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A loose community online creates and shares transformation (TT) art: a genre of images
and stories in which humans turn into nonhuman animals. Erotic, transgressive images
of hybrid bodies, mostly coded female, circulate between artists and enthusiasts. As an
insider to the community, I asked twenty-one TF creators a standard set of questions
about desire, aftect, and nonhuman animal representation in their online activity. Their
responses are here woven with critical concepts from posthuman, (post-)pornographic,
and trans* studies. TF creators affirm that it is the fetish of transformation, rather than
sexualized representations of nonhuman beings, that excites and arouses. They insist
that partial forms, where human features are tangled up with actual tails, muzzles,
whiskers, manes, ears, udders, flanks, fins, and wings, can be sexy. Yet, they also make
a clear distinction between online and offline attachments to nonhuman animals, as well
as erotic relations with human partners. The TF genre’s traffic in the nonhuman in its
pursuit of personal pleasure has enabled an online experiment that multiplies human
desires while calling on a menagerie of playful forms. In its own licentious and chimeric
way, and not without its problems, TF art draws attention to possibilities of a
posthuman sexual practice.

Abigail Felice Mar writes about issues at the intersection of post-pornography, queer
ecology and radical decolonization of the university. She is the pseudonym of a
researcher who splits time between Italy and the eastern United States.
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Introduction

How would it feel to take on the qualities of some other being — a dog, a cat, a lion,
or a centaur — or to blur the lines of one’s all-too-human self? A seemingly endless corner
of the internet is devoted to exploring the erotic implications of these questions. Looking
through pages of transformation (or TF, as it is commonly written online) represented
in images and writing, one may be struck by the number of enthusiasts who share a
tascination with human to nonhuman transformation. Their virtual galleries are
seductive, experimental, and transgressive, filled with images of hybrid bodies,
snapshots of metamorphosis in process.

I started exploring the TF genre a decade ago with a mix of fascination and unease.
(Not surprisingly, many of the TF creators whom I spoke with during this research
expressed similar reactions.) Later, as a scholar who shifts between themes of gender,
sexuality, and animality, I wondered if there was something to be understood about the
genre, something underneath all the imagery: the exposed breasts, penises, tails, and
snouts. This essay proposes to answer the following questions. What desires does TTF
express, vis-a-vis the nonhuman? How does the genre figure the movement to
“becoming animal”? What crossings exist between trans* studies and a study of erotic
transformation?

Starting from my own experience as a participant in the TF community, I reached
out to thirty-six online users who routinely create and post images of transformation,
what I will call TF art. This was done through messages on the site DeviantArt, a
platform where anyone may share content in online galleries. Users were non-randomly
selected, as the genre boundaries are difficult to distinguish and required insider
knowledge: to guide the selection, I deliberately contacted users whose work expresses
queer or non-heterosexual themes, users whose account pages display feminine or non-
binary pronouns, and users who have a notable presence in the online community.! Over
a two-month period in 2024-2025, twenty-one TF creators (58% return rate) gave
written anonymous responses to a standard set of questions, which were designed to
elicit open-ended responses that could provide insight into my research questions
regarding TT”s relation to desire, aftect, and nonhuman animal representation.

Though crossings between human and nonhuman forms are recurring themes in
diverse narrative tradition — from creation stories of many Indigenous nations to Ovid’s
Metamophoses (see Pettman 2017) — only since the postmodern “animal turn” in
philosophy have scholars taken seriously the implications of ontological slippage
between beings, tuning down the importance of “humanity” as a meaningtul reference
point in favor of decidedly more “tentacular” relations across a complex of lifeforms
(Haraway 2016). Twenty-first century posthumanism may be characterized by an
exploration of, and even pleasure derived from, being a lifeform among other lifeforms,
the affective state associated with what Derrida (after being seen naked by a cat, his
companion animal) coined as [’animot, the being-ness preceding nomenclature that rides
the manifold boundary between a living being and any other (Derrida and Wills 2002,
416).2 TF, I will argue, unconsciously takes up and illustrates this shifting boundary for

! Because of the bias of purposeful selection, I treat aggregated data as indicators of trends rather
than representative of the entire community.

