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Letter from the editor
Dear Readers,
The question of feminism in the modern age is not a simple one, and one that you will not find in the
pages of this magazine. Rather, within Periphery, we attempt to expose how feminist action and activity
cannot be limited to a traditional academic understanding. Feminism can be expressed through a
multitude of modes and mediums, and come from countless sources. Audre Lorde once stated that, “To
examine Black women’s literature effectively requires that we be seen as whole people in our actual
complexities—as individuals, as women, as human—rather than as one of those problematic but familiar
stereotypes provided in this society in place of genuine images of Black women.”1 The work that we
share in this magazine expands one’s understanding of the experience of marginalized peoples through
looking at their creative works and the variety of ways in which they express themselves. We hope to
draw readers away from preconceived notions and amerce them in a variety of creative pieces which
celebrate difference while also demonstrating the pains of oppression.
In many ways, modern society has reached an impasse. Different sectors seem to be in utmost
disagreement regarding how diversity of experience, ideology, and appearance will be accepted. On one
hand, we have the the fashion and arts industries who while still operating within a white dominant,
hetero-patriarchal system, have begun to integrate and appreciate those who fall outside the norm.
We see this with the rise of movies such as Moonlight, Fences, and Get Out, as well as the success of
shows like Transparent. In the fashion industry, the backlash against a specific body type has led to
the rise of prominent super model Ashley Graham, who while still typifying anglo-european beauty
standards, also represents how the industry is shifting in response to the backlash from the general
public. This backlash is made possible by social media and the internet, which we will discuss the
positives and negatives of in our article, Feminist Expression IRL and URL: Solidarity Across Social Media. On
the other hand, President Donald Trump was extremely vocal in the recent election about perpetuating
archetypes of marginalized people, yet was still able to win the presidency. This phenomenon
demonstrates the true reluctance of society to accept those who fall outside of normalized ideals. Our
magazine hopes to work against these “othering” tendencies to promote acceptance and understanding,
and through this a more complete feminist consciousness.
We recognize that this work is far from easy, but disrupting the status quo is never simple, and as
Sara Ahmed states, “Where there is hope there is difficulty.”2 Feminism is the work that we do against
oppression to attempt to foster hope, collectivity, and understanding. Feminist theory is how we live
our lives. We combine these two ideologies and create a form of rebellion. One that is quintessentially
tied to sharing the experiences of those historically denied a voice by
giving their work a place to be seen and shared. We will not attempt to
appropriate their words to be more palatable by translating them into
normative prose, but simply give the avenue and the means for these
works to be regarded as legitimate and true. As bell hooks stated “I
found a place of sanctuary in ‘theorizing,’”3 and to create a place of
sanctuary for expression and thought is absolutely Periphery’s objective.
Sincerely,

Justina Zuckerman
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T

he Riot Grrrl Movement, a subculture of punk
rock, emerged in the 1990s as a response to
male appropriation of the punk scene. The
movement opened the door for multiple forms of
artistic activism such as punk bands, zines, and
web-based content, to reach a wider audience
and be seen as legitimate in academic feminist
spaces. The Riot Grrrl movement spoke against
the long silenced emotional and physical abuse
of women, giving voice to a new type of feminist,
one who focused her identity around the punk
rock ideals of rebellion and individuality with a
new twist of female empowerment. The Riot Grrrl
movement reinforced and helped “normalize”
feminist discussions in popular discourse by
encouraging and empowering women to question
their subjugation within the status quo. The lyrics
and writing of the Riot Grrrl punk band Bikini
Kill, exemplify this merging of feminist and punk
identities.

& Rock ‘n Roll:
Bikini Kill and the
Art of Empowerment

Issues central to the Riot Grrrl Movement
such as rape, domestic abuse, women’s health,
sexuality, and female empowerment were
frequently discussed through different bands’ lyrics
as described by Kevin C. Dunn4 (320). This can be
highlighted in the songs “I Like Fucking” and “White
Boy” by Bikini Kill. In the beginning of “White Boy”
there is a clip of a man claiming that women ask for
rape which follows:

provided by pulpjuiced.com

By Judy Fisher

Bikini Kill band members Tobi Vail, Kathleen Hanna, and Kathi Wilcox.

6

Periphery • Spring 2017

[White Boy:] The way they act, the
way they...
I... I can’t say the way they dress
because that’s their own personal
choice but
Some of these dumb hoes, those
slut rocker bitches walking down the
street,
They’re asking for it, they may deny it
but it’s true.5
This exemplifies victim-blaming based on
the sexuality and actions of the assaulter. The use
of “dumb hoes” and “slut rocker bitches” make
assumptions on women’s sexual promiscuity
based on their appearance. The assumption
that when women dress a certain way—that is
sexually pleasing to men—they are inviting sexual
action, removes the possibility of female sexuality
without the arousal of a male. This perpetuates
the concept of the coital imperative, explained
by Nicola Gavey, as the notion that real sex is
penis-vagina intercourse and that everything
else is either optional or less essential6 (94). Not
only does this segment of the song expose the
heteronormativity which restricts women’s and
sexually marginalized people’s behaviors, but it
also stands against rape culture by encouraging
women to embrace their own sexual pleasure.
These women use the image of the “slut rocker
bitch” to gain autonomy for themselves and break
away from societal norms. Therefore they reclaim
their sexuality and through this their autonomy.
Bikini Kill continues this critique of male
dominated female sexuality in their song “I Like
Fucking”:
Just cuz my world sweet sister
Is so fucking goddamn full of rape
Does that mean my body must always
be a source of pain?
No. No. No…
I believe in the radical possibilities of
pleasure babe.7
These lyrics exemplify the politic of the
reclamation of female sexual pleasure as
essential to sexual liberation. These lyrics are
challenging the idea that the only way a women
can experience sexuality is through sexual
violation and as written by Carole S. Vance,
“It is not enough to move women away from
danger and oppression; it is necessary to move
toward something: toward pleasure, agency, selfdefinition”8 (340). Bikini Kill advocates for the
reclamation of the female body and refuses to be
defined as a passive object of pain and violation.

