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(Don’t) Just be Yourself: Fashion, Play, and Identity in the Post-Ironic Age.

“If you want to know all about Andy Warhol just look at the surface. .
. and there I am.There’s nothing behind it!”

- Andy Warhol

“The only authentic experience that can be communicated is the
experience of the single moment in the fullness of its emotional

intensity”

- Disha Madan

Introduction

“Just be yourself!” This phrase has likely been told to all of us at some point in our lives.

It is a piece of advice so cliché and ubiquitous, considered so banal and general, that we fail to

investigate its philosophical significance, or ontological implications. For the most part, it is

uncritically accepted as sound--if vague--advice. But upon further examination of the proverbial

logic, one runs into some serious conundrums that challenge our basic conceptions of the “real”

and the “self.” How exactly would one go about “just being themself?” Humans are just about

anything but consistent. Our experience of self shifts greatly across time, in different settings,

around different people, and while performing different actions. We are constantly influenced by

our surroundings, behaving, presenting ourselves, and being perceived, in countless ways from

one moment to the next. How can we tell which self to emulate? Which is “Authentic?” What if

there is no real self? These are all questions one must confront, and may conclude that “being

yourself” is an impossible endeavor.
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On the other hand, how could one possibly do anything but be themself? An Individual

could pretend to be someone else, consciously tailor their behavior, or play a character, but it is

still their unique internal mechanics that are informing and determining their thoughts and

actions. One can ask these and a thousand other unanswerable questions of similar nature.

Stumped by such paradoxes, one may take a more empirical approach and ask, “when do I feel

most like myself?” Unlike the others, this question will almost certainly produce some form of

answer, which will vary widely across individuals. There is however, a certain category of

responses that are particularly interesting, and especially confounding. This grouping contains

Individuals who feel most like themselves when doing activities such as dancing, basketball,

painting, making music, or playing with one’s children. What all of these activities have in

common is that they all overlap into the realm of play.

Perhaps the most intriguing of all possible answers is the case of a theater geek or actor.

This person would say they feel  most themself when playing a character in a show, film, or stage

production. How can this be? How can such a scenario, in which one intentionally shirks their

identity and puts on another be that in which they feel most in tune with their sense of self?

Despite this apparent paradox, there are undoubtedly many people in the world who would

provide this answer.

Though this may be the most extreme and obvious of the examples provided, all play

activities involve a sort of dissolution of identity. Play has long been defined by scholars as

involving a “magic circle,”  meaning it lies outside of the purview of the rules of “everyday life”

(Huizinger).  In other words during play, our accepted realities and identities dissolve, and new

ones are inhabited temporarily. As Gadamer writes, “Play fulfills its purpose only if the player

loses himself in his play” (Gadamer 92). How can it be true that play is a moment of separation
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from “true” reality and “true” self, while simultaneously frequently producing experiences of

self-harmony for the player? These two statements appear to be inherently contradictory. As I

was particularly interested in this contradiction, I decided to study these moments. But rather

than imagining them as consisting of a self at play, I wanted to examine the possibilities of

self-as-play, and see where this inquiry would lead me.

It seems we may have a few ways of resolving this paradox. If we have these experiences

of self-alignment in the realm of the “unreal” during play, is this evidence for the self being

unreal? Or conversely, is this self alignment evidence that the magic circle of play is actually

more “real” and less “imaginary” than is commonly asserted? I believe the truth lies in the notion

of self-as-play, and is a combination of both options, which I will elaborate on throughout this

essay.

Is it possible to invoke this sense of joy and self-alignment in every aspect of our lives? If

so, how? I believe that Fashion is a medium through which much can be gleaned regarding

play’s potential to saturate life. I have chosen Fashion, and regard it as a useful lens for this study

of play and self, for a few reasons. The first is that dress is considered to be powerfully and

broadly linked to issues of identity. The second is that Fashion is something that is unavoidably

present in a vast majority--if not all--of our modern lives.  My research leads me to believe that

fashion is not only a medium with much potential for engagement in “self as play,” but is in fact

already being used in such a manner.

Fashion is in constant dialogue with itself and has long been a prominent mode of

expression, subversion, exploration, and social evolution. I believe this dialogue has brought us

to a contemporary moment in which humans are starting to theorize and resolve some of the

previously mentioned paradoxes and ontological questions in a new way: the Post-Ironic.
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Broadly defined, Post-Irony is a novel mode of framing and conceptualizing fundamental notions

of self, identity, existence and reality that, “no longer needs to work at the difference between

'genuine' and 'artificial,’ whether serious or ironic” (Hedinger 4). This new philosophy is

reflected in changes to the forms, language, and theories of self-presentation, and expression

through style. An early and useful example of Post-Ironic fashion can be found in the style of the

Camp Movement. Camp style is a useful example of Post-Ironic dress, and will serve as the

primary scope through which I will attempt to parse through the entangled relationships between,

Post-Irony, Play and Self. In order to do this, I will be analyzing and contrasting the Camp

approach toward fashion and self with the attitudes and techniques of two other countercultural

stylistic movements: Classic Rock, and Punk. I will show how these movements contextualize

and evolve issues of self expression, slowly progressing toward the current moment. This

Post-Ironic takes a radical approach to self-expression, breaking down the “authenticity-artifice”

binary, and the barrier between play and reality, engaging in what I consider to be Self-As-Play.

