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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Orienting Feminism: Media, 
Activism, and Cultural Representation

Catherine Dale and Rosemary Overell

This collection examines what feminism means and how it operates in the 
contemporary moment. What we are calling the “feminist contemporary” 
is constituted by action and self-reflection as well as by uncertainty and 
self-criticism. This volume regards these characteristics as integral to the 
circulation of feminism in the present, specifically in feminist modes of 
activism, media, and cultural representation. With this in mind, and think-
ing about feminism’s ongoing self-critique, this volume treats the feminist 
impulse as an orientation—a tending-towards and for a future without 
patriarchy. The fact that feminism can never be quite placed or fixed makes 
it compatible with the idea of orientation. In this book, the authors ask 
how feminism orients our responses to cultural events, happenings, and 
representations in recent times.

The chapters in this volume engage with media, activism, and cultural 
representation—the organising sections for this book—in order to do 
feminist work. The authors address elements of organising, representing, 
and articulating feminist politics. Orienting this politics involves locating 

C. Dale 
Chuo University, Hachiōji, Japan 
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feminist moments, highlighting feminist responses, and then opening 
these up for debate. This is not a straightforward process. Because femi-
nism is not an object nor simply a label or a definition, orienting feminism 
also investigates how feminism moves—how it refuses that “thingification” 
so often demanded in, and by, academic and political discourse. In other 
words, one of the best traits of feminism is that it never stays still.

Feminism circulates. It moves through and is moved by academic dis-
cussions, popular think pieces, and Twitter storms. Feminism circulates 
and in its circulation, it materialises in diverse ways: the “lean in” culture 
of the corporate world, protest marches such as the Women’s March of 
2017, and events such as SlutWalk (discussed in Chap. 6). Feminism also 
appears in social and political collectives that operate on and off-line in 
meetings, blogs, articles and social-media posts (see Chaps. 4, 5, 6, and 7). 
And yet, for all its appearances and work, feminism can also be very dis-
jointed and undecided.

While feminism remains compelling and widely discussed—it is in no 
danger of disappearing—its discourse has also become more and more 
fragmented, contradictory, and reduced to catchphrases. For instance, 
feminism turns up as numerous commodities with slogans—“FEMINIST 
AF,” “I’M A FUCKING FEMINIST,” and “THIS IS WHAT A 
FEMINIST LOOKS LIKE.” “Feminism” even became a banner to 
Beyoncé’s performance at the 2014 MTV Music Awards. Feminism is 
working a double shift here because while feminism circulates, appearing 
on t-shirts, reality TV, and Instagram, it is also reduced to a catchphrase 
and in many instances, functions as a fashion accessory.

Double shifts seem to come naturally to feminism. We have heard of the 
double shift for women who work all day then labour at home in their “lei-
sure” time and of the double shift for the woman at work who not only 
completes her own job but works as emotional support for colleagues. And 
now we have another kind of double shift where “shift” is a verb. Here 
feminism shifts or moves from manifesting in demonstrations and actions, 
which we might think about at university or discuss in terms of “live poli-
tics,” to becoming a commodity (Chaps. 3, 4, and 9). Of course, this other 
double shift is always part of the entanglement between politics and capital-
ism. Does one orient the other? Does the upsurge in feminist politics—
condemnations of rape on social media (Chap. 7), events like SlutWalk 
(Chap. 6), and representations of feminine “girl” politics on screen (Chaps. 
2 and 3)—orient its reification into a commodity? Of course. Opposing 
commodity culture to idealised “on the ground” realpolitik can be nostalgic 
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and unhelpful. Instead, it feels important to  acknowledge that feminism has 
always been grounded in the material and the everyday. So, as the chapters 
here indicate, this material orientation needs to account for and engage 
with the ubiquity of the commodity in the current context.

On the one hand, this movement into the world of the commodity—the 
world of the popular—is surely a sign of feminism’s continued relevance 
and importance. Indeed, with feminism seemingly everywhere—the word, 
the banner, and the hashtag—the opportunity to view the persistence of 
patriarchy and gendered violence is growing. However, while this double 
shift demonstrates feminism’s capacity, this everywhere-ness of feminism 
also risks flattening the general message: “Been there done that wore the 
pink pussy hat, got the feminist t-shirt.” This feminist tourism, and the 
consequent dilution of feminism’s potency, makes analysis, by which we 
mean an orientation to gendered politics in culture, all the more pressing. 
Responding to the urgency or now-ness of feminist activity, this collection 
presents many cultural orientations: from reality television to advertising, 
from social media to poetry, from self-defence to pornography.

While feminism appears worldwide, we continue to see it most clearly 
in the West. Similarly, as a movement, feminism is dominated by the 
middle- class, white, liberal ethos, which we might call mainstream femi-
nism. However, there are multiple feminist voices—discourses running 
alongside this mainstream feminism—that are testament to feminism’s 
force and multiplicity. Some of them are represented in this collection.

