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Beyond the self: A study on the ab(normal)
in postmodern subjectivities

BlAl=8 Tiago Canario de Araujo

How do contemporary subjects visually narrate the ‘self? We explore such a questi
on from the perspective of marginalized individuals, the hybrid and censored ones.
Trying to increase the awareness towards those who are not part of the hegemonic
mainstream circles as well as to reveal the artificiality of the norms that constrain
all individuals within the society, historically subordinated groups have raised their
voices in the last decades. They focus on disrupting oppressing ideals and narratives
while questioning and rejecting foundational modern thoughts. Organized in moveme
nts to raise their underrepresented viewpoints and place individual behavior as a forc
e to (re)shape cultures, they position their demands for a politics of recognition.

Changes have been happening everywhere in the last decade, but we propose focusi
ng here on the conflicts originated from the particular efforts to defy historically-con
structed discourses and visual representations on gender and sexuality. Among scho
lars, artists, activists, and all sorts of agents who brought these debates to the center
of political arenas, drag queens and drag kings!'' have occupied a notable role. Conn
ecting entertainment and politics to promote and expand the community’s political
agenda, drag performers placed themselves at the forefront of the LGBT+ movement
Yl as celebrities-activists of the underground queer scene.

Now, after decades of a significant effort made by those, drag performers have wide



ly exposed and empowered different realities, helping to raise LGBT+ awareness an
d acceptance. Those performers are also no more hidden in the shadows of the unde
rground scene and enjoy an exponential level of popularity in young pop cultures,
with an influence on beauty, fashion, and cultural industries. But the growth happen
ed not free of conflicts. Those changes implied heavy sanitizing efforts that conform
ed subjects to society’s expectations on beauty and cisgender'” impersonation, as the
art form became not only influential but also influenced by hegemonic forces.

In reaction to the codification and normalization of drag culture in mainstream cultu
res, new voices have appeared. Among those multiple questioning new aesthetics, w
e chose to investigate the 7ranimal movement and its particular visual representation
of bodies and contemporary subjectivities. If the bodies portrayed as part of mainstr
eam discourses are praised for their efficiency to emulate historically delimited stand
ards, we focus on the underground Tranimal movement to examine how subjects ca
n build a narrative of their own. We investigate how the reconfiguration of marginal
ized bodies affects the representation of subjects, resisting to oppressing and normali
zing forces and offering a denaturalization of those and their hegemony.

For this study, we work on the hypothesis that the artists in dialogue with the aesthe
tics of this movement, both in parallel with postmodern theories and through a frag
mented narrative that crosses different media, produce a new type of subjectivity. Th
ey visually and performatively portray a different idea of self. Here, we chose a post
modern framework for its comprehensions of truth and reality as individually shaped
by personal histories and narratives, emphasizing the difference of possible experien
ces — which happens similarly to the ethos we identify among Tranimal artists. We
particularly rely on two interdependent approaches: hermeneutics and deconstruction.
In this way, as this study develops its arguments, we build on a hermeneutic approa
ch to argue the Tranimal movement as a deconstructive (aesthetic) reading of the m

ainstream drag culture, showing its incongruences and resignifying it.

A subject in the state of being

As it is already known, modernity is a complex and heterogeneous period that emer



ged within the development of the capitalist state and the Renaissance, as a rationali
zation and differentiation of the social world, often associated with the Enlightenme
nt heritage and the positivist direction'*. Postmodernity succeeds as an epochal shift
that marked the emergence of a new societal order characterized by the dissolution
of social forms associated with the first, as a period of disillusionment and disencha
ntment with modern principles.