2To continue the Derridian analogy, TF may be considered as like Bellerophon, who tracks the
Chimera that constantly hides traces of its existence (Derrida and Wills 2002, 413). This figure quite
precisely combines the tension between social modesty (Bellerophon, per Derrida) and a fascination with
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the enjoyment of a viewing public. Scholars in trans* and critical animal studies have
taken up this call for an analysis of erotic cross-species relations, and they inform my
own approach to understanding TT as a cultural phenomenon.

Following Timeto’s critique — that “to speak of animals and study them without
taking a position with or for them is a contradiction in terms — the same, for example,
as if there were a homophobic person among queer scholars, or a sexist person who
writes on feminism” (2024, 106) — I take an active stance when speaking about TF’s
radical potential as well as its shortcomings. At the same time, I am cautious when
describing TF to distinguish between figurations — representations of nonhuman
animals — and the beings themselves. This essay presents TF art (a corpus of visual
texts) and interviews with creators (a con-text) to mark out where acts of crossing-over
may empower and where they may cause harm.

To such an end, it is necessary to treat TF as an ambiguous, (post-)pornographic
genre. The prefix (post-) is added to trouble the historically pornographic gaze, since
the model of erotic images of feminine bodies made for men’s consumption is insufficient
to describe the dynamics of creating and viewing TF art. Following Feona Attwood’s
work on (post-)porn (in Biasin et al. 2014, 12), I look at the political claims made by
images, rather than the simple categorizations of “mainstream” and “alt” porn, to better
understand their contents as more than vessels for sexual gratification.

Among the many approaches and styles found in TF art, I find a current of
(post-)pornography that works against naturalized assumptions of sexuality and instead
plays with the critical agency of an animalized body (Gregory and Lorange 2018).
Generally speaking, post-porn is considered the practice of being open and explicit about
one’s position (and the limits to one’s position) within a field of bodily desires (7bzd).
Post-porn deviates from traditionally heterosexual porn wherever the latter’s forms are
re-appropriated for the benefit of inter-body relations (Peano and Avramopoulou 2020,
14). Perhaps the most obvious representations of post-porn in TF art occur when a
subject yearns for and drives their transformation as an expression of personal sexual
desire on one’s own terms. However, transformation on someone else’s terms can still
be an expression of post-porn practices if there is a non-exploitive relation being enacted,
and this too is often seen in TF art.

Regarding nonhuman animal representation, I treat TF as a sexual fetish. The TF
genre imagines all sorts of more-than-human bodily elements — tails, muzzles, whiskers,
manes, ears, udders, scales, flanks, fins, wings, etc. — as potentially erotic. This fits with
Anzani and colleagues’ working definition of queer fetish practice: “a creative
transformation of objects that do not have a primary psychic value for the purposes of
sexual pleasure” (2021, 1). Likewise, Paul B. Preciado’s Contrasexual Manifesto (2018
[20117]) reframes sexuality as a manipulation of fetish objects (represented by the dildo)
that open up new, user-driven forms of sexual play and disrupt social authority over
what sexual organs can be, or what they might signify. Somewhat uniquely, the TF
tetish presents nonhuman animal transformation and nonhuman features as sites of
erotic pleasure, unhitching sexuality from the human form: a move that could be taken
either as a radical move for posthumanism or as a practice that instrumentalizes
animality. The latter is an interpretation that pushes TF toward ‘bestiality’ porn, a label
that is rejected by many creators — the practice of which is described by Grebowicz
(2010) and Paasonen (2012). I have chosen to focus on the former interpretation:

the immodest/the incommensurate (Chimera) that TF — hybrid forms viewed and collected by individual
internet users — enacts.
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interviews were conducted with TF creators more interested in nonhuman features than
cross-species sexual intercourse; the TF fetish therefore is only a part (perhaps its
‘virtual’ manifestation) of what Bakke (2009) has called zoosexuality.

