 

sanction on the one hand, or denying their masculinity and therefore compromising what 

they know of male identity on the other. In the case of the latter, this means denying the 

characteristics and attributes that up until now have been intrinsic to male identity and a 

man's sense of self. 

Susan Faludi in her best selling book, Stiffed: The Betrayal of the Common Man, 

claims that men are confused because contemporary culture offers them contradictory 

as the recent success of a new Broadway musical production of The Full Monty, implies that the suit has 
most likely been resolved in an out of court settlement. 
2 Engel and Engel, "Sinclair and McCarten v. Twentieth Century Fox", Online. 
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signals. She claims that while men in Western culture are told that they have, use and abuse 

power, their actual experience is one of powerlessness. She describes just such a male 

quandary in her observations of a male domestic violence group: 

There was something almost absurd about these men struggling, week after week, 

to recognise themselves as dominators when they were so clearly dominated, 

done in by the world.[ ... ]The men had probably felt in control when they beat 

their wives, but their everyday experience was of feeling controlled - a feeling 

they had no way of expressing because to reveal it was less than masculine, would 

make each of them, in fact, "no man at all". For such men, the desire to be in 

charge was what they felt they must do to survive in a nation that expected them 

to dominate.3 

Although Faludi's observations refer to American culture, her remarks could easily be related 

to other Western countries that have a traditionally strong masculine culture. Such an ethos 

would appear to be exhibited in the play and the fiim;s representation of New Zeaiand and 

British culture. In what is described as a Post-industrial, Post-feminist age, it seems that this 

male trouble has been caused by the erosion of traditional roles for men including staple 

elements of their identity such as breadwinner and father. These changes would also appear to 

be the basis of an almost hysterical rationale, which cites the laws of evolution as proof that 

the female of the species is becoming self-sufficient. A signal perhaps, that the end of 

Mankind is nigh. 

My project has involved the exploration of different representations of maleness, 

such as male striptease. I have been analysing the ways that men today are seen and therein 

see themselves as they perpetually ask the question: what does it mean to be a man? While in 

different eras and areas of Western civilisation a plethora of male models have been offered 

via literature and popular entertainments, the question of manliness has generally been 

3 Susan Faludi, Stiffed, p 9. As a precedence to Faludi's latest book it is worth looking at Backlash: The 
Undeclared War Against Women {1992), which was also a best seller and looks at the so-called backlash 
that has occurred as a result of feminism. 



5 

related to established ideas of masculinity: rationality, strength, power, control, order and 

domination. Being a man has involved strict discipline and adherence to the rules of the 

dominant masculine culture and a rejection and/or containment of all that is considered to be 

feminine, including women. In following these rules men have been informed that they shall 

inherit the power of the earth, once owned by their fathers and founded by their forefathers. 

This being said, it would appear that assuming this supposed power has not always been an 

easy task to achieve. Within the canon of Western literature, there are many works by men 

that represent a male protagonist, paralysed by the fear that he may be losing control. The 

current crisis might, for example, be seen to have a precedence in the works of August 

Strindberg. In the late 1800s, reflecting the turmoil in his own life, Strindberg wrote plays 

such as The Father and Miss Julie, and represented the changing dynamics of class in terms of 

a battle between the sexes. It seems that power bestowed by a masculine culture was always 

accompanied by the inevitability of male crisis. 

In contemporary society however, there seems to be a chorus of confused, frustrated 

and at times hysterical men, compared to those few isolated whimpers of protest from the 

past. It would appear that many men are at a loss when asked what it means to be a man. The 

signs of this male crisis ubiquitously flash from all levels of society. They are realised in such 

places as the male domestic violence group and reflected figuratively in popular culture and 

entertainments. Film, theatre, television and literature commonly represent confused male 

characters going through a process of change. As reflections of society, these mediums 

represent the problems and issues involved with this crisis and can be seen as symptomatic of 

a culture where traditional ideas of manliness and masculinity are constantly under 

surveillance. 

In conjunction with the symptoms of male crisis, popular literature has attempted to 

offer a palatable cure. There is a burgeoning field of literature devoted to all-things male, 

which seems to point out that the social positioning of men has indeed changed. Typically, 

this particular sub-genre of pop-psych literature claims that its subject, the contemporary 
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male, must be remodelled. Book stores, magazine racks, library shelves and Best Seller lists, 

have been inundated with titles such as: Remaking Men, Understanding Men's Passages and 

The End of Manhood.4 More often than not, they state that the remodelling of a man 

necessarily involves him getting in 'touch' with some internal quality or other, that will 

renew his identity and sense of self: his feminine side, his inner child or perhaps even his 

inner Warrior. They range from the popular to the academic, from the humorously satiric or 

instructional to the deeply personal and traumatic. They are written by men and women for 

men, but also for women who want to 'help' their fathers, brothers, husbands, sons and male 

friends resolve their male identity issues, so that they might become, once again, men. 

In manufacturing a 'cure' for ailing men, this pop-psych literature, as well as 

'progressive' contemporary texts, whether theatrical, filmic, or literary, has constructed a 

profile of the man who exhibits the worst symptoms of this crisis: he is white, heterosexual, 

middle and/or working class and aged between twenty to sixty. They claim that through the 

movements, countermovements and backlashes of the last half of the Twentieth Century, 

men have been subjected to a torrid ride. Variously accused, betrayed, set-up and shot down, 

these men have desperately tried to secure some concrete ground on which they might stand. 

Disavowed is the solid masculinity that was represented by a man's grandfather's generation 

and disowned by his father's generation. He has been asked to 'get in touch with his feminine 

side', to stop 'acting with his dick', to 'get with the program' and to 'grow up'. He has 

resisted, acquiesced, learnt and been disillusioned before retaliating. He has looked to his 

fellow men for help, support and love. In doing so many of them have questioned his 

manliness. He has attempted to resist being seen as a man in order to be the 'man'. He stands 

watching a group of men that call themselves Warriors taking their clothes off in front of a 

group of ecstatic women -- asks himself what he is doing there -- and then -- who exactly is 

he? 

4 
David Tacey, Remaking Men (1997), Gail Sheehy, Understanding Men's Passages (1999) and John 

Stoltenberg, The End of Manhood (1999). 
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Born in New Zealand in the mid seventies, I have grown up within, and been affected 

by, these changing gender dynamics. I was schooled5 in the basic ethics of a traditional 

masculinity by a culture which celebrated the founding myths of a dominant man-alone 

masculinity and idealised the traits of the pioneer: the man against the land, a rugged, capable 

loner who quietly and matter-of-factly went about his business of control and order.6 I was 

also informed by popular culture that this type was a dinosaur of a bygone era and that a new 

kind of sensitive masculinity was what was needed to be truly a man. Espousing the rhetoric 

of this intriguing new discourse that many referred to as political correctness, I felt that I was 

securing my space in the present with a 'modem outlook'. I was fond of proclamations that 

we are all the same and therefore all equal regardless of sex, race, class or sexuality. The irony 

of this posturing was that I didn't do it to debunk my masculinity but rather to affirm it by 

signalling my normative sexuality, class and race. Surrounded by a culture that told me about 

my privileged position as a white, middle class, heterosexua] male, I was determined to be 

seen to relinquish the 'power' of this position by assuming the language of new age equality. 

Of late, the idea that political correctness has been used to cover traditional ideas of 

power has gained increasing currency.7 It has been argued that while significant and even 

dramatic changes in gender roles have taken place over the last century and especially over 

the last three decades, these changes may be nothing more than token gestures. There is the 

sense that all this may be just a facade, that men for example, may have remodelled 

themselves to assert their masculinity rather than debunk it. As film scholar Tania Modleski 

5 Between the ages often and eighteen I attended two all male private schools whose mottos -- "Thou 
Shall Endure Hardship" and "A Good Tradition Well Maintained" -- encapsulate both the physical and 
philosophical code of conduct that was used to educate young men how to be in the world. 

There is a small but increasing body of literature on New Zealand masculinities the latest of which is: 
Robin Law, Hugh Campbell and John Dolan, eds., Masculinities in Aotearoa/New Zealand (1999). See 
also: Jock Phillips, A Man's Country (1996), Kai Jensen, Whole Men (1996) and Rosemary Du Plessis, 
ed., Feminist Thought in Aotearoa/New Zealand (1998). 
7 See: Patricia Aufderheide, ed., Beyond PC (1992), Sarah Dunant, ed. The War of the Words (1994), John 
M Ellis, Literature Lost (1997), Richard Feldstein, Political Correctness (1997), E. Ann Kaplan and 
George Levine, eds., The Politics of Research (1997), Edith Kurzweil and Phillips William, eds., Our 
Country Our Culture (1994), Sharon MacDonald, ed., The Politics of Display (1998), Andrew Riemer, 
The Demidenko Debate (1996), J_effrey Williams, ed., PC Wars (1995), John K. Wilson, The Myth of 
Political Correctness, (1995). 



8 

argues, "(W)e need to consider the extent to which male power is actually consolidated 

through cycles of crisis and resolution, whereby men ultimately deal with the threat of female 

power by incorporating it".8 After all, men still hold the majority of powerful social and 

political positions in society. The argument follows that a male system prevails and that the 

'crisis' is merely a way to reassert the dominance of the already powerful. Male power simply 

uses the premise of 'reversal' in society and culture to hide the fact that there has been very 

little change. 

In Modleski's book, Feminism Without Women, she argues that the current use of the 

term 'post-feminism' as a way to describe contemporary culture does not necessarily mean 

that feminist objectives have been achieved. She argues that they have been absorbed and 

redirected into mainstream social policy-making and political thinking. She claims that there 

has been a hijacking of feminism, which has resulted in its essentialization in order to 

reaffirm rather than challenge dominant (male) power structures. As Modleski's title 

indicates, she believes that entities such as the so-called 'Men's Movement' have 

appropriated the tenants of feminism to maintain rather than challenge the traditional male 

establishment. In popular cultural representations, she says, as well as in everyday life, men 

have been "occupying the site of femininity" - as the 'other', marginalised and oppressed - in 

order to revocalise their authority. 9 With a strong foundation in liberal humanism, such a 

stance promotes a society of equality but, in declaring that we are all the same, denies real 

physical difference and affirms a hierarchal order established by a history of male dominance. 

Similarly the term 'feminisation', which has been bandied around along with the term 

post-feminism to describe contemporary culture, is thrown into dispute as a multi

dimensional and highly volatile concept. It has b~en used by the conservative 'right' to 

describe the pacification of culture and, in particular, the white, heterosexual, middle class 

male. The liberal 'left' use the term 'feminisation' to describe a process in which those who 

8 
Tania Modleski, Feminism Without Women, p 9. 

9 Modleski, p 7. 
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already have the power maintain it with a false facade of change. It has also been used to 

describe a culture in which everyone attempts to assume the position of oppressed victim in 

order to assume power. Most of all, its many utilisations have been cited as an example of a 

culture where all meaning is said to have been effaced. 'Feminisation' refers to a culture in 

which highly contradictory markers of a New World order are constructed in place of 

traditional ideas such as masculinity and femininity.· 

In the representation of men who become strippers in Ladies Night and The Full 

Monty, this contradictory process of feminisation would appear to be offered to an audience 

for analysis. In the play and the film's interpretation of the social phenomenon of male 

striptease, it is implied that men are feminised by making themselves available for a female 

'gaze' while at the same time appearing to recover some of the ground lost by their 

emasculation. In creating a narrative out of the social conditions which lead the men to 

become strippers, the play and the film implicate a wider feminisation of the English and 

New Zealand cultures in which the men live, and convey some of the more visible issues that 

affect the contemporary man. The recent conversion of The Full Monty into an musical has 

provoked a recognition of the 'feminisation' issue: "Early on, Terrence McNally's book and 

David Yazbek's songs strike the notes of class consciousness and unemployment-related low 

male self-esteem a little too hard - you may think you're in for a musical version of Susan 

Faludi's Stiffed''10 • So what do Ladies Night and The Full Monty say about the feminisation of 

culture and how does this explain the position of the contemporary man? What might be 

some of the implications of this (re)definition of men in both the play and the film? 

In this thesis I will explore Ladies Night and The Full Monty as both symptoms and 

representations of this so-called male crisis, comparing them to see how the men that make 

them (re)define maleness in the 'Post-feminist' era. I intend to examine the notion that 

popular (male) culture has taken over -- in essence, plagiarised -- the position of the feminine 

'other' as a means of reasserting status quo (ante) of male dominance. Have things really 
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changed? Or is it merely a fa9ade? The idea of plagiarism will serve as a paradigm for a wider 

exploration of the appropriations and possible exploitations of these recent developments in 

popular culture, especially in relation to gender and male identity as it intersects with ideas of 

sexuality, race and class. By looking at plagiarism in terms of 'theft by imitation', 11 I intend 

to look at the ways in which cultural entertainments that represent men, use, appropriate, 

imitate, invert, reject, and comment upon the traditional position of women as 'other' as a 

means to represent the plight of the contemporary male and his culture. If men look through 

the eyes of 'women' to see themselves as well as the world around them, what exactly do 

they see? 

In The Full Monty we see a group of unemployed and disillusioned men who are so 

desperate to make some cash that they are prepared, for one night only, to strip naked for a 

female audience. Set in the Northern English town of Sheffield, it is suggested that because 

the loss of industry in the town has lead to their unemployment, these men have been forced 

to steal, lie and cheat in order to support themselves and their families. After seeing the 

effect that a visiting Chippendaies troupe has on the women in the town, the men decide to 

create their own male striptease show. The spectator is told that because the men lack 

muscular bodies and/or dancing ability, they will need to offer something to a female audience 

that other male strip revues do not: "the full monty" -- a colloquial term meaning 

"everything", and in this case the sight of the completely naked male body. As the 

performance draws near, the men are forced to confront various personal problems as well as 

the antagonistic attitudes of community members to their project. These issues are 

eventually resolved and the last scene shows the men stripping for an enthusiastic crowd of 

women. 

10 "Goings on About Town", The New Yorker, 20 Nov. 2000, p 10. 
11 For the purposes ofmy argument, I am using an abbreviated version ofthe concept of plagiarism. A 
more specific example is Arthur Lindey's definition of literary plagiarism: "the false assumption of 
authorship: the wrongful act of taking the product of another person's mind, and presenting as one's own" 
(Plagiarism and Originality, p 2). 
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The film achieved incredible commercial success and its final strip scene became one 

of the talking points of the 1998 film season. In discussing with people the possible reasons 

for the film's success, I have been offered variations of what would appear to be three 

possible answers for the film's popularity. Some point to the film's promise of showing 

naked male bodies. It is suggested that the film promises a glimpse of something illicit in 

mainstream film and therefore creates a rare voyeuristic opportunity for filmgoers. This 

claim is challenged by those who refer to the stripping element as an inconsequential epilogue 

to the inspirational transformation of the characters. It is the 'human' elements of the film 

that make it popular, as it plays out conventional themes in which the hero overcomes 

substantial adversity in order to stand proud at the end. There is also the argument that the 

film is successful because of its shrewd and insightful exploration into contemporary gender 

dynamics. That is, the film may be read as truthful documentary on contemporary society 

that offers a social criticism on conventional sex-gender roles for the benefit of a critical 

spectator. But it seems that the creators of The Full Monty are not the first to tell this 

particular story .12 

According to Anthony McCarten, The Full Monty is his play Ladies Night 'opened 

out' into a film. 13 The original plagiarism suit was filed in 1998. The lawyers representing 

McCarten, and co-author Stephen Sinclair, claim that the only changes are those necessary to 

translate a "7-scene stage play into a 100-scene theatrical motion picture".14 The suit also 

claims, obviously with a view to providing the similarities between the play and the film, that 

Ladies Night can be summarised as follows: "a contemporary comedy that explores gender 

roles and how they have changed in the recent past. More than anything, however, it is a feel 

good, celebration of humanity, triumph of the underdog story that asks the question: How far 

12 There are also a number of other recent representations of male striptease th({t bar~jesemblance to Ladies 
Night and The Full Monty. Toe most prominent of these is the television drama JJare Necessities, which 
involves five unemployed Yorkshire miners who put on a strip show for a group of women from their 
community. 
13 d Gor on Campbell, "The Full Money", p 20. 
14 Engel and Engel, Online. 
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will five likeable but unemployed English blue collar workers go to earn an honest quid?"15 

This would seem to reiterate some of the reasons mentioned above for The Full Monty's 

success, and a superficial perusal of the text shows that there are some major similarities 

between the plot, characters and even some of the lines of dialogue. On a website devoted to 

the plagiarism case, there is a script of the play and newspaper articles that note the 

similarities between the play and the film. They imply that if the makers of The Full Monty 

have not plagiarised the play, then they have uncannily represented the same story on 

different sides of the world. 

It is not my intention to decide whether or not The Full Monty has plagiarised from 

Ladies Night. As journalist Gordon Campbell notes, the decision will probably come down to 

the playwrights proving that members of The Full Monty creative team saw the play when it 

was produced in England.16 My interest lies more in the questions that are raised by the play 

and the film's representation of men in contemporary society, how this is related to the 

popular performance practice of male striptease, and how the representation of male 

striptease affects the spectator of mainstream theatre and film. If the makers of the film 

have plagiarised from Ladies Night, then it is possible that they saw the success generated by 

the play's use of male striptease and considered that similar success could be achieved by 

converting the strip elements into film. Ladies Night has, after all, been incredibly successful 

in its own right, both in New Zealand and in other countries including Britain. If one follows 

the playwright's argument, the primary differences between the texts may be related to 

social, artistic and possibly historical differences. That is, the differences would be the result 

of making a British film in 1997 out of a New Zealand play written in 1987. In order to 

prove their case, the playwrights might even argue that it is only possible to tell the strip 

'story' in certain ways and that any variation from that 'story' would make the texts 

completely different. 

15 
Engel and Engel, Online. 

16 
Campbell, p 20. 
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If the film is original, then how does one explain the remarkable similarities between 

the narratives? Perhaps one could argue that, in using male striptease as their central 

material, some of the similarities between the play and the film could be attributed to parallel 

attempts by the authors to explain to the audience how ordinary blokes become male 

striptease performers. In creating a narrative about the plight of the contemporary male, the 

authors evoke a narrative of desperation similar to that which has been associated with the 

social/economic reasons for why women turn to stripping: unemployment, child support and 

bill payments. Yet if this were the case, does this mean that there is only one kind of 

narrative to explain how men become strippers? Can it be possible that men come to strip 

for women only under certain social conditions? Can it be that the crisis in masculinity is so 

closely circumscribed that a play written in New Zealand and a film set in England generate 

the same narrative between them? 

Such an argument would indicate that the similarities between the play and the film 

are not the result of plagiarism but, rather, can be attributed to the social realism and feminist 

analysis at work in both. It would appear that there are assumptions that both texts have in 

commo_n about male striptease and the contemporary male group. Both texts refer to male 

striptease as a social phenomenon in which women "turn animal". 17 The spectator is told 

that male striptease is something that men are not inclined to do as it means occupying a 

position as a feminine sex object, throwing into question their masculine status with the 

implication of prostitution and/or homosexuality. Yet both texts show how the men 

overcome the attitudes of the community, driven by the sheer desperation of their individual 

circumstances, and come to learn about themselves in order to perform male striptease, to 

reclaim their masculine status at the end. 

If we understand this as a realistic social analysis of contemporary masculinity, then 

it seems that men becoming strippers is something that valorises and even affirms male 

17 
Anthony McCarten and Stephen Sinclair, Ladies Night, p 7. In The Full Monty the female audience is 

compared to a wildlife television program which feature zebras being attacked by lions. 
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identity. Both the play and the film tel1 us that men cannot be placed in the position of 

victim. In the men's assumption of a position that is considered to be that of sex-object, a 

role traditionally considered to be occupied by women and regarded as feminine, the narrative 

necessarily involves the redress of masculine identity for men. This is in complete 

contradiction to the assumptions that accompany female striptease, which say that if a 

woman is a stripper she is automatically considered a victim of a male-dominated society. 

How does one explain this discrepancy between ideas of gender and sexuality in the narratives 

of the play and the film? 

Ironically this difference is reflected, and may therefore in part be explained, by the 

ways in which male revues represent striptease for a female audience. In a sense, male 

striptease could be seen to 'plagiarise' from its female counterpart in its imitation and/or 

quoting of the codes and conventions of female striptease. At the same time, male striptease 

is considered a far more legitimate form of entertainment. Sometimes male strippers even 

refer to themselves as cabaret performers as a result, it would seem, of the more theatrical 

nature of their performance in relation to female striptease. As I shall show in an 

examination of a performance by popular male striptease troupe Manpower Australia, these 

kinds of events carefully orchestrate the placement of the female spectator in a position that 

teeters on the edge of the prurient, creating a tension between striptease and a theatrical 

representation of striptease conventions. The thrill of the event would appear to be as a 

result of this tension, this tease between strip show and its theatrical representation. 

In re-presenting male striptease I would argue that Ladies Night and The Full Monty 

also create a kind of titillating tension for the audience. This pointing towards, or hinting at, 

is re-presented by the advertising and publicity that has preceded the play and the film. It is 

also reified in the actual narratives of both, as they end with the male characters performing 

a striptease for a female audience. At the same time, the narratives used to explain why men 

become strippers formalise the narratives used in male striptease. They also distance the 

audience from connotations that might accompany the attendance of such events by framing 
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the bodies of the men within the conventions of accepted theatrical genres. It could be argued 

that, in the same way that male strippers refer to their performance as cabaret, Ladies Night 

and The Full Monty are framed by the codes and within the conventions of social realism and 

are even referred to as feminist representations. This framing sublimates the titillating effect 

that the audience may experience, as they are distanced from the associations that would 

accompany something that is considered prurient or politically incorrect. 

I wish to explore the effects of 'plagiarising' from feminist discourse. I will conduct a 

comparative study between mediums and genres and consider how each imitates/translates the 

'feminist' positioning of the spectator to gaze upon the stripping men. First of all I shall 

take a look at the way that the gaze is constructed in the striptease event. Before looking at 

male striptease, I will consider my own experience at female striptease in order to gauge the 

ways in which men translate female striptease into a performance for a female audience. I 

will then consider the ways in which Ladies Night, with a similar audience to Manpower 

Australia, might be seen to 'plagiarise' from male striptease. When I come to consider The 

Full Monty and its alleged plagiarism of Ladies Night, I will then consider what the differences 

are between conventional theatre and mainstream film's representation of male striptease 

and the implications of an audience constitution that is both male and female. If it is possible 

to see the stripping of these men as paradigmatic of a 'feminised' culture, I wish to locate the 

ways in which men 'plagiarise' from women and implications this has for feminism, 

representation and contemporary maleness. 

Striptease: Narratives of Desire 

Before my evening with the Warriors, my experience of male striptease was limited 

to the stories of friends who had seen such events and my own assumptions based on going to 

female striptease. I assumed, rather naively as it turns out, that male striptease was simply a 
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reversal of female striptease. In order to explore what takes place between the spectator and 

performer at the male striptease revue, I would like first of all to look at my own experiences 

at female striptease. Within the exchange between female performer and male spectator at 

the female striptease event there are different narratives created by the performer's 

interaction with the spectator. These narratives are never fixed; they vary depending on the 

context in which the event takes place, as there are always different cultural values in 

relation to class and especially gender. The narrative, that is, will vary depending on the 

current mores and taboos of the time and place. In my case, for example, this involves 

creating a narrative in which I attempt to protect, and perhaps even define, my middle class, 

sensitive new age ideas of what it means to be a man. 

It is of interest to note that the performance practice of striptease has been related 

to Arabic belly dancing. In Stripping in Time: A History of Erotic Dance, author Lucinda 

Jarrett claims that while female striptease can be related to the belly dance, there are intrinsic 

differences between the two as a result of the Western conventions of representation, which 

create a distance between spectator and performer. She ciaims that the Westernisation of 

Eastern countries in which the belly dance is performed means that these cultures are 

ironically experiencing a similar process: 

Censorship in Cairo today has bought about the same distance between dancer 

and audience as that which forms the relationship between a Western audience 

and a stripper. Intimacy is replaced by fantasy. A relationship between dancer 

and performer that was collaborative or shared is now altered because censorship 

makes the dancer an object of fantasy to be looked at as an illicit and forbidden 

object of sexual desire. In Western Art traditions, fantasy is often the content of 

art. The magical fantasies of ballet, for example, turn the performers into 

objects of spectacle. The experience of the audience becomes one of looking, 

which is distinct from that of sharing. When belly dancers perform for their own 

pleasure they are sharing an intimate sexual language among themselves. When 



this language is expressed to a public it becomes fragile. The Arab tradition of 

audience participation and interaction are of a particular help here. Without it, 

the distance between the performer and the audience creates the conditions for 

fantasy and the pornographic gaze. 18 
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As the research of belly dancing is not possible within the restrictions of this study, it is 

difficult to test first hand Jarrett's claims about the 'sharing' aspects of the belly dancer and 

her audience. There is little doubt that mitigating cultural circumstances make such 

comparisons highly problematic, and if we take her idea seriously, then it would be difficult 

for someone from a Western culture to experience this kind of exchange anyway. In fact the 

differences that Jarrett perceives between belly dancing and striptease, while largely the result 

of cultural differences, may also be the product of Orientalism 19 rather than a closely linked 

system of performance and prostitution. 