Opposing to the legitimizing rational theories proposed during modernity, Francois
Lyotard” argues contemporaneity is a time in which meta-narratives have no more
place. Having a private vision of the world in no more a quality that distinguish ind
ividuals and societies. Reality is no more a shared truth, but rather an individual exp
erience based on one’s interpretation and limited to time and space. The loss of defi
ning narratives made room for the multiplication of micro-narratives, making a heter
ogeneous mix that coexists in constant dispute for power'®. History can no longer
be seen as the progressive and meritorious flow of what really happened. History
can only mean a possible mediated narrative of what happened. One biased by cultu
ral, political, and ideological interests. In such a context, what stories are we telling?
As Benjamin explains to us, ~ With whom does historicism actually empathize? The
answer is inevitable: with the victor !,

Far from the unitary, Cartesian modern subject that was seen as a vehicle of history,
as a rational agent within the civilization, postmodernity looks at the self as somethi
ng achieved or constructed. The narrative that for so long explained subjectivity as
something with which we enter the world no longer exists. Scholars such as Foucaul
t, Derrida, and Butler, on the opposite, explain the self as not only fragmented but
unstable. In consequence, Bhabha'®! and Butler'” find here a way to radicalize the
experience of subjectivity that marginalized, oppressed groups have been forced to
in the everyday practices of modernity. They propose to shed light on subjectivities
that used to be hidden since the postmodern subject is one in a continuous process,
“organized by a will to know and a desire to speak’ %\

The politics of subjectivity is one in process, with interactions and debates. McRobb

el explains that it implies hecoming rather than being. Deconstructing the ‘real m



e’, which is now impossible in its ontology, allows a social self to emerge: an amal
gam of disrupted identities, a collage formed in discourse and history. In sum, the
social self calls into attention the communicative aspect of the experience. Now free
from the unifying effect of meta-narratives that constructed a coherent and persistent
self, the postmodern ones rely rather on micro-narratives that try to intelligibly orga
nize their entropy. But the mediation between world and interpretation can be only

made by an object with complex materiality: the body.

Disitentification, distantiation

Particularly considering the problem of existing hegemony and narratives silenced b
y those, Gayatri Chakravorty-Spivak!'?! explains that oppressed subjects have the opp
ortunity to speak, get to know themselves, and make politics through the process of
producing representations. Those subjects would be then recognizable only in the tra
ces left by the breakdown and destabilization of such representations. Oppressed sub

jects can exist only beyond hegemonic representations. José Mufioz "

proposes look
ing at dominated and oppressed groups to understand minority identities and the pos
sibility of their social agency.
The author believes those can use performances of counter-publicity to challenge an
d defy the ideology of the majoritarian public sphere’s publicity. As doing it so, the
y elaborate on alternative styles of political behavior as well as the norms of public
speech that disidentify with the mass public. Simultaneously a process of production
and a mode of performance, the political space of disidentification is built through
practice politics of subjects who strive to become other, falling outside the majoritari
an public sphere. Disidentification is the process of decoding the cultural field from
a minority' s perspective — a subject that is disempowered in representational hierarc
hies.

Disidentification relates to cultural, material, and physic survival as proposing
and articulating an answer to fight the subjugation from power apparatuses and their

narratives of universalization and normalization. It is a survival strategy. Confoundin

g socially prescriptive patterns of identification, disidentificatory performances expos



e the rhetorical context of state power through efforts to resist dominant publicity.
In this sense, the notion of self is activated in minority subjects through the interfac
e with different subcultural fields. And by focusing especially on queer politics we
can particularly understand contemporary individual and their social bodies, which b
reak the mainstream discourse and produce questions about the body, gender, and se
xuality without providing a body that could be either identified, disidentified, or cou
nter-identified.

Emmanuel Couper!'?

identifies queer art as the one that investigates the shape, perc
eption, and expression of desire through disruptive perspectives. It blurs the lines bet
ween the transgressive and the normative to challenge existing modes of representati
on. Self-identity became a frequent concem to queer artists but with no universalizin
g attempt. They rather allow viewers to draw on those individual experiences in thei
r way. Among the experimentations proposed by postmodern artists who publicly pe

rform gender expressions that differ from the heteronormative!'” expectation!'

, We
have drag kings or drag queensm]. And because of the staged nature of that gender
pastiche, an audience member can easily read those as exaggerated versions of gend
er identities. Those performers, in most of the cases, freely transit between the gend
er(s) they express in everyday life and the gender they express during stage perform

ances.

