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Miley Cyrus as the posthuman: Media sexualisation 

and the intersections of capitalism 
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This article undertakes a semiotic deconstruction of Miley Cyrus’s image in two 

media photographs. I argue that she embodies a range of identities that 

simultaneously includes yet moves beyond sexualisation. Moral panic discourses 

about the impact of her influence can problematically view Cyrus through the lens 

of humanism where she is seen as highly sexualised and stereotypically gendered. 

This study suggests this outlook is limited. Rather, Cyrus can be perceived as a 

symbol of the posthuman as she integrates her biology with multiplying social 

subjectivities which fluctuate frequently. This integration creates many possible 

identities aside from those signifying sexualisation, which may ease or equalise 

current concerns about Cyrus’s influence. Yet, it cannot be ignored that Cyrus is 

operating within the confines of capitalism where identity diversification becomes 

highly profitable globally. As a result, this article examines the intersections of 

celebrity and capitalism.   

 

Introduction 

At the 2013 MTV Music Awards, former Disney child star and singer Miley 

Cyrus, shocked the world with a bizarre and highly sexualised performance 

that quickly went viral on the Internet. The then 20-year-old emerged from 

a giant teddy bear with her tongue out, surrounded by giant dancing bears, 

while performing a provocative medley of her song We Can’t Stop and 

singer Robin Thicke’s song Blurred Lines. Clearly eager to shed her 

saccharine child star image, Cyrus twerked and gyrated with Thicke, a man 

almost twice her age, clad in a flesh coloured bikini and holding an 

oversized foam finger with which she made frequent lewd sexualised 

gestures.  

Cyrus’s odd performance juxtaposed infantilised and hyper-sexualised 

references, evoking outrage and disgust. The performance prompted 

306,000 tweets per minute from a perplexed audience. For myself and 

others, it provoked questions including: Was it appropriate for Cyrus to 
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behave in this provocative way, given her audience, her status as a role 

model and her previous wholesome child star image? And if so, would this 

behaviour promote premature sexual behaviour among young girls? 

Jackson et al. (2016) suggest that such performances by Cyrus “dip into a 

deep well of societal anxiety about the possibilities of precocious sexuality 

among pre-teen girls” (548).  These concerns reflect those expressed in an 

Australian report titled Corporate Paedophilia: The Sexualisation of Children 

in Australia (2006). The report conducted by public policy research group 

The Australian Institute addressed the growing concerns of a sexualised 

media culture on young people’s identities. However, for me, what needed 

addressing in Cyrus’s MTV performance were several contradictions; while 

not disputing the levels of sexualisation on display, she intertwined 

sexualisation with performance elements not usually associated with 

sexualisation. Such elements included a short and baby-like hairstyle and 

a teddy bear leotard. The contradictory mix of conflicting signifiers is 

something Cyrus has continued into other more recent performances and 

is the catalyst for this study’s examination into her image within the context 

of current sexualisation debates.    

Assertions that the now grown-up, overtly sexualised Cyrus negatively 

affects young girls’ identity formation may rest on the assumption that she 

represents herself as heteronormative, hyper-feminine and therefore 

pandering to ‘the male gaze’. Viewers may interpret heteronormative media 

performances as stereotypically gendered and hyper-feminine (Jackson and 

Vares 2015, 482). This view can be explained using the classical theories 

of humanism which Braidotti (2006, 43) describes as “marked by the highly 

sexualised bodies of women, racialised bodies of ethnic or native others 

and the naturalised bodies of animals and earth others.” Cyrus regularly 

uses a range of hyper-sexualised identity markers to perform as seen in 

her 2013 MTV performance. Therefore Cyrus can be viewed under the lens 

of classical humanism. Yet, her performances use elements of humanism 

in a more complicated and contradictory manner, disrupting any linear 

notions of Cyrus as becoming-sexualised.  