Nevertheless, I find Jarrett's comparative observations interesting as they point 

towards the different ways in which cultural attitudes may be reflected in the distance between 

spectator and performer. In this case, the way in which Western notions of representing the 

body position the spectator to see and be 'touched' by the performer. By evoking the image 

of the ballet dancer, especially in juxtaposition to the striptease performer, one can see that 

the differences between what is considered artistic representation and what is considered 

pornographic, can be related to the cultural values that frame the ways in which the body is 

seen. That is, what we see, and even the way we see it, is the result of cultural ideas about sex 

and sexuality, which not only create spectacle but also define ideas of high and low culture. 

Jarrett's comments evoke the theory that in the act of seeing, ideas of what 

constitute art and pornography both create and reflect the 'distances' between the spectator 

and the performer's body. In the female striptease event, this may at first seem 

misconceived, as anybody who has been to a strip bar knows that the performer will nearly 

18 Lucinda Jarrett, Stripping in Time, p 140. 
19 See: Edward Said, Orienta/ism. 
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always leave the stage and physically touch and be touched by the spectators. In this sense 

there is very little distance. However, the distance of which I am speaking, and to which 

Jarrett seems to refer, is the result of narratives that are created not only by the performer 

but also by the spectators. These narratives explain why the woman is leaving the stage and 

the ways in which she interacts with the male body. In relation to Jarrett's ideas about belly 

dancing it might be proposed that the action involves the creation of a narrative to explain 

the interaction between spectator and performer: a theatricalised interaction of desire and 

seduction. This narrative creates a confusing interaction that involves cultural ideas of 

gender, sexuality, and bodies that are paraded in displays that both affirm and transgress 

socially normative roles. 

In female striptease, the performer, through physical action, creates a narrative that 

shows a desire for sexual relations with members of the audience. It is a kind of parody of 

seduction. The performer teases the men with the suggestion that she is sexually available to 

them: she removes attire in a sexually provocative way, going through a series of movements 

which both simulate various sexuai acts and are codified and exaggerated to show a desire for 

sexual contact with male spectators. When the performer comes into the audience the 

spectator is caught between the prospect of 'real' sex and the performance of desire that is 

constructed by the performer. To varying degrees both involve a physical experience, such as 

the dancer sitting on the men's laps, and the imagination, where the man is offered a fantasy 

about a sexual relationship with the woman. The spectator is caught between titillation and a 

justification or rationalisation of the action that is taking place and his involvement in that 

action. In my experience, and in discussion with my peers, this leads the spectator to create 

fantastic narratives which places him in a position to maintain his control. 

My own experiences at female striptease might throw some light on the construction 

of these narratives by the male spectator. The strip bar was for me, as a teenager, one of 

those places that represented a rite of passage from boyhood to manhood. It was a place 

where, irrespective of age or background, in the company of other men one would be 
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privileged with the spectacle of female nudity. Not only could one see, but also, for the right 

amount of money, one could also be titillated with the touch and feel of a naked woman's 

body, suggesting a multitude of sexual possibilities. But just being there wasn't enough to 

signify one's manliness; it seemed that one also had to appear to be in control. As the dancer 

moved around and gyrated on men's laps, the trick seemed to be to appear as unaffected as 

possible by the action. In the grand narrative of gender that circulates between the female 

dancer and her male audience, a complex transaction of power and desire was exchanged 

between the two. A knife's edge between being in control and out of control, between 

dominance and submission, is what seemed to me to create the thrill of the event. 

As a teenaged patron in the late eighties and early nineties, I created my own 

sensitive new age narrative or rescue fantasy to distance myself from the action. Sitting 

alongside male friends, I resisted becoming involved in the exchange with the performer, 

which, I proclaimed, represented the blatant exploitation of women as mere 'sex-objects'. 

Cross-legged, with disinterest etched across my face, I attempted to show that I was 

unaffected by the performance, reciting well-worn iines of politically correct rhetoric towards 

my friends and other male patrons. I would tell them that they were incapable of seeing what 

I could see: not just a play of sexuality and desire but the reality of an unjust social system. 

Such an approach I thought would have its benefits. For one, I wouldn't risk losing any 

money in the tipping rituals that took place during every dance. But more importantly, I 

believed that the woman would see me as a more 'enlightened' man and, therefore, a more 

attractive option compared to the other salivating patrons. She would see that I was not so 

much interested in her naked undulating body but in getting to know her as a person. I 

believed that my self-control and resistance to her naked dance, would, in itself, be 

irresistible. 

The prevalence of politically correct attitudes in everyday contemporary culture 

influenced the attitude that I once assumed when patronising the strip event. I created a 

fantasy narrative in which I was seen to redress that power imbalance. This fantasy allowed 
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me to be present to watch the event by denying my desire to be titillated with the possibility 

of unpaid and meaningful sex. Within this narrative, I, in a sense, made the event unreal, 

denying my actual desire to be titillated by the possibility of sexual relations. At the same 

time, as a spectator I had attempted to make 'real' the exchange of desire that was 

performed in order to attract the performer by appearing/performing aloofness. This did not 

necessarily mean that I wanted to have sexual relations with the performer. Quite the 

contrary, I wanted the performer to realise that I was something that she wanted but could 

not have. I desired to be desired. It was this creation of narrative that was pivotal to the thrill 

I experienced at female striptease: the thrill of jeopardy and game playing. 

Despite this sense of high-mindedness in the belief that I was above being affected by 

the event, that is, outside the frame of performance, I had been bought right into the event 

of 'tease'. In assuming a position of puritan voyeur with what appeared to be almost 

messianic tendencies, I attempted to raise myself out of the reach of the dancer's effect, to 

distance myself from sex and quite iiteraiiy an erection (or, at least, from being seen to have 

an erection). I created myself a narrative of St George with the fair and somewhat tainted 

maiden; a figure of valour attempting to rescue the damsel from a life of distress and 

degradation. Rather than focussing on the external reality of the woman's nakedness, I made 

a point of creating an internal monologue: I am interested in seeing your heart rather than 

your breasts. In relation to my self controlled and sensitive new age guy (SNAG) character, 

the other men in the audience were cast as the salivating macho bad guys. Nobody was to 

know that I had an erection or was interested in the kind of power the exchange offered me. 

Historically speaking, my 'new age' narrative could be aligned with traditional middle 

class fantasies in which the 'good' man by saving the .'bad' whore assures his identity both in 

terms of class and gender, while at the same time securing the sexual favours of a 

professional. Metaphorically speaking I, as a man and as a spectator, created a narrative as a 

type of prophylactic to avoid skin-to-skin contact with the performer and, therefore, the 

shame and dis-ease that accompanies the spectatorship of female striptease. This sense of 



21 

distance, of metaphorically assuming a prophylactic against a sexual response, by creating a 

puritan narrative is, I would argue, exactly what happens in male striptease and is reified in 

the narratives of Ladies Night and The Full Monty. Via the naturalised narrative, 

characterisation and theatrical circumstance of the production, the audience watching Ladies 

Night or The Full Monty gets the titillation that the audience at a male striptease revue gets, 

but with the added pretence of moral and cultural virtue. That is to say, there is a layer of 

conceit constructed between the performer's semi-naked body and the spectator. 

As I have mentioned, and intend to discuss throughout this thesis, this distance is a 

matter of creating a narrative of what is considered to be morally, politically and socially 

acceptable in a particular time and place to save oneself from the less savoury implications of 

sexual entertainments. From belly dancing to female striptease, it is possible to discern the 

creation of a distance by cultured and gendered narratives which allows the spectator to be 

present at the event while avoiding dis~ease. In a particularly Western fashion this involves 

the impiementation of a narrative which claims that the spectator is interested in the 

psychology rather than the body of the performer. That is, a denial of purely external 

pleasures by the concurrent performance of cultured ideas of sex, sexuality and bodies. It is 

these ideas which ironically affect/reflect the construction of distance between spectator and 

performer. 

In the case of male striptease, for example, the narrative that is created is more to do 

with the idea of parodying striptease, as the games of seduction and desire that are a part of 

female striptease are quoted or imitated by the male performers. This creates a kind of 

carnivalesque atmosphere in which everyday gender roles appear to be inverted. Katherine 

Leipe~Levinson in her doctorate, A Striptease Poetics, cites Mikhail Bakhtin's theorising of 

carnival in the Middle Ages to bolster her claim that striptease can be seen as a modern day 

carnival in which socially normative roles are simultaneously upheld and transgressed.20 She 

argues that examples of this include the laughter and aggressive behaviour of female 
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spectators and the male stripper's violation of "traditional gender positions by performing 

aspects of the desired sex object role".21 

Yet her analysis of striptease, while thorough, does not seem to comment on the 

ways in which the theatricalisation of sexual "possibilities" between spectator and performer 

in female striptease is even more regimented in male striptease. While the traditional 

camivalesque, according to Bakhtin, involves the licensing of a loss of control, the 

theatricalisation involved in these kinds of events contains and rejects the possibility of 

fornication between spectator and performer. The theatricalisation of these events both 

distances and contains the act of transgression that Bakhtin has claimed is evident in the 

release of medieval carnival. The release of bodily control that Bakhtin argues is the centre 

of the carnivalesque's celebration of the incomplete, the grotesque, and the regenerative, are 

performed rather than actualised in female striptease and even more so in male striptease. 

The play of sex and the possibility of sexual encounter that is shown in female striptease is 

distanced further in male striptease, as the resuit of parody and a more formal theatrical 

narrative to explain the men's stripping and the women's position in relation to the men's 

bodies. 

Therefore, if male striptease can be called carnivalesque it must be referred to as 

puritan in its control of 'transgressfon'. In asking what women want to see and making a 

male version of striptease, it seems that the male makers of these shows theatricalise the 

puritan narrative that is created in female striptease and position the female spectator to be 

'taken' by the men as part of that narrative. At the same time, the performance is 

constructed to contain and direct that desire into the purchasing of merchandise which allows 

the women a sense of owning the event and helps fund the men's extensive wardrobes. Male 

striptease revues such as Manpower Australia and the South African Warriors are highly 

successful commercial ventures. These events are not outside everyday political and moral 

20 Katherine Liepe-Levinson, A Striptease Poetics, p IO. 
2,L. L . 1epe- evmson, p 15. 
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'truths', but rather part of a contemporary economic and political exchange. As a result, 

what are created are traditional heterosexual gender narratives. 

This seems to be consistent in all the male striptease events that I have observed. 

This primarily includes the performances by Manpower Australia and The South African 

Warriors. However I have also observed amateur performances in Christchurch and television 

recordings of performances by the Chippendales, as well as other documentaries which feature 

the male striptease profession. Compared to the female revues that I have seen, such as 

Seductions: Girls from Badlands, Playboy and Penthouse and female strip bars around 

Christchurch, it seems that in 'reversing' a traditional form of adult entertainment what is 

created is traditional (male) ideas of female desire and sexuality: that while men 'get off on 

the sight and simulation of sexual intercourse, women need a narrative or a story line before 

they can even start to become excited. This narrative is far more theatricalised in its 

pointing towards striptease. In doing so male striptease is positioned in line with what is 

considered to be more legitimate forms of entertainment. The 'pointing' is loaded with more 

visible moral and political value. As a result, if we consider a kind of cultural ladder, male 

striptease seems to be located in between the prurient of female striptease and what are 

considered to be culturally legitimate entertainments such as conventional theatre and 

mainstream film. 

Manpower Australia: Puritan Carnival 

Manpower Australia, also known as the Thunder from Down Under, is considered to 

be one of the premiere male revues in the world. It is hard to imagine that a female striptease 

revue would have the kind of success that is recorded in the Manpower website. The revue has 

experienced something of a fairytale transformation -- not unlike the protagonists of Ladies 

Night and The Full Monty -- riding the crest of the popularity wave of male striptease. They 
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started with performances in small venues with one spotlight and cheap costumes; the group's 

budget now includes over $70,000 for costumes, $200,000 for lighting and a road crew of six 

to tour the show.22 The show has been touring for thirteen years to over fifteen countries 

including a stint in Las Vegas every year. It would seem that such exposure as well as 

appearances on American talk shows such as the Sally Jessy Raphael Show and the Roseanne 

Show has resulted in the group's tag as the premiere revue in the world of male striptease. 

As this success would indicate, male striptease revues such as Manpower are already 

removed from the 'red light' district by virtue of their investment in the theatrical, which 

includes lighting, costumes and venue. This has a lot to do with the way in which the shows 

are advertised, in relation to female striptease, as rare novelty events, where women finally 

get the chance to occupy a position traditionally assumed by men. The positioning of the 

event within culture shows that these events are deliberately distanced from being associated 

with the salacious connotations of the adult entertainment industry. It is popularly considered 

that femaie striptease events can be associated with escorts and massage parlours that sell sex, 

and often strip bars for men do have women prostitutes available. Male striptease revues such 

as Manpower are situated in more family-oriented venues such as Working Men's Clubs or 

restaurants. As a result, male striptease is considered more of an 'acceptable' event, akin to 

novelty shops where the customer purchases merchandise with sexual messages attached. 

When we come to consider Ladies Night, which one director of the play has claimed results in 

the conversion of conventional theatre space into a striptease venue, the location itself 

points towards the kind of experience that the audience can expect. The location and venue 

for the performance affects the constitution of the audience in terms of class and gender. 

The distancing between female and male striptease is affected/reflected by the 

positioning of advertising in mainstream media. Manpower's 1999 and 2000 tour, entitled 

Enter the Millennium, was announced in New Zealand by publicity both in television and 

newspapers alongside such entertainments as rock concerts and symphony orchestras. It was 

22 Cross Promotions Pty. Ltd, "Manpower Australia", Online. 
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not positioned in the classifieds alongside adult entertainments such as female striptease or 

other forms within the sex industry, which cater for men. While the print advertising 

included shots of the men standing in a line, in white g-strings, the television images included 

men in various states of undress, as well as audiences of ecstatic women responding to the 

men's performance. 

Of the touring female revues that have come to New Zealand, none seem to have had 

such mainstream coverage, despite the fact that the images of the female performers are no 

more revealing, and sometimes less revealing, than the Manpower images. Further, while 

advertising for male striptease performance often represents female audiences observing the 

performance, of the female revues that are advertised, the male audiences are never visible. 

This visibility of a female audience at male striptease is represented in The Full Monty, 

which, as we shall see, might reflect male pleasure in observing women as much as it does in 

advertising pleasure for women. If, for example, we consider films that feature female 

striptease, the focus on the female performer rather than the audience serves as titillation for 

the male audience in the cinema. In The Full Monty the centrality of the female audience's 

"watching" points towards the possibility of voyeuristic pleasure for a male audience who see 

something that is usually off limits to men. 

As a more contemporary precedence to the event, Manpower's website also displays 

a large amount of theatricality that directs the spectator's gaze away from seeing this event 

as prurient. Besides supplying the reader/fan with statistics of the group's achievements, the 

website also supplies a brief history of the troupe, a synopsis of the present show and profiles 

of the current performers. Immediately I was struck by the repetition of rhetoric, not 

dissimilar to my own sensitive new ageness, which se~ms to position Manpower as a paragon 

of politically correct virtue. Commenting, for example, on the reason for the group's 

colossal success, owner and founder Billy Cross claims that the Manpower formula, which has 

remained since the group's inception, is good bodies, good looks, and, most importantly, the 

sensitive attitudes of the performers: 



The new age sensitive guy might have been ridiculed a few years ago, but men are 

different now. It's OK for us to show affection, hug each other. Everi footballers 

-- the ultimate macho-men -- hug each other on the field. Men appreciate 

relationships more, we treat our partners as equals, as they always have been. All 

of this is reflected in the show. If I put some guy up there who didn't treat the 

audience as equals, looked down on the crowd with a 'Look at me attitude!', I 

wouldn't have a show. What woman in her right mind would pay to see that?23 
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Cross would have potential spectators believe that men in general have evolved to be more 

like women and that the men of Manpower are perfect examples of this evolution. This 

implies that the Manpower men as representatives of a desirable masculinity -- as ideal men -

- are perfectly placed to offer their expertise on what it means to be a man. Indeed, while it 

seems that how one treats a woman is an important part of being a 'real' man, the Manpower 

men's expertise extend also to issues on men's health, fashion and even cooking to signify 

the internal 'feminine' qualities of that reality. This kind of feminising also takes place in 

the representation of the men in Ladies Night and The Full Monty. Although, as we shall see, 

with differing effects as the result of generic differences between theatre and film. 

This theatricalised 'sensitivity' is reflected in the comments that are accredited to 

the men in their profiles. In line with Cross' descriptions of the "new age" man, the profiles 

in the website contain everything from the men's idea of the 'perfect date' to their opinions 

on contemporary gender politics. Particularly poignant in this regard is performer Marty 

Amiott's take on recent battling between the sexes: 

We're the same, we're one, we're unity. But due to society and conditioning we 

become different. But it shouldn't be a case of his way is right or wrong or her 

way is better or worse. I think men are struggling at the moment because women 

have changed so much. They're self reliant, they can provide for themselves and 

23 
Cross Promotions Pty. Ltd, Online. 



they don't necessarily want or need the man to be the breadwinner. Men need to 

embrace this new breed of women, not struggle against her.24 
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Such proclamations tell us that the Manpower event as a whole is constructed to represent 

the "new age" man as well as a shift in status for women. This cultural narrative targets 

female spectators by stating that in the real world men and women are equal. Cross implies 

that even though society might not always reflect this accurately, the men of Manpower are 

the ones telling the truth by giving women access to the same kind of performance as men, 

which is not only a privilege but a right. The venue for the performance, a suburban working 

men's club, would also seem to tie into this narrative: women occupying a traditionally male 

domain in order to enjoy what has always been considered to be a male pleasure. The MC at 

the beginning of the performance further establishes this privileging when he says that the 

event is especially for women "no husbands or boyfriends allowed". 

Like the rhetoric that precedes the event as a whole, the representation of the 

:M:anpower men seems to be designed to appeal to women who consider themselves to be new 

age women who are in search of new age men. What the spectator is buying, or buying into, is 

a narrative which says that these real men are not only beautiful on the outside, but on the 

inside as well: "You can have the best developed abdominals in the world and still lack self

esteem. The way to truly develop confidence and get attention is to work on who you are on 

the inside".25 The gender narrative presented in the website and interviews with the men 

implies that, unlike the women's husbands or boyfriends, these men represent a new and 

improved version of masculinity in which their specific desire is to conform to the wishes of 

what women want. The men can be elevated into a far more visible, media-friendly position 

as clean-cut, wholesome young men who have embraced "this new breed of women". It is 

implied that the pleasure that the women are to gain from this experience might almost be 

understood in feminist terms. The women are to be empowered by this experience. These 

24 Cross Promotions Pty. Ltd, Online. 
25 Cross Promotions Pty. Ltd, Online. 
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men are framed in such a way as to look like male feminists or at least like men who have 

embraced the feminist .cause. And well they might, as their profession depends upon women 

exercising their new spending power and self-reliance by corning to see Manpower perform. 

Later, I will explore how this kind of quasi-feminist discourse is replicated in the narratives of . 

Ladies Night and The Full Monty in order to solicit the gaze of men and women in the male 

striptease event. 

It is this "new age man" narrative that would seem to distance them from the 

prurient connotations of female striptease. In response to questions about female striptease, 

the men flex their new age sensitivity by bemoaning the depths to which women must stoop 

in the profession. When I asked the men, in an interview, what they felt the difference was 

between their show and female striptease, their answer implied that it is the theatrically 

legitimate elements within the show that makes the difference. They claim that their show is 

more cabaret-style performance compared to the straight strip of female striptease which, 

they say, many cf their competitors practice. 1 responded that their performance is, in many 

ways, very similar to other male striptease revues that I have observed, varying only in some 

of the themes that are represented. One of the men replied that while this may be the case, 

their show is more professional due to the disciplined dance choreography and comic devices 

within the theatrical narratives. In considering the comments of the men after seeing the 

show, it would appear that the 'sensitivity' that they expressed during the interview was an 

extension of the theatricality that is evident within the performance. 

The men's comments imply that striptease for women, in a certain context with a 

certain degree of theatricality, is what makes the event more 'wholesome' and more 

acceptable compared to female striptease. In order to market their performance, and to 

compete with other male revues, the Manpower outfit claim that their show is more 

'complete', because it is 'theatrical' and therefore more acceptable for a female audience. By 

complete, I mean in terms not only of the 'artistic' nature of the performance itself, but also 

in terms of the figuring of the men's bodies in representation: it is not only their bulging 
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pectoral muscles which are exposed but their big sensitive hearts. As far as the advertising 

goes, it seems unlikely that the performance itself will sanction the carnivalesque 

transgression to which Bakhtin refers. This kind of completeness is the exact opposite to 

what Bakhtin's refers to as the grotesque in carnival: 

the grotesque images preserve their peculiar nature, entirely different from 

ready-made, completed being. They remain ambivalent and contradictory; they 

are ugly, monstrous, hideous from the point of view of classic aesthetics, that is, 

the aesthetics of the ready-made and the completed.26 

Rather the representation of the Manpower men implies that they are complete both inside 

and out and that the performance itself is artistically comprehensive as a result. This 

comprehension comes from the framing of the event within the discourses of the everyday 

political and social status quo. It is not outside the every day, but evokes the politically 

correct rhetoric of contemporary society. 

The narratives that engender the performance of Manpower replicate traditional 

'ready-made' gender narratives found in romance novels. The event seems far from radical as 

it evokes status-quo ideas that women will pay to see the event in order to be subsumed into a 

romantic narrative in which she is 'taken' by these complete male 'heroes'. The 'taking' 

seems more in terms of a romantic narrative than in actual physical sex. Or is this kind of 

narrative a way of allowing women the space to loose control? Maybe the use of narrative is 

a way of negotiating the pitfalls of a moralistic world? Perhaps, once the women get inside 

the door of the Working Men's club, they are truly allowed to let themselves go with the 

men? They can have sex with the men and with each other for the duration of the 

performance. Maybe this revelry even carries out into everyday life, into the pub where the 

men are watching rugby, and out into the streets? Let's take a look at the performance to see 

whether the event has this transient effect. 

26 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, p 25. 
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A camivalesque-type atmosphere was certainly evident before the show I saw in 

September of 2000. On the occasions that one of the male members of Manpower's 

backstage crew would walk across the stage, the audience would begin a chant of "off, off, 

off. .. ". The audience's 'performance' as such transgressed all the conventional, accepted 

boundaries of 'feminine' behaviour. The women's behaviour -- the loud conversations, 

shouting and carrying-on in anticipation of the performance -- was very different from the 

typical behaviour of men in a strip club. The MC from his first appearance also explicitly 

incited this behaviour. He urged the women to compete to see who could be the loudest, egged 

them on with crude sexual joking, urged them to drink up, and otherwise promised them 

rewards for active spectatorship. After informing the audience that this was an event 

especially for them, a chance, he said, to live out their deepest, darkest fantasies, he split the 

audience into competing sections and asked them to "out-scream" each other for the men's 

attention. By referring to one side as the 'professionals' and the other side as the 'virgins', 

he implied that the women could assume both active and passive sexual roles, be dominant or 

submissive in relation to the men's bodies, depending on their particular fantasy. The MC 

added text to the physicalised action that is seen in the performance of female striptease, 

theatricalising the experience the women were having with a verbal narration. 

In this way, the MC is similar to a barker at a modern-day carnival who, as the only 

member of the troupe who speaks during the performance, describes the nature of the event 

and intensifies the women's acts of transgression. According to the MC this experience gives 

the women the agency and the power to transgress their everyday experiences. He tells the 

women that no matter what their sexual experiences have been in everyday life, at this event 

the women are invited to forget their customary roles and assume others in order to pursue 

their fantasies. Throughout the performance the MC tells the women that the one thing that 

they can be sure of is that, unlike their male partners, the men of Manpower will always 

deliver satisfaction, whether it is sexual, emotional or spiritual. At the end of the 

performance he assures the women that while this tour may be over, the woman can purchase 
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merchandise to "occupy them" until the men return, and that next time the women can bring 

along their friends to experience the "Power that is Manpower Australia". What is implied is 

that while the performance may only last a short time, the experience will remain with them 

for a lifetime. 