The work of bands like Bikini Kill acknowledge
women as active, autonomous participants in
sexual pleasure in order to enable women to fight
against exploitation.
In “White Boy” they state:
It’s hard to talk with your dick in my
mouth
I will try to scream in pain a little
nicer next time
WHITE BOY... DON’T LAUGH...
DON’T CRY... JUST DIE!
I’m so sorry if I’m alienating some of
you
Your whole fucking culture alienates
me
I can not scream in pain from down
here on my knees
I’m so sorry that I think!9
This excerpt addresses the idea that if one trying
to change an institution is deemed too “radical”
then they should change their image/technique.
Sara Ahmed describes this action as modifying
oneself in order to proceed within the world, “to
smile is to appear willing not willful, happy not
unhappy, as friend not foe, familiar not strange”10
(101). The first few lines evoke an image of a
woman being forced to try and look feminine,
be nice, and accommodate a man while he is
subjecting her to extreme oppression. The line,
“I’m so sorry if I’m alienating some of you, your
whole fucking culture alienates me” calls out the
hypocrisy of the claim of alienation in a world
that caters to the white, cis, hetero, men. Female
empowerment is not an attempt to alienate men

“Individuality
with a twist
of female
empowerment”
7

it is action toward the empowerment of women.
But because all actions within patriarchal society
are seen in relation to men, people outside of
the movement can only understand it in this
habituated way of working with or against men.
Bikini Kill is consistent in emphasizing the
need for a discourse on politics as essential to
change and a part of our everyday lives both in
their lyrics and in the Riot Grrrl Manifesto, they
write, “BECAUSE viewing our work as being
connected to our girlfriends-politics-real lives is
essential if we are gonna figure out how [what]
we are doing impacts, reflects, perpetuates, or
DISRUPTS the status quo”11 (478). Viewing this
work as being connected to our lives and not
separate theory is essential for realizing the ways
that one can perpetuate the same binaries and
systems of oppression that they work against.

“They told us we
were girls, so
we claimed our
female lives, now
they tell us we
aren’t girls”
One critique of the Riot Grrrl Movement
is its focus on the identity of being a “girl.” The
Riot Grrrl Movement subverted gender roles
and gender norms and redefined feminine
characteristics in a positive light to empower
women. While this can create newfound freedom
for certain women, it also perpetuates boy versus
girl dichotomy and the gender binary. This
critique is particularly important considering how
questions of gender identity have moved to the
mainstream.
8
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The Riot Grrrl Movement’s music, activism,
art, expression, has had a significant impact on
how feminists theorize and see themselves within
the world today. As stated by Dunn, “One of Riot
Grrrl’s main contributions to feminist change
was its critical engagement with the mainstream
media and dominant representations of gendered
bodies, which were regarded as demeaning and
objectifying”12 (320). One way that we can see
the impact that such bands as Bikini Kill had on
modern feminists work is to look at such bands
as G.L.O.S.S (Girls Living Outside Society’s
Shit) who continued the Riot Grrl tradition of
empowerment and inclusivity while adding
commentary on the trans and queer experience.
Their title song presents the unique position of
women and queer/trans people in navigating
gender and sexuality norms. This song expresses
a reclamation of being ‘femme’ and a search for
new definitions of old categories of gender:
They told us we were girls
How we talk, dress, look, and cry
They told us we were girls
So we claimed our female lives
Now they tell us we aren’t girls
Our femininity doesn’t fit
We’re fucking future girls
Living outside society’s shit13
Along with a continuation of female
empowerment, G.L.O.S.S emphasizes how
feminist work takes place in everyday life.
Headwoman, Sadie Switchblade, was asked in
an interview if making music was her form of
feminist expression, to which she responded:
The way that I view activism is that
I am wary of compartmentalizing
different parts of my life and being
like, ‘And this is my activism,’
because I think that can limit the
horizon of what can be achieved. So
with G.L.O.S.S., I’m less interested
in naming it and more interested in
being like, ‘This is what we’re doing,
this is what’s happening as a result,
how far can we take this in terms of
creating a new society.14
Her response shows how the band
perceives activism as present throughout one’s
life, continuing the demystification of feminist
theorizing.
Unfortunately the Riot Grrrl Movement
eventually lost credibility due to the mainstream
popularity and commodification of Riot Grrrl

culture. As described by Dunn, “The term
‘Riot Grrrl’ had gone from appearing in
small zines and protests signs to becoming
a buzzword in entertainment magazines and
major newspapers… Yet the coverage tended
to be superficial at best, and damagingly
counterproductive, at worst”15 (322). This
damaging coverage of such an instrumental
movement is not surprising in the age of social
media, where capitalistic commodification of
content takes away depth and meaning. For
example, the visibility and attention that became
the downfall of the Riot Grrrl Movement has
become the downfall of G.L.O.S.S as explained
in a statement they released:
We all remain close friends, but
are at a point where we need to be
honest about the toll this band is
taking on the mental and physical
health of some of us…operating at
this level of visibility often feels like
too much. … The punk we care about
isn’t supposed to be about getting big
or becoming famous, it’s supposed to
be about challenging ourselves and
each other to be better people.16

