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This dissertation examines the narratives surrounding spaces that represent a 

fantasy of democratized pleasure, power, and excess.  In looking at the construction of 

the gentlemen’s club image, the promotion of Carnival cruise ships, and the discourse 

surrounding Red Lobster, this project explores the way different types of “indulgent” 

consumer spaces embody tensions between disgust and desire, and serve as examples 

of the way various anxieties and ideals are formulated and invoked as articulations 

of/contests over aesthetic meaning.  By putting seemingly disparate types of consumer 

spaces into conversation with one another, this dissertation seeks to analyze underlying 

interconnections which would otherwise remain cordoned off in separate disciplines 

and within separate schools of thought.  

The upscaling of strip clubs into gentlemen’s clubs, beginning in the 1980s, 

reveals the methods by which so-called elements of disgust have been disguised, and in 

which aesthetic cues have been employed to minimize feelings of transgression and to 

bolster a sense of mainstream “normalcy.”  Through downplaying elements seen as 

lower-class, gentlemen’s club owners have attempted to obscure cues of transgression 

in order to normalize zones of male power.  The so-called downscaling of leisure cruising 

via Carnival Cruise Lines, from an elite option for the wealthy to a popular and growing 

mass-market vacation for all, demonstrates the desire for an aesthetic of fun and 

accessibility which meshes with late twentieth-century notions of Americanness as non-
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pretentious and playful.  Carnival cruise ships embody an aesthetic of overflowing 

juxtaposition and freneticism which seeks to symbolically annihilate class differences 

and redistribute power.  Lastly, the popular discourse surrounding Red Lobster and all-

you-can-eat buffets reveals the way spaces of everyday life become fraught symbols of 

larger cultural tensions.  Such narratives embody various concerns with and ideas about 

“middleness” and serve as barely concealed statements of disgust towards mass culture 

and abundance, and towards those who are perceived as somehow powerless.  Overall, 

the tense relationship between desire and disgust that persists within American 

consumer culture reveals a conflicted relationship between access and excess, and 

demonstrates the way discussions of aesthetics reveal deep-seated views about class.   
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Introduction: 

Pleasure, Power, and the Land of Consumption 

 
“All values are in one sense aesthetic.” 

- George Santayana, The Sense of Beauty1 
 
 This dissertation is about the construction and meaning of spaces that embody a 

fantasy of democratized pleasure, power, and excess, and the way such democratization 

has often toed the slippery line between desire and disgust.  It is about the intersection 

of class, taste, and aesthetics, and about the way consumer culture both shapes and 

reveals competing visions of the good life.  How have sexualized, escapist, and everyday 

spaces been constructed as arenas of mass appeal, and what can they reveal about 

larger American anxieties and desires surrounding access to power?  This dissertation is 

also about the meaning of the discourse that has arisen in reaction to such spaces.  By 

focusing on the construction of the gentlemen’s club image, the promotion of mass-

market cruise ships, and the discourse surrounding chain restaurants, I analyze three 

major consumer phenomena which embody and demonstrate particularly American 

narratives about abundance, accessibility, and mass appeal.   

                                                           
1 George Santayana, The Sense of Beauty: Being the Outline of Aesthetic Theory (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1955), 19. 
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The historical parameters of this dissertation range from 1968 to 2012, though 

the emphasis is on the last sliver of the twentieth century.  This is a period in which 

distinctions between “high” and “low” culture had imploded, in which consumption 

practices had become characterized by pastiche and flexibility.  This postmodernity (and 

perhaps post-postmodernity) has been tricky to define, though David Harvey, in The 

Condition of Postmodernity, distinguishes it from modernity in that while modernity 

sought to transcend or counteract “ephemerality, fragmentation, discontinuity, and the 

chaotic,” postmodernity “swims, even wallows, in the fragmentary and the chaotic 

currents of change as if that is all there is.”2  Harvey argues that while the creative 

energy and sense of movement and deconstruction that characterize postmodernity 

have been celebrated by some, “the degeneration of high-brow authority over cultural 

taste in the 1960s, and its replacement by pop-art, pop-culture, ephemeral fashion, and 

mass taste is seen as a sign of the mindless hedonism of capitalist consumerism” to 

others.3  Whatever one’s stance on the more democratic values of postmodernity, mass 

culture products in the postmodern era have become a critical terrain for the analysis of 

American culture itself, as mass culture is perhaps American culture.  

The postmodern era has also been a time in which the desire for experiences 

came to dominate the landscape, in which even mundane sites of leisure had grown 

ever more elaborate in attempts to create so-called total experiences.  Several key mass 

                                                           
2 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Inquiry into the Conditions of Cultural Change 
(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1990), 44. 
3 Ibid., 60. 
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culture entities emerged at the beginning of this postmodern era.  In 1968, Red Lobster 

was first established and began its march towards ubiquity, later to become the flagship 

brand of the largest full-serve restaurant company in the world.  Carnival Cruise Lines 

appeared on the scene four years later in 1972, and in only a short decade, became “the 

most popular cruise line in the world.”  1972 also marked the year “comfort food” 

entered Webster’s dictionary, and the following decade saw the opening of multiple 

homestyle all-you-can-eat buffet chains, as well as an increase in “all-you-can-eat” 

promotions at other casual dining restaurants.  Rick’s Cabaret, the first publicly-traded 

gentlemen’s club, and one of the biggest promoters of strip club upscaling, first opened 

its doors in 1983.   

Because of the differing sites and phenomena I examine, and because of my 

interdisciplinary approach, this dissertation rests firmly in the terrain of American 

studies, though it engages strongly with the fields of consumer culture studies and 

cultural studies as well.  While there is a very small ethnographic component to my 

dissertation, the bulk of my research and examination revolves around the analysis of 

narratives and representations – narratives gleaned from trade journals, marketing 

literature, newspapers, and popular culture ephemera.  I have selected these particular 

sites for analysis because they each represent a different type of consumption space – 

sexualized, escapist, and everyday – and hence each intersect with power in slightly 

different and revealing ways.   
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The tension between disgust and desire guides much of my research, and each 

phenomenon I examine embodies the promise of accessible abundance and indulgence, 

as well as the potential for a fair amount of disgust triggered by these very promises.  

The word “disgust” itself means “unpleasant to the taste,” and first entered the English 

language in the early seventeenth century.4  Initially most centrally connected to food 

and ingestion, disgust entails visceral reactions to that which threatens to contaminate; 

the disgust response is a way of ordering the world and of expressing judgment.5  

Philosopher Carolyn Korsmeyer notes the difficulties in transitioning from the realm of 

literal “taste” to the metaphorical use of “taste” as aesthetic judgment.  The subjectivity 

and bodily engagement of literal taste, with its necessary ingestion of materials, is in 

contrast to the desired state of detachment and distancing sought in theories of 

aesthetic taste.6  The invoking of disgust in connection with assessments of value is 

perhaps a key bridge between bodily response and supposedly more detached forms of 

intellectual evaluation. Judgments of taste necessarily evoke entire classificatory 

systems based on that which somehow pleases, and that which displeases.  At the same 

time, there remains the allure of that which fascinates because of its very ability to 

disgust.  While disgust may be invoked to enforce distance, it may also be triggered by a 

lack of distance, by partaking in too much, as too much delight, intoxication, and gleeful 
                                                           
4 William Ian Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 1. 
5 Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust. For a detailed discussion of purity, dirt, and defilement, see Mary 
Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concept of Purity and Taboo (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2008 [1966]). 
6 Carolyn Korsmeyer, Making Sense of Taste: Food and Philosophy (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 2002), 38–67. 
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consumption may result in a sense of sickly surfeit.7  As philosopher and 

phenomenologist Aurel Kolnai wrote in 1927, “a feeling of disgust holds us back, one 

might say, from drowning in pleasure.”8 

In the pages that follow, I examine the way spaces of consumption are, primarily, 

classed, and explore the ways in which such constructions reveal conflicted attitudes 

towards the body and towards personal indulgence in or control over one’s 

appetites/desires.  While Americans idealize a mythic democratic middle ground, what 

is it about spaces of mass appeal that somewhat conversely rankle so many nerves?  

While much has been written about strip clubs and the adult entertainment industry, 

about ocean travel, and about restaurants, no one has yet put all three types of popular 

consumer phenomena into conversation with one another.  As such, each topic has 

remained cordoned off in separate disciplines and within separate schools of thought, 

speaking to audiences which are specially attuned to the particularities – rather than 

similarities – of each.  My primary goal is to mine, evaluate, and shed light on the 

threads of interconnection which unite all three types of consumer phenomena, looking 

for ways in which each represents a particularly American attitude towards indulgence.     

 
Postmodernity and Power Reconfiguration 

                                                           
7 Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 110. 
8 Aurel Kolnai, On Disgust: Edited and with an Introduction by Barry Smith and Carolyn Korsmeyer, ed. 
Barry Smith and Carolyn Korsmeyer (Chicago: Open Court, 2004), 63. 
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In each entity that I examine, power (or a lack thereof) is crafted via specific 

patterns of consumption, a key feature of the postmodern era.  These spaces each 

embody a different realization of power, power that is often constructed via the erasure 

of or connection to perceived elements of disgust.  In the case of gentlemen’s clubs, 

industry professionals have sought to reconstruct the physical appearance and 

reputation of strip clubs by distancing them from so-called sleazy elements typical of 

traditional strip clubs, erasing elements of disgust by constructing a more respectable 

white-collar aesthetic.  While strip clubs remain centrally about the exchange of power, 

the gentlemen’s club movement that emerged in the late 1980s/early 1990s sought to 

reconfigure the power dynamic of clubs by transitioning them from the realm of 

transgression and secrecy, towards the realm of privilege and visibility.  In upscaling 

strip clubs into gentlemen’s clubs, industry professionals constructed new aesthetic 

worlds in which elements of disgust via marginalization were replaced by narratives of 

power in which the actions and consumption habits of patrons were purified via 

assurances that such spaces were solidly middle class and no longer transgressive, 

appealing even, so the industry claimed, to women.  Such aesthetic reconfigurations 

infused the clubs with a renewed and heightened power as tendentious actions were 

linguistically normalized and mainstreamed.   

The aesthetic repositioning of gentlemen’s clubs in a way parallels the re-

imagination of Las Vegas in the 1990s when, as historian Hal Rothman notes, Las Vegas’s 

reputation shifted from its nadir as the “sleazy home of tawdry sex and mobsters” to a 
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“legitimate recreation and entertainment choice.”9  In the 1970s-1980s Las Vegas saw 

an increased presence of national hotel chains and an infusion of large-scale 

investment, notably with the enormous capital of Steven Wynn and the opening of his 

fantastical Mirage resort in 1989, which helped bestow a sense of mainstream 

acceptance.  The rebirth of Las Vegas reflected shifts in American culture and American 

perceptions, representing a world which had become increasingly more accustomed to 

the brand of hedonism, self-focus, and self-indulgence that Las Vegas specialized in.   

Americans had ceased to be shocked by gambling, glitter, and flash, and while Las Vegas 

still stood as “socially sanctioned deviance,” as Rothman writes, “its brand is just more 

comfortable to more Americans than it used to be.”10  Las Vegas reigned triumphant 

because it was an expert at reinvention and transformation.  It was just this type of 

reinvention and reconfiguration that those within the gentlemen’s club industry strived 

for, hoping to mainstream the type of desire peddled in their own arenas of glitter and 

indulgence.   

 While the upscaling of strip clubs into gentlemen’s clubs represents an attempt 

to reconstruct power via aesthetic cues of good taste and privilege, the mass 

popularization of cruising via Carnival Cruise Lines starting in the late 1970s represents a 

different reconfiguration of power, as a pursuit once tinged with elitism and 

snobbishness was reworked to become a space of democratized fun and non-pretention 

                                                           
9 Hal Rothman, Neon Metropolis: How Las Vegas Started the Twenty-First Century (New York: Routledge, 
2003), xiv, xx. 
10 Ibid., xx. 
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– also embracing a type of mainstreamed Las Vegas flashiness.  In the aesthetic 

reconfiguration of ocean travel for a mass audience, Carnival Cruise Lines has marketed 

itself as the cruise line for everyone, proclaiming its ships as zones of fun and 

playfulness that are diametrically opposed to class striation and hierarchies of power.  

As visual culture scholar Karal Ann Marling states, fantasy or leisure spaces embody “the 

desire for integration, fusion, fullness, and accord in a world circumscribed by 

separation, dissolution, and alienation,”11 and this is a desire Carnival’s designers and 

promoters have thoroughly engaged with.  In employing design and advertising 

strategies which have utilized flash, color, and cheerful optimism, Carnival has 

attempted to construct aesthetic worlds in which power would be returned to the 

everyman/everywoman, and a casual sense of whimsy and community would prevail 

onboard.   

 The upscaling of strip clubs and the downscaling of cruising represent ways in 

which aesthetic overhaul can be used to reconstruct notions of power.  The imagined 

and real terrains of the casual, sit-down chain restaurant in contemporary American 

culture serve as examples of the way spaces of consumption can also symbolize a 

perceived lack of power.  On one hand, chain restaurants symbolize a triumph of the 

industrial food system, and embody a desire for abundance and unhindered 

consumption.  On the other hand, such spaces have also been the target of a fair 

                                                           
11 Karal Ann Marling, Designing Disney’s Theme Parks: The Architecture of Reassurance (Montreal: 
Canadian Centre for Architecture, 1997), 181. 
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amount of derision, a type of derision which stands for wider critiques of and discomfort 

with American consumption, class, and power distribution.  As the flagship brand of the 

largest full-serve restaurant company in the world, casual-dining chain Red Lobster 

embodies many of these tensions.  In examining narratives about Red Lobster, I attempt 

to show the way such entities are used as affect-laden mediums through which critiques 

of the poor, the fat, the old, and the otherwise marginalized are staged.  Similar 

critiques are also embodied by popular culture treatments of the all-you-can-eat buffet.  

Such phenomena represent a type of accessible abundance that triggers feelings of 

disgust in critics – disgust which boils down to a condemnation of and discomfort over 

the powerless.  Chain restaurants stand for comfort, pleasure, and familiarity.  But, as 

ubiquitous entities in the America landscape, they also embody fears of standardization 

and of invisibility, and fears of powerlessness that threatens when consumption habits 

lose their sense of distinction.   

 In the exploration of these phenomena, I examine the discussion and use of 

systems of objects and the aesthetic details that are employed to construct worlds 

steeped in particular symbolic meanings and configurations of power.  I am interested in 

the way spaces convey values, and by the way “social identity is defined and asserted 

through difference.”12  That is, my dissertation explores the way consumer spaces, in the 

case of gentlemen’s clubs and Carnival Cruise ships, are constructed and defined in 

                                                           
12 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2002 [1984]), 172. 
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opposition to other types of consumer spaces.  In the case of Red Lobster and all-you-

can eat buffets, I argue that particular narratives constructed about such spaces reveal 

them as sites which lack power, in which identity is defined through invisibility.  

To Michel Foucault, power structures are ubiquitous, and power does not exist 

in a clear-cut binary between those above and those below.  Power, rather, is 

multivalanced and nuanced, and is enforced in myriad subtle ways.  “Power,” he writes, 

“is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from 

everywhere…[P]ower is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain 

strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex 

strategical situation in a particular society.”13  Power dynamics are constructed and 

reproduced in every facet of life.  Within the present consumer society, spaces are 

designed, promoted, and produced to appeal to a drive for these particular power 

needs – be it the need for status, or the desire for a sense of excess and abundance.    

Drawing on Raymond Williams’s definition of cultural studies, literary theory 

scholar Rita Felski writes that “seeing culture as a practice meant shuttling between 

texts and institutions, aesthetics and social analysis, semiotics and power;” cultural 

studies, thus, “defines itself in relation to the tensions and competing pulls of different 

fields of knowledge.”14  It is imperative, especially in our current moment of hierarchical 

                                                           
13 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume I (New York: Vantage Books, 1990), 
93. 
14 Rita Felski, “The Role of Aesthetics in Cultural Studies,” in The Aesthetics of Cultural Studies, ed. Michael 
Berube (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 38. 
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collapse and postmodern dabbling, to put seemingly disparate types of consumption 

into conversation with one another in order to determine the threads of meaning and 

interconnection that unite them all.  So argues David Shumway who, in discussing the 

evaluative assessment of pornography, notes that  

the desire to segregate some pleasures from others is a basic motive for the 
maintenance of the distinction between the agreeable and beautiful…That all 
pleasures are valuable does not mean that all pleasures are the same.  That 
one’s liking for Shelley and one’s liking for a particular sexual position do not 
have different epistemological foundations doesn’t mean that we can’t 
distinguish between the two.15   
 

While pleasures may vary greatly in their form and enactments, what core desires do 

these myriad forms and practices represent and reveal?  In this dissertation I seek to 

intervene in the existing body of scholarship by analyzing and bringing together 

discourse across spaces and throughout a variety of sources, aiming for a view on the 

way particularly American undercurrents become embedded within spaces of 

consumption.  

 In Landscapes of Power, sociologist Sharon Zukin writes that the contemporary 

market economy represents a world in which desire has been socialized and the “moral 

legacy” of the economic system has been depleted.  Individuals construct their own 

sense of social value “not in the economic value of goods but in the cultural value of 

                                                           
15 David Shumway, “Questions of Pleasure and Value,” in The Aesthetics of Cultural Studies, ed. Michael 
Berube (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 108. 
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getting them or the cultural value of the social group that has already gotten them.”16  

Zukin argues that this is because people find pleasure in consumption, that they 

construct and revise their social identity via the act of shopping, in the purchasing of 

goods, in talking about their consumption patterns and the meaning of the things they 

buy.  Furthermore, “they find drama, history, and variety in new spaces of 

consumption.”17  This focus on hedonistic consumption and self-definition by 

purchasing, Zukin argues, is a key characteristic of postmodernity, and represents the 

fact that social meaning is now derived and constructed through consumption rather 

than production.18   

This shift in the location of meaning-making has accompanied a shift in material 

conditions as well.  The widespread commercialization and availability of more and 

more goods means that certain objects and practices have lost their power to convey 

status and establish one’s position in the social hierarchy.19  Individuals therefore must 

seek out desired social worlds as a means of distinction, rather than just seeking out and 

acquiring the goods themselves.  It is this search for a connection to desired types of 

people that defines consumption in the modern era.  In a system in which connection to 

high-value habitus worlds – rather than connection to the goods themselves – becomes 

the central guiding principle, the constructed and perceived image of various consumer 

                                                           
16 Sharon Zukin, Landscapes of Power: From Detroit to Disney World (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1991), 255. 
17 Ibid., 254–255. 
18 Ibid., 257. 
19 Ibid., 255. 
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realms takes on a heightened meaning and importance.  The narratives that are crafted 

around consumer goods and spaces, and the way systems of consumption are used to 

connect consumers to particular values, are the narratives and mechanisms that I 

explore in the pages ahead.  

 Fredric Jameson in Postmodernism, Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 

synthesizes and analyzes many aspects of the slippery definitions of postmodernism.  He 

writes “modernism was still minimally and tendentially the critique of the commodity 

and the effort to make it transcend itself.  Postmodernism is the consumption of sheer 

commodification as a process.”20  This “cultural dominant” is, to him, “a conception 

which allows for the presence and coexistence of a range of very different, yet 

subordinate, features.”21  He notes that many features of the contemporary world – 

“from obscurity to sexually explicit material to psychological squalor to overt 

expressions of social and political defiance” – fail to cause much of a stir in the 

postmodern era, marking a clear break with the sensibilities of modernism.22  This 

transformation has partly resulted from the centrality of the image, and the shift 

towards evaluating all entities on their own terms rather than from within a system of 

cultural ranking.  Appearance is everything.  Jameson argues that  

what has happened is that aesthetic production today has become integrated 
into commodity production generally: the frantic economic urgency of producing 

                                                           
20 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2005), x. 
21 Ibid., 4. 
22 Ibid. 
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fresh waves of ever more novel-seeming goods (from clothing to airplanes), at 
ever greater rates of turnover, now assigns an increasingly essential structural 
function and position to aesthetic innovation and experimentation.23 

 
The role of aesthetics and of image thus becomes an essential element of the 

contemporary and postmodern world, and may be more responsible for fueling the 

economy than any other single aspect of goods themselves.   

 
Post-Fordism and Neoliberalism 

 This desire to elevate the image coincided with the economic stagnation of the 

1970s, as connection to desired social worlds and symbols of power became more 

obtainable than possession of actual economic wealth or security.  This proliferation of 

styles and images dovetailed with the demise of Fordism and the country’s previously 

strong manufacturing base, and with the increase in service employment – particularly 

in the areas of finance, real estate, producer services, health, and education.24  As David 

Harvey argues, such changes have allowed capitalism to become “ever more tightly 

organized through dispersal, geographical mobility, and flexible responses in labour 

markets, labour processes, and consumer markets, all accompanied by hefty doses of 

institutional, product, and technological innovation.”25  In concert with an environment 

of deregulation and a restructured global financial system, rapid access to knowledge 

and up-to-date information has become increasingly vital, and the corporate image – 

                                                           
23 Ibid., 4–5. 
24 Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Inquiry into the Conditions of Cultural Change, 156–157. 
25 Ibid., 159. 
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and its handle on consumer trends  – has become key in the battle to secure capital and 

resources.  As Harvey notes, “control over information flow and over the vehicles for 

propagation of popular taste and culture have likewise become vital weapons in 

competitive struggle.”26 

An American public barraged by images, and growing hungry for distinction and 

abundance would meet head-on a brewing neoliberal front which placed ultimate faith 

in the powers of the market to satisfy desires for freedom.  Harvey writes that 

“neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that 

proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by 

strong property rights.”27  A movement away from the regulatory functions of the state 

and towards a model of choice as enacted in the marketplace would help further 

connect both identity and citizenship to acts of consumption, as more and more aspects 

of life become linked to the market.28  The neoliberal focus on individual freedoms 

dovetailed nicely with the rise of postmodernity, and Harvey argues that in fact 

“neoliberalization required both politically and economically the construction of a 

neoliberal market-based populist culture of differentiated consumerism and individual 

                                                           
26 Ibid., 160. 
27 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 2. 
28 For a discussion of the rise of neoliberalism and the restructuring of the urban landscape, see Neil 
Brenner and Nik Theodore, “Cities and the Geographies of ‘Actually Existing Neoliberalism’,” in Spaces of 
Neoliberalism: Urban Restructuring in North America and Western Europe, ed. Neil Brenner and Nik 
Theodore (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 2-32. 
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libertarianism.”29  The growing proliferation of different consumer worlds and big 

business-sanctioned taste cultures helped bolster the impression of class mobility and 

opportunity, lending to a landscape which, at its face, seemed to at least imply the 

democratization of desire.   

 This focus on the potential of the market accompanied the collapse of the labor 

movement, and the hostility towards unionization.  As Thomas Frank argues, in the logic 

of the New Economy, 

union workers are believed to be automatons because they act outside the 
market…Only when people act within the marketplace, such thinkers told us, do 
they act rationally, choose rightly, and make their wishes known transparently.  
Only then could business give us what we wanted, cater to our freely expressed 
choices.  Markets are where we show we have a soul.  To protest against 
markets is to surrender one’s very personhood, to put oneself outside the family 
of mankind.30 

 
Frank calls “market populism” the idea that “in addition to being mediums of exchange, 

markets were mediums of consent.  Markets expressed the popular will more 

articulately and more meaningfully than did mere elections.”31  This notion, he attests, 

was solidified in the 1990s, when it came to be seen as a form of truth.  Despite the 

illusion of a more democratized landscape via increased opportunities for consumer 

choice, the wealth gap between the most and the least privileged in the United States 

skyrocketed in that decade, and CEO compensation, for example, went from “85 times 

                                                           
29 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 42. 
30 Thomas Frank, One Market Under God: Extreme Capitalism, Market Populism, and the End of Economic 
Democracy (New York: Anchor Books, 2000), xiii. 
31 Ibid., xiv. 
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more than what the average blue collar employees received in 1990 to some four 

hundred and seventy five times what blue collar workers received in 1999.”32  Adoration 

of wealth and the wealthy seemed to be at a high point as well.33  The belief that 

freedom and democracy were now most centrally located in the marketplace would 

pave the way for the proliferation of consumer and leisure spaces which constructed 

myths of wealth and opulence for all, despite the realities of downward mobility for 

many.  

 
Material Culture, Identity, and the Construction of Meaning 

 In examining the construction and meaning of abundance-centric consumer 

worlds, I draw from the ideas of French theorist Pierre Bourdieu, as issues of class and 

taste are central to my examination of gentlemen’s clubs, Carnival cruise ships, and 

chain restaurants.  In Distinction, Bourdieu argues that  

Taste, a class culture turned into nature, that is, embodied, helps to shape the 
class body.  It is an incorporated principle of classification which governs all 
forms of incorporation, choosing and modifying everything that the body ingests 
and digests and assimilates, physiologically and psychologically.  It follows that 
the body is the most indisputable materialization of class taste.34 
 

Descriptions of the body and of physicality play a central role in the construction of 

meaning within each of the spaces I examine.  Most essential to my project, however, is 

Bourdieu’s discussion of habitus.  Bourdieu defines class habitus as an internalized “set 

                                                           
32 Ibid., 7. 
33 Ibid., 7–15. 
34 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, 190. 
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of common practices, objectified properties…and systems of classifactory schemes.”35  

That is, habitus is the system of objects and ways of being and classifying that informs 

the way one lives and moves through space.  My dissertation takes the various 

consumer worlds – gentlemen’s clubs, cruise ships, and restaurants – as examples of 

distinct habitus spaces which attempt to connect to the habitus worlds of particular 

audiences.   

 In analyzing the way judgments of taste embody complex ideas about class, 

gender, race, and positionality, I agree with theorist Ben Highmore’s views that issues of 

taste are central to many fundamental aspects of American culture.  Highmore states: 

Taste is an orchestration of the sensible, a way of ordering and demeaning, of 
giving value and taking it away.  On the one hand it seems to occupy a thin level 
of culture (the preoccupation of snobs, gourmands, and the like); on another it 
will seem as the very basis of culture, not simply its system of values but the way 
that set of values gets under your skin and into your bones…From one angle at 
least, social struggle is struggle through, in, and about taste.  But if this 
statement reeks of ‘bad taste,’ of a glib condescension whereby economic 
survival is reduced to aesthetics, I only need to think of the disdain that greets 
many forms of popular democracy to think it has some pertinence.36 

 
While issues of taste and of aesthetic judgment may seem superficial at first, when 

examined in detail, they reveal complicated ideological systems.  The discourse 

surrounding the types of aesthetic cues found in gentlemen’s clubs, Carnival cruise 

                                                           
35 Ibid., 101. 
36 Ben Highmore, “Bitter After Taste: Affect, Food, and Social Aesthetics,” in The Affect Theory Reader, ed. 
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ships, and chain restaurants reveal desire for and disgust with particular notions of 

power.  Statements of taste are never innocent. 

The so-called death of the individual in the postmodern era, and the focus on 

connectedness and imbedded systems of meaning make the study of consumer worlds 

even more vital.  My dissertation draws heavily from the work of Grant McCracken, and 

his analysis of and theories on the meaning and construction of consumer culture.   

McCracken’s theories are particularly relevant to my project because they illuminate 

both the ways objects become imbued with meaning, and the way such meaning is 

thought to be transferred to the individual.  I use McCracken’s term “object” to broadly 

constitute all physical and visual elements of the material world – that is, anything that 

takes a material, tangible form.  McCracken argues: 

The system of design and production that creates consumer goods is an entirely 
cultural enterprise.  The consumer goods on which the consumer lavishes time, 
attention, and income are charged with cultural meaning.  Consumers use this 
meaning to entirely cultural purposes.  They use the meaning of consumer goods 
to express cultural categories and principles, cultivate ideals, create and sustain 
lifestyles, construct notions of the self, and create (and survive) social change.  
Consumption is thoroughly cultural.37 
 

McCracken thus argues for the importance of the analysis of consumer behavior and 

consumer goods in understanding larger shifts and meanings within contemporary 

culture.  It is through the use of objects that culture is made tangible.  He writes: “The 

material realization of cultural categories plays a vital part in the cultural constitution of 
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the world.  The meaning that has organized the world is, through goods, made a visible, 

demonstrable part of it.”38  In analyzing the use of material and aesthetic details in the 

construction of gentlemen’s clubs, the promotion of Carnival cruise ships, and the 

narratives surrounding Red Lobster, this dissertation explores the way various cultural 

ideals are made visible.   

As McCracken continues, “goods help substantiate the order of culture.”39  His 

idea of “cultural principles” is also useful to this dissertation, and is defined by the idea 

that “meaning consists not in the categories of person, activity, space, or time but in the 

ideas or values according to which these other cultural phenomena are organized, 

evaluated, and construed.”40 Cultural principles “are the charter assumptions or 

organizing ideas which allow all cultural phenomena to be distinguished, ranked, and 

interrelated.  As the orienting ideas of thought and action, they find expression in every 

aspect of social life and, not least of all, they find expression in goods.”41  Advertising is 

one way in which “meaning transfer” takes place, as images or text work to transfer 

known values of the social world to the consumer good being advertised; the consumer 

good – whatever it may be – is thus imbued with meaning.  From there, those social 

values which have been embedded in the consumer good are assumed to be transferred 

to the individual when the individual takes possession of the consumer good.42  While I 
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am not concerned with ranking the various cultural worlds that are explored in the 

following pages, McCracken’s definitions are instructive in illuminating the ways the 

consumer realms are constructed by producers and promoters, whose aesthetic choices 

express a desire to transfer particular meanings to consumers via interaction with their 

products.   

McCracken’s theory of displaced meaning is useful in structuring my analysis of 

the methods of upscaling and downscaling.  The concept of displaced meaning states 

that individuals or groups who have been unable to obtain a particular ideal, remove 

that ideal from daily life and contain it in a different time or field.  This tactic is 

particularly useful in dealing with the large gap between the “real” and the “ideal.”  In 

these instances, an idealized condition or state of being is displaced to a different time 

or a different world so as to allow the present lack of this realization to be less torturous 

and/or disappointing.  When goods become receptacles of these displaced meanings, 

and remain coveted, they “help the individual contemplate the possession of an 

emotional condition, a social circumstance, even an entire style of life, by somehow 

concretizing things in themselves.  They become a bridge to displaced meaning and an 

idealized life as it should be lived.”43  However, it can be dangerous for the consumer to 

actually obtain the particular good that for them is a “bridge to displaced meaning” 

because such a feat would allow them to test their fantasies about the power of the 
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goods in a real way, which may ultimately lead to disappointment.44  Place consumption, 

then, may be a more useful way of maintaining this tension of desire.  Different aspects 

of the material realm can thus come to embody different fantasies about how life 

should be, fantasies which fuel the consumer world and the construction of symbolism-

laden spaces of leisure. 

I also utilize McCracken’s theories of Diderot unity and the Diderot effect in 

framing my discussion of the importance of small details in creating total aesthetic 

worlds.  Diderot unity, named after the French philosopher Denis Diderot, holds that 

there is a certain unity or harmony that exists within complementary consumer worlds, 

a harmony whereby certain things within particular consumer universes tend to “go 

together.”45  Diderot unity exists, McCracken argues, because “all product categories are 

organized in order to correspond to the same set of cultural categories…The system of 

correspondences that organizes the relationship between culture and consumer goods 

establishes a scheme in which the Rolex and BMW appear as structural equivalents and 

to this extent ‘go’ together.”46  The meaning of consumer goods is, he continues, 

demonstrated when the good “is surrounded by a complement of goods that carry the 

same significance…In other words, the symbolic properties of material culture are such 

that things must mean together if they are to mean at all.”47   
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This idea is particularly useful when examining the ways in which the fantasy 

worlds of the gentlemen’s club and the cruise ship have been painstakingly constructed 

as worlds of Diderot unity which connote specific conceptualizations of power.  The 

concept also illuminates, in a slightly different way, the power of customers’ bodies – at 

Red Lobster and at all-you-can-eat buffets – to confer meaning on the spaces 

themselves.  Usually, “the Diderot effect contributes to the maintenance of cultural 

consistencies of the material world and, indirectly, to continuities of the experience and 

self-concept of the individual.”48  The Diderot effect can also work in a radical way, 

whereby a “departure purchase” throws off one’s entire Diderot unity world, and “all 

companion goods around it are replaced with new ones that speak as it speaks.”49  In 

this way, goods can serve as enactors of change.  This is exactly the logic that informs 

both the upscaling of strip clubs and the downscaling of cruise ships.   

 
Cultural Rankings and Taste Cultures 

Though not the focus of my dissertation, an analysis of the way goods are 

situated to produce particular forms of meanings is not completely removed from the 

realm of cultural ranking and hierarchy.  I have selected these three major areas of 

analysis – gentlemen’s clubs, cruise ships, and chain restaurants – because they are 

firmly entrenched in middlebrow American culture.  There is of course a long academic 

tradition of the critique of highbrow, lowbrow, and middlebrow distinctions.  Writer, 
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activist, and cultural critic Dwight Macdonald wrote, in his 1962 essay “Masscult and 

Midcult,” that what he dubbed “Masscult” “really isn’t culture at all.  Masscult is a 

parody of High Culture.”50  Macdonald argued that with the rise of mass culture, 

standards had disappeared and “the demands of the audience, which has changed from 

a small body of connoisseurs into a large body of ignoramuses, have become the chief 

criteria of success.”51  Macdonald argued that the porous nature of the class system in 

the U.S. meant that there had been fewer authorities whom one could emulate or turn 

to for sound advice on what was and was not “good art.”  Without a firm system of 

qualitative ranking in place, the true value of art was determined only by its popularity.   

Rather than arguing for an uplift of all culture, which Macdonald said would be 

too difficult to execute, he called for a solution to the so-called banality of Masscult and 

Midcult which essentially called to mind late capitalism and the postmodern 

fragmentation of markets.  He wrote:  

It is based on the recent discovery – since 1945 – that there is not One Big 
Audience but rather a number of smaller, more specialized audiences that may 
still be commercially profitable…The mass audience is divisible, we have 
discovered – and the more it is divided, the better.52 
 

Hence, Macdonald’s solution to a supposed decline in the quality of cultural products 

was to welcome a more fragmented system in which each citizen could find the taste 
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world that most spoke to him or her.  The phenomena that I examine represent this 

cultural fragmentation and embody the proliferation of consumer choice, though each 

space is ultimately never able to escape the search for a golden middle.   

 Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour’s 1972 book Learning 

from Las Vegas is a celebration of popular tastes.  In questioning the notion of the 

inherent superiority of modernist architectural forms, the authors sought “to learn a 

new receptivity to the tastes and values of other people and a new modesty in our 

designs and in our perception of our role as architects in society.”53  In their study of the 

Las Vegas strip, Venturi et al. attempted not to condemn the popular culture landscape 

or to devise a way to “uplift” its form, but rather to understand it and to determine 

how, exactly, the landscape worked.  In doing so, they were rebelling against the 

hierarchical taste-making of many in the architectural and design fields, and were 

instead finding value and meaning in the vernacular.  For example, they wrote that “we 

shall argue for the symbolism of the ugly and ordinary in architecture and for the 

particular significance of the decorated shed.”54  The authors found that the 

construction of the Las Vegas strip served a purpose and followed its own specific type 

of logic; they did this by analyzing how the strip worked and what it symbolized, rather 

than trying to determine its position within a taste matrix.  It is this attempt to 

understand the way the construction of and discourse surrounding gentlemen’s clubs, 
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Carnival cruise ships, and Red Lobster have imbued the landscapes with particular 

meanings that I am most concerned with in this dissertation; that is, I investigate the 

specific types of logic that are enacted in the construction of each space.   

 In the same vein, sociologist Herbert Gans wrote, in 1974’s Popular Culture and 

High Culture: An Analysis and Evaluation of Taste, that “America is actually made up of a 

number of taste cultures, each with its own art, literature, music, and so forth, which 

differ mainly in that they express different aesthetic standards.”55  His overarching point 

was that all taste cultures have merit.  Gans outlined the various traditions of attacks on 

popular and mass culture by cultural elites who professed that mass culture was 

destroying both individuals and society.  He argued that this type of culture war was, 

essentially, not just about class distinctions and hierarchies, but rather, “is really a 

debate about the nature of the good life, particularly about which culture should 

dominate in society.”56  Gans argued that it was important to examine the construction 

of these different views of the good life and to glean meaning from all realms of culture 

– both popular and high.  Here, I also take Gans’s position, and believe that the 

construction of the various spaces and phenomena I examine are each demonstrative of 

a particular view of the good life – be it a view that constructs power via symbolic 

gestures of privilege as in gentlemen’s clubs, a view that places a high value on a 

redistribution of power via freneticism, optimism, and a quasi-“carnivalesque” 
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breakdown of hierarchies in the case of Carnival cruise ships, or a view that values 

accessible abundance, as in the case of Red Lobster.   

 I also find Gans’s definition of taste cultures and aesthetics to be particularly 

useful.  Gans defined taste cultures as those which contained “shared or common 

aesthetic values and standards of taste.  Aesthetic is used broadly, referring not only to 

standards of beauty and taste but also to a variety of other emotional and intellectual 

values that people express or satisfy when they choose content from a taste culture.”57  

My dissertation, essentially, looks at each of the phenomena as microcosms of taste 

cultures, each representing an appeal to particular aesthetic sensibilities.  It is the way 

that each space is constructed, marketed, and critiqued that is the central focus of my 

discussion, and I argue that within each construction one can determine a very 

particular relationship to power.   

 Gans’s book is also useful in its synthesis of two hundred years of popular culture 

critique, critiques which he condensed into the following four major areas.  The first 

type of critique has been based on “the negative character of popular culture 

creations,” that is, the idea that popular culture is driven solely by a profit motive, and 

hence produces a homogenized product which is only designed to keep the producers in 

a dominant position.  The second critique is “the negative effects on high culture,” or 

the way popular culture supposedly steals from high culture and debases it, and also 

saps resources from those who might otherwise be producing high culture.  The third 
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critique is that popular culture produces “negative effects on the popular culture 

audience” and is of no real value.  Lastly, popular culture has been critiqued for its 

“negative effects on the society,” that is, for the way it mollifies people and creates a 

passive mass which can be swayed by totalitarian authority.58  Such a synthetic overview 

is useful because it provides background on the kind of critical environment popular 

consumption practices  have faced.  While the long history of popular culture criticism is 

thoroughly traveled and I do not seek to replicate it within my dissertation, I have kept 

an eye on the places in which such ingrained critiques have found their way into the 

phenomena I am discussing, especially in analyzing popular representations of Red 

Lobster and all-you-can-eat buffets.  To what extent do these type of critiques – even 

from within a more culturally pluralistic and omnivorous cultural moment  – still make 

their way into the discourse?   

Lawrence Levine, writing in Highbrow Lowbrow some twenty-six years after 

Dwight Macdonald bemoaned the collapse of taste hierarchies and rankings, was most 

concerned with the way such rankings came to be in the first place.  Beginning with an 

investigation of the way Shakespeare transitioned from popular fare to high art, he 

argued that cultural rankings were highly porous and changeable and always reflected 

the needs of the time.  Much of the legacy of taste rankings in the United States, for 

instance, had been devised by elites in the nineteenth century as desperate attempts to 

regain cultural authority and to impose a sense of order on a rapidly changing and 
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industrializing society; ranking systems were always bound up with their historical 

moment.  Levine thus argued that “the cultural categories we live with can become 

vehicles of comprehension not mystification only insofar as we remember just how 

human and fragile, how recent and porous they have been and continue to be.”59  

Levine’s point was that categories shift, and perceptions change.   

While my dissertation is concerned with the way consumer spaces are crafted 

and represented, and the way producers have forged particular brand identities in order 

to appeal to particular types of power needs, I am not interested in determining where 

in the hierarchy of taste gentlemen’s clubs, Carnival cruise ships, and Red Lobster sit, as 

such categorizations are bound to shift.  Rather, I am interested in the way meaning is 

constructed within these spaces based on the deployment of or reaction to aesthetic 

details.  The popularity of each of the phenomena I study proves that each taps in to 

American desires in some central way.  My key question, then, is how do such spaces 

cultivate an image of mass appeal, and how have such spaces been used as cultural 

shorthand for various anxieties embodied by mass appeal?   

 
Affect and Disgust 

  I examine these spaces from the perspective of affect – that is, how have these 

spaces been crafted to effect a particular state on the beholder/consumer, and how 

                                                           
59 Levine, Highbrow Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America, 242 For a discussion of the 
striations of American taste from the mid-19th-mid-20th centuries, see Russel Lynes, The Tastemakers: 
The Shaping of American Popular Taste.  New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1980 [1959]. 
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have narratives around each phenomenon expressed a particular type of affect?  Affect 

studies centers on the analysis of visceral reaction to the world.  In The Affect Theory 

Reader, scholars Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg define affect in the following 

way: 

Affect, at its most anthropomorphic, is the name given to those forces – visceral 
forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious knowing, vital 
forces insisting beyond emotion – that can serve to drive us toward movement, 
toward thought and extension, that can likewise suspend us (as if in neutral) 
across a barely registering accretion of force-relations, or that can leave us 
overwhelmed by the world’s apparent intractibility.60 

 
In constructing and promoting gentlemen’s clubs and cruise ships, the aesthetic details 

and language employed by producers reveals the targeting of a particular affect in 

consumers.  How that affect has been catered to is a central focus of my dissertation.  In 

looking for moments in which affect is invoked or expressed, one can determine 

moments of particular resonance and tension.   

In analyzing the meaning of the affect connected to each space, I employ the 

ideas of disability theorist Tobin Siebers, who writes that, essentially, “Aesthetics studies 

the way that some bodies make other bodies feel.”61  Furthermore, because “aesthetic 

feelings of pleasure and disgust are difficult to separate from political feelings of 

acceptance and rejection,”62 the analysis of moments of disgust, as expressed within a 

                                                           
60 Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth, eds., The Affect Theory Reader (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 2010), 1. 
61 Tobin Siebers, Disability Aesthetics (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2010), 25. 
62 Ibid., 2. 
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variety of narratives, can reveal broader views about those deemed somehow “Other.”  

Siebers writes that ultimately “we cannot get beyond the fact that we are bodies.  The 

body is, simply put, where everything in human culture begins and ends.”63  Each type of 

narrative that I examine has essentially reacted to or has attempted to create a 

particular emotional or visceral response to a carefully constructed aesthetic.  Though at 

times the spaces and narratives analyzed do center around reactions to the literal 

bodies of others, I will use the notion of “bodies” in aesthetics to mean, as Siebers 

writes, not only human bodies, but “paintings, sculptures, buildings, the entire range of 

human artifacts as well as animals and objects in the natural world.”64  This dissertation, 

then, examines the construction of and published reaction to aesthetic worlds in order 

to gauge how differing types of power are imagined and consumed.   

I also utilize Ben Highmore’s understanding of aesthetics which states: 

“Aesthetics, in its initial impetus, is primarily concerned with material experiences, with 

the way the sensual world greets the sensate body, and with the affective forces that 

are generated in such meetings.”65  In the case of gentlemen’s clubs and cruise ships, 

aesthetic overhaul is used as a tool of morality.  Trade journals of the gentlemen’s club 

industry reveal the ways in which visual cues are utilized to create a feeling of middle-

class niceness, and hence respectability.  Within the world of a Carnival cruise ship, an 

aesthetic of Las Vegas flashiness and boundless optimism is used to convey an 

                                                           
63 Ibid., 136. 
64 Ibid., 25. 
65 Highmore, “Bitter After Taste: Affect, Food, and Social Aesthetics,” 121. 
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atmosphere of populist democracy and the erasure of class and taste hierarchies, in a 

clear nod towards the carnivalesque – albeit in a highly controlled way.  The discourse 

surrounding mid-range chain restaurants like Red Lobster, and the all-you-can-eat 

phenomenon exemplifies highly classed assumptions embedded within an aesthetic of 

the middle.   Within each of these phenomena, a discourse of aesthetics is also a 

discourse of morality. 

 This connection between affect and morality is perhaps best embodied by 

moments of disgust, and I argue that producers and consumers of each space rely on 

notions of disgust in defining the meaning of the spaces.  The upscaling of gentlemen’s 

clubs revolves primarily around the erasure of elements deemed disgusting or “low-

class,” while the marketing of Carnival cruise ships similarly revolves around the erasure 

of disgusting class-striations.  Red Lobster embodies accessible excess and appeals to a 

broad base of consumers, though it also inspires a fair bit of disgust among critics whose 

class biases heavily inform their interpretations of customers within the spaces.  

Feelings of disgust are thus used to construct spaces and discourses.   

 Scholar Susan Miller writes, in Disgust: The Gatekeeper’s Emotion, that the 

seemingly visceral or automatic disgust response indeed preserves psychological as well 

biological security.  She writes “moments of sharp disgust reinforce the sense of self-

other boundary, of inside and outside, of body under the protective watch of 
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consciousness.”66  Ultimately, “disgust aims to protect the self.”67  Miller calls disgust the 

gatekeeper emotion because its primary function is, in fact, to keep something that is 

“Other” away from oneself.  She writes that “the aggressiveness of moral disgust 

reflects the notions of absolute good and bad in which disgust trades, a commerce that 

sets it apart from the physical disgust experiences that turn on a more personal, less 

abstract experience of something being discomforting but not essentially and 

permanently bad.”68  Disgust, essentially, “serves as the psychic equivalent of the cell 

wall in its ability to exclude those influences judged to be more damaging than 

beneficial, while admitting what seems safely nourishing.”69 

 In The Anatomy of Disgust, William Ian Miller delineates the various ways in 

which disgust serves to reinforce boundaries and maintain the social order.  Disgust also 

plays a much more foundational and startling role than other negative emotions such as 

condemnation; disgust seems to invade, and sink into our bones.  That which is 

disgusting is that which pollutes and contaminates.  “Disgust never allows us to escape 

clean,” he writes.  “It underpins the sense of despair that impurity and evil are 

contagious, endure, and take everything down with them.”70  The way so-called 

disgusting individuals are understood depends on the distribution of power.  “Clownish 

or invisible,” Miller argues, “is what the contemptible are when they do not constitute a 

                                                           
66 Susan .B. Miller, Disgust: The Gatekeeper’s Emotion (Hillsdale, NJ: The Analytic Press, 2004). 
67 Ibid., 13. 
68 Ibid., 65. 
69 Ibid., 191. 
70 Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 204–205. 
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threat; disgusting is what they are when they do.”71  Through this mechanism, social 

hierarchies are maintained.  The narratives I examine interact with the concept of 

disgust through the policing of social boundaries.   

 Miller references George Orwell’s forays into disgust, which he documented in 

The Road to Wigan Pier.  In the book, Orwell cannot get past the disgust he experiences 

while in the world of the working class, and his physical reactions stand in stark contrast 

to his political views, leading to a sort of tortured cognitive dissonance.  The disgust he 

felt for the living conditions of those he was seeking to understand was what, he 

believed, hindered socialism’s progress; disgust kept getting in the way.   Orwell was 

unable to escape his own class bias.72  Miller finds that what Orwell’s work showed, 

essentially, was that: 

Our very core, or soul, is hemmed in by barriers of disgust, and one does not give 
them up unless one is in love or is held at the point of a gun.  In fact, the claim 
seems to be that the core or the essence of one’s identity can only be known as 
a consequence of which passions are triggered in its defense.  Disgust’s 
durability, its relative lack of responsiveness to the will, suits it well to its role as 
the maintainer of the continuity of our core character across social and moral 
domains.  Our durable self is defined as much by disgust as by any other 
passion.73 
 

Disgust is a policer of social boundaries, but it is also, then, a definer of the self.  When 

disgust is invoked, a certain truth is revealed.  In my examination of the catering to 

affect within each of these spaces, I pay particular attention to moments in which 

                                                           
71 Ibid., 237. 
72 Ibid., 235–254. 
73 Ibid., 250–251. 
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disgust is expressed, as such moments reveal flashes of insight often rife with the 

anxieties of class.   

 In his introduction to The Aesthetics of Cultural Studies, Michael Berube suggests 

that rather than focusing on the way various forms of popular culture fight against or 

conform to the rules of late capitalism (that is, how transgressive they are), cultural 

studies should focus on the way individuals and groups employ different evaluative 

techniques in determining preferences.  That is, cultural studies might seek to 

understand and analyze the different value systems that individuals use to judge 

popular culture.  Do some individuals, for instance, value familiarity, coherence, novelty, 

or morality, etc.?74  In exploring the meaning of evaluative worlds, cultural critics would 

be more in line with the approaches and techniques of Bourdieu, and would place the 

study of aesthetics at the center of social differentiation.   

 In the pages that follow, I seek to uncover the values and meanings that underlie 

the construction of particular aesthetic worlds, and the narratives and discourses that 

have arisen alongside them.  I, along with Rita Felski, ask, “Do perceptions of what is 

beautiful unite us or divide us?”75  In putting different consumer realms of leisure and 

pleasure into conversation with one another, I search for the way aesthetic worlds 

construct and embody particular ideals and relationships to power, and the ways such 

spaces reveal conflicting and contradictory views on consumption and social mobility.  

                                                           
74 Michael Berube, ed., The Aesthetics of Cultural Studies (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 7–9. 
75 Felski, “The Role of Aesthetics in Cultural Studies,” 36. 
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While Americans are reluctant to overtly discuss class, preferring to embrace the myth 

of classlessness, the narratives surrounding sites of mass appeal reveal that discussions 

of aesthetics are often visceralized commentaries on class.  
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Chapter One: 

Mainstreaming Strip Clubs: 

Aesthetic Differentiation and the Fantasy of the Gentlemen’s Club 

 

  “Make your customers feel the class.  It is contagious.” 
                                                                                  -   Michael J. Peter, the “Ray Kroc of go-go”  

 
 It’s noon on a Tuesday when I take a trip to the Yellow Rose, one of the most 

popular gentlemen’s club in Austin, one which regularly runs radio and TV ads, and 

which is a favorite with University of Texas undergrads.  Situated a few miles north of 

downtown, in the Brentwood neighborhood of North Lamar, the Yellow Rose has a 

stucco, pale yellow Mayan-revival exterior, flanked by palm trees, and punctuated by 

accent lights.  As with most gentlemen’s clubs, there are no windows, creating a stark 

boundary between the interior fantasy land and exterior quotidian world of traffic 

lights, gas stations, and fast food restaurants.  

 I’ve brought a male friend with me today, because in Texas, women are not 

allowed in strip clubs unless so accompanied.  We are let in.  It feels strange to be in a 

strip club at noon on a weekday, but I am curious about the lunch specials I’ve heard 

advertised, and also about the atmosphere inside during the slowest time of the week.  

Upon entering the club, I am struck by the Las Vegas feel of the place, casinos being 
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similar in their dark, daytime disorientation.  The club is a moderate size, and the chairs 

and cabaret-style tables are arranged to face the main stage at the front center of the 

club.  While the main stage with the pole is clearly the focal point, a smaller stage is 

positioned towards the back, adding to an atmosphere of abundance.  Most of the walls 

are mirrored, as is the ceiling over the main stage.  A “Smoke Shop XX” sign hangs near 

the side exit door.  The DJ booth has a prominent position to the side of the main stage, 

and the DJ himself, with his thick mustache and Wolf Man Jack voice, fits the role 

perfectly.  Maybe because I’m aware of the bright sunshine outside, the club feels 

particularly dark, and the deeply toned, busy flower-patterned carpet only adds to the 

heaviness.   Disco balls hang from the ceiling 

 The lunch crowd at the Yellow Rose is composed mostly of middle-aged men by 

themselves, all nursing bottles of cheap beer.  It is a mix of black, white, Asian, and 

Latino men.  To the left of the main stage is a velvet roped “VIP area” in which multiple 

dark-colored, high backed booths have been arranged to create a visibly demarcated 

space.  The walls of the VIP area are covered in a padded, button-tufted burgundy 

upholstery.  The walls are decorated with diamond-shaped mirrors, a mix of casino 

coffee shop and mid-century bowling alley.  The lounge also has a few scattered camel-

colored wingback chairs, and the tables are covered with white tablecloths.  Many of 

the VIP booths are occupied by couples, and it is impossible to tell if the women are 

dancers or patrons.   
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 The dancers on the main stage are all relatively young and pretty, and most have 

expressions of blank pleasantness on their faces.  I wonder if they mind competing with 

the ubiquitous flat screen TV panels circling the room.  Two of the TV screens are 

reserved for a continuous loop of Yellow Rose video footage; the other twelve are 

trained on vintage NFL footage.  We take a seat near, yet not right up against, the main 

stage.  A waitress with closely-cropped black hair and multiple piercings, and wearing 

the club’s uniform of black skirt and plaid bustier, smilingly greets us and hands us lunch 

menus.  A million easy jokes about strip club buffets echo through my head, but today 

we’ll be ordering from the menu.  I vacillate between the slider plate and chicken soft 

tacos.  My friend goes with the cheeseburger slider platter, so I go with the tacos.  

Trying to keep costs to a minimum, we ask for two tap waters.   

 While waiting for lunch to arrive, I survey the rest of the club, noting the large, 

mostly empty bar in the back flanked by two Dos Equis posters.  I cannot take my eyes 

off the Diane Arbus-esque sight of a 70-year-old man in a Hawaiian shirt sitting on a 

leather bench beneath a massive “Yellow Rose”- emblazoned mirror, a pretty, dark-

haired stripper sitting on his lap, arms limply draped over him in a half-hearted 

embrace, his hands resting numbly at his sides.  Both are looking straight ahead, bored 

and stone-faced.    

 We watch the main stage for a bit.  Several lone men approach the stage, one at 

a time, and offer a few bills to the dancers.  A large biker with a long grey beard seems 

to have an affinity for most of the performers, and walks up to the edge of the stage 
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almost every time a new dancer takes to the pole.   Most of the dancers act in a friendly 

manner towards him, laughing and chatting as they crawl across the stage on their 

stomachs, or wrap their Lucite-heeled feet around his shoulders.  Two middle-aged 

black men seated together, slightly away from the stage, dig into their steaks while 

silently following the action at the front.  A middle-aged man in business-casual attire, 

sitting at one of the small round tables, ogles a young blonde stripper who mechanically 

wiggles her ass in his face while he sits bemusedly.  She bears a slight grin, while her 

eyes appear focused on a point at the other end of the room.  

 Our food arrives.  It looks fresh, and tastes good even.  The tacos are filled with 

lettuce and tomatoes and shredded chicken, and there is too much on the plate to 

finish.  My friend’s cheeseburger sliders are fancily arranged on the plate as well, and 

seem a relative bargain at $8.  We eat our food quickly, trying to allay feelings of 

creeping weirdness that are starting to overcome us.  Although women accompanied by 

males are welcomed as customers in gentlemen’s clubs, I feel like I have invaded a 

group therapy session for lonely men.  This is an upscaled place, but it is hard to deny 

the heavy feeling of sadness that hangs in the air.  We finish up our lunch specials and 

head for the door. 

 But not before a quick peek at the bathroom.  Strip club bathrooms serve as 

microcosms of the clubs, revealing the ways management actually envision their 

businesses.  My friend investigates the men’s room, and tells me that there is a young 

African American man working as a bathroom attendant inside, a sign that the club must 
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remain busy enough during the week to support such a position (or that the club is just 

that dedicated to its gentlemen’s club image).  The attendant offered my friend soap 

and paper towels, and something from the spread of cologne he had on display.  He also 

noted the unmanned shoe shine station in the corner of the restroom, and the small flat 

screen TVs lining the walls.   

The women’s room at the Yellow Rose is, comparatively, nothing special.  With 

tiled floors, two sinks and three toilet stalls, the room is small and relatively clean, if 

non-descript.  Although the Yellow Rose claims to be a female-friendly environment 

which welcomes couples, the disparity between bathrooms reveals the club’s actual 

demographic.  In here, there is no bathroom attendant, no flat screen TVs, and certainly 

no shoe shiner or perfume offererer.  I notice the security camera just above the door, 

and a laminated chart filled with dollar amounts corresponding to the days of the week.  

Thursday: Day = $1600, Night = $5000; Friday: Day = $3100, Night = $9000, etc.  “Daily 

Goals For The Club.   Take That Number And Divide By The Number Of Waitresses On 

That Shift.  That Will Be Your Personal Goal.  Feel Free To Exceed These Numbers.”  The 

truth lies in the john. 

* 

In March, 1993, Playboy magazine ran a ten-page spread entitled “A Club of 

One’s Own,” in which half-naked, smiling strippers wearing pearls, neckties, and 

glittering bowler hats were juxtaposed with clean-cut, business-suit attired young men 

gleefully stuffing dollar bills into dancers’ garter belts.  The pictorial heralded the arrival 
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of the “gentlemen’s club” – a self-described upscale strip club suitable for discriminating 

readers of Playboy who expected and subscribed to a particular urbane, consumeristic 

vision of the good life.  These new clubs were described as an alternative to the 

supposed déclassé raunch of the average strip club, and were said to feature “women 

you wouldn’t mind splicing genes with.”1  The Playboy article showcased women posed 

in a variety of high roller-esque scenarios – one dancer stood amidst good-looking male 

executives, another was shown surrounded by playing cards, while yet another posed in 

a top hat and long gloves, and carried a sparkly cane.  The intended message to Playboy 

readers was clear: These were not sleazy, back-alley dives filled with hard-on-their- luck 

broads, and managed by thugs.  No, these were people and surroundings as desirable 

and discriminating as the readers of Playboy were assumed to be.  After all, these were 

places with “valet parking, with sound systems so thunderous and sophisticated they 

would reach the cheap seats in the Sky Dome, with three-star food and with someone 

you gotta tip in the john.”2 

While most academic and popular work on strip clubs has focused on dancers’ or 

patrons’ experiences, and has been constructed through the lens of memoir, sociology, 

or gender and sexuality studies, I will take a different focus, honing in on the way the 

clubs themselves have been imagined and promoted in trade journals by those within 

                                                           
1 D. Keith Mano, “A Club of One’s Own,” Playboy, March 1993, 121. 
2 Ibid. 
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the gentlemen’s club industry.3  This will be followed by a discussion of the media’s 

published responses to the newly upscaled spaces.  I will thus examine the industry’s 

attempts to transform the reputation and audience for strip clubs via aesthetic 

overhaul, a process referred to as “upscaling.”  What markers of middle-class 

respectability have gentlemen’s club owners employed, and what can these various 

markers of taste reveal about class, gender, and fantasy in contemporary America?  

How has an industry steeped in disrespect attempted to re-craft itself into a 

mainstream, middle-of-the-road entity and pastime?  

In my investigation, I will focus on the way power has been reconfigured within 

the imagined terrain of a gentlemen’s club, looking at the ways expensive materials and 

the encouragement of more refined behavior and appearances of employees have been 

utilized to construct fantasy spaces in which a perceived sense of mainstream 

respectability and allusions to privilege and classiness have altered the type of power 

associated with the space.  “Traditional” strip clubs embody the power of transgression, 

secrecy, and mystique, and while such spaces are not generally considered empowering 

                                                           
3 For a discussion of strip clubs from the perspective of dancers and/or patrons, or from within the 
framework of the “pornification” of American culture, some key works are: Feona Attwood, ed., 
Mainstreaming Sex: The Sexualization of Western Culture (New York: I. B. Tauris, 2009); R.D. Egan, 
Katherine Frank, and Merri Lisa Johnson, eds., Flesh for Fantasy: Producing and Consuming Exotic Dance 
(New York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 2006); Lily Burana, Strip City: A Stripper’s Farewell Journey Across 
America (New York: Miramax Books, 2001); Jaclyn “Diva” Bush, The Gold Club:  The Jacklyn “Diva” Bush 
Story - How I Went From Gold Club To Court Room (Los Angeles: Milligan Books, 2003); Katherine Frank, G-
Strings and Sympathy: Strip Club Regulars and Male Desire (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2002); Brian McNair, Striptease Culture: Sex, Media, and the Democratization of Desire (New York: 
Routledge, 2002); Katherine Liepe-Levinson, Strip Show: Performances of Gender and Desire (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2002); Chris Bruckert, Taking It Off, Putting It On: Women in the Strip Trade 
(Toronto: Women’s Press, 2002). 
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and are of course rife with attendant issues and problems, they do possess a type of 

power via their ability to disturb, shock, disgust, or threaten.  Upscaled strip clubs, on 

the other hand, have taken a different approach to power, banking on the type of 

power that comes from a more culturally legitimized position and a greater sense of 

visibility.  The ways in which this new type of power has been constructed and imagined 

is the topic of this chapter.   

The gentlemen’s club movement of the late 1980s-2000s is best characterized by 

its focus on making strip clubs appear to be more similar to and on-par with non-adult-

oriented venues such as sports bars and mainstream nightclubs.  Industry professionals 

have sought to distinguish their clubs by their distance from the supposed 

disreputability of traditional strip joints.  This distancing has been attained mostly 

through aesthetic markers of exclusivity such as the use of materials coded as luxurious, 

materials such as marble, granite, brass, and crystal, by the manners and gentility of the 

staff, by the offering of “fine dining,” by the inclusion of amenities such as valet parking, 

fax services, VIP lounges, and meeting rooms, by the so-called exquisite beauty of the 

entertainers, and by the clubs’ supposed appeal to female customers and heterosexual 

couples. 

Assessing the reality and actualization of such claims – that is, whether or not 

the described aesthetic upgrades have actually resulted in nicer, more mainstream-

feeling places (many newly-minted gentlemen’s clubs clearly use the term rather 

euphemistically) – is not the goal of this chapter.  Rather, the aim of this analysis is to 
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investigate the ways in which the industry has consciously sought to project an aura of 

respectability into a marginalized realm of leisure, and to examine the work and the 

power reconfiguration that carefully-selected aesthetic cues are meant to do.  To 

explore these dimensions, I will draw from trade journals within the field, primarily 

Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, which is the largest gentlemen’s club industry trade journal, 

and mainstream responses such as those found in The New York Times and The 

Washington Post.  By examining industry hyperbole and marketing strategies, and 

popular reactions to upscaling, I seek to uncover the ways in which an atmosphere of 

implied tastefulness and exclusivity works to build an environment in which desire and a 

sense of “normalness” via middle class cues works (or not) to obfuscate elements of 

disgust.  That is, I will be examining the ways in which the industry has sought to 

ameliorate the tension between desire and disgust in problematized spaces. 

 
The Suburbanization of Strip Clubs 

In the United States, strip clubs are one of the more persistent embodiments of 

a disgust/desire split, inspiring a fair mix of both among frequenters and critics alike.  

Not unlike the way vaudeville emerged in the late nineteenth-century as a more tame, 

middle-class version of bawdier traditions, late twentieth-century strip clubs have gone 

through a sort of bourgeois-ification over the past 25 years.   While some strip clubs 

have continued to embrace a more “traditional” aesthetic, others have taken measures 

to shift their image towards that which invites a more heterogeneous crowd.  Both 
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vaudeville and gentlemen’s clubs attempted to garner a larger and more profitable 

customer base by cleansing their industries of the rougher and more seemingly working-

class elements, and by constructing the sense that such places were, in fact, suitable 

even for women – whose presence marked the ultimate triumph of respectability.4 

Unlike these more gentrified spaces, traditional strip clubs of the 1970s and 

1980s were most notorious for their air of transgression and seediness, and very stark 

gender dichotomy.  As dimly-lit spaces of marginalized pursuits, and seeking a distinctly 

male-only audience, strip clubs through the 1970s and early 1980s were perceived as 

spaces with an anything-goes aura, and the unpredictability and air of transgression 

undoubtedly formed a large bit of the appeal.  So what exactly was the “traditional” 

strip club scene like?  What was the dominant image of the strip club in the popular 

imagination at the time the upscaling movement began? 

In Strip City: A Stripper’s Farewell Journey Across America, Lily Burana, a former 

stripper, packed up her gowns and six-inch heels for one last trip around the U.S. before 

getting married, stripping at various venues and recording her experiences.  “When a 

man gets engaged,” Burana wrote, “his friends might throw him a bachelor party…The 

bachelor party is a raucous, ritual demarcation between the chaos of single life and the 

                                                           
4 M. Alison Kibler’s detailed account of cultural hierarchy and the rise of vaudeville is an excellent study of 
cultural struggles which, I believe, somewhat foreshadow the gentlemen’s club upscaling movement. She 
writes: “...from a raunchy, male-dominated popular entertainment, vaudeville crafted a respectable 
culture that catered to teh female customer. Vaudeville, therefore, was a key institution in the transition 
from a marginalized sphere of popular entertainment, largely associated with vice and masculinity, to a 
consolidated network of commercial leisure, in which the female consumer was not only welcomed but 
also pampered.” M. Alison Kibler, Rank Ladies: Gender and Cultural Hierarchy in American Vaudeville 
(Chapel Hill: University  North Carolina Press, 1999), 5. 
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mature orderliness of pairing off.  One final night with the antiwife before wedding your 

wife-to-be, it’s a time-honored way of saying, ‘Goodbye to all that.’  But what does a 

former stripper do when she’s about to get married?”5  Burana’s observation of stripper 

as “antiwife” was in contrast to Mano’s Playboy claim that gentlemen’s clubs were full 

of “people you wouldn’t mind splicing genes with.”  The domestication of the idea of 

strippers and strip clubs via upscaling shows a rhetorical reworking of what 

transgressive behavior would now entail, as the imagined social and aesthetic gulf 

between patron and dancer was said to melt away in the spaces of a gentlemen’s club, 

as dancers would come to be re-imagined as approaching the same level as the patrons 

– paving the way for whatever manner of “gene-splicing” Mano had in mind. 