Yet at the same time, it is a performance that plays upon losing control rather than 

licensing an actual loss of control which might carry on out into everyday life. The entire 

performance, and in particular the female audience's behaviour, is deliberately constructed 

and carefully regulated. The space is organised with chairs in rows facing the stage in a 

relatively constricted theatre-type arrangement -- unlike at a typical female striptease 

performance in which the audience surrounds the stage or is clustered at tables in a 

nightclub/cabaret formation. While this might be viewed as an attempt to maximise the 

number of the audience in the performance, it also takes Manpower out of the nightclub and 

into the theatre in a tangible way. In the very first episode the men appear on an elevated 

stage -- heroes at a slight rnmove ~~ and perform regimented and structured episodes, which 

involve the men leaving the stage to find women in the audience whom they involve in a 

mini-drama of desire on stage. In these couplings, the men, still dressed, allow the women to 

touch them before returning them to the audience. While the MC says that this action will be 

repeated throughout the evening, the following episodes involve the women in a highly 

controlled way that allows them little chance to transgress any physical boundaries. What is 

more, the MC tells the women that there are certain rules, the most important of which is 

that the women are not allowed to "slamdunk", that is, put their hands into the men's g

strings and/or pants and fondle their genitals. These admonishments reinforce the idea that 

while the women may push the boundaries of acceptable behaviour, they must still behave 

like ladies, an important part of which, they are told, is handling with sensitivity, the 

vulnerable parts of the male body. 

The performance is structured in a way that is more theatricalised than female 

striptease. It evokes comparisons with the conventions that are associated with the genre of 
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cabaret. While the performances are usually over two hours in duration and are divided into 

two acts, within them there are a series of individual episodes. These alternate between 

performances involving group strips and individual strip routines, which are introduced by the 

MC either from onstage or as a voice-over from back stage. Every one of the performers has 

his own episode including the MC who performs an "impromptu" strip at the end of the 

performance. The MC's strip is a punch line to the event as the women are told that the men 

of Manpower leave no stone unturned in pleasuring women and no man left unstripped. At 

the same time it acts as a kind of marker to the theatrical professionalism of the other 

performances. The MC's strip is 'real' in the sense that the MC is seen as amateur compared 

to the professionals. He is 'caught on the hop' and seen to have the license to get down and 

dirty. By comparison, from what I have seen, the main episodes are more formalised, 

combining elements of dance including a physical vocabulary drawn from female striptease, as 

well as elements of pantomime and burlesque comedy. What is created is a series of mini-

dramas of desire, as the male dancers remove their clothes to the accompaniment of music, 

spectacular lighting and special effects. 

Each of these theatrical devices serves to emphasise the narrative that runs 

throughout the perfonnance. In relation to female striptease there is more of a "text" in the 

sense that the action is explained in more detail to the audience. It is verbalised by the MC in 

his deliveries throughout the performance and physicalised by the performers in their 

individual routines. This narrative involves a kind of pointing both literally and 

metaphorically towards the audience: the women are told that the men are searching for one 

of them. Explaining this narrative to the women takes precedence over the action of 

stripping itself, which in some episodes actually takes place during a blackout. The women's 

laughter, feigned sighs and catcalls indicate that the overt theatricality of the stripping, 

distances the women from the men's bodies. The thrill seems to be more in this theatricalised 

narrative than in the actual stripping. The most obvious indication of this is the fact that the 

men never remove all their clothing and there is never the revealing of the performer's penis 
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to the women. The teasing of the sight of the penis illustrates that in male striptease the 

thrill is in being at a striptease show with the 'possibility' of seeing the men become naked. 

This is in comparison to female striptease where the thrill is in the 'possibility' of sex with 

the female performer. 
.. 

These kinds of performance are placed in between striptease and conventional 

theatre. Male striptease, as practiced by groups such as Manpower, turn striptease into a 

theatrical rather than prurient event. By formalising the narratives that the male spectator 

of female striptease might create in his own imagination, these kinds of events distance the 

women from the possibility of sex in more explicit ways. In Manpower, while sex may be a 

possibility between performers and spectators after the show -- and the men's reported 

conquests would indicate as much -- this is not part of the everyday as in traditional carnival 

but outside the event. Rather the idea of sex, or the possibility of sex, is contained within the 

highly regimented and controlled performances of traditional female fantasies. In this way, 

gender is not inverted but affirmed in the men's performance of strength and power and the 

women's positioning to be 'swept off their feet' by the male heroes of Manpower. The 

pleasure for the female audience seems to be as a result of their shared experience in this 

theatrical flirtation with striptease, rather than the actual 'possibility' of unpaid sex with the 

performers. 

Stripping as Metaphor for Maleness in Ladies Night and The Full Monty. 

It is possible to refer to Ladies Night and The Full Monty as puritan carnivals as well. 

In both Ladies Nightand The Full Monty stripping is used as a metaphor for maleness in 

contemporary society. Throughout the narratives of each, the spectator is told that t-he men 

are discarding their old masculine attitudes as a result, it would seem, of assuming a position 

that is considered to be feminine. The titillation that a spectator might receive in going to 
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see men strip is redirected into a political and social metaphor in order to allow the spectator 

to gaze without fear of being seen to look. In the same way that Manpower theatricalises the 

narratives in female striptease to be in alignment with current social and political standards, 

Ladies Night and The Full Monty tell their audience that they are observing social 

commentary on contemporary maleness. They are told that their gaze is politically 

progressive rather than prurient. 

To foreground some of the issues that I shall be addressing throughout this thesis, I 

would like to literalise this ·metaphor. I will describe the performance of Manpower performer 

Donovan "Wild Child" Lewis, and compare it to the analogic stripping that is represented in 

the narratives of the play and the film. The 'story' that runs throughout Donovan's 

performance explains to the audience how it is that a man comes to strip. This explanation 

affects the way in which the female spectator is touched by the performance they are seeing 

and experiencing. Ironically I would argue that this explanation, rather than stripping away 

the masculinity of the performer, serves to reaffirm his masculinity and, therefore, the 

femininity of the spectator in relation to the performer's body. This affirmation is also 

represented in the narratives of Ladies Night and The Full Monty. 

The theme for Donovan's_ performance is the cowboy outlaw. Katherine Liepe

Levinson observes that the cowboy theme exists in almost all male striptease revues. She says 

that the cowboy outlaw in representation is a figure that is "forced to live, either 

permanently or temporarily, on the perimeters of their own fictive societies".27 In relation 

to striptease, Leipe-Levinson argues that the cowboy or Western theme implies that while 

such figures offer connotations of being physically able, dominating and possibly "cruel", 

they also "encourage scenarios and fantasies which feature females as "male tamers" .28 In a 

sense, this kind of transformation ties into the redemption narrative that is consistent with 

the Western genre in films. It is possible to see this kind of redemption narrative iti both the 

21L. L . 1epe- evmson, p 173. 
28 Liepe-Levinson, p 174-5. 



35 

play and the film: groups of men who move from the margins of a 'real' society back to the 

centre through the course of the narrative. More specifically, the main characters in each of 

the groups are themselves portrayed as modem day 'cowboys' who take advantage of any 

situation that will see them get ahead. In relation to Donovan's cartoon cowboy, the 

'cowboys' of Ladies Night and The Full Monty are made 'real' by the naturalistic 

representation of psychology; their road to redemption involves the 'realist' 

purging/stripping of their anti-social behaviours. 

In the first movement of the performance, Donovan and three other men establish 

the theme by dressing in elaborate costumes that seem to signify mythical ideas of the 

cowboy and the Western. Their routine is mostly synchronised and involves movements that 

refer to codes of sexual display by the use of props such as ropes and pistols. Using the ropes 

the men imitate the riding of horses, moving their pelvis in a fast back and forward motion. 

The guns are inserted and extracted from in front of their pelvis, in a manner that indicates 

that the guns can be seen as representative of the penis. The first movement thus establishes 

the stereotype, while in the second Donovan's emergence from the group establishes an 

individual identity. During a brief blackout, the two other men leave the stage and Donovan 

takes off his shirt and pants. When the women see him next, he is without a shirt and wearing 

a different pair of leather pants, which have "Wild" written on the backside. He proceeds to . 

go through a vigorous routine, which includes movements that display his muscular physique 

and also show a considerable amount of gymnastic and athletic ability. 

This kind of movement indicates that the male striptease performer attempts to 

affinn his masculinity from a position where it might be questioned. Because of the feminine 

vulnerability that might be perceived in performing striptease, the performance becomes 

more about the display of muscular masculinity than about stripping. It is possible to see the 

same kind of affirmation taking place in Ladies Night and The Full Monty. While these men 

are seen to be marginalised as masculine, they are also seen to leave both the literal male 

group and the idea of masculinity behind them as they strip themselves of their traditional 
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masculine attitudes in order to assume a new identity. While the audience is told that the men 

are changing, the vulnerability that might be seen to come as a result of the men being placed 

in a feminine position is rectified by subsequent action. The men are "stripped" to affirm 

rather than to challenge their masculinity. Specifically in the texts, this often comes down to 

the redirection of feminine connotations with overt displays of masculinity that include 

aggression, and the recontextualisation of stripping in terms of sport and bodybuilding. 

The climax of Donovan's episode involves him with a spectator whom he selects 

from the audience to perform with on stage. The selection of the spectator ties into the 

fantasy narrative that the man is in search of a woman who is his equal. Half way through the 

performance, while I was interviewing the men backstage, Donovan pointed out to the other 

men the areas of the room that had not been "covered" and instructed the men to "work" 

these parts of the room in their routines. When I asked why this was necessary, he replied 

that it was important to cover the entire room to make all the women feel included. He said 

that "working" the entire room increased the excitement that it might be "her tum next" or 

alternatively that the man was "looking for her and her alone". Some of the performers 

during their interactions with the audience actually stood on chairs and placed their hands 

over their eyes in a gesture that implied that they were searching for particular women in the 

audience. This reading was verified when the men would actually point at women in the 

audience. As an aside, Donovan also claimed that this inclusion principle extended to the 

selection of spectators based on their appearance. The men attempted to choose women that 

"might not be that attractive" in order to fulfil the fantasy that this event was outside 

everyday ideas of beauty and for all the women in the room. 

It is possible to draw comparisons with the representation of equality that is seen in 

the play and the film's representation of otherness not only in terms of women, but also in 

terms of race and sexuality. While in both texts women are seen to be in superior positions to 

men both socially and economically, it is also implied that they are incapable of the same 

deceit as men. In addition, the male groups in the play and the film include members who are 
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racially and sexually other to the predominantly white heterosexual group. While these kinds 

of men are included in the stripping project, at the same time they are marginalised in 

relation to the main characters. Before the men strip, the spectator is told that all the men 

should be seen as the same. This is contradicted by the white, heterosexual point of view that 

the film takes which compounds the representation of otherness in terms of race and 

sexuality. There are obviously differences between the men and claiming otherwise appears to 

lead to stereotypical representation in the place of character. 

At the end of Ladies Night and The Full Monty the masculinity of the men is 

reaffirmed. This kind of affirmation can also be seen in the final part of Donovan's 

performance. He performs a routine with a woman on stage in which he strips in front of her 

and performs a lap dance before returning her to the audience and performing a final series of 

displays on stage. The lap dance in front of the audience is a theatricalisation of female 

striptease. However, within the wider context of the event, this shows the way in which male 

striptease quotes female striptease and places the female spectator in a position to be 

titillated by tension between striptease and theatrical representation of striptease. In the 

context of the episodic narrative, it is implied that Donovan, having attempted to find a 

woman who is his equal, is finally a man alone. The maleness that is signified when Donovan 

strips to reveal a muscular and athletic body is affinned by the narrative structure of the 

episode, which tells the spectator that this man is an individual who can never be 

domesticated or tamed. 

The same message appears to be delivered in Ladies Night and The Full Monty. In 

their representation of male striptease it seems that the male makers of the play and the film 

could be seen to imitate Manpower's distancing from the prurient via the representation of 

striptease and men as 'women'. In their response to changes in contemporary society, and in 

an attempt to answer what women want, Manpower tell us that feminisation leads to the 

affirmation of masculinity. The men are celebrated as they stand independent and as 

individuals at the end of the performance. This kind of ideal is re-presented in Ladies Night 
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and The Full Monty as the individual men bond together as a unit and stand valorised and 

respectable once more in the eyes of women. The affirmation of masculinity that is shown in 

Manpower is rendered in increasingly detenninistic ways in the narratives of a mainstream 

play and film. 

It seems that the better the explanation of why men come to strip, the greater the 

sublimation of the insinuation that the audience might be experiencing pruriency. The 

differences between Ladies Night and The Full Monty may be a matter of craft but they are 

also the result of generic and possibly historical differences between the 1980s and 1990s. In 

tenns of generic differences, it could be argued that the process of sublimation is perfected in 

the cinematisation of male striptease in The Full Monty, which allows a female audience to 

look without being seen. This being said, the voyeuristic pleasure for a cinema audience might 

also extend to the male spectator. While the affirmation of masculinity and the 

representation of male homosexuality in the film indicate that a homoerotic gaze is 

unexpected, the representation within the film of a female audience watching men strip 

offers men a rare voyeuristic pleasure. It might be possible that my own experiences while 

watching the Warriors and Manpower perform, where I gained a degree of pleasure in seeing 

women in an intimate situation, might be realised for a male audience in The Full Monty. 

However before looking at The Full Monty I will first consider this process of 

sublimation in Ladies Night. In Ladies Night, while it is explained to the audience why the 

men are stripping, it might be that there is titiJlation for a middle class audience who might 

feel uncomfortable going to a Working Men's Club to see a perfonnance by Manpower 

Australia. With Ladies Night the spectator can watch what is for all intents and purposes a 

male striptease performance, yet held in a theatre with a two-act play to explain and contain 

any prurient connotations that might be associated by the spectatorship of striptease. It 

might even be possible to argue that Ladies Night, realising the popular success of its trans

Tasman neighbour Manpower, decided to plagiarise the idea for a New Zealand audience. 

Ladies Night has been advertised as a "ladies night out" and has consistently attracted a 
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predominantly female audience. Ladies Night might therefore be considered as a more 

conservative male striptease revue -- reflecting perhaps New Zealand culture -- titillating a 

conventional theatre audience with a tension between a night at the theatre and/or an 

evening at a male striptease performance. 



CHAPTER ONE 

LADIES NIGHT: MALE STRIPTEASE FOR A NEW ZEALAND AUDIENCE 

When Ladies Night started, male stripping only really started in this 
country and Ladies Night offered a sort of sanitised sexuality .. .It was 
clean fun and quite wholesome in a way. Perhaps in some ways it helped 
legitimise it (male striptease), because initially it was something that 
people went along to have a bit of a laugh at. 

Stephen Sinclair, Co-Author of Ladies Night. 1 

Is Roger Hall still our leading playwright? Did Bruce Mason set the 
benchmark to which all future Enzed dramatists would aspire? Who 
cares? Did they ever get a critic to write that something of theirs was 
"raunchy, fun and knicker-wetting humour"? 

Simon Wilson, promoting Ladies Night. 2 
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The history of Ladies Night is quite astonishing for a New Zealand play, especially 

considering the difficulty that theatre has in a culture dominated by film and television. The 

play was written in 1987 by New Zealand playwrights Anthony McCarten and Stephen 

Sinclair and became a phenomenal success when it premiered in the same year at Auckland's 

Mercury Theatre. In 1990 there was a Ladies Night tour of New Zealand and McCarten was 

contracted by a film company to create a Ladies Night screenplay. In 1993 the playwrights 

wrote a sequel, Ladies Night JI: Raging On, after their publisher told them that if they did 

not somebody else probably would, as the idea of portraying ordinary men who become 

strippers was obviously an infinitely marketable premise.3 According to Playmarket, the 

agency that holds the rights to the scripts, both amateur and professional theatre companies 

in New Zealand still regularly perform both plays. The original Ladies Night has also been 

hugely successful overseas being performed in Australia, Canada, Britain, Austria, Germany, 

1 Mike Houlahan, "Stripping away the Pretension", p 15. 
2 Simon Wilson, "Good Night, Ladies", p 102. 
3 Houlahan, p 15. 
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and Italy. Until recently, Playmarket has claimed that Ladies Night was being rewritten for a 

tour on Broadway.4 

Commenting on the phenomenal success of Ladies Night, author Stephen Sinclair 

tells us that it is a cleaner, more wholesome version of male striptease, a play that explains 

male striptease to a theatre audience. In his promotion of the play Simon Wilson, quoting a 

review of the play, remarks. that Ladies Night surpasses those that are considered to be the 

most critically and financially succes.:,:ful playwrights in New Zealand history, as a result of 

the way in which they effect a female audience. His comments might also easily have been 

referring to a male striptease revue such as Manpower Australia, playing upon the double 

entendre of female pleasure through humour and/or sexual pleasure which results in "wet 

knickers". The ambiguity that is located in both comments implies an uneasy positioning of 

the Ladies Night spectator between conventional theatre and male striptease performance. 

When I first heard about Ladies Night, I assumed that the play was a male striptease 

revue. This was at the time of the national tour which, like a Manpower performance, was 

publicised with television and print images of exuberant women queuing up outside buildings 

. that were covered in posters which featured men in various states of undress. As I recall there 

was also a series of television spots advertising the play in which women who had seen the 

show were asked what they thought of Ladies Night. Generally, the women emphasised the 

stripping aspects of the performance gushing forth enthusiastic praise, often about particular 

men in the performance. I remember that the few men who· were interviewed reiterated the 

women's remarks albeit with the disclaimer that their presence was under duress and due to a 

significant degree of female pressure. 

I was confused. These advertising.images, whjQb .. illustrated--the_.popularity of the play 

and were calculated to inspire other women to follow suit, along with the general hoopla that 

surrounded the play, contradicted my idea of what 'theatre' was about. I was under the 

4 I received this information from Guy Boyce of Playmarket. He also informed me that there may be several 
copies of the Ladies Night script as a result of the rewrites that have taken place during the play's 
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impression that theatre was a high cultural entertainment event, consisting of works by the 

likes of Shakespeare, Chekhov and Williams, attended by an audience of middle class men and 

women. Contrarily, from what I had heard and seen of Ladies Night, the performance 

involved the sight of naked men, watched by a boisterous mix of working and middle class 

women. Theatre, as I knew it, had never been this popular, and with the emphasis placed on 

the stripping aspects of the performance, the only other comparable performance practice 

seemed to be the male striptease revues that also toured around the country once or twice a 

year. I assumed therefore that Ladies Night was in fact a New Zealand version of the 

Chippendales or Manpower Australia. 

Perhaps this confusion was due to the naivete of a seventeen year old school boy with 

a limited knowledge of theatre and an eye for the salacious or sexually connotative. I, after 

all, had never seen the play. Presumably those who attended the play did so with the 

understanding that it was theatre, penned by acknowledged playwrights and performed in 

professionai theatres. But then again ... A few months ago I was recounting my experiences at 

Manpower Australia to some friends. During the conversation I asked if any of them had seen 

a male striptease revue. One of them, a woman, replied that she had seen one at the Court 

Theatre in Christchurch in the early 1990s. I pointed out to her that she was mistaken, that 

as far as I knew the Court Theatre had never staged a professional striptease performance. I 

told her that what she had seen was more likely to be Ladies Night the play. She insisted, 

however, that in the performance that she had seen, the men did indeed strip and came out 

into the audience in much the same way as I had described in the performance of Manpower. 

She was right. A closer examination of the text reveals that throughout the play the 

male characters are seen in various states of undress, and in the last scene the characters 

actually strip for the audience. The action in this scene closely resembles that of a Manpower 

performance. It includes an MC dressed in drag, whose delivery plays upon the fact that he is 

existence. I have seen two copies of the script: the first I believe to be the original and the second was 
contained in the website about the Court case. I will be referring to the original. 
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a man dressed as a women and is loaded with sexual references akin to the MC in the 

Manpower performance: "I like to wake up feeling a new man" .5 He also introduces the 

different characters and the male types they are representing, including a cowboy theme in 

the same vein as Donovan "Wild Child" Lewis. After the characters have completed their 

individual strip routines, the play ends with a fusion between stage play and striptease. While 

the audience is sitting in a theatre they are also being told that this is a nightclub. They are 

also invited by the MC to leave their "flabby husbands and boyfriends at home parked in 

front of the telly',<;, and return to see th~ "Raging Rhinos" perform again at a later date. 

The spectator role would appear to change in this scene from that of a conventional 

theatre audience to a striptease audience. It would appear to me at least, that the spectator is 

transformed from an invisible observer enjoying a night at the theatre into an active 

participant in a male striptease performance. I have been told by people who have seen 

different productions of the play that the performers actually interacted with the women, and 

even the men, in the audience in much the same way as maie striptease performers, dancing 

in front of them and provoking them to touch their bodies. So if Ladies Night is a play then 

what kind of play is it? Or, is it possible to argue that Ladies Night is not a play at all, but 

rather striptease on a theatre stage? If it is a play, then is it possible to categorise it as a 

particular theatrical genre in the same way that, for example, one can call Three Sisters an 

example of realism or Romeo and Juliet a form of Elizabethan tragedy? 

Descriptions of Ladies Night by the writers and by those involved with producing the 

text in New Zealand evoke associations with theatrical genres such as naturalism, feminist 

. theatre and even the avant garde. They imply that when the men strip the audience is 

positioned to see/read the bodies in different ways, presumably as a result of the different 

generic codes and theatrical conventions within which the men are represented. I will 

therefore analyse the play vis-a-vis these different genres and their social/historical contexts, 

5 Anthony McCarten and Stephen Sinclair, Ladies Night, p 79. 
6 McCarten and Sinclair, p 81. 
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to see how the play differs and/or equates to these modes of theatrical representation. By 

asking who the intended audience of the play is and how they are to be affected, I hope to 

isolate the ways in which the play uses and/or comments upon the genre of male striptease 

and its representation of the male body. In what ways might Ladies Night be considered 

naturalistic, feminist or avant garde? Does it involve facets of each of these genres, or is it 

perhaps a kind of hybrid performance that creates something completely new? 

As I shall also do with The Full Monty in the next chapter, I will be analysing the 

dramatic narrative of the play in order to consider how the playwrights 'plagiarise' from 

male striptease and/or feminism in order to explain how men come to strip for a female 

audience. Underlining this inquiry, I will be examining how the women that see Ladies Night 

are to be touched and how this compares to the mediated relationship in The Full Monty. 

Like the women at a performance of Manpower, and unlike the spectator in film, the 

spectator of Ladies Night is in the same time and space as the actor. Therefore I will be 

comparing the similarities and differences between Ladies Night and maie striptease by 

looking at the ways in which the women in the audience are "touched" by the performer's 

bodies. As I strip back the generic layers that have been used to frame the male body in 

Ladies Night, I suspect that Ladies Night will be revealed as a politically correct, New Zealand 

version of Manpower Australia. 

Defining Ladies Night: Theatrical genres 

Ladies Night can be read as an example of theatrical naturalism in which the 

spectator comes to empathise with the characters. Grahame McLean, whose film company 

bought the film rights to the play, suggests: 11They're [the men] easily identified with. The 

stripping element is almost incidental, it's the effect it has on the individuals, it gives the 
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chance o~ exploring them through this bizarre event".7 This shift of focus. from striptease to 

an emphasis on the empathetic relationship between spectators and characters, from the 

situation and actions of the play to the individuals within it, seems to point to naturalism in a 

way which would be in keeping with current assumptions about serious drama, film and 

television in New Zealand. If we adopt McLean's perspective, the characters are "like us" 

even though the situation may be outside our experience, and it is our coming to understand 

them as "people" that is the point of the theatrical event. 

If McLean's idea of identification is considered within the context of naturalism, then 

it is possible to imagine that as a result of the mirroring effects of mimesis in Ladies Night, 

the spectator comes to recognise aspects of the character within himself and, in the course of 

the play, experiences vicariously the lessons learned by the characters as they grow from 

losers in a bar to successful performance "artistes"8• By implication, therefore, the action in 

Ladies Night is not gratuitous; rather it is serious and educational, even inspirational. The 

spectators are not voyeurs watching men strip; they come to the theatre to learn something 

about themselves by seeing their own struggles for recognition and success reflected on the 

stage. 