Instead, Cyrus shifts between diverse and chaotic identity subjectivities, 

some hypersexualised and others not so. With short blonde hair and dark 

untouched regrowth, multiple tattoos, often makeup-free face, thin body 

and relatively flat chest, Cyrus has the ability to embody androgyny. She 

becomes free of the attributes typically associated with a hyperfeminine 

and hypersexual cultural subject. Yet paradoxically, she can reinscribe 

these sexualised qualities in a later performance as she adopts chaotic 

subject positions in varying contexts. Cyrus is a site where previously 
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othered identities marked by humanism, have become integrated as 

sameness. She has become indicative of a globalised postmodern shift in 

popular culture.  

Cyrus marks the emergence of the theoretical posthuman described by 

Braidotti (2013, 89) as a displacement of demarcation between the organic 

and in-organic aspects of identity. In other words, the distinction between 

technology, social and human dissolve to create a whole being irrespective 

of biology. This lack of distinction increases the range of identity 

subjectivites available. The posthuman encompasses multiple identities 

much like Cyrus; Thweatt-Bates et al. (2012, 1) wrote that the posthuman 

encompasses a span of identities, including enhanced persons, artificial 

persons or androids, uploaded consciousnesses, cyborgs and chimeras. 

Although the posthuman is diverse in its identity representation, it does not 

erase sexualisation from the bricolage of identity choices; rather it becomes 

one option out of a greater range of subjectivites.  

This article seeks to address the lack of introspection into this area of 

Cyrus’s repertoire. Current debates concerning Cyrus see her more as a 

negative sexual influence (emblematic of humanism) rather than the 

multifaceted posthuman. My point is, drawing on the work of Rosi Braidotti, 

that posthumanism increases the array of subjectivites available to 

individuals by integrating many polarities and also contradictions. The two 

images I analyse via 

semiotics were selected for 

their difference and the 

diverse readings they elicit. 

Although this article only 

examines two images, the 

differences of both can be 

united and applied to other 

imagery, via examinations of 

posthuman theory. Cyrus 

embodies mulitple identity 

markers, some sexualised 

and others not, to 

theoretically embody the 

posthuman. Though the 

posthuman may sound 

liberating as subjects 

displace their biological 

destiny for alternative 

Figure 1: Album cover from Miley Cyrus's 2015 song 
BB Talk 
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identities, the posthuman still encapsulates biology and sexualisation. This 

double-pull has the potential to relieve, equalise or even exacerbate the 

current debate about Cyrus’s influence.   

Arguably, the multiple identities identified here cannot be properly 

understood without examining the contexts in which they appear; celebrity 

and capitalism. To address this, the article integrates Roland Barthes’ ideas 

on myth and its relationship with capitalism. In Barthes’ view, ambiguous 

signs become lucrative sites for multiple interpretations. Consequently, the 

relationship between capitalism and diverse identities may influence 

Cyrus’s performance of multiple subjectivities. 

Semiotic analysis 

As seen in Figure 1, an album cover from Cyrus’s song BB Talk, Cyrus is 

featured in a white one-piece baby suit, she has blonde pigtails tied with 

white bows and holds an infant’s bottle. Superficially, the image operates 

at the level of denotation to communicate the signified, ‘infant’, a universal 

being who requires minimal cultural knowledge to understand. Signifiers 

Figure 2: A 2015 photo shoot of Cyrus from independent magazine Paper Magazine 
http://www.papermag.com/free-to-be-miley-1427581961.html  

 

http://www.papermag.com/free-to-be-miley-1427581961.html
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that summon the interpretant as ‘girl’ are simultaneously denotative (literal 

meaning), and connotative (girl as a social construction). The infant is 

expressly gendered through long hair and bows that traditionally signify 

femininity in Western society. These signifiers also operate indexically as 

the relationship between them and the infant is causal not given. In Figure 

2, from Paper Magazine, an American publication renowned for 

controversial celebrity photographs, Cyrus is depicted as a humanoid.  

Shapes (pyramid, pentagon, rectangles), colours (blue and pink), body 

parts (legs), and nudity (female body) signify her as the object of a photo 

shoot for the magazine. It is an eccentric image with its a trace of avant-

garde art. The artistic complexity here – lacking from Figure 1 – facilitates 

multiple complex readings of Cyrus.   