which is rampant in modern society. Their
messages were taken and reimagined by
capitalists, and were therefore left in a place
where they felt they were no longer able to be
constructive. This experience speaks to Sara
Ahmed’s argument about how truly grueling it
is to do feminist work in modern society. It also
demonstrates why feminist have to be extremely
wary of capitalistic corroboration of feminist work
to make sure the message remains true to the
movement.
The Riot Grrrl Movement was important
in giving legitimacy to spaces created by and for
girls. The influential lyrics and words written
during this time permeate the way that we
address feminist theory and female empowerment
in modern spaces. It is important that new ways
to understand, explain, and study the feminist
experience are acknowledged as legitimate. Within
in modern society, we must work on creating
and adapting feminist pedagogies that combats
oppressions silencing and demonstrates how loud
our voices truly are.

provided by bandcamp.com

G.L.O.S.S’s intention was to use their music
to challenge ideas, norms, boundaries, and
institutions; to spread feminist thought while
becoming better people, but they found
themselves victimized by consumer culture

G.L.O.S.S. band members from left to right: Jake Bison, Tannrr Hainsworth, Julaya Antolin,
Corey Evans and Sadie "Switchblade" Smith.
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A moisturizer that isn't gendered.
This Gender Non-Conforming
Creme is sure to have you feeling
soft for those consensual late
night cravings

11

Art, Resistence, & Feminism
According to

E

lissa Washuta is a member of the Cowlitz Indian
tribe and author of My Body is a Book of Rules and
Starvation Mode. A finalist for the Washington
State Book Award, Washuta writes rawly and
honestly about her own life in the context of a raciallycharged, colonized country. In this Periphery exclusive
interview Washuta meditates on the role of her work
within the feminist movement. However, as Washuta
says, she does not necessarily write with the feminist
movement directly in mind. In fact, it took her quite
some time to feel as though the feminist movement
applied to her. Washuta explains that she did not feel
connected to the feminist movement because of its
historic ties to white femi-nism, but it is the recent
work done by minority feminist theorists that has
allowed her to find her place and feel at home in the
feminist movement. Washuta’s primary objective in her
work is relating the history of racial marginalization
and continuing colonial violence. However, her writing
relates directly to recent feminist theories by thinkers
like Andrea Smith, who explains the continuing oppression of Native American people through a feminist
lens, stating “we continue to perpetuate this colonial
violence through domestic/sexual violence, child
12
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Elissa Washuta

By Montana Bass
abuse, and homophobia.” Even if it is not purposeful,
Washuta frequently links of her own individual
sexual experiences to the rapes committed against
her community for generations within her work.
Additionally, her thoughts on the role of mental illness
in her life speaks to Rosemarie Garland-Thomas’s work
to use disability theory to “denaturalize disability by
unseating the dominant assumption that disability is
something that is wrong with someone.”18 Washuta’s
identity represents an intersection of multiple
marginalized groups. Because of this complicated
identity that defies the hegemonic under-standing of
“normal” within American society, her experiences
as relied in her personal essays inher-ently reveal the
sexist systems of oppression at play and how she has
resisted. Therefore, Washuta’s work is an example
of feminist theorizing through a depicting a feminist
existence and way of being.
17

“I was just in
survival mode.”

Exclusive Interview
Montana Bass: To what extent do you see
your art as activist art?
Elissa Washuta: I think that’s a tough question. I
definitely think of my art as my activism, my primary,
but not sole form of it. It is an activity that I undertake
in order to affect change and influence how other
people view the world. One of the reasons that I started
writing nonfiction and continue to is that I think it’s
important for people to see inside another person’s
head and consciousness. I think literature is a really
effective way of making that happen. Reading is an
awesome way to overcome the extreme shortage of
empathy for one another that all of us experience to
some extent. In writing, I make an effort to make sense
of something for myself and to do so compellingly for a
reader, and part of that is the interior access to another
person.
MB: To what extent does feminism plays
a role in your work and how does this
inform your expres-sion of other aspects
of your identity?
EW: When I first started writing nonfiction, I didn’t
think of myself as a feminist because I didn’t think
of feminism at all. It just wasn’t on my radar. I didn’t
think it had anything to do with me. And there are still
times where I feel it doesn’t have to do with me, as a
native woman. I think there are so many conversations
about the people that feminism has left behind and I
think native women cer-tainly have been left behind
by feminism. It’s something I think about a lot and I
certainly do identi-fy as a feminist now. The way I
came to that was wanting to write about disability
as a person who’d been diagnosed bipolar and was
undergoing treatment. And then huge part of beginning
to write nonfiction was writing about race, and
certainly that is something that feminism has taken up.
But, I think at the time that I started writing, I was just
in survival mode. I’ve never studied feminist theory.
I’ve studied creative writing and literature but I’d never
really gotten into feminist theory. So now I’m able to
participate in a conversation that the people involved in
creating these feminist theories have started, but I’m
not consciously directly speaking to that.