McCarten says that, while Ladies Night offers audiences an "accurate" look at the 

typical New Zealand male, the play is different from other New Zealand plays in that it does 

not try to "hammer anything across".9 At the same time, we are told that while it is 

something that they would not normally have considered, the authors researched the script 

by observing actual male striptease performances. 10 What is more, the action at the. 

beginning of the play, in which we see a group of unemployed men who come across an ad in 

a newspaper for a male striptease revue, mirrors the way in which the playwrights themselv~s 

came to write the play. In naturalist terms then, the play might be described as a 'slice of 

life'. The audience looks through the 'fourth wall' of the theatre to see a painstakingly 

7 Megan Quennell, "Ladies Night Double Act", p 59. 
8 McCarten and Sinclair, p 44. 
9 Houlahan, p 15. 
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constructed representation of a situation that has been taken from life but which is generally 

outside the everyday experience of most New Zealanders. Spectators learn about themselves, 

but they also learn about what it is to be a man in New Zealand, and they may also learn 

something about the world of male striptease. 

As a naturalist play, then, Ladies Night can be seen as socially-conscious and even 

morally instructive. The spectator should feel empathy for the men who are represented in 

the play because he sees in the men of Ladies Night a particular side of himself and identifies 

with the problems they encounter through the course of the action. In particular, one would 

expect the spectator to identify with the crisis the men face at the beginning of the play and 

specifically with the men's feelings of inadequacy and insecurity about being men. As a result 

of seeing the men resolve their crises -- work, women, physical limitations -- and by 

vicariously . experiencing them himself, the spectator might also be expected to leave the 

theatre better educated to deal with such problems in his own life. 

As there are several men and different male problems with which to identify, 

spectators should easily be able to find appropriate surrogates within the play. The play 

portrays characters who each represent specific problems relating to maleness in 

contemporary culture, such as impotence and obesity, and raises issues concerning racism and 

homophobia. I will now take a closer look at the characters in the text to see how the 

process of identification is constructed and how we as spectators might be transformed from 

losers to winners, and how social progress might be recognised in the process. 

The character Craig, who is described as "the Group's leader [ ... ] a likeable, plucky 

and somewhat roguish deal-maker", 11 seems to be the most consistent in relation to the 

typical naturalist hero and therefore might be considered a worthy figure with which to 

identify. As the driving force behind the men's plan to become strippers, it appears 

throughout the play that Craig is an ambitious and resourceful character, a determined 

10 Malcohn Murray, "The man behind the beefcake", p 21. 
11 Engel and Engel, Online. 
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underdog who battles against the odds to overcome adversity in order to become successful. It 

is not surprising that a New Zealand audience would want to identify with the qualities 

exhibited by the character of Craig. He is the leader of the men and the main protagonist 

within the group, and displays the sort of pioneering attitude that is revered as part of a 

mythical New Zealand identity. He inspires the men to fight against their lowly status as 

unemployed dropouts: 

What have you got going for ya? What chances have you got in front of you? 

Ok you may not even come up to the mark. You may not have what women 

want to see, no matter how hard you train. And nobody needs to know about this 

but us. Wives, girlfriends, nobody. We can give it one decent shot and if nothing 

comes of it, then we'll let it go. 12 

It is Craig's determination and courage in starting a non-traditional business venture that the 

spectator may identify with, even if he himself has never seen, much less begun, a 

professional male striptease revue himself. Rather than the rugged iand against which this 

intrepid pioneer might express his heroic and manly qualities, the untamed frontier is a 

redefined economy, which is indicated when Craig states that the problem that the men face 

"is to work out what women would most like to see". 13 Through the course of the play the 

spectator can come to empathise with Craig as he leads the men, managing the group, 

directing their rehearsals and organising their auditions with a nightclub owner. It is through 

this kind of entrepr~neuralism that Craig is seen to express the heroic qualities that the 

spectator might identify within himself and learn from through the course of the play. 

It would be expected that the spectator comes to identify with the qualities of 

determination and courage that Craig represents as a naturalist hero. It seems that he might 

also learn from the flaws in Craig's character, as his ambitious 'nature' appears to blind him 

to his manipulative and selfish treatment of those around him. This flaw in Craig's character 

12 McCarten and Sinclair, p 11. 
13 McCarten and Sinclair, p 17. 
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is represented at the beginning of the play as the stage directions say that Craig, the first 

character the audience sees, enters the stage "as if' bleeding from the lip. At first he claims 

that these injuries are the result of his principled and determined personality. However, the 

ensuing discussion between the men tells the spectator that he has been caught cheating in a 

pub raffle and, to add insult to injury, has abused his burly accusers. Therefore, when Craig 

produces a slab of meat and says: "I wasn't gunna to let them get away with the whole bloody 

meat pack", 14 the spectator is told that while Craig's "plucky" character is admirable, it is 

also something that gets him into trouble. In fact this incident with meat could be seen 

occurring metaphorically throughout the play as the spectator sees and is told that Craig is 

driven to make a profit no matter what the consequences. For example, after the men's 

disastrous first performance, Wesley, who has been introduced to the audience by Craig as the 

"brown bombshell from Samoa",15 accuses Craig of treating the men "like meat"16 in order 

to achieve financial success. 

It is these 'human' qualities that allow the spectator to empathise with Craig and 

learn from him as he comes to recognise the error of his ways through the course of the 

drama. In a way that is consistent with the typical naturalistic hero, we can see that as a 

result of Craig's virtues, not in spite of them, he experiences a reversal in fortune. 

Specifically this takes place after he has sex with a woman to whom one of the other men is 

engaged. This event is forewarned when Craig is seen trying to impress Zowie, a feminist 

student, with his knowledge of feminist literature. It would seem that Craig is undone and his 

ulterior motives made obvious to Zowie, when he confuses the titles of famous pieces from 

the feminist canon and then refers to romance novelist Jackie Collins as an example of a 

great contemporary feminist writer. However, in an ensuing scene we are told that Craig .has 

actually had sex with Zowie. At first he appears to be rewarded despite his obvious flaws and 

gets the girl. At the same time however, the spectator learns that this behaviour is 

14 McCarten and Sinclair, p 2. 
15 McCarten and Sinclair, p 32. 
16 McCarten and Sinclair, p 35. 
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unacceptable when the other characters criticise him for treating women like the now 

proverbial piece of meat, and that he is a "Neanderthal" whose "brain is located in extreme 

proximity to the genital area" .17 Although Craig is seen to resolve his friendship with 

Norman, it seems a piece of 'natural' justice from which the spectator might learn, when it is 

implied at the end of the play that he may have in fact contracted herpes as a result of his 

sexual indiscretions with Zowie. 

Perhaps as a result of the authors unwillingness to "hammer anything across", Ladies 

Night does not give an in depth study in the representation of the Craig character. 

Nevertheless, it does point towards the kind of social and psychological analysis that is 

associated with naturalism. Emile Zola, one of the original advocates for naturalism in the 

late 1800s claimed that in the scientific age, naturalism could use new tools such as 

psychoanalysis to study and analyse human behaviour on stage.18 He also claimed that in 

studying the psychology of man, naturalism could explore the impact of social and political 

forces on the deveiopment of the human race. By representing 'life as it is on stage', the 

spectator could explore the intersections between the nature of the human being and the 

nurturing aspects of the social/political context within which that individual lived. In Ladies 

Night the authors, through the character of Craig, appear to represent some of the problems 

that are created by trying to conform to a masculine identity in which manliness is defined by 

the power that one can exert over others whether it be financial, sexual or racial. In this way 

Ladies Night, and its study of characters such as Craig, is comparative to many other quasi

naturalistic play texts produced in New Zealand. It attempts to give a social analysis of 

ordinary men who are forced to confront their own 'nature' in extraordinary circumstances, 

while at the same time offering a moral imperative that vilifies certain kinds of behaviour. 

Similarly, the character of Barry appears to possess attributes from which we might 

learn a moral lesson. As spectators to a naturalistic drama that is interested in the social 

17 McCarten and Sinclair, p 67. 
18 See: Emile Zola, "Naturalism in the Theatre", p 80-89. 



50 

constructions of human behaviour, we might be able to reason that Barry's excessive macho 

attitude not only results in him being unemployed but that his inability to support his family 

exacerbates his machismo. The play tells us that if he cannot feel like a man because of his 

inability to be the breadwinner, at least he c.an still sound and act like one. This problem is 

introduced at the beginning of the play when Barry rejects a job as a church guitarist because 

he will not be able to play "power chords" .19 Barry agrees to go along with the idea to 

become strippers based not only on a willingness to make money but also on his desire to 

express his manliness in performance. His original idea for the strip is to involve a bass guitar 

which he says, "gets women very excited",20 implying that it is a phallic object which plays 

upon the presence and size of the penis. In this way, the spectator is told that Barry is 

forever trying to live up to an identity that is beyond his reach. It would seem that like Craig, 

Barry's problems have resulted in a physical abnormality, albeit in the opposite extreme, 

when he implies that he is suffering from impotence. It becomes clear that his macho 

masculine displays are an attempt to hide the problems that he is experiencing. 

It is implied that Barry's inability to express the difficulties that he is experiencing as 

a man -- repressing his problems and fears in an effort to live up to a masculine identity -

results in him trying to prove his masculinity in other, more hostile ways. In particular, this 

is evident in several overtly racist attacks against the character of Wesley and a series of 

homophobic displays in relation to Gavin, who is "apparently gay". 21 As a result of these 

incidents, the spectator is told that Barry attempts to exert and reclaim his identity and 

restore his male pride with displays of aggressive prejudice. The implications of an excessive 

masculine pride are shown when Barry, after finding out that Wesley has been attending night 

classes in political science and sociology, claims, "we've come to a pretty pass when the wogs 

19 McCarten and Sinclair, p 7. 
20 McCarten and Sinclair, p 17. 
21 This is suggested by the descriptions of the Gavin character in the writ for the plagiarism case. See: 
Engel and Engel. 
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start educating themselves".22 When challenged by Wesley, Barry allows his pride to get the 

better of him: 

BARRY. I know what I am mate, I'm a (kiwi). 

WESLEY. I'm a (kiwi). 

BARRY. Yeah well you're (Samoan) ... but I'm a native. 

WESLEY. You mean an indigenous person. 

BARRY. Don't insult me mate. My family has been in (Bunnythorpe) for 150 

years.23 

These names and locations I have placed in brackets because in the text to which I am 

referring these terms have been pencilled into blank spaces. By leaving blank spaces, the 

playwrights indicate the universality of the kind of racism that is exhibited by the Barry 

character; that racism can be located in any country in any culture. The contradictory nature 

of Barry's comments signal that the spectator should see the way in which Barry's attempts 

to affirm his identity is logically flawed. 

However, if Craig is seen to be punished for not recognising his flaws soon enough, it 

seems that Barry is in a sense rewarded, or at least succeeds, because he comes to recognise 

the disparities within his 'nature'. Barry overcomes his macho masculine attitudes to become 

a more sensitive and expressive man, and in doing so comes to resolve differences with his 

estranged wife. While it is implied that Craig's recognition may have come too late for him 

to avoid betraying his friends and contracting herpes, it is indicated that Barry, in learning 

from his mistakes, comes to appreciate the skills necessary to accept the other men's 

differences and to be able to communicate openly with his wife. In this way, the naturalist 

formula is kept intact, with the spectator in a position to empathise with the problems that 

Barry faces, learn from his example and realise that their lives may also be improved by 

following Barry's exemplary transformation. 

22 McCarten and Sinclair, p 39. 
23 McCarten and Sinclair, p 39-40. 
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In identifying with Craig's ambition and Barry's pride, the spectator can learn from 

these characters' misfortunes and purge these elements from their own 'psychology'. While 

the spectator is placed in a position to see the characters downfall as inevitable and 'only 

natural', they are left with a kind of moral as they leave the theatre. This, according to 

Augusto Boal, is the result of naturalism's basis in Aristotelian drama, which Boal claims can 

be located in most contemporary representation including theatre, film and television. In 

Boal's terms, while naturalism tries to restore some the analytical features of classic tragedy 

back into theatrical representation by representing 'life as it is on stage', it also inherits the 

subliminal political aspects discernible in the Aristotelian structure of drama. The continued 

use of this kind of system, according to Boal, gives testimony to its efficaciousness as a 

political weapon of the status-quo, whose chief purpose is: "the purgation of all anti-social 

elements [ ... ] to bridle the individual, to adjust him to what pre-exists".24 While we might see 

some of these moralistic elements in the characters of Barry and Craig, their transformation 

alludes to the greater moral of the overall play, which is that men shouid see that they are all 

the same and should put aside their differences for the sake of mateship. 

In this way stripping can be seen as a metaphor as the men discard the superfluous 

elements of their identity to reveal the essential attributes beneath. Through becoming 

strippers the men are forced not so much to redefine themselves as men but to reinvigorate 

an ethos of fellowship, mateship and pride in masculinity that has been lost through their 

personal experiences. As the men become successful strippers the spectator is told that it is 

not necessarily monetary wealth, power, or popularity that the men are in search of, but the 

underlying bond between the men themselves. This is marked in particular by the character of 

Graheme who appears throughout the play to comment on the state of his "mates". While at 

the beginning of the play he is seen berating the other men for not supporting he and Craig in 

the fight, he later refuses to go along with the idea to become strippers telling the men that it 

24 Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, p 46-7. 
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is "real sicko territory boys. Real fucken weird".25 At the same time, it is implied that 

Graheme's rejection of the stripping idea is as much about anxiety over his weight as it is a 

by-product of his macho masculine beliefs. Becoming strippers represents the men's 

movement away from the macho masculinity that is represented by Graheme, as the men go 

in search of success. The men's transformation is indicated when Graheme returns and, in a 

drunken state, accuses the men of being male prostitutes before lamenting the loss of his 

mates. The play proposes a kind of irony as, although Graheme's behaviour is seen as 

unacceptable to the rest of the group, his words prove prophetic as the men begin to 

disintegrate as a group. They are brought back together by the realisation that all they need is 

friendship. 

In the same way, the three other characters in the group, Norman, Wesley and Gavin, 

all come to recognise the value of an important bond between men. The spectator may 

identify with Norman, who through the course of the play transforms from a man with low 

self-eJ?teem and a stutter to one who is able to speak his mind with confidence. At the same 

time, it is Norman's forgiveness of Craig which leads to a resolution between the two, and it 

is this that seems to be the main lesson for the identifying spectator. Similarly, it is both 

Gavin and Wesley's resolution with Barry that seems to mark his transformation as well as 

their own. It is implied that Gavin must overcome the homophobic attitudes of the group, 

which are most vocally expressed by Barry, in order to express his sexuality in the otherwise 

heterosexual group. The character of Wesley is largely silent at the beginning the play, 

presumably as a result of being racially other to the all white group. While the spectator is 

told that Wesley is having difficulty convincing his devoutly religious family to accept him as 

a stripper, this seems less of an obstacle compared to the overtly racist attitudes of both 

Craig and Barry. As a naturalistic play with a leaning towards moral education, the play tells 

the spectator that as a result of the resolution between each of the characters, they might 

25 McCarten and Sinclair, p 21. 
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come to recognise, as the characters do, that they must accept each other as mates and as 

men, despite their differences. 

As I have looked through the play and at the characters I have been assuming that 

the message of the play is directed towards men. The main characters of the play that the 

spectator might identify with are men. Therefore, I would assume that men would better 

understand the lessons that are to be learned, about what it means to be a man. However in 

the final scene of the play this kind of reading is contradicted when the naturalistic fourth 

wall is broken and the audience is directly addressed as female. Despite the apparent dramatic 

resolution of the preceding scene, the characters not only return for another scene, but 

'break through' the fourth wall to engage directly in a performance of striptease. This 

includes the character Gavin, dressed in drag, introducing the different men and the types 

they are to represent: Craig the Cowboy, Norman the Secret Agent, Barry the Barbarian and 

Wesley the Sultan of Style. According to the stage directions the men go through a strip 

routine in front of the audience. The MC taiks as if the intended audience is female, teHing 

the women to enjoy themselves as "this is a ladies night",26 and even attempts to place the 

male members of the audience in Drag: "Having a bit of trouble with facial hair darling? I can 

recommend a hormone treatment that does wonders!"27 In this way male involvement in the 

performance is unexpected. If I imagine myself in the audience watching Ladies Night, this 

sort of action would remind of me of being at Warriors or Manpower performance. So if the 

"fourth wall" is broken and the identification process is problematised with male characters 

and a female audience, how do women come to understand the performance? 

Perhaps this troubling of conventional, gendered viewing patterns means that Ladies 

Night is a kind of feminist theatre? Ladies Night author Stephen Sinclair seems to pick up on 

this point when he says, "There's this whole kind of phenomena (sic) that people have 

commented on, that it empowers women. The audience is eighty percent women anyway and 

26 McCarten and Sinclair, p 80. 
27 McCarten and Sinclair, p 79. 
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it's a situation where the power thing between the sexes is reversed".28 This implies that the 

authors, following the lead of male striptease, have reversed the power dynamic that usually 

occurs in mainstream naturalistic theatre so that the action in fact privileges a female 

spectator. In portraying male characters that assume a position that is traditionally held by 

women, the naturalistic illusion of 'reality' is made strange by the defamilarization of 

traditional sex-gender roles. From this 'feminist' perspective the female spectator, who is 

used to being positioned as passive and submissive, both in life as well as in representation, is 

alienated from identifying with the male characters and in fact empowered by the play's 

· deconstruction of traditional patriarchal culture and her positioning as voyeur. 

Sinclair's comments imply that even though it may not have been the actual 

intention of the authors, the play might be seen as an example of feminist theatre because it 

privileges and empowers a female audience. If this is the case, then what kind of feminist 

theatre might Ladies Night be? In Unmaking Mimesis, Elin Diamond proposes a theatre that 

challenges normative gender dynamics with the use of Brechtian alienation techniques that 

contradict conventional mimetic practices. In this view, the spectator is distanced from 

identifying with the characters and consequently placed in a position to think critically about 

the culture they represent. Accordingly, the action in Ladies Night, in which traditional 

gender roles are reversed with men becoming strippers, might be seen as an alienation effect, 

allowing the female spectator to analyse rather than empathise with the characters through 

the course of the action. In this way, the female spectator of Ladies Night would not be 

"interpolated into ideology" but rather, "passionately and pleasurably engaged in observation 

and analysis" .29 The experience of watching Ladies Night would go beyond the mere pleasure 

of unconscious voyeurism. The female spectator would become a type of reader, who in 

seeing gender as a series of signs mapped across the bodies of men, would be freed from the 

limitations that gender imposes in everyday life. 

28 Murray, p 21. 
29 Elin Diamond, Unmaking Mimesis, p 44. 
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If we are to classify Ladies Night as a feminist Brechtian play that explores and 

critiques gender construction, there should be certain aesthetic and political concerns 

addressed within the play that would distinguish it from naturalistic theatre. To break the 

illusion that the spectator is a 'fly on the wall', observing an objective 'slice of life', the play 

should be seen as a kind of fable. Alienation effects should provoke the spectator to consider 

a myriad of alternatives to the 'reality' offered by the parable. This principle should be 

contained within the actions of the characters. Rather than seeing the characters 'as if' in 

everyday life, one would expect to see the actor representing types, quoting rather than 

embodying, pointing towards the contradictions within traditional sex-gender correlation. 

Ladies Night would involve a demonstration of male culture in which characters are seen as a 

set of conflicting attitudes to be analysed, rather than as role models from which to learn. In 

this way, the educative process that Zola claims is essential for theatre, becomes dialectic 

rather than didactic. The stage would not act as an authority which offers the audience 

psychological answers, Inste.ad, the action would demand that the spectator become a 

scientific observer, who, along with the actor, explores the contradictions contained within 

social constructions of gender. 

The first scene of the play could be seen to orient the spectator to the kind of 

critique that is expected. The spectator is positioned to recognise the familiar sight of men 

behaving badly. The men are seen in a pub on a Saturday night, drinking, fighting over raw 

meat, telling banal jokes, and making fun of each other as well as themselves. While this may 

be seen in 'naturalistic' terms, it also may be seen to invite critical analysis. For example, the 

character of Gavin makes a series of observations, that if delivered by the actor in a way that 

is detached rather than embodied, would position the spectator to consider the social 

historical context in which these men operate, 

Well a night out isn't what it used to be. [ ... ] Can't say as there's been a lot of 

development in out social habits. [ ... ] You can only go putting these things down 

to bad luck for so long, then you have to start seriously considering whether or 



not you're a bit thick. [ ... ] Here we are twenty five, twenty six, and we're still 

scrapping with dorks in public bars ... And not only that we lose.30 
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In this way the men are seen to represent explicitly the problems of masculinity in 
I 

contemporary culture. The spectator sees, first of all, an explicit scene of 'blokie'-ness, 

which is followed by comments which imply that the spectator should question this behaviour 

rather than identify with it. The juxtaposition of the original action with text that directly 

remarks upon the men's action, might very well provoke the spectator to critically analyse 

culture and gender roles. 

This action may signal that alienation effects are to be employed, especially when 

the men decide to become strippers assuming a traditionally feminine position. When the 

men agree to try male stripping, their decision is based within a social/economic context, and 

the spectator is asked to see that it is these conditions that determine the men's actions. In 

becoming strippers this critique is further established, as the men's masculinity is further 

troubled by the unfamiliarity of their new occupation. The way in which gender is constructed 

might be seen to be criticised as a result of the contradictions that are raised when male actors 

behave in a way that foregrounds the performitivity of masculinif:t;. In focussing on male 

striptease, showing the behind-the-scenes action, it could be argued that the play explores the 

way in which events such as Manpower construct a seamless representation of desirable 

masculinity in their performances. The spectator might be asked to consider how the female 

spectator is positioned as an unconscious consumer of culturally constructed and 

economically defined ideas of heterosexual desire. In showing the ideal that the men are 

trying to create and how this is in contradiction to the reality of the men's social and 

economic circumstances, the spectator comes to question the construction of femininity in 

relation to masculinity. 

For example, in the second scene of the play the spectator sees the men discussing 

female fantasy. The men unanimously decide the ideal "tum-on" for women is "a bass guitar 

30 McCarten and Sinclair, p 4. 
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playing monk with a degree in medicine and a Diners Club Card".31 The convolution of the 

men's ideas of what women find desirable could possibly be considered an alienation-effect, 

making the spectator aware of the ways in which desirable masculinity is constructed in terms 

of economical, political and physical power. They may be further asked to analyse the way in 

which these ideas are not naturally a part of maleness, when the men are seen attempting to 

put this ideal into practice. When Craig, who is directing Norman, tells him that he is 

stripping like a women and that he needs to "think male", this could be seen as an alienation 

effect, which provokes the female spectator to question the ways in which the male body 

performs masculinity.32 

The play might also be seen to investigate hegemonic masculinity by presenting what 

Diamond refers to as "differences within".33 Within the group there are different male 

identities in terms of ethnicity, sexuality and physical ability. In Brechtian terms, the 

presentation of differences in terms of race and sexuality might be seen as a "not...but".34 It 

couid be argued that a mono!ithic definition of male identity as white, middle class and 

heterosexual is disrupted by the presentation of alternatives that cause the spectator to 

evaluate her assumptions and preconceptions about what it means to be a man. The play 

might also be seen to use this kind of technique in its representation of female characters that 

contradict traditional ideas of femininity. Zowie is referred to as a feminist student who is 

self-reliant and sexually aggressive. Glenda is presented with attributes that are traditionally 

considered to be masculine as she comes to teach the men how to be strippers. It is possible 

that each of these contradictions of conventional cultural ideas might be considered 

"not...buts", which position the spectator to consider alternatives to monolithic ideas of 

gender and identity. 

If Ladies Night were to be considered Brechtian, perhaps the most telltale scene 

would be when a woman is seen to teach the men about the golden rules of striptease. In this 

31 McCarten and Sinclair, p 18. 
32 McCarten and Sinclair, p 22. 
33 Diamond, p 47. 
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scene there is a role reversal caused by a woman in authority and the men in a position of 

weakness and vulnerability. Also it is possible that the scene places the spectator to question 

the ways in which female desire is constructed in male striptease according to stereotypical 

ideas of gender and sexuality. For example, although informing the men that they will be 

practicing make-up application and that the men need to shave their "bum fluff'', she also 

tells the men: "something else you'll find that wins approval. Striking a flattering pose. On 

the count of three, strike a flattering pose, one that shows off your own body lines and 

musculature".35 It is possible that this kind of juxtaposition between the feminisation of the 

men, only to reveal a muscular body, might be considered a way of placing the spectator to 

question gender construction. Further, when Glenda tells the men that this is what women 

want to see, it is possible that the spectator comes to question not just male power but the 

way in which heterosexual desire is created within an established matrix of male power and 

domination. 36 That through the men, the spectator comes to recognise the way in which 

culture constructs acceptable ideas of sexuality to maintain status-quo power structures. 