Relevant Theories of Play/Defining Play

Before we dive into more detailed analysis of rock n’ roll, punk, camp and post-irony, we

must first take a look at various theories of play with regards to ontology and identity. Such a

study as this inevitably forces one to confront profound ontological questions and implications of

this link between play and self. As mentioned above, play has often been cast as a beautiful, yet

frivolous sphere of activity. Play, like art and other seemingly unempirical aspects of human

culture are relegated to the “aesthetic realm.”  As James S. Hans writes, the aesthetic is assigned,

“its own specifically differentiated category, a category in which truth value plays no part” (Hans

2). Play, art, fashion and other similar terms are thus cast as meaningless, lacking truth, and
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discrete from normal life. However, Hans, and other scholars are beginning to challenge and

question this assumption. Csikszentmihalyi sees a paradox here stating, “On one hand, [play] is

supposed to be disengaged with reality in a variety of ways, while at the same time it is credited

with a great number of useful real-life functions” (Csikszentmihalyi 14). Here he is pointing out

a contradiction that authors such as Huizinga had failed to resolve. Csikszentmihalyi believes

that this harsh separation between play and truth is reliant upon a faulty assumption about the

objectivity and concreteness of the supposed everyday reality. He asserts, “The primacy of one

form of reality over another is based on bio-social, historical, and ultimately political

convenience, not on epistemological certitude” (Csikszentmihalyi 18). One must take into

account that perceived everyday reality is a contingency, an illusion, or at the very least

incomplete. Once this is acknowledged, the unreal characterization of the magic circle of play

loses its force, but the magic is maintained. There is no reality from which to step out. It would

be silly to debase the truth value of play in opposition to a reality that is itself a sort of fiction. He

continues, concluding that, “One is always playing, regardless of what one does, because one is

always outside the constraints of reality” (Csikszentmihalyi 19). If play is the state of being freed

from a deterministic reality, the lack of objectivity implies that this is actually our constant

status.

So what then distinguishes play, and what is its use as a concept? Csikszentmihalyi

argues, “What distinguishes play, is simply that the player is aware that the goals and rules of

action are freely chosen among the many sets of goals and rules one could have chosen”

(Csikszentmihalyi 19). Play is thus not a distinct removal from an objective reality, but rather an

awareness of the individual's own freedom from its supposedly certain set of rules and logic.
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Play is not defined by a lower ontological status, but by the player’s consciousness of the

subjectivity of ontology itself.

In light of this, we begin to understand why Thomas S. Hendricks defines play as, “a

project of self-realization” (Hendricks 190). Just like the outer world, our conceptions of self and

identity are likewise perceived as consisting of an objective and fixed essence in everyday life.

Under play however, one becomes aware of the weakness, distortion, and illusion of this

constructed image of self. This is why play is seen as an experience of being “outside oneself.” I

believe it is more accurate to view this not as a step completely outside of the self per se, but

rather a departure from the illusory narratives, logics, and essences prescribed to the supposedly

discrete and objective self under the assumptions of realism. My critique here is that to consider

play as being outside oneself actually serves to reinforce the notion that our everyday identities

are authentic and objective. If Hendricks is right, that self-realization and play are inseparable, it

would perhaps be more insightful to think of play as a step into oneself, or possibly an expansion

of self boundaries? In other words, are the spaces, expressions and experiences contained in play

more “real” than those of everyday life?

Hans would likely say no to this proposition. He argues against Gadamer’s claim that

play is “pure-presentation.” He contends that if play, “depends on breaking down the boundaries

of world and self. . . how could this experience be one of [pure] self presentation? It is no more a

pure self-presentation than it is a presentation of the world” (Hans 7). To Hans, play is no more

“real” than the everyday, simply different. Hans is dangerously close to circling back to the very

view of play as meaningless that he was attempting to destroy. In his analysis, the truth value he

is trying to infuse into play does not seem to exist in play itself. Rather to Hans, play’s truth

value derives from its use as a means through which, “man adapts to his changing world. . . and
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constantly challenges and changes the rules and structures by which he lives” (Hans 5). Thus

Hans is arguing for importance and meaning in play and aesthetics under the same conceptions

of truth as defined by material, empirical, and utilitarian terms. He finds truth in the aesthetic by

attempting to incorporate it into the realm of science, work and logic. To Hans, play experiences

have truth value only when they cease to be play and concretize into the structures of everyday

life. Perhaps Hans’ ideas are not as radical as they seem. He holds that the rules and structures of

reality are in fact illusory, interpretive distortions that amount to a falsification of objectivity.

Why then is it impossible for the playful and the aesthetic, which ignore the authority of

restrictive “reality” to actually be the locus of truth in its own right?