The gender fluid body 

Cyrus’s nakedness in Figure 2 can be simultaneously de-coded as 

sexualised and androgynous. Androgynous significations juxtaposed with 

sexualisation, form a conflated binary. Despite Cyrus denoting female and 

connoting sexualisation, both signified through nudity, her hair is short – 

not iconic in hyper-sexualised and hyper-feminine texts – and her make-

up is non-traditional, in the sense that it is rather eccentric. Cyrus may 

choose short hair and eccentric make-up for a variety of reasons: a post-

feminist rebellion, a rejection of the male gaze or to signify gender fluidity. 

Androgynous signifiers facilitate a critique of Cyrus as a pure example of 

hypersexualised humanism; the simultaneous interaction of sexualisation 

and androgyny signals a shift towards the posthuman.   

The concept of the normate is useful to incorporate here. Garland-Thomson 

(1997) describes normate as a narrowly defined profile that describes a 

minority of people who seek to identify with a subject position such as the 

American-Californian body-beautiful (8). The normate, which favours Euro-

American aesthetic norms, is said to be universally performed through 

Western media (Ponterotto 2016, 135). Arguably, the normate is the media 

identity most often accused of inducing premature sexualisation of young 

girls and is indicative of humanism. Yet Cyrus, often accused in moral 

panics of exemplifying characteristics that encompass the normate, resists 

these sensibilities to some degree in both Figures 1 and 2. Rather, both 

images of Cyrus offer a critique of the argument that the media excessively 

sexualises identities in popular culture.  

The equal use of pink and blue in Figure 2, while connoting traditional 

interpretants of gender difference, could indexically signify gender equality 
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and gender as a complex assemblage. This reading is supported by the half 

pink and blue pyramid, which connotes equal hierarchy and power. 

Additionally, the pink and blue eyebrows connote the ability to see the 

world through masculine and feminine perspectives. Cyrus’s facial 

expression of perplexity, or at least questioning, can add to the androgyny 

as it might signify confusion integrating various aspects of the gender 

spectrum. Pink and blue paint on various parts of Cyrus’s naked body can 

add weight to the gender fluid interpretation. The unification of masculine 

and feminine attributes may splinter off into various identities that 

represent the lesbian, trans-person or stereotypical feminist. In Figure 1, a 

critique of the traditional ‘girl’ is possible through the connotations of the 

powder blue background, which may be viewed as disruptive through the 

juxtaposition of Cyrus as a girl. Powder blue is an indexical signifier 

traditionally used for infant boys’ nurseries and baby goods. Though the 

images selected in this study are dissimilar, the integration of numerous 

gender subjectivities in them support the intersections of Cyrus with 

posthumanism.  

Cyrus however acknowledges her biological foundations in Figure 2. The 

pink bricks painted on her leg and nakedness, connote that her polyvocal 

identity rests on the foundations (connotation of bricks) that she is 

organically female and sexualised (connotation of pink and nudity).  

Braidotti (2013, 94) argues that even though the ‘self’ can be ontologically 

polyvocal, the self exists on a plane of consistency, including both the real 

that is already actualised (female biology), and the real that is virtual 

(masculine assemblages). The acknowledgement of biology as foundational 

in complex identity structuring is indicative of the posthuman 

simultaneously embodying aspects of classical humanism. 

The sexualised-infant and sexualised-infantilised-woman 

Figure 1 is troubling in terms of the inherent sexualisation that is 

juxtaposed with readings that signify infant. The infant clothing Cyrus 

wears has been appropriated as sexualised adult underwear. The high-cut 

leg and buttoned crotch, a common feature on baby clothes for ease of 

nappy changing, acts indexically to signify ‘g-string’ and sexual availability. 

The size and positioning of the oversized white bottle near her mouth can 

connote a phallic innuendo. Disturbingly, the combined indexical signifiers 

suggest a sexualised-infant indicative of humanism, which can add weight 

to the assessment of Cyrus as a negative sexualised subject.  

However, while one signifier in Figure 1 connotes the sexualised infant, 
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another operates against this interpretation. The foregrounded whiteness 

denotes colour while connoting purity, innocence, cleanliness and virginity. 