TF enacts posthuman zoosexuality in a large and distributed online community that
draws from fantasy genres to experiment with pleasure-centric art. The “posthuman,” a
term used by Rosi Braidotti, refers to any practice that does not take the human for
granted and instead plays with many other possible forms. Building on this,
MacCormack (in Asberg and Braidotti 2018) offers “posthuman sexuality” to name a
desire for the ahuman, or a life liberated from human traits and seeking other qualities,
like those of angels or other fabulous creatures, imaginaries of which remix and project
hybrid states of being onto a narrative world. Following and extending the insights of
de Beauvoir, who famously asserted that one is not born but rather must “become
woman,” as well as drawing from Deleuze and Guattari, MacCormack suggests that
posthuman sexuality is less of an identity and more of a practice along an arc of
transformation: “a desire for metamorphosis itself” (2018, 38), whether figuratively, as
in Haraway’s (2008) sense of “becoming-with” other species; or literally, as in TF art.

A discussion of metamorphosis cannot help but bring in the critical role of trans*
narratives in understanding of what it means to cross species boundaries. Without
conflating TF and trans* narratives, one can say that both practices examine the liminal
state of existence found between, across, and beyond binaries.® At its intersection with
the trans* narrative space, TF resonates with Eva Hayward and Jamie Weinstein’s
concept of tranimality (2015). Both transformation and tranimality follow a logic of
crossing across multiple taxonomies in the paratactical form (implied by the Deleuzian
construction “and... and... and...”). Moreover, tranimality’s prefix signifies “movement,
excitation, and intensification, or a motor of internal instability that drives self-
overcoming, unpredictability, and irreducible multiplicity rather than being-ness” (ibid,
200) — TF literalizes this description. Transformation is figured as a moment of pleasure
without specification/speciation of what is a ‘correct’ body.

At times resisting and at times re-inscribing boundaries of species and other
signifiers (race, sex, gender), TF expresses a desire for transformation into another
subject position, where pleasure is located in metamorphosis rather than in the animality
of the final form. The movement to tranimal hybridity enacts an erotic practice of
‘becoming animal’ that says more about human desires for impossibility, transgression,
and escape; and less about fantasies of sexual relations with nonhuman beings. Working
trom theory in trans* studies, (post-)pornography studies, and posthumanism, it can be
argued that TT is, at its best, a place to experiment with personal desires that exceed
the cramped space of ‘real-world’ relations, where users multiply directions of desire,
encounter unexpected crossing, and collaborate on new and playtul bodily forms. TTF as
(post-)pornographic genre harmonizes with Bakke’s framing of sexuality — “as plenitude
open to otherness” — sometimes escaping gratification and opening up “another
dimension... within the plethora of eroticism” (2009, 223).

3 The collection Transecologies (Vakoch 2020) and special issues of Transgender Studies Quarterly (2015
and 2024) are devoted to the traffic between the trans*, animality, and ecology. The asterixed prefix
trans* indicates its starfish-like ability to attach to and modify other terms.
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Figure 1: Am 1
Riding... Me?
(2021) by Phantom
Inker. Digital
drawing.
Reproduced with
permission of the
artist. Fantasy
elements surround
a hybrid

transformation.

A brief overview of TF

TF art can be defined as the representation of one or more induced bodily change(s)
in which a human subject takes on nonhuman animal traits. Framing TF as an
expression of posthuman sexuality underscores its value as an experimental field of
relations, where users may view others’” attempts to represent desires of becoming less
human and, crucially, collect and even create these images themselves. The online
community around TF art started with the rise in internet communities in the early
2000s and is now composed of professional artists and amateur enthusiasts spread across
DeviantArt, Patreon, and other sites. In my best estimate, there are currently several
dozen users who would self-identify as TF creators on DeviantArt, and they are
distributed across North America, Europe, and other regions with high internet traftic.

A significant portion of TF activity is devoted to discovering personal preferences
for certain erotic themes. As one creator said: “I make TTF art to create stuft that fits
exactly what [ want to see, more than what any other artist could do. I suppose the same
reason a writer starts writing” (response #12). With few barriers between creators and
consumers of TF images, there is every opportunity for the TF community to quickly
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develop “open ended patterns of arousal and aftect” in an “alternative sex culture around
revived experiments with online pornographic imagery, bodily aftect, and subversive
corporeal aesthetics” (Jacobs, in Biasin et al. 2018, 122). The transformation genre seems
to have found its online niche in the last two decades, shifting platforms, membership,
and styles. Recently, accessible Al image generation has greatly lowered barriers to
creating and sharing images, resulting in much more TF content (of variable quality)
available for viewing.