If this reading of Ladies Night is true, then the result should be somehow in alignment 

with Modleski's argument that male power uses the idea of crisis to incorporate the threat of 

a feminist challenge. It could be possible that rather than a moralistic fable at the end, where 

the spectator is asked to empathise with the men as they resolve their differences, the 

spectator is asked to question this resolution as a result of seeing how difference is 

incorporated into constructing maleness and femaleness. The female spectator is positioned 

to see how cultural representations that supposedly reflect men, help construct our desires 

into status-quo ideas that affirm the domination of the already powerful. In this way, the 

striptease at the end of the play might be seen as a final chance for the spectator, with their 

new critical understanding, to question the ways in which female desire is constructed. Instead 

34 See: Brecht, p 144; Diamond, p 47. 
35 McCarten and Sinclair, p 48. 
36 I am borrowing the tenn "heterosexual matrix" from Judith Butler, who, citing other feminist 
theoreticians, examines the idea of a system in which the category of woman achieves "stability and 
coherence". See: Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (1990). 
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of laughing with the characters, we might expect as Brecht states, that the spectator comes 

to "weep" as she realises, "I'd never have thought of it -- That's not the way -- That's 

extraordinary, hardly believably -- it's got to stop -- The sufferings of this man appal me, 

because they are unnecessary -- That's great art nothing obvious in it".37 Implicit in Brecht's 

description of the spectator at this kind of theatre is the idea that she becomes an advocate 

for social change. So it would be expected that the women would leave Ladies Night armed to 

question the construction of gender in everyday life and protest against the way that such 

definitions stifle desire and identity. 

But according to Stuart Alderton, the General Manager of the Court Theatre, where 

the play was produced in 1993, the audience of Ladies Night responded in much the same way 

as an audience at Manpower would to the men stripping. Alderton says that it was possible to 

know exactly when the final strip scene took place, as an uproarious chorus of cheers, 

whistling and foot stomping could distinctly be heard outside the theatre. This would appear 

to be typicai of the response by audiences where the play has been produced. Alderton also 

said that the play brought in new kinds of female audiences who would not normally attend 

conventional theatre. Many of them, he said, had come along specifically for a striptease 

revue. They were annoyed when they realised that before they would see the men strip, they 

were going to have to sit through a two-hour naturalistic play. This indicates that the 

audience was 11ot positioned in any way to be critical, rather, the action was like other theatre 

produced in New Zealand. The play was typically quasi-naturalistic despite the fact that the 

audience was female and the main characters male. 

As opposed to humour from critical inquiry, it appears that the humour of the play 

comes from the representation of men who are seen to be feminised. The play does not ask 

the spectator to question the ways in which gender is constructed. It tells the spectator that 

men have evolved naturally to become more like women. In the first scene of the second act 

the men are seen in the same lounge bar -- now their regular stomping ground -- which 

37 
Bertold Brecht, "Theatre for Pleasure or Theatre for Instruction", p_71. 
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emphasises the changes that have happened to them as a result of becoming successful 

strippers. The men's attitudes and appearances appear to completely contradict those of the 

first scene: they drink spirits rather than lager, compliment each other on their new 

expensive suits, and recommend hairdressers to one another. The character Norman 

comments upon the men's changes, without a stutter, and in doing so reflects the change in 

his self-confidence, 

Yeah, I was thinking the other night, backstage, just how much we've all got out 

of this. Me especially. Thinking back to how, y'know, I was a couple of months 

ago, how much we've all -- improved ourselves. I mean Craig, you used to be 

thrown out of bars and always having money troubles. Now you're a successful 

businessman. And Barry, you used to be to be this real "bloke" with this big thing 

about bass guitars, and now you're an open flexible guy. And you Wes, you're 

been doing really well with your studies. You've developed yourself, you really 

have. That goes for you too Gavin. All of us. Look at me, I don't hardly stutter 

any more. I've grown more confident. And well, I just wanted to say that.38 

Apart from emphasising the change that the men have experienced, Norman's observations 

imply that this group of men are bonding and sharing in a way that is more like 

representations of women. The playwrights imply that the men are to be seen as if they are 

women. It is implied that the men have eradicated the macho masculine attitudes and ideas 

that they once used to have, and are now new men who are more like women. 

This could mean that the audience is asked to identify with the men. While it is 

unlikely that Ladies Night is a material feminist play in the way that Diamond describes, it 

might be possible that it is an example of a liberal feminist play. The female spectator might 

be asked to identify with the men in order to see that in the contemporary world men and 

women are now equal. Feminist critic Jill Dolan sums up the political intent of liberal 

feminism when she says that it "takes its cue from liberal humanism. Rather than proposing 
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radical structural change, it suggests that working within existing social and political 

organisations will eventually secure women social, political, and economic parity with 

men".39 It might be possible then that the authors attempt to show how like women men 

now are, exposing their feelings and bonding as a group rather than competing as individuals. 

The play's representation of strong female characters and characters who are racially and 

sexually other to the white heterosexual group, might also be seen to promote equality in a 

way that is consistent with the humanist ideal. The spectator is told that the message of the 

play transcends gender, race and sexuality and that they should be effected on a level that is 

universal. It could also be argued that the play is feminist simply by offering women the 

opportunity to look and display desires and aggression in a way that is outside the normal 

constrictions imposed on female behaviour. 

However the idea that Ladies Night might come to empower a female audience with a 

display of a kind of feminist naturalism tends to hide the masculinist point of view of the 

play. As Eiin Diamond argues, "(T)he hackneyed 'mirror of life' conceit erases agency and 

ideology -- the point of view in the angle of the mirror, in the holder of it, and the life it 

reflects".40 The point of view of Ladies Night is that of men, and the attitudes that are 

represented are very much masculine, as the men's feminisation tends to affirm stereotypes 

of gender as the men act like a stereotypical idea of women. The main point of view is that 

of Craig and Barry, who are white, heterosexual males and whose 'psychological' problem is 

represented in more detail than that of Wesley, Gavin or Norman. Wesley and Gavin are 

represented more in terms of sexual and racial difference in relation to the other characters. 

The lack of characterisation in relation to the. other characters leads to the possibility of 

stereotype in terms of race and sexual difference. In avoiding the problematic of difference in 

order to promote a message of equality, such representation denies the way in which the 

spectator will read differences according to popular cultural assumptions. 

38 McCarten and Sinclair, p 57. 
39 Jill Dolan, Feminist Spectator as Critic, p 24. 
40 

Diamond, p 29. 
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The spectator is told that all these men are the same, which denies differences and 

proposes a normative idea of maleness. The same can be said for the female characters that 

are more like stereotypes of the butch woman. In fact Zowie, who is referred to as 'new age', 

ends up literalising a traditional role of "woman", as the disease that comes between men. So 

even if the audience is female, the point of view remains male. The play, while it might be 

seen to approach gender from a humanist point of view in which everybody when stripped to 

their bare essentials is the same, proves the problems that are associated with universalism, as 

dominant (male) perspectives are naturalised. In this way Ladies Night would appear to offer 

the same kind of status quo affirmation of masculinity as Manpower. Again it must be asked 

what exactly is the difference between Ladies Night and Manpower? Are they essentially the 

same, or is there some other theatrical genre that might explain the Ladies Night experience? 

Maybe Ladies Night is avant garde, a theatrical experiment in which mainstream 

conventions are disrupted and subverted by those of striptease? In discrediting Ladies Night as 

a feminist piay because of its affiuuation of masculine ideology, it might seem somewhat 

ludicrous to consider the play as attempting to effect political and/or social change in a way 

that is avant garde. However Elric Hooper, who directed Ladies Night at the Court Theatre in 

1992, frames the play in such a way as to evoke the anti-traditionalist tendencies that are 

associated with the avant garde. In the program notes to the Court Theatre's production of 

Ladies Night, Hooper explains: 

The Court is staging this delightful entertainment because its auditorium can 

recreate the intimate atmosphere and the promise of close contact that is part of 

the best striptease shows and because its technical resources can recreate the 

sophisticated effects that characterise the world's best erotic theatres - and also 

just to show that we are not a stuffy old institution that only does what is safe, 

classical and respectable.41 

41 Elric Hooper, "Getting it Off'', P 1. 
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Hooper thus claims that the Court Theatre, a representative of what is considered 

mainstream theatre in New Zealand, has stepped outside the usual conservative connotations 

associated with such theatre by experimenting with what is considered to be a culturally lower 

form of entertainment. In doing so, Hooper hints that the usual distance between stage and 

auditorium is disturbed by the 'intimate' and 'close' contact between spectator and 

performer. This reference to the dissolution of boundaries between stage and auditorium hints 

at a kind of happening that would be in keeping with· other avant garde productions which 

attempt to bring about social and political change by breaking down the physical as well as 

political boundaries between spectator and performer. 

Hooper's commentary tells us that Ladies Night might be considered shocking and 

dangerous to the middle class audience that typically frequents the theatre and might even be 

considered an attack on bourgeois mentality and institutional art in New Zealand. Certainly 

the breaking of the barrier between performer and spectator would be outside the usual 

conventions of those practiced at the Court Theatre and in New Zealand generally. As 

already mentioned, most mainstream theatres in New Zealand have the spectator safely 

positioned behind the fourth wall from which they can voyeuristically gaze and vicariously 

experience the thrill and spills that take place in the dramatic action. As an avant garde play, 

one would expect that in breaking that distance, and subverting normal theatrical distances, 

the point of the theatrical experience would be to challenge the social, political and cultural 

ideologies which construct conventional boundaries between spectator and performer in the 

theatre and between men and women in striptease performance. The performance in 

challenging conventional distances between spectator and performer, would also challenge the 

predominantly middle class audience's conservative attitudes to awaken primal instincts or 

release subconscious impulses that have been repressed in everyday life. 
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To this end, Hooper quotes a line from the 1960s musical Hair in which it is claimed 

that men have finally broken free of the shackles of society to display their "plumage" .42 

While Hooper insists that this kind of liberating male expression is now something that is 

taken for granted, the spectator might be asked to reconsider this question in modem day 

New Zealand. As the male bodies come into close contact with the women's bodies, it might 

be possible that they are forced to confront the way in which the body is oppressed by 

invisible socio-political forces. The stripping of the male body might be seen as a symbol of 

the break with tradition and against the system. 

Perhaps it might take away the puritan aspects of the carnival, as represented in 

Manpower, and truly subvert the everyday. The audience might even be expected to join in 

and express themselves sexually. Hooper's suggestion that the staging of the play should 

involve mimicking erotic theatre implies that what is to be unleashed and the boundaries 

which are to be pushed are sexually related. By creating the intimate atmosphere of European 

erotic theatres, one would assume that at the very least the spectator would see nudity and 

various sexual acts both on stage and around her in the auditorium. As the lines between 

spectator and performer become blurred or removed entirely, it could be imagined that the 

spectator might even wish to join the performers, remove her clothing and perform sexual 

acts on stage and in the auditorium. What is more, in pushing these boundaries it might be 

entirely reasonable to assume that the ultimate boundary to cross would be to leave the 

theatre and take the revolution onto the streets and into the 'real' world. 

If this were the case, Ladies Night could possibly be compared with the kind of avant 

garde performances by such groups as the Living Theatre and the Performance Group. In 

performances such as Paradise Now and Dionysus in 69, performers left the stage and invited 

spectators to take off their clothes and join them in dancing and other erotic behaviour. Both 

these groups attempted to challenge middle class malaise in the United States of the 1960s 

and 1970s. Their performances created enormous controversy. If Ladies Night were indeed to 

42 
Hooper, p 1. 
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provoke a similar kind of engagement between spectator and performer it might not be 

considered avant garde in terms of world theatre, but it might, at the very least, be considered 

avant garde within the context of New Zealand theatre. When the play was staged in Napier, 

members of the community attempted to have the production closed down as an immoral and 

salacious entertainment, that had no right to be housed in respectable theatres. 

However, while Ladies Night caused some controversy, it does not really seem 

reasonable to claim that Ladies Night was designed to provoke this kind of social revolution 

or that the Court Theatre's production of the play posed any kind of challenge fo the status 

quo. As the avant garde is considered to be ahead of artistic convention in any given time or 

place, the argument that Ladies Night might even be considered avant-garde in its 

representation of the naked male body in New Zealand is undone by the way in which male 

nudity is represented in Greg McGee's play Foreskin's Lament (1981). While this play is also 

naturalistic, its representation of male nudity in the context of rugby culture and its relation 

tn N,-,., 7,-,:,Janrl irl<>ntih, nm,nlA h,, ,,.Jn<><>1' tn th,- ;,t,.,.)c, nf' l'T'iti,n1P anrl <>n<>IV<!l<! in thP <?n~1<>l .,._ .a.,_,., ~--•-.1.J1.-. Jl.-.-.a.&S..11.,.,J 'f"'f'-<J ... ..I.'-" V- _ _.._U_Jl .__ .,_ ... .__ •---•~ _.._ -••t."-'j _ _. _,...._ _ _ ..,.__.,.J ,._.~,._, _.._..,._ .,. .. .,.._ ...,.,._,._.,.__,._ 

realist tradition of Zola, and possibly Brecht, in challenging conventional views of 

masculinity. 

Ladies Night is not challenging in this sense, let alone in questioning the naked body 

in the avant garde sense mentioned above. If we were to consider a New Zealand production 

that does present an avant-garde portrayal of the naked male body, we might want to look at 

The Free Theatre's Crusoe, in which the male body is stripped as part of an examination of 

identity in a post-colonial country. The Free Theatre's . choice of venue was a former 

convent and the style of representation was in the form of a ritualised mass. This would be 

closer to Christopher Innes' theory of the avant garde's two complimentary facets: "the 

exploration of dream states or the instinctive and subconscious levels of the psyche; and the 

quasi-religious focus on myth and magic, which in the theatre leads to experimentation with 
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ritual and the ritualistic patterning of performance".43 The point of such a production is to 

confront the spectator in ways that are visceral rather than explanatory in order to provoke 

social and political change in the individual spectator's lives. 

Rather than challenging the way in which the male body is framed within 

contemporary culture, Ladies Night in fact reinscribes the status quo with the strip show at 

the end of the play. The bodies are not seen as breaking the commercial aspects of the 

representation of the desirable masculine body. The audience is to be titillated by its 

representation. It seems that the shock for the audience might be more in terms of the 

closeness to actual striptease. The spectator of Ladies Night is confronted with male bodies 

'as if' they are in a male striptease performance. The discomfort that an audience might feel 

is the result of the proximity of the prurient which is contained by the premise that this is a 

theatrical representation in a professional theatre. In this way, the possibility that the middle 

class spectator's status might be questioned is assured by the culturally accepted venue for the 

performance. 

Indeed the fact that the audience is cheering does not even indicate discomfort -- the 

difference perhaps between avant garde and good clean fun. And good clean fun might be 

more a sign that Ladies Night might be considered in relation to contemporary burlesque 

theatre in New Zealand. Generally such theatre is considered to involve a kind of titillation as 

the result of the theatrical material's representation of sexually related material, which 

titillates the spectator with their proximity to the prurient while at the same time being kept 

at a distance as a result of the theatrical circumstance. Hooper actually says as much when he 

describes the play as an example of a back stage comedy in the style of the "Judy-Garland 

Mickey Rooney "lets-put-on-a-show" tradition but with a group of male striptease 

performers. 44 

43 Christopher Innes, Avant Garde Theatre 1892 - 1992, p 3. 
44 Hooper, p 1. 
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As a burlesque performance Ladies Night might be on par with other New Zealand 

theatre which involves mild titillation for a middle class audience. The chance to see 

something naughty, while at the same time being distanced from the actual of male striptease, 

is acknowledged by Susan Wilson·, the director of the Ladies Night production that toured the 

country in the early 1990s. She says "comedy burlesque has always been popular, but Ladies 

Night offers a bonus: on the simplest level the story is a fairytale. We can watch with 

fascination and delight as our frogs transform into princes. Even more compelling is the 

play's celebration of passionate determination and ecstatic achievement".45 The theatrical 

circumstances establish a kind of conceit in which the spectator feels she is distanced from 

the event while at the same time being party to the sight of the naked male body. It is part of 

theatrical narrative rather than actual striptease. In this way the female spectator who might 

not usually go to a male striptease revue like Manpower Australia, can come to the theatre, a 

place considered to be culturally sound, and experience male striptease at one step removed. 

New Zealand's Answer to the Thunder from Down Under 

While Ladies Night seems to closely resemble the burlesque elements of much 

contemporary New Zealand theatre, it differs greatly in that its audience is almost entirely 

women. As the quote by Sinclair at the beginning of the chapter indicates, when Ladies Night 

first appeared on the New Zealand scene, male striptease revues such as Manpower were a 

relatively new experience for women in New Zealand. Ladies Night then presented the 

audience with a more "wholesome" version of male striptease performance as practiced by 

such groups as Manpower Australia. In this way, Ladies Night might be seen as a more 

conservative version of Manpower for a culture that was not quite ripe enough for the flexing 

and dancing Australians. For a female audience that was still a little anxious about 

45 Simon Wilson, "Good Night, Ladies", p 102. 
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experiencing the full "Thunder from Down Under", playwrights Sinclair and McCarten 

created a performance that allowed New Zealand women to see male striptease without 

having to go to places such as a Working Men's Club. 

But as we have seen, Manpower Australia might also be considered something of a 

"play" in relation to female striptease. We might argue that the text of Ladies Night 

performance involves a naturalistic literalising of the text offered in Manpower. Both 

Manpower and Ladies Night explain how it is that men come to strip for a female audience. 

In Manpower we see that the men are performing a romantic narrative of desire for the 

women's pleasure where the men are seen to leave the group as a result of their desire to be 

with the women. In terms of the muscular bodies that they reveal and also in terms of the 

performance aspects of the men, the spectator of Manpower is told that when all is said and 

done these men are always men. Despite leaving the masculine group and stripping himself of 

his clothing, in the end the performer is still a man by virtue of his individualistic aloneness. 

The individual nerformer in Mannower mi2:ht be seen to renresent the oossibilitv of 
..I a '-' • a ... 

change in the male partners of the women in the audience. The same can be said for the 

group of men represented in Ladies Night, who are seen to leave their past behind them with 

the other men they used to spend time with in the pub and go in search of what it is that 

women want to see. In the course of doing so the men are individualised as the spectator 

learns about the men's insides, their psychology, and bears witness as the men go through a 

process of transformation. This transformation involves the feminising of that psychology 

as the men are seen to get in touch with their 'feminine sides'. Yet despite the expensive 

clothes in which they dress themselves, and the clever words they use to disguise their 

motives, the spectator is asked to celebrate the essential truth that at bases these men are 

simply that -- men. 

In this way, Manpower and Ladies Night can be seen to tell the same "story". Yet in 

telling those tales, and in the act of pointing to the subject of imitation, it is framed as 

theatrical and therefore removed from 'reality'. The thrill becomes a tension between 
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'reality' and its representation. In the same way that Manpower points towards striptease, as 

traditionally practiced by women, Ladies Night points towards male striptease from a 

professional theatrical stage. In this culturally legitimate environment, the spectator can 

enjoy the same kind of thrills that she might expect at a Manpower performance. Of course 

the spectator of Ladies Night can claim that she is not seeing striptease; she is seeing a play 

about striptease and so maintains her middle class virtue. The thrill then for the spectator of 

Ladies Night is to be caught between theatre and an actual male striptease performance. 

This indicates that the act of imitation and mimicry can be used as a form of 

purification, a way of distancing that which is considered to be against the laws and taboos of 

a particular community. Ladies Night, as an example of popular theatre in New Zealand, 

suggests theatrical spectatorship in mainstream theatre involves the purification of that 

which might be considered to be morally repugnant. In the same way that Manpower might 

be seen as a kind of puritan carnival for women, theatre in New Zealand might be seen as a 

kind of puritan ca.T.ival for the middle ch1.c::ses; a way of being at something considered to be 

prurient and experiencing the thrill at two or three steps removed. In fact if we consider my 

own construction of a narrative at female striptease we might see this actually reified in the 

quasi-naturalistic narrative of Ladies Night. The audience is distanced from losing control by 

the containment of the prurient within the narrative. The audience is told that they are 

seeing a play that represents striptease and that they can 'perform' like an audience at a male 

striptease revue would. 

It is important also to note that this kind of distance that is afforded to a middle class 

female audience is also afforded to potential male spectators. Unlike at the Warriors or at 

Manpower where I was the only male member of the audience, in Ladies Night it is expected 

that men will also attend the performance with their female partners. As I shall discuss in the 

next chapter, this sense of distance that allows an audience of men to watch male striptease is 

achieved to a greater extent in the cinematic representation of male striptease in The Full 

Monty. The cinematic relationship between the spectator and performer ensures that the gaze 
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can only be directed one way. In Ladies Night the performers may come into the audience at 

the end of the performance and unsettle the sense of distance that the men may feel that 

they have in watching the women, watching the men strip. In the filmic representation of 

male striptease there is no danger of the male spectator being disturbed. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE FULL MONTY: MALE STRIPTEASE FOR WOMEN AND MEN. 

I think The Full Monty is a reaction to feminism. The traditional 
Hollywood thing is to make sure you've got the car chase, you've got 
the guns, you've got the nice naked woman. But I think that has 
changed. I think that women have got more powerful. Often they're 
calling the shots about going to see the movie, and they're quite keen 
to see Brad Pitt's bum. It's great that there's equality. But The Full 
Monty turns it even a notch further'. It's payback time really. 

Peter Cattaneo, Director of The Full Monty. 1 

In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked 
at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and 
erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at
ness. 

Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures. 2 
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According to director Cattaneo, The Full Monty can be seen as a progressive film 

when viewed within the context of social and historical changes in mainstream cinema. 

Marked by the way that the content is directed towards the sex of the spectator, he locates at 

least two cycles within the history of mainstream cinema. In the first phase, "the traditional 

Hollywood thing", he implies that the content of the films, including action, violence and the 

naked female form, are aimed at giving pleasure primarily to a male audience. Feminist film 

criticism through the 1970s and 1980s, taking its lead from theorists such as Mulvey, has 

consistently argued that mainstream cinema involves the fulfilment of male desire with the 

representation of stereotypical 'masculine' behaviour. The most overt sign of this male gaze 

is the objectification of women as the passive sexual other in relation to the man's dominant, 

active self. Unsurprisingly, such criticism claims that this kind of cinema acts as an influential 

weapon in the affirmation of patriarchal power. 

1 
"The director bares (almost) all", Online. 

2 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures, p 19. 
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However in the second cycle to which Cattaneo refers, which presumably has been 

affected by this type of feminist criticism and therefore can be seen as a 'reaction' to it, he 

claims that the action is directed towards a female spectator. It is implied that filmmakers 

have cottoned onto the fact that while the men may be buying the tickets, it is their female 

partners, after gazing with desire at the well-placed blockbuster posters of Brad Pitt, et al, 

who are telling the men which tickets to buy. Cattaneo would have us believe that while The 

Full Monty is directed towards this audience, it is a 'notch further' in the political 

development of mainstream cinematic history. Yet, while it is clear who Cattaneo thinks the 

intended audience of The Full Monty is, his comments are rather ambivalent about the nature 

of this 'payback'. How is the female spectator to be 'paid back' by seeing The Full Monty? 

Following the chronology of Cattaneo's argument, it might be possible to see the film 

operating within the continuum of the second cycle and to see that the 'payback' is a more 

complete contribution to 'equality'. The film might be seen as 'upping the ante', giving the 

female spectator everything that she has been missing out on, everything that has been 

denied to her by the constraints of a patriarchal mainstream cinema. If we consider 

Cattaneo's comments within the context of the advertising of the film, then the payback 

might refer to the fact these men "go all the way" and offer an audience full male nudity. 

Cattaneo might be referring to an 'inequality' that has allowed men to gaze upon the entirely 

naked female form, and while cinema has changed a little to allow female audiences to at least 

see the "bums" of the likes of Brad Pitt, The Full Monty finally balances the books and allows 

them the sight of the whole kit and caboodle. 