This reading however is disturbed by a possible comprehension of Cyrus 

connoting the ‘virgin bride’, supporting the idea of Cyrus as a negative 

symbol of humanism. However, more innocent readings may view Cyrus as 

signifying humour and cartoonish-fun rather than the sinister reading of 

the sexualised-infant. This may depend on the life experience of the viewer. 

My point is the sexualised infant is one of many possible identities available 

in Figure 1, again reflecting posthumanism.   

Adult significations juxtaposed with the infant, can result in an additional 

connotation of the sexualised-infantilised-woman (Renold and Ringrose 

2011, 393). This identity is manifest when sexiness and innocence cohere; 

a dynamic found in adult magazine Playboy when women partially displace 

their biological age and pose as girls, hugging a teddy (Renold and Ringrose 

2011, 393). Cyrus too draws on the conjoining of innocence and sexiness. 

The phallic connotations of the bottle, buttoned crotch, high cut leg and g-

string costume hints at Cyrus being sexually available thereby 

strengthening the adult themes. Given Cyrus is objectively an adult, this 

reiterates the signification of the sexualised-infantilised-woman. Overall, 

Figure 1 represents the multiple pushes and pulls of “sexual innocence 

versus sexual knowingness” known as the schizoid double pull (Renold and 

Ringrose 2011, 392).   

The schizoid double pull describes the displacing and re-fixing of gender 

and sexual norms in late capitalist societies (Renold and Ringrose 2011, 

393). Subjects can disengage themselves from sexualisation while re-

inscribing it in their identity; this is a common feature shared with the 

posthuman. Figure 1 represents a schizoid dynamic with Cyrus neither 

appearing as a baby nor a woman but capitalises on the possibility of 

encompassing both. Figure 2 operates similarly as Cyrus’s representation 

of gender and sexuality is blurry thereby denying the viewer access to any 

fixed media identity. She is thus emblematic of a very complicated subject, 

one capable of encompassing aspects of both humanism and 

posthumanism.  

The cyborg or humanoid 

Figure 2 depicts a representation of a cyborg or humanoid. Cyrus stands 

tense and stiff, arms bent inwards in an unnatural robotic pose, looking 

perplexed or uncomfortable. She appears to be an assemblage of organic 

matter (nakedness), and in-organic matter (pink and blue shapes painted 
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on her body). There is a futuristic tone to the image, signifying the 

emergence of a new human that integrates identity attributes in a 

multifaceted manner.  

In Figure 1 and 2, Cyrus’s assemblage of human and social attributes 

signifies that of the cyborg. In Donna Haraway’s landmark essay The 

Cyborg Manifesto (1985) the term ‘cyborg’ was used as a symbol of 

feminism. Haraway (2000, 292) described the cyborg as a post-gender 

being that condensed both imagination and material reality by shedding the 

‘problematic’ biological body. Haraway’s conceptualisation of the cyborg 

provides strong correlations with posthuman theory. Braidotti too wrote 

that the posthuman enables a shift in our field of perception, allowing 

humans to escape the finite materiality of the ‘enfleshed self’ (Braidotti 

2013, 90). This is significant for what Cyrus connotes in Figures 1 and 2, 

as the feminine, masculine, infantilised and robotic coalesce to refute 

naturalised conceptions of a human adult female. Cyrus rarely represents 

a fixed or finite subject in the media; rather she morphs into the posthuman 

or cyborg as she shifts between organic and non-organic subjectivities.  

The posthuman manifests where the distinction between technology and 

human dissolves and can be seen literally in Figure 2. Cyrus signifies the 

humanoid and posthuman through the juxtaposition of organic human 

(nakedness) with robot (pose, inorganic shapes and facial expression). In 

Figure 1, Cyrus is the posthuman as she displaces her identity of human-

woman for an infant, a displacement that is biologically impossible. Both 

Images 1 and 2 portray Cyrus as exceeding the finite materiality of human-

woman, through signifiers connoting masculinity, robot and infant.  