A list of the most common TF sub-categories would necessarily include Anthro
(short for anthropomorphic) at the top. An Anthro TF suggests that a subject undergoes
a partial transformation while still retaining a bipedal form. This may range, for
example, from simply growing cat ears and a tail (‘neko’) to a fully human-feline body.
The most common referent species are mammals, especially domesticated ones — dogs,
cats, cows, and horses — but others are not difficult to find.*

The other important sub-category is the tradition of hybrid, monster, or chimera
art; these are also referred to as “monstergirls”. Drawing from myth and fantasy
narrative styles, these pieces tend to show half-human halt~-nonhuman bodies: centaurs,
mermaids, angels, sphinxes (lion-human), harpies (bird-human), driders (spider-human),
nagas/lamias (snake-human), succubi (demon-human), and so on. Like Anthro TFs,
these tropes perform partial changes beyond the human and also play on traits
associated with each type of hybrid: strength for centaurs, trickery for succubi, etc.
Unlike Anthro TFs, though, these images focus less on the transtormation itself and
more on the fantastical qualities of a nonhuman body.

Generally speaking, TF is a genre that is adjacent to (but distinct from) Furry art.
The two share a reputation for being sexually deviant that has proven hard to displace,
as one TTF creator writes: “if a common misunderstand of furries is ‘they want to f***
the animals!’, I can’t imagine trying to explain why TF isn’t that, either” (#10). Austin
(2023) and Dunn (2022) both emphasize that the Furry community is made of fans of
cartoon aesthetics who take animal figures as rough templates for exploring their
identity, often by abstracting the animal form to create an alternate Fursona’. Like TF,
the Furry genre incorporates ferality, considered a nonhuman quality, into erotic art;
unlike TF art, however, it is generally uninterested in representing realistic nonhuman
animals, preferring their abstracted representation in cartoon or anime-like stylizations
(Austin 2023, 120). Still, there appears to be high overlaps between interest in Furry art
and TF art for their shared approach to using nonhuman representations to explore
tantasies of the self and body.

Figures 1-3 display some examples of TF art that highlight the genre’s features.
Despite the three diftferent styles, techniques, and species they represent, the selected
pieces all show narrative arcs from human to nonhuman, or somewhere in between. For
editorial reasons, they are also SFW (non-explicit) images, which constitute the vast
minority of pieces created and shared in the TF community.

* For more than a few creators, representations of Anthro transformations in early media sparked
their interest in TF. Even today, a kind of foundational canon for TF art includes the “Pleasure Island”
scene in Disney’s Pinocchio and some books and TV shows like Anzmorphs and H20: Just Add Water that
feature bodies undergoing transformation.
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Figure 2: Fangs for the Memories (2021) by TheFelineAlchemist. Photo-
manipulation. Reproduced with permission of the artist. Realistic piece
without an accompanying story allows users to make their own interpretations
of the character’s change.

Perspectives on TF

The primary reaction to TF art, according to creators, is arousal — of sexual energy,
emotions, and curiosity. However, like other (post-)pornographic practices, any given
image does not necessarily provoke heightened sensations. Personal preferences
regarding transformation are incredibly diverse.

Leaving aside secondary reactions for a moment, there are two main elements of
TF art that drive a heightened response. Twelve of the twenty-one respondents
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answered a question about their reactions to TF art with mentions of excitement or
tascination, which I interpret as instances where certain elements of the image exert a
‘pull” on the viewer’s perception. Nine creators attributed this ‘pull” to the first element:
representations of transformation itself. “If the TF content is high, and if it also matches
my preferred species, settings, etc., then well I feel arousal. Physical arousal. Which can
also very much happen just by talking about it. Seeing or imagining someone
transforming into an animal can get me super wet and horny,” said one creator (#12).
Another: “when I'm not expecting it, I get goosebumps. My heart rate goes up. I get a
little... titillated?” (#19) These responses drew a clear line between the human-to-
nonhuman bodily changes represented in TF art and the sexual excitement they
experience as a result.