This does not make Hans necessarily wrong when he states, “It is now time to look at

play outside of conceptions of pure-presence, of Parousia, of being, of essence” (Hans 9).  It may

be impossible to draw a boundary around an internal essence and encapsulate an unadulterated,

discrete “self.”  There is likely not a clear, definable, core being.  The self as a hermetic object is

unlikely to be real, but I believe feelings and experiences are. Even though we are not some

thing, we are certainly something. Modern thought equates “truth” with “meaning.”  Something

is only considered ontologically true if we can verify, interpret, contextualize, and articulate it

“logically.” In truth, it is not the unprovable, aesthetic, and emotional that are falsities. It is our

prescription of meaning through logic, our thoughts, articulations, labels, and language which

betray us. They are mere simulacra of raw experience. Thus it is the irrational, unfathomable

world of play and aesthetics that are perhaps more pure and genuine.

If play is about realizing one is “outside of the constraints of reality,” this has critical

implications for identity and expression. It is not enough to just realize that there is not a direct

link between one’s mode of existence in the apparent reality and some “truth” of self. Often
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individuals, once making this realization, will deviate from the norm, and begin to hold this

deviation as the true self. All this serves to do is to impose a new set of rules constituting the

perceived objectivity of self-essence. This existence is still constrained by tyrannical realism.

One must realize that they are not only unconstrained by the mainstream conception of reality,

but in fact any conception of objective reality. This death of self-realism does not have to be a

nihilistic crisis, but I believe can actually present a marvelous existential opportunity. We do not

need logic, realism, or bivalence to experience meaning. As Bernardo Kastrup writes in Meaning

in Absurdity, “Indeed without realism there is no correspondence theory of truth to substantiate

bivalence. Things can indeed be true and false, real and imaginary so long as we construct them

to be so” (Kastrup 105). Thus I believe that in order to engage with play of self, we must rid

ourselves of the notion of an inner authenticity, or essential identity that can be reflected through

things like fashion or language. Once we cast aside this notion, our expression is completely free.

Once unconcerned with self-coherence and authenticity we are free to have fun and play with

“self.”  We can constantly construct, and express consciousness in a manner which serves only

joy, emotion and positive experience. In other words, it is grounded only in aesthetic pleasure.

This is an aesthetic pleasure which cannot be verified--nor disproven--and which “transcends

logic” (Kastrup 107).

This is the very theoretical foundation of Post-Irony. As stated before, Post-Irony ignores

rhetoric regarding expressive “authenticity” or “artificiality,” and goes beyond it. It is a mode of

expression that inherently rejects “authenticity,” logic and articulation in favor of ambiguity,

absurdity, freedom, and emotion.  I believe this attitude actually creates the conditions for a

possibility of conceiving self as play, and that fashion is a powerful medium through which this

can be, and is done. As Johanes Hedinger, one of the members of Com&Com--a Swiss art duo
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who penned the “post ironic manifesto”--writes, “The post-ironist puts all his eggs in one basket

(without denying having had a choice); he marks his preference value – and none of this is an

embarrassment” (Hedinger 3). This certainly sounds a lot like Csikszentmihalyi’s definition of

play.

R. Jay McGill Jr. has a particularly insightful description of how post-irony deals with

identity through its use of fashion.

It is rather a fascinating fusion of the loose ends of irony and sincerity, an

expression of them through an ambiguous, neither-this-nor-that style. It is giving

culture a nostalgic riddle to figure out, providing a focal point that retains its

blurriness, representing a thing that does not yet have a fixed and predictable

identity. This is the kind of situation some philosophers would have identified

with an aesthetic experience: the confrontation with a thing or spectacle for which

you do not yet have a concept.

(McGill)

Post-ironic fashion is a purely aesthetic act of self-play that inherently resists categorization,

articulation and logical analysis. We can now begin to take a look at the different ways in which

counterculture has used fashion to negotiate questions of self, and reality, bringing us to the

modern day. The novel Post-ironic fashion is perhaps a manifestation of what Kastrup means

when he says, “The foundations of our future may be aesthetical” (Kastrup 107).
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Com&Com (Marcus Gossolt, Johannes M. Hedinger) a Swiss art collective
penned The First Post-Ironic Manifesto (pictured above) in 2008. It rejects basic
irony as pessimistic and unproductive. Creation, wonder, emotional connection,
and the manipulability of truth are all emphasized. This definition of post-irony

contains many features present in common characterizations of play.

Removing the concept of truth from our identities and treating the self as play through aesthetic

practices such as post-ironic fashion may seem to leave us without foundation for existence.

However as Kastrup points out, “Plato identified truth with beauty. . . if the desacralization of

logic pulls the rug of truth from under our feet, we still have beauty to guide the way” (Kastrup

107). This is not a use of beauty in the sense of “prettiness.” Rather it is used in regard to the

beauty of pleasurable experience, joy, and fulfillment. Meaning does not equate to truth, and this

is the foundational assumption that allows for freeplay of self through post-ironic fashion.
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Fashion, Aesthetics, and Authenticity

Fashion and play have many similarities. Fashion, like play, and other aesthetic

endeavours has long been regarded as a somewhat frivolous, and superficial accessory to

everyday reality. Yet the same paradox Csikszentmihalyi sees in play, pertains to fashion as well.