MB: When you say you feel that racial
issues have been picked up by the feminist
movement but you didn’t feel that feminism
necessarily applied to you as a native
woman, do you feel that native women
in particular have been marginalized by
mainstream feminism?
EW: I don’t want to say that native women have been
left behind more than women from other mar-ginalized
groups. I don’t know there’s anyway to compare. But
we have been left behind by white feminism. There are
so many missing and murdered native women and that
isn’t even acknowledged beyond a hashtag a lot of the
time. Native women are doing the bulk of the work to try
to address the situation of just how prevalent rape and
murder of native women is. Something that came out
for me around the women’s march was the response to
the criticism that white feminism was the center it by
saying, “We should all unify around one thing. There’s
no room for disagreements.” For the en-tirety of the
establishment, of the existence of the United States of
America, white people’s desires and plans have been
centered and people that are indigenous to this place
have been enduring that for hundreds of years. There’s
no real reason to want to unify behind the oppressor. I
think that I was able to come around to feminism because
of black and brown and indigenous women who I respected and saw identifying as feminist. I listened to
them and watched to see how they made it work for them
and how they approached it. I began to understand that I
could identify as a feminist with-out identifying with the
problematic aspects of white feminism.
MB: So now that you’ve figured out how to
identify with feminism, what does it mean
to you? What parts have you taken and
reclaimed and how do you apply that to
your writing?
EW: I’m not quite sure, because you know, I don’t
consciously incorporate aspects of feminism. I don’t think
about it when I write at all. But something I do think
about is that in most essays I write about race, pretty
much all of them, and that is a conscious choice. It is
deliberate. It’s important to me to make it clear to my
readers that I write about race all the time. And I speak
1313

about race all the time, to the men in my life, to anybody,
because most of the women that I know have had some
kind of experience with sexual violence. For a long time I
thought that I wasn’t allowed to talk about it, that it made
people uncomfortable. It’s very important to me to not
prioritize the comfort of some man in conversation over
the fact that it is vital to my survival that I am able to talk
about the ways in which violence has been inflicted upon
me and my ancestors. I think that is something that I’ve
gotten from feminism.
MB: Yeah, hearing your reading at
Colorado College last week, I felt like
I could hear some of the theories I’ve
learned about embedded in your writing
and this discussion of the history of the
way rape of and within native communities
then place out in your personal sexual
experiences.
EW: Something that I think about is that feminist theory
is incredibly valuable. The things that you’re learning
about are so valuable and so important, but I think that
these stories that I’ve learned about my family, these
have existed for many generations. And it’s been true
about my life that I’ve lived on occupied land and that
that is inextricably linked to rape. So it’s great to me that
feminist theory is beginning to touch upon that but I see
our stories and our histories and existences as having
primacy. This is what comes first and if feminist theory
picks up on that, it’s valuable.
MB: So for you it’s more about relating the
story of racial dynamics and colonization
studies?
EW: I wouldn’t say it’s more about, but that’s my current
interest in writing. I am more interested in colonization
but one of the essays I read “Apocalypse Logic” I brought
in Sarah Deere’s book, a quote from the “Begining and the
End of Rape”, because the history of this settler’s state…
the estab-lishment of the United States of America would
not be possible without rape, without the motivation that
drove white men to rape native women. So I don’t see
one as more important than the other, they’re inextricable
and I couldn’t unravel them, nor would I want to try.
MB: Do you feel that the role your writing
plays in highlighting these types of issues
and in functioning as an activist work
ostracizes you from the art world?
14
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EW: I don’t really think so, not my work itself. As my
work has gotten more overtly political, it’s gotten more
popular. But I do spend a lot of time reading anarchist
literature and I noticed when I went on the job market
that I got questions from academic search committees
about “the canon” and, you know, I’ve deliberately put
energy into reading native studies texts and anarchist
texts instead of whatever dead white person’s because
that’s not relevant to me. I guess that can be alienating,
but that’s a minor thing. I think it’s only brought me in
to the writing and art world more, because peo-ple
really do have a desire for this type of work.
MB: Great, and I’m going to circle back
quickly to your essay on Tinder and the
connection you make between yours
and your grandmother’s experience with
sexual violence. Why is it important to
make those connections and to whom
are you trying to make them more
explicit?
EW: When I first started that piece it was meant to be
kind of light and flip. But the rest of it, I wrote after a
breakup… and there’s pieces I write where I’m thinking
about audience, for sure, but this wasn’t one of them,
at all. I was emotionally destroyed when I wrote that
so I was writing from a place of pain and that’s all.
I didn’t know what else to do except for write and I
wasn’t thinking about anybody but me. But there are
definitely efforts at play and this not the first time I’ve
written about online dating. I wrote about it in my first
book as well when I went on match.com ten years
ago. I think that people talk about tinder for the most
part in a way that’s very light and don’t neces-sarily
take it too seriously, but then you realize what you’re
talking about is really misogyny, about oppression, and
systemic violence. The reality is that a lot of us have
been raped on tinder dates, so when I’m talking about
online dating I’m talking about the same shit that we’re
talking about in the rest of the world. That’s a site of
violence for many of us. I think the process of writing
that was the process of moving from something kinda
joke-y to something more serious and part of the
narrative surrounding rape is this idea that rape just
destroys a person. That they’re just ruined for good,
it’s so prominent. And of course it changed me, I have
PTSD, but it didn’t destroy me. I believe that there’s
something incredible in my blood that makes it possible
to overcome such hurt.

Exclusive Interview
MB: To wrap up, I’m really curious how
you chose the title to your books My Body
is a Book of Bones and Starvation Mode.