A corresponding set of five responses also mentioned arousal, but attributed it
instead (or also) to the second element: edginess or extreme qualities of the TTF art. “If
we're discussing TF as a form of art, it should evoke emotion. Why can’t that emotion
be discomfort or even disgust, like in body horror? After all, powerful art often pushes
boundaries and makes us feel something unforgettable,” said one creator (#13). This set
implied that TF art’s transgressive qualities are themselves stimulating, a point of
resonance with other alternative sexualities. Preciado, for instance, argues that a truly
transgressive (or “counter-") sexuality “den[ies] the center’s centrality, multiplying it
until the very notion of center doesn’t make sense [...Jany given space [can be
converted ] into a possible center. Transforming any body (organic or inorganic, human
or not) into a possible pleasure center defers the origin, troubles the center” (2018, 71).
The de-centralizing movement that he describes situates TF as a potential component
of a radical sexual politics, since transformation both performs and represents an act of
crossing boundaries.

To be clear: TF art does not present a united political message, nor does the genre
have any sort of claim on boundary crossing. To the contrary, as a distributed
community of creators, the genre has simply learned from fantasy, horror, and various
(post-)pornographic traditions to push at the border of possibility/acceptability.
However, what TF does more passionately and insistently than other traditions is
transgress the human form, supposedly the ultimate common referent in modernist
subjectivity. Embodying this change to the extreme unabashedly wedges open the
mental gap between possible/expected/acceptable and
impossible/unexpected/unacceptable. The excitement, judging from creators’
responses, 1s generated when that boundary line is pushed beyond the edge of one’s
personal norm just to the point where TF art feels novel and stimulating.

Every TF is about becoming something else, no matter what point of the process is
being represented. TF art celebrates transition, creators insist, because the exciting part
is not the end state, but the middle. “What I enjoy most in this fantasy is the process of
an ongoing transformation, the reshaping, the changes happening, the feelings, more
than the result or aftermath,” one creator said (#12). At least two-thirds of respondents
answered a question about key features of their creation process with some reference to
how they enjoy showing change in TF art.

TF art relies on shifting a familiar (human) subject into an “other” (not-only-
human) subject. As a narrative trope, TTF rides the shift in subject position to find an
exciting, and potentially thorny, boundary between familiar and foreign. As one creator
wrote, “I find the becoming something *other* to be one of the most interesting parts
of TF, and the more you can change them the more interesting it is. Having to
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experience being something new is just a very interesting subject, even outside of sexual
contexts, which probably is why it's such a popular topic in media” (#18). They may be
referring to the broader tropes of subject transformation found in contexts as diverse as
drag culture, colonial literature, and coming-of-age dramas. The respondent’s notation
tor the category of *other* underscores this point: in TTF art the *other* stands alone
as a reference point for desire, and yet (like the prefix trans*; see Hayward and
Weinstein 2015, 196) it is also ready to modify whatever it comes in contact with.

Yet, the *other* in TTF art also acts within and is acted upon by a field of desires.
The impact of becoming-other depends on whose desire is being fulfilled by a given
transformation, and too often TF falls into tropes that cater to white male gazes more
than they open portals into personal sexual discovery beyond the hetero-porn tradition.
Without lingering on them too much, the uses of stereotypes that tend to reinforce
harmful characterizations of certain groups include connections between
Indigenous/Black bodies and “savage” animals; and the corresponding images of White
people in Native or African aesthetics, performing transformations and thus seemingly
replacing the inhabitants of these landscapes with their own set of sexual desires. These
are problematic aspects of many if not all (post-)pornographic practices, not only TF,
and should be given due attention.