As Jean Baudrillard writes, fashion, “can be understood as the most superficial play, and as the

most profound social form” (Baudrillard 462). It is both regarded as completely imaginary and

simulative, yet is ascribed with powerful force and tangible effects. In fact, Baudrillard goes

further claiming, “every principle of identity is affected by fashion.” (Baudrillard 463). This is

precisely why I chose fashion to study the relationship between identity and play.

Much of fashion theory comes from a semiotic perspective. It is considered “the

inexorable investment of every domain by the code” (Baudrillard 462) in which every aspect of

dress acts as a signifier. Though most theorists argue for the lack of intrinsic or “true” meaning of

its signifiers, this is not how fashion is interpreted practically. As Baudrillard also writes, “In

contradistinction to language, which aims at communication, fashion plays at it” (Baudrillard

468). If fashion is so powerful with regards to identity, hierarchy, culture and society, its coded

meanings must be treated as inherently and logically real. This is put very eloquently by Roland

Barthes. Just like the structures of our broader sense of “reality,” “It is obviously because

Fashion is tyrannical and its sign arbitrary, that it must convert its sign into a natural fact or

rational law” (Barthes 263). Thus, Fashion tries to integrate itself into the world of realism.

Under the definitions of play outlined in the previous section, one is engaging in play of

fashion once they perceive the tyrannical, non-objective nature of fashion code. It occurs once

they realize they are not bound to its rules, and deviate from some expected form of presentation.
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This is how I would define “fashion play” and believe this is precisely what we call subversive

or countercultural style. However, this does not mean that all forms of countercultural fashion

reject bivalence, realism, or essentialism, especially with regards to identity. In fact, in many

cases it can reinforce notions of a true core or objective essence of self. Thus they often fail, for

various reasons, to truly engage with self-as-play through fashion. An excellent example of

countercultural dress falling just short can be found in the style of early, or classic, Rock n’ Roll.

Rock n’ Roll: Fetishism of the Authentic

All movements and trends in subcultural fashion have successfully identified the tyranny

and simulated objectivity of society’s precise codification of fashion signifiers. For the most part

however, they fail for a variety of reasons to truly challenge its underlying assumptions such as

realism and bivalence, nor transcend the constraints such premises place on existence and

expression. For example, subversive Fashion movements that occured in a more modernist era

and context, reflect the relevant philosophical tensions and questions of their time. Likewise,

their shortcomings take a temporally specific form. This can be seen in the fashion of early rock

and roll culture in the USA. Occurring during the mid 20th century, as society was beginning the

shift into the age of postmodernism, the play of rock subcultural style managed to merely probe

at the very edges of realism and modernism. While it denied the truth behind the meaning of

fashion signifiers that popular  capitalist society attempted to turn into objective fact, it failed to

grasp the broader impossibility of objectively representing an authentic identity through

signifiers and self-presentation.
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Teddy Boys Walking in Line. All That’s Interesting, 2019, https://allthatsinteresting.com/teddy-boy#1

Early Rock n’ Roll subcultures such as the Teddy Boys (pictured above) created
a style that they believed was “naturally authentic.” It contrasted itself with

popular culture while also presenting  an essentialized image of white, working
class, masculinity.

As Noel McLaughlin writes, “Rock culture has been underpinned by ideologies of

authenticity which are anti-fashion in outlook. As rock was apparently unconcerned with fashion,

it could mark itself as superior to a more fashion-centered (and ‘superficial’) pop” (McLaughlin

265). Rockers thus denounced the societal rules and norms for fashion as artificial constructions.

They saw the fashion laws of pop-culture consensus as a corruption or distortion of truth.

However, they still maintained the existence of a communicable self-essence that was being

corrupted. In fact classic rock culture placed essentialist notions of identity at its core, valuing

“rock ideology precisely for its ability to release repressed desires, to strip away the layers of

‘artifice’  and reveal the core personality, the essence of race, humanity or sexuality obscured

underneath” (McLaughlin 268). They saw the trends, traditions, and codes of mainstream fashion

as artificial, tyrannical and performative. Thus the ultimate goal of early rock dress was to find a

style that was not a performance or “show” but which was instead a pure expression of a specific

core identity.

https://allthatsinteresting.com/teddy-boy#1
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This view however served to reinforce the realism of self and failed to identify the

emptiness of fashion signifiers and the impossibility of creating a direct link between style and a

particular identity. As it turned out, such an emphasis on authenticity proved to be just as

restrictive and deceptive as the fashion mainstream they rejected. McLaughlin writes, “The

discourse of authenticity may serve to erect a false naturalism. . . that maintains unequal power

relations and closes off other ways of envisaging identity, other possibilities of pleasure and

performing” (McLaughlin 269). In many ways this mode of thinking about identity and dress is

contrary to play. While it did realise that presentation was not bound to the socially accepted

reality, it asserted that there was an objective reality of self to which an individual’s style ought

to adhere faithfully. This is also the antithesis of post-irony. Early rock fashion remained devoted

to the notion that there was a correct way that an individual should look. But if Fashion’s

meanings and significations are empty and imposed, this pursuit of fashion as objectivity

becomes in itself an impossible task. Unlike that of Punk and other subsequent subcultures, the

Rock n Roll ideology stripped freedom from fashion and made self-as-play impossible.