Though both images were chosen due to their difference, they can be 

theoretically yoked together via posthuman theory. Despite Cyrus’s diverse 

representations, she settles on a fixed theme by exceeding the finite reality 

of her biology. She represents an increase in the range of subjectivities 

(organic and non-organic) to assemble and reassemble identities. As 

Thweatt-Bates (2012) recognises, “the posthuman emerged as a way to 

describe a new and growing appreciation for the plasticity and flexibility of 

human nature spurred by discoveries of bio-technology, the virtual and 

information and communications technologies” (1). Cyrus clearly adopts 

identity plasticity and flexibility in not only the two images in this study, 

but also in her other media images. In this article though, Cyrus hints 

towards her identity liberation through the connotations of coloured 

heterogeneous shapes marked on her body, her robotic pose, by defying 

her biological age and by regularly blurring traditional gender and human 
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norms.  

Myth and capitalism 

Productive correlations can be drawn between the posthuman and myth. 

The posthuman is not a fixed concept or being. Loosely defined, it is a way 

of describing “the unknown possible future and altered identity of the 

human” (Thweatt-Bates et al. 2012, 1). It encompasses numerous identity 

subjectivities, increased by integrating non-organic social or technical 

elements. Similarly, the meaning of myth can never exist at ‘zero degree’ 

(Barthes 1973, 132). Herein lies the connection between myth and the 

posthuman. Myth works to capitalise on multiple subjectivities through 

ambiguous significations, as Cyrus has done by signifying the posthuman. 

This finding provides a perspective to help understand the connections 

between Cyrus’s diverse representations and capitalism.   

Myth’s open-ended structure allows the cultural artefact to be maximally 

exploited by capturing all possibilities for meaning potential (Barthes 1973, 

133). Therefore, Cyrus as the posthuman resisting a fixed identity casts a 

wide net over a potential audience. Cyrus is not male nor female, woman 

nor baby, heterosexual nor homosexual and neither human nor robot; 

rather she is a multiplicity of all these subjectivities. Being neither-this-nor-

that increases the probability of appealing to and making use of – in the 

sale of herself as a music product – heterogeneous meaning potentials from 

a diverse audience.  

Denotative readings are still useful in terms of capitalising on literal 

meanings of cultural products. Lavers (1982, 110) explains that signs 

benefit from the natural reserve of denotation if viewers cannot resonate 

with the meaning made through connotation. Signs are products of multiple 

causalities and determined by a satisfaction and needs value (Lavers 1982, 

112). Like Lavers, Barthes (1973, 144) argued that diverse meaning 

potentials are based on use and depoliticised according to needs. For 

example, young children, teenagers and adults or those who lack the level 

of media literacy to access cultural meanings may read the images as just 

Cyrus the ‘celebrity’. This meaning potential then becomes profitable in the 

context of capitalism. Therefore, Cyrus as the posthuman encapsulating 

multiple identities, cannot only be viewed as representing identity liberation 

for some, but also as a clever marketing tool to capitalise on larger 

audiences.   
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The interaction of the posthuman, autopoietic subjectivation and 

capitalism 

Concerns about hypersexualised media and the effects of celebrities like 

Cyrus, can be understood through the distinctions and similarities between 

humanism and posthumanism. Classical humanism identifies the female 

subject as highly sexualised and the negative other to man (Braidotti 2006, 

43); this identification can form the theoretical basis for many media 

sexualisation moral panics. Aspects of humanism can be found in Cyrus’s 

representation in this analysis where her body is gendered and eroticised 

via readings of the sexualised-infant and the sexualised-infantilised-

woman. Consequently, I do not wish to disregard media sexualisation 

concerns, as links may exist in terms of media effects. What this article 

highlights however, is that given the way that Cyrus shifts between many 

subjectivities - some sexualised and others less so - I am not convinced the 

effects of Cyrus on a potential subject would be direct or even predictable.  

A mix of contradictory and complex significations result in a multiplicity of 

identities co-existing within these images. Cyrus manifests multiple 

identities through optimising open-ended signifiers (social semiotics and 

myth), which require individual subjectivities for meaning. Cyrus embodies 

Braidotti’s posthuman, where social shifts have disrupted the dichotomous 

ideas of humanism that stipulate ‘centre-periphery’ and ‘same-other’ ideals 

(2006, 44). For Braidotti (2006, 44), within postmodernity the ‘other’ is no 

longer excluded or marginalised; instead, the other is positioned as a 

powerful subject position. Cyrus is evidence of this cultural shift as 

semiotics reveals she integrates a high-degree of otherness, (lesbian, 

infant, feminist or trans-person) in the two images analysed here.  