EW: Well, My Body is a Book of Bones was not the
original title. It was originally The Kindling Effect. And,
honestly, I have a lot of trouble saying that word and
it’s kind of boring, so it was hard to imagine having
that with me for the rest of my life. I did a lot of
reading of the manuscript, obviously, before it came
out and there was a line from one of the chapters
that had that line in it. A friend of mine, a poet, as
I was reading was like “That title you have for your
book, it’s not the title, I think you just said the title,
My Body is a Book of Bones and I was like, “Yeah,
that’s it.” Starvation Mode, I don’t really remember. I
don’t remember much about the process of writing
it because it was just feverish in so many ways. I
know that the term starvation mode is interesting to
me because in my eating disorder and in my dieting
was that idea that “don’t eat to little you’ll go into
starvation mode and won’t lose any weight.” And I
was just thinking, “But that is what I want, to eat that
little.” It was a really strange conundrum to be in, and
that definitely has significance to the book.

“but then you realize
what you’re talking
about is really
misogyny, about
oppression, and
systemic violence”
Washuta’s statement that she feels reading is
a way to develop empathy and share the perspective
of another person directly relates to Sara Ahmed’s
analysis of The Bluest Eye.19 Ahmed describes the
way that the main character, Claudia, exhibits black
feminism and by doing so draws the reader into
a black feminist experience and way of thinking.
Hence, Ahmed and Washuta both use literature and

particularly narrative as a method through which theory
and practice can be intertwined. The ability to write a
story with a feminist lens naturally indicates theorizing,
as it is impossible to convey a system of oppression and
a character’s resistance to it without considering the
way in which this systematic oppression functions and
presents itself in various people’s lives. Additionally the
author must consider the ways in which an individual
character resists, what that resistance looks like, what
opportunities are afforded to different kinds of people,
and the consequences of resistance based identity and
social positioning. The actions that the character takes
within the story to resist oppression becomes legitimate
and real in the mind of the reader. Providing a kind of
playbook for resistance for the reader. Furthermore,
through the process of reading, the reading can develop
a sense of feminist empathy and understanding outside
of their own specific experiences. Once formed, the
literature is a vehicle through which readers can engage
in reflective connection between theory and practice. By
reading feminist text, they are expanding their feminist
consciousness by partaking in the the character’s feminist
development by sharing the experience of the character.
By processing and reflecting in order to make sense of
the the story, they must partake in feminist theorizing
as well. In Washuta’s writing, she often becomes this
character that represents the connection between theory
and practice, author and reader. Although Washuta does
not write with the intention of producing a feminist text,
her work is important in the perpetuation of feminist
theory and practice. The obvious parallels between
her writing and the theories surrounding intersectional
feminism, especially as noted by Smith and GarlandThomas, highlight the idea that feminism can be and
should be accessible outside of academic circles.
Washuta personifies the possibilities for feminism and
to develop a feminist consciousness without direct
contact with academic feminist theory. Instead, Washuta
represents Sara Ahmed’s concept of feminist theory as
simply a part of everyday life. Even the title, My Body
is a Book of Rules, concisely indexes the policing of
individual bodies by different systems of oppression. It
brings the conceptual idea of oppression into tangible
reality. Washuta’s body and experiences act as a lens
through which a reader can understand her subjection
and resistance. While she calls to question some of the
holes feminist theory has left in the past, Washuta’s work
stands as a hopeful indication of the ways those holes
may continue to be filled, and create a more complete
feminist understanding for the future.
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Feminist Expression IRL and URL:
Solidarity Across Social Media
By Judy Fisher

D

igital technology is changing the way we interact with other
people and the world. Technology has permeated every
aspect of life, and from these new modes and mediums
we must create a new understanding of feminist activism. Social
media has already become a place of empowerment, solidarity,
and exchange for marginalized women internationally. It allows
these women to share their political and social plights in new and unusual
ways, whether it be drawing, storytelling, or photography, and reach previously
inaccessible audiences. This rise in unorthodox feminist activity, demonstrates
the multitude of legitimate ways that people can partake in feminism.
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In the 21st century there are few
things more accessible than the internet
and social media. Social media is a tool
which connects people from many different
places, backgrounds, cultures through
different mediums. Social media activism
has been dismissed as non-academic,
implying that writing on social media is
not equivalent to direct feminist action
or academic theorizing. This dismissal
is extremely similar to the third wave
feminist’s semi-dismissal of second wave
feminists in that their pure theorizing is
not actively “doing anything” compared
to those marching in the streets. These
dismissals have ushered in a new wave of
feminists that understand their ability to
make change as a mix between theory and
action while sharing their experience, often
in unorthodox and artistic ways.
These feminists incorporate
the writing of Charlotte Bunch
in their politics, “Theory is not
something set apart from our
lives,”20 especially when dealing
with issues that affect everyday
life. When considering methods
of theorizing, there is often a
racialized, classed difference
which determines the legitimacy
of the theorists. For example, bell
hooks writes:
“Work by women of color and
marginalized groups of white
women (for example, lesbians,
sex radicals), especially if
written in a manner that
renders it accessible to a
broad reading public, is often
de-legitimized in academic
settings, even if that work
enables and promotes feminist
practice.”21