In her book, Burana reminisced about her past life at NYC’s Peepland, a pre-

Giuliani holdover of 1970s-style sleaze and flash.  In recalling her days at Peepland, she 

noted that the club had:   

a blinking neon sign that says GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS because there has to be.  There 
are mirrors everywhere.  The gouged linoleum floor is swept with a moving 
pattern of swirling silver dots, cast down from the mirror balls that turn on the 
ceiling.  The walls are red and yellow – happy colors, fast-food restaurant colors.  
Everywhere the gaze might rest hang photographs of naked girls…Flashy disco 
music is forced through the speakers…The atmosphere is stubbornly festive, as if 
repeatedly emphasizing its own cheerfulness would make it somehow 
believable.  The sweat-bloated air smells of grime and Clorox.6 
 

                                                           
5 Burana, Strip City: A Stripper’s Farewell Journey Across America, 4. 
6 Ibid., 88. 
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Burana recalled that the façade of the club was “ornamented with a giant glittering 

eyeball peering through a key hole,” and remarked again on the heavy smell of 

industrial cleaner that remained etched in her memory.  “I hear muffled movie sounds, 

moaning, and bad sex music coming from the video booths that line the large room like 

so many broom closets, and a faint backdrop of disco music, but the men drift 

wordlessly by.  Nobody makes eye contact, nobody makes a sound.”7  Though Peepland 

was a particular type of club, a mix of video booths and peep show booths, the 

atmosphere was an almost perfect anti-gentlemen’s club, not only in the décor 

differences, but in the culture of silence and aloneness; a far cry from the suggested 

gregariousness which would be encouraged by the gentlemen’s club trade journals.    

Peepland, in Burana’s description, had a dingy, carnivalesque atmosphere, full of 

vulgar dazzle and messiness.  Burana described the main floor:  

Everything pops and flashes – a huge neon sign of a winking naked woman 
sitting  spread-legged, electric labia to the wind, with tits that blink to mimic 
swaying back and forth, giant rotating quarters hung from the ceiling, 
mannequins in filmy lingerie perched up high, surveying the scene below with 
blank gazes, and everywhere the sound of tokens – jingling in pockets, dropping 
into slots, flooding jackpot-style into twenty-gallon buckets as a short, gruff-
looking red-haired man empties the coin boxes in the booths.8 
 

The connections to casinos and arcades neatly wove a picture of last-chance 

desperation, a world of exaggerated signifiers of eroticism and caricatured emblems of 

good times.  This was a far cry from the symbolism of polished brass planters and 

                                                           
7 Ibid., 102. 
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salmon-colored stucco which would come to characterize the upscaled gentlemen’s club 

aesthetic. 

While industry trade journals would repeatedly highlight the importance of 

staffing gentlemen’s clubs with good-looking and polite floor staff, no such tactics 

seemed to exist in traditional clubs.  Burana described Rita, the floor manager at 

Peepland, as “a pale, thin woman with miniscule pupils and ropy tendons bulging from 

her forearms and neck” who “always has a Newport dangling from her lip and [who] 

calls everyone ‘baby.’”9  The general manager Lennie, was described as “a dead-eyed 

white guy with a gray Jheri curl.”10  Burana noted that both disappeared after she 

“caught [Rita] on the way to the bathroom with a syringe tucked behind her ear like a 

pencil,”11 soon to be replaced by Lisi, “a chunky Italian lady with thick ashblonde 

highlights and boggy black roots who constantly powders her feet, leaving white talcum 

footprints all over backstage,” who was in turn followed by K.D., “a stylish, high-yellow 

shrike with a weave so big you could pack a lunch in it.”12 

Burana also emphasized the subterranean element of Peepland, which only 

reinforced the vision of Times Square strip clubs as squalid and marginalized. “By 

dropping down into the basement,” wrote Burana, “I am transformed…but I just can’t 

understand the attraction of such a place, it’s so filthy and pathetic.”13  While she 

                                                           
9 Ibid., 105. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 106. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 109. 
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displayed mixed feeling throughout the recollection, she intoned, “They are losers, the 

customers at Peepland.”14   

Burana’s positionality as a former stripper clearly influenced her recollection of 

the clubs, and the way she recounted her experiences reveals a mix of nostalgia and 

fondness, distance and criticism.  For instance, she sometimes waxed about the thrill of 

the circus-like atmospheres she occasionally encountered.  Of San Francisco’s O’Farell 

Theatre, an “Adult Disneyland,” she recalled that it had “enough fantasy tableaux to 

inspire E-Ticket thrills in even the most jaded porn hound,” with rooms filled with “latex- 

and leather-clad dancers [who] flip from a trapeze and chase each other,” in which girls 

“writhe in unison in the red-carpeted pit between the deep-cushioned couches,” or 

shower, 4-6 at a time, in the Green Door Room as “colored lights caress their bodies.”15  

Overall, Burana painted a mixed picture of her days in traditional strip clubs, highlighting 

the combination of carnivalesque spectacle and sleaze that seemed endemic to so many 

clubs.  

It was this kind of transgressiveness that the new breed of clubs started defining 

themselves against, pitching their newly fancified spaces as those worthy of well-heeled 

social climbers.  In the mid-1980s – some list the year as 1986 – many strip clubs in the 

U.S. started in earnest to embellish themselves with signifiers of good taste,  and it was 

                                                           
14 Ibid., 110. 
15 Ibid., 213. 
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then that the idea of the “gentlemen’s club” emerged.16  This gentrified format is 

generally credited to Michael J. Peter, self-proclaimed “founder of sophisticated adult 

entertainment,” and “the Ray Kroc of go-go,” as Playboy once called him.17  By 1992, 

Peter was the largest owner of upscale gentlemen’s clubs, with twenty-three under his 

ownership.18  Fighting against the widespread, comfortably-entrenched public 

perception of strip clubs as marginalized entities, gentlemen’s clubs were positioned as 

somehow different, respectable, seamlessly blending into even the toniest of 

neighborhoods.  Unlike some more homespun clubs of the past, gentlemen’s clubs 

would embody a studied attention to aesthetic detail, an almost fetishization of the 

ways in which marble, brass, and crown molding could be used to erase elements of 

disgust and turn clubs into supposedly more tasteful palaces of desire.   

The audience for traditional strip clubs did not disappear, and not all strip clubs 

opted to upscale themselves into gentlemen’s clubs; there remains no real shortage of 

clubs reveling in no-budget allure.  As anthropologist Katherine Frank points out in G-

Strings and Sympathy, the upscaling of strip clubs that commenced in the late 1980s-

1990s should not be seen as representing the complete substitution of self-consciously 

classier spaces for blue-collar clubs, but rather, should be seen as a type of market 

segmentation within adult-oriented entertainment, a rise in the number of choices 

                                                           
16 “Dennis DeGori Brings the ‘Nightclub & Cabaret’ Concept to Scores and Penthouse,” Exotic Dancer’s 
Adult Nightclub Guide, 2008 2007, 10 Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to 
Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 
17 Mano, “A Club of One’s Own,” 130. 
18 Del Jones, “Upscale Topless Clubs Defy Recession,” USA Today, March 10, 1992, sec. Money. 
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available to consumers.19  Such diversification is emblematic of broader shifts in 

American culture, in which the conditions of late capitalism and the culture of 

postmodernity led to ever more personalization and individualization.   

The increasing impact and awareness of AIDS in the late 1980s also helped 

bolster a demand for safer sexualized spaces such as those of strip clubs, especially 

upscale ones.  When Ladies Home Journal published a piece on gentlemen’s clubs in 

1992, it seemed the world of the strip club had officially gone mainstream.  In that 

piece, writer Kathryn Casey spun a picture of the new-style strip club as a way to avoid a 

certain type of danger, and quoted the manager of uber-club Rick’s Cabaret: “‘A man 

can come here for an hour or two and fantasize that he’s with some young, gorgeous 

girl who thinks he’s the greatest thing since sliced bread, and he runs no risk of a 

sexually transmitted disease or being unfaithful to his wife.’”20  Similarly, in 1993, 

Philadelphia Magazine ran an article in which Tucker Mooney, manager of Delilah’s Den 

in Philadelphia, argued “‘Look, no one wants casual sex anymore, because they know 

they could catch a disease that will kill them…Clubs like Delilah’s are all about safe sex; 

no one can catch anything, because all of the sex happens in a guy’s head.  And we 

make sure that our girls look like something worth fantasizing about.’”21  The appeal of 

clubs providing hands-off fodder for private fantasies dovetailed with the rise of virtual 

                                                           
19 Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy: Strip Club Regulars and Male Desire, 22,57. 
20 Kathryn Casey, “The Last Male Refuge,” Ladies’ Home Journal, July 1992, 79. 
21 Tucker Mooney, as quoted in Ronnie Polanesky, “Dances for Wolves,” Philadelphia Magazine, March 
1993, 109. 
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reality and with an American public starting to imagine and realize the benefits and 

possibilities of the Internet.  At the same time, the heightened presence of gentlemen’s 

clubs despite the rise of the Internet implies the importance of these clubs in satisfying a 

persevering desire to be in physical spaces awash in tangible symbols of status.   

An increased focus on the fantasy element of the gentlemen’s club created a 

need to satisfy corporeal desires in different ways.  One way of doing this was to 

seemingly dilute the focus on the strippers by adding more and varied forms of 

consumption to the clubs.  The tidying-up of the strip club went hand in hand with the 

inclusion of “fine dining” and with a heightened focus on extensive menus prepared by 

lauded chefs, menus which would be touted in the trade journals as near works of art.  

As a further step towards multi-sensoriality, gentlemen’s club owners started covering 

the walls of their clubs with massive flat screen TVs playing live and recorded sports on 

continuous loops throughout the day and night.  The strip club thus evolved into a more 

diversified den of maleness and male privilege.  Even as lap dances became more 

explicit, the spaces of the clubs themselves added more features common to sports bars 

in an effort to dilute the sexual nature of the industry by providing a wider variety of 

options for heteronormatized indulgence.22   

                                                           
22 For a discussion of the perfomativity of gender, and of the way sex is materialized through reiteration of 
norms over time, see Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1993). 
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Figure 1.1  Palazio Gentlemen's Club (Austin, Texas) 

The upscaling movement also dovetailed with the rise of personal wealth in the 

late 1980s, and to a heightened quest for the status symbols which would allow the 

upwardly mobile to distance themselves from the masses.  The decade witnessed a 

rampant rise in upscaling across the board, signifying the public’s desire to expand and 

to infuse as much as possible with enhanced accoutrements of distinction; nightlife was 

one of the focal points of this.  As Exotic Dancer Bulletin explained, “The 1980s saw the 

highly competitive mainstream nightclub industry embrace radically advancing 

entertainment technologies on a grand scale in order to provide the greatest ‘wow’ 
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factor as the clubs expanded in size, scale and status.”23  The changes in non-adult-

oriented clubs infused the nightclub scene with a sense of techno-extravagance, a trend 

which would have left gentlemen’s clubs in a highly marginalized position – both 

culturally and aesthetically.  While the gentlemen’s club industry could have used that 

cultural moment to diverge even further from the mainstream and assume a more 

underground or marginalized position, instead, “in the early 1990s, gentlemen’s clubs 

became more high-end and luxurious and they continued to follow the same trend as 

the mainstream clubs of the 1980s.”24  The desire to cash in on the climate of excess 

and extravagance led club owners to move quickly, attempting to keep pace with wider 

cultural trends and to attract as much new money as possible. 

In 1992 alone, nearly 100 upscale gentlemen’s clubs opened in the United 

States.25 According to Gentlemen’s Club magazine, in 1992 there were 1,100 “quality” 

strip clubs in the U.S., up from 800 in 1987.26  As Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin proclaimed 

in 2001, the adult nightclub “has evolved, over the last 30-some years from one of basic 

go-go joints and titty bars to legitimate architecturally prominent gentlemen’s clubs, on 

                                                           
23 Christopher Buttner, “The Technology and Psychology of Sound & Lighting for Today’s Gentlemen’s 
Clubs,” Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, March 2006, 8.  Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from 
Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio 
State. 
24 Ibid., 8. 
25 Polanesky, “Dances for Wolves.” 
26 Nick Ravo, “‘Quality’ Topless Clubs Go for the Crowd in Pin Stripes,” New York Times, April 15, 1992, B1. 
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par if not superior to any non-adult men’s clubs anywhere.”27  The grandiose language 

employed here speaks to the high aspirations of club owners.  Cabaret Royale in Dallas 

(with The Men’s Club of Houston following closely behind) was the first of this new 

wave of strip club, a place Playboy contributor Mano called “a topless shopping mall.”28  

Mano described, in awe, many of the features of Cabaret Royale, including “an aerobic 

gym, a swimming pool, a fashion boutique, a unisex hair salon, a tanning bed, a 

conference room, a fax machine, a photocopier – also a seamstress, a laundry, a 

makeup person and a pedicurist for those 90 to 100 women who dance each night.”29  

The large number of accoutrements has marked some gentlemen’s clubs as  glittering 

caverns of consumerism, dwarfing their less well-heeled cousins.   

In 2006, Barry Sandman of Thee Dollhouse gentlemen’s club broke the levels of 

gentlemen’s clubs down into three categories: “either A, B, or C-level, indicating A-level 

as a leading, major city-based, high-end chain club, to the C-level being an 

independently-owned, rural/middle-America club.”30  Such a structure reveals the 

increasing value placed on corporatization, and the marginalization of the type of clubs 

that were once the industry standard.  Sandman argued  that an “A” level club needed 

to be at least 12,000 square feet, namely because “‘discerning adult club guests expect 

an ‘A’ venue to offer extensive dining facilities, a well-stocked boutique, a large 
                                                           
27 Larry Kaplan, “Innovative Club Design: Diamond Cabaret, Sauget, Illinois,” Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, 
October 2001, 66.  Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-present: 
Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 
28 Mano, “A Club of One’s Own,” 130. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Buttner, “The Technology and Psychology of Sound & Lighting for Today’s Gentlemen’s Clubs,” 9. 
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showroom with multiple bars and stages, a private meeting room, and expansive VIP 

seating as minimum amenities.’”31  At 71,000 square feet, Sapphire Gentlemen’s Club in 

Las Vegas is the largest strip club in the world, and has a 400-seat main stage area, “a 

VIP area featuring 40 private booths, private party rooms accommodating guests from 

20 to 1,000 and, perhaps the club’s signature feature, 13 VIP ‘skyboxes,’”32 so that 

guests can maintain a sense of privacy amidst the vastness.  With gentlemen’s clubs, as 

with many other arenas of consumption, largeness of size was a tool used to legitimize 

the proceedings, as spectacularization stood for a sort of status claiming. 

Increasing the size of clubs has been used not only as a tactic to attract 

customers, but to entice potential dancers as well.  Club descriptions in Stripper 

Magazine in the 1990s lured would-be entertainers with tales of elaborate dressing 

rooms and luxurious facilities, some of which included on-site, round-the-clock hair and 

make-up artists, as well as wardrobe and costuming experts.  Many also mentioned 

tanning beds and spas for the dancers, and a few offered the services of on-site 

masseuses and reflexologists.  Tales of luxurious amenities seemed also to add a sense 

of mainstream respectability and legitimacy.  A survey of the descriptions of other 

featured club renovations from the run of Stripper Magazine in the 1990s revealed that 

the phrases and words most invoked to signify upscaling included: dress codes for 
                                                           
31 Randall “Doc” Malloy, “Thee Dollhouse: Raleigh, NC,” Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, Winter 1997, 38. 
Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome Lawrence 
and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 
32 Dave Manack, “Welcome to the 71,000-square-foot Adult Entertainment Mecca in Las Vegas,” Exotic 
Dancer Club Bulletin, May 2004, 6. Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to 
Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 
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customers, a well-lit parking lot, “boutiques” or souvenir shops (especially ones that sell 

golf shirts with club logos on them), art galleries, high ceilings, fog/smoke machines, 

good ventilation that removes smoke, VIP rooms/cards/memberships, computerized 

lighting systems, grand pianos/piano stages, multiple stages and many dancers, 

choreographed dances/in-house choreographers, limousine service, “five star dining,” 

wood, brass, satellite TV showing sports, special golf outings/events, cigar tasting nights, 

valet parking, doormen, and “noticeably tall women.”  Each object seemed chosen for 

its embodiment of power, luxury, and air of exclusivity. 

Club owners were often encouraged to make sure their clubs took up as much 

physical space as possible, as spaciousness and enhanced square footage itself acted as 

marks of power.  Of this penchant for size, Michael J. Peter, writing in Exotic Dancer 

Bulletin, advised potential club owners to always look for buildings with maximum 

ceiling height, as “nothing is more tacky than a club with only 9 foot ceilings where stage 

performances allow an entertainer to put her hands on the ceiling between light 

fixtures.  Ideal ceiling height is a minimum of 15 feet or more.”33  In a survey of the 

“Featured Club” section of Stripper Magazine throughout the 1990s, “high ceilings” 

were in fact one of the most frequently mentioned traits of notable clubs, mentioned in 

one third of all club descriptions.  One of the central features of upscaling was to craft 

spaces which were constantly moving towards a greater sense of abundance and 

                                                           
33 Michael J. Peter, “Starting From Scratch,” Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, Summer 1996, 20. Charles H. 
McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome Lawrence and Robert 
E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 
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excessiveness, pushing the clubs to take up more and more space, and therefore claim 

more visibility and power. 

This desire for bigness has impacted the site location and geographical spread of 

gentlemen’s clubs as well.  Eschewing their crowded urban roots, gentlemen’s clubs had 

become particularly prevalent in the Sunbelt, cropping up in cities such as Dallas, 

Houston, and Atlanta, and throughout Florida, taking advantage of sprawling spaces and 

relatively cheap real estate prices.34  Their similarities to shopping malls have not gone 

unnoticed.  A writer from The New York Times observed, “the clubs, trumpeted in giant 

freeway billboards and catering to suburban businessmen and out-of-town 

conventioneers in BMWs and stretch limousines, reflect the unlikely blending of strip-

club culture and shopping-mall commerce, particularly in the Bible Belt.”35  The toning 

down of the more overtly garish elements of the classic strip club, however, made such 

an alliance not altogether unlikely, and the mixing of capitalism, skin, power, and 

terracotta stucco became an increasingly common combination. 

A writer for the New York Daily News noted, in 2007, that gentlemen’s clubs had 

become “big business and quite conventionally corporate,” possessing “a business 

model not very much different than WalMart.”36  Indeed, part of the mainstreaming 

was directly linked to the industry’s growing presence on Wall Street.  In 1995, Rick’s 

                                                           
34 Peter Applebome, “Dancers Follow the Olympic Flame, and the Money, to Atlanta’s Strip Clubs,” The 
New York Times, July 8, 1996, sec. A. 
35 Ibid. 
36 William Sherman, “Naked Truth in Clubs.  The Business of Stripping.,” Daily News (New York), July 8, 
2007, sec. Daily News Special Report. 
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Cabaret International, Inc. became the first publicly-traded gentlemen’s club in the 

country when it was granted a place on the lower-tier SmallCap Market.  PT’s Showclub 

– a chain of mid-range gentlemen’s clubs – also went public shortly after, with offerings 

on the American Stock Exchange (listed as VCGH).37   Exotic Dancer Bulletin estimated 

that the two companies had, as of 2011, a combined Wall Street evaluation of $500 

million.38  Rick’s and PT’s stock-market presence signified the growing acceptance of 

gentlemen’s clubs within mainstream culture.  There were, however, limits to how 

accepting the mainstream would be of the adult-entertainment industry, as Mustang 

Ranch, Inc., of renowned Nevada brothel fame, was denied its own efforts to go public 

on Nasdaq in both 1989 and 1990.39   

Nevertheless, the Wall Street presence of two major gentlemen’s club chains 

signaled that the industry had at least begun to move out of the shadows.  The 

businesses were booming too – in 2007, Rick’s Cabaret in New York was netting, after 

expenses, $300,000 in revenue per month.40  In 2010, twenty-one clubs operated under 

the Rick’s Cabaret brand, including clubs in “Houston, Austin, San Antonio, Dallas and 

Fort Worth, Texas; Charlotte, North Carolina; Minneapolis, Minnesota; New York, New 

                                                           
37 “PT’s Showclub,” Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, October 2003, 6. Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic 
Dance from Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research 
Institute at Ohio State. 
38 “Who We Are,” ED Publications - Gentlemens Club Industry News & Resources, n.d., 
http://www.edpublications.com/the-magazine/about. 
39 “Topless Bar Making Eyes at Nasdaq Listing,” Wall Street Journal, January 26, 1995, sec. The Blade, 3. 
40 Sherman, “Naked Truth in Clubs.  The Business of Stripping.” 
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York; Miami Gardens, Florida; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and Las Vegas, Nevada.”41  In 

2011, it was estimated that adult nightclubs had a combined annual gross revenue of 

$7.5 billion.42  The status of gentlemen’s clubs as publicly-traded businesses helped lend 

the entire industry an air of legitimacy, helping to distance the industry from public 

perceptions of marginality.    

Once positioned as major players, the concept of club branding began to take 

off,  consistency and aesthetic predictability working as yet another mainstreaming tool 

for the industry.  In 2006, Eric Langan, President and CEO of Rick’s Cabaret International, 

predicted a rise in the national branding of gentlemen’s club chains, arguing that the 

industry’s lag had been due to the inconsistencies of regulations across states.43  The 

major focus of the 2006/2007 Exotic Dancer’s Adult Nightclub guide was the branding 

phenomenon that was “sweeping through the adult nightclub landscape.”44  Branded 

gentlemen’s clubs would allow potential customers to know exactly what to expect 

when they walked through the doors of Rick’s Cabaret in Austin, or Rick’s Cabaret in 

Atlanta.  “‘We have a uniform system in all our clubs,’” noted Langan.  “‘The dance 

dollars are all the same, the ATMs are the same, everything is the same throughout our 

                                                           
41 Rick’s Cabaret International, Inc., “Rick’s Cabaret International, Inc. 2009 Annual Report”, 2010, 19. 
42 “Who We Are.” 
43 “Public, Proud and Poised: Rick’s Cabaret International,” Exotic Dancer’s Adult Nightclub Guide, 2007 
2006.  Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome 
Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 
44 Dave Manack, “Good as Gold,” Exotic Dancer’s Adult Nightclub Guide, 2007 2006, 136. Charles H. 
McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome Lawrence and Robert 
E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 



62 
 

venues, just as they’d be with Hooters or McDonald’s.’”45  Langan saw the gentlemen’s 

club industry as mirroring the casino industry, and argued that the casinos “‘were able 

to turn an industry that had negative connotations into an industry that corporate 

America supports…Our industry is becoming more customer friendly, a more concierge-

type business; it’s upscale entertainment for adults.  Which is just like what the casino 

industry did.’”46  Gaining the support of corporate America would be a triumph of 

respectability and an ultimate signal of an enhanced mainstream presence. 

The major trade journal of the industry – Exotic Dancer Bulletin – itself 

underwent its own type of upscaling and aesthetic cleansing throughout the years.  

What has become “the only national business magazine serving the multi-billion-dollar 

adult nightclub industry,” Exotic Dancer Bulletin was first called Exotic Dancer in 1992, 

and was primarily a directory of adult nightclubs.47  In 1996, the journal came out in 

magazine format, and changed its name to Exotic Dancer Bulletin: The Quarterly 

Magazine of the Adult Nightclub Industry, and was, indeed, published quarterly.  In 

October of 1999, the journal began coming out every-other month, and changed its 

name to Exotic Dancer Bulletin: The Magazine of the Adult Nightclub Industry.  Starting 

with the February/March 2003 issue, the name was changed yet again, this time to 

Exotic Dancer’s Club Bulletin.  With this shift, the design and layout of the journal 
                                                           
45 David Manack, “Eric Langan: The Man Behind the Rick’s Cabaret Brand,” Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, 
September 2007, 9. Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-
present: Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 
46 Ibid., 9. 
47 “Who We Are,” ED Publications - Gentlemens Club Industry News & Resources, n.d., 
http://www.edpublications.com/the-magazine/about.  Accessed January 14, 2012. 
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changed a bit as well, with “Exotic Dancer” written in much smaller font above the 

large-print heading of “Club Bulletin.”  Such a shift was clearly meant to downplay the 

focus on exotic dancing and to bolster connections to mainstream nightclubs, even 

though the journal’s content remained specifically dedicated to gentlemen’s clubs.  With 

the 2003 change, the journal began to look a bit more like a men’s magazine; it retained 

a glossier sheen, and the industry executives in the photos looked more mainstream and 

business-like; ponytails on men virtually disappeared, and the order of the day was 

business casual at the minimum.   

All of these changes signaled an aesthetic overhaul of the entire industry, and 

showed industry professionals’ tremendous faith in the American public’s eagerness to 

welcome lap dancing into the fold of mainstream amusements, as clubs like Spearmint 

Rhino and Rick’s Cabaret were envisioned as one day being on par with dance clubs and 

sports bars.  The increasingly standardized and corporatized nature of the major 

industry players embodied a serious shift in the industry’s culture.  The rise of the 

branded gentlemen’s club represents a homogenizing of fantasy, a somewhat surprising 

injection of comfort, familiarity, and predictability into a realm conventionally known for 

its transgression and edginess.  In referring to Rick’s Cabaret as “entertainment for 

adults” rather than “adult entertainment,” Langan made a measured linguistic choice to 

distance the changing industry from its sexual connotations.  Such actions were 

employed to make gentlemen’s clubs more palatable to formerly squeamish consumers; 

it was easier to package and brand a gentlemen’s club for national consumption when 
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the presence of near-naked women was diluted with fine dining, expensive scotch, and 

connoisseur cigars.  “‘We cater to males, 25 to 55 years old, with high disposable 

income,” noted Langan in 2010.  “Businessmen, business owners, corporate executives. 

That's who we market to. Our clubs are set up with the same decorations and customer 

service as any major steakhouse.’''48  Langan’s decision to compare gentlemen’s clubs to 

steakhouses is revealing, and demonstrates the way industry professionals envisioned a 

mainstream embrace of their businesses via the adherence to a less-controversial 

masculine aesthetic.  The connections between female bodies and meat, and the role of 

the sex industry in objectifying women and turning them into so much meat is a well-

traveled inquiry within gender studies and feminist theory, and the allusions made here 

by the industry bare these undertones in a non-too-subtle way.49 

In addition to connecting gentlemen’s clubs with well-known mainstream 

institutions of masculinity, the national branding of gentlemen’s clubs would allow VIP 

members to utilize their VIP privileges at other franchise locations.  Some clubs had 

installed VIP identification systems within their clubs to instantly acknowledge special 

customers.  Tootsies in South Florida, for instance, used “face recognition software that 

identifies VIP members by their facial characteristics without the patron even realizing 

they’ve been scanned.”50  The system furnished an instant feeling of specialness, 

                                                           
48 Alan Feuer, “Party Animals? Strip Clubs Quick to Defend Republicans,” The International Herald Tribune, 
April 10, 2010, sec. News. 
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(New York: The Continuum Publishing Company, 1994). 
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reassuring customers of the impression they had left on the club.  “Once recognized by 

the club’s computer system, the entire staff is aware of who you are; you’re 

immediately addressed by name and particular tastes, because the whole history of 

your past visits – from your favorite drinks to which dancers performed for you on your 

last visit – is available to the staff.”51  The valued gentlemen’s club customer could 

presumably sink into his own personalized fantasy world, his particular quirks and 

preferences catered to in a seamless fashion.  The existence of a strip club computer 

system that closely tracked and monitored a VIP’s predilections and activities within 

clubs was proof that gentlemen’s clubs had indeed moved out of the realm of secrecy, 

embracing a power of visibility.   

Before one achieved VIP status, however, one had to know about the clubs.  In 

an attempt to repackage strip clubs as consumables for all, and to get club’s messages 

heard, the industry started turning to television.  While strip clubs had traditionally 

limited their advertising to spreads in local strip club magazines (not the best way to 

reach a broader audience), a company called CommercialCommercial.com, headed by 

Peter James, began producing 30-second commercials tailored to the adult nightclub 

industry.  In an article titled, “The Revolution Will be Advertised,” James said the idea 

came to him when he noticed the industry kept relying on the same badly-produced 

ads; James saw a need for a higher-quality approach.  Gentlemen’s clubs could purchase 

the spots, which, in 2011, contained 22 seconds of pre-made footage, and customize the 
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remaining 8 seconds with club-specific info.  James called the ads “‘light-hearted and 

funny,’” and added that “‘You’ll never find one of our ads showing a girl crawling across 

a car or something.’”52   

The goal of these ads was to impart the message that gentlemen’s clubs were 

fun and breezy, and mainstream.  In an ad called “Missing You,” a burly 30s-ish man 

with a goatee was struck with nostalgia in three different scenarios: “Memory #1: Pole” 

showed him dressed in a suit and tie, sobbing, while grasping a pole on the subway; 

“Memory #2: Dollars” showed the same man, now clad in a track suit, equally struck 

while exchanging cash for a newspaper on the street; and “Memory #3 [blank]” showed 

the man again, now dressed as a construction worker and sitting at a worksite, looking 

off into the distance at a pair of water tanks shaped like breasts.  In the background, a 

man’s voice sang “You’re my home [female voice: ‘I’m right here’], my home.  Come 

home.”  At the end, the words “We miss you too” flashed across the screen, right below 

a space for a club’s logo.  The costume-changes throughout the commercial implied the 

democratic nature of the club, as the main character was variously garbed to represent 

the everyman: blue-collar in the hard hat, sporty in the track-suit, and all-business in the 

suit and tie.53   
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In another ad, a female office worker sitting down in her cubicle placed a potted 

fern on her desk, pushed play on the stereo, and turned on a fan.  She then laid back in 

her chair and propped her legs up on a desk, opening up her blouse completely.  Two 

perplexed male office workers peered over to look at her, as a female voiceover cooed, 

“You can always spot a [Club X] girl.  [Club X]: girls who love their jobs.”54  Apparently 

stripping was far more enjoyable than the depressingness of a bland office job.  These 

girls were really having fun!  With the exception of one ad, titled “Dollar Bill (Black 

Version)” (there is also a “White Version”), all of the ads on this site featured white 

actors, and all the actors (black and white) were dressed in aggressively middle-class 

coded clothing: khaki slacks and tucked-in, collared shirts.  Using light humor via 

standardized ads to appeal to a wide audience was an attempt to transition the image 

of the strip club into the fun and cheerful gentlemen’s club, transforming the clubs into 

light-hearted spaces of male camaraderie and good times, spaces in which average 

clean-cut Joes could be entertained by “girls who love their jobs.”    

Spearmint Rhino is the second largest gentlemen’s club chain in the world.55  It 

has clubs all over the U.S., as well as internationally, with locations in England, Canada, 

Scotland, and New Zealand.  Its billboards dot highways, and it embodies the rise of the 

gentlemen’s club branding phenomenon.  CEO John Gray emphasized, in 2007, that 
                                                           
54 This ad is particularly egregrious, though it does showcase the ubiguity of the palm tree in symbolizing 
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Spearmint Rhino had always tried to connect with the surrounding community and to 

maintain an excellent local track record.  Its aesthetic symbolism remained central to 

community acceptance and smooth integration.  “‘We don’t paint our buildings bright 

pink or purple on the outside.  We don’t have flashing lights that say ‘Girls XXX.’  We try 

to make sure it’s one of the nicest buildings in the city, and we police the outside of the 

building.’”56  A Spearmint Rhino ad in a trade journal from the same year focused on 

four interior shots of the lavishly-appointed club, overlaid across the silhouette of a 

dancer.  At the top of the page, it asked “How Would One Describe Spearmint Rhino 

Gentlemen’s Club[?]”  In the lower half, it responded: “Elegant, Impressive, Beautiful, 

Graceful, Charming, Cultured, Polished, Refined, Sophisticated, Stylish[,] Sumptuous, 

Lush, Magnificent, Ornate, Posh, Rich, Splendid, Excellent.”57  All of these words, of 

course, signified a sense of refinement and classiness, and would have seemed bizarre 

attached to a strip club of the pre-upscaling era.  Strip clubs had been linguistically 

transformed by their promoters into “charming” and “cultured” gentlemen’s clubs; not 

an illicit word in sight, cleansed of tawdriness and repositioned with a pleasingly genteel 

sheen.  The fact that purveyors of such clubs sought to project that type of image speaks 

to the type of power sought by club owners, a power that was bolstered by the patina 

of class and the aura of mainstream presence. 
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Materializing Masculinity: Trade Journal Instructions on Upscaling 

While upscaling is of course not exclusive to the adult nightclub industry, the 

upscaling of strip clubs represents a particular attempt to moralize the locales as well; as 

through the process of upgrading, elements of disgust associated with traditional strip 

clubs would be washed away and the industry would achieve a greater degree of social 

acceptance.  A well-lit parking lot, velvet chairs, and a squeaky-clean modern restroom 

all signified a sort of upstandingness, sending signals that while the interior goings on 

may still be fraught, the spaces themselves would be coded as bourgeois.  Aesthetics as 

morality. 

Because, as Bourdieu writes in Distinction, “social identity is defined and 

asserted through difference,”58 by utilizing materials and schemas deemed “classy,” 

gentlemen’s club owners distinguished and defined themselves in opposition to 

traditional strip clubs.  Promoters thus sought to imbue the landscapes of upscaled 

gentlemen’s clubs with symbolic capital, creating whole universes of meaning which 

appeared to embody a particular “class habitus,” or “set of common practices, 

objectified properties…and systems of classifactory schemes.”59  Ideally, each element 

of the upscaled club – from the wall coverings to the bathroom fixtures to the speech 

patterns of the cocktail waitresses – would work in tandem to construct entire 

interconnected systems of symbolism, with the ultimate goal being the creation of 
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distance between gentlemen’s clubs and their traditional strip club cousins.   

Aesthetically connecting to socially legitimized spaces would connect the goings-on to 

social acceptance as well.   This next section will examine the various strategies the 

adult nightclub industry has employed to hasten these changes, and the tools of de-

marginalization that were put in place in order to create more socially-sanctioned 

places, zones which appealed not only to men, but to women and couples as well, and 

which played on the allure of fantasy spectatorship in an increasingly standardized 

format.   

Use of seemingly upscale materials was said to distinguish gentlemen’s clubs 

from strip clubs, and helped diminish the perceived sense of the vulgar and sleazy.  In 

2007, a trade writer declared, “‘We’ve seen a lot of gentlemen’s clubs change over the 

past few years, turning what used to be considered questionable places into incredible 

palaces that would be conducive to plays or theatrical productions.’”60  Such grandiosity 

of language reveals a rather marked sense of ambition and optimism on the part of 

industry insiders, a belief that such spaces could indeed reach the level of 

monumentality and respect generally reserved for venues outside of the adult 

entertainment industry.  The hyperbolic language served as a vast overcorrection, and 

the tone of utter earnestness only bolstered the increasingly flagrant kitsch-appeal of 

the gentlemen’s club narrative.   
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Mike Orecchio wrote that his clubs were at first “‘very flashy with neon, black 

walls, the high-tech mirrored look,” but that he had since transformed them into more 

refined spaces, utilizing “‘a lot more wood, including oak; all of the bars are marble or 

granite, the entrances are granite, the bathrooms are marble and granite.  We went 

totally high-end.’”61  Orecchio’s décor preferences neatly embodied the aesthetic of the 

movement: as marble, wood, and granite formed a sort of holy-trinity of upscaling; if a 

club did not explicitly mention at least one of these, it seemed it could hardly be 

considered a true gentlemen’s club.  Such words demonstrate the complete self-

seriousness of the upscaling movement, a tone which has remained consistently earnest 

throughout the trade journals. 

In Stud: Architectures of Masculinity, architect and scholar Joel Saunders notes 

that most wall ornamentation has traditionally been associated with femininity while 

“neutral” surfaces and wall materials have been coded as masculine.  Wood, and 

especially wood paneling, has frequently been used to construct a sense of the 

masculine, often for its clear associations with the outdoors and related masculine 

pursuits.  Other materials, such as steel, stone, and glass, are also invoked as particularly 

masculine because of their “hard, cold, crystalline surfaces,” carrying a highly gendered 

meaning because they “bear the weight of all the cultural values masculinity 

purportedly connotes, above all austerity, authenticity, and permanence.”62  
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Gentlemen’s clubs are thus somewhat contradictory spaces; they trade in the heavy use 

of masculine materials, yet they are also brimming with ornamentation and flourishes in 

the form of framed art, velvet curtains, elaborate lighting, candles, and linen-laden 

cocktail tables.  Such clubs mix cold, hard, impervious surfaces with luxurious objects 

that primarily symbolize wealth and power as opposed to femininity.  The presence of 

partially-nude women helps to ameliorate any feminine connotations of the clubs’  

designs.  

Wood appeared in the gentlemen’s club trade journals as an almost universally 

preferred material, valued for its warmth and its symbolic ruggedness.  Publications 

spent a considerable amount of time detailing the uses of wood in the clubs’ newly 

respectable aesthetic.  Some of the most prominent clubs aimed for an immersive 

“outdoorsman” aesthetic, weaving in other bits of Americana along the way.  Such clubs 

doused their interiors in as many natural-world signifiers as possible, and the liberal use 

of pine, cedar, redwood, maple and oak seemed to compose an almost essential 

aesthetic element.  Stuffed big-game animals, and accents of plants, rocks, and 

waterfalls were also central in this narrative of nature.  In 2010, the website for The 

Lodge in Dallas, Texas, focused fetishistically on outdoors-oriented details, focusing on 

the club’s hunting lodge exterior, its huge wooden front doors framed by large cut trees, 

and its reception area fashioned to resemble a log cabin.  It also detailed the club’s 

grotto-esque stage area replete with stonework, a wood-framed cigar humidor flanked 

by a wooden Indian statue, a dining room with polished wood walls and an exposed log 
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beam ceiling, and chairs upholstered with leather and animal print fabric.  The site 

displayed a cave-like dining room with small tables tucked into nooks, and many, many 

stuffed and mounted animal heads, most with elaborate and intimidating antlers.63 

The Lodge’s website narrative created a total male fantasy of steaks and leather 

and log cabins and hunting, and women.  To quote their site extensively: 

If your image of gentlemen’s clubs leans toward the seedy, smoky Bada Bing 
stereotype, get ready for a shock. The Lodge looks like it was airlifted to Dallas from 
one of the great national parks of the American West, with a little tinkering by 
Ernest Hemingway on steroids. Stone and cypress wood dominate the front room, 
with dozens of impressive animal trophies gazing down from the walls (a big EXIT 
sign actually sits inside a hippo's mouth). Huge boulders form a cave leading out to 
the main stage, and a giant fireplace lends an après-ski ambience. The center room, 
called The Library, offers a more laid-back atmosphere, for intimate conversations 
amid a backdrop of book-lined shelves, antique rifles, a humidor and oil paintings of 
foxhunts and safaris. In the back is The Wine Cellar, a secluded area able to host 
business meetings and special dinners for 60 people that also, as the name indicates, 
safeguards The Lodge’s choicest vintages.64 
 

The Lodge narrated a dreamworld of rugged masculinity, with notes of mythologized 

“Americanness” peppered throughout, as references to “great national parks,” “the 

American West,” “Ernest Hemingway” (on steroids, no less), “animal trophies,” “safaris, 

” and “antique rifles” appear alongside more generically refined markers like humidors, 

oil paintings, book-lined shelves, and wine cellars.  The Lodge embodies a hyperbolic 

overload of symbolism common to upscaled gentlemen’s clubs.  While it may have been 

an extreme example, The Lodge’s narrative constructed a menagerie of masculinity 
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constructed from the pop culture stockpile of vetted symbols of male power, a vision of 

masculinity steeped in wildness and unhindered by the constraints of civilization. 

Some gentlemen’s clubs were decidedly less grandiose, yet still connected to a 

narrative of rustic outdoorsmanship.  The interior of Cruisin’ Chubbys gentlemen’s club 

(a club name which seemed to have been missed by the wand of upscaling), was thusly 

described: “All the exposed beams are natural logs, the walls are pine boards, the bar 

and tip rails are locally milled four-inch thick slabs of wood coated with a high gloss 

finish with edges still natural.  The stools and tables were all imported from Canada, and 

fit the log theme of the facility, as they are made of sized branches. [The railing]…was 

made from jack pines cut on the property.”65  Fantasies of ruggedness continued with 

the Diamond Cabaret in Sauget, Illinois, whose VIP room included “a Barbary coast lion, 

an Alaskan moose, a Colorado mountain lion, and a Rocky Mountain ram.”66  While 

visions of leopard couch lagoons fit neatly with the strip club image, gentlemen’s club 

upscalers turned this allusion to wildness up several notches, in some cases bombarding 

the clubs with signifier after signifier of traditional, red-blooded American-style 

masculinity.  

While harkening to the ranges and forests of the United States was one way to 

cloak a gentlemen’s club in mainstream masculinity, another shortcut signifier was the 
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cigar.  Indeed, the upscaling movement dovetailed with the cigar fad of the mid-late 

1990s, and many gentlemen’s clubs intent on refining their image took advantage of the 

richly-coded potential of the cigar.  One 1997 trade piece on cigars intoned, “You want 

them.  You need them.  They’re hip, they’re trendy, they make men feel like big 

spenders, they keep your customers in the club, they go well with premium liquor.”67  

Scott Medlock, General Manager of the Grand Cigar Company, argued that “‘Cigar sales 

and smoking benefits adult nightclubs with the addition of a more opulent atmosphere.  

It’s long been associated with taste and affluence.’”68  Barry Sandman of Thee Dollhouse 

also noted: “‘We’re big in cigars.  We market them from our boutique, through all our 

servers, VIP section hostesses, and even our Men’s Room Valet sells a lot of smokes.  

We average about $1,000 a night in cigar sales.’”69  Although cigars indeed embody a 

coded masculinity, both cigars and gentlemen’s clubs become more popular with certain 

groups of women at about the same time, a parallel that speaks to both the opening-up 

of traditionally male pastimes, as well as the desire on the part of some women to use 

phenomena coded as male to increase their hipness or aura of transgression.70  The 
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upscaling of gentlemen’s clubs and the rising popularity of cigars worked in tandem to 

construct a taste culture invested in symbols of historically male decadence. 

The world of humidors and cigars did not mesh well with the neon and flash of 

traditional strip clubs.  This did not mean, however, that all sparkliness was to be 

avoided.  Within the trade journals, crystal, glass, mirrors, and reflective surfaces of all 

kinds were valued components of upscaled gentlemen’s clubs, and chandeliers (often 

mentioned as “crystal” or “sparkling”) were nearly ubiquitous in mentions of club 

renovations.  A representative for Illusions Cabaret noted that their “grand staircase” 

was “highlighted by a 20-foot arched window and a chandelier custom made in Canada 

with over 75 amethyst glass shades handblown in Italy.71   Though mirrors might still be 

associated with strip clubs, they were quite frequently mentioned as part of the 

upscaling scene as well.  In Atlanta’s Gold Club, “mirrored walls are everywhere, making 

the wide-open room near prism-like,”72 presumably multiplying the images of semi-

naked dancers and creating an enhanced felling of abundance and excess.  Rick’s 

Cabaret in Houston was supposedly modeled after the cosmetics department at 

Bloomingdales.  

Mirrors, crystal chandeliers, and dazzling lights were used in the clubs to create 

an atmosphere of glittery fantasy and longing.  In Land of Desire, historian William Leach 
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discusses the turn-of-the-century rise of shopping districts and the production of desire 

within those spaces, arguing that “at the heart of the evolution of this commercial 

aesthetic were the materials of desire – color, glass, and light.”73  Mirrored surfaces only 

served to enhance feelings of grandeur and spectacle.  “Used for centuries,” Leach 

noted, “by royal courts and by the military to excite devotion, loyalty, and fear, and by 

religions to depict otherworldly paradises, these materials were now mobilized in the 

United States and other industrialized countries to suggest a this-worldly paradise.”74  

The mirrors and glittery surfaces of the gentlemen’s club suggested, at the minimum, a 

world of spectacle marked by its liberal use of materials and signifiers not as readily 

found in the outside world.   

While gentlemen’s clubs made liberal use of sparkly surfaces in the main stage 

areas, industry experts advised club owners to make their restrooms and lobbies sparkle 

as well. Michael J. Peter argued that a lobby with great fixtures and a club with 

“particularly clean and modern lavatories” could bolster an upscale feeling.  Using 

language redolent of Victorian-era image management books, Peter counseled club 

owners to “Customize these areas with tasteful quality art objects, accent lighting, and 

classy fixtures to show them off!  They are the first and last impression, and most 

regularly visible locations in your club.  They set a tone and quality that transcend the 
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darkest and dingiest corners of your main room.”75  The spaces of a gentlemen’s club 

were all about reinforcing a particular sense of aestheticized power and male privilege, 

and this included a focus on the areas of the clubs not immediately thought important.   

A spotless bathroom with expensive fixtures could, it was thought, help set a tone of 

luxury and niceness that could overflow into the less-polished areas of the club, 

triggering a sense of Diderot unity in the minds of consumers.   

One writer who detailed the recent renovation of Bare Elegance, a gentlemen’s 

club in Pittsburgh, spent a considerable amount of time fawning over the remodeled 

bathrooms.  In the redone restrooms, the “walls are painted with Ralph Lauren 

‘invitational gold’ – which has the look and texture of gold leaf.  The stall partitions are 

Ampco stainless steel, and vanity tops are in granite ‘old gold.’  The walls here are also 

accentuated with simulated coral stone mouldings.”76  Such features helped to give the 

bathroom a more “classical” aesthetic, working to create even more distance from the 

grotesque.  Similarly, the bathrooms of Illusions Cabaret were described as “the most 

handsome restrooms in town,” and were said to have “the feel of a five-star 

hotel…[and] feature carved stone vessel sinks resting on slab marble and stainless steel 

tables and walls of Italian glass tile.”77  All of these niceties worked to, essentially, 

disguise the adult-oriented nature of the establishments, which prompted one reporter 
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to exclaim that it “‘could have been mistaken for the city’s hottest, after-work Happy 

Hour.’”78  Such qualifying statements, while meant to be complimentary, revealed the 

degree to which, despite the industry’s best efforts at total normalization, gentlemen’s 

clubs were still marginalized spaces.  At the same time, the studied attention to detail 

and to the description of lavish material flourishes works to “civilize” and contain the 

most private and base bodily functions, further cleansing the club itself of connotations 

of baseness.   

In his book on the relationship between advertising and modernity, historian 

Roland Marchand writes of the “parable of the first impression” that became so 

dominant in the late 1920s.  According to this idea, in the modern world, one had only a 

brief moment to make a first impression, and one would thus be judged harshly on the 

minutiae of one’s appearance, behavior, mannerisms, and surroundings.  Marketers of 

bathroom furnishings, Marchand wrote, were not immune to this cultural obsession, 

and he described one such ad which argued that this “Room You Do Not Show” could 

actually reveal “‘your beliefs on how a civilized person should live.’”79  Such weight on 

the power of the bathroom in particular – the space most intimately associated with 

bodily functions and matters of disgust and cleanliness – within the world of 

gentlemen’s club upscaling indeed makes sense.  The spaces designed specifically for 

the management of bodily functions hold particular weight in leisure spaces which bank 
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almost entirely on evoking physical reactions in its patrons.  Gentlemen’s club 

bathrooms have the power to be sites of particular “dirtiness” and illicitness, the only 

spaces of the club not thoroughly surveilled.  By creating bathrooms furnished with 

expensive materials, and by keeping them spotlessly clean, designers of gentlemen’s 

clubs sought to convey the message that, if the most potentially disgust-laden element 

of the club was in fact rather clean and tony, then there must be something not entirely 

dirty about the proceedings, that gentlemen’s clubs could approach a level of bourgeois 

propriety.   

 

 

Figure 1.2  Entrance of Palazio Gentlemen's Club (Austin, Texas) 
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Once all of the respectability-signifiers were in place, there would be no reason 

to keep the lights low.  “Be proud of your operation!” enthused Peter.  “If there is 

something you’re trying to hide – fix it, replace it or clean it up!”80  David Macko, 

Director of Operations for Illusions Cabaret, succinctly expressed the gentlemen’s club 

struggle for respect: 

Years ago, I would really need to know someone well before I would tell them 
where I was working.  Now I can introduce myself to people and proudly tell 
them that I am the Director of Operations for a multi-million dollar business.  
Who would have ever thought that the small, dark, topless clubs from the ‘70s 
would grow up to become what they are today?81   
 

Macko’s comments embody the Cinderella narrative adopted by some of the club 

owners on the pages of the trade journals, and call to mind a sort of Horatio Alger-esque 

narrative of American can-do-itude.  Within these narratives, club owners and managers 

had attained the degree of visibility that they had longed for, and a high profit margin 

served as the ultimate sign of public acceptance.   

 
Domesticating Sexiness 

The transformation of the strip club into the gentlemen’s club connected 

aesthetic markers of bourgeois niceness with the bare capitalistic realities of the power 

exchanges inherent in the adult-entertainment industry, while removing the black lights, 

neon, and sticky floors that characterized traditional strip clubs.  The aesthetic of 
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upscaling, while still centered around fantasies of masculine privilege, had been 

somewhat domesticated and softened.  The industry’s attempt to attract more female 

customers, which I shall discuss shortly, dovetailed with the use of a more softened 

look, to some degree, adding flourishes which hearkened to a romance-novel-esque 

“aesthetic of seduction.”  

The newly cleansed and upscaled aesthetic of many clubs paralleled ideas of 

decadence and luxuriousness found in mainstream DIY interior design books of the time 

which catered to those seeking to create their own “sumptuous spaces.”  In a 1983 book 

claiming to be “the first book that explores the hidden messages that mysteriously draw 

you to certain types of spaces,” professor of interior architecture Sivon Reznikoff 

informed readers “how any room can be transformed into a romantic, seductive, or 

sensuous space.”82  Reznikoff argued that the easy over-the-top accessibility of the 

singles bar and the discos of the 1970s led to a desire to go back towards a more 

“romantic” setting or aura.  Although gentlemen’s clubs have served in some way as a 

replacement for discos, their domestication and stucco-ification also represents neon 

and flash burnout.   

 Reznikoff described the universal cues of seductiveness.  Seductive spaces, 

according to Reznikoff, were meant to bridge the gap between romantic and sensuous 

spaces.  Such spaces would include: 
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 1.  An abundant use of mirrors and other glittering surfaces. 
2.  Many sources of direct light, with the source of light (bulb) exposed. 
3. Bright, intense colors.  The pink that was frequently used in romantic settings 
now become an intense red. 
4. Numerous settings, such as seductive bathing and dining areas, for sharing the 
enjoyment of aphrodisiacs. 
5. Circular shapes and forms, for example, round beds, tubs, chairs, and 
conversation pits. 
6. Seductive fragrances, ranging from floral blends to spices, mosses, and 
sandlewoods.83 
 

Reznikoff added that “for those who prefer the scenic route, entire walls and ceilings 

can be covered in mirrors.”84  The aesthetic of the upscaled gentlemen’s club fit closely 

with Reznikoff’s examples, and although there is no direct evidence that upscalers 

utilized Reznikoff’s design ideas, the emergence of both, at similar cultural moments, 

demonstrates the commonality of such tropes.   

Reznikoff also discussed the connection between romantic settings and nature, 

nostalgia, and exotic escape.   One example she gave was of the “big game hunter 

fantasy,” linked strongly to conquest and power.85  This theme had been very popular 

within the upscaling movement, as found in The Lodge and The Colorado.  While such 

outdoor-oriented elements have provided an odd juxtaposition to the flashing lights and 

fog machines of upscale clubs, they represent different ends of the same domination-

and-control-of-nature spectrum.  The similarity between the spaces described in 

Reznikoff’s book, and the spaces of the upscaled gentlemen’s club speak to a desire on 

                                                           
83 Ibid., 137–138. 
84 Ibid., 142. 
85 Ibid., 54. 



84 
 

the part of club owners to tap into broader and more mainstream cues of seduction, 

tapping into the power embedded in an aesthetic which is a blend of male dominance 

through wilderness motifs, and exoticized decadence.  

 
Music 

While visual décor has played a central role in the upscaling process, owners 

have also focused on the sounds of the clubs.  In industry journals, club designers and 

owners often explained that they wanted the club-going experience to be as immersive 

as possible, and that they thus sought to exercise a great deal of control over the type of 

music played and the mood that would be created.  “The only way an adult 

entertainment club can hope to be successful,” said one commentator, “is by appealing 

to the senses of the patrons…[F]lashy lights and crystal clear sound can greatly improve 

the fantasy and excitement of any show.”86  While high sound quality itself could trigger 

allusions of classiness, “the music cannot be too loud if you want to maintain an upscale 

image.  It is truly the biggest and most frequent problem (next to the DJs playing the 

dancers’ music rather than music for 35-55 year-old customers) the manager has 

daily.”87  It was generally advisable to play music the patrons were familiar with, 

preferably music that reminded patrons of good times from their youth – a key 

component in weaving together the complete gentlemen’s club fantasy.   
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Lily Burana wrote about what she perceived to be the blandification of 

gentlemen’s club music.   She noted that at Cheetah’s in Las Vegas, the DJ favored 

metal, which I appreciate, since a lot of the upscale clubs won’t play anything 
heavier than Van Halen.  Not even Metallica, which blows.  To forbid the glorious 
Wagnerian pomp of Metallica is a gross misread of the male libido…and guys go 
nuts when they see a pretty little girl take on a song as big as ‘Enter Sandman.’  
To deprive them of that spectacle is nothing short of a shame.88   
 

Burana was thus critical of the aesthetic middlebrowing of the upscale gentlemen’s club, 

arguing for the noisier and more visceral approach of the traditional clubs.  When 

Burana danced at the ritzy Lodge, she was warned by management that if she gestured 

or danced in any lewd way she would be fired, and was told that “music women can 

dance to is restricted to selections that will be ‘pleasing to their demographic – affluent 

men age thirty-five to fifty-five.’  No rap, no alternative, no heavy metal.”  She 

concluded that “they’re very serious about all of this…[I]f a place caters to a corporate 

clientele, it hardly seems inappropriate to institute corporate practices.”89  The 

gentlemen’s club industry was so invested in its aesthetic of mainstreaming that it 

perhaps sometimes erred too much on the side of caution.  The May 1992 issue of 

Stripper Magazine revealed that “One” by U2 was the #7 most popular gentlemen’s club 
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song in North America; “To Be With You” by Mr. Big was #5, and “Tears in Heaven” by 

Eric Clapton was #8.90    

 
Food 

While many traditional strip clubs have offered free lunch buffets to reel in 

customers, gentlemen’s clubs have often included the addition of what promoters 

claimed to be “five star dining,” constructing food descriptions with signifier after 

signifier of class.  For instance, Illusions Cabaret bragged that their onsite cook, Chef 

Francois Keller, had “‘cooked for three U.S. Presidents and the King of Belgium,’”91 while 

Cleopatra’s Viewpoint Restaurant and Lounge in Portland, Oregon touted its own “five-

star dining,” which included “every steak imaginable to man.”  As co-owner Claude 

DaCorsi argued, “‘Some people in Portland don’t think that adult nightclubs can serve 

good food, but we disagree with that.  We’re a restaurant first and foremost.  We want 

people to come for the food and stay for the girls, but right now it’s come for the girls, 

stay for the food.’”92  That some club owners attempted to distance themselves from 

the reality of their gentlemen’s clubness slightly contradicted statements about the 

industry’s new-found respectability.  That a gentlemen’s club would tout itself as “a 

restaurant first and foremost” speaks volumes about the aesthetic and image overhaul 
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of the industry, and about the kind of power that was sought through mainstream 

visibility and cultural “legitimacy.”  At the same time, this increasingly visible position of 

gentlemen’s clubs paradoxically provided a kind of invisibility for certain male patrons 

who would perhaps feel more comfortable inhabiting a space more in line with their 

own taste culture and habitus; the idealized “businessman,” though treated with 

personal attention, could relax into a position of relative anonymity in newly upscaled 

and legitimized spaces not unlike those he was used to frequenting in other contexts.   

Sometimes this legitimizing meant adding a known steakhouse or restaurant, 

either directly adjacent to, or even inside of, the club.  Vinnie’s Steak House and Tavern, 

billed in 1997 as one of the top steakhouses in North Carolina, installed a location in the 

front of Thee Dollhouse – a “premiere” gentlemen’s club in Raleigh, North Carolina.93  

“Elegant,” sit-down dining plays a relatively large role in the gentlemen’s club image, 

and has been used to bolster a sense of credibility and reputability.  Owner Barry 

Sandman described Vinnie’s Steak House at Thee Dollhouse as a projected “‘5,500 

square foot, two-story, virtual dining pavilion featuring seating for 160, a raw bar, a 

sushi bar, caviar bar, tap room, and meeting facilities…We’ll be serving dinner until 

midnight, then breakfast and sushi til’ 5 AM daily…I think we’ll be jammed!’”94  The 

elaborateness and the size of the operation would add a heightened sense of 

abundance and spectacle, and would help construct the gentlemen’s club as an even 
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more encompassing fantasy world of male power and privilege.  The inclusion of 

“meeting rooms” seemed an odd addition for a steak house, yet spoke to the industry’s 

desire to add linguistic connections to white collar business whenever possible.   

This fancifying of strip clubs via supposedly tasteful dining facilities was both a 

source of happy surprise and cognitive dissonance on the part of some observers.  D. 

Keith Mano, in his Playboy piece, described one of his food/stripper experiences as 

follows: “One gorgeous pop tart began to climb me like her kitchen step-ladder.  Then 

she took both church keeler-size breasts and, using them as a cymbal set, made my ears 

go boinnng!  In some sleazy sub-basement?  No, at B.T.’s, after I had eaten filet mignon 

off china and linen.”95  China, linen, and filet mignon confused the situation, and added 

an unexpected twist to an otherwise “tawdry” situation.  Gentlemen’s club food that did 

not come from a deep fryer sent mixed signals, creating an idealized amalgamation of 

dichotomous male privilege – frat-boy vulgarity mixed with grown-up accoutrements of 

power; a public “man-cave” with starched napkins and crystal wine glasses.  Adding 

signifiers of privilege lessened the elements of disgust that would otherwise be attached 

to the spectacle of men paying women to disrobe.  If behaviors coded as illicit could be 

accompanied by filet mignon and china, then such actions could be unburdened of 

sleaze.  Fine china and crystal were invoked as tools to construct the desired Diderot 

unity of cleansing, however bare the increasingly glaring connection to power, money, 

and flesh would now be.   
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In the August 2003 edition of Exotic Dancer Bulletin, a section called Chef’s 

Corner featured an article called “Sexy Food, Delicious Food! Meeting the needs of 

today’s discerning gentlemen’s club clientele.”96  The piece was authored by Dennis 

Natoli, the “Executive Chef de Cuisine” of Scores, and began with an editor’s note 

explaining that the column was intended for “upscale gentlemen’s club chefs across the 

country; i.e., the recipes are for culinary experts.”97  The piece went on to detail the 

difficulties chefs in the gentlemen’s club industry faced.  “From good food basics to 

grilling thick, juicy steaks, from preparing perfectly cooked asparagus or creamed 

spinach to die for, or creating exotic dishes – with no calories, as inspired by the 

entertainers – gentlemen’s club cuisine is particularly challenging.”98  This attention to 

the intricacies of the cuisine embodied the rhetorical shift towards mainstreaming, and 

the commitment of some clubs to enact a more seemingly uplifted world of power and 

multisensoriality.  As usual, the tone remained entirely self-serious. 

Chef’s Corner included a recipe for “Roasted Wild Striped Bass with an herb olive 

coating on a fregola stew of red heirloom tomatoes, roasted garlic, Tuscan kale, fennel 

and mixed greens,”99 as well as a recipe for “Flambeed seasonal fruit with frangelico, 

toasted hazelnuts, mascarpone and calabrian fig molasses.”100  Such florid descriptions 
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were of course not typically associated with strip clubs, and the lavish details highlight 

the degree to which upscalers sought a thoroughness in their narratives of cultured 

masculinity.  Natoli continued to explain that the chefs at such establishments “must 

create a balance between ‘all-man’ food and the more gentle delicacies required by the 

entertainers.”101  In 2001, The Diamond Room offered a “concierge food program” for 

private events, in which “any menu with any legal food available anywhere on earth will 

be prepared with 72 hours notice.  If a guest wants a certain tablecloth or a certain 

person to wait on their party, they will arrange it.”102  The advertised willingness to go 

to extremes of both fanciness and exclusivity was presumed to further dilute the sexual 

nature of strip clubs and to cross the clubs into the realm of mainstream leisure.  That 

The Diamond Room offered, with notice, “any legal food available anywhere on earth,” 

speaks to the way the new gentlemen’s clubs banked on invoking a sense of power 

through the language of elite privilege.   

 
The Beautiful People Business 

While décor, food, and overall ambience has played a central role in upscaling, 

physical beauty has remained the highest form of capital in the gentlemen’s club 

industry.  In upscaling a club, material objects, technological and artistic flourishes, and 

the employees themselves should all, according to the fantasy, work in concert as 

catalysts in the creation of an entire symbolic universe, a Diderot unity constructed 
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around notions of “classiness.”  “There are very few industries,” noted one writer, 

“where ‘presentation’ is as important as it is for the adult nightclub industry…A visit to a 

gentlemen’s club is truly a feast for the eyes…”  Michael J. Peter detailed the “standard 

equipment” needed to transform a “B-joint” into an upscale gentlemen’s club.103  One 

key, explained Peter, was to “hire good-looking men (21-35 years of age) as well as 

attractive women in all positions…We are in the ‘beautiful people’ business, so it makes 

your operation more attractive and classy.”104  Peter continued: “If I walk into Playboy’s 

corporate office in Beverly Hills, I expect to see a Playboy centerfold sitting behind the 

information desk.  Otherwise, I’d be disappointed.  The illusion of fantasy that the 

Playboy name inspires would have let me down.”105  Every visual detail of the club must 

be attended to, and personnel were certainly no exception.   

Peter argued that the waitresses and barmaids should actually be the best-

looking “ladies” in the club – not the dancers.  “Hire waitresses and barmaids from 

regular nightclubs.  They bring new customers and upgrade your image – very subtly.”106  

Peter did not specify how waitresses from “regular” nightclubs worked to instantly 

upscale a gentlemen’s club, but the assumption was that they lacked that certain “strip 

club” look.  Not so subtle was the way such women were seen as potential, untainted 

future dancers.  Once the new waitresses settled into their gentlemen’s club 
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surroundings, “they may,” explained Peter, “go for the bigger, better money of 

performing.  GOOD!  Because they are fresh and innocent, they don’t beat up on 

customers and are happier with less money than the ‘old pro.’”107  This comparative 

innocence was appealing because it perhaps made the encounters seem more “natural” 

and thus would leave patrons feeling even more special and singled out.  In the world of 

the gentlemen’s club, a polished brass rail, a marble table-top, a flickering candle, and a 

super-hot, non-jaded waitress all served as mini Diderot-effectors, creating in the guest 

the impression that the club was indeed different, and that everything in sight was in 

fact awash in the glow of class.   

This aesthetic cleansing meant that all staff members should always be 

“overdressed.”  “Make your customer feel the class,” advised Peter. “It is 

contagious.”108  This even came down to the details of footwear, as it was suggested 

that all hostesses and waitresses should wear three inch heels, minimum.  “As a 

customer,” explained Peter, “I lose the fantasy of classy ladies that I could marry when 

she looks like Shaquille O’Neal in her Nikes, bringing me my gin and tonic.”109   Peter’s 

allusion to marriage, if euphemistic, is revealing, and implies that the club’s female 

employees were used as indicators that clubs were indeed places full of people at least 

on the same social level as the imagined patrons, and hopefully a bit higher.  Such a 

statement also speaks to highly dichotomized gender views that were encouraged 
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within such spaces, that “marriageable” women would never wear sneakers.  Peter also 

advised club owners to steer clear of tough-guy male bouncers, and bouncers with 

visible tattoos.  Female bouncers, or “floor hostesses,” were seen as classier, more 

appealing, less volatile, and more amicable.110  With all of these details in place, clubs 

could edge closer towards the smooth terrain of the mainstream.   

 
Emotional Labor and the Performance of Class 

While employee physicality was key, industry trade journals also focused 

extensively on behavior in the clubs – and not necessarily the behavior of the dancers or 

guests.  One of the ways gentlemen’s clubs strove to distinguish themselves from strip 

clubs was by the supposedly refined manner of their staff – from the behavior of door 

staff to floor staff to “members-only” staff,  a middle-classing that went beyond the 

visual.  At the Diamond Cabaret, staff members working in the VIP room were required 

to undergo detailed training which included classes on cigars, wine, and on the 

“Magnificent Seven” (“‘seven of the rarest, finest beverages anywhere…Louis the 13th 

cognac; 150 year old Grand Marnier; Johnny Walker Blue; Kelt Cognac’”), and received 

this training from “‘some of the best hotels in the country.’”111  In addition, employees 

were “‘required to read the paper daily and are regularly tested on current events.’”112  

Well-read employees played a key role in constructing the fantasy of privilege within the 
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clubs, and in crafting a narrative in which the perceived gap between customer and 

entertainer could be decreased by a supposedly shared interest in and knowledge of 

current events. 

The CEO of Spearmint Rhino, interviewed in a trade journal in 2007, implied that 

the club’s toned-down aesthetic was partly responsible for its wide success.  He 

explained: “‘our people have short hair, their ties are tightly knotted, and we don’t look 

like ‘nightclub’ people…We talk articulately; we’re more one of them than the typical 

‘strip club’ person they’re used to speaking to.’”113   The CEO’s insistence that his 

employees “talk articulately” reveals the type of lip service employed in the 

construction of a narrative of class.   The patina was the thing.  At the same time, the 

statement also implies the breaking-down of the built-in distance between patron and 

employee, a perceived fissure that Spearmint Rhino attempted to close by grooming 

workers to appear more bourgeois.   

