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Abstract 
 
Leigh Bowery was an artist, designer and Club Kid who came to prominence in the 
1980s and 90s. Bowery’s praxis existed during the AID’s crisis and Thatcher’s ‘Section 28’. Through his use of identity, subcultural style and counter production he pushed against the hegemony to carve a space for Club Kids and the queer experience. Club kids were a subculture, being prominent in the 1990s. They were united through a love of clubbing, drag, sex and drugs. Through Judith Butler’s ideas of gender performativity, he questions how gender should be presented. In Dick Hebidge and Jack Halberstam he showed how the subcultural style of Club Kids provided an outlet for gender expression. Finally, through Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘Body without Organs’, his work will be shown to form a counter flow to culture that subverts the hegemony. His subversion becomes a mirror for current lived queer experience. At a time when trans people are becoming more isolated and policed through the introduction of EHRC’s guidelines, Bowery’s Work provides a framework to show how queer people want to live and resist the system.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How does Leigh Bowery’s use of identity, subcultural style and counter production within his praxis act as a vessel to show the lived queer experiences and queer resistance? 
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Introduction 
 
The 80’s and 90’s saw the rise of the AIDS epidemic and within the UK, the creation of Margaret Thatcher’s ‘Section 28’. The AIDS crisis became a time of turmoil for the LGBTQ+ community. Rampant misinformation of how it spread and who caught it villainised LGBTQ+, particularly gay men. Parallel to this, Thatcher’s ‘Section 28’ prevented homosexuality being discussed or taught within councils and schools. Their amalgamation forced queer people to be vilified and isolated to their own communities. 
 
[image: ]Artist and designer Leigh Bowery was a Club Kid, fashion designer, artist and model who rose to prominence during this time, taking inspiration from the Punk scene, New Romantics and Sci-Fi. Designing and sewing his own clothes allowed him to play with silhouette and form, whilst experimenting with brightly coloured and expressive makeup. The culmination of this, alongside exploring societal contradictions of gender and that which is ‘proper’, transformed him into a shocking spectacle. 
Fig. 1 
 
With the current introduction of EHRC guidelines for trans people, they have socially been vilified in a parallel manner to gay men in the 80’s and 90’s, proving a need for queer resistance and community. Through this, Bowery’s praxis becomes a reflection of our current moment. This essay will explore how Leigh Bowery’s praxis can be used as a vehicle to explore how he mirrors the current society. Methods of queer theory, subcultural practice and counter production act as a vessel for this. 
 
Bowery’s work will be shown to be a powerful tool of resistance against the dominant. Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity “subverts the distinction between inner and outer psychic space and effectively mocks both the expressive model of gender and the notion of a true gender identity” (1990, p.185). In placing signifiers on the body, it forces the body to be viewed through a binary lens. Bowery’s work existed in neither binary state. Thus providing a vessel to show how trans people and those who do not fit into the binaries are still policed and oppressed.  
 
The isolation of populations allows for subcultures to be created, as Dick Hebdige states “an actual mechanism of semantic disorder: a kind of temporary blockage in the system of representation” (1979, p.90), as, with Jack Halberstam’s queer subcultures argues that “Subcultures, however, suggest transient, extrafamilial, and oppositional modes of afflation.” (2005, p. 154). Through exclusion and being pushed to the limits of society, queer community is found and means of creating new signifiers of style are made. Club Kids allowed Bowery to propel notions of the in-between and tension, creating new methods of queer signification, becoming a tool to break gendered expectations.  
 
By boundary breaking, Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘Body without Organs’ gains relevance. Arguing that, 
 
The full body without organs is produced as antiproduction, that is to say it intervenes within the process as such for the sole purpose of rejecting any attempt to impose on it any sort of triangulation implying that it was produced by parents. (1972, p.16) 
 
The counterculture of Club Kids acted as medium for counter production, contradicting the oppressive society and government that pushed the perceptions of AIDS crisis and Section 28’s damaging policies. This acts as a method of queer resistance against the system that can continue to be used today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Identity 
 
Leigh Bowery often played with gendered binaries, alongside the human form and the “tension between contradictions” (Tate, 2025). This tension is what made him a prominent Club Kid and allowed him to question gendered expectations.  
 