Beyond social bodies

Drag art can be then a good way to explore such questions, by dealing with notions
of a body that is ontologically and simultaneously there while distant — or elsewher
e. Like that, it extends our knowledge of possible bodily practices. Lorenz!'®! propos
es using the term drag as an umbrella-definition to cover multiple experiences produ
ced by queer-artistic woks. Drag explores how one constitutes one’s norms about on
eself; or how a body can be reconstructed through a constant process of ‘undoing .
It creates distance from metanarrative norms and proposes an image that, in Lorenz’
s terms, is one in which the future can be lived. This art form fabricates sets of bod

ily characteristics and actions, questioning our knowledge on the body, affects, and



desires. At the same time, it creates a new body; not a ‘deviant’ one but one that
is rather ‘beyond’, existing in the Foucaultian elsewhere!'”.

Butler'™’ proposes looking at drag not as acting, but as everyday practices organized
through different performative operations”'!. It relies on costumes, embodiment, and
narratives like any other everyday practice of subjectification. The difference in drag
artistic creation, however, can be located in its destabilizing aspect, which highlights
how gender and sexual norms are artificially produced, based on an impossible-to-re
ach ideal. In this sense, the cultural matrix and regulatory practices that produce our
‘truth’ have to face the existence of identities that shouldn t be possible. By failing
to conform to those norms, the persistence and proliferation of those identities expos
e the limits and regulatory aims of the first - subverting it and its compulsoriness.
By going beyond the norms and normalization drag produces a distance to subjectifi
cation. It also produces, as Lorenz**! points out, a work of desire and a relational
practice rather than an individual one. However, as the interactions in networks of
power relations and social strategies coexist throughout society, disciplinary forces
have been equally present, coming from different directions. From the recent popular
ization of drag culture®’ and its appropriation by the mainstream, drag artists have
started to work with multi-national cosmetics and fashion brands, act in films and
music videos, and release their original songs in mainstream platforms and labels,
besides having a massive presence in social media. Like that, no more hidden in the
shadows of the underground scene and enjoying an exponential level of popularity,
drag has become a powerful player in visual culture, influencing beauty, fashion, an
d cultural industries.

Those changes implied heavy sanitizing efforts that conformed subjects to society s
expectations on beauty and cisgender[24] impersonation — as the art form became not
only influential but also influenced by hegemonic forces. “Mainstream media has
almost exclusively portrayed drag queens as cis-gay men, failing to acknowledge ma

21 which created

ny important trans, female, and queer performers in the process’!
an increasing tension in the community, as different voices and opinions got exclude

d from the community (as main and valuable agents) and publics of the art form.



In this sense, the changes further ostracized already vulnerable groups, while creati
ng one formatted and normalized standard of drag figures. In reaction to the codifica
tion and normalization of drag culture in the mainstream, new voices have appeared,
such as the Tranimal movement and its particular visual representation of bodies and
contemporary subjectivities, which offer a particular counter-hegemonic drag movem

ent and the body narratives.

Be radical, be a terrorist
By going beyond the norms and normalization, drag can produce a distance to subje
ctification. If ‘identity is an effect of discursive practices, different discursive practi
ces could produce different ones. As Lorenz introduces, in this context, the idea of
radical drag, which is characterized by “['-*] the renunciation of and discontinuities
in the performative process and their unpredictable effects (not only productive ones,

"120] Instead of submitting to normali

but also destructive ones) on all social relations
zation, it abandons norms and emerges in a state of vulnerability and dependency,
in a work of desire and a relational practice rather than an individual one.

To grasp such a concept of radicalness, we propose looking at the Tranimal movem
ent as an interpretative and animalist approach to drag queen culture - particularly
after its aforementioned mainstream turn. Spawned in late 1990s San Francisco, in
the United States, the movement was created by club kids and drag queens as a reac
tion against the codification of normalized mainstream drag culture, which had parti
cularly moved towards concepts of standard beauty and cis-woman impersonation'*”.
They adopted a postmodern deconstructed frame to their visual propositions in a wa
y to criticize the standardization of beauty, and drag beauty in particular.

