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This thesis investigates drag performance and queer migration in the context of Japan.
Drag, a gender subversive performance that disrupts norms of gender and sexuality while
reinforcing social images of femininity and masculinity, is used as a lens in understanding
identification, participation, and belonging of queer migrant drag performers.

In Chapter One, I argue that drag is an exemplification of queer being to use as a
resource for queer migration research and state my research questions. Queer migration
research envisions subjectivities to be examined outside of the normative to describe both LGﬁT
migration based on identity politics and as a way of challenging normative ideologies
surrounding migration. Drag for queer migrants creates a way of reconfiguring subject positions
through gender subversive performance that challenges xormative injunctions of gender and
gexuality, but drag also risks embodying misogyny, xenophobia, homophobia, and racism in
service to the status quo. Based on my own experience, I demonstrate that drag for queer
migrants could be a way of understanding their identification, participation, and belonging in

service of the status quo while simultaneously resisting and attempting to transform it.

Accordingly, this thesis asks the following questions. First, how does the queer migrant’s sense
of norms, ideologies, and expectations of sexuality and gender become reshaped through
migration? Second, how do queer migrants negotiate constraints and possibilities of sexua;ity,
gender, and race in a context of heteronormativity? Third, how has migration transformed queer
communities, cultures, and politics in Japan? To answer these questions, I argue in favor of a
queer methodology: a critical phenomenological Zojisha-kenkyu underpinned by feminist
standpoint theory to be complemented with interviews and ethnography.

Chapter Two situates this thesis within queer migration scholarship in a literature
review that explores the development of the queer studies approach to migration as a field of
study and addresses the gap this thesis fills by bringing drag performance into queer migration
studies. Queer migration scholarship has focused on narratives of placement/displacement from
repression to liberation using queer theory to critique the heteronormative structures and
policies that situate queer migrants in such positions. The queer studies approach to migration
argues for a methodology critical of positionality and sensitive to power relations of sexuality,
gender, and race in social structures to negotiate the possibilities of subjectivities outside of
normative discourse. Frameworks used in queer migration studies demonstrate a need to
connect localized histories of queer bodies with their present moment and utilize differential
belonging which combine different forms of unlikely queer coalitions to forge a strategy of
common interest. Perspectives on queer migration in the Japanese context show that foreign
bodies are }'acia]ized outside of normative injunctions. Drag, as a subculture, has been
understood as a homosexual practice, a stigmatized culture, and a means of survival. However,
this is rendered differently m the Japanese context as a form of escapism. Accordingly, this

thesis adds to scholarship by adding new perspectives from Japan and drag performance to



queer migration studies.

Chapter Three argues in favor of a queer methodology to engage with the power dynamics
of positionality in the research process by combining methods and disciplines assumed to be
conflicting in academic coherence, in addition to outlaying data collection methods. Arguing for
the value of a queer methodology opens a queer theoretical vein for shifting between margin and
center by merging tofisha -kenkyu, fominist standpoint theory and eritical phenomenology which
I theorize as “stronger” standpoint theory. Zbjisha-kenkyu allows for locating standpoints from
marginalized locations of queer/foreign at the margins. Feminist standpoint theory is applied to
argue for the validation of knowledge production from marginalized standpoints to challenge
hegemonic objective discourse with excluded subjective realities situated outside of that
discourse. However, these marginalized standpoints do not stand alone. They are (only) made
possible through other signifiers, such as male/white often in the center of power and knowledge
production. To critically engage and account for these positions, I solidify this approach using
queer phenomenology, a form of critical phenomenology, to challenge the taken-for-granted
orientations of hegemonic heteronormativity and whiteness. Through this, I can activate a
“stronger” standpoint from the margin with égiska ';’{en]:yu and the center with queer
phenomenology. Concrete methods used to collect data include phenomenological interviews
with seven drag performers who perform in Osaka, Tokyo, and Nagoya to investigate the
research questions from their queer migrant standpoint. Ethnography was conducted at a drag
show called Beauty Blenda in Osaka.and Tokyo from 2018 {0 2019 to complement the research
adding detailed descriptions of the cultural settings, performances, venues, and sudiences of
drag performance.