Fully subverts the distinction between inner and outer psychic space and effectively mocks both the expressive model of gender and the notion of a true gender identity. (Butler, 1990, p.186). 
 
Judith Butler’s gender theory suggests that in blurring the lines between the inner and outer expressions of gender, one can both parody what gender presentation means whilst also suggesting that gender can be fluid, existing outside of either binary.  
 
Bowery applied makeup atypically, He would over line his lips, have blush falling towards the jaw rather than the cheekbones and used bright, neon eyeshadows, as opposed to neutral tones, as shown in fig.1. Through this, ideas of how makeup is applied is subverted, signifying a move away from the hegemony. “The surface, the skin, is systemically signified by taboos and anticipated transgressions.” (Butler, 1990, p.179). Makeup becomes a visceral way to show subversion. Rather than being applied conventionally, that which parodies the feminine, the face instead becomes a canvas to decorate, blurring boundaries of feminine and masculine.  
 
In fig.1, blue paint drips down Bowery’s bald head, starting at his crown, headed towards his jaw. The drips framed his face, falling as if a bob with a fringe, an illusion of hair that emphasised his baldness, removing ideas of feminine or masculine. In this “cultural values emerge as the result of an inscription on the body” (Butler 1990, p. 177). Rather than wearing a wig, often employed by drag queens to exaggerate how ‘feminine’ hair looks, he countered the inscription. Society’s ideas of how he should present are pushed away, his non-conformity altered our perception of how hair and baldness can be presented. Countering typical perceptions of drag expression. Drag typically exaggerates and parodies the feminine, tiny waist, glam makeup and big hair, like that of RuPaul. He was a drag queen to emerge from the New York Club Kids scene. His drag presents an idealised version of femininity, one that embodies exaggeration. This comparison shows the significance in Bowery’s liminal performance of gender. 
 
Such acts, gestures, enactments, generally construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive means. (Butler, 1990, p.185).  
 
Femme drag parodies and reinforces feminine gendered binaries of existence. On the contrary, Bowery’s expression pushed these binaries and existed in an in-between state. Rather than diminishing himself to conform to binary conditions of the corporeal, he morphs himself into something new. Recontextualising what it meant to express masculinity and femininity. Bowery’s gender performance allowed for visibility of gender nonconformity, which is still equally important to recognise.  
 
Physically morphing his body, Bowery pushed and squeezed his chest to resemble cleavage. His nipples poke out just above the neckline, as shown in fig.1. A chest with breasts is often policed and told to be covered, especially those that are feminine. To show nipples is scandalous, the areola must be censored. When that chest is flat and masculine, nipples need not be covered. This morphing resignifies what his chest means.  
 
What constitutes through division the "inner" and "outer" worlds of the subject is a border and boundary tenuously maintained for the purposes of social regulation and control. (Butler, 1990, p. 182).  
 
The ‘inner and outer’ border of feminine and masculine became blurred for Bowery, eradicating ideas of social control. In being a man who formed cleavage that exposed nipples, he parodied the regulation placed onto women’s bodies, especially their breasts. Thirty-five years after Bowery’s work, this satire proves just as relevant today. In an age where, queer, trans and women’s bodies are continually told how they should present and perform, Bowery’s praxis becomes a vehicle to play with the ways in which a body can be.  
 
Bowery did not consider himself a “gender bender” (i-D magazine, 1985), however he still existed within a binary society that attempted to label people into boxes. Ultimately, this demarcation is what allows Bowery to play with contradictions in his praxis. 
 