For the characters in the film "the full monty" is a colloquial term which means 

"everything". The spectator is told that this is what they can expect, as the men train to 

take it all off and reveal their naked bodies to a female audience. In the moment of truth, 

however, at the end of the film, this promise is unfulfilled, as the cinema audience is offered a 

backside view of the men, leaving the fu]I frontal to the female audience within the film. Of 

course if the film were to show the full monty to the audience within the cinema, it would 



74 

likely be classified as pornographic as this is the only filmic genre in which the penis is seen. 

If the film had been classified as pornography, then it would not have attracted the audiences 

that have made the film such a massive popular success worldwide. 

This being said, the film might be seen to comment on the puritanism of the cinema 

censor wh9 reflects the values of culture at large. The film shows an audience of the men's 

wives, friends and .even one of the men's sons -- who is roughly seven or eight years old -

watching and celebrating the men as they take their clothes off to the strains of Tom Jones 

singing "You can leave your hat on". Not only is this audience accepting of the men but 

ecstatic as they "go for the full monty". This would indicate that the audience in the cinema 

might gain pleasure and even have something to learn from the audience that is represented 

within the film. The sight of the naked body is not the orientation point of the audience's 

pleasure but rather their enjoyment comes from the way in which the audience of women 

within the film react to the full monty. 

This might mean that The Full lvfonty is progressive in terms of another cycle in the 

development of mainstream cinema -- a further revolution -- and that the stripping of the 

male body is symbolic rather than prurient. The film could be seen as some kind of protest in 

which men "do the full monty" to raise awareness about the plight of the contemporary 

male. The spectator might be asked to see the problems the contemporary man faces and the 

restrictions placed on him by social and political forces outside of his control. The practice 

of 'the full monty', might be something that transcends the simple act of becoming naked. 

After all, the term has become a popular phrase within the wider English lexicon to describe 

men becoming naked. And the frequency of the use of this phrase in popular media would 

indicate that doing 'the full monty', is an enduring craze that has swept through the English 

speaking world. 
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It was, for example, with some consternation that I came across the headline 

"Princes do birthday strip"3 in a local newspaper. It was reported that Prince Charles had 

imitated the strip scene from the film, albeit without the removal of any clothing, while on a 

visit to Sheffield. Further, in what would appear to be a mirroring image from the father-son 

moment in The Full Monty, Prince Charles' sons were reported to have imitated their father 

at a birthday party held in his honour, removing their shirts and unbuttoning their trousers. 

The article said that this was not meet with the distain or shock that one might expect from 

a family known for their prudishness, but with laughter and celebration by those present at 

the party. 

Even though the Princes evidently did not strip completely, one would have thought 

that the mere imitation of striptease would have been disapproved by the English Royal 

family. This would seem to indicate that there is a message in The Full Monty that not only 

transcends the naked body but also the 'body' of English society. The full monty might be a 

ritualistic dance of disrobing, a moral and spiritual victory dance understood on all levels of 

society by Prince and pauper alike. It might be a kind of male symbolic gesture, in which men 

are seen to throw off the shackles of a repressive culture and embroil themselves in liberty 

and the pursuit of happiness. Might it even be possible to argue that 'doing the full monty' is 

for men in the 1990s what burning the bra was for women in the 1960s -- a politically 

symbolic protest against the pacification of a patriarchal or even matriarchal society -

something understood by men and women everywhere in the western world? But then, if this 

is some kind of post-feminist mission statement, is it supposed to celebrate a new kind of 

man, unite men with women, or criticise men and/or women? And how is the female 

spectator meant to react or be affected by The Full Monty: is she to empathise, sympathise, 

critically analyse, feel guilty, or even, in some way, become sexually arous~d by the sight of 

the men's dance towards nakedness? 

3 
"Princes do birthday strip", p 18. 
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I will be considering the film in terms of different genres such as social realism, 

women's film and soft pornography. I would argue that The Full Monty plagiarises the kind of 

distancing that is apparent in Ladies Night, as the result of a theatrical narrative that 

distances the prurient. In the case of the film this distancing seems to be far more 

sophisticated than in the play. While this might simply be a matter of skill, it most certainly 

has a lot to do with the differences between the mediums of theatre and film which construct 

and manipulate the spectator's gaze in different ways. If the most obvious difference between 

theatre and film is that in film the performer and spectator are separated by time and space, 

then in the context of the gaze of the spectator, this means the performer cannot look back 

at the spectator in the audience. As I have mentioned, in The Full Monty this filmic truth 

might be as much about giving voyeuristic pleasure to a female audience as it gives to male 

spectators. The Full Monty may represent an opportunity for men to gain pleasure from an 

askance gaze of women in an intimate situation not normally permitted to men and in the 

safe knowiedge that women won't look back and make them uncomfortable. 

Defining The Full Monty: Film Genres 

In describing The Full Monty, many reviewers claim that the film bears the hallmarks 

of British social realism in its portrayal of embittered members of the English working class. 

Roger Ebert, for example, remarks that the director "takes material that would be at home in 

a sex comedy, and gives it gravity because of the desperation of the characters: we glimpse 

the home life of these men, who have literally been put on the shelf, and we see the wound to 

their pride".4 Because of the film's focus on the 'real life' desperation of working class men, 

Ebert concludes that the film might be considered alongside recent British social realist films 
( 

such as The Snapper (1997), The Van (1995) and Brassed O/f(l997). If we consider The Full 
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Monty within this tradition, then we would expect the film to offer a social and political 

analysis of a particular community by focusing on the embattled lives of individuals that have 

been affected by forces outside of their control. Geographically and socially speaking, while 

the spectator might be removed from the action on screen, we would expect her/him to 

identify with the characters based on the essentially 'human' qualities that allow the 

characters to overcome the dismal situation with which they are faced. 

In many ways, then, we can see similarities between theatrical naturalism and filmic 

social realism. In this context, the political and social resonance of the genre of social 

realism offers spectators the chance to see a representation of their own day-to-day struggles. 

These struggles are reflected in people who may be from another community and another 

class but who share certain social conditions nonetheless. The film's location in the Northern 

British industrial town of Sheffield points towards particularly local changes in society as a 

result of the recession that followed Thatcherite politics in the 1980s. It also alludes to a 

global post-industrial society in which the computerised revolution has resulted in the loss of 

traditional means of income for the men who used to work in the steel mills that were the 

town's, and the world's, lifeblood. Spectators come to understand and appreciate the effects 

of these changes, their social reality, by seeing the fallout effect on the lives of a group of 

men. They may empathise according to similar changes in their own communities and in 

their own lives. 

Simon Beaufoy, who is credited with the screenplay, claims that the inspiration for 

the sto1y came from seeing changes in Sheffield and other such industrial communities, where 

women would go off to work while the men, without jobs, would wander aimlessly around the 

streets. 5 The makers of the film also say that they were interested in the high incidence of 

male strip clubs being reported in English newspapers during the 1980s and 1990s.6 The 

makers of the film have made a connection between the two incidents, portraying a 'slice of 

4 Roger Ebert, "Review of The Full Monty", Online. 
5 Mark Dowdney and David Pilditch, "The Fraud Monty", p 7. 
6 Dowdney and Pilditch, p 7. 
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life' social realist drama in which unemployed men choose to strip in order to support their 

families. This is depicted at the beginning of the film when a 1970s promotional film of 

Sheffield -- which as a result of its booming steel industry is described as a "a town on the 

move" -- is juxtaposed with the present day reality; what the spectator then sees are past 

employees of a now defunct steel mill, stealing iron girders. This desperation is emphasised in 

subsequent scenes when the men pass women who are on their way to work. It is signalled 

again when the men encounter a queue of woman outside a Working Men's Club, waiting to 

see a Chippendales performance. In an effort to explain life in a post-industrial and post

Thatcher world, the filmmakers show to the audience the lengths to which men are forced to 

go in order to survive. 

With this kind of beginning we might then expect The Full Monty to be a gritty 

representation of real people and the action to be unrelentingly brutal in its depiction of life 

as it is for working class Britons. That is to say, we might expect a full, no-holds-barred social 

analysis to be incorporated into the narrative. In seeing this, spectators may be humbled by 

observing ordinary men showing their strength of character to overcome the problems with 

which they are faced. In particular spectators are likely to be affected not only emotionally 

but also ideologically, as they are told that the men are left with few options but to strip, and 

that this is a-humiliating and desperate measure. Presumably the spectators are also likely to 

learn from the ways in which these men come to terms with this situation through the course 

of the film. If The Full Monty is like other recent British social realist films, the spectators 

will probably feel uplifted by the vicarious nature of the relationship between themselves and 

the characters. The spectators will feel humbled and maybe even inspired in seeing that their 
r 

lives are not so bad in comparison to the struggles of these working class others, who 

overcome their dire circumstances with courage, determination, a sense of humour and, in the 

end, grace. 

Thus it is possible to consider The Full Monty to be efficacious both on the personal 

and political level. Throughout the film, the spectator is educated on the effects of political 
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and social changes on the life of the British working class, as well as learning an inspirational 

lesson in the way that these characters overcome these problems. In this light, the point of 

the men's stripping would. be to affect the spectator in a morally instructive way. The point 

of crossover from film to social reality is perhaps best illustrated by a recent incident in 

which British Prime Minister Tony Blair visited the 'job club', where scenes from the film 

were shot, to introduce a new employment policy. Blair claimed that the message of The Full 

Monty is that "people have to believe in themselves and get up and show they can do 

something with their lives".7 The British Prime Minister implies that if people are prepared 

to follow the lesson of the film, then his government is prepared to find the employment 

necessary .to support communities. It would seem that through the representation of struggles 

that the individual characters face in The Full Monty, the positive social messages of the film 
' 

are transmitted to society at large. 

In this light, it might then be possible to argue that the "payback" for the female 

spectators comes through seeing the way in V'fhich their own husbands and boyfriends may 

have been affected by political and social changes. Lured by the prospect of seeing naked 

men, the female spectator is placed in a position to see the desperate lengths that lead men 

to strip. While the men in the audience might identify with the male characters and their 

changes throughout the film, the expected effect on the female spectator might be for her to 

sympathise, understand and even respect the problems that men have to face in a 

contemporary world. The film points towards the way in which women have taken the 

positions once held by men. In doing so, it may be possible to consider that the film makes a 

kind of statement and maybe even a protest, about women who are now part of a system that 

has made men third class citizens. 

This being said, it seems difficult, for me at least, to reconcile how a female . audience 

would truly be able to believe, let alone sympathise, with the filmmakers' representation of 

men. While Blair refers to the men as heroes rather than victims, it seems to me that the 

7 "Blair urges jobless to go 'all the way", Online. 
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spectator would be more likely to laugh at them as they pursue an idea that goes against 

traditional working class ideas of manliness. How does the film portray the men in a way that 

might allow the women in the audience to appreciate and sympathise with the men's plight 

without emasculating them? Or is this the "payback": that women are simply offered an 

opportunity to laugh at men? Or is the female spectator perhaps placed in a position to feel 

guilty for laughing at men? If, like in Ladies Night, the characters in The Full Monty are 

drawn, at least superficially, in accordance with the basic expectations of social realism or 

naturalism, how does the film explain how ordinary men -- especially working class men who 

arguably might be seen as the most masculine within the social schema -- become heroes 

through stripping? And how does their explanation compare and/or differ from Ladies Night? 

The Full Monty incorporates into the social realist analysis of the narrative, 

characters that are seen to 'come of age' and/ or be 'redeemed'. As a result the spectator -

both male and female -- is placed in a sympathetic position. Throughout the film the men are 

represented in an almost child-like state, with little or nothing to do as a result of being 

unemployed. The men are seen in playgrounds and walking around the streets getting into 

trouble and at 'job club'-being spoken to as if they are naughty children by their supervisor. 

Stripped of their roles as breadwinners as their skills are no longer needed to support the 

community, it is implied that the men resort to crime and childish pranks. However, unlike in 

Ladies Night, the men are not simply seen as lads and the message is not simply that they 

need to kiss and make up in a manly way. The men of The Full Monty are seen to have 

tangible responsibilities as adults and grown men, and the film documents their reclamation of 

their status as responsible adult members of society. In this way the film seems to enlarge 

upon and make more explicit the themes and issues that are dealt with in Ladies Night. The 

spectator is offered a more explicit view of men's social ostracism and their efforts to carve 

out a new identity literally by stripping away the old one. 

To this end, the fact that the characters of The Full Monty are amateurs emphasises 

the symbolic nature of the strip; the men are not in this for themselves, as the characters in 
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Ladies Night might appear to be. Rather it is a sign of their desperation to take responsibility 

and be valued as men in the eyes of women and a society where their significance has been 

undermined and, in some cases, made obsolete. While most the female characters within the 

film seem to be gainfully employed, the spectators see a "job club", occupied entirely by men, 

where employment opportunities are few and far between for men who are used to working 

with their hands. The spectators are told that sexually these ordinary men are not "needed no 

more", as women spend their money on male striptease revues where the bodies are hard and 

on display rather than soft, hidden and sometimes impotent. In the camera's intimate view 

of the characters and the relationship with their wives, children and friends, the filmmakers 

place the spectator in a position between gritty realism and the comedy of a group of 

graceless blue collar men who become strippers. 

There is, for example, the character of Gaz (short for Gary), who is in many respects 

very similar to the chanicter of Craig in Ladies Night. The film focuses on Gaz's qualities of 

determination and courage as he, much like Craig, convinces and encourages a disparate group 

of down-on-their-luck men to become strippers. In addition, while Gaz's determination and 

ambition may be seen as enviable qualities, it seems that the spectator might also learn from 

the way in which these attributes tend to blind him to his selfish and manipulative treatment 

of his friends. Unlike Craig, who is shown to be acting out of self-interest alone, Gaz is 

motivated by the need to pay child maintenance in order to maintain part custody of his son, 

Nathan. In this way, while the fight instigated by Craig at the beginning of Ladies Night 

might be seen as indicative of his character and could be compared to the equally questionable 

action of theft that we see Gaz committing at the beginning of The Full Monty, the spectator 

is asked to empathise with Gaz when he explains to Nathan that the iron girders that they are 

stealing are to pay for his child maintenance. 

The spectator also sees that as a result of Gaz's inability to keep up his payments to 

his ex-wife and, she says, as a result of his overall irresponsible behaviour, she and her new 

husband plan to file for sole custody of Nathan and limit his access. It is a signal that a path 
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to respectability is about to be undertaken when Gaz explains to his friend Dave that he must 

become a stripper. He tells Dave that even though he thinks male strippers are "poofs" and 

therefore not "real men", he will become a stripper in order to maintain his relationship to 

his son rather than resort to the illegal option -- one that has obviously got him by in the 

past -- of stealing cars. It is indicated to the spectator that while male stripping is not 

necessary a desirable option, it is legal and more responsible than theft and therefore a sign 

that Gaz is becoming a new man. 

In this way, while Gaz is referred to as "Garry the Lad", an ex-con whose actions are 

described as "shifty", in becoming a stripper he is seen through the course of the film to be 

valorised. He learns to be a better man, an important part of which, the spectator is told, is 

living up to the responsibilities of being a father. This transformation is emphasised by a kind 

of role reversal between the immature Gaz and his level-headed, ever-present son, positioning 

the spectator to experience vicariously Gaz's transformation from lad to man. In a sense, 

Nathan appears· a point of orientation for the spectator to empathise with Gaz. It would 

appear at the beginning of the film that Nathan, like everybody else, does not trust his 

father. What is more, it appears that his father disappoints Nathan and embarrasses him, as 

Gaz involves him in activities that "other Dad's don't do". Predicably, Nathan expresses 

disgust when Gaz reveals his plan to become a stripper, seeing it as the latest in a long line of 

get-rich-quick schemes. However, in a poignant father-son scene, Gaz explains that his 

motives are genuine: 

I'm not doing this for a laugh; I'm doing this so that you and me can spend time 

together. Oh well, I may as well not bother - except that I'm your Dad. That 

counts for something don't it. I love you, you bugger. 

The obvious difficulty that Gaz has in expressing his love for his son seems to illustrate his 

sincerity and signal to the spectators that old masculine attitudes are being replaced by the 

new. The stripping is once again metaphoric. The spectator comes to see the removal of the 

old cloak of masculinity to reveal the "new man". Nathan's recognition of this 
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metamorphosis is signalled when he comes to help his father in rehearsals and even pays the 

deposit for the venue for the men's performance. It seems that Nathan's journey from 

contempt to faith in Gaz as a man -- from distance and disaffection to identification and love 

-- is the path the spectator is intended to follow. 

The strengthening of this father-son bond places the spectator in an almost 

adversarial position in relation to the other characters who question Gaz's transformation. 

The spectator is asked to see past the stripping that the other characters within the film 

focus on to the motives behind it. Gaz's determination and courage are based, not on a 

continuing cycle of irresponsibility, but a desire to take responsibility. When, for example, 

the men are arrested after their first dress rehearsal, at which Nathan is present, he is shown 

at a police station being spoken to by two social workers, whose questions imply that Gaz 

may have been involving his son in illicit practices. Later, these same concerns are also 

voiced by Gaz's ex-wife, "Still think you're a suitable father do you Garry - involving your 

son in pornography". While those who know Gaz think that this is yet another example of 

his 'shifty' ways, the spectator who has seen and heard Gaz's real motives is positioned to 

empathise with him. This is especially the case when Nathan, who has seen that his father is 

attempting to change, tells his mother that his father is trying. That Gaz does strip becomes 

vitally important after this point to prove to his ex-wife -- who gets a court injunction to 

keep Gaz away from Nathan -- that he is attempting to take responsibility and follow 

through with his actions. 

Arguably, the more intimate 'gaze' of film, can be seen to valorise Gaz in a way that 

evokes more empathy than that which is raised for Craig in Ladies Night. This is certainly 

indicated when, in the final scene, Gaz's ex-wife and son come to cheer him on as he goes for 

the full monty. It is also perhaps this intimate portrayal of Gaz's relationship with his family 

which emphasises the message of the story. The moral, obviously heard by Blair, is verbalised 

by Nathan when he orders his father, who is experiencing some last minute nerves, onto the 

stage. The son's ordering of his father in this scene implies that Gaz has succeeded in 
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becoming a responsible role model for his son. He must commit this final act to prove that 

he has changed and stripped himself of his "shifty" tag. In this way the final strip might be 

seen as a symbol of Gaz's 'coming of age'. The camera cuts between images of Nathan 

standing back stage and shaking his hips as his father strips and his ex-wife in the audience 

smiling, clapping, and willing the father of their son on to 'the full monty'. In a way then, in 

taking his place as a role model for his son, Gaz by extension becomes a role model for the 

spectators in the audience. 

The characters of Dave and Gerald also represent the valorisation that Gaz achieves 

in the final strip scene. As with Barry in Ladies Night, these characters, as a result of being 

unemployed, have problems communicating with their wives. However, in the film the 

spectator actually sees scenes between the men and their wives which explain more directly 

the reasons for the men's inability to express themselves. Like Barry, the men's silence 

seems to be a result of the guilt and shame caused by their inability to live up to the 

traditional role of the husband as breadwinner and lover. With Dave, for example, the 

spectator learns at the beginning of the film that his marriage is suffering as a result of his 

low seJf:.esteem caused by unemployment. His wife Jean, confiding in some friends says, "It's 

'like he's given up: work, me, everything". During the film, scenes between Dave and Jean 

indicate to the spectator that Dave is suffering from low self-esteem as a result of being 

unemployed. Despite her best efforts to allay Dave's insecurities, his depression has resulted 

in shame about his weight and, like Barry, an impotence problem. In becoming a stripper 

these problems would appear to be exacerbated, as his body image becomes of central 

importance. It appears that Dave will be unable to join the other men in· the stripping 

project, such is his fear and anxiety. The film charts Dave's confrontation his own masculine 

attitudes, and the ways in which he comes to understand that these values are not his own, but 

imposed on him by a culture that promotes fit muscular male bodies. 

It would seem that the role of Jean is similar to Nathan's, in offering the spectator a 

point of identification to Dave's transformation. In a touching scene, Dave explains to his 
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wife that he is unable to strip because of his self-hatred and shame about the appearance of 

his body. It seems that Jean's insistence that he follow through with the plan results in him 

stripping and even leading_the men onto the stage. He responds to abuse from members of 

the audience by referring to the strip as if it is some kind of death-defying, world record 

breaking stunt: "Aye, we may not be young, we may not be pretty, we may not be right good, 

but we're here and we're live and tonight, for one night only, we're going for the full -

monty". Becoming naked is a sign of Dave's courage and recognition that what women want 

to see in men is the confidence that comes from within. Buoyed on by his ecstatic wife in the 

audience, Dave strips to reveal his portly stomach to the audience. As a result of this 

transformation from humiliation to celebration, it is implied to the spectators that the 

probable aftermath of the striptease_ also involves the resolution of Dave's impotence 

problem. 

On the other hand Gerald's silence would appear to be slightly more complex. It 

appears that Gerald's shame in not living up to his role as a husband -- maintaining his wife in 

the manner to which she is accustomed -- is exacerbated by his age and middle class 

pretensions. Gerald has been maintaining the facade that he is still employed, letting his wife 

think he is going off to work each morning, while he goes to look for work at the 'job club' 

with the same men that he used to oversee at the steel mill. His wife's spending sprees on 

luxury commodities such as skiing trips, ballroom dancing lessons, a sun bed and garden 

gnomes compounds the pressure on Gerald. It begins to tell when Gaz and Dave interrupt, 

what Gerald says is a job interview that would have allowed him to bury his secret. It is then 

with reluctance and out of pure desperation that Gerald agrees to go along with the stripping 

idea. Originally, his involvement is an attempt to maintain his "standing" as a middle class 

gentleman by paying off his overdraft and keeping the debt collectors at bay. 

The stripping metaphor in Gerald's case, is directed at the way in which the lies and 

facades that helped maintain his middle class status are discarded as he comes to bond with the 

other men. Throughout the film we see him clinging to the last garments of this identity, 
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before relenting to the fact that he is no better or worse than the other men. At first he 

prefers to maintain some sort of superiority above the men in his role as trainer and 

choreographer. However, he slowly .becomes more of a friend and a confidante to the other 

men. He gets to know about the desperation that affects the other men's lives. He learns that 

even though his wife is spending money he doesn't have, he does not have any children to 

support like Gaz. And even though he fears getting an erection in front of the crowd, this 

appears more of a blessing when he learns about Dave's impotence problem. In Gerald's 

growing empathy for the other men, the spectator is offered not only another point of 

orientation in which to identify with Gaz and Dave, but is . also invited to recognise and 

understand the character of Gerald himself. 

Like Gaz and Dave, Gerald is valorised at the end of the film when he comes to strip 

in front of the female audience. The residue of Gerald's attempts to hold onto his middle 

class clothing is shown when the men are exposed by a local newspaper: Gerald is seen 

throwing a bundle of newspapers in the rubbish so that nobody he knows will find out that he 

is a stripper. Ironically, a visit from the debt collectors strips Gerald of the positions that 

have hidden his lie and his wife leaves him as a result. It is implied, however, that his wife 

may be one of the middle class accessories that Gerald can do without. When Gerald agrees to 

perform with the men, even after getting the job that he thought he had lost, this is a sign 

that Gerald is metaphorically already naked. His metamorphosis is completed when in the 

final strip scene the camera cuts between Gerald and a young black girl in the audience. In the 

context of Gaz and his ex-wife and Dave and Jean, it is implied that Gerald may begin a new 

relationship with the girl, who at one stage he would have considered to be beneath him both 

in terms of age and race. 

The dissipation of barriers between the middle class Gerald and those that he once 

considered to be beneath his station is particularly relevant to overall point of the film. 

There seems to be a political impetus within the film to represent the narrowing gaps 

between the working and middle classes in contemporary society. Greg Howard has observed 
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this point in his essay, "Exhibitionism and Repression in The Full Monty". Howard claims 

that the film "accurately depicts" both the connections and alliances that are developing 

between the middle and working classes, as well as "the shock of recognition that results as 

those professionals realise they must close ranks with those they used to oversee''.8 While 

within the group there is a black character and two homosexual characters, issues of race and 

sexuality are largely ignored, which leads Howard to argue, 

The film's deliberate but offhand treatment of race and sexuality suggests that its · 

makers want to acknowledge these aspects of working class life, but deem them 

less interesting than the troupe's commonalities. These individuals can function 

as a unit because their economic connection transcends identity politics, and as 

they collectively seek to redefine themselves they can explore these definitions 

in unexpected, and prosperous, ways.9 

If we are to ask on what terms difference is transcended, the film tells us that the bottom line 

is that all these characters have a penis. Stripped of social and political categorisations of 

identity, the spectator is asked to see these men simply as men. And the film tells us that 

there are serious issues at stake, when men in general are drawn together by their shared crisis 

in the face of social and economic hardship and where the penis is now the marker of a new 

kind of lower class. 