On defying normalized beauty standards, the concept of ‘ugliness’ became essential
to the movement, which discusses the idea of appreciating the grotesque of marginal

%8 ugliness has no bounds. It might not be apprec

cultures. As said by Umberto Eco
iated by all but it never goes unnoticed. Eco believes beauty easily gets boring and
repetitive for its necessity to be subjected to a given culture’s expectations, which

are usually not much wide, while ugliness can freely explore the unpredictable and



infinite ranges of possibilities. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder but ugliness exp
ands in all directions and becomes universally appealing for its power to disconcert
the viewer. That was Tranimal movement's idea: exploring the boundaries by frustra
ting expectations and trying the abrupt, the unlooked-for.

Tranimals conform to what Isabelle Norton calls zerrorist drag[zg]. Instead of focusin
g on ‘commercial drag’, Norton believes that they produce performances as a provoc
ative social discourse on norms that oppress both heterosexual and queer cultures.
Opposed to the representation of desexualized queers who are ready for mass consu
mption and intended for social understanding and tolerance, especially with filmic a
nd televisual drag performers[30], terrorist drag enables a way to break away from th
e rules and expectations on social body and fabric. They offer not the idealistic ima
ge one wants to possess but the opposite of ir. In consequence, terrorist drag turns
into a celebration of queer sexuality, standing in opposition to sanitized mainstream
drag, which Norton®! believes to remove the sexuality of its performers.
Mainstream drag is clean and smooth, close enough to be desired but far enough to
be untouched. Terrorist performers, on the other hand, stretch the boundaries and bi

B2 There are no lines they would

nary divides of sexuality to the point of rupture
cross to keep an ethereal, seductive but distant image. Aesthetic choices such as the
displaying of body hair, the absence of prosthetics breasts or hips (or the use of ridi
culous unreal ones), and unpolished makeup subvert the hyper-feminine character e
mulate by mainstream drag culture - which resembles the mainstream feminine imag
e created by the porn industry. Instead of focusing on the conventional aesthetic ple
asure, terrorist artists offer the image of an individual who has been used and discar
ded. Rather than a standardized female body that translates the polished aesthetics,
they refer to a ‘garbage one full of references to the male body that ignites shock
and repulse.

Richard G. Jones"”” argues that identities are constructed through and in discourses
and interactions. The narrativization of queer identities would put those as ongoing

bodily performances. Far from the unified and stable subject proposed during moder

nity, postmodernity proposes the idea of subjects as invented and contingent. The int



ersectional reflexivity that characterizes those narratives means no fixed views of the
ir bodies or role models for body positivity, but rather “[-*:] show[s] a continuing
effort to remain cognizant of and reflexive about the sometimes messy and contradic
tory aspects of queerness’ *Y. As a symptom of our cultures, mainstream drag tends
to be praised for its efficiency when emulating those historically delimited female
beauty standards, while Tranimal performers (or terrorist drag), on the other hand,

proposes denaturalizing the beauty standard that is dominant in our cultures.

Polluted bodies

The drag body, like any other body-subject, is constituted in and through action, beh
aviors, and practices. As argued by Merleau-Ponty'™) they are socio-cultural practice
s. They get developed because we share a common social world. And projects of
self-transformation are inevitably conditioned by the world, having the other as a m
edium to achieve self-awareness. Looking at tranimal artists, they discuss the materi
ality of the body by unmasking the cleanness and order imposed on it when absorbe
d into a cultural economy. Such a critique directly addresses the process mainstream
drag culture went through when moved towards building “purified bodies. Mainstrea
m drag tends then to focus on the construction of a luminous, virtuous, and infinite
-in-duration body one could only dream with. In sum, an unachievable one.