The limit becomes material to be worked, but it is also there, insistent, as the material to be worked, obdurate, but not for that reason unyielding. The action on the limit, we might say, produces a new possibility for a subject, one who was supposed to be bound by the limit, one who moves past the norms of civility that bound the 'human' (Butler, 2000, p.33) 
 
His play with tension allowed him to crush the limits of how he could appear and exist, moulding them into whatever shape he wanted. By playing with these boundaries, he formed unique outputs that ripped up the order, in turn produced disorder. The agency that he gave his own body, whilst homosexuality was sanctioned and seen to be grotesque, acts as a reflection of trans bodies being policed and isolated. His style and presentation pushed the boundaries of the male and female while questioning how the body can be formed. Breasts can be emphasised from skin already there and a bottom can be made by padding. In this the corporeal becomes a vessel to be moulded and altered. The desire to have agency over your body, to bend and morph it as you please, could be seen as mirroring how trans women can use hormones and facial feminisation to present a gendered experience that is unique, but valid to them. The more queer people try to live within binary expectations that go against their principles, the more difficult existence becomes. Bowery countered these expectations, existing not only as a possibility, but showed a way in which queer people can exist. They can be weird and whacky, exist outside of the norms and have complete agency over their bodies. The body becomes a canvas to be worked however you please.
 
By Bowery having a “love of the unnatural: of artifice and exaggeration.” (Sontag, 1964, p.1), he embodies that which is camp. Every part of him becomes amplified and ‘unnatural’, through morphing his chest to form cleavage and exaggerating features through makeup. It is in his camp embodiment that he subverted gendered expectations. The further he exaggerates the ‘feminine’, the more camp he becomes.  
 
Sontag says “Camp is the triumph of the epicene style. (The convertibility of “man” and “woman,” “person” and “thing”.)” (1964, p.4). To be camp, is to exaggerate and go beyond the limits of gender binaries. Sontag’s ideas of camp provided Bowery a mode of existence during a period of austerity. Butler’s gender theory often suggests subverting ideals and pushing back against them, camp on the other hand, is written as a ‘sensibility’ and that things simply are camp. Applying this, Bowery could fight the enforced ideals, whilst playfully living. In this, having joy becomes an act of resistance. Allowing queer people to be free to then carry on the fight. In turn, camp becomes an emotional release for existence, one that Bowery used and continues to be used by queer people through drag performances and within queer spaces. 
 


















Subcultural Style
 
Bowery’s praxis became fluid in his rejection of either binary and allowed him to be liminal in expression. Pushing the limits of what style could be, whilst forcing him to be at the edges of society. Halberstam says, 
 
Liminal subjects, [Judith Butler] implies, those who are excluded from "the norms that govern the recognizability of the human," are sacrificed to maintain coherence within the category of the human, and for them, style is both the sign of their exclusion and the mode by which they survive nonetheless. (2005, p.153) 
 
Bowery’s radical dress became a means of his Club Kid style. When society repeatedly tells you how you should dress, you have two options – to conform or to diverge. For many, to conform becomes the easier option, it provides safety in the uniformity of society. A means to hide and push your true self away. In diverging, you face the push of societal exclusion and ridicule, but a freedom of being true to yourself. This freedom provides the opportunity to dress however you please and find and inspire others excluded like you. Affording the opportunities to survive and thrive outside of societal regulation. “Visual codes have often been used to signify sexuality and sexual preference, whether covert or not.” (Geczy and Karaminas, 2023, p.472). Surrounding himself with Club Kids allowed him to dress camp and outrageous. The fluidity he presented is one that many queer people use as a means of signification. Bowery’s instability of presentation becomes a parallel to how queer communities recognise one another. 
 
In signalling through his style, Bowery went on to be a spearhead of Club Kid subculture, that provided a means to disrupt the gendered hegemony. Hebdige argues “Subcultures represent ‘noise’ (as opposed to sound): interference in the orderly sequence which leads from real events and phenomena to their representation in the media.” (1979, p.90). Through his liminality and disruption, Bowery created noise to the system. Club Kids took inspirations from Punk, New Romantics and Sci-Fi with Punk having already carved out a space that allowed for nonconformity, Club Kids only continued to dig this further. They produced a community for trans, gay and the othered to be authentic to them, who were brought together through drag, drugs and sex. In providing a space for queer people to be authentically celebrated, an act of rebellion is made against the imposed restrictions. 
 