Unlike in Ladies Night, in The Full Monty there seems to be more of a political point 

made in relation to the connection between class, gender and the men's bodies. This may 

have something to do with the New Zealand context of Ladies Night, where class differences, 

while they may be seen to exist, are not as recognisable as in the British situation.10 

However, it might also be a way of commenting on the social and political changes in 

relation to gender and the parallels between them. With a possible "payback" in mind, the 

film might be seen to sound a warning to those women that feel that they may have gained 

8 Greg Howard, "Exhibitionism and Repression in The Full Monty", Online. 
9 Howard, Online. 
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some advancement in their social standing. The wives of both Gaz and Dave are employed 

and even enjoy positions of authority in their places of work. However, through the course 

of the film they come to appreciate the men's position, which allows them to support the 

men at the end. In this way, the film points towards a reconfiguring of class in terms of 

gender in the contemporary economic and political milieu. 

The film's goal might therefore be seen to encourage alliances between women as the 

new middle class and working class men. In this respect, the film bears resemblances to other 

recent British social realist films and in particular Brassed Off, which depicts out of work 

miners who bond together in order to win a brass band competition. This film alludes to 

changes in class in terms of gender when one of the members of the band, and the only 

woman, is also, unbeknown to the men, a member of middle management constructing a 

report on the viability of the mine in which the men once worked. When she realises that 

this report is merely a formality before the closing of the mine, she quits the job and donates 

her salary to the brass band members, who, having ostracised her after discovering her 

identity, allow her to return to the foid. When she insists to one of the men in the group, 

with whom she has begun a romantic relationship, "I'm unemployed just like you", parallels 

can be drawn to Gerald in The Full Monty, who Gaz claims is "just like the rest of us: scrap". 

It seems that both films point towards alliances not only between the middle and working 

class, but also to possible relationships between class and gender. 

Howard notes, that while the two films are similar, Brassed Off "depicts downsizing 

in a more bleak and politically directed fashion than its more popular successor". In Brassed 

Off, one of the characters, after winning the national band competition, stands on stage and 

refuses to accept the prize. Using the ensuing controversy and media interest, he makes an 

overt political statement that directly implicates the Tory government's restructuring of 

Northern England and the disastrous effects that it has had on its people. After this there is a 

10 Howard says that American society also has difficulty recognising the stratifications of class and its 
manifestations in everyday life. Howard, Online. 
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final scene in which we see the characters celebrating with a symbolically romantic union 

between the working class man and the middle class woman. In his review of The Full Monty, 

Roger Ebert stated that this kind of "pay-off' was lacking at the end of The Full Monty. 

Ebert claims that the camera's freeze on the men's strip denies the audience the satisfaction 

that would come with a shot either of the men's relieved faces or possibly even an extra 

scene to see what happened after the show .11 As a result, Ebert argues, the spectator is I eft 

without the satisfaction of narrative closure that usually takes place in such films. 

But the triumph of these men is shown on their faces as they strip. What this implies 

is that the "payoff' for the audience is the sense of triumph that comes in seeing the men 

overcome their difficulties. In this way the stripping is merely an epilogue to this success 

story. It is implied that the men could not care less about the audience's reaction, which just 

happens to be ecstatic, precisely because what is being celebrated, and what the audience seem 

to appreciate, is not the actual strip, but the courage and strength of character that gets the 

men on the stage in the first place. The stripping is a sign, as Howard notes, of the men's 

restoration of their masculine identities, which includes, "keeping a child, remaining at the 

head of the family, and producing income".12 The pay-off for the spectators in the cinema is 

the symbolic nature of the strip as a sign of the restoration of masculinity. The spectators 

can celebrate with these men as they once again come to be valued members of society, as a 

result of the physical and emotional support offered by their wives and the other men. 

To make its point, the film also seems to incorporate a point of view that is 

consistent with so-called "women's film". While The Full Monty can be understood as a social 

realist film in the sense that it shows the struggles of working class men, it also appears to 

point towards the genre of "women's film" in order to win the approval of the female 

spectators. In Ladies Night, the women in the audience are distanced by the stereotypical 

representation of men. In The Full Monty when the female spectator is told that the men are 

11 Ebert, Online. 
12 Howard, Online. 
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just like them, the camera's intimate gaze seems to make the parallel in a way that is more 

sympathetic. They see that men are disadvantaged by the system, struggling to make new 

identities and find self-respect, as women have done in the past and may well continue to do 

in the present. They are told that the male group is not hostile to women, but instead can be 

considered to share common ground with them. This kind of male group can be seen as a 

place that fosters psychological and emotional bonding and mutual support. Whereas films 

about men more often than not represent individual characters exercising their self reliance, 

The Full Monty is more in line with· the genre of women's film, which feature the trials, 

tribulations and bonding of women in groups. 

In this context it might be argued that the filmmakers attempt to make their point 

about the ways in which men have replaced women as second-class citizens by speaking to a 

female audience in a language that they will understand. The women might come to identify 

and understand the plight of the men as a result of the film's depiction of the ways in which 

the men come to bond and share like a group of women in a "women's weepie". With the 

intimate gaze of the camera a lot of the action and dialogue in The Full Monty appears 

reminiscent of the groups of women portrayed in such film as Steel Magnolias (1989) or 

Waiting to Exhale (1995). The Full Monty frames the men in a way that is consistent with 

the bonding, sharing and melodramatic aspects that are often associated with these kinds of 

film. It is implied that the female spectator might be able to identify with this group of men 

if they are feminised. By feminised, I mean that the men are seen to act like a group of 

women in the way that they discuss their concerns and fears about their wives, their children 

and even their bodies. 

Director Cattaneo, alludes to the association between men and women's shared 

oppression in relation to past and present representations of the body when he says, 

Since the beginning of mass media, there's been a pressure, mostly for women, to 

look a certain stereotype, a perfect form. But I think men have kind of quietly 

looked at Clark Gable all along and thought, "Why don't I look like that?" Now, 



with more sexual liberation, there's whole racks of magazines on men's health 

and men's bodies. We're starting to think and worry about this as part of our 

journeys toward equality. Perhaps it's one of the bad signs of it: we've got your 

problems as well now. 13 
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Cattaneo claims that due to changes in social roles the secret fears that men have always had 

about how they look have come flooding to the surface as the result of a greater proliferation 

of male sex-object images. In pointing towards such a parallel, the film seems hopeful that 

any hostility between the sexes will be taken away as women will come to identify with the 

problems that the men face. The female spectator is asked to remember that it was not so 

long ago that they were in the same position and, therefore, should unite with men against 

the objectification of the body in popular culture. 

There are two scenes in which the men's internalised fears are bought to the surface 

in a way that portrays the men as if they are a group of women. In the first, the men strip in 

front of each other for the first time, which leads to a conversation about dieting. In what 

would appear at first to be an ambiguous response to Dave's anxiety about his weight, Gerald 

responds that "fat is a feminist issue". This implies that the discussion the men are having is 

testament to the fact that anxiety over body image is no longer an issue that concerns just 

women. This association is affirmed when the dialogue ceases between the men and they all 

begin talking at once about possible dieting solutions. This action is reminiscent of 

representations of women in groups. Once again the stripping metaphor might be applied to 

the men as they stand semi naked in front of each other, examining each others bodies, in a 

way that is not usually associated with men. What is more, they bear their fears and 

insecurities about issues that are usually associated with women. 

In the other scene, the feminine association is once again body image related but with 

an added hysteria that is seen to sweep through the group. The idea that taking care of one's 

appearance is merely a concern for women is challenged when the men are seen in the beauty 

13 
"The director bares (almost) all", Online. 
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saloon of Gerald's wife. The men are seen reading women's magazines, using a sunbed and 

discussing such 'feminine' products as anti-wrinkle cream. While this scene is similar to the 

feminisation scene in Ladies Night, it also comments more directly upon the down side of the 

men's new-found freedoms. After a comment about the proportions of a woman in one of 

the magazines the men are reading, a discussion begins that considers the implications of 

changing gender dynamics: 

DA VE. I just pray they're a bit more understanding about us, that's all. 

HORSE. You what? 

DAVE. Well, they're going to be looking at us like that aren't they? I mean, 

what if next Friday four hundred women turn around and say: He's too fat, he's 

too old and he's a pidgeon-chested tosser. What happens then? 

HORSE. They wouldn't would they? 

DA VE. Why not? He just said her tits are too big. 

LOMPER That's different. We're blokes. 

DA VE. Yeah and ... ? 

GERALD. I think she's got nice tits actually. 

LOMPER. I never said anything about her personality. I mean, she's probably 

quite nice if you get to know her. 

DA VE. No, and they won't say nought about your personality neither. Which is 

good because you're basically a bastard. Bollocks to your personality. This is 

what they're looking at right. And I'll tell you something mate, anti-wrinkle 

cream there may be, but anti-fat bastard cream, there is none. 

This scene puts the men into the same physical frame that women have typically 

experienced. In doing so, the men are both dimi_nished and made emotionally accessible via 

such tactics. This could be compared to the scene in Ladies Night where the men are seen to 

be feminised by their discussion about hairdressers, clothing and other matters related to their 

appearance. However in the film's more focussed account, the spectator is drawn closer to 
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the characters rather than distanced. In this scene the audience is not only asked to 

empathise but in fact to sympathise with the men as they are told that men, like women, are 

people too. 

On a more individual basis the group's fears are embodied in the character of Dave. 

Like Graheme in Ladies Night, Dave refuses to go along with the men's project as a result of 

his insecurities about his weight. However, in The Full Monty the spectators actually see the 

effect that the surveillance of the body in contemporary culture has on the individual. In one 

scene for example, after learning that Dave is on a diet, the spectator sees him setting off an 

.. alarm after stealing a single confectionary. This appears ludicrous especially considering he 

has just stolen a video without being detected by the store's surveillance system. The 

filmmakers illustrates the sense of pressure that men feel that they are under to conform to 

the cultural demands of a fit and muscular male body. The extent of this pressure is shown in 

another scene when Dave is seen attempting to sweat off weight by covering himself in a 

plastic food wrap while at the same time eating a chocolate bar. This action takes place in 

the dead of night, as Dave attempts to evade the gaze of his wife by hiding in a garden shed. 

In both scenes the spectators see that it is no longer just women who have internalised the 

sense of an intense culture gaze that demands a particular kind of body. 

The feminisation of the men in The Full Monty is not only registered in terms of an 

alignment with the way women act and the issues that they face, but also with the group's 

association with black culture. This is signalled by the film's soundtrack. In the sunbed scene, 

for example, the feminised action· is bought to the foreground with the Sister Sledge song 

"We are Family (I've got all my sisters with me)", which aligns the men with women, and 

emphasises the sense of sanctuary that the men now feel in each other's company. And like 

much of the soundtrack throughout the film, which is mostly disco music performed by black 

artists from the 1970s and 1980s, the music seems to be another way of signifying the men's 

under-class status. This association is also implied when the men perform their dress rehearsal 

in front of an audience of black women; It is implied that this audience is more neutral and 
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friendly, as they do not appear to be affected by the men's attempts to evoke some kind of 

sexual response. In this way, class is not only levelled in terms of gender but also in terms of 

race, as the men are placed in the position of trying to assume sexual objectification in front 

of the women. That this audience of black women accept the men, see what they are trying 

to achieve before anybody else does, implies that they too understand the mechanisms of 

oppression. 

Similarly to the men in Ladies Night, the men of The Full Monty are feminised in 

order for the audience to sympathise with their plight. As I have said, it is perhaps because of 

the camera's more intimate gaze that the spectator of The Full Monty is asked to identify 

with the men rather than simply laugh at them. This may also be the result of the men's 

alignment with the black under class and possibly also their unequivocal acceptance of the 

homosexual members of the group. It should be noted that the Sister Sledge song mentioned 

above is often represented as an anthem within gay culture. It seems then that these men are 

to be seen as "sisters" with the various groups that have been, and continue to be, oppressed 

by the dominant culture in Western society. The message of The Full Monty is meant to 

transcend race, gender and sexuality to unite these men with the 'others' that surround them. 

This is done in a way that is far more seamless and engaging than in Ladies Night. For 

example, it is suggested that Dave accepts the developing sexual relationship between two of 

the men in the group when he comments to Gaz, "Oh well, there's nought as queer as folk". 

The obvious pun that Dave makes by using an adage that also refers to a contemporary term 

for homosexuals is used to show the movement away from a traditional idea of masculinity to 

a new, improved and accepting kind of heterosexual male. 

However, The Full Monty, like Ladies Night, also affirms masculinity in a way that 

disables any kind of critique of male culture. Just as the film is more assertive in its 

feminisation of the men than in Ladies Night, it is also more concise in its disassociation and 

bottom line affirmation of masculine culture. Throughout the film it seems that any 

melodramatic excess -- allowing the men to assume the position of women for too long -- is 
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quickly and promptly subdued, dulling any political impact. For example, in the scene where 

the men strip in front of each other, the men's vulnerability is immediately redressed when 

the men confront and scare off two burly men who have come to repossess some of Gerald's 

furniture. Immediately the men are seen to reclaim their masculine status in the eyes of the 

spectator. Later, when the men are rehearsing their strip routine, any suggestion that the 

men may be feminised is defused when one of the men responds to Gerald's dance instructions 

by comparing the movement to a defensive strategy used in soccer. In this way, the feminine 

connotations of dance are reconfigured within the masculine terms of sport, allowing the 

spectator to find amusement without really troubling gender distinctions. 

Likewise, the film's treatment of race and sexuality is problematised by the way in 

which it tries to deny difference, yet at the same time points out stereotypes that are 

readable to an audience. The problem comes from the film's attempt to sit on the fence 

about issues, which thereby affirms the status quo by proxy. In the same way that Ladies 

Night represents female characters that can do no wrong, it seems that the female, black and 

homosexual characters are also placed on the margins as superior enlightened beings. At the 

same time, while it is indicated that Horse's racial otherness is unimportant in relation to the 

men's "shared experience of economic hardship", he becomes a member of the group as a 

result of his "natural rhythm" and the possibility that he has a large penis. Both of these 

'qualities' tie into stereotypical ideas of the black male. While it might be possible that the 

film pokes fun at racial stereotypes by indulging them, these qualities appear to fill up the 

void that is left by a lack of characterisation. The same can be said for the film's treatment 

of homosexuality. While the film portrays a blossoming relationship between two of the 

men, in the scene where this is first signalled to the audience, the film cuts to another scene 

just as the men are about to kiss. Once again it seems that the audience is teased with such a 

sight, yet at the final moment are saved from the homophobic discomfort that may be caused 

by seeing men in a passionate embrace. 
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The final message of the feminisation is that those that have been historically 

marginalised can do no wrong. It is the mainly white, heterosexual and middle class characters 

as naturalistic heroes who are stripped of their anti-social behaviour. The 'others' are still 

marginalised and only bought into the frame to make sure all the bases are seen to be covered. 

While the film is more focussed in its treatment of these issues than in Ladies Night, it still 

could be seen as an imitation of the play's use of a quasi-feminist discourse to represent the 

way that maleness is seen in contemporary culture. It allows the spectator to look in good 

conscience as the men come to strip. In the same way that Ladies Night theatricalises 

striptease by politically undressing the men before the literal strip at the end, The Full Monty 

positions the spectator to identify with the men before they take their clothes off in the 

final scene. In doing so the status quo of masculinity is affirmed. The cinema audience is 

asked to celebrate the reclamation of traditional ideas of masculinity. The female spectator is 

denied the sight of the male body in order to realise that like the men on screen, their own 

male husbands are worthy of understanding, encouragement and celebration to heip them 

overcome the anxiety they feel in a post-industrial, post-feminist world. 

It might, therefore, even be possible to describe The Full Monty as soft-pornography. 

In cinematising striptease, The Full Monty might be seen to tease the female spectator with 

the climax, or "money shot",14 of the men's nudity. Ladies Night uses theatre as a cloak for 

striptease. to produce a kind of semi strip, or soft-strip. In filmic terms, with the 

representation of male strip in The Full Monty, the audience is also teased with the sight of 

the naked male body. The film cuts at the moment of the money shot, denying that which 

has been promi~ed throughout the film. The audience is titillated with the sight of the naked 

men's bodies all through the film. During the auditions, for example, it is implied that one of 

the men auditioning has a large penis when the camera shows the incredulous looks on the 

faces of the other men on the panel without showing the audience the object of their awe. 

14 This is a term used in the pornography industry to describe the defining motif in the hardcore genre 
which involves an image of male perfonner ejaculating, usually on the body ofa woman. 
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This is repeated at the end of the film when the men strip and the spectator in the cinema 

sees the audience's reaction to the men as they finally come to do the full monty. Through 

cut and countershot, the values of cinema replicate the tease that is a part of male striptease 

and Ladies Night. 

The Full Monty does seem to emulate the general ideas that are associated with soft

pornography. This genre is defined by its attempts to feminise hardcore pornography by 

hiding the penis and replacing the visual "truth" of hardcore pornographic sex with a 

narrative of romance. 15 Makers of soft-pornography attempt to displace the ejaculating 

penis as the central motif of male and female pleasure. This being said, the film pertains to be 

political in a way that is removed from usual soft-porn representations, such as David 

Hamilton's Bilitus (1977) which can be seen as an early prototype to these kinds of film. 

Often they involve a central female protagonist who experiences a series of sexual 

awakenings. The basic drive of soft-pornography, which has more recently been referred to 

as erotica, is to create a women's version of pornography that focuses on narratives which 

see the protagonists, who are usually female, searching for sexual enlightenment.16 Rather, 

The Full Monty portends to a far more political idea of the naked body. The male characters 

are in search of valorisation and the "payback" of the film is supposed to be political rather 

than sexual. The spectator is supposed to view the naked body from a point of critique. 

The film in this sense might be closer to Boogie Nights (1997) which was produced in 

the same year as The Full Monty. Boogie Nights takes an insider look at the porn industry 

during the 1970s and 1980s. In a similar way to The Full Monty, the film teases the audience 

with the sight of the main character's allegedly large penis. However, in the final analysis of 

Boogie Nights the penis is actually shown. Not only this, but it is shown in a way that makes 

the spectator critical, as a mirror shot shows the actors body, but not his face, as he reveals 

15 For a more detailed definition of hardcore pornography as well as· its relation to softcore pornography see: 
Linda Williams, Hardcore. 
16 For recent debates between softcore and hardcore advocates see: Alison Assiter, et. al. Bad Girls and 
Dirty Pictures, Ronald, J Berger, et. al., Feminism and Pornography, Gail Dines, et. al., Pornography, 
Nan Bauer Maglan and Donna Perry, eds. Bad Girls/Good Girls, Catherine Lumby, Bad Girls. 
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his penis repeating the lines "You're the star". In this way, the film might even be regarded 

as Brechtian, as the spectator is placed to question, as they have done throughout the film, 

the way in which culture constructs desire. The message at the end of this film is particularly 

ambivalent and left up to the spectator to decide and question. 

This is not the case in The Full Monty where the spectator is given a very specific 

message. The film tells the spectator that men who face the contemporary 'crisis' in 

masculinity and face their responsibilities like men should be celebrated. While the film is 

more direct about its message- than Ladies Night, it still pulls it punches whenever gender 

comes to be questioned. Instead the film offers traditional morals about what it means to be a 

man. In doing so it sublimates the desire that might have caused the spectator to come to the 

cinema in the first place. The female spectator is teased with the sight of the naked male 

body in order to convey a message of understanding about the contemporary problems that 

the male faces. At the same time it is equally possible that in reframing what Mulvey refers 

to as 'the gaze', the male spectator is offered the pleasure of seeing a female audience 

reacting to male striptease in a way that is usually off limits to them. In this way, The Full 

Monty could be regarded as a male striptease performance for both men and women. While 

women are to be teased with the sight of the naked male body, the men in the audience are 

offered the voyeuristic pleasure of seeing women watching men strip. 

The Male Body from Stage to Screen and Back Again 

In The Full Monty it is possible to see a striptease experience for both men and 

women. In the same way that Ladies Night sublimates the gaze of the spectator through the 

process of theatricalisation, so The Full Monty brings to bear the techniques and features of 

filmic representation on the event of male striptease. The spectator is in a position to gaze 

without being seen by the performers. In doing so, the voyeuristic potential that is visible for 
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a male spectator at Ladies Night is perfected in the cinema, as men can see women watching 

stripping, without them looking back. At the same time, the basic use of narrative as a form 

of sublimating the gaze is also used in The Full Monty as the spectator is told that they are 

not watching men stripping but celebrating men who overcome problems of living in a post

industrial society. It is reasonable to assume that this process of sublimation is what has 

resulted in the astounding success of The Full Monty. 

It is interesting to note that this process of sublimation via theatricalisation is in a 

sense reversed in the conversion of The Full Monty into a Broadway musical. In a sense we 

can see a process in which the entirely naked male body is slowly bought to realisation for an 

audience. While in a Manpower performance the penis is always covered by a g-string, in 

Ladies Night the spectator is told that the men will strip completely naked. However, at the 

end of the play this is denied to the audience, as the men are told by Glenda that this is not 

what women want to see. In The Full Monty, the audience is bought closer, yet at the same 

time denied the sight of the penis as a result of the camera's angle. 1n moving back into a live 

relationship with the basic premise of complete male nudity, the Broadway musical of The 

Full Monty promises the chance for the penis to be shown. 

In describing the new musical, reviewers have themselves reflected the idea of 

titillation. They hint at the possibility of seeing the naked male body, and have referred to 

the performance in terms that are reminiscent of a Manpower performance. For example, 

one reviewer observes, "To judge from a recent performance, it is a crowd-pleaser, with 

audience members leaping up during the final striptease and hooting for the characters to 

show it all". 17 In this way it would seem that while the film might be seen to perfect the 

voyeurism that is implicit in Ladies Night, a musical _of The Full Monty allows a male and 

female audience the sight of something that is promised but not delivered in the film or in 

Ladies Night. 

17 Bruce Weber, "Out West, Giving the Musical Some Pop", Online. 
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The 'plagiarism' from film to stage also seems to result in the political inquiry into 

gender being simplified and made accessible for the audience. Reviews of the musical indicate 

that the spectators' reaction is similar to an audience at Manpower and also that the political 

engagement with gender is on par with Ladies Night. The characterisation of the men and the 

issues of gender appear to go through a process of 'primitivism'. The issues are stripped back 

in their adaptation to the stage to a simplistic representation that lessens the political 

baggage between the spectator and the men's bodies. Bruce Weber remarks that compared to 

the characters in the film, their counterparts on stage are "brasher and angrier" and the lead 

character is "capable of blunt aggression; he walks an interesting line between lovable and 

loutish".18 Such is the watering down of characterisation that the call for a celebration of 

traditional ideas of masculine identity would appear to become almost deafening. This is 

indicated by some of the lyrics in the musical, which sets up a more simplistic representation 

of the stripping of masculinity that is apparent in The Full Monty: 

And when the beef comes out, you do the carvin' 

You hate Tom Cruise but you love Lee Marvin 

You're a man.19 

The masculinity of the characters in the film of The Full Monty is dealt with in a more subtle 

way so as not to typecast the characters as either 'rough and ready' figures like Lee Marvin 

or 'pretty boys' like Tom Cruise. At the same time, these lyrics resemble the politics behind 

the film that Cattaneo suggests when he refers to Brad Pitt as a figure that a female audience 

wants to see. What this indicates ts that in the medium of film, which uses the genre of social 

realism, the spectator is made to read the signs in a way that greater sublimates its political 

intent to affirm the status quo. In the creation of a musical of The Full Monty we see that 

these ideas of masculinity are reified and then immortalised by the superficial lyricism of the 

popular Broadway musical. 

18 Weber, Online. 
19 David Y azbek, "Man", Online. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this thesis I have been looking at Ladies Night and The Full Monty as symptomatic 

and representative of male crisis. I have taken the idea of plagiarism as a paradigm from 

which to explore the ways that contemporary representations of men may be seen to imitate 

representations of women in order to convey new ideas of masculinity and a new way of 

seeing men. In Ladies Night and The Full Monty, the feminisation of the male characters 

points towards a discourse in which contemporary representation is seen to incorporate an 

idea of feminism into the narrative. This 'quoting' affects the way that the spectator sees 

and is touched by the men. I have shown that this feminisation appears to affirm maleness in 

a way that is conventional but with the appearance of change. I have argued that the 

differences between the play and the film are generic and can also be related to varying 

degrees of skill. To conclude this thesis I would like to consider some of the historical 

differences that are shown by the representation of maleness in Ladies Night and The Full 

Monty. How has the male body as it strips in Working Men's Clubs, in the theatre and in film, 

come to represent the shift in masculinity from the 1980s to the 1990s? And what does this 

'progression' tell us about men and masculinity as we "Enter the Millennium"? 