Punk: Irony, and Empty Signifiers

As time progressed, and society moved further under the influences of postmodernism,

the reign of hegemonic realism began to loosen. Focus shifted from an empirical world, to the

realm of discourse, language, and symbolism. Objectivity and grand narrative started to break

down, while the arbitrary and subjective nature of identity performance came wholly into view..

Uncoincidentally, subcultural fashions also evolved into more playful forms. One such

counterculture taking shape in the late 1900’s was Punk. Punk style attacked realism, and
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questioned the role of “meaning” in Fashion much more directly than that of the classic rock era.

In fact, Punk Fashion launched somewhat of an open assault on societal convention, rules,

structures, and even fundamentally basic assumptions such as identity, realism, and meaning

themselves. This is why the prevailing interpretation of punk style was that it “embodies the

dementia of a nihilistic generation” (Nordquist 74). Punk used conscious inversion of the fashion

signifiers that are legible and meaningful to society at large in order to expose their lack of

foundation in objective truth. One of the tactics used by punks was Bricolage. Bricolage is

perhaps the primary way individuals use fashion as a form of play. John Clarke describes

Bricolage as placing, “the significant object in a different position within that discourse, using

the same overall repertoire of signs, or when an object is placed within a different total ensemble,

a new discourse is constituted, a new message conveyed” (Clarke). This aligns greatly with

Hans’ theory of play as the creation of new structures. This can be seen in Syd and Nancy, a

1986 film about Syd Vicious, the iconic bassist of the Sex Pistols, and his turbulent romance with

his partner Nancy Spungen.

Syd and Nancy. Alex Cox. Perf. Gary Oldman and Chloe Webb. Zenith Entertainment,
1986. Film.

The couple adorn themselves with symbols of monogamous Christian love,
creating  an ensemble that the church itself  would find vulgar and offensive.

They are attempting to demonstrate the lack of inherent and valuable meaning of
the sacred signifiers.
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In the final scene (shown above) the couple get married. Their outfits demonstrate a stark

subversion and challenge to the weight of norms, values, and meanings society artificially

infused into arbitrary signs and images. Barbara Nordquist provides a concise analysis of how

this stance is conveyed through the scene, and the dress worn within it. She writes,

Sid is dressed in a white tuxedo jacket, jeans, boots and no shirt. Nancy is dressed

in a white dress, a crown of thorns, and a pound of rhinestones. . . In the scene

punks profane the sacred in an affront to the Christian wedding ceremony by

wearing symbols of purity and chastity, festivity and joyousness. . . They are

pointing out that these symbols have become mere fashion images, without real

meaning

Here we see how Punks play with signifiers and meanings through juxtapositional

bricolage. They subvert and completely revise the message of the symbols by placing them in

novel combinations and contexts. It is clear to see that Punk differed from classic rock, using

Fashion not to present an authentic identity, but rather to mock notions of sincerity and authentic

identity themselves. Hebdige argues that the, “signifying practices in punk were ‘radical’ in [this]

sense: that they gestured toward ‘nowhere’ and actively sought to remain illegible” (Hebdige

120). As Hebdige argues, punk bricolage and recontextualization of signifiers was not simply an

attempt to produce novel expressive structures that are valid and meaningful. Rather it was an

effort to expose the flimsiness, and even non-existence, of the link between signified and--not

just a specific meaning--but honest meaning in general. In this way, Punk was an attitude toward

the world characterized by a use of irony. This irony functions in a manner different than in
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Post-Irony, but rather in a more totalizing, concrete, and less ambiguous and nuanced form.

Hedinger describes this pre-post-irony, or put more simply, just plain old irony as, “a form of

irony insistently doubtful of the qualities that would make us take another person seriously; the

integrity of personality, sincere motivation, the idea that opinions are more than symptoms of

fear or desire” (Hedinger 2).

Since Punk was dubiant in sincerity as a whole, it certainly pushed back on notions of a

naturally authentic identity. However, Punk not only removed any notion of essential identity

from their stylistic expression, but went even further, attempting to isolate a mode of fashion

messaging completely severed from, and uncontaminated by, the subjective self, or the

experience of the wearer. Punk “refused to make sense, to be grounded, ‘read back’ to its origins''

(Hebdige 121). Like more post-ironic forms of dress, Punk confused any attempt to categorize,

reduce or codify its wearer, but did this in a way that denied its own emotional value, and status

as sincere expression of self. Though it engaged in a play of fashion and semiotics, Punk style

did not achieve self-as-play, as its presentation merely treated the self as a “void.” As the Sex

Pistols sang, “Oh were so pretty, oh so pretty, were vacant.” It did not destroy the

authenticity-artifice binary as Punk remained intent on distinguishing the “sincere” from the

“fake.” It simply moved the needle of focus firmly toward the side of fabrication.