Regulation of queer people thrives on isolationism and conformity. By providing a space, where queer people can exist be nurtured and built up by those around you, methods of cultural disruption are provided. If you are happy as you are, regardless of whether you adhere to social norms, then methods of regulations become minimised. “Indeed, the assumption that cultural production will always only represent the dominant economic order, erases the multiple disruptions to hegemony that have emerged from subcultural and avant-garde art practices in the past.” (Halberstam, 2005, p. 98). Club Kid’s disruption allowed for queer people to be represented during a time of rampant homophobia during the AIDS crisis. Not only did this production become embedded within queer communities, continuing to be referenced today, it allowed a safe space for people like Bowery to be free to express themselves.  
 
Bowery said it best with, “because if I’m laughing at the way I’m dressing myself … what possible criticism can people make, really? If the joke’s on me and I know it?” Club kids acted as a vessel to empower Bowery and find the humour in his work. 
Similar initiatives have taken place through movements of ‘Queer Joy’ and ‘Trans Joy’. “These movements show us how joy is a powerful way to temper the onslaught of oppression and discrimination” (Westbrook and Shuster, 2023, p.17). In a time when EHRC guidance advised against trans people accessing single sex spaces, joy (specifically trans joy) has become more important than ever. If the dominant class are relying on methods of oppression to dampen those who are marginalised, being celebrated for who you are becomes an act of resistance, Club Kids provided this for Bowery, just as trans joy provides this for trans people today. 
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Fig.2  
 
His subcultural involvement and subsequent style of Club Kids, Bowery was able to signify who he was through his dress. As Hebdige says 
 
Style in subculture is, then, pregnant with significance. Its transformations go ‘against nature’, interrupting the process of ‘normalization’. As such, they are gestures, movements towards a speech which offends the ‘silent majority”. (1979, p. 18) 
 
A method that Bowery could be seen to signify through is David Batchelor’s ‘Chromophobia’. Bowery and Club Kids regularly used bright, clashing colours in their style (see fig.2) as means of signification. Chromophobia “manifests itself in the many and varied attempts to purge colour from culture, to devalue colour, to diminish its significance, to deny its complexity.” (Batchelor, 2000, p.22). He goes on to say that colour is ‘foreign’ and shown to be feminine, queer and vulgar. In colour being seen as ‘other’, something that is dangerous and held in lower regard, Bowery’s persistent use of bright and sickly colours becomes a physical manifestation of his exclusion. If black and white is clean, what is normal and proper, the colourful then becomes the unnatural. The improper, the disorder and the subculture. At a time of significant policing of homosexuality, especially gay men with AIDS like Bowery, to be maximalist and loud became the ultimate way to take up space for yourself and push back against society. Colour heightened his own performance rather than diminished. 
 
When Pantone’s ‘Colour of the Year’ 2026 is ‘Cloud Dancer’, “a billowy white imbued with serenity” (Pantone, 2025) and colours like beige and ‘greige’, are associated with ‘old money aesthetics’ that dominated fashion trends. The classic-looking aesthetics and colours emerging, could be seen to mirror the contemporary rise of conservative politics and ideals. Typically, with these politics, there is a rise in anti-trans and anti-queer rhetoric. Using colour boldly becomes a direct way to counter the system. Bowery’s maximalist use of reminiscent of a pride parade. Full of colour, sequins, glitter and flamboyance. Colours are repeatedly used within queer culture as a method of resistance and signification, green carnations, coloured hanky code, pride flags, club kid style and pride parades. Colour provides a method to stand against conservative ideals, allowing queer people to be authentically themselves 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




 
Counter production 
 
Repelling cultural norms through subculture leads Bowery to the ideas of the ‘Body without Organs’, theorised by Deleuze and Guattari. They begin with “Desiring-machines are binary machines, obeying a binary law or set of rules governing associations” (1972, p.5). These machines continually feed off one another as a “flow-producing machine” (1972, p.5). The ‘Body without Organs’ is a third state of ‘antiproduction’, that counters the flows of the desiring-machine. Typical society falls into these binary machines. Culture here feeds off itself. It takes certain rules or signifiers and perpetually churns out production of itself. Using signifiers to suggest bodies and gender should be perceived in a specific manner. Dominant order is reasserted, never stopping to break it.  
 
