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Thoroughly Modern Miss America

By NAT CHARLES

Some things never change. Consider the phenomenon of Miss America, an 81 year-old beauty pageant that crowned its newest winner last week. Trying everything imaginable to update its image, this year the pageant added a black host, a quiz competition, a black host, on-line viewer polls, and did I mention a black host? Making history by becoming the first black man ever to host the contest, Wayne Brady trounced a taboo that ruefully recalls Birth of a Nation, miscegenation laws, and Emmit Till. Cleary more nervous than any of the buxom bachelorettes, the normally unflappable Brady spent most of the show with his eyes glued to the teleprompter for dear life, looking like a kid in the home stretch of the 3rd grade Spelling Bee. Nearly as newsworthy in her victory, this year’s winner, Harvard-bound Ericka Harold, joins a handful of black, Asian American, and Hispanic women to have cradled the crown since Vanessa Williams in 1983. 

But despite some postmodern touches and a dabble of diversity, the Miss America pageant still glows with a giddy familiarity that seems untouched by time, a curious yet appealing anachronism that just won’t be modernized. Approximately 50 mostly white women still teeter unsettlingly across the stage in high heels and a bikini, sucking in their stomachs and baring their teeth. The outgoing beauty queen struggles to transfer the crown, wildly stabbing bobby pins and trying frantically to find purchase in the winner’s coiffure before the eponymous anthem is over. And the dubious talents offered by many of the contestants continue to underwhelm, despite overproduced backup tracks.

Borrowing from the perennial popularity of quiz shows like Jeopardy and Who Wants to be a Millionaire, the producers introduced to this year’s show a surprisingly challenging quiz on history and current events. But they left unchallenged the most perplexing portion of the pageant: the dreaded Question and Answer period. I have to assume that the original purpose of the Q & A was to get a feel for the person behind the smile, to add a level of the verbal and intellectual to some undeniably superficial proceedings. But what could possibly be gained from posing a weighty question on subjects appropriate for an academic dissertation or a philosopher’s treatise, and then telling the terrified women that they have 20 seconds to produce a cogent response on which they will be rated by several judges and scrutinized by a national television audience? Encouraged our entire lives to think before we speak, the persistence of this hoary tradition simultaneously baffles and entertains me to no end.

But can there really be a Miss America for the new millennium, modeling business suits rather than bikinis, and Birkenstocks instead of high heels? Well, sure, but no one will be watching. The show can only survive by remaining most fully what it is: America’s most appealing anachronism. 