While Punk deconstructed the naturalized identity categories, and the fashion

signification thereof in an ironic manner, we can look at Camp as an example of style that truly

pushes into the territory of Post-Irony. Camp style breaks down naturalized fashion rules

similarly, but does so in a way that returns to sincerity, and resembles the act of self-as-play.
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Camp, New-Pop, and Post Irony

Post-Irony deals with identity, performance, and expression in a novel, and much more

playful manner. It is a stylistic mode that is aesthetic, unconcerned with its ambiguity,

productive, and unselfconscious. To examine how this works, we can look to Camp. Hedinger

notes that scholarly work on the subject, “places the concept of post-irony in a historical context

and sees early precursors in the American Camp movement” (Hedinger 4). One of the first public

figures exemplifying a camp style was David Bowie. Bowie introduced an over-the-top,

glamorous look into the mainstream.

David Bowie as Ziggy Stardust. 1972. https://www.stephenwebster.com/news/10-02-1972-ziggy-stardust

David Bowie introduced Camp into the mainstream with his futuristic and
androgynous glamour and styles.

His elaborate makeup, androgyny, platform shoes, spiky hair, and futuristic looks created

a glitzy bricolage that was constantly evolving and never static. In this way his fashion deviated

starkly from the dressed down, gruff, and supposedly “authentic” style of early rock and roll.

Bowie embraced the showy excesses of pop which early rockers condemned. For this reason

Bowie’s performance has long been considered “theatrical,” in that he was playing a role. They

are not necessarily wrong in this characterization, but the Camp Movement simply treated the

concept of “roles” in a unique way.

https://www.stephenwebster.com/news/10-02-1972-ziggy-stardust
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Thomas Morawetz’ and Scotty Enyard’s book, Knowing Self, Changing Self, “examines

the notion of  ‘acting’ and the question of roles and essences” (Morawentz, Enyard, 6). They

argue, “We speak of roles. . . and we take at face value that the emotions, thoughts, actions, and

even appearance in the role are not to be attributed to the actor” (Morawetz, Enyard, 6). If we are

to say that David Bowie inhabits roles, one may conclude that they are not real, that his stylistic

choices are not a true reflection of Bowie himself. Importantly however, this is not the way

Bowie and the broader Camp movement conceptualized the performance of a constructed self

image. Richard Mills interprets Bowie’s style as, “a performance in Judith Butler’s meaning of

the term, in that there is no essential identity, identity only emerging in performance. Bowie is

what he does and how he appears'' (Mills 5). I believe this use of Camp performance by Bowie

and others does not precisely represent an identity in the classic sense, as a closed-off, articulably

defined entity. Instead it is a paradoxically true expression of the individual that resists

self-reduction or definitive semiotic placement within the discursive social context of structures

and language.  Frith describes this paradox eloquently writing, “Performance involves gestures

which are both false (they are only put on for the situation) and true (they are appropriate to the

emotions being described, expressed or invoked)” (Frith 215). This might sound familiar. Frith’s

characterization of Camp performance certainly describes the post-ironic “attitude that no longer

needs to work at the difference between 'genuine' and 'artificial,’” (Hedinger 4). Camp is

post-ironic in the sense that it collapses the distinctions of a real and imaginary self, of identity

and fabrication, and of objectivity and contingency. I argue that this post-ironic mindset in fact

erodes the distinction between reality and play. In fact the self becomes play. One is always

“unbound to reality,” yet never truly apart from it either. We have now identified truth in play,

and the integration of play and reality.
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Rocky Horror Picture Show. Jim Sharman. Perf. Tim Curry. 20th Century Fox, 1975. Film.

Rocky Horror Picture Show has become a Camp cult classic and is regarded as
an essential work within the genre. Its absurdist plot and humorous aesthetic

focus the film on issues of repression, pleasure, and expression.

However, opposed to Hans’ view, the “truth” of play lies not in a utilitarian ability of play

to take reality, deconstruct it in the realm of aesthetics, and spit itself back out again in the form

of a novel structured, articulated reality. Instead it lies precisely within the unfalsifiability,

ambiguity, paradox, irrationality, and indescribability,  of the aesthetic itself. Thus, play is not a

process through which new realities become known, articulated, and certified, but rather where

true experiences and expressions are simultaneously created and felt. Just because a human

experience cannot be articulated, located or contextualized within the structures, relations,

binaries, and coded distinctions within the bivalence of language or realism, does not mean that

it does not have meaning. In fact, the attempt to articulate and define the meaning behind

aesthetic expression through language and logic, creates bivalence, and distorts the purity of an

experience. Frith explains the impossibility of linking essence, authenticity, or identity to

aesthetic self-expression. He describes how Bowie and certain performers
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Have grasped the camp point that the truth of a feeling is an aesthetic truth, not a

moral one; it can only be judged formally as a matter of gestural grace. . .