Recontextualising signifiers through his identity and subculture becomes a way to break the hegemony, 
 
The body without organs presents its smooth, slippery, opaque, taut surface as a barrier. In order to resist linked, connected, and interrupted flows, it sets up a counterflow of amorphous, undifferentiated fluid. (Delueze and Guattari, 1972, p.10) 
 
Bowery’s corporeal became the smooth surface, society’s notions of presentation falling off him. This allowed him to become that of ‘antiproduction’, in turn resisting the hegemony.  
 
Bowery’s exploratory gender expression lent itself to the fluidity of the ‘Body without Organs’. “It has nothing whatsoever to do with the body itself, or with an image of the body. It is the body without an image.” (Delueze and Guattari, 2004, p.9). Bowery himself said “if you label me, you negate me” (Tate, 2025). His praxis cannot be contained to the binaries; his liminality allows his corporeal to be a vessel to be moulded and become art. By labelling him, “description becomes an act of replacement and erasure.” (Wilchins, 2007, p. 39). When you attempt to contain Bowery within the confines of how you expect someone to present, keys parts of him become diminished. The corporeal no longer belongs to Bowery to mould as he pleases but that of society’s. A common trend in the LGBTQ+ community is using ‘queer’ as an overarching term to reduce the need for labels. It becomes a means to identify LGBTQ+, whilst not reducing them down to specific ideals of sexuality and gender. In this, the ‘Body without Organs’ and Bowery act as a method to understand the lived queer experience, one that requires you to push against the hegemony, whilst also fighting for a need to exist without being questioned on every intimate detail of your life. 
 
Delueze and Guattari state, “The full body without organs is the unproductive, the sterile, the unengendered, the unconsumable.” (1972, p.9). The sterile implies that which has been stripped of any bacteria and contagion and the unconsumable is that which you do not want to touch or ingest. In Bowery recontextualising signifiers and existing within a liminal state, he becomes sterile. Stripping himself of labels and societal policing of the corporeal, he removed the bacteria of society from himself. In this removal, society no longer wants to consume him. He is devoid of their signifiers and wants for consumption, the corporeal becomes something that you do not want to engage with, that which is off putting and unfamiliar. 
 
Club Kids caused disruption, whilst society wished to produce order, that of the desiring machine. “Dirt offends against order. Eliminating it is not a negative movement, but a positive effort to organise the environment” (Douglas, 1966, p.20). Going against the hegemony, his corporeal became one that had to be organised and confined to a box for the majority to attempt to understand it. This limit is what also allowed Bowery to produce his work, playing with the tensions it imposed. His work was created during the height of the AIDS epidemic and under Section 28, which only exemplified the differences between queer and non queer. “It is only by exaggerating the difference between within and without, about and below, male and female, with and against, that a semblance of order is created.” (Douglas, 1966, 
p.23). Exaggerating Bowery’s difference to the norm only fuelled his work further. If fewer societal restrictions were placed on how he should exist at the time, Bowery’s work may not have been as shocking as he made it. 
 
Butler, discussing Douglas says,  
 
Any kind of unregulated permeability constitutes a site of pollution and endangerment. Homosexuality is almost always conceived within the homophobic signifying economy as both uncivilized and unnatural. (1990, p.180).  
 