Countless discussions of club renovations praised the politeness or 

courteousness of the floor staff and wait staff.  The “niceness” of the staff was seen, 

along with visual aesthetics, as one of the key factors distinguishing a gentlemen’s club 

from a strip club.  At Cruisin’ Chubbys, employees were often told of “the importance of 

maintaining the image of being a gentlemen’s club,” and were “constantly being 

reminded to introduce themselves to patrons on the way in and shake hands on the way 
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out. ”114  Similarly, Mike Rose, speaking about his Penthouse Club in Myrtle Beach, 

noted “‘[customers] can expect to be greeted every time they walk through the door, 

greeted again when they enter and are seated at a table by one of our waitresses who is 

ready to take their order.  One thing they won’t do is sit and wait 20 minutes for a 

drink.’”115  Prompt attention was assumed to work as a signifier of specialness, giving 

the impression of personalization, power, and importance.  “Remember, gentlemen,” 

intoned Michael J. Peter in a trade article, “…It’s SHOW BUSINESS.  Airlines call them 

PASSENGERS.  Attorneys call them CLIENTS.  Doctors call them PATIENTS, and we call 

them GUESTS [emphasis in original]!”116  Peter’s equation of gentlemen’s clubs with 

doctors and lawyers revealed his faith in the power of upscaling to bestow middle-class 

respectability and even upper-middle-class status on the new breed of club.   

Peter also claimed that an air of camaraderie and mutual respect among 

employees could help foster an atmosphere of class.  “A customer receiving respect 

from your staff is the most subtle and significant method you can implement to upgrade 

your club – but the owner and manager must earn it from your performers first!”117  

This was done by giving potential dancers real auditions, making them read company 

policies, having them fill-out applications and forms, and making them undergo formal 

interviews.  A nightly staff meeting further enhanced the notion that the club was 
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upscale and classy, according to Peter.  All of these were of course rituals and 

components of non-strip-club jobs, details which helped bolster a sense of legitimacy in 

a field facing many opponents.   

A focus on the eruditeness of employees appeared in several club descriptions.  

According to its website, the standards of The Lodge  

focus on beauty, of course, but they don’t stop there. ‘I compare our approach 
to geishas in a Japanese tea room,’ Dawn [the club’s owner] says. ‘We think our 
women should be interesting, intelligent, good conversationalists, as well as 
great eye candy. Our customers want good company for an hour or an evening, 
not just a dance or two.’118   
 

This equation between Geishas and dancers at gentlemen’s clubs added yet another 

dimension to ideals of male privilege and fantasy.  Alluding to a “classic” embodiment 

and symbol of desire and power would more clearly connect gentlemen’s clubs with a 

mythologized and exoticized past, and uplift the proceedings in a way that neon lights 

and fog machines could not.   

 
Race and African American Dancers 

In 1997, Exotic Dancer Bulletin ran a special report on the lack of black dancers 

and black customers in gentlemen’s clubs.  The author wrote that African-Americans she 

had spoken to said that exotic dancing was just not as big in black culture as in white 

culture.  While there were clubs that catered primarily to a black audience – with black 

dancers and staff –those clubs were fairly rare; it remained hard for black dancers to 
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break out of seemingly niche markets as well.  Lady T, a black dancer who worked at 

both black and white clubs (they were indeed discussed in those terms), said that she 

did her act differently for a white versus a black audience.  “‘White men don’t usually 

like rap and R&B.  They want to hear rock and roll and they don’t like a whole lot of 

shakin’ going on.  Black men want to see a woman work up a sweat when she 

dances.’”119  One club owner quipped, “‘White girls prance; black girls dance.’”120  

Another club owner, who wanted to remain anonymous, revealingly wrote that “he 

didn’t have anything against black features or house dancers, as long as they ‘look 

white, like Vanessa Williams.’”121  Brazil, who was described as “a mixed-race 

entertainer,” used particularly classed language when she noted that “‘The bottom line 

is that if you act like a lady, you are treated like one – color doesn’t have anything to do 

with that.’”122  As Katherine Frank has noted, however, within the clubs, there was “an 

implicit assumption among the customers that an upscale club was also primarily 

white.”123  

Dancers often noted that club owners were reluctant to hire black dancers 

because they were nervous about attracting a large number of black customers.  One 

black adult publication contributor ventured, “‘They [club owners] are scared of losing 
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clientele who may be anti-African-American…It’s reluctance to explore new horizons 

because they are catering to traditional customers.’”124   It was unclear whether 

“traditional” meant white or racist (or both).  One black entertainer argued, “‘They’re 

afraid a black feature will bring in the young, hip-hop black guy who might destroy their 

club.  Then the white clientele see these young black guys coming in, and then they go 

somewhere else..[Club owners say] ‘We love black girls, but we don’t have that many 

because they’ll bring in the wrong kind of crowd who will scare away my other crowd.  

We don’t want that.’  I understand, but you have to give it a try.’”125   Argued one black 

dancer, “Well, wake up and read your Wall Street Journal folks and get hip to the fact 

that the middle class black is one of the fastest growing market segments…in the end, 

it’s not about the personal philosophy of race – it’s about the money.”126  In an industry 

based almost completely on physical appearance and the construction of fantasy worlds 

rife with symbols and allusions of power, it seemed hard for industry professionals to 

relinquish their own biases based on appearances.  The upscaled niceness of a 

gentlemen’s club had, in some arenas, become code for whiteness.   

Not all upscaled clubs have cultivated a white privilege aesthetic.  One way the 

industry has addressed race has been by opening clubs specifically targeted towards 

African Americans.  Club Onyx in Houston opened as a new addition to the Rick’s 
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Cabaret brand.  According to owner Langan, Club Onyx specifically “‘caters to football 

players [and] hip-hop artists, as well as black and Hispanic corporate executives.”  In 

trade journals, the club has been referred to as “the chain’s first venture into the 

upscale ‘urban’ adult nightclub market.”127  The 2009 annual report for Rick’s touted 

their four Club Onyx locations as “upscale venues that welcome all customers but cater 

especially to urban professionals, businessmen and professional athletes.”128  Within 

the trade journal literature, I did not encounter any instructions which specifically 

targeted or focused on “white” versus “black” clubs, and industry professionals seemed 

most intent on constructing a generalized gentlemen’s club aesthetic, despite the clear 

demographic segmentation embodied by the birth of Club Onyx as a specifically African-

American targeted club.   

As with most ventures in the industry, profitability was the bottom line.  Langan 

pointed out that “ ‘[t]his is a growing segment of the U.S. population with increasing 

affluence.  There is certainly more demand now than ever for a club such as Club 

Onyx.’”129  One trade article called the industry out on its use of the term “urban:” 

“Wait…urban?” it noted.  “We’ll only mention it once for clarification – blame the 

euphemisms.  We’re splitting hairs, too; urban, in a semantics injustice, means black.  

Any adult nightclub where their entertainer roster is comprised of primarily African-

American dancers and has primarily African-American clientele could be so deemed 
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‘black.’”130  Regardless, Club Onyx has continued to label itself an “urban” gentlemen’s 

club, implying that race has remained a rather fraught and tricky issue within the 

industry, an industry whose efforts at expansion have embodied a particular skittishness 

when it comes to questions of diversity.   

Despite the trade journal adherence to a relatively unified aesthetic, some have 

discussed the differences between the clubs.  DC Glenn, a DJ at Strokers Gentlemen’s 

Club – a primarily black club – in Atlanta, asserted that 

Although we are one entity, black clubs and white clubs are totally different.  
People may have their preconceived notions, but eventually it’s all about your 
environment.  The difference is very easy.  White dancers dance different than 
black dancers…Back in 1989 when I started it was the dawn of the booty 
shake…Everyone loves the shake.  But there is a difference between the two; 
most white dancers try but, like I said, it’s a culture.131   
 

Glenn later added, of the success of the club, “‘It’s not a black, white issue.  It’s about 

treating everyone with respect and getting it back in return.’”132  While Glenn claimed it 

was “not a black, white issue,” he also attested to the wide gulf in atmosphere between 

the upper-tier black and white clubs.  The reluctance of non black-targeted gentlemen’s 

clubs to hire African American dancers, for fear of scaring off “traditional” customers, 

speaks to the conservative nature of the industry and to its undying belief in the power 

of an entire universe of symbolic cues – from the manners of the bouncers to the race of 

the dancers – in constructing their fantasy zones.  While trade journals have spoken of 
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the supposed breaking-down of gender barriers via the clubs’ active courtship of female 

customers, when it came to the courtship of a racially diverse workforce or customer 

base, the clubs seemed most interested in reifying difference. 

 
Preferred Customers: Of Women and Businessmen 

In a scene from the 1967 film The Graduate, Dustin Hoffman’s character 

Benjamin Braddock reluctantly takes Elaine Robinson out for a night on the town.  

Irritated that he has been forced to spend time with her, and eager to sabotage the 

date, Benjamin takes her to a local strip club, where the two of them are seated just 

inches away from the main stage where a dancer is performing a striptease.   Though 

Elaine tries to be game at first, her growing uncomfortableness becomes apparent as a 

topless dancer twirls her tassel-adorned breasts directly over Elaine’s head, to the cat-

calls and roaring approval of the patrons.  A single tear runs down Elaine’s face.   It is 

only then that Benjamin grabs Elaine’s arm and the two hastily make their way for the 

door, to the more wholesome beyond; the limits of his sabotage attempt clearly 

reached.133 

Fast forward to the 1990s, when the gentlemen’s club industry has pitched 

upscaled strip clubs as female-friendly places to hang out.  Said one customer of 

Stringfellows, a high-end gentlemen’s club in the Gramercy Park neighborhood of 

Manhattan: “‘Hey, this is elegant – it’s not sleazy…You can bring a date here and not 
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give a bad impression.’”134  The 1720 Club, an upscale venue in Washington D.C. was 

granted the highest mark of refinement when one dancer noted, “‘It’s the kind of place 

that a man could bring his wife.’”135  The symbolic value of women as morality 

personified draws from a long tradition of American embourgeoisment, and this device 

has proved useful in many realms trying to re-fashion their image into one conveying a 

certain sense of social approval. 

Of course, the desire to attract female customers has also largely been about 

profit.  The owner of Sapphire Gentlemen’s Club in Las Vegas explained, “‘we expanded 

the market to people – women especially – who wouldn’t have felt comfortable.  We 

have a lot of couples that come into Sapphire.’”136  Noted Stephen McWilliams of The 

Men’s Club: “In our ever-changing political climate, it is important to the survival of our 

industry that we expand our customer base and convert as many potential opponents 

over to our side.  One of the easiest and most rewarding ways to do this is to simply 

smile and say ‘welcome’ to the next female customer who walks through your door.”137  

The Taj Mahal, one of the top upscale clubs in Atlanta, was described as “more like a 

gentlemen’s retreat if you will…it’s big, plush, comfortable and distinctive…A wide 

staircase ascends to the fine dining area.  It’s white table cloth service and superior 
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cuisine, perfect for business dinners or dates. [emphasis my own].”138  The Lodge in 

Dallas advertised “date night” every Saturday night, with special meal deals and prices – 

“come for the food, stay for the mood.”139  

While the desire for greater revenue was a factor, there seemed to be more at 

stake than money in the quest for female customers; in many ways, the presence of 

women was a mark of pride.  The owner of the Barely Legal Club in New Orleans claimed 

that “20 percent” of their clientele was female, and argued that girls liked it because 

they knew that was where the guys were, adding that “The seedy clubs are dead now,” 

while the newer mega-clubs were places that “your sister, wife,” or anyone could 

enjoy.140  Dennis DeGori of Scores similarly observed that on a weekend night he 

“‘might have literally 150-200 women in one of the clubs.  These are ‘regular’ nightclub-

going girls…our entertainers do a great job making them feel comfortable.  It’s 

entertainment, after all; it’s not a sexual experience.  And it’s just as easy to entertain a 

woman as it is to entertain a guy.’”141  Again and again, gentlemen’s clubs have 

attempted to distance themselves from the adult industry, claiming to sell, instead, 

showmanship and a total experience, making the spaces more female-friendly, and, by 

implication, more legitimate and mainstream. 
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In 2007, Exotic Dancer’s Club Bulletin ran a special feature examining the rise of 

female clientele at gentlemen’s clubs, saying that “women are no longer intimidated by 

‘gentlemen’s clubs.’”142  Stephen McWilliams, the Director of Operations for The Men’s 

Club, commented: “Whores, lesbians and pissed-off wives.  I mean really, what other 

kind of women would want to enter a topless club?  That was the misconception of 

female customers 20 years ago.  Even at the Age of Aquarius and women’s liberation, 

the world within an adult cabaret just didn’t seem to be appropriate for ladies.”143  

Williams added, “But that was then; this is now.  We didn’t want them then; we need 

them now.  Women aren’t just for entertainers anymore; now they are valuable 

customers.”144  In the past, female customers would have been seen as threats to the 

sanctuary of that very heteronormative male zone.  In the space of the newly upscaled 

gentlemen’s clubs, however, women could serve as markers of elevated status and 

hipness. 

Women might also use gentlemen’s club visits as a statement of their own 

challenge to male terrain, similar to the way cigar-smoking has been promoted to 

women.  While cigars have been used in gentlemen’s clubs as markers of upscale 

masculinity, cigar use among women skyrocketed at the same time as upscaling.  In her 

1998 book about cigar smoking for women, writer Rhona Kasper offered irreverent yet 

practical tips for women who were new to cigars:  
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Times have changed.  The idea of a woman who smoked used to be the homely 
housewife secretly lighting up outside near the woodshed.  Today, no one is 
surprised to see a powerhouse woman proudly puffing a double corona.  Cigars 
aren’t just for men anymore.  Unwinding with a cigar is now a luxury enjoyed by 
both men and women.145 
 

Kasper also advised women to be proud of the brand of cigar they smoked.  “Today, 

trademark logos are displayed everywhere, from Gap T-shirts to gold Cartier bracelets.  

Remove the band only if you are embarrassed of the cigar you are smoking; otherwise, 

wear it proudly.  Just make sure it doesn’t clash with your lipstick.”146   

The book was filled with details on how to select a cigar, what the different 

flavors were like, and how to hold a cigar.  The tone was one of carefree consumerism 

and female empowerment, and each chapter began with a pithy epigraph.  Some 

examples are as follows: “‘Whenever I date a guy, I think, is this the man I want my 

children to spend their weekends with?’ – Rita Rudner; ‘Lead me not into temptation; I 

can find the way myself,’- Rita Mae Brown; ‘Women’s virtue is man’s greatest 

invention,’ – Cornelia Otis Skinner.”147 Kasper ended her book of female sisterhood 

through cigar-smoking with the following: “I will respectfully raise my robust, 

acknowledging that there is yet another one of us, a woman celebrating that which was 

once taboo: the touch, the smell, the taste of the good life – a good cigar.”148  Like going 
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to a gentlemen’s club, cigar smoking was promoted as being no longer solely the 

domain of men.  Similarly, cigars and women could serve as tandem upscalers.   

Club promoters argued that it had become increasingly common to see a woman 

accompanying her husband or boyfriend to a club, “or it may be a group of women on a 

ladies’ night who have always been curious, or – and this is an even more interesting 

trend – it could be a female executive or salesperson entertaining clients…The sanctuary 

has become a party and everyone is welcome [emphasis my own].”149  Stephen 

McWilliams ventured that “The club helps level the playing field.  When they [women] 

bring in clients or associates they like to have a nice meal, discuss business, then pay the 

bill and leave enough Dance Dollars for ‘the boys’ to have fun.  It is a perfect balance of 

camaraderie and respect for the male agenda.”150  McWilliams invoked the Judd Apatow 

fantasy of a world in which successful, able women gamely ushered males along 

through their various male-agenda activities without so much as batting an eye.  I 

couldn’t help but wonder, in what dimension did McWilliams imagine gentlemen’s clubs 

as providing a “level playing field?” 

McWilliams went on to extol the breakthroughs in society that female customers 

symbolized.  He argued, “To me this represents a healthy evolution of the male/female 

dynamic.  Our ‘free society’ has so many boundaries that it is good to see a place where 
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many misconceptions can be clarified.”151  By “misconceptions,” he meant that “as more 

women experience fun in a topless club, their belief that the entertainers are being 

subjugated and that dancing is demeaning to women is replaced by the realization that 

entertaining is an empowering job that provides opportunity to, and for, women.”152  By 

glossing over the day to day realities of employment as a stripper, McWilliams had 

attempted to put a sheen on an industry that was grasping for respect.  Promoting 

“entertaining” as an  “empowering opportunity for women” was a stab at chipping away 

feelings of exploitation, helping to unburden so-called upscale patrons of guilt that they 

might be feeling, or that otherwise might keep them out of gentlemen’s clubs.   

The Pink Pony, a gentlemen’s club in Atlanta, specifically targeted women and 

couples in its marketing, and constructed radio ads in which a Dr. Ruth sound-alike 

advised couples to attend the club together, that doing so would make things steamier 

at home.153  So, not only were gentlemen’s clubs sold as fun places for women to 

unwind, but were marketed as potential marital aids as well.  Jeff Stoller, Penthouse 

Media’s Director, explained that women would be drawn to a club and brand image that 

meant “classy, upscale and safe,” and that one way to entice women into the clubs was 

to offer female-targeted events such as jewelry and lingerie shows.154  Another club 

owner advocated “theme nights” in which female customers could participate, such as 
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“‘Pretty in Pink’ parties where women wearing pink got in free and enjoyed discounted 

pink drinks and Cosmopolitans.  Or have a ‘Red Hot’ night for redheads and ladies in 

red.”155  Despite the supposed boundary-breaking represented by female patrons in 

gentlemen’s clubs, the way to attract such patrons was to toe exceedingly gendered 

lines.   

Frank Moore, the Promotional Director of Scores, told club owners that it was 

important to “Convey to your female visitors that your club is a fun, clean and safe place 

to have a good time.”156  Moore, writing for Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, advised that it 

was “wise to never charge a cover for female guests as it makes them feel welcome and 

special right off the bat.”157  He also suggested that dancers should learn how to “warm 

up” to the female half of a couple first, making the woman more likely to encourage 

their man to spend money.  Moore contributed ideas for attracting women to 

gentlemen’s clubs: a “Martinis and Manicure night,” an amateur night in which 

contestants wear bikinis, and exotic dancing classes for women taught by one of the 

club’s entertainers.158  All of these were designed to get women more comfortable with 

the idea of gentlemen’s clubs, and to spread the word that strip clubs  - at least nice, 

clean, and upscale ones – were great places to have fun.  Though women were 

increasingly catered to and welcomed as customers, they were catered to in a very 
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heteronormative way, as it was assumed female customers were not lesbians but rather 

were there out of mere curiosity or as part of a heterosexual couple.  The continued role 

of a gentlemen’s club, though presented as more diverse in the trade journals, was to 

espouse a clear aesthetic of male-centric heterosexuality and power. 

Stephen McWilliams of The Men’s Club went a step further by viewing female 

customers as potential employees.  He noted that if he saw a woman dancing for her 

boyfriend at the club he might ask her if she “would like to get a little crazy and dance 

for a song on one of the side stages.  Why not; she’s already dancing, she’s having 

fun…It’s just another ‘Girls Gone Wild’ moment that she can laugh about…Certainly I 

don’t do this for every customer, but this can be one of the quickest ways to add 

another entertainer to your roster if she meets your house standards.”159  He continued 

that “we all know that if the woman is happy, everybody is happy.”160  Such actions 

embodied a knowing and deliberate attempt to capitalize on the exhibitionism of the 

“Girls Gone Wild” mentality, and were grounded in the idea that women  - all women – 

were one martini away from paid entertainer.   

The presence of women as customers in gentlemen’s clubs has embodied the 

mainstreaming of the industry, and is indicative of larger shifts in American culture in 

which  the lines were blurring between adult-oriented and “regular” entertainment 

(Hooters, for instance).  Mark Filtranti owned a double venue, Ten’s Showclub and 
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Wicked nightclub, and his situation, in a way, exemplified certain cultural trends.  He 

stated, “‘This venue is the culmination of my career thus far.  Ten’s is a gentlemen’s 

club, while Wicked is a mainstream nightclub.  The largest part of our business is the 

gentlemen’s club, but because our business now is going so mainstream, 40 percent of 

our clientele are couples.’”161  While this shift might have represented a societal desire 

to eliminate single-gender, male-only spaces, it might also be said that women had 

become more complicit in the male fantasy, a shift which served to ameliorate feelings 

of guilt men might have had for frequenting gentlemen’s clubs. 

While female customers have acted as symbols of class and mainstream 

acceptance within the realm of gentlemen’s clubs, the true target and gold standard 

customer was the “businessman.”  While the associations between strip clubs and 

businessmen have long existed, with the rise of gentlemen’s clubs, the connections have 

only proliferated, leading a spokesman for Rick’s Cabaret in Houston to claim that in the 

early 1990s, “70 percent of the club’s charge sales [went] on corporate expense 

accounts.”162  If accurate, such a fact reveals the extent to which the good old boys 

network was still very much alive and kicking.  Many clubs actively marketed themselves 

as suitable places not only for entertaining, but for conducting business meetings, 

highlighting the clubs’ faxing and copying services.  The Lodge in Dallas, for example, 
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argued that its VIP area “provides exclusive amenities that make The Lodge the ideal 

setting for entertaining clients.”163   PT’s Showclub owner Troy Lowrie stated that “‘The 

fact is, when people book a convention one of the top things they ask about is adult 

entertainment…We’re part of an entertainment genre that people are looking for.  The 

U.S. Constitution says you have to allow for it; you need it for tourism and 

conventions.’”164  This allusion to the Constitution shows the degree to which club 

owners envisioned their businesses as intrinsically linked to particularly American 

notions of freedom, abundance, and consumer choice.  This connection to freedom and 

abundance was also part of a narrative in which the ideal customer was “the 

businessman who lets the valet park his car, hands the waitress an American Express 

gold card and drinks highballs.”165   

This self-serious courting of businessmen was also linked to a belief that men 

needed places of comfort to retreat to, that gentlemen’s clubs could fill this role.  In 

fact, the word “comfort” itself was mentioned again and again within trade journals.  

Eric Langan, owner and CEO of Rick’s Cabaret International admitted that he specifically 

took that into consideration when opening a club in New York.  “‘In New York,’” he 

observed, “‘the pubs are very popular.  And since 9/11, people have run to comfort; 

people want to feel comfortable and safe when they’re out.’”166  “‘Naked women is just 
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the lure,’” argued Mike Ocello of the PT club chain.  “‘Today’s American society is so 

cold.  Our clubs offer a safe haven where a man can sit down and relax with a pretty 

woman and not risk having his ego crushed.’”167  Ocello continued, “‘What it’s about is 

making a man feel good.  Giving him a good evening that he will remember and making 

him feel good about himself.’”168  As gentlemen’s clubs have became more and more 

standardized, and have sought to eliminate elements of disgust associated with 

traditional strip clubs, an increased focus on comfort was perhaps fitting.  The aesthetic 

and linguistic refashioning of strip clubs into more mainstream gentlemen’s clubs 

represented a push towards a less conflict-laden middle, and towards a certain power of 

respectability.  Whether or not the media would buy into the rhetorical retooling was 

another story.   

 
Mainstream Media Responses to Upscaling 

In 1987, a writer for the New York Times Magazine, while visiting Houston on a 

business trip, was shocked to find that, “what looked like a pricey restaurant situated in 

an outer precinct of the city,” was actually a lounge specializing in couch dancing.169  

“The big room was crowded but pleasantly decorated in palm fronds and pastels, like an 

upscale yuppie gathering place,” he wrote.170  The customers were “men, mostly young, 

                                                           
167 Jon Huntman, “Deja Vu Enters Competitive St. Louis Market,” Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin, February 
2001, 17.  Charles H. McCaghy Collection of Exotic Dance from Burlesque to Clubs, 1868-present: Jerome 
Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at Ohio State. 
168 Ibid., 17. 
169 Keith McWalter, “Couch Dancing,” New York Times Magazine, December 6, 1987, sec. 6. 
170 Ibid. 



113 
 

well-dressed and affluent-looking,” and were “surprisingly polite, given the provocative 

goings on.  The women were young, conversational and very pretty.  There was nothing 

threatening or sleazy about the place.  And yet I was filled with shame” [emphasis my 

own].171   

In the trade journals, club renovators and advise-givers had not foreseen any 

cognitive-dissonance that might have been triggered by the juxtaposition of genteel, 

bland surroundings and cash exchanges between suited men and scantily-clad women.  

By building plush surroundings with materials coded as classy, by hiring staff members 

who were politely professional and who remembered patrons’ names, and by offering 

an array of extras similar to those found in non-adult-oriented venues, trade journals 

implied that not only would upscaled clubs be profitable, but they would be so by 

successfully obscuring the perceived elements of disgust the industry had often brought 

with it.  By examining media accounts of upscaled gentlemen’s clubs as found in 

mainstream newspapers and magazines, this section will explore the ways in which 

aesthetic overhaul influenced outsider’s narratives of formerly marginalized entities.  

What emerges is a sometimes celebratory, but oftentimes skeptical analysis of the 

industry's efforts.   

A writer for the Washington Post marveled in 1992 that the newly-opened 1720 

Club in DC, “with its cream-colored façade and dark green grillwork, could be any 
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upscale downtown restaurant,”172 noting that this swanky joint “two blocks from the 

White House” was a different kind of strip club, as outside “there are no photos of 

naked women, no flashing lights, no barkers hustling customers off the streets.”173  The 

author of a 1993 Philadelphia magazine piece ventured that “near-nude dancing has 

been reincarnated into a harmless, politically correct diversion for fun-seeking 

conventioneers,” a testament to the symbolic power of upscaling.174  Such a statement 

is also representative of the hyperbole inspired by upscaled spaces, as it remains 

doubtful such a pastime could ever be considered wholly “politically correct.”  The 

writer argued that men who attended conventions and who were on the look-out for 

“sexual companionship” would be most drawn to “one of the new, well-heeled topless 

clubs gentrifying go-go from coast to coast, where men will pay mightily for the 

guarantee that the strippers they tip will not be sad, sagging and shuffling but fresh-

faced and damn near Playboy perfect.”175   

This “gentrification” would thus allow businesspeople the chance to partake of 

formerly marginalized pursuits without having to enter marginalized spaces, avoiding 

the various inconveniences that accompany cross-class movement.  In other words, they 

wouldn’t have to go slumming.  Conventioneers would look for a “nice” environment 

that would ameliorate feelings of disgust they might have towards the practice of paying 
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women to disrobe.  Women who appeared well-fed, vibrant, and, most appealing of all, 

happy, set off fewer alarms of marginalization and class movement; if the dancers 

looked content and healthy, they must want to be there, eliminating the 

“businessman’s” guilt over profiting from hardship.   

A promise of youthful beauty and close compliance with normative female 

perfection was used to create an atmosphere of privilege and heteronormative power.  

It also helped mask feelings of aversion that might otherwise be inspired by such a 

barely capitalistic money-for-flesh environment.   A Chicago Tribune article noted, in 

1993, that at Thee Dollhouse – “far and away the classiest operation in [Chicago]” -  the 

dancers were “gorgeous.”  The writer recalled that “The last time I was in a strip club 

was for a bachelor party 10 years ago; the dismal dancer on stage that evening looked 

like she was in dire need of a hot meal and a good night’s sleep.  The performers at Thee 

Dollhouse look like they’ve spent a lot of time on the Stairmaster.  They’re all young.  

They’re all pretty.”176  These were women who had access to a gym, healthy food, and, 

it was assumed, a comfortable place to live.  They seemed “normal,” happy even, just 

like the club goer.  As Playboy put it, these women were “gene-splice”-able.  In such an 

environment, the appearance of privilege helped alleviate the sense of transgression; 

these women, it appeared, had options.  This was not a space of desperation, but 

rather, a space of above-the-board power.   
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In a Dallas Morning News article from 1996, a writer described the new 

gentlemen’s clubs as places with “velvet walls, erotic paintings, big-screen TVs 

permanently tuned to stock car races, ‘hostesses’ in fishnet hose, deep-cushioned 

chairs, yards of mirrors, touches of marble, earnest valet parkers and hotel-style buffet 

lines.”177  The mention of “earnest” valet parkers speaks to the erasure of certain 

elements of danger and uncertainty, as employees appeared trustworthy and honest.  

Of the supposed splendor of these new palaces of consumption, one dancer wrote, “it’s 

the little-bitty clubs that give [strip clubs] a bad name,’”178 adding, "‘this is not a reality, 

this is like Six Flags. If anyone thinks this is a reality, they need to check into a 

hospital.’”179  The more raw style of traditional clubs may have seemed too real for 

those who preferred to dwell in a world not far from the class habitus of one’s own, or 

in which one could play at entering a world which signified an elevated sense of power.  

 A writer for the New York Times in fact loaded his 1994 piece with class signifiers 

as he surveyed a gentlemen’s club: 

Inside a gleaming downtown restaurant, a sales executive in a power tie and 
Italian loafers dined on pasta salad and iced tea, a cellular phone resting on the 
table, as he luxuriated in the gentrified ambiance of one of the dozens of 
‘gentlemen's clubs’ thriving around the country: the regal decor, the dignified 
clientele, the bartenders wearing black ties and, of course, the women wearing 
almost nothing.180   
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He later observed one of the club’s customers beckoning his car from the valet, and 

argued that such clubs “attract customers whose economic status has conferred on 

these parlors a new degree of social acceptability, even a masculine hipness.”181  In this 

case, the seemingly wealthy customers worked as Diderot-effectors to raise the entire 

level of the club and, it was hoped, the industry itself.   

 While the popular press often treated gentlemen’s clubs as bastions of 

masculinity, they also discussed the increased presence of female patrons.  In a 2003 

article in USA Today, the writer described gentlemen’s clubs as places in which female 

customers could indeed feel at home.  The author observed, 

As a dozen naked women undulate on three stages, Susan Doster fires up a cigar 
and leans back in one of the leather armchairs in The Cheetah strip club's VIP 
section. The 48-year-old and a quartet of pals -- conservatively dressed 
professional women in their 30s, 40s and 50s -- are in TGIF mode, unwinding 
over cocktails at the end of the workweek.182   
 

The somewhat ambiguous behavior of the all-women group implies that the reality of 

female patrons in the clubs might have differed from the industry’s implied view of 

female patrons as women seeking to spice up their heterosexual relationships by 

learning how to be stripper-esque themselves.  In this particular piece, the new breed of 

gentlemen’s club was depicted as a democratic space, as “the group parties 

undisturbed. Patrons of both sexes, black and white, white-collar and blue, watch the 
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dancers onstage or sports on two 110-inch-screen TVs.”183 Female nudity and television 

seemed to serve as democratizers, as Americans of all stripes would presumably be 

brought together in their love of spectacle, consumption, and objectification.    

Popular press articles generally supported the notion that gentlemen’s clubs 

represented a purification of the tawdrier traditional clubs, a purification often 

evidenced by the increased presence of female patrons.  As a journalist for USA Today 

put it, “Female customers…are wooed to the three-decade-old Cheetah [a gentlemen’s 

club in Atlanta] by ‘wine, women and thong’ wine tastings and a revamped restaurant 

that serves elegant eats such as lobster crepes at tables a garter's toss from the 

stages.”184  Lily Burana was quoted in the same article as saying that the increased 

number of women at gentlemen’s clubs "‘signals acceptance.  It means that the barrier 

between the 'good' and 'bad' girls is coming down.’ "185  In a Las Vegas Sun article about 

the new-found appeal of gentlemen’s clubs to female patrons, dancer Raven noted, 

“‘Women tip better, they're spending their boyfriend's money…You ignore the man and 

approach the woman - as a couple, she holds the power.’ "186 

Not all articles placed gentlemen’s clubs in a category of exceptionalism.  A 1998 

New York Times article entitled, “A Strip Club Ban That Pays No Heed to Class,” 

discussed the Giuliani-led zoning rule that banned X-rated establishments from locating 

                                                           
183 Ibid. 
184 Ibid. 
185 Ibid. 
186 Abigail Goldman, “Strip Clubs Begin to See Other Benefits of Women,” Las Vegas Sun, July 3, 2006. 



119 
 

500 feet from residential zones, schools, and graveyards, as well as 500 feet from each 

other, preventing the growth of red light districts.  The article empathized the 

egalitarian nature of the ban, noting that even the fancy gentlemen’s club was subject 

to this ruling.  A man who was identified only as a suit named James, was quoted as 

saying "‘It's not like these places are bug-infested peepholes. It's very high class.’"187  

The author noted, however, a “palpable sense of depression among the men in Armani 

suits” who frequented New York’s “elite gentlemen's clubs, the upscale affairs with 

brandy and Cohiba cigars and enough eau de toilet to kill a canary.”188   

One of those elite clubs was Scores, and club spokesman Lonnie Hanover argued, 

"‘We are not a sex club, and we're not a porno palace.’” Scores was described as “an 

international stopover for Hollywood celebrities, United Nations diplomats and Wall 

Street brokers.”  Argued Hanover, "‘It's a winning formula.  Men want big juicy steaks, a 

big thick cigar and the current sports contests. They want to kick back and look at 

gorgeous women. There is no sex, there have been few problems. It is simply a man's 

paradise.’ "189  Another New York gentlemen’s club owner was quoted as saying, 

"‘Giuliani would like to see smut moved to the river.  I don't disagree with him. We're 

not smut.’"190  This resistance on the part of promoters and patrons to the idea that 

aesthetic overhaul had not changed the inherent meaning of the clubs speaks volumes 
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to the power ascribed to the aesthetic, and to the work – and limitations – of 

appearances. 

While some popular press articles took a slightly celebratory stance towards 

upscaled gentlemen’s clubs, most did not view them as any sort of democratic, utopian 

space.  Most writers made this point by juxtaposing the intent of the club’s owners with 

the sentiments of the clubs’ neighbors and nearby residents.  Of one unwanted 

gentlemen’s club in Philadelphia, a resident of the neighborhood wrote that it "‘scares 

everybody. We don't want our children to see girls dressed up like that and see those 

men come in their Cadillacs. . . . They look at us, and it makes us feel funny.’"191  The 

owner of the Philadelphia club in question, Desiderio, (identified as a “native of Rome”), 

defended his club’s proximity to a church by arguing, "‘Everything is next to a church.  

Every nightclub is next to something. If it's an upscale, classy, top-of-the-line nightclub, 

it's not degrading.’"192  In fact, one of the hallmarks of gentlemen’s clubs has been that 

they have generally not been cordoned off in red light or warehouse districts, or other 

marginalized spaces, but rather, have been part of busy and expensive commercial 

districts in the urban core.  

The New York Times quoted Men’s Club of Dallas manager Brian Paul as arguing, 

"‘We're no longer a place where people mind being seen anymore…Without a doubt, 

the general public is taking a turn.  It's a whole new breed of clientele. It's not a bunch 
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of guys with baseball caps and beers. It's a higher class of customer, men who have 

goals.’"193  The article went on to describe the club as having “marble floors, French 

windows, Italian chandeliers and topless women writhing on tables.”  The inclusion of 

“topless women writhing on tables” was a clear acknowledgement by the article’s 

author of the self-seriousness of the promoters of upscaling.  Yet some dancers at 

gentlemen’s clubs did note the boost in status that working at an upscale club provided.  

Said one dancer: “‘Our clientele is doctors and lawyers. You know, a lot of people can't 

afford to come here.’"194  Wealthy clients served time and again as purifiers of space, 

erasing a sense of disgust by their mere presence. 

Just as trade journals spent a considerable amount of time catering to and 

imagining the ideal businessman customer, so too the popular press picked up on the 

coded appeal of that figure.  The “businessman” was touted again and again throughout 

the narratives of the gentlemen’s club, and nearly every article on the topic had at least 

one mention of the term.  Similar to the function women customers served, though with 

slightly less morally-purifying power, the presence of the businessman or businessmen 

proved that the club was not wholly sleazy.  As USA Today somewhat jokingly noted in 

1992, the Cabaret Royale in Dallas had “everything business people need: conference 

tables, fax machines - and topless dancers,” while “the Pure Platinum club advertises in 

The New York Times a free businessmen's buffet and an executive dining room open 

                                                           
193 Johnson, “Strip Clubs Putting on a Suit and Tie.” 
194 Ibid. 



122 
 

until 4 a.m. for late business entertaining.”195  The piece also added that the Gold Club 

in Atlanta “reportedly sells $125,000 in alcohol each week, mostly to men in coats and 

ties.”196  Another New York journalist described one of New York’s gentlemen’s clubs as 

“upscale from top to bottom; from the Kobe beef burgers to the flat-screen TVs, lobster 

and bottles of Scotch,” adding that “this is the province of high rollers, a place where 

suits with expense accounts, rap stars and athletes such as Alex Rodriguez throw their 

money around - sometimes quite literally.”197  The naming of well-known celebrities 

helped add to the increased visibility and mainstream presence of the gentlemen’s club 

phenomenon. 

A writer for the International Miami Herald noted that “Don Waitt, the publisher 

of Exotic Dancer Magazine, went so far as to suggest that strip clubs were a classic piece 

of Americana: Norman Rockwell in a pair of Lucite heels.”  The piece quoted Waitt as 

arguing that ''‘The analogy I always use is to the 'smoker rooms' our grandfathers went 

to. They'd have cigars, drink some drinks, maybe play gin.  That's what gentlemen's 

clubs are today. Guys go there.  So the entertainment happens to be girls dancing on a 

stage rather than TVs showing football.’''198  Again, the argument that many within the 

industry made was that adult-oriented entertainment had become so normalized in 

contemporary culture that its impact and meaning differed in almost no way from the 
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goings on of a sports bar.  Such statements seem to betray a marked desire on the part 

of the industry to proclaim widespread mainstream acceptance – or at least tolerance – 

of adult nightclubs in the U.S. landscape.  

International publications also commented on the American gentlemen’s club 

phenomenon.  One 1996 article appearing in the South China Morning News noted that 

while “the hostess bar as the ultimate venue for cultivating contacts and doing deals is 

natural to Asian executives,” the phenomenon was only now taking off in the United 

States.199  The piece went on to note that while such clubs “were once only the domain 

of losers, loners or husbands sneaking in a quick visit on the way home from the office,” 

times have changed, and “surveys of businessmen in recent years have indicated that 

more than 50 per cent of middle managers regularly entertain clients in such settings - 

and that's just the ones who admit it.”200  Another article quoted Mark Yackow, the 

chief operating officer of the Penthouse Place gentlemen’s club, who said, "‘We're 

looking for the upscale clientele.  The businessmen, the Wall Street professionals, the 

brokers.’"201  The businessman has indeed become the ubiquitous symbol of class in the 

gentlemen’s club scene, narrowly edging out the importance of marble foyers and 

crystal chandeliers.   
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Some have argued that this fantasy of the strip club as business-environment 

arose in part due to gains made by women in the workforce in the 1980s, and 

gentlemen’s club business meetings could be seen as a type of backlash to the feminist 

movement.  Building on this businessman/topless dancer trend, one club had even 

employed “topless women who shine shoes and perform secretarial duties.”202  

Commenting in the New York Times in 1992, Wendy Reid Crisp of the National 

Association for Female Executives argued that “Men want to feel that they are back in 

control, in a relationship between the sexes that they understand…They are desperately 

trying to reestablish a masculinity that is familiar to them.’”203  While casual business 

meetings at strip clubs have no doubt been around for decades, the active promoting of 

gentlemen’s clubs as good places to do business indeed seemed somewhat retrograde, 

but also speaks to the industry’s concerted efforts to increase its cultural presence. 

Believers in the gentlemen’s club as boardroom have implied that the 

hyper(hetero)sexualized spaces have acted as catalysts for securing contracts and 

breaking down barriers among potential associates.  “‘You get a bunch of guys in a room 

who don’t know each other,’” wrote one auto industry worker in 1997, “‘and get drunk 

and look at naked women and the next day you’re great friends.’”204  This sanguine way 

of looking at the machinations of gentlemen’s clubs was not the only perspective 

presented.  In Detroit, two lawsuits were filed in which female employees working in the 

                                                           
202 Ravo, “‘Quality’ Topless Clubs Go for the Crowd in Pin Stripes,” B1. 
203 Ibid., B4. 
204 Polanesky, “Dances for Wolves,” 110. 



125 
 

auto industry charged that they had faced sexual harassment and discrimination 

because their male coworkers often entertained employees of the Big Three auto 

makers at strip clubs and secured deals in those locations.  The lawsuits also claimed 

that employees were reimbursed for food, drink, and “sexual favors” at strip clubs as 

business expenses, while female employees who demanded smaller amounts of 

reimbursement for business-client outings were denied.205  As the owner of the Yellow 

Rose in Austin, Texas, noted in 1995, “‘it’s beyond me, but topless bars are considered a 

great place to do deals.’”206   

The presence of businessmen and business meetings helped further cleanse the 

industry of its more threatening aspects.  A perception of cleanliness, harmlessness, and 

a sort of capitalistic wholesomeness was a much sought-after effect.  Quoted in the 

Washington Post in 1992, one gentlemen’s club-goer noted that “‘This place [the posh 

1720 Club in D.C.] is not dark and trashy…What this is, is a good restaurant with 

entertainment.  It’s upbeat.  It’s fun.’”207  Added another customer of the same club, 

“‘This is a safe-feeling place…It is in an upscale part of town.  I am entirely comfortable 

here.’”208  The D.C. venue had thrived after initial apprehension from neighbors because 

the club was “‘very discreet…Most of the customers are conservatively dressed men 
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who park, go in and come out.  They are not at all rowdy.’”209  Gentlemen’s clubs such 

as these marked a shift in the way adult-oriented entertainment was consumed, and 

who it was perceived to be consumed by.  The bourgeoisification of the clientele was a 

key component of upscaling, as well-mannered, low-key and polite behavior would 

serve as further evidence of the middle-classing of stripping and of the level of conflict-

free comfort that was increasingly sought.    

The move by the industry to create less controversial spaces and to transition 

into the realm of mainstream normalcy sometimes brought critics.  In a 2003 article 

praising the reemerging trend of burlesque shows, a writer for The Washington Times 

joked, “Gentlemen's clubs where the strippers leave nothing to the imagination?  Admit 

it, guys, you're a little furtive on entering one, even ashamed - and well you should be: 

They're so yesterday.  It's not so much that they're sleazy, it's more that they're cheesy - 

the Dockers of adult entertainment.”210  Lily Burana, in Strip City, wrote, “most 

gentlemen’s clubs are an interior design travesty, all polished brass and potted ferns – a 

motif once referred to as ‘Bennigan’s with tits.’”211  In many cases, gentlemen club 

mainstreaming seemed to venture a bit too far towards a chain restaurant aesthetic, 

resulting in a look that seemed more middle-of-the-road than high roller.   

 
Conclusion  
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Writing for Playboy in 1993, D. Keith Mano bemoaned the usurping of “classic 

topless” by “New Age topless,” classic topless being the more localized and rough-

around-the-edges variety of strip club.  Mano cited New Age topless as an affirmation of 

male power, because no matter what, at those places, if a man paid $20 the woman of 

his choice would disrobe for him, something which, he admitted, was “good to 

know.”212  Mano waxed that 

Classic topless couldn’t serve this purpose because it was always outside the 
culture: underground, proscribed by social convention, not respectable.  Men 
who went there were rogue males, unfit for breeding.  Yet I confess nostalgia for 
the uncouth.  And I rather resent having respectable sexual habits.213   
 

The whole point of upscaling had been to bestow a newfound sense of social legitimacy 

on the industry, and to remove much of the grit and seediness that had defined many 

traditional clubs.  The aesthetic ideals of gentlemen’s clubs sought to decrease the 

distance between dancer and desired customer, but at the same time, those upscaled 

aesthetics led to a version of female beauty that reeked of a too-cold perfectionism.  

“The charm of classic topless,” Mano continued, “lay in its social, not its sensual, 

intimacy.  Where some young woman with maybe cellulite, maybe an asymmetrical 

bust, would update me on her life.  And treat me, in passing, as more than just the gross 

extension of my wallet.”214  In an effort to bathe upscaled clubs in the light of 

mainstream acceptance, upscalers had attempted to infuse the clubs with an array of 
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signs and signifiers of wealth, privilege, and power.  Such overcorrections were 

necessary in order to establish a sense of legitimacy, as profitability seemed to be the 

clearest mark of social acceptance.  However, this quest to polish and smooth all the 

rough edges has led some to find that only coldness remained.   

 With the advent of the upscaling movement in the late 1980s, the industry 

attempted to turn gentlemen’s clubs into holistic, multi-faceted leisure spaces, claiming 

the dancers should be just one of many attractions, with owners comparing their clubs 

to nightclubs in general, rather than to adult nightclubs in particular, part of the blurring 

of boundaries between overtly sexualized and more mainstream spaces.  Dennis DeGori, 

owner of Scores gentlemen’s club, observed that “‘what really ended up happening is 

that the ‘regular’ nightclub went more in the way of adult entertainment.’”215  Part of 

this retooling was enacted by shifting the focus of gentlemen’s clubs towards an overall 

“luxury experience.”  “‘Alternative forms of entertainment and fine dining when mixed 

with adult entertainment,’” wrote DeGori, “‘create a much more palatable and fun 

environment.’”216  He added, “‘It’s not just about sitting down and having a girl jump on 

your lap.’”217   

The process of upscaling allowing the actions of the dancers to go more 

unchecked, as the spectacle of the clubs broadened to include a blur of amenities and 

plush surroundings.  In a way, such an effort to distract from what was no doubt the 
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point of most trips to a gentlemen’s club was a type of false sentimentality – a masking 

of the truth, leading to a sort of “strip club kitsch” veiled in supposed tastefulness.  

Gentlemen’s club mainstreaming involved a shift in language from “adult 

entertainment” to a “complete entertainment experience,” a studied attempt to 

linguistically dilute the nature of the industry.   

This earnest self-seriousness led to even more incredulous critique, as evidenced 

by a writer for The New York Times who described Atlanta’s Taj Mahal gentlemen’s club 

as “a 33,000-square-foot club whose exterior has the look of the Indian original as 

redesigned by an architect specializing in Taco Bells and Jiffy Lubes.”218  By marketing 

themselves as newly respectable and quasi-democratic spaces, gentlemen’s clubs 

deleted the playful seediness of classic clubs and recreated themselves as perfect 

storms of kitsch.  Noted one German native about the Atlanta clubs, “‘For Europeans, 

it's maybe something to laugh at, it's so very American…It has the sex appeal of a 

dishwasher. Europeans find it very strange, this whole double standard where you go to 

church and then don't tell people you went to the Cheetah last night.’"219   

The church/gentlemen’s club dichotomy alludes to the doublespeak of kitsch, 

when kitsch is understood as the overlaying of sentiment - in this case “tastefulness” - 

onto the naked reality beneath – in this case, nakedness itself.  The sentiment of 

theorist Gillo Dorfles, in an article entitled “Pornokitsch and morals,” can be applied to 
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the gentlemen’s club movement.  Dorfles argues that the carefully cultivated layering on 

of markers of niceness in order to hide a particular reality, in essence acts as “a form of 

aesthetic degradation due to the substitution of fictitious vice and pleasure for their 

authentic counterparts.”220  While determining what is and is not authentic vice and 

pleasure would be ill-advised, the use of symbols of classiness and abundance within the 

spaces of a gentlemen’s club partially obscures the bare dollars-for-flesh reality, and 

brings the landscape closer towards a more generalized “aesthetic of amusement.”  

While adding more objects of high status and consumption into the clubs magnifies the 

blatant focus on power and money, and potentially inflates the sense of capitalistic 

disgust, to upscalers, such symbols should instead bestow a sense of respectability, the 

plush surroundings symbolizing monetary success, popularity, and validation.  An 

upscale chain of gentlemen’s clubs like Rick’s Cabaret is a very American triumph – flash, 

money, power, and consumption, optimistically packaged as a triumph of niceness.   

A Visit to Rick’s 

Rick’s Cabaret of Austin lies well outside the parameters of the city, in a zone 

more accurately referred to as the more-suburban Pflugerville.  It’s 10 pm on a Saturday 

night in September when my friend and I hop on I-35 and travel north from central 

Austin for about 13 miles, finding ourselves on a typical span of that highway, a stretch 

flanked by armies of Cheddar’s, Olive Gardens, Targets, and Holiday Inns.  When we get 
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off the freeway we follow the frontage road for a bit until we spot the sparkly yet 

understated Rick’s Cabaret sign marking the site of the North Austin location.  A pale 

salmon-colored stucco archway marks the entrance to the Rick’s complex, which is 

fronted by a large parking lot rimmed by small, newly transplanted palm trees.  The 

venue itself is seated far back on the lot, away from the street and preceded by a 

section for valet parking.  The regular parking lot, which is about ¼ full,  is well-lit, and 

feels devoid of transgression or danger.  The combination of valet parking, palm trees, 

and pale pink stucco creates a feeling of comfortableness and niceness, and I feel no 

sense of social surveillance even as I’m walking along the low stucco wall, snapping 

pictures.  A large sign for Golden Corral is visible just in the background.   

When my friend and I enter the Spanish colonial-esque, windowless Rick’s, we 

find ourselves in a small foyer-type lobby lined with faux-stone walls.  A smiling blonde 

woman greets us and asks for our IDs.  The cover is $12 each (no discount for ladies, I 

note to myself).  The club is visible though the foyer’s side door, and as we walk through 

to the main room I see that the club is only about ¼ full.  The ceiling has exposed beams, 

and the walls are dotted with framed ads for Miller High Life, as well as a few framed 

UFC posters.  A small cigar display case is mounted on the wall.  The main stage is large 

but not massive, with a mirrored catwalk and a few mirrored columns at its rear.  The 

ubiquitous shiny silver stripper pole juts from the center front of the stage, and dancers 

there come face to face with the small auxiliary stage towards the back.  Small, round, 
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two-person cocktail tables with red table cloths and glass tops, topped with ashtrays 

and menus, dot the room, and are arranged in casual rings facing the main stage.   

The most striking feature of the club, dwarfing even the main stage and its 

dancers, is the massive flat screen TV directly next to the main stage, blasting a rerun of 

a USC/UVA football game (a contest between two expensive private schools, I note).  

Though the DJ’s voice is loud and clear, he himself is not immediately visible.  Spotlights 

cast beams of changing colored light around the room, while a blue neon light is trained 

on the edges of the main stage.  Periodically, a smoke machine unleashes bursts of fog 

effects.  It’s an amalgam of sensory overload, of which the dancers play only a part. 

 

Figure 1.3  Entrance to Rick's Cabaret, by day (Austin, Texas) 
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Figure 1.4  Saturday afternoon parking lot at Rick's Cabaret (Austin, Texas) 

 

Figure 1.5  While Rick's Cabaret seems to be a part of Round Rock Crossing, oddly 
enough its name is not featured in the center's  directory (Austin, Texas) 
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Bucking the trade journal advice that upscale places should employ only female 

bouncers, the bouncers at Rick’s tonight are male, and are huge, square-jawed men in 

their 30s, dressed in suits.  Despite their physical imposition, they are friendly and 

easygoing.  The cocktail waitresses wear red bustiers and black frilly panties, red and 

black garters and tall black boots.  They are relatively pleasant, and do not aggressively 

push cocktails.  To the rear of the club is a blackjack table staffed with a female dealer.  

All the gamblers are male.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, most of the patrons at the club are 

male, and most are white, though there are a smattering of black and Asian men.  

Patrons – mostly male, though some female – periodically approach the main stage and 

toss dollar bills at the dancers.  For a few bills, a dancer flirts and dances for patrons 

right there at the edge of the stage, typically for about thirty seconds, at which point the 

patron returns politely to his/her seat and awaits the next entertainer.   

I pick up a brochure for the club’s VIP room.  A tri-fold laminated document, the 

brochure is divided into three sections: “Rick’s Cabaret Experience,” “Restaurant,” and 

“VIP – The Next Level.”  Of the “Experience,” the brochure states: “Rick’s Cabaret is at 

the top of the adult entertainment industry.  Rick’s offers entertainment by the most 

beautiful women in the country, excellent cuisine [,] a grand selection of premium 

liquors, imported fine wines and champagne.”  The brochure touts an “atmosphere that 

uniquely blends elegance, comfort and fun,” and also “plush chairs, marble bars and 

detailed décor.”   The “Restaurant” section focuses on meat:  “Our steaks are carefully 

selected and aged to perfection.  Rick’s does not cut corners.  Our steaks are cut thick to 
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ensure flavor and juiciness.”  This supposed high quality extends to Rick’s other items  - 

“first class selections such as fresh seafood, lobster, and chicken entrees.”   The section 

called “VIP – The Next Level” offers, “all the elegance and comfort you deserve,” with 

room for “private parties, business meetings, or the privacy you may seek with that 

beautiful young lady.”  The area offers “private seating, your very own VIP bar and wait 

staff, a luxurious atmosphere and your choice of hundreds of beautiful women.”  This 

last inclusion seems odd, as it implies a sort of orgy-like abundance that is incompatible 

with the reality of the space; the VIP area is a relatively small space which entertainers 

from the main floor rotate into between sets and table dances on the main floor.  The 

brochure concludes with a pitch that the VIP Lounge is “the perfect place for business 

entertaining, when you like to mix a little pleasure with your work.  It is the perfect 

place to close the deal.”  VIP Membership at Rick’s Cabaret is $495 per year, and entitles 

members to “no cover for you and three guests, access to our VIP area, invites to all our 

VIP parties,” and “unparalleled service.”221 

The VIP room, draped with parted velvet curtains, is at the far end of the room.  

It is demarcated from the main room, but is open and clearly meant to be enticing to 

patrons.  My friend and I decide to investigate, and walk through the open entryway to 

the sparkling private bar beyond.  We are quickly greeted by one of the friendly square-

jawed bouncers, who asks if he can help us, informing us in a pleasant manner that the 

one-time usage fee for VIP room privileges is $100 a person.  “Out there we say, is the 
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general population,” he jokes, with a wink.  “All the better entertainers are in here. 

[Pause] Ha – just kidding!”  He does let us know that the VIP lounge comes complete 

with its own bathrooms, which are “nicer” than the other bathrooms.  He then sets us 

free to wander around a bit in the VIP area.  The lighting is dimmer, and the flashing 

light effects of the main room are completely absent, as if too frequent color changes 

would put a kink in the aura of class.  The lounge is fairly full, with several men seated at 

the private bar, sipping drinks and carrying on conversations.   

To the left of the bar is a large mahogany display case filled with expensive-

looking bottles of champagne, wine, and liquors.  Its prominence in the room is meant 

to signal class, giving the impression that this space was indeed removed from the hoi 

polloi in the main room.  Velvety wing-back chairs are placed next to the bar, signaling a 

kinship to mahogany-walled studies and estate libraries.  The back wall of the room is 

lined with private leather booths, and most are full.  I am struck by one booth which is 

overflowing with UT alumni (or undergrads?) of both genders, dressed in head to toe 

burnt orange.   I did not see any dancers sitting with them.      

We step back into the main stage area.  The men’s restroom is in the rear center 

facing the main stage, near the entrance to the VIP room, and is clearly labeled “Men’s” 

in bold, burgundy paint.  My friend investigates.   According to his account, the walls 

near the urinals are marble-esque, while the other walls are freshly-painted white.  

There is a bathroom attendant inside, a friendly, older black man wearing a black bow 

tie and white dress shirt, vest, and black slacks.  It sounds similar to the Yellow Rose 
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scene.  Near the attendant is a mirrored tray of gum, mints, nuts, Old Spice and a myriad 

of other colognes.   There are ashtrays everywhere, yet, my friend tells me, the room is 

very clean.  Above the urinals is a UFC poster, and a plastic container holding brochures 

on VIP membership. 

 

Figure 1.6  Message, with ominously-placed shadow, that greets patrons of Rick's 
Cabaret, just inside the parking lot entrance (Austin, Texas) 

While the men’s room is in an easily noticeable location, the woman’s restroom 

is not immediately visible, and it takes some searching and asking around on my part to 

locate it.  Eventually I find it, off to the side of the club far from the main stage and 

beyond a small side lounge.  Its existence is marked by a classic, round “Women” sign 

hanging on the door, the kind you might see at any gas station or high school.   Next to 

the women’s restroom is the dancer’s changing room, and I can glimpse a coat hanger 

full of sparkly bra tops in various bright colors.   While the men’s room carries on the 
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narrative of privilege, the women’s room, in contrast, appears as an afterthought, a 

necessity for the dancers, only reluctantly opened to the chance female patron.  That 

the space seems designed primarily for the dancers is curious considering the push to 

lure more female patrons, and despite the relatively large number of female patrons in 

the audience that night.   

The walls of the bathroom are blandly beige, and the sinks and floors are 

standard issue industrial.  The paper towels are stocked, and sit by the sink in a plastic 

wall unit.  While the stalls are not a disaster, there are wads of toilet paper on the floor 

of two of the three, and the lid to one toilet tank is missing, exposing a brownish, murky 

tank.  In the same stall, the toilet paper ream is broken off from the wall, its plastic 

dispenser balancing on the lidless tank.   

Two clear-glass shower stalls line the left wall of the room.  The showers look 

clean and almost unused, and I wonder if they are just a requisite part of the recruiting 

packet for dancers  – “We have showers for you.”  While the clear glass was most likely 

employed as a deterrent to any extra-legal activity (I do not check to see if there are 

locks on the stalls), it can also be read as a message to the dancers: if you are willing to 

display your near-naked bodies on-stage, then you should have no problem showering 

alone in plain view of anyone using this restroom.  Next to the door is a hand blowdryer, 

tilted to the right and facing a mirror.  Beneath the dryer is a chair; and it is clear that 

someone had been sitting there to fix her hair.    
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I exit the restroom and decide to observe the club  from the more mellow side 

room, which is a demarcated room from which the main stage is visible, but which 

seems to be designed as a sort of chill-out room for those overwhelmed by the goings-

on.  The walls are painted a deep burgundy, and are decorated with intricate wood strip 

designs.  There is a dark wood mantel to the side, with an oversized champagne bottle 

on top.  The room is slightly brighter than the main stage, and appears to be a sort-of 

staging ground for imagined business deals.  It seems a strange configuration, and acts 

to dilute the near-naked girl effect even more, splitting one’s attention between the 

massive main stage screen and multiple smaller screens, the flashing lights, the 

blackjack table in the back, the VIP lounge to the left, and the oddly empty spaciousness 

of the room itself.  Its stuccoed, palm-tree laden exterior, its nestled position near a sea 

of chain restaurants, its commitment to multisensoriality and spectacle, and its 

somewhat contradictory focus on politeness result in an almost to-the-tee enactment of 

the rhetoric of the trade journals.  All that was missing were the fax machines.    

Rick’s is clearly a suburbanized paean to masculinity, made of steaks and 

membership fees and velvet ropes and humidors and blackjack and wingback chairs.  

And sports.  Lots and lots of sports.  On multiple screens.  I ask the bouncer if sports are 

always on, if ESPN is a constant.  He looks concerned, and asks, politely, “What other 

things would you like us to consider?”  While a few ideas cross my mind, I keep them to 

myself.  Why complicate the fantasy?  Plus, it was getting late; time to head out.  “No, 

sports are great!” I tell him.  After another quick survey of the club, my friend and I head 
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to the door, fielding a few cheerful “Goodnights” and “Good evenings” from the 

bouncers and from the door hostess.   Outside, a breeze shakes through the palm trees, 

and I notice the parking lot has filled up with sedans and SUVs.  A club of one’s own. 
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Chapter Two: 

Designing a Democratic Dreamworld: 

Carnival Cruise Ships and the Construction of Fun 
 
 
“On ship or on shore.  Our kind of fun doesn’t discriminate.” 
 

- Carnival Cruise Lines, 2011 
 

Part I 
 

While the upscaling of strip clubs has been an attempt to broaden the potential 

customer base by covering the clubs’ tawdrier or more working-class elements with an 

aesthetic veil of respectability, Carnival Cruise Lines has attempted to proletarianize 

what was once a leisure pursuit tinged with the air of privilege and elitism, crafting a 

brand of cruise ship that specifically targets the everyman.  Both types of spaces 

embody the democratization of desire, and demonstrate ways in which cultural 

phenomena that have been labeled highbrow or lowbrow have been reconfigured and 

made more widely accessible via carefully-chosen aesthetic cues.  How exactly did 

Carnival Cruise Lines become “the most popular cruise line in the world,” and how did a 

pastime once steeped in privilege become one of the fastest growing vacation pursuits 

in the country, across demographic lines?  This chapter will focus on the ways in which 

the spaces of Carnival cruise ships have been designed and marketed, and the ways in 
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which Carnival pitched cruising as a widely appealing activity everyone would enjoy.  

This chapter will also investigate the ways in which Carnival has constructed a distinct 

aesthetic of play aboard its ships, and how it has attempted to dispel the public’s belief 

that cruise vacations were about hierarchical arrangements of power and privilege.  

Finally, I will discuss the goings-on aboard a four-night Western Caribbean cruise on the 

Carnival Ecstasy in order to demonstrate firsthand how Carnival’s world of fun is 

enacted. 

I have chosen to focus on Carnival because of its popularity and size, and its 

central role in popularizing cruise vacations in the United States.  I have also selected 

Carnival because of its distinctly American aesthetic of optimism.  The earnestness of 

the gentlemen’s club trade journals and their commitment to fancification is matched 

by the upbeat earnestness of Carnival, and the company’s commitment to bringing 

cruising to the masses.  In focusing this chapter on the creation of the Carnival cruise 

ship milieu, I seek to shed light on some of the ways in which leisure spaces coded as 

upper-class have been reformulated and re-imagined to appeal to a broader, more 

working and middle-class audience.  While the upscaling of strip clubs into gentlemen’s 

clubs represented that industry’s move to attract customers of higher socioeconomic 

status and to bring an enhanced sense of mainstream respectability, the broadening of 

the cruise ship industry via Carnival embodies a similar impulse, albeit in a different 

direction, proclaiming enhanced accessibility and a widened customer base.  By 

examining marketing brochures, advertising campaigns, shipboard activity logs, and 
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various other promotional materials from Carnival, I will explore the ways in which 

Carnival cruise ships have been self-consciously constructed as democratized spaces of 

play and indulgence, examining the ways power has been linguistically and symbolically 

redistributed among passengers and throughout Carnival’s aesthetic world, and 

cleansed of any whiff of elitism.   

 
Early Ocean Liner Ads and the Narrative of Privilege 

Before the era of Carnival Cruise Lines and the mainstreaming of pleasure 

cruising in the 1970s and 1980s, ocean travel in the interwar and postwar era was sold 

as an exclusive, privileged way to explore exotic locations, providing guests the chance 

to mingle with celebrities and dignitaries, and to be treated as dignitaries themselves.  

The era of the ocean liner – in which ships were used primarily as stylish means of 

transportation from one region to the next – was an era in which large scale ease and 

mobility of travel had not yet become the norm, in which getting from one far flung 

place to another was a privilege and an event.  In the interwar years, transatlantic ocean 

travel was a means to forge important connections with prominent people, and to 

experience extravagant eating, drinking, and socializing in a first-class, socially-elite 

atmosphere.1  In other words, ocean travel was a way to see and be seen. 

Holiday magazine, a travel magazine published by the American Automobile 

Association which ran from 1922 to 1977, acted as a sort of clearinghouse of the most 

                                                 
1 Bob Dickinson and Andy Vladimir, Selling the Sea: An Inside Look at the Cruise Industry (New York: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1997), 16–20. 
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exalted vacation trends in the United States.  The magazine, once hailed as “a favorite 

chronicle of the café society and of growing interest to the world jet set,” often 

contained a wealth of ocean liner ads which were awash in allusions to the high life.2  In 

the 1940s, American President Lines billed itself as “America’s finest post-war luxury 

liner,” and “your American hotel abroad,” while Matson lines promised “a dream you’ve 

always had more glorious than you ever dreamed it.”3  Some form of the word “luxury” 

appeared in seemingly every ocean liner ad in the 1940s-1950s, and potential 

passengers were regaled with promises of top-notch pampering.  A 1948 Moore-

McCormack Lines ad assured potential guests that “complete entertainment and 

activities programs fill every hour with interest,” and guests were shown in stylish attire 

lounging on pool decks, relaxing with cocktails in swanky lounges, and being attended to 

by dignified-looking, tuxedoed ship stewards.4   

In these postwar ads, equal focus was placed on the onboard experience and on 

the destinations, and the marketing highlighted images of privilege and exoticism.  In an 

ad for the Caribbean-bound Alcoa lines, a white man dressed in a white suit was shown 

smoking a pipe next to a svelte young woman, while an older man with white hair and a 

mustache tossed coins to small boats below.  As the swimming-trunk-clad island boys 

and men smiled up at the travelers, the ad copy explained that “the welcoming fleet of 

                                                 
2 When the magazine was acquired by Travel in 1977, it was said to have a circulation of 368,000 per 
month, down from its peak in the postwar era. “‘Holiday’ Magazine Sold to ‘Travel’,” Lakeland Ledger, July 
10, 1977. 
3 “Untitled Ad,” Holiday, June 1948, 155; “Untitled Ad,” Holiday, September 1948, 91. 
4 “Untitled Ad for Moore-McCormack Lines,” Holiday, September 1948, 23. 
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tiny native boats elbow each other to get close to your ship.  And the lithe, flashing 

bodies of diving boys plunge through deep blue water after your tumbling, twisting 

coins.”5  The perceived relationship between the wealthy ship-goers and the “plucky” 

and grateful natives was clear; the passengers, whose every needs were attended to by 

suave stewards, stood in a double layer of privilege and power – both onboard the ship, 

and literally over and above the rest of the world.  Such imagery exoticized and Othered 

the locals, while exalting the cruise-ship passenger, constructing a narrative of privilege 

in which partaking in an ocean liner voyage elevated the social and economic status of 

the traveler.  