‘Sincerity’. . . cannot be measured by searching for what lies behind the

performance; if we are moved . . . we are moved by what we immediately hear

and see (Frith 215).

Noel Mclaughlin elaborates on this idea in his discussion of how issues of gender and

sexuality are interpreted within Camp art. Camp, of course, has been definitively linked with the

LGBTQ+ community, and the movement is widely understood as an expression of “queerness.”

Certainly it is not news that Camp challenges and transverses accepted codes and signification of

naturalized heterosexual or cisgender identities. For this reason, the “strange” styles of Camp

become perceived as codes for essentialized identities such as “gay” or “trans”. However, it is

perhaps better to imagine Camp fashion aesthetics not as “gay,” but as the rejection of the

constraining notion of fashion signification as reflective of identity as a whole. It is not the

expression of a set identity at all, but rather an expression that is unconcerned and uninhibited by

identity labels, definitions, or codes whatsoever. In other words, Camp style does not “say”

through its expression, “gayness,” “queerness,” or even “deviance.” Rather Camp communicates

the very illusion of performative deviance and artificiality itself. Camp communicates freedom

of expression, and resists the reading as natural reality. Simply put, Camp “says” playfulness.

An example of these misinterpretations can be seen in the song, “Return of the ‘G’,” by Outkast

from 1998. One of Outkast’s members Andre Benjamin, A.K.A Andre 3000--who I believe can

be thought of somewhat as the David Bowie of Hip-Hop--is known for having a strange, colorful
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and theatrical style which deviated greatly from his contemporary hip-hop aesthetics. In the

song, he critiques the way he and his styles are treated within the industry.

“Return of the ‘G’” by Outkast (1998)

Them . . . who get the wrong impression of expression
Then the question is, “Big Boi what's up with Andre?
Is he in a cult? Is he on drugs? Is he gay?” . . .
I'm feelin' better than ever
What's wrong with you?
(Andre Benjamin)

2002, Reddit/Google Images,https://i.redd.it/590vb79935171.jpg November 20, 2003 - Kevin Winter/Getty Images Entertainment

Similar to Bowie and Rock n’ Roll, Andre 3000 introduced a bright,
self-indulgent performativity to the Hip-Hop genre, which had previously been

dominated by the values of down to earth authenticity and rawness. He was
continually mocked by many within the Hip-Hop community.

In this passage, Andre is frustrated with those who “get the wrong impression of

expression.” These people see Andre’s somewhat “out-there” and flamboyant

performance as either a direct expression of homosexuality, or as a sign that something is

“wrong” with him (drugs, cult affiliation, etc.). He is not expressing a set identity, nor

abiding by any notions of “reality” or social rules of naturalized essentialism. In truth
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Andre is just wearing what he wants to, and what feels pleasurably expressive in the

moment. Due to this expressive freedom he is  “feelin’ better than ever.” This is a great

example of how society tries to take playful aesthetic expressions that resist its

categorization and rationalize them with reductive logical explanations.

McLaughlin tackles this subject, asserting that the “problem in evaluation is the

‘artifice-authenticity’ binary itself” (McLaughlin 271).  The deeper issue lies not in the specifics

of society’s identity binaries, but rather in the way we conceptualize authenticity as bivalent, as

well as in binary thinking itself. He elaborates writing, “This binary mutates and changes,

meaning that performative artifice may itself be continually reclaimed and ghettoised by

essentialist, ‘naturalised’ . . . discourse” (McLaughlin 271). Put differently, ideas within

discourse about what styles are considered natural expressions of any demarcated identity, can

shift to domesticate that which rejects such categorization. For example, the societal

characterization of style which ignore the authority of coded signification of heterosexual

masculinity, may come to be read as “authentically gay.” Thus they become conforming and

“safe.” Order has been restored, our comforting faith in logical, ordered reality is once again

certain. Play is returned to a state of only imaginary, and is once again distinguishable from

reality. The “self” is diminished from beautiful subjectivity, emotion, ambiguity, and sensation

into a knowable object. Consciousness is reduced from a possibility to a thing, from freedom to

determination, from an open potential to a closed identity, from experience and sensation to

empirical science, and of course from the creative zeal of play to a predictable body of

real-everyday. Camp does not proclaim itself to be a sarcastically “insincere” mode of

expression, but rather as an expression in which “The pleasure. . . is in not knowing why or how

these elements fit together” (Bruzzi 192). The play of self-realization is not the process of
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discovery of more refined self-knowledge, but a process of self-creation. As Dr. Frank n Furter

proclaims in the Camp Cult Classic, Rocky Horror Picture Show, “Don’t just dream it, Be It!