In being queer, an automatic otherness and lack of understanding is placed onto you. No longer are you existing within the heteronormative ideals of society that assume a man and a woman want to marry, settle down and have children. A new world of possibility is opened, allowing you to exist how you please. This is seen as a threat to the order of society. In the same way that Bowery’s homosexuality and abjectness was seen to threaten the natural order, we see the same fear towards trans people in current society. Gay men, especially with AIDS in the 80’s and 90’s, were seen as dirty, abject and something that needed to be hidden away- this becomes a mirror to our world today. EHRC guidelines have pushed trans people away from single sex spaces and told their existence is invalid, continually becoming pawns in a political game. In exemplifying these differences between gay and straight, cis and trans, we form a roadblock to understanding. 
 
This pollution and disruption allowed Bowery to become abject. 
 
It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite. (Kristeva, 1980, p.4)  
 
Bowery and Club Kids' expression became liminal and disrupted the hegemony. The prevalent fear of gay men with AIDS, alongside Section 28, allowed his abjection to become a vehicle for this disruption. His looks disturb and provoke the order, allowing him to push back against the system. “Bowery embraced difference, often using embarrassment as a tool to release both his own inhibitions and those of people around him.” (Tate, 2025). Using embarrassment as a tool for abjection allowed Bowery to take an emotion that causes significant discomfort to parody the culture around LGBTQ+ at the time. Kristeva said, “I give birth to myself amid the violence of sobs, of vomit.”(1980, p.3). Abjection is the method in which Bowery creates himself. Controversially in 1990, Bowery sprayed an enema on a nightclub audience. Although horrid to experience, that performance represents a literal, if not extreme, representation of abjection. He ‘expels’ his enema, becoming a direct metaphor for the repulsion that gay men faced at that time, reflecting the discomfort people felt about touching gay men with AIDS. Discomfort and embarrassment became his presentation and means of expression. 
 
The more society attempts to sterilise queer culture, the more abject it becomes. The differences are exemplified and seen as something to fear. “"I" do not want to listen, "I" do not assimilate it, "I" expel it.” (Kristeva, 1980, p.3). Queer people could conform, act in heteronormative ways that are seen as proper to society, but is that being true to them? Queer people must be afforded the pleasure to shape a place within society that is true to them, affording opportunities to those worldwide who are similarly oppressed.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 







Conclusion 
 
Bowery’s existence shows the portrayal of a gay man in the 1980’s and 90’s who lived through the AIDS crisis and Section 28, and carved a space for himself to be seen. Existing in contradiction, he played with gendered binaries and the tensions this caused, while not wanting to be labelled by these contradictions. This provides a mirror for current queer lived experiences and resistance, ones that regularly want to exist without label, while needing to push against the system. Bowery’s example of queerness is not that of perfection, often shocking to extremes, displaying rampant drug and sex use, and additionally employing cultural appropriation. What his praxis does illustrate is one that used identity, subcultural style and counter production as means to exist in his own version of queerness. 
 
Embracing contradiction and tension, he subverted gender expression through his style and body morphing. Resignifying the meaning of style by his expression. In this recontextualization, Bowery blurs the lines between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ worlds, instead becoming one piece of art. By doing this, he embraces camp and the love of the unnatural. This blurring and resignification allowed him to exist in a state of liminality. His use of identity becomes a mirror for modern gender nonconformity.  
 
This liminality means Bowery cannot be contained by social norms and does not adhere to the hegemony, allowing his style to become a means of expression for him. His style being a vehicle for his signification in Club Kid subculture. Gender subversions and campness signalled to others that he is queer and one of them. Subcultures like Club Kids caused disorder to the hegemony and allowed queer people to exist in a space together and authentically celebrate one another to form resistance against the system. 
 
In this disorder, Bowery engages with counter production, going against the cultural norms and creates a counter flow. Engaging with counterculture through his use of tension and contradiction, he became removed from the binary ideas of the desiring machine. He never allowed the ideas of typical culture to be placed onto him, repelling them away. In this repulsion and counter flow, he also leans into pollution and abjection, a vehicle for his own expression. This counter production provides a means of queer existence, that without labels and against the ideals.
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