While some ocean travel purveyors emphasized gaps between the elite 

passengers and exotic others via the construction of visual narratives such as these, 

other cruise lines highlighted the privilege that was contained within the confines of the 

ship, utilizing rhetoric that appealed to a status-conscious demographic.  The United 

States Lines alluded to the sense of specialness and personal attention that was 

available onboard by referring to passengers by name – both non-famous  and celebrity 

passengers alike – effectively blurring the lines between the recognizably famous and 

the merely elite.  It was most common, however, to call attention to onboard 

celebrities, artists, and intellectuals whenever possible.  For instance, a 1956 ad 

showcased a montage of onboard scenarios, in different parts of the ship, with a caption 

that read, “the menu, studied here by Mr. and Mrs. George S. Kaufman and Tennessee 

                                                 
5 “Untitled Ad for Alcoa,” Holiday, December 1947, 116. 
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Williams, is a gourmet’s guide to Continental and American cuisine…caviar from Iran, 

Dover sole, juicy, inches-thick American steak.”6  Similarly, a 1953 ad showcased “the 

Fitzgeralds, Ed and Pegeen, popular radio stars [who] give rave notices: ‘This is Luxury 

travel with a capital ‘L’!  Everybody who is anybody seems to be aboard.’”7  United 

States Lines attempted to reassure potential guests that this was the line for refined 

encounters with important people, a seemingly vital function of the postwar luxury 

liner.  The type of play heralded in these ads was mostly the play of importance and of 

enhanced social status, effective in an era in which appeals to reputation, standing, and 

manners were often made quite explicit.   

While Cunard lines, of which the Queen Mary is a part, remains synonymous 

with the image of luxury ocean travel, its new-at-the-time focus on the shipboard 

experience itself somewhat foreshadowed the approach Carnival Cruise Lines would 

take several decades later.  In one 1953 Cunard campaign proclaiming “Getting There is 

Half the Fun!,” Cunard used terms such as “floating hotels” and “resorts on the sea” to 

highlight the bubble-like nature of their leisure-utopias.  Such language elucidated 

Cunard’s promise that guests would “live awhile in a festive world apart.”8  In 1953, 

Holland-America advertised its ships as “transatlantic cities of the sea,” boasting gift 

shops, bars, restaurants, nightclubs, a gymnasium, Turkish bath, even a garage.9  That 

                                                 
6 “Ad for United States Lines,” Holiday, January 1956, 169. 
7 “Ad for United States Lines,” Holiday, July 1953, 2. 
8 “Ad for Cunard,” Holiday, March 1953, 94. 
9 “Ad for Holland-America,” Holiday, June 1953, 124. 
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same year, United States Lines promised “a ‘playground’ 5 city blocks long.”10  These 

worlds apart were also fully air-conditioned, an important detail and marker of luxury 

mentioned time and time again.   

This focus on the all-encompassing world apart of the ocean liner foreshadowed 

the rise of the massive cruise ships of the 1980s and beyond, and hinted at what was to 

come.  Such ads, however, primarily wove worlds of resplendent amenity and privilege, 

worlds which were fundamentally inaccessible to most.  While the allure of traveling the 

world in a bubble of luxury was no doubt appealing to many, the leisurely pace and 

generally prohibitive cost of luxury ocean travel would eventually fall victim to the 

appeal of the speedier and more novel option of air travel.  With the first non-stop 

transatlantic flight in 1958, offered by Pan Am, the transatlantic ship industry was 

officially sunk.11   The postwar cruise lines had banked on a palpable sense of opulence 

and elitism, and by the 1970s, the romanticism of an ocean voyage could not hold a 

candle to the futuristic allure of air travel.   Furthermore, the privileged, well-mannered, 

and status-conscious aura of the luxury ocean liner appeared increasingly out-of-step 

with the more casual and egalitarian-leaning world of 1970s America, leaving an entire 

realm of leisure looking quaintly outdated and antique to many.  The cruise industry 

would have to retool its image if it was to persevere beyond a privileged few.  

 
The Rise  of “The Most Popular Cruise Line in the World” 

                                                 
10 “Ad for United States Lines,” Holiday, November 1954, 135. 
11 Dickinson and Vladimir, Selling the Sea: An Inside Look at the Cruise Industry, 22. 
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In 1988, a journalist for The New York Times proclaimed Carnival “the cruise line 

to the masses: the biggest, most profitable and fastest-growing line plying the 

Caribbean,” a cruise line that had “shaken up the once-staid cruise ship industry,” 

“unabashedly promoting cruising for the common man.”12  Carnival had created and 

stuck to a formula which included prices that were about “20 percent below the 

competition's for ‘all-inclusive’ air-and-sea packages, one class of service and a schedule 

of four-day and seven-day cruises where the dress is casual and the atmosphere 

informal.”13  While ocean travel had previously been seen as an option only for the rich 

– “the only ones with enough time and money”14 – Carnival had crafted a cruise line 

which challenged the stereotypes of elitism, aiming as far in the direction of “casual and 

fun” as possible.15   After all, Carnival had been the “first to use TV to sell cruises like 

toothpaste, as a brand name.”16  Carnival had been so successful at crafting its brand 

image that one writer for the Toronto Sun claimed that “like a Holiday Inn, you know 

what you're getting from a Carnival cruise,” where "‘the mix (of passengers) is likely to 

                                                 
12 Leslie Wayne, “Carnival Cruise’s Spending Spree,” The New York Times, August 28, 1988, Sunday, Late 
City Final Edition edition, sec. 3. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid.  
15 In addition to its savvy marketing, Carnival also infiltrated travel agencies, and the same article 
described a scenario in which a “mystery checker” would pose as a “potential vacationer in random visits 
to travel agents.  The checker asks for vacation suggestions. If the agent's first suggestion is a Carnival 
cruise, he has said the magic words. The checker hands the agent $ 1,000 in cash,” adding that “in 1988 
Carnival handed out $500,000 to travel agents.  Ibid. 
16 Mark Albright, “Company Won Business by Changing the Way Cruises Are Marketed, Priced,” St. 
Petersburg Times, Florida, April 24, 1989, City Edition edition, sec. Business. 
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range from Joe Six-Pack and his Nike-shod kids to Lester and Alice celebrating their 50th 

wedding anniversary.’"17   

Carnival Cruise Lines was formed in 1972 by Palestinian-born Ted Arison.  Arison, 

dubbed “the godfather of the modern cruise industry,” began Carnival by rehabilitating 

and converting a transatlantic ocean liner which he rechristened Mardi Gras.18  The 

unsuccessful first voyage of the Mardi Gras in 1972 – in which the ship actually ran 

aground – would in no way portend the company’s future success, and only seemed to 

encourage Arison’s perseverance.  For the next three years, Carnival struggled to build 

its brand and its image, and by 1975, the company and the Carnival brand had started to 

accelerate in size and recognition.  Carnival’s headquarters in Miami helped hasten the 

dethroning of New York as the biggest ocean travel port in the U.S. in 1974,19 a shift 

which reflected both changing patterns of leisure, and the rising power and influence of 

the Sunbelt.  The shift in port importance from New York – holder of the old guard – to 

Miami – symbol of newness and playfulness – worked in tandem with the cruise 

industry’s restructured image.20  The birth of the TV show The Love Boat in 1977 helped 

                                                 
17 Mitchell Smyth, “Cruise Industry Brings Ships to You,” The Toronto Star, November 13, 2004, sec. 
TRAVEL. 
18 Peter Quartermaine and Bruce Peter, Cruise: Identity, Design and Culture (New York: Rizzoli, 2006), 16. 
19 Although the issue of labor within the cruise industry is a topic of huge importance, this chapter will 
focus primarily on the way Carnival cruise ships have been formulated, sold, and discussed. The topic of 
resort labor, and the various attendant issues of power and exploitation within the global economy 
deserves attention, yet is outside the scope of this project.  See, for instance, Christine B.N. Chin, Cruising 
in the Global Economy: Profits, Pleasure and Work at Sea (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008). 
20 According to a CLIA study, in 2010, the states contributing the largest percentage of cruisers were 
Florida, Texas, and California. Cruise Lines International Association, Inc., “2011 CLIA Cruise Market 
Overview”, June 2011, http://www.cruising.org/sites/default/files/misc/2011FINALOV.pdf. 
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to further increase the visibility and accessibility of cruising, and helped to construct a 

popular image of what a cruise vacation might entail.   

Though The Love Boat was set aboard a Princess cruise ship, Carnival reaped the 

rewards of the public’s rising interest in ocean travel.  In 1970, very few Americans had 

ever been on a cruise, while by 1988, more than 3 million had taken a cruise of three 

days or longer.21  Cruising’s popularity continued to rise throughout the 1980s and the 

1990s when it became the fastest-growing segment of the vacation business.22  By 1997 

the North American cruise industry was carrying nearly 5 million passengers annually, 

was directly employing 50,000 people, and was worth over $7 billion.23  When Ted 

Arison died in 1999, he was one of the richest men in the world.24   

In 2003, Carnival Corporation merged with P&O Princess Cruises plc, to become 

Carnival Corporation & PLC, bringing its brand count up to twelve, a conglomeration 

which included such lines as Holland-America, Princess, Seabourn, Costa, and Cunard, 

making Carnival Corporation & PLC “one of the largest leisure travel companies in the 

world.”25  Chairman Micky Arison had foreshadowed the company’s gigantism when he 

stated, in 1999, “‘By next year we want to have three brand names and a fourth in the 

                                                 
21 Kirsteen MacLead, “CRUISE CONVENTIONS GROWING: More Companies Set Sail for Meetings,” The 
Financial Post (Toronto, Canada), April 30, 1990, Weekly Edition edition, sec. 4. 
22 Dickinson and Vladimir, Selling the Sea: An Inside Look at the Cruise Industry, x. 
23 Ibid., ix. 
24 Edwin McDowell, “Ted Arison, Carnival Founder, Dies at 75,” The New York Times, October 2, 1999, 
Saturday, Late Edition, sec. A. 
25 Carnival Corporation and PLC, “Mission and History”, n.d., http://phx.corporate-
ir.net/phoenix.zhtml?c=200767&p=irol-history. 
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future.  It's not dissimilar from the G.M. concept.’''26  Carnival would be the brand name 

of mass appeal, the cruise ship for the everyman and everywoman.  In 2010, Carnival 

had 22 branded ships in operation, and had become the largest cruise line in the world 

based on total number of passengers carried.27   

 
Of Golden Eagles and Sarcophagi: Crafting the Carnival Aesthetic 

While some postwar ocean liners had spent a fair bit of time focusing on the 

opulent offerings available onboard their ships, Carnival was the first in the industry to 

focus almost exclusively on the shipboard experience itself.28  In an effort to break away 

from the aura of stodginess that had hung over ocean travel, Carnival had indeed 

embraced a carnivalesque image and quickly established itself as the good time brand.  

As a Carnival press release from 1985 put it, “destroying class distinctions and 

pretensions of formality with a vengeance, the line turned traditional passenger cruising 

topsy-turvy, making the shipboard experience so vibrant that voyaging between ports 

turned into total recreation.”29  One of the central ways that Carnival promoted itself to 

a mass audience was by constructing a landscape of fun which was over-the-top, 

theatrical, and boundlessly optimistic.    

The name “Carnival” itself conjures images of revelry and topsy-turviness, of a 

terrain of surprise and chaos.  This theme can be seen in the names of Carnival’s various 

                                                 
26 Wayne, “Carnival Cruise’s Spending Spree.” 
27 “Student Kit,” received from Carnival via email on November 12, 2008. 
28 Dickinson and Vladimir, Selling the Sea: An Inside Look at the Cruise Industry, 33. 
29 Carnival Cruise Lines, “From Sandbar to Superliners: A History of Carnival Cruise Lines,” Cruise News, 
n.d., approx 1985.  Laurence Miller Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU. 
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ships and ship classes.  In addition to the Mardi Gras, Carnival’s first group of ships 

included the Carnivale, Festivale, and Tropicale, with the extra “e” seemingly signaling a 

sense of extravagance.  Carnival debuted its 46,052-ton ship Holiday, part of its then 

newly unveiled “Fantasy Class” line of ships, in 1985.  The Fantasy class  ships included 

the Fantasy, Ecstasy, Sensation, Fascination, Imagination, Inspiration, Elation, and 

Paradise, each with a ship length of 855 feet, tonnage of 70,367, and guest capacity of 

2,052.30  The Fantasy class line was followed by the even larger “Destiny” class, of which 

the Destiny, with a length of 893 feet, tonnage of 101,353, and guest capacity of 2,642, 

was the sole member.  Next came the “Triumph” class, which included the Triumph and 

Victory, with a length of 893 feet, tonnage of 101,509, and guest capacity of 2,758.   

Following the Triumph class was the “Spirit” class, including the Spirit, Pride, Legend, 

and Miracle, with a ship length of 963 feet, tonnage of 88,500, and guest capacity of 

2,124.  Next came the “Conquest” class line, which included the Conquest, Glory, Valor, 

Liberty, and Freedom, with a ship length of 952 feet, tonnage of 110,000, and guest 

capacity of 2,974.  Following that was the “Splendor” class, consisting of just the 

Splendor, a ship that was 952 feet long, has a tonnage of 113,300, and which held 3,006 

guests.  As of 2011, the latest addition was the “Dream Class,” consisting of the Dream 

and the Magic, with a ship length of 1,004 feet, tonnage of 130,000, and a guest 

                                                 
30 While these latest Carnival ships are indeed large, Royal Caribbean’s newly sea-bound Oasis of the Seas 
weighs in at a massive 220,000 tons, and has been heavily marketed as a true behemoth, a self-contained 
floating fantasy world, complete with a “Central Park” planted with real grass, as well as variously themed 
“neighborhoods” modeled after famous world cities. The pattern of bigger and bigger continues, and has 
no limits in the realm of dreamworlds.  
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capacity of 3,652.31  Carnival’s ships were “carefully designed to make Carnival cruisers 

feel like they have left the real world and been transported to a land of Sensation, 

Fascination, Imagination, Ecstasy, and Fantasy;” most importantly, such ships were 

designed to be “fun and exciting.”32   

 The major interior architect for all of the Carnival-branded cruise ships is Joe 

Farcus, self-proclaimed coiner of the phrase “entertainment architecture.”33  Farcus 

earned a degree in architecture from the University of Florida in 1967, and his wife and 

design partner Carole earned a degree in design from the same school in 1966.  

Together, they comprised the earliest design team for Carnival cruise ships.34  While 

Carole Farcus was mentioned in many early press releases, Joe came to be seen as the 

central interior architect behind the “Carnival look,” creating an aesthetic known as the 

“Joe Farcus” style.  Carnival ships became so tightly linked with Farcus’s singular style  

that the company’s promotional brochures and press releases were often completely 

dedicated to detailing the features of Farcus’s unique interiors, poring over design 

flourishes in great detail. 

A closer examination of Carnival’s press releases and marketing materials 

illustrates the way Carnival’s look played a central role in democratizing cruising.  A 

Carnival press release from 1980 called Tropicalendar helped build hype for the arrival 
                                                 
31 Carnival Cruise Lines, “Carnival Fun Ships”, n.d., http://www.carnival.com/FunShips.aspx#. 
32 Dickinson and Vladimir, Selling the Sea: An Inside Look at the Cruise Industry, 226–227. 
33 “Carnival Cruise Lines Joe Farcus: ‘Farchitect,’ The Avid Cruiser, November 12, 2008, 
http://www.avidcruiser.com/blog/2008/11/12/carnival-cruise-lines%E2%80%99-joe-farcus-
%E2%80%98farchitect%E2%80%99/, accessed July 24, 2009. 
34 Carnival Cruise Lines, Inc., “Biographical Sketch: Joseph and Carole Farcus”, n.d., approx 1980.  Laurence 
Miller Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU. 

http://www.avidcruiser.com/blog/2008/11/12/carnival-cruise-lines%E2%80%99-joe-farcus-%E2%80%98farchitect%E2%80%99/
http://www.avidcruiser.com/blog/2008/11/12/carnival-cruise-lines%E2%80%99-joe-farcus-%E2%80%98farchitect%E2%80%99/
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of the line’s first newly-built, rather than simply refurbished, ship, the Tropicale. 

Originally dubbed the “ship of the 90’s” (a name which was cast aside shortly after the 

ship first appeared), the “futuristic resort liner” Tropicale came equipped with 

“computerized bridge control” as well as “closed-circuit TV in every cabin.”35  In many 

ways, the language used to describe the design narrative of the Tropicale did not differ 

much from that used to describe the furnishings of gentlemen’s clubs, and mentions of 

granite, brass, and marble were common:  

Ceiling colors, all in a deep metallic finish to create reflective elegance, are 
platinum, bronze, and rose.  Leather seating units of burgundy hue throughout 
the Main Lobby are custom-designed and complemented by granite-topped 
tables.  The brass handrail in the Foyer and the Lobbies separates rose and gray-
beige, suede wallcovering with an insert, bronzed mirror following the horizontal 
line of the rail.”36   

 
Carnival’s marketing language placed a premium on aesthetic details which encouraged 

readers to imagine a sleek and shiny, tangible world of color.   

The Tropicale’s  design flourishes also included “colors in the [Tropicana Lounge 

which] change gradually from aqua blue to dark blue,” a circular stage in the middle of 

the Islands in the Sun lounge, with a “dance floor [of] black glass with a bright gold dot 

in the center,” and, in the “Exta-Z” disco, a “black glass dance floor, interspersed with 

                                                 
35 Carnival Cruise Lines, Inc., “Here Comes the Tropicale!,” Tropicalendar: News from the Newest Ship in 
the World, n.d., approx 1980.  Laurence Miller Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU. 
36 Carnival Cruise Lines, Inc., “M.S. Tropicale: Design Narrative Synopsis,” Tropicalendar: News from the 
Newest Ship in the World, n.d., approx 1974.  Laurence Miller Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU. 
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neon panels, [which] forms a background for neon sculptures.”37  The Exta-Z disco was 

particularly garish, as discos are wont to be:  

The ceiling features suspended, concave mirrored pyramids circled by suspended 
neon rings.  Decorative neon designs on the walls create the sense of sitting on 
an island watching the waves roll in on a moonlit night.  The neon vibrates with 
the music while tiny stars blink from above.  All these effects are controlled from 
the disc jockey’s glass booth.  Neon blue was chosen for the upholstered 
banquette color, trimmed with neon pink.  The rest of the furniture and trim are 
stainless steel to reflect the lights.38 
 

The nighttime spaces of the Tropicale utilized light, color, and glass to create zones of 

sparkling disorientation and ephemerality, similar to the way many gentlemen’s clubs 

were designed.   Connecting to carnivalesque spaces and Las Vegas flashiness worked to 

disabuse potential passengers of the idea that cruising would be a staid affair.  As 

Carnival’s first from-scratch ship, the design of the Tropicale was an important style-

ambassador for the ships that would follow, serving as a template of glitz and over-the-

top elaboration. 

The similarities to gentlemen’s clubs continued in the more subdued areas of the 

Tropicale as well, as in this description of the ship’s Palms Restaurant: “A finned glass 

and mirrored chandelier illuminates the full length of the 658-seat dining room…Port 

and starboard walls are figured wood panels edged in brass and surrounded by a 

bronzed mirror, shadowed by the illusion of palm trees.”39  Again, a mixture of 

glistening surfaces and hints of nature were key in constructing the look.  In the words 
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of Joe Farcus, the room was designed to give off “‘the feeling of a quiet palm glade, 

shimmering in light.’”40  While the postmodern sparkle of the ship helped construct a 

fantasy image distinct from the everyday world, the shiny metallic surfaces, glittering 

lights, and allusions to nature connected the Carnival world to the aesthetic of shopping 

malls, discos, casinos, and themed hotels, signaling a kinship to other democratized 

liminal spaces of leisure.  The mainstreaming of cruising could then be hastened by 

connecting ships to familiar spaces, while at the same time tempering this familiarity 

with promises of surprising juxtaposition.  

 To present their ongoing array of new ships, Carnival issued a series of press 

releases in the 1980s and 1990s in the form of small text-heavy newsletters called Cruise 

News.  In these releases, Carnival described the newest ships and promotions, and 

expounded at length upon the ships’ aesthetics and décor details.  Issues of Cruise News 

from the 1980s and 1990s provide revealing insights into the way Carnival promoted 

and conceived of its ships’ designs and atmospheres, giving a glimpse into the intended 

Carnival experience. 

 In Cruise News, Carnival heavily emphasized the multi-sensoriality of the ships, 

paying particular attention to elements of color, light, and sheer spectacle, a strategy 

which mirrored the tactics utilized by early department store designers who often relied 

on sparkle and color to attract consumers.  An issue of Cruise News from the late 1980s 

described the atrium of the new Fantasy SuperLiner as “the largest, most spectacular 
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atrium ever constructed on a cruise ship,” an atrium which would “rise six full decks, 

crowned by an immense skylight providing an awe-inspiring view of the world above.”41  

The Fantasy would also come equipped with a “20-foot-high kinetic sculpture…with 

brilliant geometric designs rotating on cylinders, creating a wildly moving, flashing, 

colorful effect.”42  In addition, “a glamorous double staircase featuring black marble 

steps and railings, with glass balustrades, winds upward through the atrium, wrapping 

around two glass elevators outlined in red neon.”43  Again and again, Carnival’s 

promoters placed an emphasis on the design elements of the ships’ interiors, allowing 

the ships’ destinations to fade into the background.  The allure of the Carnival cruise 

was the allure of the interior fantasy world.  

  While one was encouraged to get lost in the blur of colors and images aboard a 

Carnival cruise ship, and to feel a sense of disconnect from the outside world, Farcus 

also sought to incorporate a sense of time into the interiors, effectively allowing the 

ships to become even more self-contained via the construction of their own system of 

time-keeping.   Farcus used tricks of light and color to construct the “fourth dimension” 

of architecture as he felt that “‘time, that dimension that is constantly moving and 

affecting us all, has not yet been broadly expressed architecturally.’”44  This fourth 

dimension – or sense of time – was accomplished via “computer-controlled dimmers 
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constantly, although slowly and almost imperceptibly, changing the colors of the lights,” 

resulting in “vibrant hues [which] pour through the Grand Spectrum – bouncing off 

every surface and creating the dramatic illusion that the entire atrium itself is changing 

color.”45  Farcus noted, in his own words, that “‘in this way, the passenger’s 

environment is constantly changing.  No one will pass through the Grand Spectrum at 

any level without it affecting both his mood and senses.’”46   

Carnival cruise ships were not blank canvases upon which fun could be enacted, 

but rather, were designed with the deliberate manipulation of moods and emotions in 

mind.  The sheer size and spectacle of the SuperLiners’ new public spaces and atriums 

led Carnival to note that their cabins remained “40-50 percent larger than those of 

other new ships which have entered the Miami market.”47  Such reassurance was 

deemed necessary because “‘when you are surrounded by the massive, multi-deck 

atriums and 1,000-seat showrooms, the sheer size of the environment makes the cabin 

seem smaller.’”48  The ship was an active agent in creating a sense of escape; an 

aesthetic of flash and surprise, rather than a focus on ports of call or even onboard 

activities, was the organizing principle of a Carnival cruise, and largeness of size and 

decoration only bolstered this sense of liminality.   
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Joe Farcus’s entertainment architecture is reminiscent of the work of twentieth-

century architect and designer Morris Lapidus.  Born to Russian Jewish parents in 1902, 

Lapidus grew up in Brooklyn, New York, and studied architecture at Columbia University.  

Lapidus became famous for his whimsical, Miami Beach-centric designs, the signature 

components of which were known as “beanpoles [long spindly rods], cheese holes 

[holes everywhere], and woggles [squiggly and undulating lines].”49  Lapidus was known 

for his astonishing sense of originality, and he generally avoided a mass-produced look 

by filling each building and design with a broad array of individual touches and 

configurations.  His designs were often filled with mirrors, ramps, columns, curves, 

color, glass, tropical foliage, fountains, and sparkling light, and possessed highly 

theatrical qualities.50  Lapidus’s creations were meant to be meandered through, and 

gazed at with a sense of curiosity, excitement, and wonder; as such, he claimed to have 

filled most of his designs with “intentional nonsense.”51   

According to Morris Lapidus: The Architect of the American Dream, Lapidus 

“wanted ‘happiness and delight’ to radiate from his buildings,” and brought over-the-

top, fantastical designs to many storefronts and shops, restaurants, and, most famously, 

the Fountainebleau and other Miami Beach hotels.52  Lapidus’ projects spanned from 

1929 to 1983, and in his career, Lapidus and his firm “produced 276 hotel projects, 210 
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residential projects, 62 public buildings, 187 office buildings, and 479 stores.”53  Lapidus 

put the notion of the dreamy and fantastical at the front of his designs, and many critics 

thus “damned them as superkitsch and banned him for years from the hallowed halls of 

architectural renown.”54  Like Farcus, Lapidus wanted his creations to represent a stark 

break with the everyday world, and it was argued that Lapidus “dreamed dreams for 

people who could never have dreamed before, or who could not afford to dream.”55  

Lapidus served, then, as a sort of democratizer of fantasy and escapism, similar to the 

role that Joe Farcus has played in his work with Carnival.   

While many critics did not take Lapidus’s work seriously, in a 1991 interview 

about the title of Duttman and Schneider’s book – Morris Lapidus: Architect of the 

American Dream - Lapidus said: 

I started to think: did I create a fantasy or is it the American dream.  I thought of 
Thomas Jefferson, who wrote in the Declaration of Independence: ‘What we 
want is life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.’  Happiness is the word.  If you 
can create happiness for people, that is the American dream.56 

 
Joe Farcus seemed not only to be the direct descendant of Lapidus’s (pre)postmodern-

esque style, but a direct descendant of his views on the optimism of fantastical and 

lighthearted design, and of the democratizing powers of such dreamworlds.  

Revealingly, Lapidus once remarked, “‘I am not a great architect.  I am a populist.’”57 
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Farcus’s designs embodied a similar sense of the democratizing powers of 

juxtapositional design.  While the Fantasy had utilized the fourth dimension, the 

Sensation SuperLiner embodied even more multi-sensorial cues.  The Sensation was so 

seemingly groundbreaking that several editions of Cruise News were dedicated to the 

new ship’s design alone.  In an issue of Cruise News entitled, “Carnival’s New Superliner 

Sensation is a Ship With Feeling,” Farcus described the ship’s aesthetic as “‘sensual, in a 

very visceral way.’”58  He wrote that “‘the interior design interpretation of ‘Sensation,’ is 

not in the spectacular sense, but rather in terms of human senses such as touch, listen, 

and feel.’”59  While the Sensation’s early-1990s sister ships – the Ecstasy and the 

Fantasy – were designed according to a concrete theme, the Sensation, in the words of 

Farcus, “‘gains reality through designs that stimulate the human senses at a much 

higher level than previous ships.’”60   

Most of this stimulation occurred via technological enhancements, as “neon will 

be supplemented with computer-controlled ultraviolet lighting to illuminate otherwise 

obscure, florescent patterns hidden in the ceiling in the ceilings and walls.”61  The senses 

would be further stimulated by mechanisms “incorporating special sound effects  

replicating some of nature’s most pleasant and pleasing songs.  Some of these will work 
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in conjunction with the ultraviolets, some on their own.”62  Farcus explained that his 

specific design goals for the ship were “‘not just to stimulate the senses – that’s the 

relatively easy part – but to deceive them.’”63  As Farcus put it, “‘we’ll trick the 

passenger’s eye to perceive things that aren’t really as they seem; the ear to hear things 

that aren’t really there but all tempered with substantial doses of reality.’”64  An 

element of trickery and disorientation was central to the design of Carnival ships, 

further constructing the terrain as a landscape of play.  “Sensation Boulevard,” for 

instance, was to incorporate “three different ‘zones’ of sound, each periodically 

emitting subtle nature noises such as rain, wind, surf, birds, etc.  While strolling along 

the promenade, passengers may audibly experience the sensation of being in three 

entirely different natural environments.”65  Technology, not nature, would provide the 

connection with time that might otherwise be lost in the fantasy world.  

The approach of Farcus and of Carnival in a way mirrors the rhetoric – albeit in a 

much more contained way – of many purveyors of Coney Island at the turn of the 

twentieth century.  Coney Island was a reaction to and against the “genteel middle-class 

cultural order,” and represented a desire for a “more vigorous, exuberant, daring, 

sensual, uninhibited, and irreverent” form of mass culture.”66  The amusements of 

Coney Island were about fantasy and spectacle and a topsy-turvy flipping of the social 
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order, embodying a rebellion against established codes of taste and propriety, and 

attracted a wide array of people from all walks of life.    

Coney Island stood as a sharp contrast to the constrictions of everyday life and 

the larger social order.  As John Kasson writes in Amusing the Million, while “designers 

of both Central Park and the Columbian Exposition had sought to create environments 

that would ultimately reinforce existing social structures and discipline public life,” 

Coney Island, by contrast, “provided an area in which visitors were temporarily freed 

from normative demands.”67  The over-the-top architecture of places such as Luna Park 

also served to make excess more accessible, as Kasson notes that Luna Park 

“democratized the hunger for artistocratic splendor that was driving rich industrialists to 

construct palatial houses at the turn of the century.  It provided a Newport for the 

masses.”68  Such fantastical architecture and plenitude of imagery was also the guiding 

principle of Carnival and the Joe Farcus style.   

The atmosphere of Coney Island also encouraged mingling and interaction, a 

place where “strangers frequently fell into conversation” and “displayed open interest 

in one another’s activities and fed upon their mutual hilarity.”69  The rides of the parks 

also clearly encouraged physical connection and interaction as many rides jostled 

people against one another.  As Kasson puts it, “Coney Island plunged visitors into a 

powerful kinesthetic experience that, like the surf itself, overturned conventional 
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restraints, washed away everyday concerns, buoyed and buffeted participants as they 

submitted to its sway.”70   

The various games, stunts, and tricks of the Coney Island amusements broke 

down physical and hierarchical barriers.  “Momentary disorientation,” wrote Kasson, 

“intimate exposure, physical contact with strangers, pratfalls, public humiliation – 

conditions that in other circumstances might have been excruciating – became richly 

entertaining,” and “the laughter of participants and spectators testified to their sense of 

release.”71  Such a breaking down of social barriers and constraints was exactly what 

Carnival Cruise Lines promoted and what they assured would indeed happen on board, 

especially through such activities as the men’s hairy chest contest, the Newlywed Game, 

and Karaoke.   All of these were attempts to break-down barriers, level the playing field, 

and, in a way, redistribute power.   

While a sense of juxtaposition and play was evident everywhere aboard a 

Carnival cruise ship, many of the themed rooms utilized a very concrete and literal 

approach.  For instance, Farcus peppered the interior of the Sensation with visual and 

linguistic homages to the five senses.  Cruise News noted that the “Touch of Class” piano 

bar showcased “a winning combination of eye-catching design art with an accent on fun 

and good humor,”72 arguing that the ship’s “stylish, elegant lounge…draws its 

inspiration from the subtle contact which brings a piano keyboard to life – a light stroke, 
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a familiar tap, a tender caress.”73  The somewhat ridiculous and eroticized language 

used to describe Touch of Class included the following description: 

The room is Sensation’s salute to the senses of touch and feel as they join to 
create wonderful music in an intimate and convivial piano bar.  Stark patterns of 
black and white create an impressionistic piano keyboard which comes alive as 
human hands make contact.  And everywhere there are hands – an arched 
entrance of hands, glass-topped tables supported by hands, even bar stools in 
the form of fingers.  Over the bar, a large translucent hand shimmers with neon 
pastels constantly changing color.  Red fingernails provide color accents 
throughout the room – on cupped hands which form banquettes, on fingers 
which decorate the walls, and on hand patterns woven into the ebony carpeting.  
Even the walls, fashioned of red tile, bespeak the room’s emphasis on touch as 
the human hand motif prevails in every direction one looks.74 
 

The ship’s “provocative design format” was sold as “an amalgam of artistry, technology 

and sophistication combined to create an extravagant impression of sensuality aboard 

an ultra-modern sea-going resort.”75  The literalism of Carnival’s visual rhetoric seemed 

to know no bounds, and worked to construct a world in which imagination and fantasy 

were encouraged, yet were heavily guided by the employment of kitsch.  

In addition to constructing the ship itself as a floating piece of art, Carnival 

commissioned artists to create special works to adorn the individual ships.  An issue of 

Cruise News from October of 1993 highlighted the Sensation’s “multi-million-dollar 

collection of specially commissioned works of contemporary art.”76  One of the central 

pieces of art – “A Sphere is Born” – was a massive sculpture by Eliezer Weishoff of Tel-
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Aviv, which was featured in the ship’s Central Atrium.  The two-ton fiberglass sculpture, 

which reportedly “took more than a year to complete due to the complexity of its 

design,” was described as being “in constant motion, constructed of abstract shapes – 

similar to the pieces of a puzzle – which move steadily around and through a central 

axis.77  The press release elaborated that “the seemingly random, yet carefully 

choreographed movement of the individual pieces is controlled by sophisticated 

mechanical devices hidden within the structure.”78  Such a grandiose description 

blended two of Carnival’s favorite design tricks: spectacle and customization.  Such an 

approach was vastly different from that employed by other cruise lines, which 

emphasized the uniformity of all the lines’ ships.  

In the promotional brochures and commemorative glossy books that Carnival 

published about each of its ships, Carnival included several pages dedicated to the 

works of Carnival’s chosen artists.  The inclusion of original commissioned work, as well 

as extensive discussions of the various artists, conveyed a kind of status-marking move, 

as the presence of such artworks served to customize the Carnival environment and 

construct a sense of uniqueness throughout.  A promotional brochure for the Tropicale 

from the early 1980s, referred to as “a portfolio for our passengers,” described the work 

by tapestry artist Helen Webber, whose art was incorporated into the “floating city.”79  

Webber’s artwork was said to complete the vision for the ship, where “the Tropicale’s 

                                                 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Carnival Cruise Lines, “The Tropicale and the Art That Went to Sea”, n.d., approx 1982.  Laurence Miller 
Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU. 



 167 

decks are terraces in a tropical city of pleasure.”80  The brochure contained color 

pictures of various works by Webber, images which included multi-color, swirling waves, 

fish, and other sea life, as well as swirling earth-tone images of  men and women 

frolicking amidst scenes of oceanside abundance.   Of Webber’s art in The Palm 

restaurant: “On eighteen panels, in luminous colors, a bountiful world displays itself.  

Every painted gesture proclaims with joy: ‘We belong here.  Life is to be touched and 

tasted [emphasis my own].’”81  Allusions to a particularly American sense of ownership 

of the land were subtly, and not so subtly, woven throughout Carnival’s ship names, 

promotional materials, artwork, and in the ship’s décor.  

Original works from Webber also appeared in the individual staterooms, many of 

which were tapestries adorned with “love poems.”  One tapestry showcased a tree with 

two different faces and contained the following poem: “A sea-tree grew from their love, 

and from that bloomed sea shell leaves, and the sun knew it would last forever.”82  

Another tapestry showed a mermaid on a horse, riding off into the distance as a swirly 

bearded figure above a rainbow loomed: “My love is with me on all my journeys…His 

eyes take me with him on winding rainbow roads…Our songs reach across the sky even 

when we are apart.”83  Such intensely treacly language is a clear product of the 1970s, 

yet its inclusion in a mass-market cruise ship represents the use of sentimentalism as 

strategy.   

                                                 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 



 168 

A promotional brochure for the Fantasy, a ship from the same class as the 

Ecstasy and the Sensation, said, “its name may not be Guggenheim, but Carnival Cruise 

Lines’ Fantasy could surely be looked upon as a museum of fine art – and a floating one 

at that.”84  The brochure noted that “passengers will be impressed with the original 

artwork aboard the ship,” artwork which included specially commissioned works from 

known artists Yaacov Agam, Hilda Pierce, and Carnival favorite Helen Webber.  Webber, 

continuing her sentimental approach, had created, for the Fantasy, “12 vast murals,” 

depicting “such fantastic themes such as a violinist bowing a fiddle with a rose, and a 

water-skier hitched to a star, skiing on air.”85  Abstract impressionist Pierce “believes the 

1,296 original pieces she created for the Fantasy mark the largest fine art commission 

for a woman ever.”86  As part of its attempts to achieve broad appeal, Carnival used 

garish, Las Vegas-esque interior designs, alongside artwork espousing seemingly non-

offensive appeals to presumably universal sentiments, as a method of constructing 

inclusivity.  By mentioning that the artwork commissioned for the Fantasy might have 

represented the largest ever commission of art from a woman, Carnival’s promoters 

were at the same time injecting a sense of status and legitimacy to its terrain of playful 

spectacle; this aesthetic of mass appeal was thus legitimized by the inclusion of 

specialized art. 
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Joe Farcus Tells All 

On Carnival’s website in 2012, Joe Farcus hosted a series of twelve-minute 

videos in which he shared his design inspirations for each ship, and provided a video 

tour of each.  On Carnival’s website it stated: 

If you could tour every ship in the Carnival fleet, you would be astounded at the 
talent of Joe Farcus whose every interior is fabulous and no two are alike. While 
you may not have the time to tour all of our ships -- though we do recommend it 
-- we're giving you the chance to hear all about them straight from the mouth of 
the ‘Man with the unlimited imagination.’ 87 
 

The site encouraged browsers to “click on any of the ship names below and Mr. Farcus 

will give you the inside information on everything that went into the planning and 

production of these beautiful floating resorts.”88  Though each video contained a 

standard one-size-fits-all outro, they emphasized the uniqueness of each ship, and 

highlighted the eclectic sense of chaos and disorientation aboard each, key elements of 

play.    

At the beginning of each video, Farcus explained that each ship had a story, a 

central idea evident throughout the public rooms of the ships designed to provide a 

sense of continuity aboard each vessel.  Although each ship was loosely organized 

around a grand unifying theme (interestingly, often unconnected to the ship’s name), 

postmodern mélange itself  seemed to be the guiding principle.  As of 2012, video tours 

of nine Carnival ships were available online, including tours of the Conquest, Freedom, 
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Glory, Legend, Liberty, Miracle, Pride, Spirit, and Valor, ship names which were redolent 

of conservative rhetoric.  Other than possible connections to a targeted market, it is not 

apparent why those particular ships were chosen to represent the Farcus aesthetic, 

though each was overflowing with juxtaposition and was a hyper-narrated space of 

spectacle and consumer fantasy.  

Farcus’s themes were best described as eclectic.  For instance, the central story 

(Farcus disliked the term “theme”) of the Conquest was “The Impressionists.”  Each 

room and public area was said to be inspired by a different Impressionist painter or 

Impressionist work, and included references to such artists as Monet, Renoir, Cezanne, 

Rousseau, Matisse, and Van Gogh.  In seeking to appeal to a broad audience, it made 

sense that Farcus would invoke one of the most popular styles of art.  The Carnival 

Freedom was organized around “Decades Through the Century,” and included rooms 

based on “The Millennium,” the Victorian age, the Louis the XIVth era, the 1990s, 

Babylon, the 1890s, the 1950s, the 1910s, and the Postmodern era, which was the 

theme of the Freedom Restaurant, a space decorated with a model of the Statue of 

Liberty, as well as various other Statue of Liberty-themed flourishes.89  Farcus’s choices 

here were a bit more scattered, but each motif lent itself to garish visual 

representations.  

The Carnival Glory took “An Ode to Color” as its central story, sheathing its public 

spaces in emerald, cinnabar, metallic, and white.  Colors alone, however, were not the 
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sole guiding themes; most rooms also contained literal interpretations of the colors as 

well.  For instance, the camel room was themed around “an old Egyptian temple” and 

camels, the blue room was the jazz and “blues” lounge, the amber showroom was based 

on the amber palaces of czarist Russia, and, interestingly, the ebony room was themed 

on Africa, and the masks of African tribes.90  The impulse to provide a literal 

interpretation of each color speaks to Farcus’s belief that the construction of fantasy 

spaces aboard Carnival ships were best delivered in a non-ambiguous, kitschy manner, 

connected heavily to a Las Vegas aesthetic of play.  Themes aboard Carnival ships were 

never subtle; passengers were provided various levels of symbols, puns, and concrete 

manifestations to guarantee they would correctly “read” each room.   

Carnival’s literalism and its predilection for imposing layer upon layer of “stuff” 

were found aboard the Carnival Liberty as well, which was themed around “Artisan 

Work.”  The Liberty included entire rooms dedicated to ironwork, leathermaking, 

beadwork, woodworking, tattooing, jewelry-making, and ivorywork.  As always, the 

themes for the rooms were made to connect with the function of the rooms in some 

concrete way, as in the gold and silver dining rooms in which “silvermaking” was 

represented by oversized flatware adorning the walls and ceilings.  The leathermaking 

room was “Glove’s Sportsbar” and featured decorative gloves and leather sports balls, 
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as well as chairs shaped like gloves.91   Themed objects – often in the form of couches 

and chairs – were some of the defining features of the Farcus style.   

“Fictional Characters, Places, and Things” was the unifying theme of the Carnival 

Miracle, where one could find Alice in Wonderland, the muses of Greek mythology, 

Horatio Hornblower, Frankenstein, the Phantom of the Opera, Bacchus, and Jerry 

Maguire, among others.  Somewhat similarly, the Carnival Valor was designed around 

“Heroes and Heroic Events,” and included Ivanhoe, Rosie the Riveter, Lou Gehrig, 

George Washington, bald eagles, Japanese shogunates, Josephine Baker, Neil 

Armstrong, Winston Churchill, and Scarlet O’Hara.  The Carnival Spirit showcased “Well-

Known Design Styles,” and included tributes to Egyptian revival, 1950s moderne, 

Chinois, Napoleonic, Louis XIV (in his second Carnival appearance), Art Deco, Art 

Nouveau, postmodernism, and “the funky style” (which was seen in the dance club).92  

The logic of Farcus’s design choices was hard to define, though the key organizing 

principle seemed to be surprise, and a certain richness and abundance that was 

constructed through a super-saturated symbolism.   

The most wide-ranging collection of themes was found aboard the Carnival 

Pride, crafted around “Icons of Beauty.”  The array of beautiful entities aboard the ship 

included mermaids, horseracing (“beautiful finish”), a dining room inspired by the ocean 

liner Normandie, the Taj Mahal, Van Gogh’s “Starry Night,” the Renaissance, natsuki 

ivory, and Michelangelo’s David (which included a full-scale replica).  The dance club 
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aboard the Pride was simply called “Beauties,” and was an ode to “beautiful bodies.”  

Guests were urged to dance alongside “the beautiful people,” which came in the form of 

nude sculptural torsos of male and female bodies painted in bright yellow, maroon, and 

blue.   The objects of beauty aboard the Carnival Pride worked to construct the most 

fully-realized landscape of kitsch seen in the Carnival videos, as each room’s icon was 

presented with an air of reverence and awe. 

At the conclusion of each video tour, Farcus stated that “almost nothing that you 

see onboard is off the shelf, so to speak…All are custom-made pieces.  It’s not a 

museum, but in a way it’s like going to a museum because there’s so much to see.”93  It 

was clear that Farcus viewed his creations as one-of-a-kind gems, and sought to inspire 

in passengers a sense of flaneury and happy vertigo.  He continued:  

It will really enhance your cruise, I think, by making this a discovery process. My 
hope, is that the environment itself will engender this type of exploration and 
discovery process.  Further, I hope, by the end of cruise you haven’t really seen 
everything yet, and will want to come back again.94   

 
Farcus’s choice of themes embodied a mix of tangibility and abstraction, and moved 

equally between figures and themes of play and imagination, and of muscularity and 

patriotism. Taken as a whole, the themes did not seem to favor any particularly 

gendered aesthetic and, considering the fact that Carnival has actively sought to attract 

more male cruisers, perhaps Farcus intentionally choose neutral themes in order to 

avoid “feminizing” the spaces.  No matter how seemingly lofty or intangible a room’s 
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theme appeared at first, it was always enacted via a material object or figure, always 

forced to take on a literal and physical shape.  It was this forcing of a broad sentiment or 

idea into a concretized, accessible form that lent the landscape of a Carnival cruise ship 

an air of kitsch.   

 This spectacularized landscape is emblematic of postmodernity’s emphasis on 

the gathering of experiences.  Although Carnival cruises are centrally focused on the 

shipboard experience itself, and not on the various destinations, the intricacy and 

constant surprise built into the ship’s interiors, and the fact that each ship has a 

different design, represents this sense of restlessness.  The blurred and frenetic interiors 

of a Carnival ship mean that myriad mini-experiences can be had in an array of different 

settings, all within the confines of the ship itself.  The signs and symbols employed by 

Carnival represent good times from different eras; the domestication of the exotic, 

prestigious, and fantastical allows passengers to “possess” those meanings themselves. 

The centrality of the spectacle throughout American society also makes it a 

useful tool in the process of mainstreaming, a tool that has been utilized in the upscaling 

of strip clubs - massification creating an enhanced sense of power and visibility.  While 

Carnival cruise ships are not the biggest mass-market ships, size-wise (that honor goes 

to Royal Caribbean), they are overflowing with a largeness of decoration and narrative 

schema, embodying an aggressive busyness that is intended to create mass appeal.  Just 

as gentlemen’s club designers have often raised ceiling heights, added multiple dance 

floors, and added a diversity of amusements such as large flat screen TVs and blackjack 
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tables, cruise ships too have attempted to mainstream and democratize desire by 

creating a perceived or literal abundance of size; a sort of grandiosity of design and 

imagery leading to a sense of excessiveness.   

In his classic work Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture, Johan 

Huizinga argued that “we can find play present everywhere as a well defined-quality of 

action which is different from ‘ordinary’ life.”95  Play, he explained, “is ‘played out’ 

within certain limits of time and place.  It contains its own course and meaning.”96  That 

is, play calls for some form of demarcated space, a way of creating contrast from the 

everyday.  Playgrounds are “forbidden spots,” noted Huizinga, “isolated, hedged round, 

hallowed, within which special rules obtain.  All are temporary worlds within the 

ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart.”97  Spaces of play are, in 

effect, liminal spaces, and the garish and hypernarrated aesthetic adopted by Carnival 

helped establish and solidify the spaces of a cruise ship as distinct playful worlds unto 

themselves.    

The highly divergent and contrast-laden spaces of a Carnival cruise ship may be 

read as artificial, excessive, and “too much,” though a space of play must, by definition, 

rely on extreme contrast.  The garish interiors of a Carnival cruise ship, with its constant 

juxtaposition, work to bolster its nature as a demarcated world apart,  an architectural 

boundary within which passengers are encouraged to cast aside many of the normal 
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rules and behaviors of their everyday lives.  Carnival cruise ships have been marketed as 

spaces in which people from all walks of life could supposedly be united in their pursuit 

of the eye-catching, the campy, and the self-consciously garish.  Such an aesthetic has 

flown in the face of the sleek and minimal style of more upmarket cruise lines, 

embodying an aesthetic of accessible excess more in line with theme parks and 

shopping malls, and against an aesthetic of primness or refinement.   

Carnival’s use of excess and playfulness can be seen as a counter to the ways in 

which similar cultural signifiers and artifacts were used in the construction of 

gentlemen’s club interiors, interiors which were crafted specifically to conjure the 

association of a loftier status.  While many of the design flourishes of Carnival can also 

be found in the aesthetic details of gentlemen’s clubs – Grecian columns, an abundance 

of mirrored surfaces, elaborate lighting effects, murals – Carnival has used these details 

NOT as markers of elevated status, but rather as a way to construct a show-world of 

flash and over-the-top decadence in order to counter the popular belief that cruises 

were stilted, elitist affairs.  In constructing their democratized spaces of leisure, Carnival 

Cruise Lines and designer Joe Farcus embraced an aesthetic of play and made concerted 

efforts to diverge from the “Old World” pomp of supposedly stodgier cruise lines.  

 
Constructing an American Look 

Carnival’s ships fly under the flag of Panama.  Many of the names of Carnival’s 

lines and ships, however, embody key ideas about Americanness.  The various ship class 
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names alternate between action and accomplishment (Destiny, Conquest, Triumph), and 

the airy and ethereal (Fantasy, Spirit, Splendor, Dream).   While some of the ship names 

seem less directly linked to ideas of imperialism, such as the ships of the Fantasy class – 

Ecstasy, Sensation, Fascination, Imagination, Inspiration, Elation, and Paradise – other 

names more than allude to ideas of American expansion, hinting at tales of colonial 

exploration and encounter.  The most blatant references to such a narrative are 

embodied by the Conquest line, with the Conquest, Valor, Glory, Liberty, and Freedom, 

followed by Splendor and, finally, Dream.  The combination of names expressing a 

mixture of aggression and idealism work to create an aesthetic that plays with notions 

of conservative, patriotic Americanness.  It is not incidental that a cruise line with a 

particularly American-centric brand image would have selected ship names connecting 

to national character buzzwords.  The aesthetic of Carnival is a distinctly American 

aesthetic. 

In Passing Strange and Wonderful: Aesthetics, Nature, and Culture, geographer 

Yi-Fu Tuan discusses a certain aesthetic of fantasy and spectacle which he finds 

particularly American.  On the idea of an “American aesthetic,” he ventures: 

in sharp contrast to the austere and ‘elevated’ conceptions of beauty embraced 
by the socially established in both the Old World and the New, the American 
aesthetic appears at times to be driven by a sense of fun.  It happily 
accommodates what might be called a democratic and folksy fondness for the  
extreme, the eye-catching, the amusing, and the grotesque.98   
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Tuan’s ideas are indeed embodied by the designs of Carnival, an aesthetic which utilizes 

flashiness and gaudiness as tools of democratization.  Tuan’s discussion of the “amusing, 

gigantic, and bizarre” also connects to the Carnival look, and he notes: 

The child in all of us is captured by the bright, the gigantic, the amusing, and the 
strange.  We respond to such objects with wonder, and the anxiety that the 
strange and gigantic may at first arouse can turn into amusement when we see 
them as harmless, a joke, an exuberance of spirit.  Anything large or exceptional 
in some other way has the power to command attention; and attention is the 
beginning of respect.99 

 
Tuan argues that the American aesthetic includes an appreciation for movement, 

change, and dynamism, and that the American landscape is best understood as a work 

in progress.  Central to this aesthetic is the element of optimism and childlike awe, two 

factors which have been central in crafting the Carnival brand image.  Wonder and 

surprise are key components of Farcus’s designs, as passengers are encouraged to get 

lost amid the myriad design worlds and in the blur of imagery.   

 Yi-Fu Tuan argues that the look of democracy must by definition be multi-

faceted, varied, and accommodating of change.  Such an aesthetic will be contradictory 

at times, and will express a myriad of values.  Tuan writes: 

American democracy contains all these different, even contradictory, elements.  
Few citizens can embrace them all.  Those who do – the true lovers of American 
democracy – must have an appetite for plenitude and contrarieties – for order 
and disorder, the grand and the comely, an overarching unity of purpose and, 
within it, teeming voices that offer simultaneously division and new life.100 
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This multiplicity of imagery and lack of one unified style is particularly American in that 

it embodies a visual democratization that refuses to be organized based on a hierarchy 

of taste.  Tuan’s ideas provide a useful example of the ways in which a distinctly 

American aesthetic, one which emphasizes democracy and variation, is also an aesthetic 

of mass appeal.   

This kinetic jumble and lack of hierarchy represents a sense of democratized 

taste on one hand, and overabundance and excess on the other.  Tellingly, most of the 

awe-struck, snarky, and bemused descriptions of the garishness of Carnival cruise ships 

appeared in non-U.S. publications, a fact which helped bolster the idea of Carnival’s 

particularly American aesthetic.   A journalist writing for the Travel Trade Gazette UK & 

Ireland in 1998 noted that “a first-time encounter is still likely to leave you open-

mouthed at the gaudiness of it all,”101 as “half the cost of building Elation was spent on 

the interior,” though “the amount of money spent appears to be in inverse proportion 

to the level of good taste.”102  This bad taste included public areas that were “filled with 

fake columns, classical reliefs and scrolls interspersed with fibre optics and neon 

lights.”103  Furthermore, while the ship’s library was “beautifully themed on Mark 

Twain,” it was “rather short of books.”104  This description of the ship displayed a 

strategically understated sense of disgust towards the garish aesthetic, and instead of 

finding the ship’s postmodern mélange fun and colorful, the writer found it simply tacky.    
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In discussing Carnival’s predicted foray into the UK market in 2008, a journalist 

for the Travel Trade Gazette UK and Ireland wrote that “the ‘fun ships’ branding has, to 

date, been confined to the US as it was felt traditional UK customers have a different 

concept to ‘fun’ than their US counterparts.”105  Carnival’s UK sales and marketing 

director, Lynn Narraway, wrote that "‘We are not ashamed of the word `fun', everyone 

goes on holiday to have fun so what's wrong with it?’”106  Narraway had a point, though 

the critiques of Carnival in international publications implied that the optimistic chaos of 

a Carnival interior was read a bit differently by those who weren’t as enamored with its 

particular brand of democratized style.   

A writer for Sydney’s Sun Herald in 2002, who had taken a cruise aboard the 

Carnival Legend, noted the sheer spectacle of a Carnival cruise ship.  She wrote that Judi 

Dench, the “godmother” of the ship (each Carnival ship is given said symbolic figure),  

proclaimed the Legend was “‘not so much a ship as a city,’"107 noting that “once inside 

the ship, some of those passengers gasped with delight, others wondered if they'd 

stumbled into an oversized casino.”108  This awe-inspired vertigo resulted because “with 

swirling carpets, chandeliers, fake urns on staircases, towering murals, fake 

masterpieces, glass lifts and a grand piano, all in the entrance area alone, it was easy to 
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understand why people might be all at sea at the prospect of a shipping holiday.”109  The 

interior of a Carnival cruise ship was thus one overflowing with an abundance of 

signifiers and an excess of stuff.  The sheer busyness of the terrain helped increase the 

feeling of distance from the world outside of the ship and allowed the ship to feel like a 

floating city – a city of recreation and play for those who had paid to escape to it.   

The Sydney journalist was not only struck by the garishness of the ship itself, but 

wondered about the class implications inherent in the design.  She “wondered whether 

the decor was supposed to reflect the idea of being ‘posh’ in middle America,” as 

Carnival had explained that “their newest ship was designed with the tastes of suburban 

Americans in mind.”110  While she had assumed her own criticism of the space was 

mirrored by the lack of criticism on the part of the passengers, she ultimately changed 

her mind, proclaiming that “after a few days on board, I realised I had underestimated 

most of the Americans on board.”111  Uncovering the passengers’ distinct awareness of 

the campiness of the décor, she wrote that “most of the people I spoke to 

acknowledged that the setting was over the top, but relished the escapism and enjoyed 

being gawkers.”112  Her initial reaction was thus to assume that the passengers were 

unthinking dupes of bad taste and tackiness, only to realize a moment in which 

passengers presented themselves not as mindless dupes, but rather as active 

participants and perhaps even critics of the space.  An acknowledgement of the kitsch 
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value of a space does not prevent the enjoyment of it.  The seriousness of the way such 

spaces were represented in the Carnival marketing literature (ironically, despite the 

emphasis on “fun”) actually increased the kitsch value of the terrain, as Carnival itself 

served as a voice of quasi-authority for one to then subvert.   

The excessive decoration and abundance of imagery aboard a Carnival cruise 

ship was also a product of the era in which Carnival was born – the 1970s.  While the 

1970s entailed a celebration of postmodern public spaces (a la Las Vegas), the decade 

also embodied a particular domestic look.  In The Great Funk, design critic Thomas Hine 

described the 1970s aesthetic within homes as “an aesthetic of accumulation.”113  

“Instead of interiors that welcomed the new,” wrote Hine, “householders embraced 

eclecticism and clutter, a layering of textures and patterns.  Patterns became bolder, 

and people felt free to juxtapose two, three, or five bold patterns.”114  Hine argued that 

such layering and texturing of design within homes in the 1970s represented “a quest 

for comfort in a difficult and seemingly deteriorating world.”115  The 1970s home, 

bursting with texture and messy accumulation, became a refuge from the world, just as 

the cruise ship interior had become “a controlled and confined atmosphere, a cocoon if 

you will.”116  While the earth tone wallpaper, shag carpets, and spider plants of the 

1970s ranch house indeed differed from the flashing neon railings, Renaissance-themed 

                                                 
113 Thomas Hine, The Great Funk: Falling Apart and Coming Together (On a Shag Rug) in the Seventies 
(New York: Sarah Crichton Books, 2007), 165. 
114 Ibid., 164. 
115 Ibid., 165. 
116 Dickinson and Vladimir, Selling the Sea: An Inside Look at the Cruise Industry, 95. 



 183 

supper clubs, and bald eagle-laden showrooms of the Carnival cruise ship, both 

represented a similar impulse to construct layered bubble worlds reinforced and 

bolstered by an aesthetic of abundance.    

Carnival’s rise of course did also mirror the rise of the postmodern aesthetic, and 

Carnival’s deliberate construction of playful juxtaposition has embodied the ethos of 

postmodern mélange.  As David Harvey writes, “postmodernism abandons all sense of 

historical continuity and memory, while simultaneously developing an incredible ability 

to plunder history and absorb whatever it finds there as some aspect of the present.”117  

Carnival cruise ships overflow with historical juxtaposition, cultural borrowing, and a 

wide range of signifiers from the past, most of which have been utilized to signify good 

times in the present.  Although each of Carnival’s ships have been loosely based around 

a unifying theme, the enactment of the themes could hardly be seen as espousing a 

singular, focused approach, utilizing instead an aesthetic of messy democratic mixing 

and matching. 

Pitching to the Everyman: The Marketing of Carnival Cruise Lines 

While the crafting of a distinct Carnival look has been central in constructing the 

brand image and in popularizing the idea of cruising as fun and accessible, Carnival’s 

advertising helped solidify its position as industry leader.  The overflowing postmodern 

mélange of a Carnival cruise ship interior embodied the idea of playfulness that Carnival 
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saw as the key component in the popularization of cruising for a mass audience.  

Carnival built its reputation on a commitment to non-pretentiousness, to an appeal to 

“average Americans” who just wanna have fun.  In addition to the look of the ships 

themselves, the language of its promotions and the approach of its marketing helped to 

solidify Carnival’s reputation as purveyor of good times and annihilator of class divisions.  

In Selling the Sea, Dickinson and Vladimir chided the stodgy obsession with 

royalty implied in the names of other cruise lines: Royal Caribbean, Majesty, Princess, 

etc., and argued that “contemporary cruisers are for the most part North Americans 

who not only don’t relate to monarchies but whose forefathers fled Europe two 

hundred years ago to escape them!”118  Carnival’s emphasis on fun served as a distinct 

contrast to cruise lines that utilized a more old-fashioned, Old World appeal to ego and 

prestige.  “There are those,” continued Dickinson and Vladimir, “who do seek this kind 

of special validation – they are the same ones who purchase heraldic seals from London 

mail-order companies that advertise in the New Yorker.” 119   

Carnival, instead, branded itself as a distinctly American, democratic line, and 

became so invested in its pitch of egalitarianism that it constructed its image around 

one of the most widely appreciated and seemingly fool-proof concepts within tourism 

and leisure – “fun” itself.  Carnival encouraged travel agents to direct only “fun” clients 

towards their line, urging them to steer clear of “stuffy” types, or “the kind who seem to 
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perpetually wear overstarched underwear.”120  “It’s not,” argued Vladimir and 

Dickinson, “a luxury for Carnival to tell agents whom not to send but a necessity.  

Perfection is in the details – including obtaining the appropriate clientele and 

winnowing out those who won’t fit in.”121  Carnival told travel agents “not to send us 

curmudgeons – on the theory that one bad apple spoils the bunch.”122  Each element of 

the Carnival world should thus work to construct a perfect Diderot unity of fun – no 

outliers should challenge its seamless aesthetic world. 

In a 1980 promotional book for the ship Holiday, Dickinson noted that “Because 

we have been marketing our ships as ‘Fun Ships,’ our passengers come onboard with a 

clear anticipation of having fun and enjoying themselves.  This creates a self-fulfilling 

prophesy as the expectation of fun, relaxation, and conviviality generates fun, 

relaxation, and conviviality.”123  Passengers would assumedly have invested so much 

energy and money on the idea of fun, that to not actually have fun would result in 

cognitive dissonance.  This constant focus on fun would be evidenced in the onboard 

goings-on of the Carnival Ecstasy, an experience I will detail at the end of this chapter. 

While part of creating this seamless landscape of fun would be achieved by filling 

the ship with people who were united in their commitment to fun, passengers should 

also be open-minded enough to want to get to know other people who might come 
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from diverse backgrounds.  “On this somewhat delicate but critical subject,” argued 

Vladimir and Dickinson, “Carnival also instructs agents not to send folks…who would be 

most pleased to travel with others as long as they’re just like them.”124  This somewhat 

complicated stance – that travel agents should send only those passengers who wanted 

a Las Vegas-style party atmosphere, and yet who also sought social diversity  – speaks to 

the optimistic belief that a true Carnival experience would be most effectively enacted 

via the cross-class unifying power of the pursuit of fun and happiness.  However, that 

desired social diversity would not include those who might take a more critical stance, 

or who would be more comfortable playing the role of observer.  This construction of a 

supposedly democratic space that was also free of judging eyes or any whiffs of 

superiority invokes the language of culture war narratives in which the habitus of 

“everyday people” or “real Americans” is pitted against the habitus and judging eyes of 

elites.  “The last thing [vacationers] want to do,” they continued, “is pay good money to 

be in a socially threatening environment that puts them down rather than builds them 

up.”125   

Cultural analyst Arthur Asa Berger commented that “one of the biggest problems 

cruise lines face involves perceptions by the general public that cruises are for elites, 

upper-class snobs, ‘uppity’ types, and so on.  People don’t want to pay for cruises and 
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suffer from status anxiety.”126  Carnival has indeed made it its mission to disabuse 

potential cruisers of this notion, and this central focus on non-pretention has been 

largely responsible for Carnival’s garish style and Joe Farcus’s stance as crafter of 

entertainment architecture.  An oversaturated landscape of juxtaposition has helped 

construct a sense of openness and non-discrimination through the use of a wide array of 

design styles, images, and historic periods, while the use of well-known symbols of 

luxury and prestige helped allay fears of being déclassé.  Berger added that “though 

passengers are no longer separated by class on cruise ships as on ocean liners of the 

past, people resent snobbery and situations in which they are made to feel out of 

place.”127  This fear of being alienated and “out-of-place” was one of the main problems 

Carnival attacked by continuously emphasizing its fun and whimsical aesthetic, a 

seeming counternarrative to one of prim austerity.   

While gentlemen’s club marketers actively sought to court female customers 

(having been fairly successful at attracting males), many cruise insiders found that 

cruising, as a form of vacation, naturally appealed more to women – and thus the 

industry sought to recruit more men.  “Most women ‘know’ that they are going to enjoy 

cruising – it just feels right to them,” argued Vladimir and Dickinson.  “That’s why, in our 

experience, many women would kill or maim to be on a cruise.  The problem is clearly 

with the males.  Their linear thinking presents a huge obstacle to trial.  Any additional 
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obstacles, feeding negative perceptions, make the task of converting men to cruising 

even more daunting.”128  The authors did not elaborate on exactly why men were 

somewhat averse to cruising, but the all-encompassing nature of cruising and the offer 

of leisurely lounging and round-the-clock dining with no preparation and no clean-up 

may have been particularly appealing to those women who participated in the brunt of 

household work.   

Though Carnival has not focused explicitly on pampering, the idea that aboard a 

cruise ship all would be taken care of has become an industry standard.  One undated 

brochure from the mid-late 1970s entitled “How About a Cruise?,” exemplified 

Carnival’s early marketing strategy.  In this ad, Carnival explained the cruise-going 

experience to first-timers, attempting to attract the uninitiated: “International 

destinations without leaving home.  You can discover the many cultures of the 

Caribbean without the usual necessities such as visas, shots, and passports.  No 

international flights of long duration are required either.”129  The pamphlet also noted 

that one only needed to unpack once, and that the destinations came to you – “like the 

mountains coming to Muhammed.”130  The ease of travel that cruising represented 

helped make exotic locales more accessible to those who were turned off by the extra 

effort or research that do-it-yourself trips might have entailed.  Cruising was thus a way 
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to democratize foreign travel, making it both more affordable and simpler to navigate, 

bringing pursuits that had once been cost or time prohibitive to a wider audience.   

On a Carnival cruise, one could escape both the effort of planning and the messy 

realities of modernity.  In a nod to environmental concerns of the 1970s, Carnival touted 

its “pollution-free environment,” and argued that “once you’re out to sea, you’ll find the 

salt air unbelievably fresh and clean.  No smog to clog.  No haze to daze.  No smoke to 

choke.  Just the thought of it is downright exhilarating.”131  Mirroring the marketing 

language of California master-planned communities of the same time, which sold grass-

strewn, expensive, “nice” communities  as an escape from the messier smog-infested 

metropolis, Carnival too took the approach that habits of consumption designed to 

separate one from the polluted outside world could serve as appealing, if temporary, 

strategies.132  Such a strategy of escape was particularly American, as potential cruisers, 

like so many before, sought to light out for the territories of less polluted surrounds. 