Conclusion: Post-Irony, Self, and Play

As Csikszentmihalyi illuminates, our discursive reality is not objective, we are never confined to

it. To engage in play, all one has to do is recognize this, understanding that each action is freely

chosen. These conscious decisions are neither true nor false but merely decisions. A choice

made--while perhaps not true in an objective sense--is certainly less false than a choice

not-made, unwittingly self-imposed due to our assumed self-certainty and ontological

consistency.  Under Csikszentmihalyi’s mindset, the image of a true-or-false world of logic and

bivalence erodes, and all we are left with is sensation and choice. All we are left with is play.

With this in mind, play is not an imaginary realm separate from a concrete reality. Rather, play is

the very dissolution of the “artifice-authenticity binary” that McLaughlin casts as restrictive and

tyrannical.

The term Post-Irony describes an awareness of this lack of boundary between fact and

fake and between “just playing” and the sincere. In a sense, we are all performing and “playing”

roles. The post-ironist simply gets to decide the mode of performance. Thus the performance of

post-ironically aware fashion, neither communicates an essential notion of self, nor explicitly

denies sincerity. Fashion becomes unconstrained and unselfconscious. It does not try to

communicate an articulable message or depth behind its construction; it is pure aesthetic

expression rather than a linguistic text. Any readable message of signification contained in one’s

dress is both important and insignificant. Certainly the post-ironist may play to the audience’s

literacy in the social text of fashion signifiers. They may deliberately deliver a coded message.
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Importantly there is an understanding that the message signified, is not what is expressed. It is

also critically not ironic in that the performance is not held as dishonest.

On the other hand, ironic dress is thought to be a joke not an expression, while under

post-irony it can be both simultaneously. The ironic claims to say nothing about the wearer who’s

sincere tastes and emotions are supposedly detached entirely from their self-presentation. While

tongue-in-cheeck humor, and ironic contrast may be contained in post-ironic fashion, its

expressive sincerity remains. There is an acknowledged discontinuity between the signified and

wearer, but the individual remains attached to the chosen form of presentation. The post-ironist

chooses their fashion, not to articulate a message about authentic identity, but simply because it

is what they felt like wearing. It is ambiguous aesthetic pleasure, rather than language or identity,

that is expressed. Identities and truths are not expressed, feelings are.

To find a remarkably apt metaphor for explaining these concepts we can return to Kastrup

and look at his investigation into what it is exactly that makes an experience watching a movie

meaningful--the point of film. He argues that movies are simply catalysts of feeling and

experience. He explains that often we finish a movie without grasping a clear logic in its

structure, and without gleaning a concrete message, or meaning contained within. Nonetheless,

“we are content. . . despite not knowing the ‘real’ explanation,” because, “it never existed; it was

never the point (Kastrup 110). Kastrup says we are still satisfied because of the “enjoyable

experience watching the movie. Now that was the point.” He wraps up the line of thought

concisely, concluding that deep down, “we know--hopefully--that such an experience is itself the

goal, not the triumphant disclosure of an elusive, literal explanation for all events of the plot.”

The point of post-ironic fashion is not to create a grand explanation or coherent ‘fit’ with

a preexisting self. Because just like in the film, it never existed. All identity and expression is
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contingent, and “The ability to endure contingencies is the strength of the post-ironist” (Hedinger

3). Post-ironic self-as-play does not treat the “individual with irony, nor feels it has to reanimate

the grand narratives of reason, truth, history, progress or art” (Hedinger 3). The self becomes free

and unselfconscious, now rid of the “authenticity-artifice” binary, as expression no longer must

be concerned with being true or false, right or wrong. The truth about ourselves is not objective,

but lies in experience and choice. “The post-ironist puts all his eggs in one basket (without

denying having had a choice); he marks his preference value – and none of this is an

embarrassment to him: he arrives at a decision and assumes responsibility for it” (Hedinger 3). It

is possible for our presentation and dress to be expressions of real and powerful emotions, while

being freely chosen, and without requiring justification with a logical explanation of who or what

we are. Playful post-ironic fashion can shirk the concept of definable identities, self-narratives,

and explanations; not just the ones society assigns us, but in total.

As Kastrup pointed out, this destruction of realism and logic can leave us feeling

ungrounded and lost. Destabilizing logic can seem to leave the self in flux with seemingly no

grounding of self knowledge from which to base our actions. But just because meaning is not

objectively and logically based, and there is no knowable truth or reality of the world and self to

pursue or cohere to, this does not mean that there is no such thing as meaning. Without realism

and logic each one of us still possesses a tool to map and navigate life: aesthetic fulfillment.  As

Kastrup also argues, “deep inside, we all have an innate, intuitive notion of what is harmonious,

beautiful, and fulfilling; if only we can give this innate impulse unfiltered and unbiased

expression” (Kastrup 107). As Com&Com, the Swiss art collective who penned the “post-Ironic

manifesto” describe post-irony, it is “a marvelling contemplation of the real, the simple and the

magic of the everyday.” (Hedinger 6). That sounds a lot like a dissolution of the barrier between



27

the magic circle of play, and what we call reality. Perhaps nothing in our world is “real” at all,

but rather anything can be magic, and that makes it all a whole lot more fun.
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