This is evidence of the mystification of
feminist theory which has been a part of the
feminist movement since its inception. This
mystification has caused people of color and
other marginalized groups to see theory as
inaccessible (because they are not invited
into or accepted within academic spaces)
and unimportant (because of the long-term
versus short-term effects of theorizing)
compared to the activist work one does
protesting, marching, and boycotting. This
requires a new, accessible understanding
of the definition of feminist activism and
theorizing. Bunch writes, “I began to see
feminist theory not as academic, but as
a process based on understanding and
advancing the activist movement…theory
was not simply intellectually interesting, but
was crucial to the survival of feminism.”22
This understanding of theory
directly relates to social media
activism and further necessitates
the legitimization of social media
within feminist discourses.
Social media is crucial in the
distribution of new knowledge. The
internet allows for the dissemination
of new ways of understanding
in accessible ways. For example,
social media has become a space
where marginalized people can
vent, express themselves, and
simply live in a space unrestricted by
societal norms. This allows for a wider
range of bodies/behaviors/attitudes to
be exposed and accepted by a wider
population, creating new understandings of
what is considered acceptable. As described
by Mehreen Kasana:
The act of reclaiming the
female Otherized body is
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integral to feminism.
Social media has
provided many
women of color
the opportunity,
and space in
which, to vent their
frustrations about
how whitewashed
and suffocating
beauty standards are
for them23 (245).
This form of expression is clearly
visible with trends that highlight
the beauty of non-European,
non-white, non-normative bodies
including hashtags such as
#BlackOutDay, #BlackGirlMagic,
and #BrownAndProud.. Through
this focus on the non-normative,
the door also opens for nonhegemonic thinkers, those able to
think outside the habituated norm.
Access to and power
over new knowledge can
play an important role in
either oppressing people or
empowering them. For example
Patricia Hill Collins writes,
“Afrocentric feminist thought
speaks to the importance that
knowledge plays in empowering
oppressed people”24 (445).
Social media provides for
further access to information,
and although that information
can be quintessential to feminist
liberation, one must also keep in
mind how information becomes
corrupted on the internet.

18

Periphery • Spring 2017

This process of corruption can
include the censoring, distortion,
or silencing of uncomfortable
topics. Content bans on social
media networks like Facebook,
Instagram, and Twitter, take away
artists’ autonomy to make and
share work. Carolina A. Miranda
addresses these problematics in
writing:
The relationship
between art and
social media is a
tricky one. The
former is about
pushing boundaries;
the latter, enforcing
them — in the case
of Instagram, in a
literal square. And
there are countless
other questions about
how some of these
services — especially
Facebook and
Instagram, the most
powerful — may be
quietly shaping the
way art is produced
and shown.25
While the bans usually protect
against pornography, graphic
violence, and other content not
deemed appropriate for all ages,
the toll that censorship has is
often detrimental to the meaning
of the art. Nudity and violence are
the most prominent subjects of
censorship, and taking out these
topics from works of art contorts

one’s experience and world view.
Helene Cixous addresses this kind
of censorship in writing:
By writing herself,
woman will return
to the body which
has been more than
confiscated from
her, which has been
turned into the
uncanny stranger
on display—the
ailing or dead figure,
which so often turns
out to be the nasty
companion, the
cause and location
of inhibitions. Censor
the body and you
censor breath and
speech at the same
time.”26
Not only can censorship warp
the messages one is trying to put
forth, but, it can also be used as
a tool of silencing. Silencing in
this case occurs when there is an
unequal power dynamic in which
one group of people dominate
or control another group of
people. As described by Collins,
“Given that groups are unequal
in power` in making themselves
heard, dominant groups have a
vested interest in suppressing
the knowledge produced by
subordinate groups.”27 Therefore,
it is in the best interest of the
dominant group to not only
gain access over social media

platforms and censor them, but also dismiss
the credibility of any knowledge that
threatens their hegemonic power.
Social media first and foremost can
and has become a place of empowerment
and solidarity for victims of gendered
(as well as racialized, classed, sexed,
etc.) violence where they can share their
experience through different forms of
expression such as storytelling, writing,
and any other form of creation. Rebecca
Walker writes, “[To be a feminist] is to
search for personal clarity in the midst of
systemic destruction, to join in sisterhood
with women when often we are divided,
to understand power structures with the
intention of challenging them.”28 Social
media has become a space where young
people who are grappling with questions
about identity, violence, and feminism, can
find power and solace in the communities
where others understand their personal
experiences. “Storytelling—sharing stories
and validating each other’s experiences—
thus becomes a tool to highlight gendered
and other connected struggles, a way
to regain some of the sense of agency
often lost when we are harassed”29 (Lena
Wanggren 408). These are not simply
experiences of giving without receiving
or taking without giving. Sharing these
personal experiences online results in
dialogues and discussions. Mehreen Kasana
writes, “Writing had not been a conversation
until I began blogging…Depending on the
context of the post, it was a curse or a
blessing, but more than that, it was a
constant dialogue.”30 This is not only a
space of sharing and healing but also a
place of constant dialogue and learning.
It must be mentioned that social media is
not experienced in a bubble, and the same

violence experienced in real life can be
transferred to online spaces. Therefore these
attacks mean that “for marginalized voices
in social media spaces, solidarity becomes
essential.”31

"The relationship
between art and
social media is a
tricky one."
Social Media and the Internet has
become the new frontier of feminism, and
with this new avenue for feminist expression,
the appropriation of Social Media feminism
is a real threat. With our newfound access to
so much information and knowledge we must
accept the responsibility to make sure the
information and content that we share online
will further feminist activism, not weaken it.
Social media is a completely new space in
which to share the feminist consciousness.
The diversity and accessibility which makes
the internet so effective, allows for global
conversations. As written by Audre Lorde,
“Difference must be not merely tolerated,
but seen as a fund of necessary polarities
between which our creativity can spark like a
dialectic.”32 For the first time in history social
media has stimulated a global conversation
for all voices to share their experiences and
beliefs, giving feminism the opportunity to
truly flourish. Social media gives presence to
those previously made invisible, and within
this new presence we must accept the
variety of forms of engagement.
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Art from Transition:
Humanizing and
Complicating the
Transgender Experience

O

By Montana Bass

ver the past few years, transgender issues have come to the forefront of
conversations on gender; however it is only very recently that transgender
people have seen progress in their ability to successfully control the narrative
surrounding their identity. Zackary Drucker and Rhys Ernst’s project Relationship,
gives new depth to the trans experience by simultaneously telling the story of their
romance and their individual gender transitions in a series of intimate photographs.