Though the images selected in this article were chosen due to their 

difference, they can be drawn together theoretically by the representation 

of multiple identities; the posthuman. Posthuman theory can explain how 

previously ‘fixed’ subjects can integrate organic and non-organic elements 

to create more flexible identities. Bridging biology with the social to create 

a sense of self is useful to disrupt the rules of humanism and was coined 

autopoietic subjectivation by Guattari in schizoanalysis. Guattari (1995) 

called for the collapsing of difference between the autopoietic (biological) 

and the allopoietic (the social and technical) (cited in Braidotti 2013) to 

create identity. Quite literally in Figure 2, Cyrus signifies that she has been 

subject to a production line of a machine assembling subjective parts, 

perhaps explicitly signifying the unification of autopoiesis and allopoiesis. 

The shift away from biological identity may be positive as media subjects 
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escape the confines of their anatomical destiny; this is something media 

sexualisation discourses could take into account in future work.  

Cyrus as a symbol of autopoietic subjectivation, can liberate the child 

subject as sexualisation can be concealed through increased subjectivities. 

In this view, Cyrus may be a purposeful role model for oppressed identities 

in some cases and therefore provide a critique within the current debate. 

Yet Braidotti’s (2013) vision of empowering modes of subjectivity, seeks to 

be free of capitalism which she described as a “spinning machine that 

actively produces difference for the sake of commodification” (58). 

Braidotti’s (2013, 3) concern was that commercial profit problematically 

determines the boundaries of subjectivity. To Braidotti and Guattari, 

autopoietic subjectivation was located as a non-profit mode of subjectivity. 

Though Cyrus may be viewed as positive, she is nonethless a celebrity 

defined as an individual developed to make money (Turner 2004, 35). In 

this view, rather than Cyrus as a role model for the oppressed, she only 

represents difference for the purpose of commercial profit.  

The representation of diversity for profit has been termed the global 

incorporation of otherness where the ‘other’ is mainstreamed for revenue 

(Renold and Ringrose 2011, 391). In today’s globalised media world, 

various significations of otherness allow for the cultural product to be 

axiomitised. This operates much like myth does by emptying flows of 

specific meaning and imposing a law of general equivalence in the form of 

capitalist gain (Roffe 2010, 41). When the text is axiomitised, signifiers can 

move and attach to various bodies for economic consumption (Renold and 

Ringrose 2011, 402). Therefore, Cyrus as the posthuman devoid of a fixed 

identity makes good economic sense. According to Braidotti, Cyrus offers 

less authentic forms of influence as capitalism determines those 

subjectivities, somewhat negating any positive effects. Yet, I argue that 

Cyrus has signified autopoietic subjectivation in both images thus creating 

a point of contention in my argument and in reference to Braidotti’s view.  

Perhaps Cyrus as the economic posthuman could signify that mutant 

subjectivities can try to resist capitalism, but ultimately will not succeed. 

Braidotti (2006, 123) argues that to escape capitalism’s subjectivities one 

should access the chaosmos, described as multiple becomings, unfolding 

virtualities and mutant values. The goal is to never make sense nor 

conform. However, Cyrus almost never conforms and frequently does not 

make sense. Perhaps Braidotti and Guattari’s views on mutant 

subjectivities are too idealistic. Additionally, the notion of capitalism as 

wholly negative could be viewed as a subjectivity of Braidotti and Guattari. 
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Therefore, the view of posthumanism as positive in terms of our ability to 

expand our sense of self is hindered for some by the intersections of 

economics.  