A more ambiguous set of stereotypes is observed in perhaps the most obvious
teature across (post-)pornography genres: the extremely disproportionate
representation of women and female bodies compared to bodies coded as men, trans*
people, and non-binary or genderqueer people. Yet, in interviews with TF creators, only
tfour responses to any question expressed a preference for one gender or another, and
two of these referred to the aforementioned category “monstergirls”. I interpret this as
a two-part phenomenon. First, that (post-)pornography has an inherited historical bias:
the pornographic practice established mostly by heterosexual cis-men representing
sexualized cis-women (often with unrealistic bodies, but this is a moot point in the TF
genre). Second, that many TF creators, accustomed to working in a trans*-adjacent
space, do not have strict preferences about gender representation as long as they can
play with transformation. In other words: an over-representation of highly-sexualized
white women has been imported into the genre of TF, but the genre itself does not rely
on representing only women’s bodies (although this practice still does dominate in TF).

In fact, in accord with sex-positive feminism, to a certain extent the gender
imbalance has been embraced by women and non-binary people who create TF art. One
creator offered her own take on the question of gender representation in TF:

As for my subjects, most are female and I actually depicted a few males (and only
recently). This may sound strange since irl [in real life’] I am a straight woman
with only little sexual interest for other girls, and since I do not actually feel any
need or strong desire to become an animal myself - unlike what people usually
assume when they notice my gender... my brain finds it hotter to look at females

changing. (#12)

As explored in greater depth in the following section, the pleasureful relationship
between TF user and TF image can exist in a separate erotic dimension from real-life
identities and expectations, which may enable feminine-coded subjects to be used as
stand-ins or carriers for the sexual energies of transformation, regardless of how a
viewer identifies their sexual orientation.
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Power relations around the transforming subject are key to how transformation is
used as a narrative device in TF art. Four responses to a question about why creators
believe people are drawn to TF art mentioned fantasies of dominance, and seven others
mentioned TF as a form of liberation from dominant structures. These can be
understood as sets of roles: the transformed subject, the cause of transformation, and
the nonhuman referent. Generally speaking, the sexual power of transtormation can be
deployed to force dominance/submission (if the transformed subject is distinct from the
subject performing the transformation; these include involuntary TFs, accidental TFs,
or TFs within the BDSM genre); or transformation can also enable a desired bodily
change (if the subject causing the transformation is also the one transforming).

Two respondents expanded upon these two types of power arrangements. The first
said: “Based on comments I've read, some people fantasize about transtorming others.
Maybe it’s about dominance or a subconscious fear they’re exploring through these
tantasies. Others dream about being transtormed themselves — perhaps they long for
simplicity, an escape from responsibility” (#13). The second: “I think people who like
transformation usually see it as being free from humanity. But there is the other side
that people may enjoy watching others transform, rather than projecting themselves
onto the character” (#19). Both conjectured that the appeal of the latter change — where
a subject drives their own transformation — lies in the way that users may identify with
an escape from human structures by seeking out fantasies of becoming nonhuman
animal.

TF fantasies were often mentioned in response to a question about why TF may
have gained popularity, with eleven answers pointing to the desire for some impossible,
out-of-reality, or escapist outlet. One creator who was not personally aroused by TF
speculated about their online audience: “I think they like to back up their fantasies with
something that can be seen physically, like art” (#7), a statement which positions visual
media as an object that actualizes impossibility. Another suggested that “many people
also watch TF art because they like to fantasize being the subject. I've met a lot too”
(#12). The desire for a more-than-human existence that can be imagined but not
attained appears to attract a significant portion of TF users to the genre.

In this regard, TF resonates strongly with what early internet community
researcher Ferreday called “animal drag” (2011). Following users who inhabited an
online world of virtual deer, she suggests that people mimic the nonhuman so as to
“perform the anxiety and melancholia at stake in anthropocentrism” — that is, attempting
to relax the borders of one’s own humanness. As in gender-queering drag, TTF as a genre
holds that the impossibility of overcoming one’s own species does not take away from
the pleasure of temporarily ‘trying on’ the fantasy of doing so. To draw on Preciado
(2018, 145), who in turn borrows from Deleuze: entering into partial representation of
the nonhuman is to engage in “transversality,” or the possibility of thinking and writing
about a phenomenon without going through the material experience.