D

rucker, a transgender woman, and Ernst,
a transgender man, both struggled with
their gender-identity growing up. In previous
interviews, Drucker and Ernst talk about how
their discomfort regarding their assigned gender
identity along with a lack of language to solidify
their feelings as genuine, caused them to feel
both lost and silenced within themselves.
Eventually, both Drucker and Ernst began taking
hormones to begin their opposing transitions and
soon after they met at a party in Los Angeles.
In an interview with The New York Times,
Ernst explains that it was during his move to
Los Angeles that he began to pass as a male,
and it was on the road west that he noticed a
difference in expe-rience because of his male
identity. In the men’s public restrooms, Ernst
noticed that, as a passing male, men were
much kinder to him than when he used the
women’s rooms as a gender-nonconforming
woman. His experience speaks directly to
Jack Halberstam’s argument in his article, “An
Introduction to Female Masculinity,” in which

he explains that women’s bathrooms become
a sphere of heightened femininity.33 The space
is defined as a purely feminine space within a
masculine society and therefore also a place of
extreme vulnerability. It is through this logic that
a masculine woman in the women’s restroom
is seen as not only an unwanted intrusion, but
a danger to the very existence of that ultrafeminine space. Where the women’s rooms are
dominated by these gendered rules, men’s are
dominated by sexual codes. Presenting yourself
as a man qualifies you for the men’s room, but
performing the female gender qualifies you for
the women’s room.
The parallelisms between Halberstam’s
theory and Ernst’s lived experiences speaks
exactly to why Relationship is so important.
As feminist theorizer Judith Butler states, the
very lives and persisting existence of sexual
minorities depends on the recognition of norms
that affirm their validity as humans.34 In exposing
the small trials, awkward moments, and human
fears that Ernst and Drucker experienced during
23

their transition, they move the understanding of a
transition from hypothetical to real. As the focus of
the entirety of the photo series, Drucker and Ernst
are able to present a perspective that had never been
shown before: their own. Their series does not seek
to speak to the impact of transgender people on the
gender binary, or even make any grand statements
regarding the place of transgender people within
society. Instead, Drucker and Ernst focus on their
intimate day to day experiences that non-trans
people would not be able to understand. Drucker and
Ernst do not allow their identities to be exoticized or
othered because they portray their experience in such
an utterly mundane way.
But why is their work so revolutionary? Well,
it breaks through a long history of trans people
being portrayed by non-trans people. And, almost
exclusively, one-dimensionally. In his interview
with New York Times Magazine, Drucker laments
the portrayal of Rayon in The Dallas Buyers Club,
for which Jared Leto received an Oscar. As critic
Steve Friess puts it, “There are no stereotypes about
transgender women that Leto’s concoction does
not tap. She’s an exaggerated, trivialized version of
how men who pretend to be women — as opposed
to those who feel at their core they are women —
behave.”35 It’s not an unfound statement. Leto’s
Rayon is a hyper-feminine, promiscuous, drug-abuser
obsessed with her inability to fully become a woman.
Because Rayon is more tormented by her transgender
identity than even having HIV, being transgender is
likened to a horrific disease, even worse than her
actual diagnosis. According to the laws of transnormativity as dictated by Austin Johnson, being
HIV positive and being transgender are inextricably
linked in Rayon, with her non-conforming gender
as the implied cause, this leaves her on the lowest
rung of the gender hierarchy.36 In this same vein,
HIV is normalized, especially in the context of the
promiscuity which is so central to both her transidentity and her character. Rayon’s singular purpose
within the movie is to act as a foil to Matthew
McConaughey’s main character, Woodruff, in order
to demonstrate his character development. Woodruff
begins the film completely intolerant and disgusted by
Rayon, but eventually accepts and even cares for her.
His relationship and ultimate display of compassion
for her proves his growth. It feeds the notion of,
“Wow, he must have become an amazing person if he
can be so kind to her!” rather than demonstrating the
24
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complexities of the transgender existence.
In many ways, Relationship represents
a direct response to these flat characters of the
past. Not only do Drucker and Ernst reclaim the
transgender narrative by making their identities the
focus, but rework that narrative so that their gender is
part but not the whole of their identity. In “The Wrong
Way to Write About Trans People,” Fallon Fox argues
that it is the newness and consequent “strangeness”
of transitioning that causes transgendered people to
be sensationalized and misrepresented in media.37
Ducker and Ernst subvert this tendency by providing
the context of a monogamous relationship as a lens
through which to view their transitioning experience.
The pair allows the rest of the world to see how
transitioning functions in the “normal” moments
of their romance and daily lives. They reject the
extreme, caricature of a transgender narrative
which has prevailed in the past and instead show
themselves within the dominant culturally accepted
narrative of a monogamous relationship.
If you don’t mind being corny, you might
say it is the language of love that allows Drucker
and Ernst to make the experience of transitioning
more accessible. Feminist theorists Maria Lugones
and Elizabeth Spellman highlighted the importance
of language as a tool for marginalized peoples to
reclaim their narrative. In their essay “Have We
Got a Theory for You,” they claim that “We can’t
separate our lives from the accounts given of them;
the articulation of our experience is part of our
experience.”38 Continuing in this line of thinking, by
taking agency over their experi-ence and their art,
Drucker and Ernst become activists for change, for
both the expectation and experience of trans people.
And, if Relationship’s articulation of the transgender
reality works to give that reality more breath and
legitimacy in dominant culture, it does so in a very
strategic way: by telling the story through a lens the
dominant culture can understand. Though Lugones
and Spellman speak to the hispanic experience in
dominant white culture, their essay voicing their
attempts to carve out an accurate, livable space
within that dominant culture without sacrificing
the complexities of their lived experiences, many
parallels can be drawn between their efforts and the
new-er wave of gender nonconforming peoples to
claim a legitimate reality between the binaries of a
cisgendered world. On the subject of communicating
with the white, patriarchal world, Lugones and