 Not only could one escape an increasingly toxic world by taking a Carnival cruise, 

but one could afford to do so, and could leave all preconceived notions of inaccessibility 

on shore.  In a page entitled “Everyone goes to the head of the class,” a Carnival 

brochure explained that “the stuffy formality and antique class system of trans-Atlantic 

cruising has gone the way of the bustle.”133  A Carnival cruise would instead embrace 

                                                 
131 Ibid. 
132 In an ad for the new master-planned city of Irvine, California, a young girl is show frolicking amidst a 
field, an ode to Irvine printed beside her: “If I could wish my daddy’s work, I’d wish it neat and clean; And 
not where smog and uglies lurk, but more like parks I’ve seen.”The Irvine Company, “A City Is Born”, 1970. 
133 Carnival Cruise Lines, “How About A Cruise? Mardi Gras.” 



 190 

the informal.  “On a modern Caribbean cruise ship, all passengers are treated alike and 

enjoy the same privileges, whether they have purchased the least expensive cabin or 

the most deluxe suite.”134  Similarly, the brochure dispelled any black-tie dress-code 

rumors.  “While there are a couple of formal nights, the rest of the week ranges from 

sport coat and tie to casual island shirts.  So, relax and save your penguin impressions 

for parties.”135  Carnival went with the approach of freewheeling casualness in 

constructing a sense of inclusivity, choosing to eschew any hint of rigidness.  The fact 

that Carnival did preserve “a couple of formal nights” helped to construct a sense of 

dynamism onboard, and allowed those who wanted the opportunity to dress up the 

chance to do so, without alienating those who did not.   

As part of the line’s democratic approach, Carnival also emphasized the relative 

bargain of cruising, and on a page entitled “Today’s market at yesterday’s prices,” 

Carnival asked, “When was the last time you bought a pack of cigarettes for a quarter?  

In a machine, yet.  Or ordered a hefty-sized martini for 85 cents?  Once at sea, 

everything’s cheaper.”136  The choice of cigarettes and martinis illustrates the kind of 

goods Carnival cruisers might have been most interested in, and might have associated 

with affordable luxury and, perhaps, a nostalgia for the good old days.  Carnival cruises 

were sold as bargains – after all, cruise vacations were pitched as one-price vacations.  

That such all-inclusiveness did not include the additional cost of taxes, tip, incidentals, 
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and excursions once onboard, such fine-print details would hopefully seem less-

important once one was seduced by the relatively low marketed price tag of the cruise.   

 
The Meaning of Kathie Lee 

Carnival has long been serious about its status as, to paraphrase Hustler 

magazine’s tagline, the cruise line “for the rest of us.”137  While ads for postwar ocean 

liners, and for some contemporary cruise lines as well, emphasized the privileged nature 

of the cruise experience, Carnival’s approach has been to emphasize the universality 

and widespread appeal of its cruises, never shying from a chance to call attention to its 

status as “The most popular cruise line in the world!”  In the mid-1980s, Carnival 

launched a massive television advertising campaign featuring Kathie Lee Gifford, then in 

her early-30s, in which she exuberantly danced and sang her way through shipboard 

montages of showgirls, diners, aerobicizers, and loungers, while singing “If Your Friends 

Could See You Now!”  A Carnival executive noted in 1985 that Kathie Lee’s “vivacious, 

sparkling personality lends itself to the fun message of Carnival Cruise Lines.”138  In 

choosing Kathie Lee as the new face of Carnival, the company put on a peppy, broad 

smile via a cheerful and long-running campaign which helped cement the fun-ship 

aesthetic of jovial universality.   
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Grossberg, C. Nelson, and P.A. Treichler (New York: Routledge, 1992), 373–391. 
138 Robert Dickinson, “Marketing Strategy,” 126. 



 192 

Carnival’s formative Kathie Lee Gifford campaign was said to have worked so 

well that “people in a competitor's focus group associated the words ‘cruise ship’ with 

Carnival's slogan ‘the fun ship,’ and a wholesome looking woman dancing across the 

decks.”139  In the early 1990s, the Kathie Lee campaign was seen by 70 million 

households, in time slots “that can best be viewed by the broadest cross-section of 

viewers.”140  Carnival marketers wrote that its message of fun would best be delivered 

by “an attractive, believable, and entertaining spokesperson,” and that “television and 

Kathie Lee Gifford” would provide the solution.141  Carnival claimed that “virtually every 

American has been captured by Kathie Lee’s charm and enthusiasm,” arguing that 

“Kathie Lee’s messages on television have been instrumental in Carnival’s effort to 

communicate the infinite pleasures of a Carnival ‘Fun Ship’ cruise.”142  Kathie Lee 

embodied a type of bursting at the seams, kinetic ideal.   

Kathie Lee acted as the purveyor of Fun, a perpetually perky travel guide who 

gleefully spun around in Carmen-Miranda-inspired party dresses just as gamely as she 

worked up a mid-afternoon sweat on an Exercycle.  In one 1985 ad, Kathie Lee swirled 

and whirled past an elaborate buffet overflowing with lobsters and cakes, sashayed 

around a sundeck filled with sunbathers, slid down a waterslide into an onboard pool, 

danced around with happy passengers at a disco, and breezed by a line of Vegas-style 

                                                 
139 Albright, “Company Won Business by Changing the Way Cruises Are Marketed, Priced.” 
140 “We’ve Got Even More Fun,” in Fantasy, 1990, 128–129, Laurence Miller Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU. 
141 Carnival Cruise Lines, “Ecstasy" The 9th Star of Carnival’s Fleet,” in Ecstasy, 1992, 140, 143.  Laurence 
Miller Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU. 
142 Ibid. 
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showgirls, the message ringing loud and clear: this was the place to have Fun!!143  All 

this, while Gifford sang “Ain’t We Got Fun!”  In highlighting such lines as “Not much 

money, oh but honey, ain’t we got fun!” and “The food is great here, there’s never a 

bill,”144 Gifford and the Carnival marketers handily displayed the message that Carnival 

was about breeziness and lightheartedness, putting to rest any remaining fears of 

stuffiness.   

 In 1987, Carnival spent “$30 million to $35 million on advertising and 

promotion,” costs which were used, in part “for nationwide television commercials 

featuring television hostess Kathie Lee Gifford scampering about the ships, crooning the 

praises of the '’Fun Ships.'”145  One ad from 1990 moved slightly away from the jovial 

everyman style of the prior “Ain’t We Got Fun!” ads, and towards a more subdued, 

status-conscious depiction of cruise life, focusing entirely on onboard dining.  This time, 

“Ain’t We Got Fun” was played by a string orchestra, and at a much slower tempo, 

signifying seriousness and classiness.  Kathie Lee was shown sitting at a table in a dimly 

lit dining room, placing a white cloth napkin on her lap, “You know what I like best about 

going on vacation?” she asked, addressing the viewer - “Eating out.”  The scene then cut 

to a dining montage of dressed-up patrons, and waiters marching in unison carrying 

plates of food.  Next were close-ups of the food itself – a bottle of Poully Fuisse, its label 

clearly visible, followed by a steak topped with mushroom sauce and garnished with 

                                                 
143 Carnival Cruise Lines, 2007, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BECwNurBbEQ&feature=youtube_gdata. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Wayne, “Carnival Cruise’s Spending Spree.” 
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spinach and a halved-tomato, while another plate included a filet with asparagus and a 

lemon garnish, and half a lobster tail.  Next, red wine was poured into a glass, followed 

by a brief glimpse of a carried tray heaped with fruit and cheese.  Despite the seeming 

decorum of this ad, Carnival made sure to end on a lighthearted note, as it concluded 

with a line of smiling waiters dressed in French-themed attire – striped red shirts and 

with blue scarves tied around their necks – all dancing in a row.146  By this time, 

Carnival’s message of non-pretention had been around for over ten years, and it 

seemed marketers felt more comfortable injecting a bit more status-consciousness into 

its campaigns – though always ending on a note of fun.    

In these ads, Kathie Lee highlighted the entirety of the ships’ offerings and 

served as a televised tour guide.  In one ad from the early 1990s, Kathie Lee, wearing a 

heavily shoulder-padded white dress, sang, “If they could see me now, out on a fun ship 

cruise” amidst quick shots of people doing aerobics on the sun deck, playing volleyball, 

laying on lounge chairs, and dancing in nightclubs.  Next came a Broadway-style line of 

dancers, followed by a close up of a pastry being topped with whipped cream, followed 

by chicken filets on a flame grill, and a waiter carrying a white iced cake.  “You know, 

last year over half a million people took vacations on Carnival.  So on your next vacation 

take a 3, 4, 5, or 7 day cruise on Carnival, the most popular cruise line in the world!”147  

Again, Carnival took a bandwagon approach, diverging markedly from the approach to 

                                                 
146 1990 Carnival Cruises Commercial, 2008, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MZLraTuiG7U&feature=youtube_gdata. 
147 Carnival Cruise Ship Commercial, 2007, 
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cruises of the postwar era by attempting to demystify the cruise ship experience and to 

highlight its widespread appeal.   

As the mass-market cruise came of age in the 1980s, at the peak of a major 

aerobics and fitness craze, Carnival began making fitness a central component.  One 

commercial from 1992 focused entirely on the health-spa aspect of a Carnival cruise, 

and began with Kathie Lee in a terry-cloth robe, presumably post-exercise, her hair up in 

a messy ponytail, as she asked the audience, “Do you love to exercise?”  Next came a 

montage of body-conscious cruise goers: shots of exercisers, shown from the waist 

down, doing aerobics on the deck of the ship; smiling patrons easing into a Jacuzzi; 

walkers on treadmills; a toned man sitting down in a steam room; a man getting a 

massage;  a woman doing aerobics; a couple jogging around the deck; a group playing 

volleyball; a row of bikini-clad, flat-assed women laying on their stomachs in the sun; a 

woman standing under a waterfall running her hands over her face and hair.  The 

message seemed to be: you can do anything on a cruise ship – without sacrificing your 

workouts!   

Kathie Lee also pointed out that one could enjoy a “special Nautica Spa diet” – as 

a plate of grilled fish covered in capers, with exotic fruit halves as garnishes, 

demonstrated.  “But,” she told us, “what I really love about this health spa, is that it 

goes everywhere I go.”148 Again, the emphasis was on both the convenience of a cruise - 

all your favorites go everywhere you go – and the depth of a theme – you like “healthy 
                                                 
148 Carnival Cruise Lines - Kathie Lee Gifford (1992), 2008, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1OUJ3qc8D4c&feature=youtube_gdata. 
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living?”  We’ll give you healthy living!  You like fun?  We’ve got fun!  Ain’t We Got Fun! 

The message was that one did not have to sacrifice at all on a Carnival cruise – ease was 

everything.  While the food was a highlight, one need not compromise one’s diet or 

one’s workouts.  The price was right, the planning was minimal, and the whole fantasy 

realm went with you wherever you went.  On a Carnival cruise, you could have it all. 

 There were, of course, those who were slightly less enthralled with Carnival’s 

upbeat stance.  Despite its visibility, Carnival’s long-running Kathie Lee campaign was 

“the seventh- least popular campaign among the 38 measured by Ad Track since May 

1995. In terms of effectiveness, Carnival performed slightly above average, with 29% of 

consumers rating them ‘very effective.’”149  Essentially, Kathie Lee’s cheerfulness, 

despite being irritating to some, had allowed Carnival to construct a strong and 

recognizable brand identity which helped bolster sales.  According to that same poll, 

when respondents were broken down via income, 19% of those making $50,000 or 

more per year disliked the ads, while only 9% of those making $25,000 to $50,000 per 

year disliked the ads.150  Such figures demonstrated a class divide when it came to 

perceptions of Carnival’s marketing, signaling a taste difference that would follow 

Carnival for years.  Despite its commitment to a lack of class distinction, Carnival’s 

construction of a democratic world of fun embodied a particular taste culture sensibility, 

somewhat inevitably cutting many out of the equation.   
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Still, Carnival attempted to tap into the broadest audience as possible for its 

cruises.  In September of 1995 Carnival offered a cruise from Los Angeles “with about a 

half-dozen O J Simpson murder trial experts aboard,” whose “planned events include a 

mock trial.”151  This was a clear attempt to capitalize on the nation’s fascination with the 

Simpson trial, a trial which everyone seemed to have an opinion on.  There was also 

something particularly American about a cruise themed around sensationalism, and it 

also spoke to Carnival’s preference for over-the-top spectacle and its dedication to the 

not-so-subtle.   

While the idea of an OJ Simpson murder trial-themed cruise might have 

triggered a certain morbid curiosity, Carnival’s “Rusty Wallace Cruise” of 2001, hosted 

by the NASCAR Winston Cup champion, seemed more clearly aligned with class habitus.  

The Rusty Wallace cruise gave participants “the opportunity to interact with Wallace 

during a ‘Get Acquainted with Rusty’ cocktail reception, as well as during exclusive 

question and answer and autograph sessions.”152  The cruise also featured “‘Racing-

themed’ contests and raffles awarding a variety of prizes and memorabilia, including 

complimentary race passes and authentic racing shirts, along with an opportunity to 

serve as an honorary member of Wallace's pit crew for an upcoming race.”153  The 

choice of Rusty was based on the supposedly widespread popularity of the racer, as 

                                                 
151 Ted Reed, “CAN’T GET ENOUGH OF O.J. TRIAL? SPECIAL CRUISE MAY BE THE TICKET,” Miami Herald, 
June 30, 1995, sec. C. 
152 PR Newswire, “Carnival Adds Two ‘Rusty Wallace Cruises’ For 2002.”, July 9, 2001.  Laurence Miller 
Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU. 
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“Rusty Wallace is one of the most recognizable names in racing,” and “is among the top 

five money-winners in the sport's history.”154  While Carnival had attempted 

universality, the choice of a NASCAR themed-cruise signaled a particular class habitus 

which likely alienated those who had less interest in racing and the world that racing 

represented.155 

While Carnival’s promotions took a range of forms in the post-Kathie Lee era, 

they always remained firmly focused on an abundance of fun.  Carnival was, after all, a 

dreamworld of accessible excess, a self-consciously constructed statement of optimism 

that has always been on the verge of laughingly collapsing into a vertigo-swirl of kitsch.  

In 2002, Carnival released a new campaign, worth eight figures, called “So much fun.  So 

many places.”  The campaign featured commercials “set to different classic pop songs, 

such as the Beach Boys' ‘Fun, Fun, Fun,’ Sly & the Family Stone's ‘Hot Fun in the 

Summertime’ and Cyndi Lauper's ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun.’”156  Although its 

spokespeople and specific approaches changed over the years, Carnival continued to ply 

the universality angle by emphasizing good times, constantly reworking the three-letter 

word in an array of updated permutations.    

                                                 
154 Ibid. 
155 In 1993, Carnival launched a short-lived venture into the “Latin” market with its creation of 
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Newswire, January 20, 1993.  Laurence Miller Collection, Wolfsonian-FIU.  
156 Alicia Griswold, “Carnival Cruise Lines Beefs Up Campaign Buy; Cooper & Hayes Ads Get New Tagline, 
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The title of Carnival’s 2005 campaign, “A Million Ways to Have Fun,”157 testified 

to the continued focus on one little word, as did a 2008 commercial called “Let the Fun 

Begin,” which showcased, among other things, scenes in which families marveled at the 

hugeness of the ship’s grand lobby, little kids slid down waterslides, and parents clapped 

their hands in happiness as their kids played with dolphins, all while “Ooh, you’re makin’ 

me live!” played in the background.158  In a 2009 ad called “Fun Director,” from 

Carnival’s “Fun For All, All for Fun” campaign, a tracksuit-wearing man in his 40s, 

seemingly chosen for his “everyman” appeal, stood outside on the main deck of the 

ship, describing the thrills of the shipboard waterslide below.  “Ahh!!  This is not a 

waterslide,” he intoned, excitedly, “it’s a mind eraser.  Somewhere amongst its twists 

and turns, your endorphins are released, wiping away all your worries.  It’s like a shower 

of happiness in your brain.  All you know, is that somebody’s screaming like a little 

school girl.  And that little school girl, is you.  So buckle up, buttercup.”159  Again and 

again, Carnival’s focused emphasis on fun helped solidify its brand identity and connect 

its image to friendliness and goofiness, leaving little room for class positioning and 

contests of status.    

                                                 
157 Carnival Cruise Lines Commercial, 2006, 
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In the same campaign, track suit man was shown in an ad highlighting the towel 

animal art aboard the ships, and was conversing with an Hispanic steward.  “Ladies and 

gentlemen,” said track suit man: 

I give you Modesto…Modesto is trained in the ancient art of squeezing one last 
smile out of people before they go to bed.  He’s no cabin steward, he’s a cherry 
on top of a double scoop fun sundae.  And look at this [close up on towel 
animal], the towel brontosaurus.  Deadly, threatening, nightmarish – but none of 
those things in towel format.  Modesto – terrycloth Michelangelo, and personal 
friend of mine.  [to Modesto] Right there. [bumps fists with Modesto].160   
 

The insistence at the end of the ad, that Modesto was a “personal friend” of track suit 

man’s was an attempt to dilute the perception that employees remained silent 

participants, bolstering the notion of egalitarianism in all realms aboard the ship.  The 

implication was that “All For Fun, Fun For All” applied to the employees as well.  With 

ads such as these, Carnival sent the message that the gulf between passengers and 

employees need not be wide at all.  While Carnival courted passengers from a broad 

class spectrum, it focused particularly on those looking for an affordable vacation, a 

demographic which may have been somewhat uncomfortable with the idea of being 

waited on.  By depicting staff members – and especially room stewards – as friends, 

Carnival sought to allay fears of class striation and power imbalance.   

Drawing upon its namesake allusions to topsy-turviness, an ad featuring the song 

“Bang the Drum All Day” by Todd Rundgren documented a publicity stunt from 

December of 2008 in which Carnival attempted to set the world record for the largest 
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piñata ever built.  The commercial showed a large crowd of people, many dressed in 

business suits and who were presumably skipping out on work, gathering and marveling 

at the massive piñata in the middle of the city, frolicking with joy as a wrecking ball burst 

a hole in its side, spilling colored paper and confetti everywhere.161  A similar ad showed 

Carnival setting the record for the world’s largest beach ball, as the company unleashed 

two massive inflated balls from a rooftop in downtown Dallas.162  Carnival again drew on 

the universal appeal of goofing-around to construct an image that appealed to the 

widest demographic possible, skillfully eschewing any imagery which hinted at 

exclusivity, instead focusing on abundance, spectacle, and kinetic overload, the 

participants being almost literally overtaken by the massiveness of it all.   Such images 

too implied a casting off of restraints, and a tossing aside of the restrictions of work and 

of the hierarchies of power one felt within the work environment.   

Despite its different permutations and tweaks in approach, Carnival’s advertising 

has continuously embodied the goofy optimism of the early Kathie Lee campaigns, 

sticking to a method which, though increasingly tongue-in-cheek, has been entirely 

constructed around accessibility and fun.  In one ad, track suit man stood on the front 

deck and spoke directly to the camera: 

What is fun?  Is it the stuff that blasts away stress like a firehose filled with 
happiness molecules?  And how do we have fun? [Turns towards an elaborately-
costumed showgirl]:  Oh wow, maybe less plumage?  Thank you.  [Back to the 
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audience].  Over the years, we’ve developed a precise combination of water 
slides and camps for the kids, and dolphin rides and hot stone massages, and 
delicious lobster, which, when mixed together, really seems to do the trick.  
When you’re ready for some vacation fun, leave it to the fun experts – the 
people who took this [takes a terrycloth towel off the shoulders of a passing 
sunbather] – no fun, dull, lifeless, a little damp – and turned it into this [picks up 
towel animal from a steward] -  super fun, and adorable.  Why does it work?  We 
don’t know.  It’s a mystery, much like how you can’t put a price on fun.  But we 
can. (looks at showgirl who’s changed costumes). Wow, nice adjustment.”163   

 
The ad’s deconstructive and literalist approach is meant to inspire chuckles, yet it is 

emblematic of Carnival’s obsessive focus on the structuring of good times.  This 

structuring of fun is meant to ensure passengers that they absolutely will have a good 

time, another act of unburdening which implies an even easier and certain vacation 

outcome. 

 
Onboard Activities: Exploring Carnival Capers 

With its distinct design style, and its consistent stream of fun-centric marketing 

in place, Carnival needed only to deliver on its promises.  Because Carnival was  

constructed as the cruise line for the masses, the activity choices made by Carnival help 

fill-in the gaps about onboard antics.  In perusing Carnival’s daily Carnival Capers 

newsletter, one can gain a clearer sense of the ways in which Carnival has constructed 

an onboard world which contrasts most effectively with the outside world and with 

society at large.  These newsletters have detailed the various activities, itineraries, 

menus, and events scheduled aboard the ship, and they serve as excellent windows into 
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the world of Carnival cruise-going and provide insight into Carnival’s changing 

constructions of “fun.”  

In its early days, the activities scheduled aboard a Carnival cruise ship tended 

towards the casual, social, and goofy.  In the May 27, 1972, edition from a cruise on the 

Mardi Gras – one of Carnival’s first multi-day cruises - the schedule of events included 

“Unattached Cocktail Party (only the footloose and single may attend),” “Musical 

Cocktail Time with The Regency People,” “Calypso Music with But Eventually,” “Dancing 

to the Music of The Regency People,” “Demonstration Portrait By Internationally 

Famous Artist ‘Bert,’” and “It’s Jackpot Bingo Time for Mountains of Money$$$$.”164  

The suggested evening dress was “informal,” meaning “gentlemen are required to dress 

in jackets and ties.  Ladies in dresses or pant suits in all public rooms after 6:00 P.M. 

please.”165  While informal dress was specified, there were some limits, as “ladies are 

requested not to wear curlers in the dining room.”166  At the end of the schedule was a 

small note announcing that there would be both a Catholic mass and a Protestant 

service the following morning.    

 The onboard sense of dabbling continued throughout the cruise, and highlights 

for the following day included “Talk on General Hair Care with Ivy and Bente,” “Person 

to Person Bingo (Fill Out Your Cards And Play Bingo With Names For Prizes And Fun),” 

“Trapshooting (That’s with a ‘T’ folks),” and “Afternoon Tea Concert – Excerpts From 
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Various Operas.”167  That evening, in addition to regular dinner seatings, a midnight 

buffet was also offered.  On Monday, May 29, goings-on included “Exciting Horseracing 

Shipboard Style,” “Ping Pong Tournament Begins,” “Mardi Gras Docks in San Juan, 

Puerto Rico,” and “Movie: ‘Kotch’ with Walter Matthau.”168  Interestingly, “Suggested 

Dress of the Evening” was listed as “Jacket and Tie – Of Course.”169  On May 30, the 

activities were more spare as the Mardi Gras would be in port in St. Thomas.  On those 

days, breakfast, lunch, dinner, and evening entertainment were the main shipboard 

activities.170   

 The next day was spent at sea, and onboard offerings were decidedly more 

varied and numerous.  Activities of note on May 31 included “For the Physically Pfft - 

With Bob Sullivan,” “‘Match Game’ With Your Hostesses,” “Create Your Own Collage 

Masterpiece With Your Hostesses,” and “The Taddy Mowatt Trio,” while the “suggested 

dress of the evening” was “Caribbean Style (Casual) No Jacket or Tie Necessary.”171  June 

1 was spent in Jamaica, so, again, onboard festivities were fairly limited.172  June 2 was 

the final day of the cruise and another day at sea, and highlights included: “Bridge 

Tournament for Ship’s Prize,” “Water Sports and Novelty Deck Games for Prizes and 
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Fun,” “Grandmothers Bragging Party,” and “Mardi Gras Crazy Hat and Costume 

Masquerade!!”173  At the bottom of the day’s schedule was a note: “Passengers 

Participating in the Masquerade, Please Change into Costume After Dinner.”174  The 

Masquerade Costume Party seemed to be the grand shipboard finale of the cruise.  

Taken as a whole, the activities aboard the early Carnival cruises veered towards the 

social and the playful, and were geared toward meeting new people.  Even in the more 

solitary-focused activities, instructors’ names were highlighted, creating a sense of the 

social.   

 While cocktail parties and “mixer” events like games, dancing, and gambling 

continued to be standard onboard highlights,175 in the mid to late 1980s, programming 

onboard got a bit more creative.  In 1986, the “Men’s Knobby Knees Contest” (“Men 

show us your knees at this funny event!  Ladies will act as the judges!  Bring Your 

Camera!”) first appeared, along with the passenger Talent Show.176  Of the Men’s 

Knobby Knees Contest, Capers intoned, “Don’t miss this funny event as we see who will 

be voted the honour of Mr. Knobby Knees!”177  The fact that the Mr. Knobby Knees 

contest occurred at 10 am implied that this would be a rather low-key affair, while the 

“Singles Party, For the needy, not the greedy!” at 9:45 pm promised to be a more 
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raucous event. Still, Carnival built a tradition of lightly mocking male passengers, a trend 

which has continued up to the present day, and which could be read as a 

reconfiguration of power – a knocking down of privilege.  As men were encouraged to 

parade around and display their physicality in order to be scrutinized and judged by a 

panel of women, they were in a way being knocked down a peg as the usual social roles 

were reversed, another act of democratization and a slight leveling of the playing field.  

In 1986, the “Male Nightgown Contest” also made an appearance aboard 

Carnival cruise ships.  Dubbed “the craziest event of the cruise!,”178 the Male Nightgown 

Contest was an event at which one could “cheer and scream as these ‘lovelies’ strut 

across the stage.  You won’t believe your eyes!”  In the 1986 version aboard the 

Carnivale, the Capers advertised the Male Nightgown Contest with sketches of men in 

drag, beneath the headline, “Adult Rated!”179  Potential contestants were alerted to the 

fact that they could procure “wigs for rent at the beauty salon,”180 and that contestants 

should “be in costume by the perfume shop at 2:15 pm!”181  It was unclear whether the 

perfume shop was a necessary location for getting into drag, or whether it was named 

to add an extra touch of giggle-inducing gender bending.  Either way, Carnival’s male-as-

spectacle and object of humiliation ultimately served to break down – albeit temporarily 

– hierarchies of power and gender positionality.  The humor in these events of course 
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rested on the foundation that there were intact norms and structures of power – men’s 

body parts should not/were not regularity objectified, isolated, and scrutinized, and 

men did not and should not wear nightgowns.  This element of topsy-turviness both 

subverted and bolstered the existing social structure.182   

While the very earliest Carnival Capers were single sheet, type-written affairs, by 

the early 1990s, the layout of Carnival Capers had started featuring more photos of the 

ships, as well as embracing an overall snazzier appearance.  This more polished layout 

dovetailed with a slightly more formal, though still fun-centric, programming schedule.  

With the headline, “Have a funtastic Day at Sea!” a December 1993 Capers from the 

Carnival Sensation displayed a large photo of the ship’s sundeck, with the “Cabin T.V. 

Channels” and movie times listed directly below, signaling the key information a cruiser 

might want to access at a glance.183  While the earliest tourist brochures for Carnival 

emphasized the “getting away from it all” nature of the cruise and touted a distinct lack 

of television, by 1993, television access had become a highlighted feature, signaling 

passengers’ desires to not fully disengage with the outside world while onboard.  An 

emphasis on TV programming also hinted at a more solitary bent among Carnival 

passengers, an increased sense of seriousness that had accompanied the more 

restrained tone of the Kathie Lee ads of that time.   
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A mealtime schedule appearing immediately inside the newsletter may have 

signaled an increased focus on consumption and decadence, but put into the larger 

context of the newsletter, the heightened focus and logical layout of the onboard food 

offerings instead embodied an increased concern with and attention to matters of the 

body.  Of note aboard the Sensation in 1993 was the addition of numerous body 

conscious exercise classes, which reflected the growing body-consciousness of American 

culture as a whole.  Such offerings included a “stretch and relaxation class,” “walk-a-

mile around the Olympic Track,” “Basic Step Aerobics,” “Aqua Aerobics,” “Designer Body 

Strength Conditioning,” “Advanced Step Aerobics,” “High Impact Aerobics,” and 

“Designer Strength Class.”184  Though earlier Carnival cruise amusements had also 

included a physical component, they were more focused on casual team sports and 

games such as trapshooting and ping pong.  The increased time given to exercise 

options that were based on calorie burning and results embodied a slightly more serious 

tone for Carnival, and hinted at a sense of competition among passengers that differed 

from the type invoked by ping pong and trapshooting.  Such activities also embodied a 

defensive stance against fears of gaining weight while onboard.  The carefree 

democratic togetherness so evident in the onboard offerings of the 1970s and 1980s 

had taken a more narcissistic slant in the 1990s.    

The evolution of shipboard activities indeed embodied greater individualization 

and a focus on “the body as personal project.”  Such increased individualization could be 
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seen in the ever larger size of the individual cabins, as well as, in the early 2000’s, the 

rising popularity of two-person tables as opposed to the larger group tables which had 

served to engineer a sense of camaraderie among passengers.  With a decreased focus 

on communal conviviality and playfulness came a heightened sense that the cruise was 

to be more about personal space and individualized pursuits.  Of course, such shifts also 

reflected the changing demographics and ages of Carnival cruise passengers; the 

extensive array of aerobics classes meshed with a population that increasingly had the 

energy and desire to engage in such activities. 

These sleek and serious-sounding fitness classes of the 1990s stood in stark 

contrast to the looser offerings of the 1980s.  For instance, in 1983 the Carnivale had 

offered an early morning round of “Exercises for the Physically Shot,” something which 

would have seemed wildly out of place aboard later cruises and among a population 

increasingly focused on erasing or denying any signs of aging.185  An unspecified 

“Exercise Class (Light Workout)” was offered aboard the Carnivale in 1986, a testament 

to the not yet fully compartmentalized and branded nature of exercise at that time.186  

Also of note on the 1984 cruise was an unspecified “Dance Class” – “It’s a lot of fun.  

Even if you think you have two left feet!  Class taught by professionals.”187   This 

decidedly playful and more homespun presentation evaporated over time and was 

replaced with a kind of studied focus and drive for perfection, a stance supposedly taken 
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even among those on vacation.   While the focus on fun was always there, aspects of 

Carnival’s seriousness only helped to construct the ships’ terrains as particularly 

conducive to kitsch.   

Indeed, the sense of bursting enthusiasm embodied by Carnival’s garish 

interiors, its perky spokespeople, and its corny onboard activities call to mind a certain 

degree of campiness.  But what does the term “kitsch” actually imply?  The term 

“kitsch” first came into use in Munich in the 1860s and 70s, and came to be associated 

with overconsumption and the “bad taste” of the masses.188   As literary critic Matei 

Calinescu puts it, “No matter how we classify its contexts of usage, kitsch always implies 

the notion of aesthetic inadequacy.”189  Calinescu connects the notion of kitsch with the 

increasing leisure time of the middle class, and argues that the middle class has often 

indulged in a type of mediocrity centering around the need to fill time, a notion he dubs 

“spare time hedonism.”190   

Calinescu thus connects kitsch to a sort of blasé attempt to conquer boredom, 

which ties to one of the underlying critiques of cruising itself: the possibility of boredom 

due to the feeling (and reality) of confinement.  “Passiveness,” writes Calinescu, 

“combined with superficiality, are important prerequisites of that state of mind that 

fosters kitsch.”191  The captive nature of cruise ships has led designers to attempt to 
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combat such fears of boredom and inertia by sculpting an environment of continual 

surprise, amusement, and hyperstimulation.  Such attempts have sought to allay fears of 

restlessness, turning the captive nature of cruising into a selling point, as one is 

encouraged to get lost amidst the various dreamworld menageries of the ship.  The blur 

of images and time periods works to construct a seemingly self-contained city of ludic 

freedom and indulgence.  Kitsch as strategy. 

 Celeste Olalquiaga, scholar of kitsch, writes that postmodernity embodies an 

aesthetic of kitsch due to the period’s focus on the eclectic gathering of images and of 

experiences.  Kitsch is about melodrama and maximum impact, and eschews subtlety in 

favor of the most blatant and the most over-the-top.  She finds that much of religious 

imagery embodies the characteristics of kitsch, and writes: 

Like kitsch, religious imagery is a mise-en-scene, a visual glossolalia that 
embodies otherwise impalpable qualities: mystic fervor is translated into 
upturned eyes, a gaping mouth, and levitation; goodness always feeds white 
sheep; virginity is surrounded by auras, clouds, and smiling cherubim; passion is 
a bleeding heart; and evil is snakes, horns, and flames.  In kitsch, this dramatic 
quality is intensified by an overtly sentimental, melodramatic tone and by 
primary colors and bright, glossy surfaces.192 
 

In the fantastical designs of Joe Farcus, broad themes are made to take concrete forms, 

and wall tapestries and murals display clear references to love, freedom, patriotism, or 

prestige.  The colors aboard a Carnival cruise ship are anything but subtle, and have 

been chosen in order to convey a sense of the dramatic.  Material objects are used to 
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construct clear themes in a blunt manner, as in the “Touch of Class” bar which features 

hand statues and hand-shaped furniture; ambiguity is actively avoided.  

The employment of kitsch is one way to hypernarrate an environment and to 

increase a clear sense of chaos and play.  Such a strategy has been useful in allaying 

fears of boredom which might arise from a starker landscape, but the danger is that 

such a blatant commitment to a kinetic sense of amusement could enervate instead.  

George Santayana’s words, from 1896, embody one of the potential quandaries of the 

modern cruise vacation: “There is something artificial in the deliberate pursuit of 

pleasure; there is something absurd in the obligation to enjoy oneself.  We feel no duty 

in that direction; we take to enjoyment naturally after the work of life is done, and the 

freedom and spontaneity of our pleasures is what is most essential to them.”193  The 

focused pursuit of fun creates a problem for designers and promoters of cruise ships, as 

the tension remains that an environment dedicated to fun and to the self-conscious 

pursuit of fun can risk destroying that which it seeks to create.   

In Amusing the Million, John Kasson discusses similar tensions within the realm 

of turn-of-the-twentieth-century leisure production.  “The difficulty Coney Island’s 

entrepreneurs faced,” writes Kasson, “was to continue to offer pleasure without effort 

on the part of consumers while keeping the experience from hardening into conscious 

boredom.”194  As pleasure within this new realm of commercialized leisure was based 
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on novelty and surprise, producers had to constantly work to provide a sense of the 

new, an act which Carnival has mimicked in its fleet of one-of-a-kind ships, which brim 

with a mélange of chaotically juxtaposed themes and images.  “The success of their 

entire venture” at Coney Island, continues Kasson, “depended upon maintaining the 

appearance of freshness, in sustaining the sense of contrast between Coney Island and 

society at large.”195  Such is the struggle of most commercialized leisure pursuits; 

making “fun” the center of your existence carries a logistical burden.  How can you 

consistently plan for, deliver, and ensure something which is perhaps best realized 

spontaneously?  By constructing the Carnival world as a world of complete ease, how 

would designers, marketers, and crew members create the sense of tension, renewal, 

and surprise that led to a memorable experience? 

 
Spoiling Your Appetite for the Midnight Buffet 

One way to wow and excite guests was by continuously offering bigger and 

bigger spectacles, sometimes in the form of food.  As Dickinson and Vladimir noted, “the 

conventional wisdom was that if you didn’t eat and drink until you passed out (hopefully 

in the company of an attractive companion), you didn’t have a successful cruise,”196 

adding that “passengers are more likely to comment on and remember details about 

food service than any other part of their cruise.”197   When Carnival announced, in the 

late 1970s, that it would begin its own shipboard food operation, eliminating the need 
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for outside catering, cruise food became even cheaper and easier to provide.  This 

change meant that “‘guests can literally eat around the clock.  From breakfast to 

constant snacks served until the wee hours of the morning.’”198  Food indeed had 

become one of the key attractions of a cruise vacation, and in 1997, for instance, cruise 

lines spent about $600 million on food and drink purchases, with an average cost of 

$25-30 per person for food per day in the ultra-luxury sector, $8-18 per person per day 

in the premium sector, and $8-11 per person per day in the mass market sector, which 

Carnival is a part of.  These figures did not include labor costs.199   

  Part of mainstreaming has been the emphasis on abundance and largeness.  One 

of the continuing tactics of Carnival has been to wow passengers and the public with 

tales of the astounding quantities of foodstuffs utilized on a Carnival cruise.  A 1979 

press release about the Festivale, dubbed by Carnival as the “Ship of the Eighties,” 

stated that the ship “set records for foodstuffs and supplies,” noting that “more than 75 

tons of steaks – some 1 ½ tons per week – were loaded aboard the Festivale during its 

first year of operation.”  In addition, “some 182,000 lbs. of chicken – almost two tons 

each week – were provided for the well-fed Festivale guests[,] who also enjoyed lobster 

at the rate of 1000 lbs. per week.”200  The release went on to document even more 

“astounding” food figures, stating that the Festivale was loaded up with “7300 hot dogs 

and hamburger patties,” as well as “a half ton of bananas, almost a ton each of 
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grapefruit and watermelons, a ton of sugar, 5000 heads of lettuce and more than 3300 

dozen eggs.”201   

In a 1980 press release about the record-setting Festivale entitled “Egg-static,” 

the spectacle got even more dramatic, as Carnival Vice President Mike Zonis argued that 

“‘probably the most important item on our year-end report for the Festivale is the 

number of eggs consumed.’”202  To drive the point home, the release added, 

exasperatingly, that “according to Poultry industry figures, the 1,872,000 eggs 

consumed on the Festivale would keep 7,200 hens working full-time to produce that 

number of eggs in one year.  Or – if your imagination is up to it – think of a row of eggs 

laying end-to-end that stretches 73.8 miles long!”203  It continues to be an almost 

impossible convention to avoid; earth-circling as a measure of abundance.  There was 

something revealing about including a reference to the labor of the hens who produced 

the eggs, bolstering the sense of spectacle and widespread involvement that went in to 

crafting the Carnival dreamworld.   

An early 1980s edition of Cruise News entitled “Fantastic Food Facts From The 

‘Fun Ship’ Fleet” was composed of three pages of astounding food facts, presented in 

list form, broken down into categories of meat, breakfast items, fruits and vegetables, 

pastry ingredients, and drinks; all of the items that the Carnival fleet (then composed of 
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seven ships) would cumulatively feed passengers in one week.   Highlights included 

8,500 pounds of tenderloin, 1,600 whole ducks, 26,400 hamburgers, 99,500 bacon 

slices, 6,230 pounds of butter, 14,000 heads of iceberg lettuce, 23,100 bananas, 110,200 

cans of soft drinks, 20,250 bottles of wine, and 3,200 liters of rum.204  The release also 

noted, “Don’t forget the Italian deck officers, who help passengers to finish off 6,000 

pounds of pasta.”205  While the earlier release had mentioned the labor of hens, when it 

came to discussing the labor of humans, Carnival preferred to not call that to the 

attention of passengers.  While Carnival did hint at labor in mentioning the appetite of 

the Italian deck officers, the article would have taken a different tone if it had focused 

on the many hours staff spent plating dinners, chopping vegetables, or washing dishes. 

These tactics of creating a sense of abundance based on a spectacle of food call 

to mind images of the “Bomb Shelter Honeymoon,” in which a young couple in the 

1950s opted to spend two weeks in a backyard bomb shelter that had been filled to the 

brim with an abundance of canned food.  Such stocking-up fantasies also conjure up 

images of childhood treehouses and forts, stocked with enough goods and amusements 

to, ideally, outlast the adult world beyond, if only for a few hours.  The marketed 

emphasis placed on allusions to abundance and endlessness also served to distract 

cruisers from the reality that cruise ships were in fact NOT self-contained, self-sufficient 
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worlds; they relied as much on the outside world as kids in their treehouses relied on 

grown-ups.   
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Part II 
 

A City At Sea: The Carnival Ecstasy as Case Study 
 

 The design and promotion of Carnival cruise ships reveals the way an aesthetic of 

fun has been utilized to erase lingering notions of elitism that were associated with the 

world of interwar and postwar ocean liner travel, constructing a brand image rife with a 

sense of frenetic optimism.  The Carnival Ecstasy, which debuted in 1992 as part of the 

Fantasy class of SuperLiners, and whose central theme is “the metropolis,” is a succinct 

embodiment of the “Joe Farcus style” and serves as an excellent site for the further 

examination of the design, marketing, and lived experience of a Carnival cruise ship.  By 

focusing on the discourse surrounding the Ecstasy and by including my own 

observations from aboard a 4-day Carnival cruise to Cozumel, I will investigate the way 

Carnival’s brand of exuberance has played out onboard, examining the tactics and 

meanings of an aesthetic of optimism. 

In a section of the glossy commemorative book about the Ecstasy entitled, “The 

Ecstasy Experience,” Joe Farcus explained that he viewed cruise ship passengers as 

members of a community.  He wrote that onboard, “people take up residence; they eat 

and sleep; move about; take sun; swim; drink; exercise; are entertained; shop; have 

their hair done and may even do laundry.  These are the same activities that one would 
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do in a city.”206  From these observations, he explained, the unifying theme of the ship -

“the metropolis” – was born.  “We would create this city as an ideal one,” explained 

Farcus, “without the pitfalls of most cities on land.”207  Such pitfalls might have included 

work, seriousness, or conflict, all aspects of “real life” which were, from the passengers’ 

side of things, to be avoided at all costs while on vacation.  Connecting to notions of an 

ideal city helped increase a sense of utopianism, alluding to the (perhaps subconscious) 

notion that Carnival had it all figured out. This ideal city would be a realm based 

completely on sparkle, consumption, and pleasure – at least for those being served.   

 The Ecstasy would contain design features which called to mind skyscrapers and 

grand skylines, as well as elements of time (Farcus’s beloved Fourth Dimension); the 

lights in the Grand Atrium would change to reflect a move from day to night, an 

experience which would be “exciting, stimulating, and most interesting.”208  Farcus 

explained that the metropolis theme was carried out in flourishes throughout the ship, 

such as through “a series of futuristic, and indeed fantastic, cityscapes,” which he noted 

allowed him “to design stream-of-consciousness buildings without regard to 

function.”209  Another key element included “specially designed bulkheads” which 

contained images of city skylines, superimposed with windows and images of the sky.  

Farcus noted that “the effect brings a three-dimensional feeling and captures the 
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diversity of our multi-cultural society in a positive way.  To me, it expresses the ideal and 

our best hopes.  It is hope and art.”210  Farcus’s language embodies an almost childlike 

optimism that would appear throughout the ship’s aesthetic, an optimism that has been 

ingrained in the Carnival image from day one.    

 Farcus believed that the greatest aspect of any city was its variety and so actively 

sought to enact this sense of diversity throughout the ship’s design.  A feeling of 

diversity was constructed via juxtaposition and contrast, leading Farcus to argue that his 

work on the Ecstasy had resulted in “the greatest variation of styles that I have ever 

designed for any project.”211  Public rooms aboard the ship included the Explorer’s Club, 

the Society Bar, the Blue Sapphire Lounge, the Panorama Bar and Grill (described as a 

“futuristic room”), Stripes Disco (also with a “futuristic design”), the Neon Bar, 

Chinatown, the Rolls Royce Café (complete with a 1934 Rolls Saloon parked on site), the 

Crystal Palace Casino, and the Wind Star and Wind Song dining rooms (“named for 

Carnival’s Windstar Cruises ships”).212  “From my point of view,” said Farcus, “this is my 

best design work to date.”213   

 Cruisereviews.com is an interactive cruise website billed as one of the largest 

online, and includes detailed descriptions of many cruise lines, including ports, 

destinations, and ships.  The site has extensive information about Carnival Cruise Lines 

and their various ships, including the Carnival Ecstasy.  Examining the various posted 

                                                 
210 Ibid. 
211 Ibid. 
212 Ibid., 46–47. 
213 Ibid., 47. 



 221 

commentaries is an excellent way to gain insight into passenger response to the Ecstasy, 

and serves as a way to deduce which particular aspects of the ship stood out to most 

cruisers.  Was a voyage on the Ecstasy really a voyage within a terrain of fun? 

While many reviewers of the Ecstasy filled a considerable amount of space 

detailing the embarkation and debarkation process (which seemed to be a particular 

thorn in the side of most cruisers), nearly as many commented on the look and overall 

feel of the ship.  Reviewer David Shelton wrote in 2010: “Probably a good place to start 

w/ cruise ships, but we'll be upgrading next time to get a nicer experience,” adding that 

“it ain't the Ritz, but it's fun for the family. It’s clean (enough), the food isn't going to win 

any awards but there's plenty of it.”214  Others, like Sherry, commented specifically on 

the sensory overload of the environment, noting that “the jewelry store area had a 

'carnival' atmosphere with the personnel's very definite resemblance to hawkers at the 

local county fair.”215  Brian H., 39, who sailed in 2009 noted,  

once on board, I confess I was having a bunch of ‘Oooh! Shiny!’ moments as I 
looked around the ship. However, I did have the feeling that everything looked 
cheesy. Not cheap, but certainly not elegant. There was plenty to do, but by the 
end of the cruise, I felt like I had my fingers in an electrical socket for five days 
(along with a drink surgically attached to my right hand).216   
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Spectacle overload seemed to be a common experience among Ecstasy cruisers, with 

many making note of the garish environs.   Interestingly, while many commented on the 

flashiness, most also took the time to comment that the ship did seem well-made.    

Specifically, several commented that the interior had a dated, “Vegas” feel to it, 

and also described the overall artificiality of the experience.  Noted one 32-year-old 

reviewer, in 2003, “the Ecstasy used to cruise out of Miami but was moved to Long 

Beach…Even though the ship is impeccably clean, it is decorated in sort of a ‘Miami Vice’ 

deco that has since gone out of style.”217  Joe, 36, felt particularly perturbed by the 

“fakeness” of the experience, noting that onboard, “they quite literally ‘roll up the 

sidewalks,’ at night, leaving you with no options but to go to bed,” while the port in 

Cozumel was “a totally fake area created for Americans;” Calica was a “total waste of 

time!  Again, another ‘FAKE’ area set up for Americans as a tent city, assembled just as 

the ship arrives.”218   

Teresa Ramella, 38, a supervisor, said, “when we first boarded Ecstasy I found it 

to be very Las Vegas style and cheesy,” and that “overall on a scale of 1 to 10, I would 

give Ecstasy a 4, which is not very good!”219  Paul Kleissle, a 51 year old engineer, 

objected to the ugliness of the ship, writing, “The food and appearance of the room on 

the Lido deck was very unattractive. Especially at night with the green lights on. Way too 

                                                 
217 Philip Delado, “Carnival Ecstasy,” Cruise Reviews, July 5, 2003, 
http://www.cruisereviews.com/CarnivalCruiseLines/Ecstasy6.htm. 
218 Joe Blowe, “Carnival Ecstasy,” Cruise Reviews, nd, approx 2006, 
http://www.cruisereviews.com/CarnivalCruiseLines/Ecstasy52.htm. 
219 Teresa Ramella, “Carnival Ecstasy,” Cruise Reviews, February 21, 2005, 
http://www.cruisereviews.com/CarnivalCruiseLines/Ecstasy37.htm. 



 223 

bright colored plastic tables and booths. The buffet area was not kept clean nearly often 

enough to keep up with the sloppy eaters.”220  He continued that he “would only 

recommend this cruises for young adults on a budget, otherwise go on the Royal 

Caribbean cruise from Galveston for a lot nicer ship and better ports.”221  Neon and a 

Las Vegas aesthetic is generally never noted as being “nice,” that word being reserved 

instead for more muted and subtle spaces, spaces free of surprise and chaos.   

Deborah, 29, also commented on the ship’s appearance, stating, “We found the 

décor of this ship to be tacky and bright, but everything was quite clean and not at all 

shabby. The main social areas of the ship reminded us of a mid-tier Vegas 

hotel/casino…perhaps Bally’s or the Flamingo,”222  Another reviewer likened the Ecstasy 

“to a weekend at the Westward HO. Not a luxury hotel by any means but close to all the 

excitement.”223  Bob Abbott, a 50-year-old manager, similarly wrote:  “I’d describe the 

décor as ‘Las Vegas afloat.’ An array of bright colors and neon throughout, giving the 

ship a party atmosphere…The ship was exceptional [sic] clean and it looked as if it had 

most recently been refurbished. We were all surprised at the excellent condition of the 

entire ship.”224  Cruise reviewer Joe Weessies, 44, also noted that “The boat was nice 
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and clean…No problems with smells and such.”225  Of the Cozumel stop, he wrote, 

“About half the people never even got off the boat. What a waste. The port is clean but 

you have to walk like a mile thru this special duty free shops…Right after this a nice 

place to shop - everything spotless and clean.  Not like the real town.”226 Again, flash 

and color were not associated with niceness, though “spotlessness” and cleanliness 

were.   

The associations between a Vegas aesthetic and dirtiness seemed so ingrained 

that reviewers took pains to note their surprise that the ship was clean and did not 

smell; unpleasant odors, cheapness, and dirtiness fit into the Diderot unity of the Vegas 

aesthetic, newness and freshness did not.  It is in fact striking how many times the word 

“clean” was mentioned in defense of the ship’s appearance.  While some complained 

about the look or style of the Ecstasy’s interior, remarking on the cleanliness of the ship 

seemed a way to grant credit to the supposed honesty of the ship.  While the aesthetic 

might be garish, the landscape meant well, implying that the ship embodied a sort of 

earnestness despite its flashiness.  This mix of earnest cleanliness and Vegas artificiality 

seemed to cause a bit of temporary cognitive dissonance on the part of cruisers.   

Of the onboard dining, Steve Hooper, 39, a real estate developer, wrote, in 2006, 

that “the service [was] gracious but not lavish, and the food, almost consistently above 
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average. I'm using a decent chain restaurant as the benchmark for average.”227  

Deborah commented on the food as well, also mingling her descriptions with references 

to chain establishments, noting that “we were baffled by all the people lining up for the 

‘alternate dining’ buffet as the food always looked pretty bad (like what you’d see at a 

Hometown Buffet maybe).”228  She added: 

If I had to compare the food to restaurants, I might pick Sizzler or Olive Garden 
to give you an idea of quality. We did try the pizza one night and it was not as 
good as Pizza Hut or Sbarro’s, but better than frozen pizza.  We ordered the 
Continental breakfast delivered to our room one morning, and that was about 
the quality you’d get from a free breakfast at a Holiday Inn.229   

 
While it makes sense to compare the shipboard food to chains people might be familiar 

with, to use those chain stores as barometers of taste and quality only reinforces the 

sense of mass-market appeal that Carnival actually embodied.   As many other 

reviewers had done, Deborah also urged cruisers to get to dinner late: “If your seating 

time is 8 p.m. and you show up right at 8, you will be faced with a mob of anxious 

people who think if they don’t get into the dining room immediately, the kitchen will run 

out of food. You’ll also have to endure the dining room staff shouting instructions at the 

angry mob. It is decidedly inelegant!”230   

Of the plethora of onboard activities, Brian H. offered: “The activities on board 

were non-stop - and those were the planned activities! Between the Mini Golf 
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challenge, the multiple trivia challenges, and the various stage events (including a Hairy 

Chest contest - designed for the ladies, but secretly for the gay men on board, 

thankyouverymuch!), we had plenty to do. In fact, I was feeling bored by the last day, 

when in fact all I needed to do was unplug from everything.”231  Brian’s nod to the gay 

undertones of planned activities was a rare gem of subversive commentary. 

Despite the overload of activities offered onboard the ship, the threat of 

boredom loomed.  Wrote Angela, 25, “Bring a game, you do tend to get a little board 

[sic]after a while and just want to eat all the time. (Bring fun games like Dominos, a deck 

of cards, etc that are easy to pack..) There is only so much drinking, sunning, gambling, 

photo taking, exploring of the ship, singing, dancing you can do.”232 A 36 year old 

reviewer who identified himself as Joe Blowe wrote,  

My advice:  
1) Buy the soft drink card, you use the HECK out of it!  
2) Smuggle your own booze and bottled water onboard any way possible!  
3) Bring a book or games. The ‘fun days at sea’ are brutal!  
4) Expect to spend $100 a day on board for just crap!  
5) The casino is TIGHT! No real big winners, but lots of big losers!  
6) The food is OK, but most of the waitstaff does not speak English and are on 
their first cruise (I hear of 75% turnover)  
Overall, NO real value! Make your own fun!233   

 
Joe Blowe’s way around a lackluster cruise was to offer various tips on how to work the 

system, and his non-recommendation seemed to stem mostly from his thoughts on 
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being nickel and dimed to death onboard.  His comments show he felt more than a bit 

duped, the cruise having failed to live up to its marketed promises.   

Though commentators did not specifically mention the word class, several 

reviewers did mention the appearance of fellow passengers, and their words are soaked 

with class allusions.  While Steve, 39, was the only reviewer to explicitly comment on 

the bodies of passengers, his input is revealing: 

 General feel: Okay, this is where I become a little snobby. This was not a group 
of sophisticated people. Lots of first time cruisers, maybe first time vacationers. 
Lots of college age people partying like wild. Lots of very large people - I estimate 
that over 60% of the passengers would be considered clinically obese. Honestly, 
20% were greater than 100% of their ideal body weight. I'm not casting 
aspersions here, just making observations. So this is not going to be any sort of 
glamorous affair, I can assure you [emphasis my own.]234 
 

Steve’s apparent discomfort over disclosing the body types of fellow passengers  

embodies an ongoing tension in American culture – a general disgust with fat people 

even as obesity becomes more common.  While Steve seemed to feel bad discussing the 

size of passengers, by following his description of passengers’ bodies with the statement 

that this would not “be any sort of glamorous affair,” he clearly illustrated the way 

“clinically obese” bodies have continued to serve as markers of the unsophisticated and 

the lower-class.  As Steve added, “in my opinion this cruise is not worth more than $600 

per person, regardless of cabin. Lots of people paid around $370 per person - I wasn't 

snooping, it appeared to be a topic of conversation for lots of folks.”235  Steve’s 
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reluctance to discuss class embodies a very American discomfort over critiques that 

might be construed as snooty or elitist.   

Reviewers were much more likely to mention the clothing of passengers as 

opposed to their bodies, and that was a standard method employed to get at the notion 

of class.  While some commentators noted that diners were underdressed and did not 

follow the dress code, others mentioned that some people seemed TOO dressed-up, 

alluding to the possibly rube and unknowing nature of the guests.  Noted Sheila, Frondi, 

and Tabitha, 25, “Formal night is the night you get served lobster for dinner. Some 

people go way too far and wear their prom and bridesmaids dresses. It’s a bit excessive 

and uncalled for and they just looked stupid.  [We] wore cocktail dresses, and [Frondi] 

wore a suit and tie. It worked out well.”236  This overdressing represented a sort of 

ignorance to the commentators, implying that the prom-attired passengers simply did 

not understand the particulars of social scenarios.   

While the above commentators were bemused by the overly formal style of 

some passengers, many more commented on what they perceived to be the lack of 

formality of fellow passengers’ attire.  One of the most interesting commentaries came 

from Bob Abbott, 50, who discussed the patrons on the ship:  

This is a cruise leaving from Galveston Texas. Guess what, 90% of the guests are 
from TEXAS or at least from surrounding states. If you’re looking for the 
sophisticated and demur type, you’re out of luck. This group is made up of blue 
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jeans, John Deere hats, flip-flops, tank tops and Lucky Strikes. The nicest people 
you every [sic] meet and they clean up real nice for the evening dining.237 
 

Bob’s comments are a jackpot of details revealing the intertwined nature of regional 

identity and stereotypes, and class.  The habitus markers of blue jeans, John Deere hats, 

and Lucky Strikes embodies a particular understanding of Texas-ness, and while Bob did 

not explicitly invoke social status, he clearly bound region, affect, and class into one 

inseparable mass.  That Bob chose to temper his critique of the Texans by 

complementing them on their niceness showed further evidence of a typically American 

discomfort over passing class-based judgments.    

Comments on age added another dimension to the discussion of demeanor and 

style.  Tim, a 50 year old psychologist, wrote, of the Ecstasy patrons in 2004: 

Too many of the passengers seemed to have no regard for their fellow 
passengers. Loud, obscene language, public drunkenness and pushing were 
common.   The cruise line seemed to hope the guests would dress for dinner. T-
shirts, jeans and flip-flops (as well as backward baseball hats) were far more 
numerous than neckties. I suppose I should have known.  My advice for people 
who were raised before the 60s or who have a strong emphasis on good 
manners and polite conversation is to bring friends, insist on a quiet table, leave 
the dark suit at home, bring your best t-shirt, newest jeans and brace yourself.238   
 

The above commentator’s inclusion of a generational element to his observations, 

implying that the social permissiveness of the 1960s had led to a breakdown in 

traditional manners and knowledge of appropriate dining attire, complicated his 
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observations and added a tinge of nostalgia and loss.  Neil, a 55-year-old IT director, had 

similar complaints.  Of the ship’s atmosphere, he wrote:  

This is probably the only area that I felt was completely wrong. Could be I'm old 
fashioned but honestly, there really were a lot of scruffy and sometimes 
obnoxious individuals on board. On formal night I'm sure there were only about 
3 men on board with tuxedos. People were turning up for the formal night 
dinner dressed in jeans and t-shirts.239   

 
Neil listed the lack of decorum among fellow passengers as a major detractor, and a 

reason he and his wife would be cruising with Royal Caribbean in the future: “I am not 

alone in this assessment. I know of a few first time cruisers who were quite excited 

about going on this cruise expecting a certain degree of elegance only to be 

disappointed because of the general demeanor of the passengers.”240  Despite 

Carnival’s emphasis on casualness, it seemed some passengers still sought a degree of 

polish from time to time.    

Very occasionally, a child or teenager would post a review on the site.  Haley, 14, 

wrote a review to defend the Carnival Ecstasy.  Her post was written in typical teenager-

speak, and she observed [without corrections]: “i read tons of reviews on here and it 

sounded like alot of people didnt like the ship very much..ok people needa chill out and 

stop freaken out over the little things.”241  Haley had a good time on the cruise, despite 

at first feeling like a “loner” because she didn’t bring a friend.  She wrote, “they have the 
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teen room spirels but i didnt go in at first..i finally went in like the second to last night 

and met like 6 peoles in a half hour...ANY KID OR TEEN should go in there...makes the 

trip hella more fun..”242  Clearly Haley appreciated Carnival’s attempts to cater to a 

variety of age groups; it seemed Spirals was the place to be. 

While Haley was generally rather forgiving towards and positive about the 

Carnival experience, she did share the following thoughts about her time in Mexico 

[again, her comments appear in their original, uncorrected form]:  

n mexico there were TONS of beggers...the people there would follow me 
around and wouldnt leave until they found someone else to bug..but everythings 
really cheap there so its all good..and everyones gotta get there hair braded 
...only 20 bucks in Mexcio..I got mine done and like 20 people on the ship said 
that they wish they had gotten theres done but didnt bother gettin off the 
ship...so make sure u get your hair done haha...243 
 

Despite some seasickness, which she described in the following excerpt, Haley had a fun 

time, overall: “they have sickness pills in onea the giftshops..they work soo good..one 

night i couldnt evan hang out with friends i had met cuz i couldnt stand up i thought i 

was gonna pass out..but after i took the pills i felt fine..uhh thats about it ...have fun 

everyone..its a GREAT ship..bring LOTS of cameras 2..cya.”244 

 
Aboard the Carnival Ecstasy 

To get firsthand knowledge of the Carnival Ecstasy, I knew I needed to take a 

cruise myself.  I sought to undertake a bit of participant observation aboard the ship, 
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and planned to immerse myself in as many goings-on as possible.  To get the richest 

understanding of the shipboard experience, I chose a 4-night cruise leaving from 

Galveston (the port closest to my home in Austin), and which stopped in only one port 

of call: Cozumel, Mexico.   I wanted to be onboard the ship for as much of the trip as 

possible in order to experience the broadest sampling of activities.  Most importantly, I 

wanted to see how it felt to be on a Carnival SuperLiner, and to witness how exactly 

Carnival constructed their democratic aesthetic of fun. I chose a group dining 

arrangement with an 8 pm seating in the formal dining room to ensure that I would 

have table mates and would thus get a fuller Carnival cruise experience.  I had initially 

planned to conduct interviews among willing passengers, but the Carnival executives I 

contacted would not allow it.  I decided instead that I would focus on participant 

observation and not tell any passengers that I was conducting research as I didn’t want 

that to impact our interactions or make them feel self-conscious.  I relied mostly on 

photos and notes that I took throughout the cruise in reconstructing the narrative.   

The Carnival Ecstasy was designed as a city in miniature, which is the way I had 

always thought about cruise ships.  I was eager to see how the onboard experience 

would compare to the marketing, and I have to say, the ads did an almost to the tee job 

of explaining what the cruise would be like; Carnival indeed was committed at every 

instance to dispelling any sense of stuffiness (with one key exception which I will discuss 

later), and to doing everything possible to encourage passengers to fully enact Vacation, 

and to have fun.  Carnival’s efforts resulted in a world in sharp contrast to the realm of 
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work and of seriousness; a landscape of goofy togetherness and happenstance 

community. 

In early June, my travel partner and I arrived at the cruise ship port in Galveston, 

Texas, ready for research.  When we stepped out of our cab, we were greeted by an 

entourage of middle-aged men in cheery blue Hawaiian shirts and khaki Bermuda 

shorts, who were lining the embarkation area, waiting to greet passengers.  It was clear 

that Carnival knew what it was doing, that the embarkation process had been carefully 

orchestrated to minimize any kinks or bumps, designed to ease travelers into a carefree 

sensibility.  After handing over our bags, we headed into the large air-conditioned 

terminal.   

   

Figure 2.1 Our ship, the Carnival Ecstasy, docked in Galveston 
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Figure 2.2  The Welcome Crew at the dock 

Once inside, we followed signs and passengers through a series of escalators and 

walkways, each of which were stationed with friendly elderly greeters cheering us along, 

with encouragements like “You made it!” and “You’re almost there!”  The greeting 

experience was not unlike that you’d encounter at Walmart, and Carnival’s massiveness 

and everyman positioning indeed contained more than a few parallels to that well-

known symbol of Middle Americanness.  We next found ourselves in the main 

embarkation line, a Beach Boys song playing distantly over the speakers.  The crowd was 

fairly mixed, age-wise, though there seemed to be a very low number of those in the 20-

30-year-old range.  Families with young kids, families with teenagers, middle-aged 

couples, elderly couples.  There were very few groups of friends, and even fewer (if any) 
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lone travelers.   Most travelers were white, though there were a significant number of 

black travelers as well.  Most men wore shorts, and women wore sundresses.  A sign 

above the counter read, “Strangers are just people you haven’t sung Karaoke with 

yet.”245  All signs – literal and figurative – pointed in the direction of casualness, and the 

Karaoke sign in particular was one of first clues that, in the fantasy rhetoric of Carnival, 

social striations were meant to be broken down.   

After having our documents checked and our pictures taken for “security 

purposes,” we walked the gauntlet and arrived in the Grand Atrium of the ship.  Smiling 

greeters greeted us and handed us brochures, cheering “Welcome aboard!”  I eagerly 

scanned the Atrium – it was as if we were inside a glowing mirrored cylinder.  But I was 

amazed at how small the Grand Atrium was; the pictures I had seen implied an area 

nearly twice as big as that which I was now immersed in.  Still, a lot of activity was 

crammed into that space, and I was impressed with the way even a space so small could 

manage to feel so excessive and busy.  The atrium was a tube of shops and bars spiraling 

up six floors above.  Natural light poured in from the glass ceiling, and from the windows 

lining the tube.  With the exception of several carpeted floors, all furnishings were shiny 

and mirrored, or neon.  The others were brass.  It was like stumbling into a strip club 

emporium, or a casino, colored lights and reflections everywhere, a whirling sense of 
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disorientation impelling you to part with large sums of cash.  A hexagonal glass elevator, 

outlined in blue neon, rose above the space, suggesting the set of Blade Runner as 

redesigned by Robert Venturi.   

Because we were among the first passengers on the ship, my partner and I took 

the chance to explore the atrium shops and snap pictures before the rooms got too 

crowded: The Neon Bar (with flashing neon signs displaying the names of famous bars 

from major world cities), The Explorers Club (the library and board game room, 

complete with large leather chairs, polished wood tables and columns, a heavy-looking 

mahogany desk with a huge globe perched on top of it, several American flags, and a 

brass telescope pointed out the window), the Art Gallery (a subdued space filled with 

landscape renditions, Loony Tunes sketches, and the works of Peter Max - lover of 

America - and City Lights Boulevard (a walkway flanked by windows on one side, the 

Rolls Royce café, Chinatown Bar, Stripes Dance Club, and the Casino on the other).  The 

interior had “entertainment architecture” written all over it, and the abundance of 

imagery indeed supported Farcus’s claims that this represented his most varied design.  

Starting to feel like snoopers at a party, opening medicine cabinets and cupboards while 

the rest of the guests gathered around a keg on the lawn, we eventually headed to the 

Lido Deck outside, where lunch was waiting.   
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Figure 2.3  The Grand Atrium 
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Figure 2.4  The Art Gallery 

 

Figure 2.5  The Explorers Club 
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We emerged from the ship and into the outdoors, into a different kind of 

sensory overload.  Island sounds filled the air, and a server from Indonesia greeted us 

the moment we stepped onto the deck, holding a tray of tall, pink, enticing-looking rum 

drinks.  “Welcome aboard!  Would you like a drink?”  Yes we would - nice touch!  My 

partner and I each lifted a drink from the tray.  “Room card, please.”  The server 

informed us that drinks were $7.75 each.  You had to admire the bald-faced honesty of 

Carnival, the declaration that this would in fact not be an all-inclusive vacation; best to 

nip such illusions in the bud.  We placed the drinks back down on the tray.  