TF art pieces (as well as art in the adjacent TG genre, short for transgender) share
many themes with trans* narratives. This did not go unnoticed by respondents.
Creators mentioned that TF is an outlet for those who feel “trapped in the wrong body,”
a phrase commonly discussed in trans* and tranimal theory (Hayward and Weinstein,
2015, 198). On one hand, the nonhuman animal referent constitutes a space for users of
either space to imagine transgressing bodily norms. As Parker writes: “the nonhuman...
both reflects and informs what lies within the trans-human... the overwhelming yet
magical potential held inside each and every individual” (in Vakoch 2020, 24).
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Furthermore, trans* narratives may appeal to the category ‘animal’ as a more fluid
common ground with many co-extant beings than the term ‘humanity’ or ‘people’: a
gesture that takes the threshold between species as a way to confront the problem of
ethical recognition across differences (Seymour, in Vakoch 2020, 192; Colebrook 2015;
see also Derrida and Wells 2002).

On the other, trans* narratives are themselves a referent for TF art, which
effectively renounces the human-nonhuman binary (and often, but not always, troubles
the female-male, man-woman, and gay-straight binaries as well). Where a progressive
trans* narrative embraces historically-disempowered and non-privileged signifiers as a
political act, TF art also adds the lower’ signifier of animal into the mix. The (post-
Jpornographic space online, especially in the TG sub-genre, seems to have adopted such
elements of trans* aesthetics because they resonate with users. Said one creator: “I think
a desire [to] change is one of those big things that a lot of people go through. Whether
it's just a general wish to be different or a desire to be something specific (fantastical or
not), especially in the gender space” (#18).

If TF attempts to expand embodied reality in the key to pleasure for those who
create and view the images, then it does so at the nexus of trans* experiences and fantasy
artwork. TF narratives conjure an attractive change combining so-called ‘normal” and
‘exotic’ traits that stimulate the posthuman imagination. Exploring the configurations
that deviate from expected reality, the TF genre tends to retool the boundary-crossing
tactics developed by trans* artists and activists, while also perhaps representing the
longings of those who are uncomfortable in their current form. “For some [users’] it
could be an escape from their current life,” one creator suggested (#9). Users are
attracted to TF for the many forms of pleasure - complex as they may be - found in the
artistic representation of metamorphosis.

Figure 3: Dog
Park 2 - Feel the
Change (2024 by
AlteredMelodies.
Digital
composition of
five Al-generated
images.
Reproduced with
permission of the
artist.
Accompanying
story suggests an
induced change
in a submissive
relation with the
onlooker.
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Posthuman sexuality in the TF community

TF is centered more on human sexuality than it is on the nonhuman animal. At the
same time, the genre insists that it is thrilling to blur the distinction between the two.
Desire arises when the dial is turned down on one and up on the other, to varying tastes
and for varying reasons. I have been interpreting this as a practice of posthuman
sexuality, implying not a sexual attraction toward the nonhuman but rather a sexual
practice centered on change and experimentation beyond the universalized human
referent. The TF community manages to perform posthuman sexuality as a distributed
network of enthusiasts, expressing as much variation in their preferences online as in
their oftline relationships.

A predominant feature in the community is the acknowledgment that one’s
underlying attraction to TT art is quite personal and can be treated as an eroticism that
has little to no bearing on real-life attitudes toward nonhuman animals or relationships
with sexual partners. (An attitude shared by other “extreme” fantasies such as coercive
sex, rape, or bestiality; see Attwood 2012.) This is evidenced through direct testimony
as well as aggregated responses. In particular, responses to a question regarding
relationships with nonhuman animals returned a clear indication that there is no
reported correlation between real-life interactions with nonhuman animals and
interactions represented in TF art. Indeed, the spread of responses about important
animal relations resembles the expected responses from a random sample of internet
users. They ranged from a self-proclaimed animal-lover (“I volunteer at my local
shelter... I'm really passionate about proper education and training when it comes to
pet care” [#107) to someone who is hyper-allergic to cats and dogs, saying that they
only ever interact with nonhuman animals at a friend’s house after donning a pair of
gloves. Attractions to TF art are shown to occupy an affective space largely independent
trom any affections (or lack thereof) toward nonhuman animals.