For others, the media’s blurring of sexual differences for profit makes no 

difference to the possible positive effects on audiences. Much like Cyrus, 

American pop star Madonna in the 1990s used similar tactics to provide 

sexual minorities with visibility (Brooks 1997, 159). Discussing the various 

approaches to Madonna’s work, Brooks considers the differences in the 

work of Fiske and During: while Fiske declared Madonna’s influence as 

positive for girls, During claimed she was drawing on diverse sexualities to 

extend her influence to wider markets (Brooks 1997). Brooks suggests that 

During was careful to note, however, that the links with capitalism did not 

negate any positive effects on identity (Brooks 1997, 148). Like Fiske and 

During, Buckingham and Bragg (2004) too saw the media as a positive tool 

for identity construction and seemed undeterred that strong links with 

capitalism exist. By viewing the issue through their logic, Cyrus may be a 

positive role model for young people. In some circumstances, this might be 

true. 

The emergence of the posthuman in the media landscape may alleviate 

moral panic concerns, though sexualisation does not completely dissolve. 

While blurry representations of sexuality are obvious, so too is the return 

of sexual polarisations and stricter gender roles (Braidotti 2006, 49). This 

was evident in Cyrus’s shock VMA performance and can be seen in both 

images analysed in this article. Braidotti (2006, 49) argued this could erode 

the ground for empowerment of feminist political subjects. She contends 

that it is challenging to keep both lines distinct, while accepting the 

simultaneity of their occurrence. Subjects may feel liberated from the 

confines of humanism, yet those characteristics paradoxically appear in 

posthumanism.  Premature sexualisation effects should not be disregarded 

as mere moral panics but taken into account as a possibility.   

Conclusion 

This article reveals Cyrus as a multi-faceted, bio-social entity capable of 

contradictory identity assemblages. Moral panics regarding her negative 

influence rely on a fixed representation of the female body that is 

heteronormative and gendered. This inspired me to draw on semiotics as 

an analytical tool, to see if Cyrus as a ‘dangerous’ sexualised media subject 

could be regarded as otherwise. As moral panics would presume, I found 

evidence of highly sexualised signifiers in Cyrus’s images. However, 
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sexualisation exists alongside other possibilities for identity construction 

and could potentially affect young subjects in a myriad of ways. 

Through myth I linked Cyrus’s representations to a broader social 

landscape of power and ideology. Cyrus’s open-ended identities permitted 

her to conjure the myth of neoliberal individualism, characterised by free 

choice and liberation. By considering the incorporation of otherness as a 

strategy to fuel capitalism, I connected the ‘liberated’ individual that Cyrus 

suggests, to social power. Braidotti (2013) saw the interconnection of 

subjectivities with capitalism as disempowering for subjects. Neoliberal 

individualism may paradoxically empower the subject by increasing 

subjectivities; yet, to some it simultaneously disempowers subjects as 

capitalism determines the borders of subjectivity.   

Cyrus’s consistent integration of biological and social subjectivities are 

characteristic of the posthuman and autopoietic subjectivation; yet these 

are considered positive non-profit modes of identity construction. Cyrus 

signifies the posthuman yet as a celebrity, she is unreservedly tied to 

capitalism. Therefore, in Braidotti’s view (2013) she cannot be an exemplar 

of the posthuman despite any positive effects she may wield on audiences. 

This contradiction perhaps points to idealistic visions of subjectivity as free 

of economics. Cyrus as a symbol that connotes the subject will be forever 

entangled with the forces of capitalism as it seeks to economise every 

aspect of organic and non-organic life. It is unclear whether identities 

connected to capitalism are any less valid than those that escape its grip. 

I am not convinced that escaping capitalism is even possible.  

Concerns outlined in moral panic discourses about the intersections of 

media sexualisation and children are relevant, yet this paper seeks to add 

another dimension to the discussion. While sexualisation indeed exists in 

media cultures, a postmodern media culture is capable of rejecting it. 

Postmodern media culture and thus posthumanism, increases the range of 

identity subjectivities that a viewer may draw on, giving them more 

freedom in creating a sense of self. Although promising, sexualisation does 

not disappear completely; it can re-appear in media subjects such as Cyrus 

who frequently disengage and reinscribe sexualisation into her 

performances. The complicated and contradictory nature of this finding can 

alleviate, equalise or exacerbate moral panic concerns.   
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