The Lido Deck was the main pool and sun area, and this would be where the 

various outdoor mid-cruise activities would take place.  There was a small pool and hot 

tub in the center of the deck, flanked by rows of blue lounge chairs and bordered by a 

grove of very healthy and vibrantly colored palm trees.  On closer inspection, I saw that 

the palm trees were plastic.  So too were the technicolor flags stationed around the 

deck, frozen in perpetual waving positions.  Always a pleasantly windy day at sea.   

We made our way to the outdoor buffet line and grabbed a tray.  The first items 

in the buffet line were condiments – sour cream, cole slaw, jalapenos, and lettuce.  I 

wondered what Taylorized logic had led Carnival to place condiments at the front of the 

line, before main dishes.  We grabbed hamburgers, salad, and lemonade (water, iced 

tea, and lemonade were free), and sat down, watching the Lido Deck crowd grow larger 

as the Calypso band played on.  Armies of servers with rum “Fun Ship Specials” 

circulated around the deck, offering drinks continuously.  Soon most passengers, quickly 
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transitioning to vacation mode so as not to waste any valuable time, were sipping 

Specials.  Anticipation of fun was high.   

 

Figure 2.6  Gavin, my research partner, at lunch, Day One 

 

Figure 2.7  The Lido Deck, before the crowds 
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Figure 2.8  Top deck, before the crowds 

 
 

Figure 2.9  Unwavering flag 
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We jockeyed for position on the front deck when it was time for the ship to push 

away from Galveston.  The sun was blazing hot and there was nowhere to turn.  After 

waiting for twenty minutes or so, we headed to a shadier side deck to avoid sunburn.  

Finally Galveston started to move away from us.  After a little less than 48 hours 

traversing the Gulf of Mexico, we would reach our destination of Cozumel, where we 

would spend a mere seven hours; the cruise was all about the ship.  As I watched the 

action unfold, I picked up various bits of conversations around me.  A group of women 

in their 60s, wearing matching t-shirts, read aloud emails they had received from various 

jealous friends.  “Diane and Linda are going on a cruise?  Oh how I would love to be a fly 

on the wall for that one!”  “Tell the Mexican drug lords that kidnapping Linda would be 

more trouble than it’s worth; after a few days of it they would be begging people to take 

her off their hands!”  Would we too, soon be begging Carnival to let us go? 

* 

 The designers and marketers of Carnival, since its inception in 1972, have sought 

to construct a landscape focused on fun and inclusivity.  The print ads, brochures, and 

commercials examined thus far have been rife with representations of good times and 

non-pretentiousness.  It made perfect sense, then, that the first onboard presentation 

of the cruise (other than the mandatory life boat drill) would be dedicated to this 

theme.  The Ecstasy’s “Welcome Aboard” show took place in a large, two-tiered, Vegas-

style showroom called the Blue Sapphire.  It began with a medley of songs with the term 
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“fun” in the title.  In this opening number, the entertainment crew (part of which was 

known as The Fun Patrol), who were all dressed in sexy naval outfits, danced onstage in 

front of a large, inflatable Carnival cruise ship.  Halfway through the number, the 

inflated ship, which was actually in two pieces, split apart to make way for an inflated 

“F-U-N.”  Fun Ship Freddy - the ship’s mascot, an anthropomorphic Carnival smoke stack 

– jumped on stage and led the dancers in their routine.  Giant beach balls were 

unleashed into the crowd.  “Who here is on vacation?!”  A few yells from the crowd.  

“Who is missing work tomorrow?  Who here is missing school?  Ready to have FUN?!!”  

The cheers from the audience, though loud, were barely audible over the blaring music.  

There seemed to be no limit to the amount of literalism Carnival utilized.  Subtle it was 

not.   

The cruise director took the stage, and introduced himself and his fellow Carnival 

entertainers.  As an ice breaker, he commanded everyone in the audience to “introduce 

yourself to the person to the right, and then the person to your left!”  After sounds of 

mild amusement, most obliged.  “Now, put your hands on each other’s shoulders.  

That’s right, go ahead!  Now rub their shoulders!”  I exchanged a sheepish laugh with 

the woman to my right, as I obligatorily rubbed her shoulders.  Again and again, Carnival 

would force us to literally act out the motions of “fun.”  It’s a certain brand of 

invasiveness that leaves you feeling like a chump if you oblige, and like a stick-in-the-

mud if you don’t.  At that event, I had chosen chump.   
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Figure 2.10 Welcome Aboard show 

Next, the cruise director shouted out, “Now turn to the left, and smack their 

heiny!”  At this command, the crowd would not oblige.  Joke was on us!  We were now 

primed for comedy, so the ship’s two resident comedians took the stage and gave us 

previews of their humor.  The first, John Floyd, specialized in observational humor, and 

pitched his adults-only show, while the other was more of a tricks and props guy.  Next, 

the first (and surprisingly, only) buffet joke of the cruise was laid by John Floyd.  “There 

are so many buffets on this ship, you run into a buffet on the way to the buffet!  I tell 

you it’s great!  When you wake up at 4 am to pee, hey, why not grab a piece of pizza at 

the buffet?  Ha!”  (We would later catch the tail-end of his adults-only show, which 

included a Bill Clinton joke and a Hillary-Clinton-is-a-witch joke.  He was met with 
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thunderous applause when he joked that “Michelle Obama wants to stop childhood 

obesity.  Well, I think she’ll do it.  By the time they’re done taxing us, we won’t have 

enough money to feed our kids at all!”)  As the Welcome Aboard show wound down, 

the cruise director announced that Bingo would commence directly following the show.  

$10 for one card, $20 for three.  But we couldn’t stick around, it was almost time for the 

8:15 seating of dinner, and we were eager to meet our table mates.   

On the Carnival Ecstasy, one could choose from a few different dining options.  

“Anytime Dining” in the Wind Star would allow one to eat a served meal in the dining 

room, anytime between 5 and 8 pm, and anywhere one wanted to sit.  One could also 

choose an early (6 pm) or late (8:15 pm) set dining time, seated at a table with other 

people.  Alternately, one could eat at the casual Lido Buffet anytime one wanted.  My 

partner and I had opted for the set-dining, 8:15pm seating.  Endless food is one of the 

biggest sells of a cruise, and I had been looking forward to the offerings.   

The Wind Song dining room, site of the late seating, was understated yet vaguely 

formal.  The dominant colors were cream and coral, and there were many chandeliers, 

pale tablecloths, and flowing curtains.   We were seated at a round ten-person table, 

filled mostly with Texans.   Bev was 6’2,” voluptuous, and had brassy red hair, which she 

embellished with added hair pieces, feathers, and sparkling barrettes.  She was from 

Chicago - one of the rare non-Texans - where she had just been promoted to head 

server at an expensive chain restaurant.  We would later learn that she was 39 years old.  

Bev was accompanied by her boyfriend Tom, a 53-year-old Texan and recent divorcee 
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who sounded and looked like an older version of Matthew McConaughy.  Tom and Bev 

had been together for three years.  “We smuggled in 22 bottles of alcohol,” Bev told us.  

“Vodka in water bottles, Jack Daniels in ice tea bottles.”  

Next to Bev and Tom were Brad and Kimberly, a mild-mannered and 

conservative Texan couple from East Houston.  Brad was in his early 40s and was in 

sales.  He had short, neatly groomed hair and wore a white t-shirt with a fishing store 

logo on the back of it.  He had surprised his wife Kimberly, a 31-year-old fifth grade 

math teacher, with a cruise vacation.  Kimberly wore a salmon-colored t-shirt and white 

pants, and had straight, above the shoulders light blond hair.  She exuded a sort of bland 

sourness every night at dinner.  Somewhat late to arrive were Sarah and Dave.  Sarah 

and Dave were in their early 40s and had been married five years.   Sarah was a graphic 

designer who put together community newsletters for the various neighborhoods 

around Houston.  She had a warm and inquisitive nature, and she seemed interested in 

what other people had to say; I liked her right away.  Dave, her husband, was a bit more 

boisterous.  We would later pass him several times throughout the cruise, sitting in the 

same exact spot outside by the pool, a bucket of Bud Lights and a pack of cigarettes 

close at hand.  The fifth couple at our table never showed up; we learned, on the first 

night, that it was their anniversary, which prompted Bev to say, “That’s why the boat is 

rocking so much!”  

The menu on the Ecstasy was divided into three sections – “The Chef 

Recommends” (which included the unique entrees for each night), “Carnival Classics” 
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(which were available each evening), and “Spa Carnival” (items lower in fat and 

calories).  On that first night, our “Starter” options, under “The Chef Recommends,” 

included Fried Shrimp, Beef and Barley Soup, Cream of Garden Fresh Broccoli, Smoked 

Hudson Valley Duck Breast, Marinated Fruit with Mango Coulis, Gazpacho Andalouse, 

and Heart of Iceberg Lettuce.  The Classics were Fresh Fruit Cocktail, Black Tiger Shrimp 

Cocktail, and Caesar Salad.  The fruit and gazpacho were Spa Fare.   

The unique entrée offerings included Lasagna Bolognese, Pan Seared Fillet of 

Tilapia, Chicken a la Grecque, Grilled, Marinated, Center-Cut Pork Chop, Grilled Flat Iron 

Steak from American Choice Beef, and, as the vegetarian entrée, Cinnamon Pumpkin, 

Squash, Yam, and Cheddar Pot Pie.  The Carnival Classics were Broiled Fillet of Mahi 

Mahi, Southern Fried Chicken, Barbecued St. Louis Style Pork Spare Ribs, Baked Idaho 

Potatoes, French Fries or Steamed White Rice, and Assorted Steamed Vegetables.  The 

Pan Seared Fillet of Tilapia was designated as Spa Carnival fare.   Dessert specials 

included New York Cheesecake and Black Forrest Gateau, while the Classics were Warm 

Chocolate Melting Cake, Fresh Tropical Fruit Plate, Sherbets, and Cheeses.  The thing 

about a cruise is, you can eat as much as you want, and that’s kind of the point.   

We were encouraged to order as many dishes as we wanted, which we generally 

did.  On formal night, every single person at our table ordered the lobster, and several 

of us ordered a second main course on the side.  In addition to the lobster, I ordered 

prime rib; my partner got the Cornish game hens.  As long as the food tasted good, most 

people at our table finished what they had been served.  Surprisingly, waste was not 
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much of an issue, as portions were relatively small, in anticipation of this mass ordering.  

Just the same, no one would bat an eye if you threw out entire plates of food simply 

because they somehow displeased you.  We ate at the Wind Song every night, and so 

did our tablemates.   

And every night, without fail, our dinner conversations were interrupted with 

the following:  “Good eeev-e-ning ladies and gentlemen.”  “Good eeev-e-ning” we 

echoed.  It was the Matre’D, speaking with what sounded like a thick Hungarian accent.  

He asked us whether we were all having a good time, whether we were enjoying the 

food.  We told him that we were indeed.  We were then told that it was time for the 

servers to dance for us.  Loud dance music started playing, and the servers formed a line 

and started dance-marching throughout the dining room, waiving napkins over their 

heads and cheering.  “Come on!  Everybody on your feet!”  Aha!  It was a live enactment 

of all the dancing waiter Carnival ads I’d seen in the past!  After a few glances at each 

other, our entire table obliged.  We were on our feet!  We were definitely one of the 

gamer tables, and when the dancing ended, and we were told it was time to enjoy the 

rest of our meal, we all congratulated ourselves on how fun our table was.  “This is 

undoubtedly the best table in the whole restaurant!” shouted Tom.  “Cheers to the best 

table!”  We all drank to that.  On the final night of the cruise, when the dancing and 

singing waiters emerged just after our entrees had been placed in front of us, Bev rolled 

her eyes.  “I mean, they bring you all this nice food, and then they want you to stand up 

and shake your arms around?  I’d like to eat my dinner!  Thank you very much.”   
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The mid-meal dance break was a striking move on the part of Carnival, as if to 

say, “this might be fine dining, but it’s not going to be stuffy like the fine dining 

restaurants you visit on land.”  It also seemed, again, to blast through conventions of 

uptightness.  Carnival was nothing if not dedicated to frequent reminders of the fun that 

everyone was having, and it took a hands-on approach to coaxing fun at mealtime, 

rather than running the risk of letting passengers fester in a dull dinner conversation.  It 

really did seem as though the spirit of Kathie Lee hung over everything - an impressive 

feat considering it had been over a decade since she had worked as a Carnival 

spokesperson.  

Once dinner was done, passengers had to find their fun elsewhere. Evening 

entertainment options aboard the Ecstasy included Karaoke, dancing, comedy shows, an 

“Xtreme Country” show, a Vegas-style review, and a late night buffet.  Of all the ship’s 

spaces, the dance floor at Stripes was the most utopian.  One night, the floor made a 

circle as Bel Biv Devoe’s “Poison” played, and various couples and individuals broke in 

for solos, including a heavy-set couple in their late 60s, a manicly dorky 18-year-old boy 

and his instant entourage of 45-year-old women, an elderly woman dancing by herself, 

groups of friends, and a few couples in their thirties.   I half-expected a voice to get on 

the loudspeaker and command us to put our hands on each other’s shoulders, or to pick 

a new partner, or make a new friend.  But the commands were mercifully absent.  It 

seemed the dance floor was one of the few spaces in which Carnival trusted us to make 

our own fun. 
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Figure 2.11  Bar along City Lights Boulevard 

 
 

Figure 2.12 The Society Bar in a moment of calm 
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Figure 2.13  These guys were Karaoke regulars 

 
 

Figure 2.14 Bar in the atrium, midday 
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Each night, Carnival room stewards placed one of their signature towel animals 

on the beds, as well as a copy of the Fun Times – the contemporary version of Carnival 

Capers.   The Fun Times was printed in red, white, and blue, and contained a “Today’s 

Top Ten” list of scheduled events, a list of music and dance happenings, a bulletin on 

gambling tournaments, various highlights, an overview of dining room and buffet hours 

and themes, and a complete schedule of the next day’s events.  The phrase “All in a 

Day’s Fun” was emblazoned across the interior of the newsletter.  Carnival does not 

release a list of activities before you board the ship; when I called to inquire about this, 

Carnival told me that the element of surprise was part of the fun.  And it’s true – I 

looked forward to the Fun Times each evening.  On our particular cruise, some of the 

highlights of the Fun Times included “Get Scrappy” (a scrapbooking class with a nominal 

fee), “Spot the Real Tanzanite competition,” “Champagne Art Auction,” “Seminar: Eat 

More to Weigh Less,” “Ice Carving and Pool Games,” “Bear Cuddly” (teddy bear-making 

class, nominal fee), and the “Men’s Hairy Chest Contest.”  

The Men’s Hairy Chest Contest was purportedly one of Carnival’s most famous 

and popular events, so I had been looking forward to it, especially since the Male 

Nightgown Contest of the early 1980s had become defunct.  Again, Carnival had the 

creation of fun down to a science, and the Hairy Chest Contest was structured to be 

fool-proof.  On our cruise, the contest took place outside on the Lido Deck, next to the 

pool.  The Assistant Cruise Director (the sole female member of the “Fun Patrol”) served 
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as the MC for the event.  She first asked for eight male volunteers to get up on stage and 

remove their shirts.  Next she selected two female judges, and the contest commenced.  

The men – who were middle aged and moderately rotund – took turns strutting and 

dancing on stage, shaking their asses, and languidly swimming through the pool, striking 

comically sexy poses as they emerged, dripping wet.  The judges judged and the 

audience cheered and roared with laughter.  The final victor was chosen according to 

audience applause.  The man with the campiest performance was awarded the gold 

medal.   

 I could see why the Hairy Chest Contest was such a hit.  Carnival had the formula 

down cold, selecting not-conventionally-attractive men from the audience, and then 

making them dance and gesture by themselves in front of a semi-drunk audience of 

onlookers.  It was probably the closest I had ever come to an MTV-style spring break, 

though the participants were not quite what I would have pictured.  I did wonder how 

different the Hairy Chest Contest would be aboard another ship, and with a different 

demographic.  Say, aboard a Bahamas cruise leaving from Miami.  I thought about the 

reviewer of the Ecstasy who had commented that “everyone knows” the Hairy Chest 

Contest was really for the gay men in the audience, but the version I saw seemed rabidly 

heterosexual.  In fact, almost the entire cruise would come and go without any visible 

signs of transgression or subversion.   

* 
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Figure 2.15 A Hairy Chest contestant poses with the judges 

 

Figure 2.16 Final round in the pool 



 255 

 
While the tone of a Carnival cruise is almost universally one of lighthearted good 

times and most closely matches that of the Hairy Chest Contest, there is one exception 

to this: the Champagne Art Auction.  This anomalous event was clearly and deliberately 

structured as an upscale affair, and the vague snootiness of the happening seemed to 

form a large part of the appeal, making it stand out in its novelty.  Despite the pretenses 

of formality and seriousness, the Champagne Art Auction continued to embrace the 

type of congratulatory Americanism that was blended into the details and motifs of the 

ship, this time embedded in stories about artists and their artwork and their connection 

to America.  

While I had glimpsed the works in the Art Gallery earlier, and had some idea of 

the kind of art that would be offered, I had never been to an art auction before and 

really did not know what to expect at the Champagne Art Auction.  When we arrived at 

the Starlight Lounge, we were greeted by a woman who immediately signed us up for a 

bidding card, and a raffle ticket “good for ten tickets for a $500 draw.”  Our number was 

146; we decided under no circumstances were we to lift the card.  I was pleased that 

this would be a live auction, and not a silent auction.  Those seem so joyless.   

 Because this was a Champagne auction, I knew this was being marked as an 

upscale event.  The art auction was run by Park West, a company whose “mission is to 

connect people around the world to superb artists and the joys of the art world.”  My 

partner and I wandered around the offered works for awhile, seeing many 
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impressionistic landscape pieces, pop art works by Peter Max, and many original 

paintings featuring Looney Tunes characters.  We would later learn that one painting in 

particular had caught our table mate Tom’s eye – a painting of a wine bottle sitting on a 

table, with the image of a prone Marilyn Monroe reflected in the bottle (“It gave me 

chills,” he later told us).   

 The Art Auction hosts were all white, and had a variety of English, South African, 

and Australian accents.  Unlike the hosts of the other cruise events, the Park West 

people were all dressed in suits and ties.  The MC of the event was brusque and 

aggressive, and his tone was a far cry from the jolly “Hey let’s have fun!” approach of 

the other cruise employees.   He seemed like a bit of an asshole.  His aggression also 

seemed like an intentional choice of the show’s organizers, creating the sense that this 

was serious art, and was not a time for fooling around.  He told the audience that Park 

West offered 24-month payment plans, good for those who had not planned on buying 

art onboard.  

 The first piece of art brought out was a primary color rendition of the Statue of 

Liberty.  This art, we learned, was by the darling of the Park West collection, Peter Max.  

The MC built up Max’s back story for what seemed like an eternity, explaining that 

although Max was European-born, he LOVED America, was FASCINATED by America.  He 

said “Larry King called him ‘the embodiment of the American Dream.’”  He went on to 

explain that Max raised $64 million for the renovation of the Statue of Liberty.  The MC 

also attributed the Beatles Yellow Submarine art to Peter Max.  With this background 
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information in place, the MC set the opening bid at $29,000.  Going once?  Going twice?  

No one made a bid.  Max was gone.   

 “Listen everyone,” the MC intoned, “this is not Walmart, this is fine art.”  I 

wondered if anyone in the audience would be bullied into participating.  “Your Costco 

card won’t work here!” he added.  In order to perk up what he must have perceived as a 

lackluster group of bidders, the MC called for a volunteer, whom he would challenge to 

an auctioneer’s fast-talking contest.  A woman named Carol stepped up.  “Carol, say, 

‘I’m having a fun vacation.’”  The volunteer said, “Carol, I’m having a fun vacation.”  

Faint audience laughter.  Carnival was nothing if not invested in making passengers 

mouth the words “fun” and “vacation” as much as possible.  I was reminded of 

something I learned in a psych class.  Forcing yourself to smile causes chemicals to flow 

which creates the sensation of happiness.  Thoughts follow actions, not vice versa.  It 

was simple, effective, failsafe.   The Carnival method.    

The MC beat Carol at the fast-talking contest.  We sat through a few more 

auctioned painting attempts, but no one was bidding.  The MC grew visibly more 

agitated.  “Where are all the bidders?  Did they just come in and drink my free 

champagne and then leave?”  With that challenge, we got up and left.  (Later that night 

we learned that Tom in fact won the bid on the Marilyn Monroe wine bottle paintings, 

and Sarah and Dave scored some Loony Tunes sketches which Sarah excitedly told me 

“included all the characters in one picture” – something she had never seen before).   A 

Thomas Kincaide art auction was held later in the cruise, but I was unable to attend.   
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Figure 2.17  Champagne Art Auction 

The Champagne Art Auction was the only event of the cruise in which high-

classness was performed.  Even the fancy dress night was structured more as a prom for 

adults than a restrained exercise in formality.  The insistence by the dining room staff 

that patrons get up and dance midway through meals revealed Carnival to be a self-

conscious teenager who was mortified of being labeled boring or stiff.  The enactment 

of seriousness was allowed and even welcomed at the Art Auction because it served as 

an element of play, as the event itself was something one wouldn’t have a chance to 

partake in on a very regular basis.  Dinner – even pricey dinners – happened more 

frequently, so Carnival needed to make them memorable and different by instructing 

everyone to get up and dance midway through.  The novelty of the art auction itself – 
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with all the markers of pretentiousness commonly associated with such an event – 

allowed it to stand on its own, without added injections of fun.  The fun here came at 

playing high class.  Programmers of a mass market cruise which was priced to be 

affordable knew that passengers more than likely were not going to shell out $29,000 

for a piece of art, despite the attempts at bullying by the Tuxedoed Connoisseur.  

* 

 The major production of the cruise was a Vegas-style revue, and I was hoping we 

would get to see some feathers and glitter.  The show was called “Dream Voyage,” and 

when my partner and I walked in, a few minutes late, we found ourselves smack dab in 

the middle of the 1970s.  The Ecstasy dancers were dancing along to “Ease on Down the 

Road,” which was followed by another choreographed number from the Wiz.  The next 

piece jumped to WWII-era décor, as a female baseball team with 1940s hairstyles 

danced and sang about doing their thing.  This morphed into a song about Rosie the 

Riveter, as more women danced to a choreographed version of the phrase “Yes we 

Can!”  Next, the lighting shifted to reveal several male soldiers in the background, 

weapons in hand, marching music playing faintly in the background.  A short, slow piece 

featuring flowing modern dance moves came next, followed by a set which implied 

Chicago mixed with a New York club circa 1985.  It was a grab bag of Americana, and, by 

association, American Dreams.  While the theatre was fairly packed, the applause was 

not thunderous.   
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 While this piece did much to follow through with Carnival’s celebration of the 

U.S.A. (which it usually did more subtly, through various design choices), the most 

revealing bit of performance had come earlier in the cruise, at the end of the Newlywed 

and Married game.  Taking advantage of the packed house, the cruise director had used 

the opportunity to shine a spotlight on the service staff once the game had ended.   He 

called out for the ship’s staff members to come up on stage – the cleaning staff, the 

waitstaff, the Fun Patrol.   Nearly all of the cleaning and waitstaff were Asian (mostly 

from Indonesia, Thailand, and the Phillipines), while the Fun Patrol and dancers (with 

the exception of one African American and one Latino) were all white.  When all the 

staff members were onstage, the cruise director said, “We come from many different 

cultures, religions, political views, etc.  We’re away from our families 6-9 months out of 

the year.  We all get along great.  We work together, eat together, dance together, sleep 

together [chuckles].  Everyone should come here and observe how we do things here, 

and take that back to their own countries [emphasis my own].”  With this last 

statement, U2’s “Beautiful Day” started blaring over the speakers, and guests started 

filing out.   

 Similarly, at the Future Cruise Presentation, where we could learn about 

upcoming cruises, the host listed the total passenger and crew combined capacities of 

each new ship.  He explained that the ships could hold “up to [X amount of] people 

dancing together, eating together, having fun together.”  He later added, of another 

ship’s total capacity, that that’s “5,200 people sailing out together and enjoying life 
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together.”  In these instances Carnival strove for the appearance of democratic bliss, a 

coming together of cultures and backgrounds, in presumed harmony.  These nods to 

shipboard utopia seemed designed to alleviate any guilt passengers might have felt, or 

to obfuscate concerns over labor practices, subconscious or otherwise.  While neither 

the “Beautiful Day” acknowledgment of the ship’s staff, nor the statements on the 

harmony between employees and passengers included the words “America” or “The 

United States,” the entire experience fundamentally revolved around America’s 

fantasies about itself - its values, its class mobility, its abundance, and everyone’s 

personal obligation and ability to “have a great time.”  Through the plentitude of food 

and activities, the garish shinyness of the interior spaces, and the constant din of fun fun 

fun, Carnival had created a landscape that was both cheerily optimistic and folksy, as 

well as indulgent and consumeristic.  A hodgepodge of Bingo, Las Vegas, and the prom.  

A distinctly American aesthetic, akin to that Yi-Fu Tuan had spoken of.   

 In A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again, David Foster Wallace described his 

experiences on a 7-night, luxury Caribbean cruise aboard Celebrity Cruise Line’s ship 

Zenith (which he promptly renamed Nadir), on assignment for Harper’s.   Wallace 

detailed the various levels of luxury and high jinx he partook of onboard, while also 

proclaiming that “I have felt as bleak as I’ve felt since puberty, and have filled almost 

three Mead notebooks trying to figure out whether it was Them or Just Me.”246  He too 

experienced a feeling of “Americanness” while on his cruise.  Though his comments 
                                                 
246 David Foster Wallace, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (New York: Back Bay Books, 1997), 
258. 
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concerned his feelings as an American tourist specifically, his words act as a 

counterbalance to Carnival’s optimistic message.  Wallace was struck with the feeling 

most strongly after moving in a herd with other shipmates when arriving in Cozumel, 

and wrote:  

Part of the overall despair of this Luxury Cruise is that no matter what I do I 
cannot escape my own essential and newly unpleasant Americanness…I am an 
American tourist, and am thus ex officio large, fleshy, red, loud, coarse, 
condescending, self-absorbed, spoiled, appearance-conscious, ashamed, 
despairing, and greedy: the world’s only known species of bovine carnivore.247 

 
Carnival’s declaration of the quasi-utopian world of democratic togetherness onboard 

its (decidedly American) ship was an attempt to turn what could have been a similarly 

queasy feeling of privileged American superiority into a celebration of happy 

coexistence and progressive unity.  U.S.A.!  U.S.A!  

* 

So what else happened on the cruise?  Well, my partner and I wandered around 

the ship, ate slices of pizza here and there, grabbed soft-serve ice cream cones, and 

alternated between mugs of lemonade, coffee, and beer.  We meandered past trivia 

contests in progress, magazine readers, loungers, solo sandwich eaters, and gift store 

browsers.  I looked at necklaces and earrings and tiny sculptures I had no intention of 

buying, I took pictures of corridors and walls and carpet patterns, and read exactly three 

pages of a magazine I’d brought onboard.  We had our pictures snapped next to 

performers in Mexican senorita and Indian warrior costumers as we disorientingly 
                                                 
247 Ibid., 311. 
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exited the ship in Cozumel.  We took a motorized catamaran to a private island where 

we swam in the ocean, and where we ate grilled mahi mahi and fresh guacamole.   

We dressed up for “Cruise Elegant Night” and had our picture taken in front of a 

winding staircase backdrop, a faded poster of the Ecstasy at sunset, a fancy mansion 

with a real piano to pose with, and a French Impressionist village scene with a moveable 

garden rail we could rest our elbows on (we skipped the giant American flag backdrop).  

We watched couples who had been married for 45 years, for 22 years, and for three 

days compete onstage, and we learned the various times that “Whoopee had not been 

the same since” for each of the couples.  We watched as the gangs of bored pre-teens 

roaming the corridors grew in size, the longer we were at sea.  We felt jarred when 

browsing through the “USA Times” – a daily compilation of news headlines – as we 

learned that the outside world continued to exist.   

 And on the final day of the cruise, my partner and I had one last breakfast in the 

Panorama Grill buffet, and joined the other weary travelers along City Lights Boulevard, 

waiting to disembark.  Now that all the activities and food and excursions and Karoake 

were over, I had to figure out how I felt about all of this.  What had occurred?  Was this 

fun?  It seemed a ridiculous exercise, but I honestly could not decide.  Was this a good 

trip?  A bizarre trip?  I needed more time to mull things over.   

 Back in Austin, it wasn’t until I completed the post-cruise survey from Carnival 

that I was able to put some shape to the whole thing.  The online survey asked 

questions about overall satisfaction, cleanliness of the ship, friendliness of the staff, 
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value of the trip, etc.  I felt no equivocation with those answers.  But then I got to one 

question that made me think: “Do you feel your overall cruise experience was 

memorable?”  I honestly wasn’t sure.  There was something about the construction of 

the cruise that left almost zero time for contemplation, agency, or thought.  Of course, 

one did have the power of choice aboard the ship, and could skip every single event if so 

desired.  But that would have missed the point.  Maybe after repeat cruises with 

Carnival, one could relax into their own thing, and not feel constantly drawn from one 

shiny object to the other.  It seemed that, in removing the element of chance from the 

ship, the whole experience left one feeling detached and – eh – floating.  The feeling of 

total mediation even in the throes of participation.   

 David Foster Wallace had a similar response to the structure of his luxury cruise.  

In discussing an ad for his ship, he wrote: “In the cruise brochure’s ads, you are excused 

from doing the work of constructing the fantasy.  The ads do it for you.  The ads, 

therefore, don’t flatter your adult agency, or even ignore it – they supplant it.”248  While 

the prime mode of affect aboard Wallace’s cruise was “indulgence” and “pampering,” 

the arm-twisting automotization methods were strikingly similar to those employed 

aboard the Carnival Ecstasy.  “And this authoritarian – near parental – type of 

advertising,” argued Wallace, “makes a very special sort of promise, a diabolically 

seductive promise that’s actually kind of honest, because it’s a promise that the Luxury 

                                                 
248 Ibid., 267. 
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Cruise is all about honoring.  The promise is not that you can experience great pleasure, 

but that you will.”249   

The manufacturing of paternal guidance ushering one into a fantasy world  - be it 

a world of “fun” or of “luxury” – is one of the central organizing principles of the cruise 

vacation.  Wallace noted the degree to which “luxury” and “indulgence” were constantly 

performed aboard his ship: “I now confront the journalistic problem of not being sure 

how many examples I need to list in order to communicate the atmosphere of sybaritic 

and nearly insanity-producing pampering on board the m.v. Nadir.”250  Wallace noted 

that the words “to pamper” appeared ad nauseum throughout the brochures: “‘as 

you’ve never been pampered before,’ ‘…pamper yourself in our jacuzzis and saunas,’ 

‘Let us pamper you,’ ‘Pamper yourself in the warm zephyrs of the Bahamas.’”251  

Appealing superlatives were seemingly parceled out and cornered by each major cruise 

line, and entire brands were shaped around them.  And so it was with Carnival.  

“Strangers are just people you haven’t sung Karaoke with yet.”   

Critics of mass culture have, for decades, bemoaned the numbness of mass 

amusements, of their manufactured and inauthentic nature, their crass and callow 

substitution for supposedly more real experiences.  There is nothing inauthentic or 

artificial about a Carnival cruise – it is upfront from the moment you step on board and 

first hand over your sail and sign card - you know exactly what you are getting into.  If 

                                                 
249 Ibid. In a footnote, Wallace refers to Carnival Cruise Lines as “the Wal-Mart of the cruise 
industry…which the other lines refer to sometimes as ‘Carnivore.’”  See footnote #4. 
250 Ibid., 290. 
251 Ibid., 260–261. 
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anything, the experience on board is almost an exact replica of what appears in the 

brochures.  With the exception of the size of the ship, which seemed tiny in comparison 

to the photos, Carnival delivered precisely the kind of fun it promised.  Each marketed 

element was there – food, dancing, music, games, vacation.  I was surprised by how 

effective the cruise was at creating a sense of detachment.  The more we were coaxed 

to enjoy ourselves, the more energy was spent on seeking the next moment of 

amusement.  We were gone for four nights, but it felt like weeks.  We existed in a 

different dimension of time.    

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the most memorable parts of the cruise came from the 

unexpected and the non-scripted – the flamboyant table mates, an unintentionally 

funny sign by the elevator, a predawn mystery.  On the day we were scheduled to arrive 

in Cozumel, Mexico, a voice came on the loudspeaker at 4:30 am.  “Good morning ladies 

and gentlemen, so sorry to disturb you, but will Kylie Anderson please contact Guest 

Services.  Kylie Anderson, please contact Guest Services.  Thank you.”  Assuming a family 

emergency back home, I had gone back to sleep.  Thirty minutes later, “Kylie Anderson, 

please contact Guests Services.  Once again, Kylie Anderson, please contact Guest 

Services.”  And it repeated, thirty minutes later, “Once again, I apologize for the 

disturbance, but will Kylie Anderson please contact Guest Services.  Kylie Anderson, 

please contact Guest Services immediately.”  The Kylie announcements were piped 

directly into our rooms, rather than out in the hallway, as they normally were.  I 
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imagined that she had gotten drunk and passed out in someone’s room, but the urgency 

of the announcements implied Kylie had disappeared overboard.   

 The panicked messages continued well into the normal wakeup hours, each with 

greater urgency, “Kylie Anderson, please contact the front desk immediately.  Your 

friends and family are very concerned.”  At 7 am a staff member knocked on our door 

with a black and white printout of Kylie’s security photo.  She appeared to be in her late 

teens.  “Have you seen this girl?” asked the crew member.  We had not.  About an hour 

later, the Cruise Director made his usual a.m. announcement.  “Good morning 

everyone!  So sorry about the early morning messages, but I just want to say, we will be 

arriving in the port of Cozumel in about an hour, ready for a fun day in Mexico!  Please 

enjoy breakfast onboard before your day in Mexico, and have a ggrrreat day!”  There 

was no Kylie debriefing.   

 Despite the noisy morning, fellow passengers at the buffet line had seemed to be 

particularly chipper and bright eyed.  We had been, after all, moments away from our 

one and only port of call.  I assumed, however, that there would have been at least 

some chatter about Kylie’s whereabouts.  But there was none.  My partner and I had 

loaded up our plates with scrambled eggs and pancakes, and headed for a table outside, 

hoping for an early glance of Cozumel.  

While we never got official closure about what had happened to Kylie, rumor 

had it that Kylie’s aunt had given her alcohol all night, and Kylie had eventually passed 

out in someone’s room, unable to hear the frantic announcements.  Apparently both 
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Kylie and her aunt – who was reprimanded for giving alcohol to a minor – were kicked 

off the ship, and left behind in Cozumel.  This seemed a bit far-fetched, but I was 

intrigued by the melodrama of it all.  Could a ship really leave someone behind?  Kick 

someone off the ship and just abandon them, stranded?  

French literary theorist Roland Barthes discussed the difference between two 

types of pleasure – that of plaisir, and that of jouissance.  He defined plaisir as the type 

of pleasure which is socially sanctioned or condoned, pleasures which are largely 

understood to be, indeed, pleasurable.  Jouissance, on the other hand, is the kind of 

pleasure that is unexpected or unsanctioned, it is the pleasure of surprise and 

transgression, and of the undoing of the self.  The closest word in English, Barthes 

found, was orgasm.  While Barthes argued that both types of pleasure were good and 

real, jouissance was held in higher esteem, as it often took a more personalized and 

potentially revolutionary form, with the power to unleash new possibilities and ideas.   

Jouissance, then, was the moment in which one broke away from intended patterns and 

experienced something unforeseen.252   

In the context of the United States, a preference for jouissance may embody the 

valuing of personal distinction and idiosyncrasy over communal pleasure and 

comfortable camaraderie, over the pleasures of being in it with someone else.  A 

Carnival cruise is a landscape of plaisir.  Carnival’s image is connected so inexhaustively 

to communal FUN that Carnival all but implores one to have a good time.  It’s just as the 

                                                 
252 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975). 
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track suit man from the ads put it.  “What is fun?  Is it the stuff that blasts away stress 

like a firehose filled with happiness molecules?  And how do we have fun?” 253  It’s a 

good question, and one worth pondering.  But not, perhaps for too long.  This is both 

the allure and the menace of the mass market cruise.   Built on a promise of anti-elitism, 

Carnival has created a hyper-narrated space in which its commitment to good times is 

communicated to the passenger at every possible turn.  Carnival cruise ships are 

microcosms of how Americans perhaps like to think of themselves – friendly, non-

pretentious, always up for a good time; and beyond class distinctions.  
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Figure 2.18  Passengers disembarking in Cozumel 
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Figure 2.19  Casual portraits backdrop along City Lights Boulevard 
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Figure 2.20  Dinner, final night 

 
 

Figure 2.21  Debarkation day; the party's over 
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Chapter Three: 

Of Red Lobsters and Golden-Fried Shrimp: 

The Cultural Politics of Cheap Abundance 

 
 

“OR is boring.  But AND is grand.” 
- Ad for Hometown Buffet, 2010 

 
“Besides, an airplane flight shouldn’t be completely safe.  You need a little danger in your 
life.  Take a fuckin’ chance, will ya?  What are you gonna do, play with your prick for 
another thirty years?  What, are you gonna read People magazine and eat at Wendy’s 
till the end of time? Take a fuckin’ chance!” 
 

- George Carlin, 1997 
 
“He’s going to stop by somewhere and he’s going to get some flowers.  And then he’s 
going to go home, pick up his wife, get dressed, take her to Red Lobster. And then after 
they have Red Lobster, they’re going to go bowling.” 
 

- Judge John Hurley’s orders to a Florida 
man accused of domestic violence, 
2012 
 

 Alexander Payne’s 2002 film About Schmidt told the tale of a curmudgeonly man 

at an impasse in his life.  Having recently lost his wife, Schmidt took a stab at adventure 

by traveling solo across the great plains to his daughter’s wedding in the new 

Winnebago his wife had purchased for the two of them.  Played by Jack Nicholson, 

Schmidt was a gruff, bumbling man with a thinning comb-over who dressed in beige 
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windbreakers, a man who simply appeared in the frame while life was occurring, never 

really enacting any serious influence or change.  Schmidt, in fact, gauged others’ risks for 

a living, and his retirement from his job as an actuary with Woodmen of the World 

served as both a well-earned break and a mark of disquietude; what had his life really 

amounted to?  In telling Schmidt’s tale, Payne painted a picture of “average American-

ness,” or rather, of a particular kind of mythologized, white Americanness which 

seemed to emanate most distinctly from the American Midwest.  Through Schmidt’s 

tale of beiges and greys and Hummel figurines, Payne made visible a place and a type of 

person which were often strangely invisible, despite their central role in mythical 

Americana.  Payne did with the Midwest what popular culture has done with the chain 

restaurant – used it as shorthand for a particular brand of Americanness, the terrain of 

the elusive yet recognizable “everyman.” 

 In About Schmidt, familiar chains like Dairy Queen and Tony Roma’s effectively 

created rather than detracted from a sense of authenticity and distinctiveness, 

paradoxically signifying the film’s connections to Middle America in the broadest, most 

non-geographical sense.  These places helped flesh out the ordinariness of Schmidt and 

of his story, and connected the narrative to universal middledom in a way that was 

instantly recognizable.  In one emblematic yet brief scene, Schmidt, while driving and 

listening to Rush Limbaugh on the radio, caught sight of a Dairy Queen and pulled into 

the parking lot.  “I’ll have a Blizzard with vanilla ice cream,” he told the cashier, “[with] 

some Reese’s Pieces and some cookie dough.”  “What size?” asked the cashier.  
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“Medium.”  Later in the film, Schmidt’s daughter’s rehearsal dinner took place at Tony 

Roma’s: A Place for Ribs, and while Schmidt’s relatives and friends gave brief toasts, the 

neighboring table of little league victors shouted and ran around the restaurant.1  The 

location of these scenes was central to Payne’s narrative; by setting them at well-known 

and ubiquitous chain restaurants, Payne connected Schmidt’s tale of ineffectualness 

with larger fears of invisibility and oblivion.  While viewers might not literally see 

themselves in the physical persona of Schmidt, his aura of ineffectualness and vague 

sadness were perhaps affects many people could indeed relate to, or at least 

sympathize with.   

Thus far I have discussed the ways in which symbols of abundance and excess 

have been used to reconfigure the sense of power within sites of consumption; 

specifically, within upscaled gentlemen’s clubs and within Carnival cruise ships.  In the 

case of upscaled clubs, signifiers of luxury have been employed to cleanse the spaces of 

associations with dirtiness or lowerclassness, with the hopes of mainstreaming the 

spaces and moving them towards a more visible and powerful social position.  Carnival, 

conversely, has used an abundance of imagery and over-the-top garishness to expel 

notions of elitism and class striation, in attempts to construct populist landscapes of 

play.  Each of these phenomena, then, have sought aesthetically to reconstruct their 

spaces with the goal of reaching the elusive yet golden middle, and achieving the power 

                                                           
1 Alexander Payne, About Schmidt (New Line Cinema, 2002). 
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that comes with mass appeal.  Both have sculpted distinct visions of a democracy of 

desire.    

But what is the meaning of those entities that do find themselves squarely in the 

middle, and what can be discovered from the discourse surrounding the very spaces of 

mass appeal that so many seem to be striving for?  The casual chain restaurant appears 

as a comfortable inhabitant of this very “democratized” space, yet also serves as a 

magnet for the conflicted views many Americans have about excess and access.  Chain 

restaurants are ubiquitous in the American landscape.  Though they generally appear as 

background material, they also serve as cultural shorthand for an array of American 

ideals, anxieties, and debates, much in the way the American Middle West has.  

Geographer James Shortridge writes that “to some the Middle West is a place of 

idealism and democratic temperament, but to others it is bland, materialistic, and 

conservative,” and that “the overall enigmatic and contradictory regional character 

remains largely unexplored.”2   Everyday places like strip malls and chains reveal much 

about American values and desires because of their very embeddedness. The casual 

chain offers, generally, a lot of food at a relatively low price, and embodies, at its core, 

an aesthetic of affordable abundance.  The symbolic use of chain restaurants in popular 

culture is a good location from which to analyze tensions over class and aesthetics, as 

well as notions of cleanliness, dirtiness, and the larger meaning of mass appeal.  In 

                                                           
2 James R. Shortridge, The Middle West: Its Meaning in American Culture (Lawrence: University Press of 
Kansas, 1989), 1. 
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addition, these entities serve as sites through which ideas about democratic access are 

enacted via a rhetoric of consumption.   

In this chapter I will turn away from flash and garishness and instead examine 

the narratives around Red Lobster – the cornerstone restaurant of Darden Restaurants, 

Inc.  Not only is Darden Restaurants, Inc. the largest full-serve, casual restaurant 

company in the United States; it is the largest in the world.  Its massiveness makes it a 

fitting case through which to examine the role and meaning of low-grade excess and the 

chain restaurant in American culture.  Because Red Lobster is its flagship brand, and 

because it has seeped into the cultural landscape, as I will demonstrate, it serves as an 

excellent focus for unearthing what I call the “affect of the middle.”  In my analysis of 

Red Lobster, I primarily rely on three major sources which utilize Red Lobster in a central 

way.  The first is the elitist-tinged polemic White Trash, Red Lobster, and Blue Lagoon by 

Joe Queenan, and the second is the far more nuanced novel Last Night at the Lobster by 

Stewart O’Nan.  The third source I will explore in depth is the Lobster Boy Blog, a blog 

operated by a Red Lobster employee that has been in operation since 2005. 

As much of the criticism of chain restaurants such as Red Lobster has stemmed 

from promotions such as Endless Shrimp and other all-you-can-eat options, and hence 

revolves around critiques of American gluttony and overconsumption, I will conclude 

this chapter with a brief exploration of the all-you-can-eat phenomenon in popular 

culture, looking at a few revealing examples from television and film.   Through 

examining these everyday spaces and entities, I aim to uncover the way narratives 
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surrounding so-called cheap abundance expose particular class, race, and gender 

tensions and conflations in American culture, tensions which are enacted as contests 

over aesthetic meaning.   In looking at the discussion of bodies within these real and 

imagined spaces, I will continue to examine the ways in which, in a consumerist society, 

class is necessarily constructed and imagined via materiality.  

 
Darden, Red Lobster, and the American Dream  

 In Orange Roofs, Golden Arches: The Architecture of American Chain Restaurants, 

Philip Langdon argues that chain restaurants have “consistently embodied the spirit of 

their times.”3  He points to examples from the mid-nineteenth century, when Harvey 

Houses staffed by famously attractive Harvey Girls proliferated alongside railroad stops, 

embodying messages about gender, class, and hospitality.4  Cafeterias of the early 1900s 

were concerned primarily with volume and high turnover, with some later models 

utilizing conveyer belts or moving chairs to get customers and food more quickly 

acquainted, revealing a faith in Taylorized efficiency.5  At that time, chain interiors were 

also known for their gleaming white floors and fixtures, a paean to sanitation and 

modernity.  By the 1920s, the architecture of chains had become sufficiently 

standardized, and each chain sought to establish a unique and distinct corporate 

identity, a fact which mirrored the rise of mass culture, mass production, and the 

                                                           
3 Philip Langdon, Orange Roofs, Golden Arches: The Architecture of American Chain Restaurants (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986), x. 
4 Ibid., 6. 
5 Ibid., 14–15. 
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importance of the visual.6  The 1950s-60s marked the era of the carhop and of Googie 

swooshes and neon signs, the postwar obsession with mobility and motion neatly 

embodied by such phenomena.   

 In a chapter entitled, “The Browning of America,” Langdon notes that in the late 

1960s, many designers of chain coffee shops began moving away from the kitschy and 

garish Las Vegas-style Googie flourishes of the 1950s and early 1960s, and the aesthetic 

of chain restaurants shifted towards a “more subdued, residential” design.7  For 

instance, the by-then-established chain of Denny’s began implementing a more 

“natural” and subtle style, and introduced its more “mellow” looking “Intowner” model, 

designed  to blend more seamlessly into neighborhoods than the more garish designs of 

the past were able to do.8  Such a softened style paralleled the changing mood of the 

country, as the American public expressed a growing interest in environmentalism and 

an increased concern with the degradation of the landscape; restaurant owners were 

advised to construct a look which emphasized a connection to the land.9  A commitment 

to subtlety and a lack of offensiveness in chain design became the order of the day; it 

was the era of earthtones and macramé, an era in which the diner was replaced with 

the “family restaurant.”  And it was about this time that the first Red Lobsters began to 

dot the landscape. 

                                                           
6 Ibid., 37. 
7 Ibid., 136. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid., 141. 
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 Founder Bill Darden opened his first restaurant, The Green Frog, in Waycross, 

Georgia, in 1938.  He re-christened the brand “Red Lobster” in 1968, when he opened 

the first new branch in Lakeland, Florida.  Darden’s core purpose has been “to nourish 

and delight everyone we serve.”10  By 1989, Red Lobster was purchasing about 58 

million pounds of seafood a year, and was relying on a “worldwide network of buyers 

who constantly look for 'underutilized species' that could become the next fad food for 

an American public always looking for something new.”11  The New York Times credited 

Red Lobster with popularizing popcorn shrimp in the U.S., as well as slipper lobster and 

Pacific orange roughy.12  In 1992, Red Lobster became the world’s largest buyer of 

shrimp. 13  Utilizing a high-volume discount on air express services, Red Lobster was able 

to ship fresh fish overnight to locations across the U.S.,14 effectively giving landlocked 

towns and cities access to food which may have been unavailable or largely 

unaffordable otherwise. 

 In 1982, Darden began its foray into Italian food, with the opening of its first 

Olive Garden branch in Orlando, Florida. 15  Darden also began expanding overseas, 

opening several Red Lobster branches in Japan.  Red Lobster officials concluded that the 

                                                           
10 Darden Restaurants, Inc., “Darden Restaurant, Inc.: Form 10-K, United States Securities and Exchange 
Commission”, 2010, 3. 
11 Douglas C. McGill, “Why They Smile at Red Lobster,” The New York Times, April 23, 1989, sec. Section 3, 
Financial Desk. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Danielle A. Bochove and Gam, “Change in Tastes at Canadian Border an Expensive Lesson,” The Globe 
and Mail (Canada), July 8, 1993. 
14 McGill, “Why They Smile at Red Lobster.” 
15 Darden Restaurants, Inc., “Still Hungry? Darden 2010 Annual Report”, 2010, 3. 
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Japanese, fond of seafood, would be particularly receptive to Red Lobster.  As one 

Darden executive put it, ''‘Just as here we talk about going out for a Chinese or Japanese 

meal, there they would be going to an ethnic restaurant, an American seafood 

restaurant.’''16  In addition to featuring some of the famous Red Lobster dishes from the 

U.S., Red Lobsters in Japan offer dishes such as “Golden Roasted Lobster and 

Hamburger Steak,” “Pickled Vegetables,” “Shrimp and Bean Squid Vegetable Beer Frit,” 

and “Seafood Curry.”17  In 2004, Clarence Otis was named CEO of Darden, making him 

one of only a handful of African-American CEOs who have run Fortune 500 companies.18  

 Darden has continued to grow and expand its scope.  According to Darden’s 

2011 Investor Relations packet, Darden Restaurants, Inc. (NYSE: DRI) is the “largest 

company-owned and operated full service dining company in the world,” and serves 

“more than 400 million meals a year at over 1,800 restaurants in 49 states across the 

Unites States, Canada, and Puerto Rico.”19  In 2011, Darden operated six different 

branded restaurants, with annual sales of over $7.1 billion.  Its two flagship brands, Red 

Lobster and Olive Garden, comprise 82% of Darden’s total sales, and “are the market 

share leaders in their casual dining segments, making Darden the only company in the 

industry to operate two restaurant companies each with at least $2.4 billion in sales.”20  

In addition to those money makers, Darden operates the LongHorn Steakhouse, Capital 
                                                           
16 “Red Lobster Looking Abroad,” The New York Times, February 14, 1983, sec. Section D, Financial. 
17 “Menu,” Red Lobster SeaFood Restaurant, 2011, http://www.redlobster.jp/. 
18 Bruce Horovitz, “From Mean Streets of Watts to the King of Casual Dining;  Positive Thinking Has Taken 
Darden Restaurants CEO Far,” USA Today, November 27, 2006, sec. Money. 
19 Darden, “Darden Investor Relations”, January 2011. 
20 Ibid. 
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Grille, Bahama Breeze, and Season 52.21  Once a subsection of General Mills, Darden 

became an independent, publicly traded company in 1995.22  Based in Orlando, Florida, 

Darden had 180,000 employees as of 2011.  The state with the most Darden restaurants 

was Florida, with 204.  Texas ranked second at 135, and Georgia third, with 113 

restaurants.23  Darden’s major competitors are P.F. Chang’s and the Cheesecake 

Factory.24   

 Red Lobster’s ubiquity in the American landscape makes it a good focus of study 

in evaluating the meaning of the chain restaurant in American culture.  Its iconic red 

lobster logo is an emblem of mass produced luxury; lobster, as a food and a symbol, is 

awash in emotional connotations. Lobsters have become markers of hedonism and 

indulgence, and their expensive price tag generally reserves them for special occasions.  

Their image as decadent treats hearkens back to the Gilded Age lobster palaces, and to 

the enormous appetites of romanticized figures such as Diamond Jim Brady, who 

himself was known to devour six or more lobsters in one sitting.25  Lobsters have of 

course not always been regarded so highly.  Lobsters are, in a way, large, expensive 

insects – and so themselves embody a conflicted mix of disgust and desire.   While the 

image and use of lobster in the United States has evolved greatly over time, by the time 

                                                           
21 Ibid. 
22 Darden Restaurants, Inc., “Still Hungry? Darden 2010 Annual Report,” 2. 
23 Darden Restaurants, Inc., “Darden Restaurant, Inc.: Form 10-K, United States Securities and Exchange 
Commission,” 21. 
24 Danielle A. Bochove and Gam, “Change in Tastes at Canadian Border an Expensive Lesson.” 
25 Elizabeth Townsend, Lobster: A Global History (London: Reaktion Books, 2011), 99. 
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Red Lobster became a national presence, the idea of lobster as a fancy food was firmly 

in place.  Red Lobster is a symbol of accessible extravagance.  

 In David Foster Wallace’s 2004 Gourmet Magazine piece, “Consider the Lobster,” 

Wallace examined the meaning of the gleeful mass-murdering and consumption of 

lobster at the annual Maine Lobster Festival.  Before this, he situated the lobster in 

history, noting that although Americans had learned to love lobster, the creatures did 

not have such an illustrious past, and wrote: 

Even in the harsh penal environment of early America, some colonies had laws 
against feeding lobsters to inmates more than once a week because it was 
thought to be cruel and unusual, like making people eat rats. One reason for 
their low status was how plentiful lobsters were in old New England. 
‘Unbelievable abundance’ is how one source describes the situation, including 
accounts of Plymouth pilgrims wading out and capturing all they wanted by 
hand, and of early Boston’s seashore being littered with lobsters after hard 
storms—these latter were treated as a smelly nuisance and ground up for 
fertilizer.26 
 

In addition to detailing their previously unsavory standing, Wallace pointed out the fact 

that PETA demonstrators had been protesting the Maine Lobster Festival since the mid-

1990s, citing the inhumanness of boiling lobsters alive for human pleasure.  After 

presenting the various arguments for and against lobsters’ ability to experience pain and 

suffering, Wallace noted, “if you, the Festival attendee, permit yourself to think that 

lobsters can suffer and would rather not, the MLF can begin to take on aspects of 

something like a Roman circus or medieval torture-fest.”27   

                                                           
26 David Foster Wallace, “Consider the Lobster,” Gourmet, August 2004. 
27 Ibid. 
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 Wallace then went a bit further into the various possible moral quandaries and 

reformulations that most likely have informed many human decisions about what to eat 

or not to eat.  While Wallace admitted that asking such questions about how we could 

justify participating in the possible torture of animals in order to indulge our various 

appetites may have seemed like so much navel gazing, he also asked: 

what makes it feel okay, inside, to dismiss the whole issue out of hand? That is, is 
their [gourmands’] refusal to think about any of this the product of actual 
thought, or is it just that they don’t want to think about it? Do they ever think 
about their reluctance to think about it? After all, isn’t being extra aware and 
attentive and thoughtful about one’s food and its overall context part of what 
distinguishes a real gourmet? Or is all the gourmet’s extra attention and 
sensibility just supposed to be aesthetic, gustatory?28 
 

The issues of what we choose to eat or not eat, and how we choose to do it, are of 

course heavily fraught and often wildly inconsistent.  Such awareness of the origins of 

most of what we consume – from the chain of supply and labor, to the suffering of 

animals, to the impact on the environment – would undoubtedly lead to feelings of 

disgust – disgust with the chains of suffering and impact that so much of consumption 

necessarily entails.   

 Sometimes it is more desirable to opt out of such investigations.  As Wallace 

concluded, these queries “obviously involve much larger and more abstract questions 

about the connections (if any) between aesthetics and morality, and these questions 

lead straightaway into such deep and treacherous waters that it’s probably best to stop 

the public discussion right here.  There are limits to what even interested persons can 

                                                           
28 Ibid. 
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ask of each other.”29  What, then, is to be made of the ubiquity of a restaurant in the 

American landscape whose name itself embodies so many of these unexamined 

aesthetic and philosophical quandaries? 

 
Chain Chain Chain 

 Red Lobster embodies aesthetic concerns over mass consumption, 

homogenization, and standardization.  Media discussions of Red Lobster reveal familiar 

strains of discomfort over the habits and the habitus of “the masses.”  In 1993, Darden 

closed down thirteen of its 70 branches in Canada due to a lack of business.  An article 

from Canada’s Globe and Mail noted: 

Put simply, Canadians are more adventurous when it comes to dining out.  When 
looking for a cheap, sit-down meal, they go in one of two directions. They either 
take advantage of their multiculturalism and head for something genuinely 
ethnic - Asian, Greek, Italian - or drop in on the local mom-and-pop place for 
homemade meat loaf. With the exception of fast food, they just don't like 
restaurant chains as much as Americans do.30 
 

Here, Red Lobster signified inauthenticity and artificiality.  In Canada, the writer 

continued, patrons were “less enamoured of the concept of dining uniformity.”31  The 

“genuinely ethnic” and “local mom-and-pop” options signaled a Bourdieu-esque, high-

cultural capital preference for types of consumption which represented a sense of 

knowingness on the part of the consumer.  Red Lobster was for people who did not 

know any better.   

                                                           
29 Ibid. 
30 Danielle A. Bochove and Gam, “Change in Tastes at Canadian Border an Expensive Lesson.” 
31 Ibid. 
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Red Lobster’s downtown Canadian branches had faired particularly poorly.  “Red 

Lobster attributes this setback to the lack of parking,” noted the Globe, “but it simply 

may be that unlimited cheese bread and an Orange Icicle (amaretto, orange juice and 

ice cream) followed by Fudge Overload (brownie-fudge-chocolate-pecan pie a la mode) 

held little attraction for a downtown crowd.”32  One official argued that “‘The suburbs 

were the only place they could work.  As soon as they moved into the cities, they killed 

themselves.’"33  In 1997, Red Lobster shut down even more of its Canadian branches.   

To this journalist at least, the supposed mediocrity of Red Lobster was only appropriate 

in a suitably mediocre landscape – that of suburbia.  Furthermore, there seemed to be 

something particularly American about the chain restaurant, and the Globe journalist’s 

mention of the oh-so unsophisticated offerings of unlimited cheese bread, Orange 

Icicles, and Fudge Overload  seemed to solidify that.  Cheap overindulgence was one of 

the U.S.’s key cultural distinctions, and Red Lobster embodied this sort of mass-

produced food orgy habitat.    

In the U.S., Red Lobster’s Times Square, New York location, which opened in 

2003, seemed even more fantastical than its Canadian or Japanese branches, and 

triggered a pause in many critics.  In describing the massive, rotating-logo Red Lobster in 

Manhattan, a writer for The New York Times noted that “Beginning at 11 a.m., tourists 

from Duluth, Minn., or Tucker, Ga., could leaven their exotic Times Square experience 

                                                           
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 



287 
 

with the comfort food of home,”34 and added that “some defenders of New York culture 

might see the addition of a Red Lobster to the Great White Way as another example of 

the corporatization of Times Square; the Disneyfication; the nadir.  That argument, 

though, raises the question of what is worse: the popcorn shrimp of today, or the sex 

trade of yesterday?”35  The juxtaposition of a family-centric chain restaurant and Times 

Square’s once thriving sex industry is well-taken; both embody distinct threads of 

disgust, and serve as symbols of a particular type of hand-wringing over the state of the 

American character – each focused on different so-called crass acts of consumption.36 

Red Lobster’s Times Square location was particularly notable because of the 

restaurant’s connotations of “Middle America.”  While the actual location of Middle 

America had shifted over time, the components of the idea of Middle America had 

changed to a much lesser degree.37  In the case of Red Lobster, the geographic location 

of Middle America and what that idea represented could even be found in the Sun Belt 

or the South; the chain restaurant itself embodying characteristics of familiarity and  

comfort long equated with the mythical center of the United States.  A 1989 survey of 

1,800 people had found that restaurants like Red Lobster were the most popular dining 

choices for residents of Tampa, Florida.  A writer for the St. Petersburg Times said that if 

                                                           
34 Dan Barry, “Claws Over Broadway,” The New York Times, July 23, 2003, sec. Section B; Metropolitan 
Desk. 
35 Ibid. 
36 For a discussion of the history of anti-chain store sentiment in the United States, with a focus on 1920-
30s-era anti-monopoly movements, see Daniel Scroop, “The Anti-Chain Store Movement and the Politics 
of Consumption,” American Quarterly 60, no. 4 (December 2008): 925–949. 
37 Shortridge, The Middle West: Its Meaning in American Culture. 
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you asked a Tampa resident what his or her favorite place to eat was, “it sounds very 

much like the clank of heavy chains.”38  The writer noted that the “consistent, 

ubiquitous and heavily advertised” nature of chains had “particular appeal in the Sun 

Belt or any area with large numbers of tourists or newcomers.”39  Essentially, then, 

“what the best chains can provide consistently is tasty, if unchallenging, food in clean 

settings with orderly service at affordable prices.”40  This was exactly the psychological 

and aesthetic terrain of the middle. 

Some have found a certain kitsch value in the terrain of mass-produced 

middleness.  A 2003 article in The New York Times about chain restaurants in Manhattan 

quoted one “hip young” diner at Applebees who said, “‘This place cracks us up.  All the 

fake memorabilia.  It's like trying to look like it's old, but it's only been here a year.’"41  

The diner went on to add, “‘It's a little bit of the suburbs that you can't get here.’”42  

Again, another connection drawn between the suburban mentality and chain 

restaurants, supposedly both emblematic of a preference for inoffensive predictability.  

The diner was also, of course, calling Applebee’s out on its attempt to dupe customers – 

this place is obviously not authentic!  Another chain patron in Manhattan said she was a 

fan of Olive Garden, and tried to go when her fiancé was out of town.  “‘He doesn't 

                                                           
38 Chris Sherman, “Familiar Fare Pleases the Chain Gang’s Palate; Just Like an Old Friend, the Olive Garden 
Soothes,” St. Petersburg Times, Florida, February 21, 1990. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Marian Burros, “Chains Bring Strip Mall Flavor, Or Lack of It, To Manhattan,” The New York Times, June 
4, 2003, sec. Section F; Dining In, Dining Out/Style Desk. 
42 Ibid. 
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share my feelings about it…I'm from a small town in Michigan and it reminds me of 

home. I have a little junk food treat and the price is decent.’"43  In another explanation 

for Manhattanites’ love of the chain, one restaurant consultant ventured that, “in a 

place where you can find an Eritrean restaurant and another that serves only rice 

pudding, mass-produced restaurants can be an interesting novelty.”44  In this case 

context was everything, and restaurants embodying a suburban identity were a treat in 

the most urbanized city in the country.   

Virginia Postrel, founder of the libertarian magazine Reason, argued, in a 2007 

article entitled “In Praise of Anywhere, U.S.A.,” that “stores don't give places their 

character. Terrain and weather and culture do.”45  Those who castigated the 

homogeneity and place-destroying powers of chain stores were misguided, she argued, 

because “by holding some of the commercial background constant, chains make it 

easier to discern the real differences that define a place: the way, for instance, that 

people in Chandler [Arizona] come out to enjoy the summer twilight, when the sky 

glows purple and the dry air cools.”46  Postrel displayed an odd picking and choosing of 

affect; while aesthetics were important in place identity, the invisibility of the built 

environment did not pose a problem.  

                                                           
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Virginia Postrel, “In Praise of Anywhere, U.S.A.,” National Post (Canada), April 19, 2007, sec. Issues and 
Ideas. 
46 Ibid. 
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Postrel also took issue with the idea that the presence of chain restaurants like 

Red Lobster lead to a paucity of meaningful human experiences.  The reality, Postrel 

argued, was that people were just as likely to become fondly attached to chain 

restaurants in their town as they were to one-of-a-kind mom and pop outfits: 

Contrary to the rhetoric of bored cosmopolites, most cities don't exist primarily 
to please tourists. The children toddling through the Chandler mall hugging their 
soft Build-A-Bear animals are no less delighted because kids can also build a bear 
in Memphis or St. Louis. For them, this isn't tourism; it's life -- the experiences 
that create the memories from which the meaning of a place arises over time.47 
 

Children – and adults – of course DO form attachments to chains.  One’s personal 

attachments to places and objects do not, however, negate the function they serve in 

the larger symbolic universe and web of meanings.  Such personal attachments and 

perspectives simply reveal the power of positionality.   

Postrel’s words continued to illuminate the way one’s own perspectives and 

experiences colored one’s views of the world: 

Among Chandler's most charming sights are the business- casual dads joining 
their wives and kids for lunch in the mall food court. The food isn't the point, let 
alone whether it's from Subway or Dairy Queen. The restaurants merely provide 
the props and setting for the family time. When those kids grow up, they'll 
remember the food court as happily as an older generation recalls the diners and 
motels of Route 66 -- not because of the businesses' innate appeal but because 
of the memories they evoke.48 
 

Knowing, on an intimate and highly personal level, a landscape, place, material object, 

or any other product of culture moves one away from a position of detached critique, 
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and moves the entities at hand into the realm of the personal, embedding them with 

meaning, memories, and nostalgia.  Those who feel part of a phenomenon from the 

inside necessarily take a different view from those on the outside.  Humans can attach 

symbolic meaning to anything, and can anoint nearly any entity with intensely personal 

and meaningful heft; this does not negate the fact that the materials of everyday life 

may hold broader symbolic meaning as well, symbolic meaning also available to and 

forged by those less personally implicated.  The very pro-big-business tone of Postrel’s 

argument embodies an undying faith in the unfettered market to bring pleasure and 

abundance to all. 

 Those who took a kitsch approach to chains, as the “hip young” Applebee’s diner 

had, were responding from outsider positions.  This did not, however, negate the 

cultural relevance of such reactions.  Such ironic outsider reactions have, however, 

often been seen as negative by those in the restaurant industry.  In 2007, Darden tried 

to dampen the perceived kitsch value of Red Lobster and attempted to upscale the 

brand’s image.  Noted The New York Times: “The kitschy fish-shaped tables will 

gradually be replaced by more natural-looking decor featuring stone and wood. 