When the men strip in Ladies Night and The Full Monty, th~ bodies they reveal are 

distinguished by the differences .between theatre and -film and are determined by the resulting 

differences in the relationship to the audience. In Ladies Night the men perform live for an 

audience that is predominantly female. The performance is in a mode that still largely 

resembles the male striptease of the Working Men's Club more than that of the theatre. In 

The Full Monty, the men's strip performance is mediated. An audience of men and women in 

the cinema watch women portraying/enacting the role of a female audience watching a strip 

show, which takes place in a Working Men's Club. That the audience is told that it is 

critically analysing a post-industrial, ·post-feminist culture, its effects on men and 

masculinity, and the female gaze, sublimates the titillation that is the key to the success of 



102 

both the play and the film. In Ladies Night a New Zealand middle class female audience can 

come to enjoy a male striptease experience within the context of a conventional theatrical 

performance. The Full Monty offers the equivalent experience as mediated by film and also 

gives men the opportunity to watch women watch men in a context from which they would 

otherwise be excluded. 

This is the "male gaze" working in a new way. Both the play and the film seem to 

experiment with the idea and the act of looking, in ways that both expose and reassimilate. 

That is to say, although .Ladies Night and The Full Monty appear to take on a social and 

feminist critique of masculinity, they ultimately come to affirm conventional ideas of 

manliness: men are to be looked at, valued and admired simply because they are men. We 

know because when they take it all off that is all that is left to be seen, and to be applauded. 

In the play, the strip is followed by the curtain call. In the film we see the female audience on 

the verge of the same expression of appreciation. While the women in the audience appear 

to be acknowledging the emergence of a new kind of man, they are in fact celebrating and 

seeing men in a way that affirms traditional ideas of masculinity rather than challenging 

binaries of sex and gender. This being said, the type of body that is applauded, and the kind of 

maleness that is being celebrated differs from the play to the film. The bodies that are 

revealed at the end of Ladies Night are hard. The bodies that are shown at the end of The Full 

Monty are soft. While both the play and the film propose a celebration of men reclaiming 

their masculinity, the state of the bodies that are represented allude to a historical change in 

the appreciation of what it means to be a man. However, before looking at what this change 

might mean, it is important to first consider the wider social and historical context that 

precedes the representation of the male body in the play and the film. 

The representation of the male bodies in Ladies Night and those in The Full Monty 

revolve around a hard/soft dichotomy and a body/mind dualism. As well as the representation 

of the masculine/feminine problem, this revolution is consistent with debates over the display 

of the male body that have oscillated throughout the course of Western civilisation. In The 
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Perfectible Body, Kenneth R. Dutton gives a broad overview of the way in which the male 

body has been represented since antiquity and the symbolism of different kinds of male 

models in artistic representation.1 As the title suggests, Dutton's thesis involves pinpointing 

the cultural ethos that leads Western culture to ideals of physical development and how this 

has changed through the course of its history. He argues that since Grecian times Western art 

has reflected an idea of humanity that "seeks spiritual elevation through victorious combat 

against the external material world, self-mastery rather than self abandonment to the 

infinite".2 In the representation of the male body, Dutton argues, this striving is prominently 

marked as a way to define life and the act of being. 

In particular Dutton points out that the 'hard' male body has become an emblem of 

this kind of Western ideal of perfection and being. Dutton quotes John Webb's observation 

that "muscle operates as more than just the outwardly visible symbol of male power, it is also 

symbolic of inward rigidity and invulnerability". In this way the muscular male body could be 

seen to epitomise and prove the dualistic foundations of Western culture by evoking 

contrasts between masculine/feminine, mind/body, man/women, east/west, activity/passivity. 

That is to say, defining maleness in Western culture depends upon traditional oppositions 

that impose an idea of male centrality, by the creation of an 'other'. Man comes to be 

defined by his embodiment of the masculine ideal. He uses his mind to control his body and 

make sense of the physical environment by containing it. That which is most readily 

contained and used to define his masculinity is the body of woman who, by contrast, is seen 

to connote a lack of control and order. While he is active in controlling his body, she is seen 

to be passive as her body controls her. While he is rational, she is emotional. It is the 

representation of such dichotomies that appears to establish power hierarchies in Western 

1 Kenneth R. Dutton, The Perfectible Body. 
2 Dutton's conception of the male body in Greek art is based in part on the opposition set up by Gilbert 
Andrieu between Eastern and Western ideas of physical perfection. Andrieu argues that the ideological and 
philosophical foundation to Western civilisation in relation to an idea of the 'East' is embodied in the 
mythical figures of Hercules and Narcissus. The former involves, he says, a "search of~ divinity to be 
attained through deeds and actions rather than by a descent into the self". iputton, p 29) 
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culture via the portrayal of the active power of the male 'self in relation to the passive 

female 'other'. 

Yet as Dutton notes, the paradoxical nature of such an ideological structure is realised 

when the muscular male body is displayed. While the idea of muscular masculinity might be 

designed to evoke ideas of power and control, its display also evokes associations of passivity 

and an idea of the feminine. As Dutton argues, when the male body is displayed there is the 

possibility of a conflicting gaze, between "the 'powerful' male body (the object of 

admiration) and the 'beautiful' male body (the object of erotic or quasi-erotic interest)".3 As 

the latter threatens to contradict ideas of masculinity, Western art conventions often 

attempt to manipulate the text of the body within a context that sublimates and/or contains 

the association of the feminine. It seems that the erotic attraction that might come from the 

male body has throughout the course of Western civilisation been recontextualised to 

promote the activity of mind over matter and the power, discipline and control that is 

associated with masculinity. Whenever there is the suggestion that the male body might be 

placed in a position of vulnerability, it is immediately reframed, reshaped and contorted to 

connote masculine ideas of activity and power. In this way, the threat of femininity is 

absorbed into the performance of the male body in Western representation. 

We have seen this in the display of the male body in the male striptease revue, 

Manpower Australia. The movements of the performer are designed to emphasise the 

muscularity of the body. This display is framed within a narrative that implies that the 

performer's hard body only exist as a result of his "inward rigidity". In this way the 

representation maintains status quo ideas of maleness even though it appears that these men 

are placed in the sex-object position traditionally as!lumed by women. In Ladies Night the 

bodies are also hard which indicates that there is likely to be a similar process involved in the 

defining of the men's masculinity. As we have seen, the feminisation of the men only serves 

to define traditional ideas of masculinity. Due to the conventions of naturalism it does so 
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with a greater emphasis on the internal. This is even more apparent in The Full Monty where 

the soft bodies seem indicative of a greater degree of absorption in terms of the feminine 

threat. I would argue that while the sublimation of the feminine is in line with traditional 

representations of the male body, in the movement from Ladies Night in the 1980s to The 

Full Monty in the 1990s we can locate an internalisation of this process within the psyche of 

contemporary popular cultural. 

The bodies in Ladies Night have been hardened as the result of serious preparation 

for theatre and stripping. When the play was produced at the Court Theatre, rehearsal space 

was actually converted into a gym in order for the actors to 'work out' during rehearsals. In 

·between building up his muscles, it could be presumed that the actor is putting to good use his 

naturalistic acting skills. Using a craft he has gained in drama school and/or from acting in 

New Zealand theatre, he would attempt to find the motivation for the character, ·his heart 

and his soul. The actor playing Craig, for example, would work on trying to find within 

hiu1se1f the de.ceit and chauvinism to bring to 'life' the character and make him 'real'. He 

would be working to embody the play's implied irony that the harder men get, the 'softer' 

they become in appearance and attitude. The final message of the play is that the identity 

· that the men have been searching for is hidden from their view because it comes from inside 

of them. It is this recognition which leads to the resolution between the men as individuals 

and as a group. 

Ladies Night, in representing maleness in the eighties via hard bodies and soft hearts, 

might be seen as a response to feminism. On a certain level, it is a blatant reversal of gender. 

Like other professional male striptease reviews, the male playwrights of Ladies Night respond 

to the feminist challenge by creating the male equivalent of attractive femaleness. As 

attractive femaleness is a male construction, it involves the perfection of all that is 

considered to be feminine. The male response is the perfection of all that is considered to be 

masculine. In Ladies Night the idea of masculinity is represented via muscular bodies which 

3 Dutton, p 45. 
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connote attributes of power, strength, control, order and discipline. In this way, the 

containment of the feminine that Dutton perceives in Western art is naturalised in the 

representation of the male body in Ladies Night. The play can be seen to reflect the 

representation of the male body in the 1980s, which, as Dutton argues, saw the rise in cultural 

displays of muscular masculinity including bodybuilding competition. 

Dutton notes that the 1980s involved a revival of muscular masculinity that was 

evident in the popular culture of the 1950s and 1960s. While the post-World War II era saw 

a proliferation of representations of the muscular male body, this was replaced by the 1970s 

counterculture. In this era the ideal male body was signified by the emaciated and, therefore 

supposedly emancipated figures, of rock stars such as Mick Jagger and David Bowie. The 

proposed androgyny of such figures could ironically be seen as a contradiction, as it expressed 

itself via an aggressive attitude of defiance and the prominence of the phallic guitar. It could 

be argued that the counterculture of the 1970s was an affirmation of the very system that it 

was attempting to rebuke. However, in the 1980s the idea of a counterculture seemed to die 

out as popular culture once again turned to the excessively muscular male body as a symbol of 

perfection. This masculine ideal also reflects the dominant ethos of the 1980s, which 

revolved around ideas of the excessive in terms of capitalism and fashion. It was a decade that 

saw the apex of conservative masculinity, embodied in popular culture by .. the muscular 

competition at the box office between the beefy figures of Sylvester Stallone and Arnold 

Schwarzenegger. 

At the same time, Ladies Night appeared at the end of the 1980s, when the excess 

had begun to blow itself out and new definitions of masculinity were being constructed.4 The 

feminist critiques of the gendered body began to filter from the academy down into the 

4 Dutton refers the "turn" of Arnold Schwarzenegger, who after playing an evil cyborg killing machine in 
the Terminator, was, in the sequel, transformed into a protector who is taught by a young boy that killing 
is wrong. Dutton also refers to Schwarzenegger's ability to read changing values in culture, which is 
reflected in his attempts to take on roles that went against his macho image. In Twins, Schwarzenegger was 
represented supposedly against type, as a na'ive yet extraordinarily intelligent man. In Junior he took on the 
role of a man who becomes pregnant. In both cases we can see a 'softening' of Schwarzenegger's image via 
feminisation which in fact affirms his masculine status as all man in the 'new age'. 
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everyday life of popular culture. The feminist examination, primarily of the female body, 

began to expand to consider the ways in which gender was inscribed on the male body. As a 

result a certain kind of irony began to appear in which traditional ideas of masculinity could 

not be performed, especially in New Zealand, without a sense of detachment and cynicism. 

This attitude towards masculinity, which had been gestating during the late 1970s and early 

1980s, made a claim for institutionalisation in the early 1990s. Hints of this critique can be 

seen in Ladies Night as ideal maleness began to move towards ideas of the internal feminine 

and the sensitive new age guy began to muscle in on the limelight. 

This is why Ladies Night would appear to respond to feminist criticism of men and 

masculinity. Like Manpower, the male playwrights of Ladies Night answer the question of 

what women want to see by presenting a kind of maleness whose hard appearance is merely a 

casing for a 'soft' interior. That is to say, Ladies Night produces a quasi-feminist view of men 

which suggests that the muscular male body is merely a shell for the softness that is to be 

found within. The playwrights say that men are more like women than we think. This is 

evident particularly in the men's imitation of women's sensitivity, vulnerability and, in the 

end, resentment of an objectifying gaze. The character Wesley, who as a sociology student 

appears to be adept in the language of feminism and political correctness, leads the men in 

protesting about their exploitation as "pieces of meat" for female pleasure. This uprising is 

however a subplot, another device to mark. the men's feminisation and emphasise their 

eventual recognition that as men they need to straighten up their act, get over themselves 

and strip for the audience. In this way, Ladies Night alludes to shifting definitions of 

masculinity in the late 1980s. The playwrights respond to 'women's liberation' with hard 

muscular bodies that learn to toughen up their 'soft' .demeanours in order to get on with the 

show. 

In The Full Monty, which according to Cattaneo reacts to feminism, the bodies that 

are represented are softer and the attraction is internalised. The feminist problem of being 

looked at becomes naturalised and legitimised by the intimate exchanges between men and 
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women. A significant amount of the action in The Full Monty involves the men with their 

wives and children and the problems they face together. It is through these relationships that 

the spectators come to know the men and empathise with their plight. The camera's gaze 

also intensifies the intimacy the men have with each other, which is represented in a way 

that overtly aligns the men with women as oppressed members of society. Men are seen to 

assume the position of women not only in body, but also more concretely in ideology. The 

'feminist' discourse that is apparent as a subplot in Ladies Night becomes the main point of 

The Full Monty. The narrative of The Full Monty shows the point of view of the men who 

feel diminished by cultural images of desirable masculinity. However, the film culminates in 

the men's transcendence of their physical inadequacies. 

This is reflected in the representation at the end of the film of the male bodies, which 

are bound by realism but not by reality. In The Full Monty men don't even get hard on the 

outside; they get intimate with each other and with their women/families. It seems that hard 

bodies are no longer necessary for masculine success. However, what is necessary is the penis 

which is revealed at the end to the audience within the film, implying to the audience in the 

cinema that these men have, ideologically at least, become hard again. In the film the men 

are seen to begin hardening their bodies for performance, yet eventually their attempts give 

way to recognition that their problems lie deeper inside themselves. The camera, with its 

direct gaze, focuses on the men's bodies as a metaphor for a culture in which men have 

become redundant, relegated to the political and social sidelines. The point of the film is that 

the external image of the men's bodies is not as important as the confidence that comes 

from within. This message comes from both the men of Manpower and Ladies Night, but in 

The Full Monty where the men are amateurs, and the bodies are soft, the message is more 

directly stated as the men come to strip for the audience at the end of the film. 

It could be argued that in the progression from Ladies Night to The Full Monty, from 

the 1980s to the 1990s, feminist ideology could be seen to become ingrained in the 

representation of the male body. The bodies have, in essence, absorbed these attitudes, and 
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come to reflect the ubiquitous nature of politically correct assumptions in culture to the point 

where they appear as accepted truths. At first this progression might appear to reverse 

masculine ideology. While the men in Ladies Night have hard bodies but develop soft 

ideologies, the men of The Full Monty maintain soft bodies but develop harder attitudes in 

order to stand up and be counted as men. However, both texts prescribe a toughening up of 

the men's attitudes. In Ladies Night, the men are ordered by Glenda to get on stage and "do 

your job!"5 This is mirrored in The Full Monty when Nathan orders his frightened father to 

"get out there and do your stuff". In both instances the spectators ai:e told that in the end 

men need to pull themselves together and act Jike men and that this is what we should 

celebrate and applaud. Perhaps the only difference is that while the audience of Ladies Night 

might be distanced from the men doing their "job", in The Full Monty the "stuff'' that men 

do evokes more empathy, and even sympathy, because the bodies that are represented are 

softer, less threatening, and in some way self-reflexive. 

It is possible to see that the change.s in this discourse from Ladies Night to The Full 

Monty reflect a similar change in the social/historical milieu. The flashy excesses of the 

1980s gave way to an image of earthiness and a quasi-spiritual primitivism in the 1990s. It 

was a soul-searching decade in which culture attempted to make itself y2k compliant in order 

to slip through the ever-decreasing porthole to the next millennium. It was a decade in which 

the ideal of muscular maleness was no longer feasible without a sensitive new age attitude. It 

was a decade in which men now had to be 'stripped' before they could be seen by an audience 

and appreciated by women. Popular theatrical production in the 1990s often took on a kind 

of earthy primitivism. Filmic re.presentation with a more naturalistic bent has collated 

popular attitudes with action that is grounded on politically correct assumptions -- the 

promotion of the virtuous 'other' -- in order to assure the centrality of traditional white, 

heterosexual maleness. In this way it seems that the 1990s produced a culture that attempted 

to deny ideas of the masculine with a false fayade of femininity. 

5 McCarten and Sinclair, p 73. 
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Now that millennial anxiety has subsided and we have the chance to look at ourselves 

without frantically trying to assume a politically correct pose, what do we see? The most 

popular films of late appear to have totally absorbed the 'stripping' discourse, of which The 

Full Monty is paradigmatic, to the point that it is now assumed as truth. Cultural critics have 

observed that with a few narrative alterations there has been a return to the old male hero of 

the past, "a faux man made of equal parts New Age dude, domesticated dad, and caveman -

the last being the finally triumphant alpha-male compulsion to pure mano-a-mano, killing 

machine".6 This. is evident in such masculinist films as The Patriot and Gladiator, which 

present male protagonists who are fathers and farmers, who, although they protest a great 

deal, also happen to be extremely proficient at maiming and killing. Journalist Deborah 

Homblow notes that the hypocrisy of such films is indicated by the fact that while the 

characters bemoan violence, two thirds of the action involves magnificently constructed 

scenes of death and destruction. The only difference between these characters and Clint 

Eastwood's 1970s 'hard man' Dirty Harry Callahan, is that the patriot and the gladiator are 

seen to have greater motivation for vengeance as a result of losing their families and having 

their honour trivialised by bad guys with no love for their country. A concentrated element 

of the narrative involves seeing the character's 'naked' soul, which is earthy and good 

because it is familial, before he puts on his battle gear, picks up his sword/musket and marches 

off to "open a can of whip ass"7 on the bad guy. Then all is right and good with the world 

again. 

The Patriot and the Gladiator, as well as films such as Saving Private Ryan, sublimate 

the voyeuristically masculinist pleasure in the spectacle of war. With moralistic window 

dressing these kinds of films lend lamentation to. the tragedy of violence with copious 

interruptions by 'weeping' violins. Nevertheless, they are indicative of a neo-masculinist film 

culture, reviving the brute force of the 1960s and 1970s. The difference is that in these films 

6 Deborah Homblow, "These Heroes Have Taken a Hypocritical Oath", p 34. 
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the violence of the man is balanced by the representation of trouble in his heart. In films that 

might appear more 'character based' a less muscular, but nonetheless masculinist hero has 

also remerged. Critic Stephen Holden has described a new male stereotype which is a "bogus 

fusion of the traditional John Wayne archetype with a so-called soft male".8 Referring to a 

new genre which he calls the "macho weepie", Holden argues that recent films such as 

Frequency, Remember the Titans, Men of Honour and Finding Forrester, combine "stiff

backed sentimentality" with an undercurrent of nationalist fervour and nostalgia. He says that 

these kinds of films valorise the white heterosexual male at the centre of the narrative via 

the 'others' who "flutter on the margins".9 In these films the respect of the white male 

characters and, presumably, the white male audience, is earned by the righteous and saintly 

behaviour of female characters and characters who are racially and sexually to the central 

male hero. These types of male characters offer a subtler and supposedly higher brow 

affirmation for a male audience than their warring counterparts. Whereas in the 1980s this 

new age masculinity might be implied, through the 1990s and into the present it is 

increasingly explicit, integral to the narrative and an important part of the resolution. In fact 

several of these films take a look back to the 1960s and 1970s and attempt a kind of 

rehashing of masculinity, a way of implying some sort of progression, in order to justify 

traditional ideas of masculinity and male behaviour. 

These films, and the pleasure they convey, testify to the validity of the tag post

feminism. As an idea of feminism has been absorbed into the mainstream, representation has 

adapted by creating a male hero whose internal justification for being masculine is signified by 

the external representation of 'otherness' as saintly and forever in search of the dominant 

culture's approval. From Ladies Night through to The Full Monty and onto these new kinds 

of film we see the movement of the white heterosexual male from an assumption of the 

7 This is one of the catch phrases of the popular, and exceedingly macho masculine, professional wrestling 
star, "Stone Cold" Steve Austin. The phrase itself has become widely used in the vernacular of popular 
culture. 
8 Stephen Holden, "The New Male Stereotype in Movies", Online. 
9 Holden, Online. 
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'other's' position as victim and/or 'outlaw on the margins', back to the centre as a 

'redefined' self. In identifying with this kind of character, male spectators are granted the 

pleasure, power and advocacy that they may feel they have lost in everyday life. The male 

spectator is again allowed to look in the knowledge that his gaze will not be challenged by a 

feminist attack that looks back at him. Rather, it will be affirmed. It is possible to discern 

such a change not only in films but also in the revival in popularity of professional wrestling 

and the proliferation of 'new' male magazines such as Maxim, Ralph and FHM.10 These 

kinds of magazines appear to parody the idea of traditional men's magazines and masculinist 

behaviour. With pictorials of celebrity women in lingerie juxtaposed with gruesome images 

and articles about everything from cancer to war, the reader is positioned to enjoy traditional 

masculinist pleasures yet with a sense of irony and detachment. 

Such magazines appear symptomatic of the 'liberation' that has taken place after the 

repression of political correctness in the 1990s. They indicate that the idea of feminism has 

been 'piagiarised' to the point that it is no ionger visible to the gaze of the spectator either 

male or female. As a result it would seem that feminism's political impact, its desire to 

challenge, has been totally nullified. This is seen in the revival and celebration of a more 

overt masculinity that has been in hiding for the last two decades. The new male of the 

millennium seems to be in line with traditional ideas of maleness from the past. He is hard 

both in mind and body yet can show his 'softness' in ways that appear to contradict 

conventional ideas of manliness. However, as in eras from the past, men are still placed in a 

position to be admired for being men standing up to their challengers and 

distancing/containing the feminine. While the definition has widened to incorporate ideas of 

the expression of emotion it appears that these qualities have been absorbed into traditional 

ideas of manliness; the tears that we see on these men cheeks are crocodile tears. Manliness is 

10 Interestingly, both Ralph and FHM are Australian magazines that have enjoyed enormous popularity in 
New Zealand as well. With the success of Manpower Australia, and the Australian stars of The Patriot 
(Mel Gibson) and Gladiator (Russell Crowe) it seems that Australia might be seen as the epicentre of the 
revival in conventional manliness. This is indicative of the traditionally strong masculinist ethos that 
exists in Australian culture. 
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still defined in relation to otherness as the same system of representation in conventional 

theatre and mainstream film is predicated on the notion that he is the norm. 

If theatrical and filmic representation is to engage with issues of maleness in a way 

that is challenging rather than affirmative of status quo ideas, it seems that the mode used to 

represent the male body constantly needs to be questioned. Both Ladies Night and The Full 

Monty propose a critique and analysis of the construction of masculinity in everyday life. 

However, based on traditional genres of representation they fail in their task precisely 

because the conventions which they utilise are grounded on the notion of affirming the 

established values of the dominant culture. As such, their function becomes the correction of 

the anti-social and the absorption of the threat of disorder into an understood and 

predetermined idea of how the male body should be in the world. Specifically, the play and 

the film propose a reconciliation of the white, heterosexual male with his body and with the 

body of the 'other'. In this way'the spectator in the audience is being asked to recognise the 

'tn1t1.' of this kind of reconciliation and applaud the men for the way in which they come to 

understand women/and those who are racially and sexually different. 
( 

Ironically the male creators behind Ladies Night and The Full Monty, in proposing 

this kind of 'equality', position the audience to see the internal qualities rather than look at 

the external reality of the bodies that are in front of them. On this level the playwrights and 

the filmmakers can claim some kind of universal sameness between the bodies of the different 

men and between the bodies of men and women. To deny difference in this way can only lead 

to stereotypical representation and puritanical restrictions of desire. To counteract this kind 

of repression, perhaps the best alternative is to actively engage with difference. Rather than 

cringing and/or looking away in the fear of being 'culturally insensitive', sexist, racist or 

homophobic, theatrical and filmic representation should actively explore the boundaries 

between ideas of the 'self and the 'other'. Instead of trying to convey quasi-spiritualistic 

perceptions of the body, which seem to impose artificial boundaries, theatrical and filmic 

representation needs to both engage and reflect upon the contradictions that are raised when 
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cultures come into contact with one another whether they be sexually, racially, ethnically or 

class related. The dialectic Brechtian model proposed by Elin Diamond, which she says is 

influenced by developments in film, appears to be a good example of how such engagement 

might be undertaken. Perhaps through such a model the spectator might then become an 

active participant in understanding and directly influencing what it means to be a man. 
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