Perhaps the only point of connection between affective relations toward “pets” and
the representation of human-nonhuman transformation online is the historical position
of nonhuman animals in media. In the essay “Why Look at Animals?”, John Berger
details how nonhumans have been marginalized in Western culture:

The animals of the mind, instead of being dispersed, have been co-opted into other
categories so that the category anzmal has lost its central importance. Mostly they
have been co-opted into the family and into the spectacle... in the accompanying
ideology, animals are always the observed. The fact that they can observe us has
lost all significance. (Berger 1980, 15)

Berger offers a reminder that the vital qualities of the animal-in-self, the nonhuman
animal subject independent of its value to humans, is often missing in narrative
representation. While human relations to cats, dogs, and birds are deeply meaningtul,
their qualities as alive individuals are often diminished or forgotten in popular culture.

It should be asked, therefore, whether TF art seeks to recover a relation with
nonhuman animals that are routinely pushed to the margins of human society, for
example by confinement in zoos or by mass killing through habitat destruction; it TF
art serves to replace the feral nonhuman animal presence that is missing; or if TF art in
general considers nonhuman animals only as spectacles and vessels for human desire.
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TF’s tendency to represent domesticated species (cats, dogs, horses, cows, etc.) at the
very least demonstrates that the dominant relation between TF users and animals
occurs within a context where their value is decided by the human, even if the relation
is one of companionship.

It would be a disservice to write off TF as a reductive treatment of animality,
however. The very act of transformation at the core of its narrative function brings
human imaginaries close to an (figurative) empathy for nonhuman existence, according
to creators. “If I could experience flying like a bird for a day, or [being] a man, or an
insect, I definitely would... but only if I knew I could come back,” said one (#3). Another
commented that they were attracted to “the fact of escaping one’s human condition, of
reconnecting with nature, of leaving one’s bodily envelope and finding qualities in other
species. Agility, strength, gentleness, savagery, flight, swimming” (#21). In this variant
of posthuman sexuality, tranimality is a desirable quality that opens up experimental
torms of becoming-other.

Conclusion: transformation fetish

Art and human sexuality are two of
the very few places left on Earth in
which the death logic can be played
with, subverted, parodied, bent.
(Morton 2017, 47)

The creation of an online space for the TF community effectively “worlds” a psychic
territory distinct from real-world erotic possibilities, ideal for experimenting with post-
human sexuality. The practice takes on a post-modern sensibility — as four creators
pointed out, the community neither asks for nor receives a precise answer to why they
share desires for representations of humans becoming nonhuman forms: they just do.
The longings that exceed species categorization, and indeed try to overcome some
socially-imposed norms, are characteristic of I have called the TT fetish, here reclaimed
as a set of desires around bodily metamorphosis. Its potential for posthuman sexuality
— and for radical ecological thought more broadly — lies in its excesses of pleasure that
allow the nonhuman part of human relations to come out from behind permitted
(hetero)sexualities and play for a while.®

TF’s self-consciously possibilistic approach to narrative representation — the genre
shows wildly creative bodily metamorphoses that defy mainstream norms and resist
being “territorializied by different political models” (Preciado 2008, 113) — draws a line
of flight out of master narratives of progress. Leaving aside the few TF examples that
play with evolutionary regression or notions of savagery, which simply run the progress
myth in reverse, most TF scenarios extend rhizomatically across the animal space,
leveraging the nonhuman to open up sexual practices that revel in multiple modes of
desire. As Preciado describes liberatory sexual spaces: “they’re playing with the DNA
sequence that separates them from heterosexual evolution and they are mutating” (2018,

5 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for raising an important point: that TF images may perform a
“liberatory” role while actually being used and circulated in service of heterosexual fantasies. This cannot
be discounted, and may actually be a predominant feature of TF; per the scope of this article, however, it
can be asserted that many creators intend for their images to arouse experimental sexual practices
swirling around notions of the posthuman rather than for them to feed the dominant male gaze.
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172). Not only changing bodies beyond the limits of the possible, the TF community
also reimagines sexuality, transforming and multiplying the very model of the
posthuman. A posthuman that grows a tail and sprouts wings; a posthuman that shares
the woods with other creatures; a posthuman that finds it just as sexy to imagine oneself
beyond one’s own body as to share in that pleasure with others.
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