Hamburgers will disappear from the menu, and oldies music will be replaced with a 

more contemporary mix.”49  These aesthetic updates were invoked because the Red 

Lobster brand image had remained “frumpy and downscale”; new design flourishes 
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were an effort to “woo wealthier diners.”50  Chipping away at the stubborn association 

between fried food and kitsch, the slogan of the new campaign was “Come see what’s 

fresh today.”   

This stab at upscaling was due largely to the fact that, as Advertising Age had 

noted in 2001, Red Lobster was “a brand pretty much synonymous with chain-

restaurant déclassé [and]…with Middle American kitsch.”51  The positive market 

potential of kitsch value did not factor into Darden’s vision for Red Lobster, as the 

company chose to go a more conservative and supposedly more tasteful route.  Despite 

Darden’s attempts at aesthetic overhaul and fancification, Red Lobster was not able to 

fully shake its reputation.  The Advertising Age critic noted that despite an image 

overhaul, the food at Red Lobster had remained subpar, gross, even.  “As we sit here, 

however, we can't feel cheated or upset,” noted the reviewer. “Red Lobster is entitled 

to be Red Lobster, even when purporting to transcend its immutable Red Lobsterness. 

The folks who eat here can savor the crab mush and – having been assured by the 

allegation of beurre-blanc sauce – believe they're dining.”52   A sense of inauthenticity 

permeated attempts at upscaling, and it seemed to some that familiar chains might be 

better off embracing their familiar identities.  In March 2009, The Onion published a 

caption, “Red Lobster Offers New ‘Top Hat Full of Shrimp’ To Attract Wealthier 
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Customers.”  Above the caption was a photo of a top hat brimming with cocktail 

shrimp.53    

 
American Snobbery 

 In order to delve into the various levels of familiarity through which meaning is 

constructed, this next section will examine three divergent narratives about Red 

Lobster.  Each artifact gets closer to the source itself, and each reveals a different layer 

of significance.  The increasingly focused sources reveal the ways in which places are 

experienced at the ground level, at which point dichotomous constructions and 

symbolic understandings are complicated by the realities of daily experiences.  

Examining the construction of a narrative of disgust and desire from a multiplicity of 

angles provides insight into the complexity which objects of mass appeal embody.  The 

first artifact connects to the tradition of mass culture critique and vague disgust that 

Dwight MacDonald had displayed, while later sources reveal a more complicated and 

fraught take on the terrains of mass consumption.   

 In his 1999 book Red Lobster, White Trash, and the Blue Lagoon, boomer 

polemicist and comedian Joe Queenan, author of several books including the 

subsequent Balsamic Dreams: A Short and Self-Important History of the Baby Boom 

Generation (2001), launched himself into the depths of what he considered to be the 
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low-brow detritus of American popular culture – Michael Bolton concerts, Cats, the 

Celestine Prophecy, and, Red Lobster.  While Queenan ultimately discovered he liked a 

few of the things he encountered, and claimed that his experiment was due mostly to 

his own curiosity and boredom with his “elite, effete subculture,” his overall tone was 

one of derision and disgust.54  His discussion of Red Lobster revealed a repulsion 

towards what he saw to be, essentially, falsified fancy experiences; he viewed the 

patrons of places like Red Lobster as sad dupes operating under false pretenses.  To 

Queenan, entities like Red Lobster, and especially Olive Garden, masqueraded as 

special-treat indulgences, when they were actually nothing more than slick corporate 

obfuscations of subpar material which fed off of a gullible public.  Queenan granted 

almost no agency to the patrons of such establishments, and mocked them mercilessly.   

 While “Red Lobster” appeared in the title of Queenan’s book, he explicitly 

discussed it for fewer than two pages.  This slighting of attention within the body of the 

book demonstrated the cultural resonance of the brand itself, revealing the fact that the 

Red Lobster brand was recognized and iconic enough to work as a type of class-infused 

shorthand.  While his use of Red Lobster in the title of course worked to construct his 

play on red, white, and blue, the brand needed to pack enough of a cultural punch to 

effectively convey Queenan’s message of lowbrow tourism.   
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 Of his first visit to Red Lobster, Queenan wrote, “Red Lobster, I quickly learned, 

was a chain geared toward people who think of themselves as just a little bit too upscale 

for Roy Rogers,” adding that  

Even while waiting in the anteroom of the bogus sea shanty I could detect a 
certain aura of proletarian snootiness because of the way people were looking at 
me and my son.  While Gordon, age ten, and I had turned up in nondescript T-
shirts and shorts, the Red Lobster patrons were bedecked in their best 
windbreakers and their very finest polyester trousers.  ‘Next time, show some 
respect,’ their expressions suggested.  ‘After all, you’re eating at Red Lobster.  
This ain’t some goddamn Wendy’s.’55 

 
Queenan’s use of the term “bogus sea shanty” exposed the disdain he felt towards Red 

Lobster, while his use of the terms “proletarian snootiness,” “best windbreakers,” and 

“very finest polyester trousers” demonstrated Queenans’ utter condescension and 

contempt for the patrons.  These clothing items were all pieces in the habitus puzzle, 

marking the customers as being beneath Queenan, who himself was too firmly 

established in his own sense of class superiority and knowingness to dress-up.  Queenan 

was bemused by the seemingly misguided attempts of the restaurant-goers to make 

taste-discriminations within the ranks of chains.  Queenan did not assign Red Lobster 

customers any agency, and his brief tirade revealed that he viewed them as hopeless 

dupes, or worse yet - pretenders. His bemused disdain for the customers also revealed 

the existent power dynamic; the customers represented no threat at all to Queenan and 

likely bolstered his own sense of superiority.  The Red Lobster customers, then, did not 

disgust Queenan, rather, they simply amused him.   
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 While Queenan went on to admit that “it wasn’t even the way those social-

climbing townies gave my son and I the once-over as we came through the door” that 

most disgusted him, but rather was the “baked, microwaved, reheated, overcooked, 

deep-fried loin of grease” food, it was clear that Queenan was most perturbed by the 

perceived falseness of the environment – by the food, the atmosphere, and the patrons’ 

misconceptions that they, from within their supposedly lowly positions, could ever feel 

justified in judging the behaviors or appearances of others.  It was not entirely clear if 

Queenan’s anger and ultimate disgust lay with the patrons’ lack of discrimination or 

with Darden for pulling said wool over the eyes of the patrons.  Either way, Queenan 

constructed Red Lobster patrons as idiots, and as people not smart enough to realize 

they were being taken for a ride.  While Queenan’s depictions were clearly dripping with 

elitism, his comments also revealed generalized fears of mediocrity, and, seemingly 

even more terrifying, the inability to realize one’s own complicity within it.  

 Though Queenan spent a scant amount of time on Red Lobster, he gave a not 

insignificant amount of attention to Red Lobster’s cousin – Olive Garden.  Somewhat 

oddly, Queenan did not acknowledge the fact that the two chains were both run by 

Darden, though he did hint at similarities between the two.  Queenan seemed more 

comfortable launching into his assault on Olive Garden, and while he did focus more 

attention on the spaces and constructed narrative of the restaurant itself, he also 

implicated the patrons.  Queenan explained: 
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The Olive Garden had long fascinated me because it exuded a kind of Red 
Lobster snootiness; although its spectacular array of pasta e fagili and penne fra 
diavolo was just a cut above tortellini da Chef Boyardee, both the clientele and 
the waitstaff clearly deemed themselves immeasurably more upscale than the 
peons dining at the local Roy Rogers.56 

 
Again, Queenan was particularly fascinated by the way patrons of the “nicer” chains 

seemed to possess the ability or desire to judge and rank other cultural products.  While 

there was indeed something to be said about the fact that chains such as Red Lobster 

and Olive Garden perhaps obscured an inferior product with narratives of fanciness, and 

possibly ripped off patrons who had been made comfortable with the idea of parting 

with large sums of cash, to Queenan, lowbrow was lowbrow, and any distinctions made 

within such ranks, particularly by people he deemed lowbrow, were utterly ridiculous.   

 Queenan found the Olive Garden’s “luxurious pseudo-Vesuvian décor with its 

spreading palm trees and sepia-toned photographs of humble Neapolitan peasants 

cavorting near the Leaning Tower of Pisa” to be both overblown and sad.57  Such faint 

repulsion reveals a disdain for corporate slickery and the tricking of the masses.  

Interestingly enough, Queenan found that the veil of upscaleness that Olive Garden 

attempted to invoke was ruptured by the flashing sign for “Live Nude Girls” visible 

across the street.  While such a juxtaposition was used within his book for comic effect, 

it is ironic that the presence of a strip club within eyeshot – a mark of urbanism and 

“gritty authenticity” – served to shatter Olive Garden’s attempts at authenticity.  The 
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honesty of the neon “Live Nude Girls” sign did not seem to be the problem for Queenan, 

rather, it was the proximity of such a mark of tawdriness that worked as an instant 

downscaler for Olive Garden. In many discussions of chain restaurants and 

placelessness, it  was the absence of such urban-coded entities which served as proof of 

the inauthentic nature of the suburban marketplaces Olive Gardens were often found 

in.   

 Queenan took particular issue with what he regarded as the highly convoluted 

language of Olive Garden.  He said that he was “dazzled by the Olive Garden’s 

alchemical use of the English language,” which appeared to be “predicated on the 

theory that if you used lots of colorful wording to describe your grim fare, it could 

magically transform a repellant morass of what appeared to be congealed mucus into a 

truly wondrous zuppa toscana.”58  Queenan was thus scrutinizing and laying blame to 

the same methods of upscaling that were undertaken by gentlemen’s club owners, as 

potted palms and cursive fonts were attempts to uplift potentially disgusting (or at least, 

more potentially anxiety-provoking) elements and repackage them as desirable lifestyle 

commodities.  However, the content and quality of Olive Garden’s food embodied a 

stark disconnect between image and reality.  As Queenan concluded: “for the first time 

since I had embarked on my epic adventure, I had found a restaurant capable of 

competing with Red Lobster on its own terms.  Overpriced.  Quixotically snooty.  
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Preposterous.  Loathsome.”59  Here, the power Olive Garden had was to rip-off the 

public, to extract money in a contrived and oily manner.  The fancy flourishes and 

grandiose language were not earned; the place reeked of falsity.   

           

Figure 3.1  Red Lobster on North Lamar (Austin, Texas) 

 Reviews of Queenan’s book were mixed, though almost all commented on his 

snobbery and mean-spiritedness.  Despite the pattern that journalists outside of the U.S. 

have often seemed to have an easier time critiquing American middlebrow or lowbrow 

culture (as evidenced by their frequent jabs at Carnival cruise ships), several such 

reviewers found Queenan’s brand of derision a bit hard to take.   Reviewer Jonathan 

Romney, writing in London’s Guardian, offered the following insight:  “There are several 

reasons why Queenan's book reads so uncomfortably from a British perspective. One is 
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that we've developed a habit here of taking popular culture, at all levels, fairly seriously, 

so that nothing is considered a priori beneath contempt.”60  Romney’s analysis called to 

mind England’s history of cultural studies and broached the topic of agency.  He argued 

that snobbery of the Queenan variety was less uncomfortable to Americans than to Brits 

because of Americans’ self-perception of classlessness.   

 

Figure 3.2 Red Lobster, North Lamar, with a pre-upscaled interior (Austin, Texas) 

 Americans, he wrote, were able to abide this brand of elitism because 

Americans, as a whole, did not feel that individuals were trapped within specific taste 

milieus via social and economic circumstances.  If Americans did find themselves in such 

milieus, surely those milieus could be transcended, or so went the ideology.  Romney 
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wrote: “In America, where the myth persists of a classless society, it's still commonly 

assumed that people with limited cultural repertoire are just too lazy to get up off the 

couch and get some learning: it's acceptable to sneer at dysfunctional Springer-addicted 

trailer trash.”61  So, the American view that one was free to move about the (social, at 

least) class spectrum was one reason why Americans were comfortable mocking those 

with less glamorous tastes.  “But in Britain, despite Blairite platitudes,” Romney argued, 

“old class divisions are as deeply entrenched as ever, and cultural pursuits that still bear 

the tag 'working class' retain a strong positive value in our social mythology.”62  

Romney’s argument was trenchant and revealing; when a group was perceived as 

lacking in mobility and choice, it became particularly loathsome to openly castigate their 

habits.  So far, in the narratives of Red Lobster, a spirit of proletarian solidarity was 

indeed missing, an omission which Stewart O’Nan’s Last Night at the Lobster served 

partly to correct.  

 
Last Night at the Lobster 

 In sharp contrast to Queenan’s snarky account was Stewart O’Nan’s 2007 novel, 

Last Night at the Lobster.  While Queenan’s project was to mock the products and 

participants of lowbrow culture, O’Nan’s project was to provide a fuller look at an 

aspect of working life that was rarely given as much attention – the day-to-day goings 

on of those working in seemingly invisible chain restaurants.  While Queenan’s work 
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sought to increase distance between the reader and the subject of the book, O’Nan’s 

goal seemed to be to decrease the distance, and to get readers to emphasize with and 

relate to the characters.  The space of Red Lobster was revealed through a narrative of 

personal detail and everyday struggles as the grounds on which invisibility and 

emasculation were staged.  

 Last Night at the Lobster centered around Red Lobster manager Manny DeLeon, 

and told the tale of what transpired at one Red Lobster in a non-descript New England 

town named New Britain.  The story focused on one single day at the Lobster (as it was 

called in the novel), four days before Christmas, on the last day before that branch was 

to be permanently closed due to underperformance.  The novel followed, with 

meticulous detail, the undertakings of the day and the relationships among the 

employees, including Manny’s tortured relationship with Jacquie, a server that he still 

pined for despite his pregnant girlfriend at home.  While Manny was attached to the 

Lobster and was saddened about the end of his tenure there, his future was not entirely 

uncertain; he had been transferred to an assistant manager position at an Olive Garden 

in a neighboring town. 

 O’Nan’s portrait was steeped in humanism, realism, and non-condescension.  

And it was unmistakably sad.  Set adjacent to a declining shopping mall, Manny’s 

Lobster was an overriding symbol of inertia, invisibility, and thanklessness.  What O’Nan 

succeeded at, that other pop culture uses of Red Lobster had not attempted, was in 

humanizing those behind the scenes at such supposedly forgettable places.  Manny was 
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a 35-year old man with an entrenched and unfailing work ethic, who took pride in his 

adherence to the rules and in treating his employees fairly.  His name – “Manny” – 

clearly invoked “everyman.”  He worked hard but was rewarded only by being given the 

option of joining the staff of another Darden restaurant.  As the book described him in 

the opening scenes, “He could be a broker, or a floor associate from Circuit City taking 

his coffee break, except the nametag peeking from beneath his unzipped leather jacket 

features a garnished lobster about his name: MANNY.  In his lap, tethered to one belt 

loop, rests a bristling key ring as heavy as a padlock.”63  The novel began with an 

epigram, attributed to MSN.com: “Darden Restaurants, Inc., raised its outlook and 

expects full year 2005 diluted net earnings per share growth in the range of 22% to 

27%...”64 

 The Lobster of O’Nan’s novel was one of complete ephemerality, peppered with 

details that documented attempts to create utility and meaning in a throw-away world.  

As Manny arrived to work and picked up the morning paper – “the news already old” – 

he salvaged the rubber band from the bundle, noting that “the whole place may be 

disposable, and everyone in it, but you can always find a use for a rubber band.”65  The 

futility and tenuousness of the world Manny and his fellow Lobster workers inhabited 

was emblematized by one employee’s hopes of winning the lottery.  In a gesture of 

good will, Manny purchased a ticket for each of the closing-day employees, and they all 
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watched the Powerball drawing together, after the restaurant had closed, sipping 

margaritas and Bahama Mamas.  The numbers were drawn; they were all losers.   

 The world of the Lobster was rife with small details of obsolescence and 

impermanence.  As Manny wandered around the decaying and nearly deserted mall 

across the street, he observed the death knell spreading over the landscape: 

The first sixty feet of hallway is all wall.  The first stores on both sides are closed, 
though not because of the snow – they’re vacant: dark, carpeted boxes fenced 
with barred grilles, a larger, more polite form of the corrugated garage doors 
used to protect storefronts in the city.  The space on the right was a tux place 
called Finest Formals, the one on the left a travel agency, he thinks, maybe a 
Shawmut Bank before that.  Whatever it was, it didn’t last long.66 

 
The Lobster represented a landscape of the temporary; a society of waste.  At the end of 

the work day, “everything gets tossed.  The skewers, the fries, the rice – anything they 

stockpiled.  The coleslaw goes, and the baked potatoes, all the cauliflower, tray on tray 

of biscuits.  Normally they’d save the chowder and gumbo.”67  But this was the last night 

for the Lobster, so no need for that.  “The waste, Manny thinks, imagining how many 

people a soup kitchen downtown could feed with this…‘Chuck it in a bucket,’ Ty says, 

handing Rich a saucepan of herb butter.”68  The results of Ty’s and Manny’s labor were 

erased in an instant.   

 Manny’s life was largely the product of circumstance; whenever he attempted to 

change his situation, to improve things, he was somehow thwarted.  He was not entirely 
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unhappy, but rather, quietly discontent, satisfied with small triumphs throughout the 

day.  His attempts at affecting Darden, of moving up, were unsuccessful, and the closing 

of his Lobster was nothing he could have prevented.  He took pleasure in the speed at 

which he processed transactions, taking pride in his efficiency.  “At the Olive Garden, as 

assistant manager,” he mused, disappointedly, “his receipts will blend in, just one 

ingredient in a larger pot, and, aware of how selfish it sounds, since he’s always 

preaching teamwork, he thinks that’s a loss.”69  Manny yearned for acknowledgement, 

of proof that his actions affected movement.  His attempts to secure a relationship with 

his coworker Jacqui were also unsuccessful, and he instead settled into a relationship 

with a woman he seemed bound to only by her accidental pregnancy.   

 One of the few full tables of the day, on the last day of the Lobster, was a 

lunchtime group of fourteen having an office party.  When the party finally left, they 

thanked Manny for fitting them in on such short notice, to which Manny replied, “‘Not a 

problem.  Thanks for thinking of Red Lobster.’”70  But then, he had second thoughts: “By 

now he says this as a reflex, but what does it mean?  Who, besides the people who 

actually work here, thinks about Red Lobster?”71  The tragedy of Manny’s Lobster was 

the tragedy of invisibility.  As Manny watched the party leave the restaurant, he 

wondered about their office, wondering “what it would be like to work there – or 

anywhere else, really, since it’s obvious he can’t waste his whole life working for Darden 
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Restaurants, Incorporated.”72  The statement was also a statement on the nature of all 

thankless jobs and hidden labors, but Red Lobster was the embodiment of a particular 

kind of unacknowledgement, of a certain kind of obscurity via ubiquity.   

 Red Lobster stood for the middle, and the unnoticed.  When discussing which 

vegetable should be served as the vegetable of the day, Manny chose cauliflower, as it 

was the most plentiful vegetable still in stock.  “White food for white people,” joked Ty, 

the head cook.73  The gibe was a statement on the race of the customers, but it was also 

a remark on the colorlessness of the world they were inhabiting.  Manny wondered 

about the permanently lackluster demeanor of Leron, one of the cooks: “He imagines 

Leron’s different at home, or with friends – that away from the Lobster he comes to life 

again.”74  In O’Nan’s novel, the Lobster was where people ended up when they were not 

thinking about it.  As Manny mused over the fact that he used to wonder about the acts 

of fate that led him to Jacquie, he became resigned that “now, looking out at the snow 

falling on the darkened cars, he thinks it’s an even bigger mystery, and, like the Lobster, 

a waste.”75 

 Signs of life, and of life deferred, appeared throughout the novel.  In one scene, 

Manny stared at the marlin in the lobby of the Lobster, the kind found in Red Lobsters 

all over the country.  As Manny waited for customers to arrive, he found himself  
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studying the muscular curve of the marlin’s body, its hinged mouth and tiny 
teeth disappointing beneath the spear of a beak.  Somewhere under the dust 
and shellac there must have been a real fish once.  How long ago?  He can almost 
see it swimming, thrashing in water blue as a swimming pool, the last minutes 
before it was hauled on board.76 

 
Manny’s own ambitions and meticulousness were evidence of his searching desire to 

care about something, and to achieve a sense of meaning and life.   

 A perfectionist, Manny took his job seriously and longed for just a bit of 

recognition, to know that what he was doing had not been lost in a haze of forgetability.   

The only dinner customers for that last night were a frail, hunchbacked elderly couple.  

Manny served them attentively, aware that this may be the last dinner he ever served at 

the Lobster.  When a powerful storm caused the power to flicker out, triggering the 

emergency generators in the kitchen, Manny gathered candles for the elderly couple’s 

table so that they could still enjoy their food.  He made sure their tilapia was garnished 

perfectly, that the presentation was pristine.  Later, when he asked the couple how 

everything was, all that they offered was an apathetic, “Good.”  This disappointed 

Manny, who “wants more – wants them to say this is the best meal they’ve ever eaten, 

and the most memorable; wants the man to shake his hand and tell him he’s done a 

great job under tough circumstances – but that’s all they’re going to give him.”77  When 

the elderly man attempted to pay for the meal with a credit card, Manny decided to give 

them the meal for free, finding it a good ending to his Lobster tenure.  This move of 
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monetary generosity “produces the gush and the handshake Manny wanted from his 

table touch.  ‘I’ll tell you,’ the man says, counting out a generous tip for Jacquie, ‘that is 

the best thing that’s happened to us all day, and it’s been a long one.’ ‘Now I wish I’d 

ordered dessert,’ the woman says.”78  While Manny was pleased with the response, he 

was aware of the financial underpinning which prompted the praise.   

 

Figure 3.3  Amazingly, our server at Red Lobster on visit #1 was named Manny (Austin, 
Texas) 

 While the Lobster represented ephemerality, it was also redolent of habit, of 

paths traveled thousands of times over the years, without fail and without much 

thought.  O’Nan traced the route Manny took as he went through the familiar motions 

of opening up the Lobster: 

From here it’s all checklist.  He turns up the house lights, turns on the fake 
stained-glass lamps over the tables in all four sections.  He powers up the sound 
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system and dials the house music to the approved volume, and there’s Bonnie 
Raitt singing ‘Something to Talk About’ for the millionth time.”79   

 
It was only when it was clear the rug was about to be pulled, that the landscape became 

visible again:  

Manny strides to the far end of the bar, dips his hip at the corner, then squares, 
stutter-steps and shoulders through the swinging door.  It should be no surprise 
that his body has memorized the geometry of the Lobster, but today everything 
seems alien and remarkable, precious, being almost lost.80 

 
Manny’s moves had become mechanical, yet on this last night of work, everything 

became awash with meaning.  O’Nan’s novel highlighted both the routine of labor and 

the tragedy of labor that goes largely unnoticed and unacknowledged.   

 At the end of the book, after one last failed attempt to make something happen 

with Jacquie, Manny closed up the Lobster, got into his car, and started home.  Manny’s 

adherence to order and habit were illustrated clearly in the final passages of the book: 

He reaches for his seat belt and discovers he’s wearing it, shifts into drive and 
guides the Regal to the stop sign, signaling as if someone’s behind him…He’s 
vaguely hungry, and thinks of the Wendy’s on the far side of the mall, their spicy 
chicken sandwich and a cup of chili instead of fries…At the light he has to decide, 
and finally takes a right, heading for Route 9 and home.  He’s fat enough, and it’s 
been a long day already, with all the drama.  It’s late, and he needs to get to bed 
if he’s going to make it in early tomorrow.81 

 
Manny’s last Lobster job would be to stand in the parking lot of the restaurant at 

lunchtime the next day, handing out coupons to any disappointed customers who might 

arrive, unaware of the closure.  Manny’s final actions of the novel portend a future 
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occupied by an unchanging, quiet sense of duty.  A world filled with small complexities 

and social intricacies and labor, but which may seem, in the global sense, forgettable.  

O’Nan’s book was thus a meditation on the nature of work and the habits of the day to 

day, but it was also a meditation on the elusiveness of life and the desire to feel a part 

of something larger.    

 What O’Nan’s book did was elegantly humanize a landscape that had remained 

largely unexamined, and which has often served as a mere backdrop for the busy goings 

on of everyday life.   While Joe Queenan used Red Lobster as a symbol of derision, as an 

opportunity to express repulsion over the seemingly dishonest and hoodwinking efforts 

of Darden, and as an outlet through which to mock the patrons who did not seem to 

know any better, O’Nan used Red Lobster as a symbol of the everyman, as a symbol of 

the universal desire to be noticed and acknowledged and to make some kind of an 

impact.  O’Nan’s book served as a corrective to the snarky ramblings of Queenan, and 

was a tale of quiet tragedy, of the tragedy of the unnoticed.  Its story was intimately 

connected to the spaces and particularities of Red Lobster, yet its sentiments were more 

universal.  It was essential that O’Nan chose to set the story at a chain restaurant, and at 

a Red Lobster specifically, the most recognizable brand of the largest restaurant 

company in the world.  In humanizing the spaces and stories of a chain restaurant, 

O’Nan demonstrated both the ubiquity of human attachment to place, and the power of 

some places to remain, nevertheless, symbols of the unnoticed.   
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Notes from the Inside: Examining the Lobster Boy Blog 

 Queenan and O’Nan crafted wildly different stories about Red Lobster but both 

illustrated the ways in which branded entities were used symbolically to convey a 

particular set of meanings and anxieties.  Both narratives, however, remained those of 

outsiders.  On December 20, 2005, a Red Lobster server known simply as “Lobster Boy” 

started a blog called “Red Lobster Blog: The stories and experience of Red Lobster 

employees;” his first entry was entitled “Red Lobster has made a mess.”82  In this blog, 

Lobster Boy revealed little of himself up front, but he admitted bits and pieces of his 

identity as the blog progressed.  Readers eventually learned that Lobster Boy was a 

white male who lived in the Midwest and had been working in the restaurant industry 

since 1991.  Lobster Boy started working at Red Lobster because he quit his previous 

career to pursue a master’s degree and needed a flexible way to make money, so we 

know he was writing from a somewhat privileged position.83  Lobster Boy also got 

married during the course of his blogging, considered himself to be overweight, and had 

a favorite song by Garth Brooks.   

 Lobster Boy wrote about the trials and tribulations of working at Red Lobster by 

commenting on the customers, other employees, and the food, and by 2006, the Red 

                                                           
82 Lobster Boy, “Red Lobster Has Made a Mess...,” Red Lobster Blog, December 20, 2005, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2005/12/red-lobster-has-made-mess.html. 
83 See comment section. Lobster Boy, “And the Struggle Continues...,” Red Lobster Blog, February 3, 2006, 
and the struggle, http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/02/and-struggle-continues.html. 
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Lobster Blog was receiving 700 unique visitors each day.84  Lobster Boy’s tone vacillated 

between bemused detachment, playfulness, disgust, and flagrant outrage.  Lobster Boy 

generally tried to maintain a degree of composure, and often followed particularly 

vitriolic entries with calmer debriefings.  One of the most fascinating and revealing 

aspects of Lobster Boy’s blog was the way he tried to stifle, though still somehow 

engage in, commentary which could have been construed as particularly racist;  it was 

something he struggled with throughout the entire course of the blog.  Alongside many 

of Lobster Boy’s entries were copious comments written by other sympathetic – or less 

so – readers, many of them food service workers themselves.   The most frequent topics 

of posts were the (generally poor) tipping habits of customers.  As of February 2012, the 

site was still active, though new entries had significantly declined in frequency.   

 The blog offered revealing insider insight and illustrated the triangular tensions 

between employee, customer, and corporation.  The candid, anonymous, and non-

censured nature of a blog as a form of media and as a cultural document makes it a 

particularly rich source for analysis.  The Red Lobster Blog overflowed with seemingly 

off-the-cuff statements revealing frustrations, anger, and amusements.  While much can 

be learned about the internal politics of the service industry through Lobster Boy’s 

comments, I have limited my analysis to those posts and comments which spoke about 

                                                           
84 Lobster Boy, “Thanks for Reading!,” Red Lobster Blog, June 13, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/06/thanks-for-reading.html. 
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Red Lobster and its customers in a broader sense, and which revealed the most about 

Red Lobster as a site of class antagonism. 

 While the previous two sections examining gentlemen’s clubs and Carnival cruise 

ships placed central importance on the role of the physical environment in the 

construction of aesthetic meaning, within the real and imagined spaces of Red Lobster, 

and especially within the details of the Red Lobster Blog, meaning was almost entirely 

constructed via the customers’ and employees’ bodies, with the comparatively bland 

surrounds of the restaurant serving as a backdrop for the enacting of behaviors that 

were classed, raced, and gendered in particular ways.  The most revealing aspect of the 

Red Lobster Blog was the way it served as a detailed catalog of the meaning and use of 

the bodily and material particularities of customers, demonstrating the way aesthetic 

cues were used to construct a language specific to the users of the blog.  The blog 

stands as an archive of the real-time construction of habitus within a popular space of 

consumption.  While intersectionality seemed to inform all of Lobster Boy’s 

commentary – gender, race, class, religion, and age were almost always intertwined – 

Lobster Boy’s discussions revolved most centrally and blatantly around issues of class, 

and the role of bodily and material markers in constructing various worlds of meaning.  

It is to the construction of these worlds of meaning that I now turn. 

 
Bodies, Class, Race, and Materiality 
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 Lobster Boy’s blog is a catalogue of physical, behavioral, and material details of 

Red Lobster customers, a treasure trove of taste markers as filtered through one 

employee’s perspective and experiences.  As each customer could negatively or 

positively affect Lobster Boy’s income, customers wielded a certain amount of power 

over Lobster Boy, and in this way, served as potential threats.  Lobster Boy prided 

himself on his ability to isolate essential components of a person’s wardrobe or hairstyle 

as key metonyms of the person.  In the following post, the details of a single t-shirt spun 

a world of larger meaning for Lobster Boy, as he quickly sized up customers to 

determine their threat level:  

In one glance I knew this wasn't going to be a very good table. The guy is like 37 
years old, and is wearing a Korn shirt. Now I don't have anything against Korn, 
they've had a couple of songs I thought were really pretty good, but there 
reaches an age and stage in one's life where you should move beyond wearing 
these kinds of tee shirts. Clearly this guy missed that memo...His responses were 
basic grunts and monosyllabic words.85 
 

The customer was dumb; he didn’t get it.  He failed to abide by the implied code of 

“correct” times to wear such a t-shirt (which, to Lobster Boy, was about twenty years 

ago).  In this post, and throughout his blog’s six year span, Lobster Boy engaged in a 

Bourdieu-style cataloging of behaviors and materials.  He based many of the customers’ 

supposedly bad choices not on their different sense of style or access to resources, but 

on what he saw as their ignorance.  The often conflicted way that Lobster Boy reported 

                                                           
85 Lobster Boy, “Something About That Tee Shirt,” Red Lobster Blog, February 10, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/02/something-about-that-tee-shirt.html. 

http://www.korn.com/
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on his own visceral responses to details of customers’ physicality was testament to the 

ways in which disgust responses overrode intellectual reasoning.  

While Lobster Boy struggled greatly when mentioning the race of minority 

customers, he was fairly comfortable berating white customers and “white trash” 

customers in particular.   In a post entitled “White Trash week,” Lobster Boy wrote:  

Apparently I missed the memo about this being white trash week. Every Cletus, 
Gomer  and Bubba and their cousinwife and ugly inbred children has decided this 
was the week to make their pilgrimage into our Red Lobster. Is there a meth 
brewers convention in town? Yes, it's been that bad. And not just for me. Maybe 
it's in celebration of Paris Hilton going to jail (and now back to jail).86 

 
His above mention of Paris Hilton was interesting – was it that white trash followed 

Paris Hilton closely, or was it that Paris Hilton herself was to be considered white trash?  

If it was the latter, then this provides support for Lobster Boy’s claims that he targeted 

cross-class “trashy behavior” and not simply socio-economic-based class behavior.  This 

take seems doubtful, however, as embodied by Lobster Boy’s concluding statement 

about “white trash week”: “Maybe they are all just wealthy day traders with poor 

hygiene, but I really don't think so.”87  Lobster Boy was frequently uncomfortable with 

his class bias, yet could not help but comment on the repulsion he felt toward those 

deemed aesthetically unappealing.  He seemed  hesitant about making assumptions 

based on aesthetic markers, yet such assumptions were unavoidable, as bits of habitus 

markers instantly connected the customers to an entire universe of meaning.   

                                                           
86 Lobster Boy, “White Trash Week,” Red Lobster Blog, June 9, 2007, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2007/06/white-trash-week.html. 
87 Ibid. 
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In describing a certain brand of leather-wearing, overweight female customer, 

Lobster Boy wrote: 

Just how much crank do you have to injest [sic] to choose this as your daily 
fashion? I always love the perfume of stale cigarettes, the brown teeth, and the 
skin that looks like a leather chammy [sp] left out in the sun for too long. 
Often times you find them traveling with a real winner of a man, likely wearing a 
shirt (with holes in it) that says ‘If you can read this the bitch fell off’ or ‘Gas, 
Grass, or Ass, nobody rides for free.’88 

 
Again, the central critique stemmed from misguidedness on the part of the customer – 

one’s brain would have to have been impaired in order to appear the way one did – 

those could not have been reasoned choices.  To Lobster Boy, the appearance of the 

woman was both perplexing and repulsive.  In response to a post called “Revealing 

Clothing,” one commenter wrote: 

This is exactly why I don't eat at Red Lobster. I can't see paying $20+ a plate to 
share space with hillbillies and welfare recipients. A simple dress code requiring 
a shirt with sleeves and a collar would take care of the problem but I think that 
these people are exactly the kind of low class demographic that Darden is 
catering to.89 
 

Again and again, the bodies and physicality of customers served to create the most 

dominant aesthetic of Red Lobster.  The suggestion that a “simple dress code requiring a 

shirt with sleeves and collar” would solve the problem reveals the power of tiny 

aesthetic details in reworking the entire world of meaning.   

                                                           
88 Lobster Boy, “Fashion Show at Red Lobster,” Red Lobster Blog, August 2, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/08/fashion-show-at-red-lobster.html. 
89 See comments. Lobster Boy, “Revealing Clothing,” Red Lobster Blog, August 7, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/08/revealing-clothing.html. 
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In White Trash: Race and Class in America, scholars Annalee Newitz and Matt 

Wray note that the term white trash is a useful way of “blaming the poor for being 

poor,” helping to “solidify for the middle and upper classes a sense of cultural and 

intellectual superiority.”90  Not only is the term used to construct a sense of superiority 

in those doing the Othering, but the term is used as “an allegory of identity which is 

deployed to describe the existence of class antagonisms in the U.S.”91  The term comes 

into use because the United States has “an extremely impoverished political language of 

class,” hence “certain racial representations are used as allegories for it.”92  In a society 

which holds to the myth of classlessness, words meant to articulate class have often 

taken on a racialized tone.   

 In the blog, “trashiness” was defined not just by appearances, but by actions as 

well.  In addition to the physicality of customers, Lobster Boy was often amused by the 

way patrons used the restaurant, and the way they ascribed particular meaning to it – 

especially when the meaning-making was done by Lobster Boy favorites – ghetto and 

trailer-park dwellers.  Commenting in 2006 on his upcoming Valentine’s Day shift, 

Lobster Boy wrote:  “I've never understood how someone can think Red Lobster is a 

romantic dinner. Maybe if you live in the ghetto or a trailer park, but otherwise it's far 

                                                           
90 Matt Wray and Annalee Newitz, eds., White Trash: Race and Class in America (New York and London: 
Routledge, 1997), 1. 
91 Ibid., 8. 
92 Ibid. 
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from romantic. We don't even try to fake it by putting candles on the table.”93  Again, 

customers were severely misguided.  A week later, on Valentine’s Day, Lobster Boy 

elaborated on his thoughts:    

Oh the joys of working the day before Valentine’s Day. This is the day when all 
the cheap people go out because they don't want to pay the money and wait in 
line on the actual day…You can tell right away when you have one of these 
tables (the ones on the cheap). They arrive dressed up in what one can only 
guess must be their best sweater (classy!). They order the Ultimate Feast, and 
make a big show of ordering it, like they are the first people in the restaurant 
that day to order this expensive meal. They labor over the drink menu, 
frequently settling on some abusurd [sic] alcohol drink that my experience tells 
me they've probably never tried before, and the look on their faces when they 
first try it confirms.  They demand extra bread they don't eat, more dressing they 
never use, extra drawn butter that gets cold and congeals without being 
touched. Then, in a moment of nobility, they pay you, leaving at best 8% for 
being such pains in the ass all evening. Thank you very much I say, while thinking 
enjoy your bus ride home.94 

 
The message above was that such customers had failed, they just didn’t get it.  They did 

not possess the knowledge or ability to dress, behave, or consume the right kind of 

things, and their attempts to follow correct social cues were transparent and misguided.  

And worst of all, they were lousy tippers.   

 Lobster Boy echoed Joe Queenan here with his reference to the supposedly 

failed attempts of customers to look nice, and to their misguided efforts to be flashy or 

excessive by ordering the most expensive meal on the menu.  Such displays of wealth 

were mocked by Lobster Boy as he saw such behaviors all the time, which served to 

                                                           
93 Lobster Boy, “The Dead Zone,” Red Lobster Blog, February 7, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/02/dead-zone.html. 
94 Lobster Boy, “Too Cheap to Take Your Date Out for Valentines?,” Red Lobster Blog, February 14, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/02/too-cheap-to-take-your-date-out-for.html. 
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diminish their singularity and value.  The relative accessibility of such acts of indulgence 

(at least according to Lobster Boy and to Queenan) worked to rob such gestures of their 

status, and the actors, in the eyes of the server at least, appeared as dupes.  Here, the 

actions of these February 13 diners both amused and repulsed Lobster Boy; they 

disgusted him because, in the end, such customers left him a paltry tip – effectively 

revealing the reality of the power they held over the server.   

 

Figure 3.4 Lobsteritas at Red Lobster (Austin, Texas) 

 
 In the comments section of that same post, one reader commented that “those 

people aren't just cheap, they've got no class.”  In response, Lobster Boy said, “I can't 

say I disagree with your assessment. I could describe the segments of the population 
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who come to Red Lobster on holidays (and nightly after 9:00 PM) but that would only 

serve to further stereotype those groups of people. It's not middle-aged white laywers 

[sic] who drive Mercedes. :-)”95  Here, Lobster Boy tried to stifle his desire to elaborate 

on the clientele, and was reluctant to further the construction of class and race 

stereotypes; it became increasingly clear however that this was something he was often 

conflicted about.  His response here incorporated a rare direct reference to race, albeit 

to provide an example of what his customers were not – “middle-aged white lawyers.”  

Although Lobster Boy included the material detail of “Mercedes” based on his usual 

style of customer description, it may be that Lobster Boy was temporarily unable to 

locate a strong enough “upper-middle class white” signifier here to make clear his point 

of contrast.    

 In some entries, Lobster Boy tried a bit less hard to conceal his disgust, as in a 

post from late February 2006, in which he wrote that “every night, at about 9:00 PM, for 

some unknown reason the level of quality of our average customer goes from a ‘C’ to a 

‘D-/F’ in a matter of minutes. It's like an alarm bell sounds in the ghetto and trailer parks 

reminding the very worst customers that it's time to make their way to Red Lobster.”96  

Lobster Boy’s description of the post-9pm customer was infused with disgust:  

7 nights a week we have these dirt bags roll in, and I mean roll in. The stench of 
the cheapest, most rotten weed rolls off of them like some poor imitation of a 
Cheech and Chong movie. 7 nights a week, we get 2-5 of these tables. They are 

                                                           
95 See comments. Ibid. 
96 Lobster Boy, “Closing Shifts and Being Punished for Being Good,” Red Lobster Blog, February 27, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/02/closing-shifts-and-being-punished-for.html. 
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stoned to the point they can barely read the menu. The [sic] are stoned to the 
point that you wonder how they managed to find the restuarant [sic] without 
getting into an accident. Had these people just rolled around in a pile of dog 
crap, they could not smell worse. We're talking contact high by taking their order 
level of stoned. And what's worse, about half of these tables have children in 
tow, generally kids under the age of 10, and often times under the age of 5. 
These are the tables you know upon approaching that they are going to be high 
maintenance pains in the asses, who will not tip.97   

 
The bodies of customers once again served as the dominant affective force of the 

restaurant, and this entry revealed the familiar ways in which bad smells or particular 

types of smells have been used to invoke a sense of lower-class-ness.  While material 

details such as clothing and jewelry were important to Lobster Boy, he took a keen 

interest in the bodies of those customers who most annoyed him; the worse the tipper, 

the more likely Lobster Boy was to launch into attacks on the customer’s physicality.   

 Discussions of general physical repulsion figured prominently in Lobster Boy’s 

discussions of problematic customers.  “Ghettos” and “trailer parks” are often used as 

symbols of blackness and whiteness, though “whiteness” – with some exceptions – is 

mostly mentioned when it is connected to “trashiness.”  This general failure to mention 

a customer’s whiteness unless connected to negative affect supports Annalee Newitz’s 

argument that whiteness often appears as a separate and distinct category only “when 

it can be identified as somehow primitive or inhuman.”98 Lobster Boy’s references to 

inbreeding and to the poor hygiene of certain white trash customers too follows 

                                                           
97 Ibid. 
98 Annalee Newitz, “White Savagery and Humiliation, or, A New Racial Consciousness in the Media,” in 
White Trash: Race and Class in America (New York and London: Routledge, 1997), 134. 
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Newitz’s claims that middle-class whites often represent their distance from lower-class 

whites through a binary of civilized versus primitive behaviors.  In this way, “lower-class 

whites get racialized, and demeaned, because they fit into the primitive/civilized 

binary.”99 

While “primitiveness” was one type of powerlessness found in the Red Lobster 

landscape, age and physical frailty was another.  Though Lobster Boy did not discuss age 

very often, when he did, he often commented on customers’ physicality and general 

weakness.  In one post he wrote that the elderly were job hazards, what with their slow 

movements and their poor hearing and vision.  He also added that “you know if you 

dropped more than a biscuit on them it would likely penetrate the paper thin skin and 

break every bone as it passes through their body. I can see the headlines now: ‘Waiter 

drops fork, 1 injured, 1 dead.’”100  He also discussed the hazards of all the equipment 

elderly customers brought with them: “On any given day, between 4:00 and 6:00PM 

there is enough oxygen in tanks in my store to create an explosion to rival Hiroshima 

were they to all ignite simultaneously…And all of this so they can split a half order of 

broiled Cod or Flounder.”101  The bodies of customers, and the accompaniments to their 

bodies created the dominant restaurant landscape for Lobster Boy.  The mention of the 

paltriness of the elderly customer’s eating habits served as that rare example in which 

                                                           
99 Newitz, “White Savagery and Humiliation, or, A New Racial Consciousness in the Media.” 
100 Lobster Boy, “Working in the Old Folks Home,” Red Lobster Blog, November 17, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/11/working-in-old-folks-home.html. 
101 Ibid. 
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underconsumption was deemed problematic, yet again highlighted his biggest disgust 

signifier – their tiny appetites were likely to trigger a smaller bill and an even tinier tip.           

               

Figure 3.5  Some of the offerings at Red Lobster (Austin, Texas)  

 While Darden has been loath to release demographic information about its 

customers, citing reasons of competition, Red Lobster is, according to lifestyle magazine 

Madame Noir, particularly popular among African Americans.102  While Lobster Boy 

seemed relatively comfortable pointing out the race of white customers, when referring 

to the race of customers of color, Lobster Boy relied instead on coded symbols to imply 

race – particularly in relation to African Americans.   Just as a preference for cod or 

                                                           
102 A 2011 article appearing in Madame Noir speculated about the popularity of Red Lobster among 
African Americans. While the article acknowledged the broad appeal of the restaurant among many 
demographic groups, the author ventured that the fried offerings at Red Lobster were reminiscent of a 
fish fry, and that “it’s a well-known fact that fried fish is deeply rooted in the African American culinary 
experience – a tried-and-true staple of ‘soul food’ cookery.”  Steven Barboza, “Understanding Red 
Lobster’s Popularity Among Black Diners,” Madame Noire, April 5, 2011, 
http://madamenoire.com/109107/understanding-red-lobsters-popularity-amongst-african-american-
diners/. 
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flounder was code for “old,” Lobster Boy often used Hennessey as a signifier of 

blackness, particularly when commenting on the tipping habits of customers, noting that 

some were always “demanding more Hennessey.”  His use of Hennessey as a code for 

blackness was often called-out in the comments section of his blog, when 

commentators reacted doubly to his use of coded terminology and to his stereotyped 

discussion of race.   

 Here, Lobster Boy attempted to defend his stance toward African American 

tippers: “The thing is, they stiff the black servers, Asian/Indian/Latino/White staff as 

well. But they unfortunately create a very bad image/stereotype that many blacks have 

worked long and hard to dispel.”103  The posturing of another poster revealed the work 

of aesthetic cues:  

Ditto on the bad tips for everyone, but the ones that do tip well are an absolute 
pleasure to serve.  I can usually tell by the way they talk to me (I'd like the..., Yes 
sir, No sir, Thanks) and the way they carry themselves (no flashy jewelry, no 
overly flamboyant suits) that it won’t be too bad.104  
 

The condescending overcorrection embodied by the phrase “an absolute pleasure to 

serve” revealed feelings of guilt and the poster’s desire to project the image that he/she 

was not racist.  Similar to the ways in which strip clubs upscaled themselves into 

gentlemen’s clubs, the absence of stereotyped dress and appearance affected an 

expectational change in servers to some degree, but, argued the commenter, “the 

damage, however, has been done.  Just about everyone except the most liberal of 

                                                           
103 Boy, “Closing Shifts and Being Punished for Being Good.” 
104 Ibid. 
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servers that I work with will go out of their way to avoid serving black people, even 

paying other servers to take their table.”105  This revealing comment demonstrates the 

way racial profiling became embedded, entrenched, and actively drawn upon when 

economics and paychecks were thrown into the mix.   

 Servers utilized racist strategies which they felt would benefit themselves 

financially.  The tip-based economy of the service industry seemed hugely responsible 

for the racial and ethnic jabs employed by Lobster Boy and the blog commentators.  

Servers commenting on the site had become invested in the business of searching for 

aesthetic cues and forming quick judgments in order to better their chances of earning a 

larger amount of money.  Such no-doubt common practices revealed the malevolent 

way capitalism encouraged stereotyping. 

 One Lobster Boy post from 2006 invited readers to fill in the blank after “You 

know it’s going to be a crap tip when…”  Somewhat unsurprisingly, this post generated a 

massive amount of feedback.  Lobster Boy contributed the first two examples, which 

were “..the first thing out of a guest's mouth is what do you give that is free for a 

birthday…[and,] when the table has more children than teeth.”106  Food service 

followers were very eager to weigh in with their own stories and strategies, and the list 

of reader reactions to Lobster Boy’s prompt revealed a stunning array of racial, religious, 

age, gender, and ethnic stereotyping, and displayed the tools by which some servers 

                                                           
105 Ibid. 
106 Lobster Boy, “You Know It’s Going to Be a Crap Tip When...,” Red Lobster Blog, April 1, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/04/you-know-its-going-to-be-crap-tip-when.html. 
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navigated their predictions of tipping behavior.  The prompt served as a welcome 

invitation for a barrage of venting and commiseration, and the following is a compilation 

of the comments most  thoroughly drenched in class signifiers and allusions.  “You know 

it’s going to be a crap tip when…:”  

When the table has to park their house outside…If you see religious propaganda 
on the table...‘Do you guys have catfish?’…When the clock strikes 9:55 and your 
guest and his baby's momma blind you with their gold teeth and stench of the 
blunt they just choked down in their monte carlo…‘He want some Hi-C’ in 
reference to one's child, who will likely grow up to be as illiterate as the adult 
making the aforementioned comment…any drink order involving 
grape/strawberry soda…I got a coupon. not i HAVE a coupon. i GOT a 
coupon…any order involving mispronunciation of the word ‘shrimp.’ You can 
guarantee a complaint to the manager in an attempt to procure free food if both 
child and adult use: scrimp/scrimps/schrimps/scrims, etc..107   

 
Here, class and race were intertwined in a blur of habitus markers in which bodily 

details, grooming habits, clothing, and consumption preferences materially constructed 

a “disgusting” customer, or, at least, the kind of customer who was labeled a bad tipper 

by servers (which, after all, was the most disgusting kind of customer there was).   

 Another edition of “You know it’s going to be a crap tip when…” appeared in 

October of 2006.  In this version, Lobster Boy’s answers included:  

...when anyone at the table is wearing a shirt memorializing a dead rapper. 
Notorious B.I.G., Easy-E, and Tupac to name a few....when anyone at the table is 
wearing a shirt memorializing one of thier [sic] homies...when your patrons refer 
to you as ‘dude’ when you are old enough to be their parent....when your 
customers ask you if there is a place they can park their skateboards while they 
eat...when your customers are under the age of 40 (and over the age of 10) and 

                                                           
107 See comments. Ibid. 
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have no front teeth (and pro boxers or pro hockey players don't count because 
they buy replacement teeth).108 
 

Again, Lobster Boy served as a precise cataloger of various stereotype-building material 

details.  If Lobster Boy had changed his question slightly to “You know someone is poor 

when…” his comments and the comments of readers might have been given a different 

valence.  The fact that such details instead supposedly signaled a free-will action on the 

part of the customer meant that the minutiae of each person’s personae was fair game 

and up-for-grabs mocking material.    

 As in the above post, Lobster Boy was particularly intrigued by the effluvia and 

symbolism of death and memorialization in a 2007 post as well.  In an entry entitled 

“Dead Shirts and Deadbeat Customers,” he argued that those wearing shirts with dead 

people on them (and not The Grateful Dead, he clarified) were apt to be terrible 

customers: 

I have made the observation in my numerous years of food service that if one of 
the customers at the table has a shirt with the picture of a dead person on it, 
that the table will suck. There are very few exceptions to this. Those that include 
RIP, or look like they were done in someone's basement are especially bad 
omens for the server.  Shirts that would qualify would include: Jim Jones...Jim 
Morrison...A dead homey...Elvis...A dead rapper...(especially 
Tupac)…Hitler...Liberace...Dale Earnhardt...Princess Diana...Che Guevara...Kurt 
Cobain...Bob Marley...Christopher Reeves...109 

 

                                                           
108 Lobster Boy, “You Know It Is Going to Be a Crap Tip When...,” Red Lobster Blog, October 6, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/10/you-know-it-is-going-to-be-crap-tip.html. 
109 Lobster Boy, “Dead Shirts and Deadbeat Customers,” Red Lobster Blog, March 28, 2007, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2007/03/dead-shirts-and-deadbeat-customers.html. 
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The list of names is revealing – did Lobster Boy actually encounter Hitler and Liberace 

memorial t-shirts?  Perhaps those who gravitated towards wearing the images of 

famous dead people were attempting to transfer some of the famous person’s power 

onto themselves, as a type of corrective. While the wearers might also have been 

donning such shirts ironically, Lobster Boy’s depiction of their supposed unknowingness 

seemed to preclude such possibilities.    

 While most who posted comments on the Red Lobster Blog were supportive of 

or sympathetic toward Lobster Boy’s observations, there were occasional critics.  One 

offended commenter wrote:  

My friend recommended this blog to me and I am really disappointed, it seems 
mean-spirited and cruel. What’s the point of making fun of people who go to red 
lobster? Everyone knows it's a crappy restaurant with mediocre food (like most 
big chains). You go there because it’s cheap and easy, not because you expect a 
stellar dining experience. I don’t expect good-looking, well-spoken waitstaff and I 
don’t expect the clientele to be the most articulate, experienced diners. It’s RED 
LOBSTER. Yeesh.”110 
 

This commentator thus defended the idea of the chain restaurant as a more accessible 

space of abundance, and argued, rather sympathetically, that customers should not be 

subjected to constant scrutiny and judgment.  Cheap is cheap, the poster essentially 

argued, everyone knows what Red Lobster is all about, give it a break.  It is revealing that 

the poster focused on both appearance and mannerisms, and that both the waitstaff 

and customers were implicated in this aesthetic world.  Red Lobster was not upscale, 

                                                           
110 See comments. Lobster Boy, “You Know It’s Going to Be a Crap Tip When...,” Red Lobster Blog, 
September 23, 2006, http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/09/you-know-its-going-to-be-crap-tip-
when.html. 
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hence one should not expect to see the marks of the more “upscale” habitus world – 

physical beauty and good manners.  While the poster’s comments were a good 

corrective to the rampant classism of the blog, her words also revealed the way habitus 

worlds tended to be self-contained and self-policing; all should remain in their proper 

places.  This tendency was one of the biggest hurdles for gentlemen’s club upscalers as 

well.   

  
Abundance, Fatness, and the Horrors of Endless Shrimp 
 
 While Lobster Boy’s comments fundamentally revolved around intersectionality, 

with issues of class appearing at the forefront, the intensity and focus he gave to issues 

of fatness, obesity, and abundance makes the topic worthy of its own subcategory.  

Many of the most blatantly class-biased comments centered on Red Lobster’s Endless 

Shrimp promotion, the chain’s most popular once-a-year promotion.  During Endless 

Shrimp season, patrons were able to select two preparations of shrimp at a time, and 

ask for as many refills as they wanted.  In 2009, the offerings included Teriyaki Grilled 

Shrimp, Garlic Shrimp Scampi, Hand-Breaded Shrimp, Cajun Shrimp, and Coconut 

Shrimp Bites.  This deal included salad and unlimited cheddar biscuits, and the total cost 

was $15.99 - $16.99.  It is in examining the discussion of Endless Shrimp that issues of 

abundance and excess are brought most clearly to the forefront.   

 Lobster Boy depicted Endless Shrimp as the most dreaded time of the year for 

Red Lobster employees, as customers tended to view the promotion as a direct 
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challenge to eat as much as was physically possible, while the “Endless” aspect of the 

promotion meant endless trips to the kitchen for servers, creating a production 

nightmare for the kitchen staff.  While over the course of the years Lobster Boy posted 

about Endless Shrimp multiple times, the post which received the most comments by far 

was one posted on September 3, 2009, entitled “Red Lobster – Endless Shrimp is the 

Worst Promotion Ever.”  As of August 2011, that post had received 44 comments.  An 

excerpt from the post read: “Dear Red Lobster,  I hate you. Every year you foist upon us 

this hell. It is a nightmare. Whale sized people eating more than a small African nation. 

Ghetto trash trying to take a week's worth of ‘skrimp’ home. Children playing in scampi 

grease and spreading it everywhere.”111  Lobster Boy was clearly irate at the extra work 

and the seeming chaos that the promotion entailed, and was angered by the seeming 

thoughtlessness of Darden.  “What kind of business model intentionally pisses off the 

vast majority of your employees? I understand you don't care about us, we figured that 

out a long time ago, but do you really have to shove this hot poker up our asses each 

year to prove your point that you don't care?”112 

 A few posters chose to defend Endless Shrimp-goers, and took a stab at the 

chain’s servers instead.   One commentator’s remarks were particularly colorful, and 

demonstrated the level of passion invoked by all-you-can-eat shrimp.  The 

commentator, it seemed, had tipped “100%” up front when he had ordered the Endless 

                                                           
111 Lobster Boy, “Red Lobster - Endless Shrimp Is the Worst Promotion Ever,” Red Lobster Blog, September 
3, 2009, http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2009/09/red-lobster-endless-shrimp-is-worst.html. 
112 Ibid. 
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Shrimp at a nearby Red Lobster, yet the server had failed to demonstrate the desired 

level of service: “I saw her about once an hour, the shrimp she brought out was cold, 

and she reeked of cigarettes.”  The poster thus stated:   

I hope this fucking country dies. Yes, literally. I hope the economy takes another 
nose dive and you flag-waving selfish motherfuckers get kicked out of your 
homes and then apartments. I hope you all become meth addicts and abandon 
your babies in garbage bins.113 

 
While the poster was obviously enraged and in high-gear venting mode, his bad 

experience notably triggered a sharp downward spiral into class antagonism and 

disgust.  While he was apparently drawn to Red Lobster for its cost-effective deals and 

promotions, failure to receive the proper attention and gratitude from servers led him 

to unleash a deluge of prescriptions hoping to hurl employees into the poverty, 

desperation, and “trashiness” which he thought best suited them.   The mention that his 

server “reeked of cigarettes” reveals the barely concealed disgust and contempt he felt 

for a place he deemed far beneath himself.     

A Lobster Boy post from 2007 embodied a sentiment similar to his later 2009 

post about the terrors of Endless Shrimp.  In this he wrote: “Endless shrimp means those 

families you frequently find camping out at Old Country Buffet waddle over to our 

stores. Endless shrimp means dealing with dirt bags who think endless means they can 

take home as many as they want.”114  Lobster Boy’s reference to Old Country Buffet and 

                                                           
113 See comments. Ibid. 
114 Lobster Boy, “Endless Shrimp at Red Lobster - Aka Worst Promotion of the Year,” Red Lobster Blog, 
September 7, 2007, http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2007/09/endless-shrimp-at-red-lobster-aka-worst.html. 
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its “dirt bag” customers reveals the hostility Lobster Boy felt towards supposedly 

inappropriate levels of gluttony, especially gluttony engaged in by those with a 

supposedly sub-par sense of decorum.  “Endless shrimp means repeatedly answering 

the question,” he continued, “‘What's the most anybody's ate up in here?’ (Often 

answered while customer is on 5th round of scampi with butter drooling down their 

chin and pooling onto their shirt. Judging by the state of said shirt, that appeared to be a 

normal eating practice.)” 115  

Lobster Boy was repelled by aesthetic failures; acts of gluttony and the contest 

made of consuming as much as possible raised his ire and resulted in a distinct sense of 

disgust.  “Endless shrimp means whole inbred families with poor hygiene wearing 

sweatpants (look ma...they's stretchy!) visiting me every day. Endless shrimp means 

corporate Red Lobster makes their money, while the server gets screwed. For two 

months. Every shift.”116  Lobster Boy was repelled by proximity, by the fact that he was 

forced to interact with and serve those whom he deemed to be beneath him and to be 

physically repulsive, while distant Darden executives reaped the monetary rewards from 

afar.   

Occasionally, servers working at other “all-you-can-eat” establishments 

commiserated on Lobster Boy’s blog.  One such commenter discussed his views on Olive 

Garden:  “I work for the olive garden. We just had our never ending pasta bowl. […]  

                                                           
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibid. 
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Every year you get the white trash people that only eat somewhere nice when they can 

save as much money as possible.” 117 The poster was most irritated by the competitive 

aspect of those engaging in the promotion.  She wrote: “During pasta bowl I always get 

a table that has a compatition [sic] to see who can eat the most refills. I had a four top 

with 76 refills between them. No exaggeration!!! 76 f***ing refills. 6 dollar tip. If your 

[sic] going to sit at my table for 5 hours. You Better [sic] leave a decent tip.” 118  

Customers’ lack of propriety and generosity toward servers was seen as the biggest 

crime, rather than the sheer volume of the customer’s meal.  As the poster shared, “I'll 

admit that I went to endless shrimp and got 12 refills between myself and my girlfriend. 

But we also got a bottle of wine and dessert, the total ticket was around 64 dollars. Our 

server was awesome. I left a 30 dollar tip. I know the hell of unlimited soup salad and 

breadsticks.”119  The poster’s addition of his/her personal anecdote was revealing; 

unlimited food was not necessarily the problem, it was the way one conducted oneself 

when engaging in unlimited food.  Monetary concessions, and increasing the tip by 

adding more on to one’s bills, were ways of elevating the meaning of one’s behavior.  

Relatedly, a poor tip marked the server as somewhat invisible, and the mocking of bad 

customers was a means by which the server could re-exert dominance.  Such tactics 

reveal the subtle power struggles between server and customer, and demonstrate the 

simmering resentments inherent in a service-based industry and economy. 

                                                           
117 See comments. Boy, “Red Lobster - Endless Shrimp Is the Worst Promotion Ever.” 
118 See comments. Ibid. 
119 See comments. Ibid. 
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A particularly caustic comment about Endless Shrimp came from Universitario, 

who shared the following thoughts (comments appear in their original form): 

U can give the best service possible to this people, but they wont tip you shit, 
because they dont know how to act at a restaurant. They think that it is like a 
fast food place, where u just pay for your meal, but u dont have to tip. I won't 
consider this people customers, i will consider them like rats or animals, and if 
somebody that is reading this feels disrespected i dont give a shit, that means 
that u are the one who goes out there and dont tip, and just wanna get your ass 
fatter.  Great blog120 

Here, customers lacking in the proper decorum were depicted as being sub-human, “like 

rats or animals.”  Notably, the main instigator of disgust and loathing was not the 

volume of food that was consumed, but rather the lack of a good tip left for the server.  

Not-tipping here was directly linked to corporeal punishment through the vision of 

increased fatness.    

Due partly to such promotions, the Red Lobster Blog was the site of much 

commentary on overweight and obese customers who patronized the restaurant.  In an 

entry from May 31, 2006, entitled “Too fat to fit in a booth,” Lobster Boy described the 

experience of being forced to seat an obese customer in a booth despite the fact that 

the patron was much too large for such an accommodation:  “The lady wiggles herself 

around, the table clearly digging into her gut, and her breasts rested on the table as 

well.  ‘Oh, this will do I guess. Roger, sit down.’ Her husband is standing still, staring at 

                                                           
120 Lobster Boy, comment by Universitario on “Red Lobster – Endless shrimp is the worst promotion ever,” 
Red Lobster Blog, posted on October 25, 2009, 
https://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=20025896&postID=3980723354665115019 (accessed 
January 30, 2010). 
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her heaped upon the table.  ‘Darling, would you rather have a table?’  The stare of 

death, followed by the ‘whisper-yell.’  ‘NO! Sit down!’”121  The woman’s horror over her 

husband’s comment implied that this was likely not an isolated event, that the woman 

had perhaps gotten used to making the best of difficult accommodations, and did not 

appreciate her husband’s attempts to call attention to this.   

Whenever Lobster Boy submitted a particularly nasty post, he later explained 

that while he enjoyed most or many of the members of group x, he had to admit, 

sometimes individuals from group x were a huge pain in the ass.  Though he did 

sometimes express frustration with “self-entitled yuppies,” most of his resentment was 

targeted toward the poor and/or marginalized.   Here, another poster defended Red 

Lobster customers: 

Many of you have called the people that come in during endless shrimp or 
lobster-fest ‘white trash,’ ‘whales,’ etc. Red Lobster isn't exactly fine dining, but 
it's probably the best those people can afford. Have you ever stopped to think 
that the people who go for the specials can't afford to any other time? That 
maybe they save up and go out for a special night? That maybe they look 
forward to endless shrimp all year long? And here you are calling them trash. 
Why shouldn't they be able to dine at RL, or any other restaurant, when specials 
make them affordable?122 
 

The varied reactions to Red Lobster – both from within the service industry and from 

the general public – serve as a microcosm of the range of sentiment many Americans 

                                                           
121 Lobster Boy, “Too Fat to Fit in a Booth,” Red Lobster Blog, posted on May 31, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/05/too-fat-to-fit-in-booth.html (accessed January 30, 2010).   
122 Lobster Boy, “Red Lobster - Endless Shrimp Is the Worst Promotion Ever.” 
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express towards the poor and the marginalized, reactions which range from outright 

hostility and loathing, to mild amusement, to frustration, to empathy.   

 Despite the anger-infused tone of many of Lobster Boy’s posts, the overall 

narrative that Lobster Boy presented was that those who frequented Red Lobster were 

marginalized members of society who viewed Red Lobster as an indulgent treat.  In a 

post from March 2010 Lobster Boy discussed the phenomena of the “Sugar Momma,” 

which he defined as, in his experiences, a much older white woman with a much 

younger black man.  He found it especially hilarious when two Sugar Mommas would 

meet, and “scream across restaurants at other women” because they realized they’d 

shared the same man.   He wrote: “I often find myself wondering ‘is this what you really 

wanted from life?’ and ‘how in the hell did you get here?’ You don't just fall into being a 

sugar momma I suspect. You have to choose that route. Can we attribute this to years of 

abusing Patron?”  He added, “and sugar mommas never tip well. Ever.”123  Again and 

again, Lobster Boy used Red Lobster as the staging ground for commentary on society’s 

oddballs and outcasts, on the poor and the flamboyant, on the under-educated, and on 

the ill-behaved.  Sometimes, he viewed himself as in a similarly powerless position. 

 Lobster Boy painted a picture of Darden and the Red Lobster brand in particular 

that meshed quite well with Stewart O’Nan’s depiction of the Lobster.  Here, in a post 

from December 2006, Lobster Boy extrapolated:  

                                                           
123 Lobster Boy, “Sugar Momma,” Red Lobster Blog, April 2, 2010, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2010/04/sugar-momma.html. 
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Do I think my employer is happy I blog about them? No, I'm sure they aren't. 
They are a big soulless corporation that wants everyone to be a mindless server 
robot walking in goose-step on the company line…Red Lobster is the anti-flare of 
all restaurants. They don't care who you are, what your experiences are, you 
must follow this very exact way of doing all things…They know that their 
employees are basically disposable because there is a nearly endless supply of 
other people in many markets looking for work.124 

 
Here, Lobster Boy’s depiction of the ways of Darden – the ways of a major corporation – 

indeed echoed Manny’s views on the seeming invisibility of this world and of the Red 

Lobster employee.    