Chapter Four examines how the temporality of drag performance presents a possible

framework for reorganizing the norms, ideologies, and expectations of sexuality and gender into
the everyday lived experience of queer migrants. Meaning-making pa:cadigmé, a term used to
postulate identification and predicate a gendered, sexual, and racial imposition on identities of
the dominant culture, accrue around queer migrant bodies in which they become gajjin. This I
argue as a disorientation that foregrounds unfamiliarity and failure to extend into space
revealing advantages and disadvantages in Japanese society. Reappearing as a drag performer
is a way to make sense of disorientation. For example, the otherness bestowed upon becoming
gaijin allows queer migrants to explore stigmatized practices which becomes an advantage. This
is connected to the cultural flows and commercialization of drag, in which RuPaul's Drag Race
(RPDR) has created a new global economy for drag to be consumed and (re)produced. I
emphasize that queer migrants try to make sense of their worries and failed orientations related
to the norms, ideologies, and expectations of gender, sexuality, and race by making them visible
through drag. I argue drag is a parody—a form of self-reflexivity that places a demand on our

knowledge and recollection of what we see as a beholder—of gender norms because it manages

‘to install, reinforce, undermine, and subvert the conventions and presuppositions it appears to

challenge. Applying the concepts of temporal drag—ito tell a historicized story of gancfer fhrough
a new one—and performativity—to highlight the repetition of gender—I argue that drag makes
intelligible how queer subjectivity appears in the negotiation of social norms and cultural
significance. I examine how these conflicts with queer migrants’ foreignness, sense of who they
are (ontologically) or whom they think they are (epistemologically), and how these affect how
queer migrants fit into the social setting. I theorize queer migrants’ usage of drag to make sense
of their identifications as “dragging” up based on the above concepts to describe the queer

temporality of taking from historical understandings of what gender as a fixed idea is and



bringing it to the present in a distorted reappearance, which mitigates the disorientations by
allowing (re)appearances to have meaning outside of conventional norms.

Chapter Five discusses the precarious social and institutional space queer migrants
occupy in Japan theorized as “beyond assimilation” based on multilayered citizenship, which
conceptualizes the participation of queer migrants’ formal/informal status and bringing into
dialogue their positioning in their country of origin. I argue that queer migrants secure
memberships in relevant categories and thus reject assimilation regardless of co-existence
policies such as fabunka-kyosei aimed at building a multicultural comﬁd society. Such
policies govern foreign bodies as a palatable experience in service to the dominant culture,
strengthening their proximity and invisibilizing their actual lived experience. Their proximity
to the main culture allows queer migrants to yart;cipate in queer communities, offering a small
step towards socigl ;nobility and an opportunity to find a support system, such. as through dl:ag
fam.ilie.s. I argue the creation of drag families is a possibility to challenge, conform to, and distoxt
productivity (through, for example, labor and procreation needed for reproduction) by drawing
on the concept of gendered family. In their compliance with reproduction or chrononormativity,
a term that describes bodies organized in time for maximum productivity, queer migrants
restructure their participation by shifting between conforming and non-conforming practices
leading to alternative possibilities of meaningful experiences and intimacies.

The final chapter, Chapter Six, builds on the previous chapters by arguing that the
multiple identifications and the space beyond assimilation to participate in Japanese society on
their own terms has provided queer migrants with a sense of belonging and a construction of
power. This politics of belonging creates a dynamic that fortifies political activism in gqueer

communities and poses the risk of neo-colonizing, a process of colonizing local values in which

universalized narratives of sexual liberalism are imposed on local experiences of queerness. I
develop my argument using my ethnography of the drag show Beauty Blenda in Osaka and
Tokyo. My ethnography demonstrates a politics of belonging which facilitates the construction
of inclusion and exclusion of particular people, social categories, and groupings. These
boundaries create a position of power for queer migrants to introduce a political agenda related
to queer liberation into their performances, which brings a political inclination to the wider
context of the queer community. As queer migrants are in a distanced position from the dominant
culture while participating in the mainstreamification of queer culture, I argue that RPDR has
created a sense of belonging which queer migrants have appropriated for their benefit creating
anormalized subjecthood. Thfough their transnational mobility, queer migrants bring a “liberal”

and “logical” understanding of queer liberation, or “how to be LGBT” to Japan.
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