Rhys Ernst, left, and his partner, Zackary Drucker, posing for a photographer at their
"Relationship" Photography Exhibit. (Photo provided by NYtimes.com)

Spellman say, “When we talk to you we use your
language: the language of your experience and of
your theories.” Drucker and Ernst does this for the
cisgendered world. Their project is full of the rumpled
bedsheets, close-up pictures that are taken within
the context of many monogamous relationships. They
present a transgender relationship that exhibits all its
normalities of any relationship.
They do not, however present their
relationship in using simply the terms of a
cisgendered world. As Lugones and Spellman
point out, using only the language of the dominant
culture simply points out the ways in which the
marginalized group is excluded.39 Relationship is
much more dynamic. In its recognizable intimate
moments, such as the photo of Ernst laying naked
on his bed, Relationship subverts the norms and
reminds viewers of all the complexities truly at work
in their art and in the lives of its subjects, showing
the two brown eggs placed between Ernst’s legs that
appear like testicles. Scenes of bodily awareness
and self-consciousness pervade the series as well,
drawing attention to the tribulations and uncertainties
of transitioning. In one photo, Drucker and Ernst lie
facing one another in bed, there lazily drooping their
bodies. Instead of looking eye to eye, they each seem
to be focusing on the others bodies which are at the
peak of transition, Drucker just beginning to show
the first signs of breast tissue and Ernst’s not fully
disappeared. They gaze at one another the way many
lovers do and claim the gaze that is so often critical
of transgendered bodies. Using photography as a
medium is crucial here, as well, because it rejects the

confinement to the private sphere that transgendered
bodies usually experience and moves them literally
to a public space and resists the hiding of the
transgendered identity that many cis-passing people
undergo in public spaces.40
The entry of Relationship into the prestigious
Whitney Biennial in 2014 demonstrates the extent
to which the series reached audiences beyond the
trans community. In claiming the narrative, they
began claiming space in the mainstream art world
as well. This progress is not limited to Relationship,
the project was one of many where transgendered
people had the ability to express themselves through
art in a dynamic and complex manor, and actually be
received by mass media. After Relationship, Drucker
and Ernst produced an Amazon original show
Transparent, together, in which they made a point to
cast transgender actors. The show won numerous
awards, including multiple Golden Globes and
Emmys. Additionally, the widely popular Orange is the
New Black character, Sophia, has allowed Laverne
Cox to gain a much larger following, advancing
transgender in the political and social arenas. In the
fashion world, Barney’s announced that they would
use transgendered models in their spring line the
same year that Relationship was featured in the
Whitney Biennial. These progressions in the art world
and growing presence of transgendered people in
mainstream media reflects the growing rejection of
gender norms in feminist theory by modern thinkers
such as Butler and Halberstam, but it is artists like
Drucker and Ernst who live out these theories.
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Dear Brown Kid, This is your first year at a PWI. You’ve never felt more guarded

than being here. You’ve never felt more of a stain on society until the seas of

whiteness overwhelmed you. You’re gonna feel like trash most days; the anxiety

will just slowly eat at what’s left of your fragile heart. You’re not gonna fit

in. You’re not gonna be comfortable. You won’t be sane. Your fake friends won’t

understand you. Your real friends will call you out. Your heart is gonna break

multiple times. Your queerness will get in the way. Your brownness will subject

“And
in
that
moment
your
perfect
you to safe spaces. Safe doesn’t mean shit at a PWI. Friends don’t mean shit most
hair was fraying at the ends
of the time. You’re on your own but all the heartaches, heartbreaks, and anxiety
your
eyebrows
a
bit
uneven
,
your
will toughen you up over time. This will make you look upset, uncomfortable,
athletic
physique
NOT
a
front
unreliable 24/7. Don’t be weary. That will subside when your sweet ooey-gooey
your
perfectness
shat
t
e
r
ed
center pours out due to so many knives stuck in your back and the small cracks
as my heart began to beat-beatin your heart. Open up though. Cry when you need to. And in that moment your
beat-beat, can you hear it,
perfect hair was fraying at the ends, your eyebrows a bit uneven, your athletic
find it , beat-beat-beat-beat.
physique not a front - your perfectness shattered as my heart began to beat, beat,
And in that moment I became
beat, beat, can you hear it, find it, beat, beat, beat, and in that moment I became
desensitized , hypnotized
desensitized, hypnotized by my heart beat, trapped in my emotional sunken place
by my own heartbeat, trapped in
controlled by you. It was you who asked for my number the next week to help me
my emotional sunken
out because that’s who you are. It was you who began to flirt with me over text
place controlled by you.”
and eventually In class, outside of class, playing with emotions because you’re so

insecure in yourself that you prey on the emotions of others to feel better about

yourself. Stealing the hearts of those who can freely express themselves, and

locking them away in jars on you shelf like your non-existent basketball trophies.
Because like

your boys, you just want a trophy to carry
around. Did it ever occur to you to think about me?
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