 In 2007, Lobster Boy posted an entry in which he outlined the scope of this 

generalized culture of emasculation:  

From Wikipedia: ‘A gelding is a castrated animal—in English, a castrated male 
horse. The word comes from the Old Norse geldr (‘barren’). A horse is usually 
gelded to make him more placid, making him easier to control. Geldings were 
once prized by classical steppe warriors for their silence.’  Red Lobster more and 
more is in the practice of hiring people for their management teams who are 
geldings. The less personality you have the better…We will continue to be led by 
drones who huddle around restaurant magazines celebrating a 1% gain in market 
share.125 
 

Life at Red Lobster was one in which employees were forced to manage their various 

feelings of disgust – disgust toward their fellow servers, toward Darden, toward their 

own positions of marginality, and, most importantly, toward their customers.  While 

most of Lobster Boy’s posts revolved around the supposed absurdity of his customers, it 

                                                           
124 Lobster Boy, “Almost Famous,” Red Lobster Blog, December 28, 2006, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2006/12/almost-famous.html. 
125 Lobster Boy, “The Geldings,” Red Lobster Blog, January 24, 2007, 
http://rlserver.blogspot.com/2007/01/geldings.html. 
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was clear that he too felt he was trapped within a powerless situation, in a middling 

invisibility molded by the bottom line.   

 
All-You-Can Eat Buffets in Popular Culture 

 While Red Lobster has been used as a symbol of the ridiculous (as in Queenan’s 

depiction), the invisible (as in O’Nan’s rendition), and of the marginalized (through 

Lobster Boy’s posts), another American cultural symbol which embodies the 

intermingling of desire and disgust is the all-you-can-eat buffet.  Red Lobster indeed 

taps into many of the attendant fears of accessible abundance via such phenomena as 

Endless Shrimp, its Admiral’s Feast platter of various fried seafoods, and through the 

descriptions of the corporeality of many of its patrons.  The all-you-can-eat buffet, 

however, as a fixture in American culture, perhaps most blatantly stands for the 

obsession with and fear of uninhibited mass consumption.  The large-scale commercial 

buffet is the epitome of an aesthetic of abundance.  The term “all-you-can-eat buffet” 

conjures the image of row upon row of gleaming steam trays, brimming with a bevy of 

endlessly available fare – mashed potatoes, gravy, macaroni and cheese, prime rib, roast 

chicken, and crab legs.  The image delights and astounds, and caters directly to a 

particularly American desire to have everything, as much as one wants, and with no 

imposed limitations.  For one set price, one is given access to bowls of hot and sour 

soup, mounds of fried chicken, dish upon dish of shrimp cocktail, plate upon plate of 

chocolate cake.  The allure is clear.   
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 The idea of the all-you-can-eat buffet also conjures images of mile after mile of 

smudged, plexi-glass sneeze guards, with overwhelmed patrons swaying under the 

weight of unwieldy plates stacked with clumps of sausages covered in grease, limp slices 

of pizza left to fester for too long under reddish heat lamps, bowls of chocolate pudding 

covered with a skin of neglect.  All-you-can-eat buffets may invoke images of messy 

hands and messy utensils, serving spoons covered in scum, and children’s hand prints on 

plates, betraying the fact that some may have chosen to forgo serving utensils 

altogether.  The all-you-can-eat buffet stands in the conflicted zone in which desire 

meets disgust, depending on who is doing the beholding.  The way the all-you-can-eat 

buffet has been used in popular culture reveals the fraught relationship between the 

pleasure of abundance and the repulsion of too much.  

 While Las Vegas is the most famous home of the all-you-can-eat buffet, the city’s 

status as a liminal zone of the anything-goes works to erase some of the elements of 

cultural scrutiny that accompany similar forms of consumption that do not rest within its 

bounds of leniency.  Because of this leniency, I will focus instead on images of all-you-

can-eat buffets in everyday spaces.  How is such abundance depicted and categorized 

when it is not granted a pass due to the liminality of its location – as it would be if found 

on a cruise ship or at a resort?  That is, what is the narrative of such symbols and acts of 

excess within “normal” spaces?  To get at these issues, in this final section I will discuss 

tips from a buffet management guidebook, examples of the all-you-can-eat buffet in 

popular culture, and the symbolic meaning of accessible excess.   



340 
 

In dealing with the potential spectacle of mass quantities of food, there will be, 

inevitably, commercial forces and social customs which rise up to reign in, organize, and 

provide guidelines for such instances of excess.  According to a 1990 industry standard 

on buffet construction for catered events and restaurants – Successful Buffet 

Management – a stellar buffet needed to include some combination of “a creative and 

centralized idea or theme, stylized preparation of food in volume, showmanship and 

flare, unusual table settings and configurations, [and] professional and knowledgeable 

service.”126  The contents of the buffet must respect the guests’ expectations of what 

such a buffet should contain, but at the same time, style, color, texture, and method of 

display were of utmost importance to the success of the buffet.  “The standard menu is 

a written description of the food selections offered, but the buffet tables are a menu 

that can be read not only with the eye but also with the senses of smell and touch.  

Placement, symmetry, order process, movement, and lighting are essential to successful 

showmanship.  A dramatic presentation is crucial.”127  While much of  the allure of the 

buffet is visual, and based on the sheer spectacle of abundance, the fact that the sense 

of smell, and particularly the sense of touch – are made central, reveals the ways in 

which buffets invoke a sense of collectivity and interaction; a sense of communalism 

which may also give rise to fears of contamination.   

                                                           
126 Ronald A. Yudd, Successful Buffet Management (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1990) 1. 
127 Ibid.  12. 
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Buffets, noted the author, must appeal to all five senses.  For instance, in 

describing a country-style buffet, the author explained that “the dried herbs, oak leaves, 

and wood pile reinforce the feeling of fall and harvest time…The smell of herbs and 

crushed apples, the feel of burlap, the memories that may be triggered by the bushel 

baskets, the simple beauty of a dried flower arrangement” all helped to reinforce the 

theme.128  The symbolic values of each prop built on the others to help construct each 

cohesive fantasy scene.  “Just think,” noted the author, “of all that could be done with 

the props from Oklahoma or the backdrops from South Pacific!”129   

 In order for planners and caterers to devise such elaborate schemes, Successful 

Buffet Management encouraged them to tap into their imaginations using visualization 

techniques.  Advising creators to begin with simple stress reduction exercises and to 

move on to daydreaming, creators were told that “no reasoning, logic, or facts should 

intrude.  Focus on food selections, backdrops, colors, uniforms, table settings, and table 

configurations.  The final step in this exercise is to walk through your imagined buffet, 

from appetizer to dessert.  See, taste, smell, and feel it.”130  Buffet construction, then, 

was imagined as an immersive experience.  In crafting one’s perfect buffet setting, the 

author also suggested including “strolling string players, [a] piano bar, era music, band, 

sing-alongs, and caroling” as part of the total entertainment environment that is the 

                                                           
128 Ibid.  175. 
129 Ibid.  197. 
130 Ibid.  29. 
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buffet.131  Other juxtapositions included “a country buffet theme combined with a crafts 

fair, a wreath-making demonstration during the holidays, a family photographer in the 

lobby on Mother’s Day, and poetry readings and dinner theatre.”132  Clearly there was 

something about a buffet that seemed to trigger all sorts of fantastical scenarios.  A 

considerable amount of time was spent detailing the importance of texture, color, and 

shape in constructing a buffet; mirrored serving trays played a prominent role.  The 

reflective trays, tables, and pedestals favored in buffet display were also utilized, albeit 

in a different form, in gentlemen’s clubs and aboard Carnival cruise ships, mirrors 

serving to multiply objects and people, and to magnify a sense of abundance.   

 With this sense of abundance came attendant issues of waste.  The author of 

Successful Buffet Management suggested that portions be ½ to ¼ the size of an a la cart 

portion, as this helped prevent waste and “also gives [guests] the impression that they 

are receiving an abundance when taking two or three portions.”133  The proper size 

serving utensils was also another key factor in cost and portion control.  “Soups, 

casseroles, stews, and pastas are foods that help maintain a margin of profit,” noted the 

author, yet “The goal of the buffet operator is always to convey an impression of 

endless variety and unlimited amounts.”134 But what about guests who “abuse” the 

buffet, taking too large of portions, and throwing out plate after plate of food, simply on 

                                                           
131 Ibid.  57. 
132 Ibid. 
133 Ibid.  105. 
134 Ibid.  149. 
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a whim?  In this case, it was advised that “the manager should make eye contact with 

only the abuser rather than the entire party.  By making eye contact, the guest is made 

aware that his or her behavior has been brought to the management’s attentions, and 

in most cases it will stop.”135 

 The author also discussed the dreaded “take-out buffet customers,” or those 

who “think that all you can eat also means all you can carry out.  This has been 

described as the briefcase, purse, or doggie bag syndrome.”136  Such customers would 

pilfer items from the buffet, and stash them away, surreptitiously, perhaps into a 

plastic-lined purse or bag.  Another problem customer was the “grilled cheeser,” a 

customer who ordered an inexpensive item from the a la cart menu, while sharing off 

the plates of their companions who had ordered the all-you-can-eat buffet.  While a few 

solutions were offered, it seemed such problematic customers ultimately led to an 

awkward situation for all involved.137  The author also discussed various ways in which 

leftover buffet items could be extended, namely by incorporation as bread crumbs, 

croutons, or as ingredients in casseroles.  “Making casseroles appealing is not difficult,” 

the author assured readers, “but it is important that the major ingredients remain 

recognizable; that is, a seafood casserole should be distinguishable as a seafood 

                                                           
135 Ibid.  151. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid.  153. 
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casserole.”138  The issue of aesthetics was thus central to the image and success of the 

buffet, a fact which gave the buffet the potential to shock and repulse. 

 
“I’ll Have Some of the Yella:” The Buffet as Object of Revulsion 

 In the 1997 comedy, Vegas Vacation, the middle-class, suburban Griswold 

family, led by bumbling patriarch Clark Griswold (Chevy Chase), took a vacation to Las 

Vegas, where they encountered Cousin Eddy (Randy Quaid), who was living with his 

family in a trailer atop a former nuclear testing site in the Nevada desert.  In a 

particularly memorable scene, Cousin Eddie, not known for his polished ways, took the 

Griswold family out for dinner, to “the best buck forty-nine buffet in town!”  As the kids 

started piling their plates with various meats and unidentified glop, Cousin Eddy leaned 

in confidentially to Clark and whispered, “Oh, uh, this buffet is all you can eat, you only 

need ONE plate.”  Cousin Eddie then pulled out a large satchel, and proceeded to fill it 

up with dinner rolls and various other buffet items, while Clark hesitantly eyed a 

wobbling blob of Jell-O with what appeared to be broccoli suspended within it.  When 

Cousin Eddie sneezed onto the buffet food, Clark was thoroughly repulsed, and 

proceeded to put down the two morsels of non-disgusting food he had managed to find. 

 The two continued down the buffet line past various trays of glutinous casseroles 

and creamy vats of meats; Clark perplexedly picked up a chicken foot, and after eying it 

in a shocked manner, put it back into the steam tray.  Cousin Eddy, conversely, was 

                                                           
138 Ibid.  155. 
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gleefully filling up his plate with a bevy of goods, completely unperturbed by any of it.  

The offerings grew increasingly more repulsive; Clark’s eyes became saucers as he 

passed a vat of blue creamy substance labeled “Chicken,” followed by a vat of yellow 

substance labeled “Beef”; the line chef then realized the vats had been mislabeled, and 

promptly switched the gooey labels.  “Want some?” he dared Clark.  At that point, Clark 

gave up, and declared, “Eddie, uh, uh, I think I’ll just be over by the Saltines.”  Clark 

moved away, and Eddie continued to fill up his plate.  “I’ll have some of the yella,” he 

said to the chef, with a wink, “And don’t get cheap on me!”  Cousin Eddie was then 

shown digging into a bowl of chunky mush, clearly enjoying himself: “Mmm, this bread 

pudding is EXTRA runny to-night!”139   

  The scene was funny, of course, because the food was gross.  Funnier, because 

yokel Cousin Eddy did not seem to mind the food at all; in fact, he rather enjoyed it, and 

was pleased with himself for having found such a good deal.  Clark Griswold, for all his 

incompetence (this was the same man, after all, who had driven his family halfway 

across the country to visit Wally World, only to find that the park was closed), knew this 

food was disgusting.  No amount of vacation-going, caution-to-the-wind throwing could 

get him comfortable with a class habitus that was clearly far below his own.  Bright 

yellow mucous-y chicken casserole was repulsive to Clark Griswold, but it was delicious 

to Cousin Eddy. 

                                                           
 
139 Stephen Kessler, Vegas Vacation, 1997. 
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The buffet as cultural symbol appeared in a 2006 episode of Trey Parker and 

Matt Stone’s animated Comedy Central show South Park.  In the episode called “Grey 

Dawn,” the elderly residents of South Park plotted to take over the town after becoming 

enraged when they had their driver’s licenses revoked.  Armed with machine guns, and 

poised for their takeover, the elderly mob organized themselves for a takeover, growing 

increasingly violent and angry.  The non-elderly of the town had tried to stop the revolt 

but were unsuccessful; unsuccessful, that is, until they finally devised a plan that could 

really throw a wrench in things: they shut down the local Country Kitchen Buffet.  “How 

could it be closed?” shouted one of the elderly, part of the vast mob of old people that 

had gathered outside of the restaurant.  “It’s 6 am.  It’s 6 am!”   The mob grew angrier, 

and pounded on the windows and doors.  In the next shot, the group of elderly rioters 

was shown collapsed outside of the doors of the buffet; unable to feed themselves, they 

had grown weak, and were unable to go on.  The protestors’ demise due to the closing 

of the buffet marked the end of the struggle, and power was then recovered by the non-

elderly members of the community.140  The buffet served again as cultural shorthand for 

the domain of the marginalized. 

 
Tom Goes to the Mayor 

The cheap buffet as cultural signifier took center stage in Tom Goes to the 

Mayor, an animated show created by comedians Tim Heidecker and Eric Wareheim 
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which aired as part of the Cartoon Network’s Adult Swim from 2004-2006.  The show 

was set in the fictional town of Jefferton, the apotheosis of depressed small town 

America.  The introduction of the show, set-up as a promotional video entitled 

“Jefferton Alive!”, featured a montage of images in which Jefferton was presented as a 

cartoon hell of strip malls with businesses called Rea$onable’s Grille, Sizzlin, Rent-A-

Village, Pete’s Zah, and Sauceman’s.  In Jefferton, all city council meetings took place at 

Gulliver’s Buffet, and each episode began with the optimistic yet seldom successful Tom 

Peters, the newly arrived Jefferton citizen and protagonist of the series, visiting the 

mayor and pitching a new idea.141  Tom Peters embodied a sort of gee-whiz small-town 

can-do-itude, but his consistent failure hinted at the impotence of his approach.   

 Tom Goes to the Mayor was an absurdist, satirical, gross-out show in which the 

world of Jefferton was the height of small town banality, simple-mindeness, and 

sadness. Many of the central scenes of the show featured food in some grotesque form, 

and the dominant tone of the show was that of patheticness and incompetence – and of 

an overall lack of power.  The abundant yet disgusting condition of the featured food 

served to signify empty consumption and a lack of discernment or knowingness.  In 

Season 1, Episode 1, three town council members were seated at a long table at 

Gulliver’s Buffet, a basket of wedge-cut fries and other assorted deep fried goods in 

front of them.  The walls of Gulliver’s were adorned with framed pictures of vegetables, 

and uninvolved patrons moved about in the background, zombie-like, filling their plates 
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with food.  One sign at the buffet showed a picture of a lit cigarette, with the words 

“Smoking Welcome” beneath it.  The mayor was shown helping himself to a huge pile of 

“spaghett-a – you know, red pasta with sauce that the Italians call, spaghett-a!”142  The 

mayor’s misguided pronunciation echoed the comments Joe Queenan made about the 

Olive Garden and its attempts to uplift through elaborate pronunciation schemes. The 

world of Jefferton was a world in which the residents “just didn’t get it.” 

Tom Goes to the Mayor repeatedly presented images and storylines satirizing the 

American love of cheap excess, abundance, and laziness, and the use of food to signal 

grotesquerie was carried over to the depiction of key characters as well.  Tom’s wife Joy, 

for instance, was vastly overweight, and when she was not shown yelling at Tom or 

eating, she was shown cruising the aisles of Saverz Snacks in a Rascal-style motorized 

cart.  One episode showed Joy in a house dress, powering away at a massive Gulliver’s 

Breakfast Flavored Trough Style Trough Breakfast.  Her face and hands were smeared 

with food, and sitting on the edge of the “trough/box” was a roll of toilet paper, adding 

to the sense of grotesquerie.  Another episode contained a dream sequence in which 

Tom lounged in a fantasy rainbow unicorn land with an obese, unidentified woman, 

feeding her drumsticks dipped in green “Sauceman’s Dippers” sauce.  Boxes of 

Sauceman’s “Pork Flavored Tato Tiddlers,” “Robbi’s Sauce House Whipped Cheese Dip,” 

and “Sauceman’s Diet Sauce Meats” were strewn around Tom and the woman.  Tom 

was jarred out of his dream and awakened by Joy, who was yelling at him while she 
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watched TV and lay on the bed; Tom was lying on a small trundle bed next to the main 

bed, demonstrating that the two did not sleep together.  Tom Goes to the Mayor 

continuously presented a world steeped in sloth and sadness, in which consumption 

was empty and excessive, and composed of amorphous processed products.143  Even in 

the dream life of the town’s members, consumption played the starring role, complicit 

in both their fantasies and in their powerlessness. 

 The show’s obsession with amorphous consumption was embodied by the 

constant use of sauce as a vehicle of sadness.  Episode 23 of Season 3 focused 

extensively on the goings-on at Sauceman’s.  In this episode, viewers were treated to a 

grotesque Sauceman’s ad (which used live action rather than animation) in which 

customers dunked huge sausages and chicken legs into vats of unidentified sauces.   

“Over a thousand different sauce combinations available at Sauceman’s Family Sauce 

House Style Sauce House Restaurant.  Meat not included.”  The scene then cut to the 

current moment at Sauceman’s, where customers were shown with Ziploc bags filled 

with chunks of meat they had brought from home.  Puddles of sauce and sauce-laden 

shoe prints covered the floor while patrons walked around zombie-like, carrying plates 

stacked high with meats.  Tom and a friend were shown laughing at a messy table 

covered in bones, blobs of sauces, and wadded-up napkins.  The bill revealed they had 

consumed a sauce sampler of tart and sweet, sweet n’ salty, sour malt dip, low carb, and 
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energy sauces.  The total was $29.25.144  This reliance on sauce as scene-setter worked 

to emphasize the state of messiness and non-discernment that citizens of Jefferton lived 

in; the focus was on quick hits of mass-produced flavor – tart and sweet, sweet n’ salty – 

covering whatever mass of product the customers had brought along.  Citizens had been 

reduced to drones in search of small flashes of pleasure, yet they never achieved any 

real state of joy.  

Buffets were one of the central forces of the show and were used as scene-

setters time and again to emphasize the sense of stagnation that infused all corners of 

the town.  The second-to-last episode of the series featured an ultimate statement on 

the buffet culture of Jefferton when Tom Peter’s son ate himself to death at his birthday 

party at Gulliver’s.  In his honor, his school held a funereal “Memorial Buffet” which 

featured, among other things, a dish called “pork cobbler” – Vienna sausages suspended 

in a Vaseline-like goo – which the mayor helped himself to using his hands.  Tom 

explained that he wished his son had stayed alive long enough to visit Puddins for his 

birthday dessert, at which point the show cut to a flashback of Tom at “Puddins Sample 

Town” where a tube was placed in Tom’s mouth and “high quality, puddin fresh puddin 

samples” were pumped into his mouth.  The mayor suggested that Tom go on a 

Puddins-only pudding fast as part of the grieving process.  Tom was then shown wearing 

a sandwich board that said “Buffet Awareness,” while standing at the buffet line at 
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Gulliver’s.  During that particular trip to the buffet, Tom was suddenly overcome with 

grief, and spent the rest of the episode crying on the floor of the mayor’s office.   

Tom Goes to the Mayor is flooded with images of grotesquerie.  In positioning 

the town of Jefferton as the culmination of an American industrial-food, consumer-

wasteland, combined with an undying sense of American optimism and “can-do-itude” 

as embodied by Tom Peters, the show is a satire of Americans’ habits of empty excess.  

Jefferton is a town overrun by buffets, a town whose plates are brimming with 

amorphousness, with goo and globs and unidentified blobs.  In an episode about Pipe’s 

Buffet, which served “a little beef brisket, fatty goat shoulder, stuffed pork hocks, and 

some buttercream bird legs,” an ad promoting Pipe’s Buffet “to the younger generation” 

proclaimed, “[over waving American flags and soaring eagles] You know, nothing is 

more patriotic than the savory flavors of grandma’s home-cooked fatty meats, and of 

course, that old familiar smell of grandpa’s tobaccy pipe.  Mmm, smells like America to 

me.”145  Jefferton’s buffet-locale city council meetings speak to a sense of poverty and a 

lack of space, but also speak somewhat to the meaning of citizenship as well; to be an 

American, and to be a citizen, is to be a consumer.  And most importantly, a consumer 

of glop.   

 
Desire and Disgust in the Buffet Line 

                                                           
145 Ibid. 



352 
 

Sociologist Douglas B. Holt, in a 1998 study testing Bourdieu’s theories of cultural 

capital and consumption in the United States, finds that those with low cultural capital 

often seek consumption choices, especially within the realm of dining and vacation, 

which represent abundance and luxury.146  Among such consumers, he notes, 

“restaurants that serve buffet style are consensus favorites,” and he quotes one study 

participant who noted that with “‘a buffet, you know, I’m in the driver’s seat kind of you 

know.  I know up front how much it’s going to cost me and I can eat as much as I want.  

If I go away hungry it’s my fault.’”147  This desire for choice and abundance is similar to 

the way another so-called low cultural capital interviewee from Holt’s study discussed 

her preference for cruise vacations and their abundance of activities: “‘If you’re bored 

on a cruise, it’s your own fault.’”148   

A similar sentiment can be found in the brand image of Raleigh, North Carolina-

based Golden Corral, a homestyle buffet chain which opened its first restaurant in 

Fayetteville, North Carolina, in 1973.  With 477 branches, the company claimed it was 

“most proud of [its] Great Steak Buffet featuring ‘all-you-can-eat’ sirloin steak,” but was 

also “committed to making pleasurable dining affordable for each and every 

guest…because ‘Everyone Deserves a Good Meal™.’”  A trademarked slogan at the top 

of their website proclaims, “Help Yourself to Happiness.”149  Their company vision is: "To 

                                                           
146 Douglas B. Holt, “Does Cultural Capital Structure American Consumption?,” The Journal of Consumer 
Research 25 (June 1998): 1–25. 
147 Ibid., 11. 
148 Ibid., 10. 
149 Accessed July 20, 2009.  http://www.goldencorral.com/about/ 
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be the leading family restaurant system by making pleasurable dining affordable for 

every guest, in every restaurant, every day."150  Golden Corral embodies Bourdieu’s 

notion of “plenty” as a particularly desired aesthetic characteristic of those with lower 

cultural capital.    

Holt notes, however, that while abundance and plenty were particularly sought 

after attributes, the scope of the desired variety and abundance often remains fairly 

limited and within a narrow range of acceptableness, as foods or activities marked as 

particularly foreign or unfamiliar were often looked down upon.  Holt mentions that 

those with lower cultural capital “offer conventional choices as their favorites for both 

home-cooked meals and restaurant meals, voicing uncertainty about or disdain toward 

more exotic choices.”151  Chinese food was often understood as exotic to those with 

lower cultural capital, noted Holt, who quoted one such participant as saying “‘I’ll walk 

past a Chinese restaurant in State College and the smell of walking past it about gags 

me.’”152  Valuing abundance and choice, yet eschewing items and experiences that 

seemed unfamiliar, made homestyle buffets and mass market cruise vacations 

particularly appealing.  

Abundance, choice, and excess have become central features within spaces of 

mass appeal, allowing individuals a heightened sense of choice and control.  Holt argues 

that, on the other hand, those with high cultural capital “are able to consume luxurious 
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and scarce goods while at the same time negating connotations of waste, ostentation, 

and extravagance through tastes that assign value based on the ability of the good to 

facilitate metaphysical experience.”153  That is, those with high cultural capital are able 

to psychologically avoid being labeled as gluttonous because they feel their preferred 

goods somehow uplift and provide transformative experiences.  Those with lower 

cultural capital “value abundance and luxury because these objects, with material and 

symbolic attributes far beyond ‘use value,’ signify a seldom-experienced distance from 

material needs.”154  Cruises and buffets are particularly appealing for their embodiment 

of choice and their profligacy of options; they signal an abundance that is not often 

available in the day to day world. 

All-you-can-eat style consumption, in all its forms, fills a desire for liberation and 

limitlessness.  Issues of supply and labor aside, all-you-can-eat is the ultimate attempt 

at, and symbol of, the democratization of desire.   Despite such democratization, 

affordable abundance – especially as embodied by the comments of Lobster Boy and 

the use of buffets in popular culture –  comes to be linked to particular class, race, and 

age antagonisms, and reveals deep-seated tensions about indulgence, distinction, and 

personal control.  Embedded in many critiques of cheap buffets is a not-so-subtle attack 

on the ideas of wastefulness and overconsumption, but also upon people who are 

perceived as lacking the means to know better.   
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One of the biggest draws of the all-you-can-eat buffet is the seeming 

limitlessness of it all, a modern day “Land of Cockaigne” and mythical zone of plenty.155  

It is a triumph of the industrial food system. “In a word,” wrote George Santayana in 

1896, “the infinity which moves us is the sense of multiplicity in uniformity.”156  While 

Santayana was speaking about the allure of the universe, of the plenitude of the stars, 

his sentiment could indeed be applied to the abundant world of endless stuff.  

Postmodernist Mike Featherstone observed that the inverse could also be true, as “it 

can be argued that the vision of abundance has been central to consumer culture in 

modernity…Visions of abundance became associated with free[dom] of movement and 

social mobility and attached to particular symbolic and actual places, with ‘America’ 

becoming the key example from the final decades of the nineteenth century onwards 

through much of the twentieth century.”157  This desire for novelty and spectacle was a 

key driving force behind modernity, and bolstered the burgeoning department stores of 

the late nineteenth-century, with their “vast phantasmagoria of commodities on 

display.”158  The display of abundant, cheap, and accessible food taps into a similar 

desire, the desire to be simultaneously overwhelmed and indulged, but always keeping 

the feeling of complete satisfaction just out of reach. 

                                                           
155 To read about the Land of Cockaigne and various medieval fantasies of abundant food and drink, edible 
architecture, and endless luxury and ease, see Harman Pleij, Dreaming of Cockaigne: Medieval Fantasies 
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Publications, Inc., 1955), 67. 
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Buffets, unlike many other restaurant experiences, also bring issues of 

cleanliness and dirtiness to the forefront, as one is visually confronted by the relatively 

vulnerable state of the food, which is on display and easily accessible to any number of 

actors.  All-you-can-eat buffets thus evoke a concern with the actions of other diners in 

a way not generally found in other dining formats, forcing patrons to confront notions of 

“otherness” among fellow diners (however “otherness” may be construed – including 

the idea that some have poorer hygiene than oneself).  Buffet dining is, then, a type of 

communal experience, as one becomes hyper-aware of the presence and actions of 

other diners (or one’s own actions, as in the feeling of self-consciousness which often 

accompanies a third or fourth trip to the buffet, or a plate piled particularly high with 

chicken wings and crab legs).   

Pop culture disgust towards the cheap buffet is also about dislike of the poor, of 

the “low-class” and the “trashy,” of mass-production and indiscriminate consumption, 

of all forms of pleasure which are available too easily.  It is about fear of contamination, 

about bodies that are marked as somehow disgusting.  It is a type of repulsion focused 

on the idea of comingling, a repulsion not found in other types of indulgence in mass-

produced, cheap food, such as fried chicken from KFC or triple bacon cheeseburgers 

from Wendy’s.  Such delicacies are packaged as individual servings, thus leaving the 

imagined bodily integrity and separation from other indulgers intact.  The repulsion 

towards buffets can thus not be explained entirely by the content of the food itself.  
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Feelings of disgust and repulsion stem from a physiological as well as a 

psychological desire to protect oneself from “bad” forces.  “Disgust responds to an 

encounter with something experienced as outside the self,” argues scholar Susan B. 

Miller.  “That ‘Other’ is felt to be noxious and ready to transfer noxiousness to the self.  

Therefore, one wants distance from the bad ‘other.’  Disgust thus involves jeopardy to 

the self, which responds to that danger by devaluing – even despising – something 

outside, and determining to keep free of it.”159  In this way, one might learn much from 

becoming aware of what disgusts, as disgust, notes Miller, “is one of a number of 

emotions that work in concert to reject and devalue outsiders.”160  In American popular 

culture, chain restaurant and buffet-goers are most frequently depicted as being 

comprised of the most marginalized groups in American society – fat people, poor 

people, and old people; three stigmatized groups which often symbolize inertia and a 

lack of capability.  These groups represent a lack of power – economic, social, and 

cultural.   

It is in fact one’s relationship to and interaction with superabundance that 

determines one’s place in the social, cultural, and economic matrix.  As cultural analyst 

Laura Kipnis writes, “Control of the body, desire, and appetite are qualities historically 

associated with the bourgeoisie and their social triumph: fat both signifies loss of self-

mastery, but also threatens the loss of the class status for which bodily self-control is a 
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prerequisite.”161  Kipnis reminds readers that American society is not overly critical of 

those who collect too many objects or material goods (unless, of course, such collecting 

rises to the dreaded level of “hoarding,” which has become its own cultural fascination).  

Allowing one’s physical being to get vastly out of control is seen as particularly 

problematic.  A certain degree of organization and tidiness must be maintained on all 

fronts, as evidenced by the proliferation of entire industries dedicated to organizing 

one’s “stuff” (think The Container Store).  Still, eager acquisition of consumer goods, as 

contained by some system of logic and organization, is generally fine.  Fatness is easy; it 

is not a mark of distinction, just as the landscape of the chain restaurant is a landscape 

of emasculation.  Red Lobster is everywhere and nowhere at once.  These types of 

consumption are too easy; they do not bestow power.  

 
A Visit to Red Lobster 

 Much to my dismay, we missed Endless Shrimp by one day.  This was a fear I’d 

had on my way over to the Red Lobster on South Lamar in Austin, Texas.  “But it was still 

going on yesterday,” said my research companion Gavin.  “But that’s the thing with Red 

Lobster,” I told him, “it never displays the dates for its promotions.”  When we arrived 

at the southernmost branch of Austin’s Red Lobster (there were two within the city 

limits), we found the parking lot to be about 1/3 full, which seemed about right for a 

Tuesday night at 7:30 pm (and also provided more evidence for my mounting suspicion 
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that Endless Shrimp had indeed passed). While the exterior of Red Lobster was 

reminiscent of a Northeastern boat house, there were several large, very non-

Northeastern palm trees near the entrance of the restaurant.  It was a strange 

juxtaposition, but I suppose it added a bit of regional distinctiveness (if palm trees can 

be considered less strange in Texas than in Maine).  The palm trees were not an 

insignificant detail; each of the spaces I examined in this dissertation have utilized palm 

trees in some sense.  At Rick’s, as in the landscaping of many upscaled gentlemen’s 

clubs, a row of palm trees worked with the low, salmon-colored stucco walls to create a 

sort-of suburbanized tastefulness.  Aboard the Carnival Ecstasy, plastic palm trees 

ringed the pool on the lido deck, lending an air of tropicality, and signaling Vacation.  

Here, the meaning seemed less clear, though as we stepped inside, I started to believe 

the palm might have something to do with Red Lobster’s most recent turn towards a 

more minimalist and upscaled décor.  

The first thing I looked for when walking in was the live lobster tank.  It was 

located off to the side, with little fanfare surrounding it.  I had remembered the lobster 

tank playing a more central role in the lobby décor of Red Lobster; now it just seemed 

like management needed a place to stash it.  There was no wait at all, and the hostess 

seated us in a booth right away.  Most of the restaurant’s seating was composed of dark 

brown leather booths, and the lighting was very subdued.  The backs of the booths were 

so high that I was unable to get a good sense of the other customers.  Privacy and 

tastefulness seemed to be the organizing principle.                                                           



360 
 

Once we were seated, we browsed through the wide array of menus we had 

been presented with – a full-color photo drinks menu, a single sheet “Catch of the Day” 

menu (with that day’s date on it), a glossy photo-laden promotional menu advertising 

Surf and Turf, and a regular menu, which had been upscaled and printed on a heavy, 

matte brown paper, no longer the glossy, photo-filled affair of the past.  Not wanting to 

alienate possible photo-menu lovers, yet also wanting to convey the message that Red 

Lobster had upscaled, every possible type of menu was there.  And it was now clear – 

we had indeed missed Endless Shrimp by one day.  

 

Figure 3.6  Palm-treed Red Lobster exterior, South Lamar (Austin, Texas) 
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Figure 3.7 New school and old school at Red Lobster, South Lamar (Austin, Texas) 

 I ordered the Bacon-Wrapped Shrimp and Peppercorn Sirloin; Gavin went for the 

Seaside Shrimp Trio.  My entrée, taken from the Surf and Turf menu, was described as 

“Bacon-wrapped jumbo shrimp paired with a peppercorn-rubbed, wood-grilled sirloin 

topped with a blue cheese sauce.  Served over mashed potatoes, and with broccoli.”  

This description definitely hit all the saucy meaty bacony-craving centers of the brain.  

And, the dinners all came with salads!  Bonus.  I ordered a garden salad with French 

dressing, Gavin got the Caesar.  All meals of course also came accompanied by all-you-

can-eat cheese biscuits.  According to Red Lobster Blog, the biscuits (along with shrimp 

scampi) were the most beloved items at Red Lobster.   
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Figure 3.8  Dinner, and an upscaled interior (Austin, Texas) 

 The décor on the walls was very subdued, with a few muted drawings of ships 

here and there, and the occasional lighthouse painting.  Nowhere did we see netting or 

anchors or lanterns.  The walls were painted a neutral and earthy brown.  Very faint pop 

rock played over the speaker system.  None of the customers there that night seemed 

to be particularly raucous or notable.  The server was very pleasant.  When the food 

came out, it too was pretty good.  Yes, it was heavy and salty and fatty, but that’s what I 

had ordered, and it tasted good.   

Thinking of a steak and shrimp lunch the next day, I saved a bit of my food and 

asked for a to-go box.  The box too had been upscaled  – gone was the Styrofoam typical 

of most casual dining chains, and instead was a brown cardboard box.  It looked like it 

might have been made of partially-recycled materials.  Throughout the course of our 
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one-hour Red Lobster visit, servers sung “Happy Birthday” to three different customers.  

The booth behind us also started a faint rendition among themselves, but seemed too 

shy to want to involve the servers. 

 

Figure 3.9  The waiting room (Austin, Texas) 

 As we left, the hostess said goodnight, and that was that.  I took one more 

glance at the live lobster tank.  It seemed a bit sad, pushed up against the wall, a dim 

fluorescent light hanging over it.  Above it hung a mounted sculpture of a boat.  Red 

Lobster had indeed toned it down by minimizing the garish props and flourishes of the 

past, striving for an exceedingly beige landscape.  Other than the captive lobsters, there 

was not really anything jarring or striking about the place – the food was okay, the 

service good, the décor was subdued.  It seemed the golden jackpot middle had truly 

been reached.  The politics of lobstering aside, Red Lobster, at least the incarnation on 
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South Lamar in Austin, Texas, had managed to remove anything offensive from the 

scene.  Was this what gentlemen’s clubs were aiming for as well?  While it seemed 

impossible that gentlemen’s clubs would ever reach the status of the truly inoffensive – 

their power structure alone is inherently fraught – this middle ground seemed to be 

what they had been reaching for, in a way.  While Carnival had gone the route of 

garishness in its attempts to cleanse its image of snobbiness and class striving, Red 

Lobster had, over the years, sought to excise any elements of kitsch and playfulness 

from its scene, opting instead for a rather humorless and somber aesthetic.   

Red Lobster was nice, the food was nice.  The thing about inoffensiveness is that 

it is difficult to write about, to describe, to reflect on.  So the bulk of the landscape 

remains outside of the scope of critique, and any remarks are boiled down to elitist 

attacks and snobbish jabs.  There is something to be said about a lack of something to 

say.  It creeps and it pervades.  The construction of invisibility is both elusive and 

invasive.   
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Conclusion 
 
     “There are no classes in America.” 

                                                                                          -      Rick Santorum, 2012 
 

The spaces of everyday life are rife with aesthetic tensions.  In this dissertation, I 

have examined the role of affect in the construction and interpretation of three distinct 

consumer spaces: the gentlemen’s club, the mass-market Carnival cruise ship, and the 

mid-level chain restaurant.  The upscaling of strip clubs, the downscaling of the cruise 

ship industry, and the popular discourse surrounding chain restaurants and all-you-can-

eat buffets embody a persistent ambivalence over excess and abundance in the United 

States which often takes the form of class bias.  The attempts to broaden and 

democratize the appeal of spaces deemed lower-class and proletarian or high-class and 

elitist reveal an underlying desire on the part of producers not only to turn a profit, but 

to tap into the long-standing American belief in the democracy of desire.  At the same 

time, the discourse surrounding consumer phenomena firmly deemed populist – the 

casual, full service chain restaurant and the mass market cruise ship – reveals a 

stubborn discomfort with the ideas and terrains of the so-called common man or 

common woman.   

Discussions of affect are often discussions of class.  The upscaling of gentlemen’s 

clubs has utilized cues taken from the middle and upper-middle realm of cultural capital 
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in order to uplift and convey a sense of niceness to broaden the customer base and 

appear less transgressive, utilizing so-called fine food, educated conversation, 

politeness, luxurious materials, valet parking, and round-the-clock sports broadcasting 

on top-notch equipment, all wrapped up in a subdued exterior shell of pale salmon 

stucco and palm-tree lined entrances.  Cues from the upper levels were chosen in the 

hopes of legitimizing the spaces and transforming them into more mainstream and 

hence “respectable” spaces.  The promoters of Carnival cruise ships, on the other hand, 

have drawn from a storehouse of glitzy symbols of prestige and have domesticated 

them for a broad audience.  In doing so, they have made the symbols more accessible 

and attainable.  The domestication of historical heroes, artists, celebrities, and other 

symbols of riches and power has helped to symbolically redistribute power to a mass 

audience.  The real and imagined terrains of Red Lobster embody various manifestations 

of class tension and discomfort, and in each of the examples I have looked at, the 

landscapes have been somehow neutered and rendered powerless. 

While disgust has been most viscerally expressed in relation to all-you-can-eat 

buffets and in reference to the bodies of customers at Red Lobster, disgust has played a 

key organizational role in the construction of each of the phenomena I have examined.  

Within gentlemen’s clubs, efforts at erasing elements of disgust associated with 

traditional clubs – secrecy, hints of the subterranean, roughness, and sleaziness – have 

been employed in order to “protect” the target demographic – the businessman and 

female – from encountering “disgusting” elements and bodies which might be polluting.  
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As Susan Miller writes, disgust represents a threat to the self, and those deemed 

disgusting threaten to transfer their noxiousness via proximity.  The perception of literal 

dirtiness and dinginess often serves to increase the harshness of moral evaluations as 

well, as dirt works in tandem with condemnation.1  The industry’s attempts to shroud 

their clubs in an aesthetic veil of respectability have been efforts at eliminating disgust – 

both visceral and moral – and making the spaces safe for seamless bourgeois entry.   

Another way disgust was removed from the clubs was by supposedly narrowing 

the aesthetic and class gap between employees/dancers and desired customers.  By 

claiming that gentlemen’s club employees and dancers did “not look like strip club 

people,” upscalers sought to construct an environment of flattened difference, in which 

customer’s identities and sense of their own habitus-world boundaries would not be 

threatened by “otherness.”  In advising clubs to employ only good looking, well-

groomed people, and to encourage friendliness and niceness by the staff, the industry 

was attempting to construct a space more consistent with bourgeois sensibilities.  The 

surprise and sense of relief expressed by some commentators when they encountered 

dancers whom they considered happy and healthy rather than “sad, sagging, and 

shuffling” speaks to the ingrained sense of disgust embedded in the aesthetic world of 

the strip club, an aura of desperation upscalers sought to erase.  Former stripper Lily 

Burana seemed to agree with the flattening of difference that upscaled clubs 

                                                           
1 Daniel Kelly, Yuck! The Nature and Moral Significance of Disgust (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2011), 
26. 



368 
 

represented when she noted that with the presence of more female patrons, “the 

barrier between the 'good' and 'bad' girls is coming down.’"2  While I am certainly not 

arguing that it would be a good thing to promote an environment in which sickness and 

desperation were encouraged,3 a desire for aesthetic flattening and a posturing of 

respectability betrayed the view that the tension and intrigue of difference – aesthetic 

or otherwise – would not be welcomed in an upscaled environment, not even in a 

sexualized one.  Few seemed to feel like D. Keith Mano, who wrote, “I rather resent 

having respectable sexual habits.”4  

While Carnival and Joe Farcus have worked to construct a landscape of frenetic 

juxtaposition and play, they too have structured their terrains against elements of 

disgust.  Fighting against lingering notions of ocean travel as elitist, Carnival’s designers 

and promoters flooded their ships with assurances of a lack of hierarchy and with an 

aesthetic of accessible abundance.  In paying travel agents to encourage only those 

passengers who would “get” Carnival, and to discourage those who wore “overly-

starched underwear,” Carnival attempted to eradicate any air of pretention by removing 

the threat of critical cruisers, largely “on the theory that one bad apple spoils the 

                                                           
2 Kitty Bean Yancey, “Stripping’s New Side,” USA Today, October 28, 2003, sec. Life. 
3 In my research on upscaling in the trade journals, nowhere did I sense that upscaling was undertaken 
primarily in order to improve the lives or working conditions of the dancers, but rather, was employed to 
convey a sense of mainstream respect on the industry itself, and to attract a more moneyed crowd. The 
views and lives of the dancers working in upscaled clubs would add a vital element to the discussion of 
upscaling, though at this time that has remained outside of the scope of this project. 
4 D. Keith Mano, “A Club of One’s Own,” Playboy, March 1993, 130. 
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bunch.”5  Despite its message of democracy and community, Carnival too subscribed to 

the contamination theory of disgust, cleansing the terrain for passengers who might 

otherwise be put in close proximity to disapproving eyes.  No disgusting snobbishness 

would be allowed.  On a more material level, the degree of surprise that cruise 

reviewers expressed at finding the Las Vegas-like environs of Carnival ships to be 

particularly clean reveals the ways in which dirt, disgust, and morality were intertwined, 

as the aesthetic of Vegas – which embodies chaos, flash, smokiness, and vice 

(depending on who you’re asking) – was read as physically unclean. 

 There is something particularly American in the impulse to retool and redesign 

and reimagine – whether it be the body itself, one’s home, one’s community, or the 

terrains of a gentlemen’s club or cruise ship.  This devotion to mobility and movement 

and change is – somewhat paradoxically – constant, and it is inertia, or the aura of 

stillness and stagnation, which causes distress.  The terrains of Red Lobster and the 

chain restaurant represent democratized desire on the one hand, troubling 

standardization on the other.  Americans, as an imagined group, fetishize the middle, 

yet are restless once they get there – whether that be a literal or symbolic arrival.  The 

freneticism of modernity and the mixing of postmodernism appeals to this American 

love of motion and the attendant faith in the transformative powers of consumption.  

                                                           
5 Robert Dickinson, “Marketing Strategy,” in Holiday, 1980, 125 Laurence Miller Collection, Wolfsonian-
FIU. 
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  The upscaling of strip clubs and the downscaling of cruise ships both embody a 

type of mobility – each have sought to change their position and to attract a different 

kind of audience via the employment of aesthetic cues.  As such, both spaces possess a 

certain kinetic energy; they are not stagnant.  Red Lobster and the chain restaurant, on 

the other hand, represent inertia.   While chain restaurants of course also undergo 

change and evolution, their use within American popular culture often places them as 

symbols of torpor.  With the contemporary focus on and importance of experiences, 

entities known for their standardization and ubiquity become invisible; they offer no 

means for personal distinction.  Similarly, treatments of the cheap all-you-can-eat buffet 

stand for fears of overly-accessible excess, and the grotesque amorphousness of a 

culture seemingly dedicated to empty and cheap consumption.  This heavy middle 

ground has been the target of much derision over the years, yet at the same time, 

Americans as a whole pride themselves on being a classless nation, a nation composed 

almost entirely of the mythic middle.  In the contemporary moment, Americans 

anxiously watch for the death knell of the middle class – the demise of that which is 

both everywhere and nowhere.  This fear is a fear of the increased visibility of class 

striation.   

The terrain of the middle remains both oddly contested and valorized, invisible 

and unsettled; it is a place to strive towards, yet a place which also lacks a sense of 

striving.  Dwight Macdonald once opined that “masscult offers its customers neither an 
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emotional catharsis nor an aesthetic experience, for these demand effort.”6  Masscult 

was an anesthetizer.  Macdonald continued:  

The production line grinds out a uniform product whose humble aim is not even 
entertainment, for this too implies life and hence effort, but merely distraction.  
It may be stimulating or narcotic, but it must be easy to assimilate.  It asks 
nothing of its audience, for it is ‘totally subjected to the spectator.’  And it gives 
nothing.7   
 

He argued that “High Culture, however inept, is an expression of feelings, ideas, tastes, 

visions that are idiosyncratic and the audience similarly responds to them as 

individuals.”8  It seems, in the United States, that there is an ongoing battle between the 

merits of individual distinction, on one hand, and democratic togetherness, on the 

other, between the disgust of too much accessibility and the desire for a shared sense of 

pleasure.   

The result is a flattening of difference.  Macdonald was shaken to the core by the 

idea of cultural homogenization, and the belief that passion and variety were being 

erased in the very process of massification.  His sentiments are a microcosm of the 

history of disdain directed at mass pleasures:  

Like the early capitalism Marx and Engels described in The Communist 
Manifesto, Masscult is a dynamic, revolutionary force, breaking down the old 
barriers of class, tradition, and taste, dissolving all cultural distinctions.  It mixes, 
scrambles everything together, producing what might be called homogenized 
culture, after another American achievement, the homogenization process that 
distributes globules of cream evenly throughout the milk instead of allowing 

                                                           
6 Dwight Macdonald, “Masscult and Midcult,” in Against the American Grain (New York: Random House, 
1962), 4–5. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 5. 
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them to float on top.  The interesting difference is that whereas the cream is still 
in the homogenized milk, somehow it disappears from homogenized culture.  For 
the process destroys all values, since value-judgments require discrimination, an 
ugly word in liberal-democratic America.  Masscult is very, very democratic; it 
refuses to discriminate against or between anything or anybody.  All is grist to its 
mill and all comes out finely ground indeed.9 
 

Macdonald despised what has come to be known as postmodern mélange, and 

bemoaned the loss of the preservation of distinct and separate categories of culture.  He 

castigated Life magazine for its supposedly homogenized content, noting that “the same 

issue will present a serious exposition of atomic energy followed by a disquisition on 

Rita Hayworth’s love life; photos of starving children picking garbage in Calcutta and of 

sleek models wearing adhesive brassiers.”10  He hated the something-for-everyone 

mentality of masscult; he was dedicated to the idea of physically separated taste and 

content bubbles, the better to filter out those who got it and cared about it, and those 

who did not; the mere juxtaposition of bits of “cream” – high culture – with watery milk 

– middlebrow culture – resulted in a complete spoilage of any content of merit.   

 Macdonald described Midcult as that which aspired to High Culture and which 

pretended to be a part of it, but which was ultimately unworthy.  “There is something 

damnably American about Midcult,” 11  which he described as  

a debased, trivial culture that avoids both the deep realities (sex, death, failure, 
tragedy) and also the simple, spontaneous pleasures, since the realities would be 
too real and the pleasures too lively to induce…‘the mood of consent:’ a 
narcotized acceptance of Masscult-Midcult and of the commodities it sells as a 

                                                           
9 Ibid., 11–12. 
10 Ibid., 12. 
11 Ibid., 59. 
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substitute for the unsettling and unpredictable (hence unsalable) joy, tragedy, 
wit, change, originality and beauty of real life.12   

 
The objects of mass appeal were then seen as sapped of vigor and of feeling, and of 

espousing only an anaesthetized hum.  The movement towards a space of mass appeal 

by definition involves the amelioration or erasure of tension and conflict, and the 

lessening of that which causes pain, whatever form that might take.  These fears of 

anesthetization and of invisibility are exactly those aspects which seem to rankle critics 

of mass culture, of Red Lobster, the most.   

In attempting to claim a broader audience, purveyors of gentlemen’s club 

upscaling have, somewhat conversely, added even more flash and ornamentation to 

their interiors, as a massification and glitzifying of spaces previously deemed dingy was 

thought to add layers of prestige and respectability.  In aiming for a more mainstream 

position, upscaled clubs have employed garish symbols of wealth to align the spaces 

with more respected pursuits, tempering this interior garishness with subdued exteriors 

in order to assume more centralized locations away from ghettoized vice districts; the 

power sought by upscaling has been the power of visibility.  Ultimately, this has led to a 

tiered arrangement of adult nightclubs in which one would choose the club which best 

embodied one’s own “lifestyle” cues – resulting in an avoidance of difference.  Carnival 

too, in its attempts to create playful spaces of juxtaposition, has employed a barrage of 

mix and match symbols and signs to connect the spaces of the cruise ship with the 

                                                           
12 Ibid., 71. 
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spaces of other popular leisure sights such as Las Vegas.  Massification here, then, has 

employed a method of over-the-top spectacle that would be hard to call sedate.   

 This style of garish overcorrection is lacking in the spaces that seem to have been 

born firmly in the middle – the spaces of chain restaurants such as Red Lobster.  In the 

sources I have examined, such entities stand for the invisibility of the middle.  They also 

stand for accessible abundance, and this element of excess is what has led to some 

snobbery over the discussion of patrons and patron behaviors within the spaces.  While 

the promoters of the spaces I have analyzed seek to move closer to the profitable 

middle, the imagined terrain of the largest chain restaurant in the country already 

embodies this middle terrain and all of the attendant issues about consumption, class, 

and taste that it represents.  While the spaces of a gentlemen’s club and of a Carnival 

cruise ship represent the reconfiguration of power via aesthetic cues, the world of the 

chain is depicted as a zone lacking in power, an emasculated site in which personal 

distinctions are obscured.  The symbols of power and prestige that infuse both 

gentlemen’s clubs and Carnival cruise ships allow patrons to play with ideas of power 

and status; within the terrain of a Red Lobster, patrons are mocked by observers for 

attempting to distinguish themselves – by ordering elaborate drinks, dressing-up, or by 

staging eating contests; such actions are deemed ridiculous by those observing, creating 

a narrative which attempts to strip customers of power. 

The type of mass-culture critiques like those found in Joe Queenan’s Red Lobster, 

White Trash, and the Blue Lagoon demonstrate an uncomfortable sort of snobbishness, 
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a somewhat disgusting aura of elitism.  Because of this, there remains a societal 

discomfort with, and a silencing even, of such seemingly classist critiques of the 

products of mass culture.  In his 2003 tract Revolt of the Masscult, journalist and cultural 

analyst Chris Lehmann argues for the thinly-veiled anti-democratic aspect of such 

squelching of criticism.  He writes that Americans’ blind and uncritical stance towards 

anything deemed “mass culture” reeks of condescension and denigration, and embodies 

the view that those who consume mass culture cannot really understand, let alone 

appreciate, anything more challenging or varied than what they are given.  In discussing 

the phenomenon of Oprah’s Book Club, and the way it supposedly uplifted the masses, 

Lehmann writes that “no one in all of Middle America was thought to have used a book 

for any reason other than prying open the outhouse window before Oprah came 

along.”13  Democracy itself, he argues, had become so interlinked with the idea of 

consumption and consumer choice that to critique the taste of the masses (or rather, 

the products that were offered to the masses), was to espouse an act of un-

Americanness.  “To insist that mass culture does not necessarily elevate its audiences…,” 

Lehmann wrote, “is to hate humanity.”14  And this is where the paradox lies: to critique 

mass culture is to be an elitist misanthrope; to celebrate it is to be a condescending 

asshole. 

                                                           
13 Chris Lehmann, Revolt of the Masscult (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003), 37. 
14 Ibid., 30. 
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This interlocking of the content of mass culture with the masses themselves 

helps safeguard mass culture from critique, as it becomes harder and harder to offer 

analysis without appearing classist.  The intertwining of personhood with consumption 

habits is one of the key definers of the postmodern era, and attacks on the commodity 

become attacks on the person.  Critiques of products which have positioned themselves 

as broadly-appealing come to be read as affronts to the public itself, an 

acknowledgment that social differences might in fact be connected to something called 

social and economic class.   

In his 1990 book, The Imperial Middle: Why Americans Can’t Think Straight About 

Class, scholar and cultural critic Benjamin DeMott argues that, historically, to admit that 

there are class differences in the United States has been to reveal oneself as anti-

American.15  The great travesty of this denial is that indelible class differences do exist, 

and the refusal to acknowledge this does a disservice to causes of social justice.  While 

Americans are loathe to admit that class exists, they are, DeMott says, often indeed 

talking about class differences, albeit in veiled form, often utilizing humor.  DeMott finds 

that this results in a “central national paradox,” the paradox that Americans “belong to 

a class society that is nevertheless highly gratified by its egalitarian ideals.”16 

 DeMott argues that Americans’ belief in classlessness is bolstered by three major 

tenets, which he states as the following: “1. Class is a ripoff run by prestige-peddlers; 2. 

                                                           
15 Benjamin DeMott, The Imperial Middle: Why Americans Can’t Think Straight About Class (New York: 
William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1990), 10. 
16 Ibid., 26. 
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Class is temporary and various; 3. Class is a mask that genial good sense sees through.”17  

DeMott finds that the term “lifestyle” has been too handily applied, leading to the view 

that most aesthetic preferences and differences are simply matters of personal taste.18  

Such a belief obscures and denies actual social and economic differences, and implies 

that any variations are merely superficial and easily transcendable.  DeMott calls this 

erasure of difference “the omni syndrome,” the idea that “social distance is unreal.  

Gaps between us and them close upon personal command.  Those whom I wish to 

salute and know, I know (no impediment); those whom I desire briefly to become, I 

briefly become.”19  This belief in class fluidity is one of the central myths of 

Americanness, an embrace of “the mystique of access.”20   

Such a faith in classlessness mirrors the classlessness evoked and painstakingly 

constructed aboard Carnival cruise ships.  This faith was clearly articulated during the 

presentation that took place aboard the Ecstasy after the Newlywed Game, in which a 

variety of staff members were called on board and the Cruise Director congratulated all 

on their American-style togetherness.  This celebration of American democracy and 

community called to mind the following observation of DeMott’s: 

American assumptions about society in the large comingle comfortably with 
American assumptions about class…; together they function capitally as social 
emollients and sedatives.  By their action a nation comes to exist, in tens of 
millions of imaginations, as a family.  Yale students and greasers rise as one in 

                                                           
17 Ibid., 30–35. 
18 Ibid., 36. 
19 Ibid., 79. 
20 Ibid., 81. 
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standing ovations for Springsteen; daytime bigots become, in prime time, 
tolerant and kind, enjoying The Cosby Show and moderating their ‘prejudice;’ 
within the borders peace reigns.21 
 

The problem with this vision, argues DeMott, is that it denies real differences and real 

struggles.  Such a vision, however, is seductive and pleasing, and speaks to an idea 

about the optimism of Americanness that is so deeply ingrained and self-defining that 

one can hardly imagine it disappearing.  Today, any effort to call attention to the 

growing income gaps in this country are met quickly with resounding accusations of 

“class warfare,” as in the conservative backlash against the Occupy Wall Street 

movement.  Even the creation of a rhetorical mass that puts a whopping 99% of the 

American population into one unified category is castigated for its un-American (i.e. not 

completely classless) tone.  

Gentlemen’s clubs that attempted to upscale themselves were attempting to 

establish a veil of respectability, to move into the desired and imagined “middle” via 

aesthetic means, and garner a larger swath of that profit and attention, taking on a 

heightened sense of power via increased visibility and increased profitability.  Strip clubs 

could be upscaled, in the case of Rick’s Cabaret, by Wall Street’s acceptance, ironically 

cleansed by capitalism.  In re-sculpting clubs’ interiors as “tasteful palaces of desire,” 

upscalers sought to cleanse such clubs of the dirt and disgust associated with traditional 

strip joints.  Here, the words of Yi-Fu Tuan ring particularly clear: “New is clean; old is 

dirty…American inventions such as the shopping mall and Disneyland…also capitalize on 

                                                           
21 Ibid., 52. 
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people’s desire for cleanness – markets without refuse, frontier saloons without beer 

stains, life without shit.”22  While the marginalization of traditional strip clubs leant the 

spaces a particular sort of power through their ability to shock and to transgress, by 

moving the narrative of clubs into the light, so to speak, gentlemen’s clubs have sought 

the power of mainstream visibility.  At the same time, such efforts were attempts to 

paradoxically pave the way for the greater invisibility of the idealized businessman 

customer who would no longer feel out of place.  

Carnival Cruise Lines represents an attempt to downscale and democratize what 

had been considered a leisure pursuit open only to the privileged few by making 

frequent reference to its all-inclusive, one-price nature, its shattering of class 

distinctions, and its faith in FUN FUN FUN.  The postmodern blending of styles and time 

periods aboard a Carnival ship has enacted the visual collapse of authority, as no one 

style or era has risen above the other.  Both gentlemen’s clubs and Carnival cruise ships 

embody a persistent American fascination with makeovers, reinvention and 

transformation, a fantasy and desire that is inextricably linked to a faith in mobility and 

a belief in classlessness. 

 In discourse surrounding Red Lobster, one sees how American popular culture 

and the media have been quick to express discomfort over the very type of terrain most 

Americans are said to symbolically inhabit.  Such discomfort can be seen as anxiety over 

                                                           
22 Yi-Fu Tuan, Passing Strange and Wonderful: Aesthetics, Nature, and Culture (New York: Kodansha 
America, Inc, 1993), 152. 
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the role of the corporation in instructing individuals on the meaning and enactment of 

togetherness, pleasure, and happiness, while at the same time, it can shed light on the 

way the middle is both valorized and condemned.  On one hand, chains are familiar and 

comfortable, offer huge portions and colorful combinations, and, as Virginia Postrel 

pointed out, serve as the staging ground for connection and memories.  At the same 

time, their terrains may be too comfortable, inoffensive, and monolithic, much like the 

middle.    

 While all-you-can-eat buffets do not bring up the same fears of standardization 

that Red Lobster does, the use of the all-you-can-eat buffet to signify invisibility and 

class brings up similar issues connected to access and abundance.  To draw upon 

DeMott once more, he writes, “What is striking is the national facility at generating 

substitutes for the language of class; it approaches the incredible and is properly 

thought of as the sea on which the mythology of classlessness floats.”23  I argue that the 

language of taste and aesthetics has become one of the few, though veiled, outlets for 

discussing class in the United States.  As such, one must mine the tense configurations 

that accompany such discussions in order to determine how Americans really feel about 

class.  

 Each of the sites I have analyzed embodies a type of abundance and excess.  The 

discourse within Exotic Dancer Club Bulletin reveals the importance placed within the 

industry on size and spectacle in creating a more mainstream and so-called socially 

                                                           
23 DeMott, The Imperial Middle: Why Americans Can’t Think Straight About Class, 109. 



381 
 

legitimate space.  Several commentators explicitly connected dirtiness and dinginess 

with small size, as the “itty-bitty clubs” were said to be the real sites of 

disgust/transgression.  The trade journals spun tales of grandiose new clubs with 

multiple floors, multiple stages, and hundreds of women, marking an increased 

presence in the landscape and flooding the consumer with a sense of abundance and 

spectacle.  Ceiling height, square footage, and a multiplicity of TV screens blaring 

sporting events at all times were used to increase this sense of excess and 

multisensoriality, allowing the actual dancers – though of course still of central 

importance – to become just one of the club’s many spectacles.  The rise of branded 

gentlemen’s clubs such as Rick’s Cabaret has increased the visibility of large-scale clubs 

and thus lessened their power to shock.  To at least some degree, mass production 

signifies social acceptance. 

 The terrains of a Carnival cruise ship represent an abundance and overflowing of 

imagery that immerses passengers in flashy spectacle.  This sense of freneticism has 

been one of the key tools Carnival designers have used to invoke a sense of democratic 

fun and non-pretention, the lack of hierarchy of taste and style symbolizing a lack of 

class striation on board as well.  The fantastical and whimsical designs worked to 

distance the ships from the elite interwar ocean liner past, and to construct a different 

kind of fantasy world that was all about the dismissal of stiff propriety and the embrace 

of, no matter how deliberately constructed, good times.   
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 Red Lobster, as the flagship brand of Darden, the largest full-serve restaurant 

company in the world, represents ubiquity and omnipresence, and stands for the elusive 

yet ubiquitous middle.  Though the aesthetic approaches of Carnival and gentlemen’s 

club upscalers have been different indeed, all have attempted to move in the direction 

of mass appeal that a place such as Red Lobster has long been a part of.  If all seem to 

be moving towards the middle, as the goal, what can we safely expect to find once we 

get there?    

 Within each of these spaces, middleness is enacted via physicality.  Bodies are 

groomed and polished, poked and prodded, or dressed within the spaces to construct 

and convey a sense of the middle.  The spaces too serve as a type of “body,” groomed 

and altered to convey a particular set of meanings – be it legitimacy, populist optimism, 

or familiarity.  Gentlemen’s clubs attempt to move up, mass-market cruise ships, down.  

The middle embodies pleasure, comfort, and access, but also disdain and boredom.  

While arriving safely in the middle is part of the fantasy of a populist society, the 

stillness embodied by the middle contrasts sharply with the American ideal of mobility.   

 Spaces of mass appeal are sculpted by tensions between disgust and desire, and 

represent competing variations on the good life.  Affect shapes the discourse around 

nearly everything, and I agree with Ben Highmore in that I too believe that, within the 

narratives of mass culture at least, “social struggle is struggle through, in, and about 

taste.”  In the moments in which emotion and affect are displayed, ideologies are 

expressed.  Taste distinctions and judgments signal underlying beliefs which are often 
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left unarticulated when approached directly.  The feelings of disgust Lobster Boy 

expressed towards the patrons of Red Lobster reveal his views about the marginalized, 

and also reveal his resentments over his own somewhat marginalized position within 

the service economy.  Mere opinions of taste are hardly innocent.  They work in tandem 

with other taste judgments to construct entire universes of meaning, in which one’s 

own identity is constructed, and the identities of others are positioned.  These 

mechanisms may be covert, but they are constantly there, buzzing under the surface.   

 The spaces and phenomena I have examined each stand as collections of identity 

markers, each constructing their own symbolic universe via carefully chosen aesthetic 

cues.  Looking at the intended message of producers reveals the ways in which the 

physical environment and social interactions within a space are deliberately constructed 

to encourage a type of affect in consumers via a particular relationship to power – 

whether that is a feeling of privilege and social legitimacy as in gentlemen’s clubs, a 

feeling of unified non-pretention and populism as in a Carnival cruise ship, or a feeling of 

excessiveness and indulgence as in Red Lobster.  The bodies of consumers also take on 

symbolic meaning and aid in the construction of the affect of a space – seen most clearly 

in the writings of Lobster Boy.  In conveying a particular aesthetic message, spaces of 

mass appeal construct classed narratives of power.   

 Though differing in tone and approach, each of these spaces embodies a 

particularly American narrative of excess and mobility.  Through a focus on abundance 

and the optimism of democratized desire, each represents a faith in the unifying powers 
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of consumption. The flashy ornateness of upscaled gentlemen’s clubs, the 

spectacularized terrain of Carnival cruise ships, and the accessible abundance of Red 

Lobster each embody a sort of earnest garishness.  All of these phenomena are unified 

by their embrace of plenitude – the plenitude of symbols of status as in gentlemen’s 

clubs, the plenitude of juxtaposition and fun via Carnival, and the plenitude of food and 

choice in Red Lobster and the all-you-can-eat buffet.  This desire for more is 

quintessentially American, and it is also optimistic.  The idea that strip clubs – bastions 

of marginalization – can be made mainstream, that the ocean travel once reserved for 

the wealthy can be remade for a crowd that just wants to have fun, and that one can eat 

all the shrimp one wants, even when landlocked in the middle of the country, speaks to 

a persistently American belief in a disregard for limits.   

 If the marketplace is increasingly seen as the terrain through which citizenship 

and freedom are enacted, then consumer spaces which offer a connection to flash, 

prestige, and power, despite dwindling access to this in the economic or political realm, 

will only proliferate.  The criticism and disgust leveled against such sites of accessible 

excess, however, reveal a suspicion with the idea that desires for power or distinction 

are best catered to via engagement with corporate narratives of pleasure and 

indulgence.  The illusion of movement, however, helps keep such criticisms at bay.  In a 

country in which the middle is valorized, motion and reformulation nevertheless remain 

central tropes, as dynamism, desire, and renewal help keep fears of invisibility from 

coming to the surface.  Motion is life, and hence we worship the restless and the young.  
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These driving forces of capitalism fuel the habits of consumption and indulgence and the 

striving for distinction that we both desire and are disgusted by, and these very tensions 

keep everything moving right along. 
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