The body, as Foucault*® explains, is political. With power relations hold open on
them, bodies are a place for infinite strategies to take place on, as perpetual battles
with constant disputes for power. But when discussing this type of artistic processes
Lorenz argues how they produce not ‘deviant’ bodies or sexualities but something
else. They do not vary from the norm; they go ‘beyond. They are not a representati
on of the deviant one but produce an ‘other one who lives in a different time and
elsewhere, as a freak show, with its practices of distantiation and estrangement. In
this way, they form of counter-discourse destabilizes by bringing a representation th
at does not refer to binary heterosexual norms of gender and sexuality. On the oppo
site, it reveals those as hierarchies and exclusionary practices, but without fixing any

new identity formation.



Donna Haraway's approach®” suggests that modern technology has already techno-d
igested organic binary oppositions, such as public/private, nature/culture, human/ani
mal, and primitive/civilized. It refuses any biological essentialism that used to struct
ure our lives, offering a framework to understand the tranimal trajectories. As postm
odern studies have already discussed, class, gender, sexuality, and race are no more
than discourses and social practices constituted through time, providing no base for
any ‘essential’ unity. The ontological narrative of cyborgs, in consequence, a radicall
y polluted political statement.

The notion of pollution is here used in a sense of exceeding bodies and species. The
tranimal movement encounters Haraway s theories in this proposal of looking at bei
ngs never as a static state but as an ongoing process of becoming in which human
and non-human matters are not only engaged but politically desired. Their existence
happens in a dynamic of disassembling and reassembling, between a collective and
a personal self. Tranimals represent the trans-morphism, the becoming bodies of tran
sgender humans (or non-non-human subjects), in an aesthetic that is shared, but alw
ays in movement; never fixed as rules to any of them. It is constantly in transit,
constructing and deconstructing it.

Closer, in particular, to the postmodern understanding of ‘truth’, Haraway argues ab
out the boundary between social reality and science fiction as no more than an optic
al illusion, condensing imagination and material reality. Cyborgs have no original un
ity or desire of being saved through any kind of restoration or return to nature, in
Western senses. But far from being grounded on cynicism or faithlessness, their ont
ology is a matter of survival, blurring boundaries between human and animal, organi
sm and machine, physical and nonphysical. They transgress boundaries and explore
possibilities.

Similarly to cyborg writing, the tranimal one is about the power to survive, subverti
ng the central myths of our cultures and re-telling origin stories. They put into quest
ion discourses on body, beauty, sexuality, and gender, in both everyday life (for gen
der-conforming, binary individuals) and mainstream drag culture (which tends to sub

scribe to that model, as we have seen). Through distortions, chaos, and an aesthetic

10



as polluted and unpredictable, tranimals mark their existence as cyborgs: as those w
ho refuse to disappear. They are multiple, with no clear boundaries, and insubstantia
l. Their politics is the struggle for language, insisting on noise and pollution as an
opposition to a perfect communication of the one hegemonic code. Their presence

goes never smooth or unnoticed, rather making a statement out of it.

Final words
Tranimals subvert the structures of desire. The movement reveals not only the artific
iality of binary essentialism but the oppressive discourses that put beings in vulnerab

B8 Gur cultures have created around the co

le positions. They explore the simulacrum
ncepts of body and beauty. Through its overly polluted aesthetics, it argues how
the organic, natural body is no longer a referent to our cultures. The tranimal move
ment stands never as an artificial construct that opposes to a natural one since the
natural one is now gone, replaced by an overly simulated body. On the contrary, the
movement highlights how our cultures have no more a real body against which the
artifice could be recognized.

The images produced by the movement are then essential for narrating this postmod
ern subjectivity through a visual and performative discourse. And if “[r]ecognizing,
analyzing, and theorizing the convergence and collapse of clearly demarcated realitie

»[39
[ ], such an account

s, hierarchies, and categories is at the heart of postmodernism
marks a rupture in the traditional Western performance theory. They assemble identi
ties and portray desire to investigate bodies that are ontologically and simultaneously
there yet distant — or elsewhere. And through the organization of those abstract spac
es, minority groups who read and interpret the narratives become empowered to pro

duce terms of cultural engagement, while the majority groups become more sensitive

to the plurality of experiences.
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