In response to the dominance of mainstream feminism, this collection 
does not return to hackneyed unanswerable questions such as what is fem-
inism? Or, can feminism be unified? Instead, it aims to orient multiple 
voices working as a broad-fronted force on problems of feminist activism, 
for example, around “feminist” self-defence (Chap. 5) and the demonstra-
tions that took place after the rape of Jyoti Singh (Chap. 7); feminism in 
and of the media, such as representations of transwomen in reality televi-
sion (Chap. 2) and of the vagina in fashionable graphic design (Chap. 4); 
and cultural regulation of women’s bodies in, for example, the creation of 
feminist pornography (Chap. 9). This collection also spreads out horizon-
tally addressing local, young, and queer concerns that help orient hege-
monic modes of liberal feminism in diverse ways.

These kinds of orientations are part of way-finding and way-making. In 
this sense, to orient feminism means to look for ways to operate and to 
create ways or paths to follow. Neither way-finding nor way-making are, of 
course, without obstacles or mistakes. So, yes, feminism circulates, but its 

 INTRODUCTION: ORIENTING FEMINISM: MEDIA, ACTIVISM… 
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multiple uses and expressions are not without contradictions, disagree-
ment, separation, and negotiation from within and without (Chap. 5). 
This collection tracks some of these contradictions and negotiations. The 
authors in this book orient feminism in relation to different positions and 
articulations in contemporary culture. The chapters ask us to consider the 
intersections among feminist politics, everyday life, and our use of lan-
guage—whether linguistic, visual, or physical—to place feminism in 
context.

The areas that Orienting Feminisms unpacks are “Media,” “Activism,” 
and “Cultural Representations.” The opening section, “Media,” brings 
together voices that address representations of gender and feminism in 
popular media. In Chapter 2, Joanna McIntyre discusses the ascent of 
transnormativity through an analysis of recent representations of trans-
women in the docusoaps I Am Cait and I Am Jazz. Kevin Fletcher’s work, 
in Chapter 3, also turns to televisual representations in his description of 
My Little Pony in terms of post-feminist politics. Here we see some of the 
tensions that erupt when commodity culture and feminism share co- 
ordinates. In Chapter 4, Leigh Paterson considers the ever-proliferating 
presence of the vagina in graphic design. She tracks the visual representa-
tion of vaginas over time considering well-worn sites such as Courbet’s 
Origin of the World and NASA’s Golden Plaque and more recent instances 
such as the “snatch grabs” in advertising.

The following section, “Activism,” includes chapters that look at how 
feminism makes its way through activist spaces. Bell Murphy’s chapter 
addresses the politics of feminist self-defence. She asks if the seemingly 
liberal individualist logic of self-defence is at odds with a collective femi-
nist politics and, particularly, what this means in a settler-colonial context 
such as Aotearoa/New Zealand. In Chapter 6, Jessamy Gleeson tackles 
the global phenomenon of SlutWalk. She offers an account of SlutWalk 
Melbourne from her perspective as an activist-organiser, and in so doing 
she makes palpable the connections between feminist activists’ emotional 
labour and activist burnout. In Chapter 7, Paula Ray regards “fourth- 
wave” feminist activism and asks whether the orientation of “waves” is 
useful for a decolonising feminist movement that accounts for feminists of 
colour. She discusses Indian activists’ use of social networking sites as a 
means for organising new and effective modes of feminist action.

The final section of this collection, “Cultural Representation,” consid-
ers what is at stake in contemporary feminist culture. This section opens 
with Siobhan Hodge’s chapter on Sappho. Hodge asks what the stakes are 
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when Sappho, the archaic Greek poet, goes online. In particular, she con-
siders the potential for posthumanism in feminist, lesbian, and bisexual 
uptakes of the poet on sites like Tumblr and YouTube. In the collection’s 
ninth chapter, Zahra Stardust considers the orientation of online pornog-
raphy and its shifts from public to corporate regulation. In particular, she 
looks at how corporate porn censors non-normative female and queer 
bodies, and sex practices. Closing the collection, in Chapter 10, is Melanie 
Beres, who focuses on the concept of sexual consent in visual media cam-
paigns, especially on Canadian university campuses. Her chapter looks at 
how legal and political issues of consent are challenging to navigate and 
publicise.

Within this orientation, we do not claim to capture feminism as a sta-
ble, solid object. Rather, we hope that the following chapters raise provo-
cations and questions for readers and offer a glimpse of the many lively 
sites of feminist life today.

 INTRODUCTION: ORIENTING FEMINISM: MEDIA, ACTIVISM… 
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CHAPTER 2

“They’re So Normal I Can’t Stand It”:  
I Am Jazz, I Am Cait, Transnormativity, 

and Trans Feminism

Joanna McIntyre

Transgender representation in mainstream media has recently reached 
critical mass. At the forefront of public engagement with transgender sub-
jectivities are transgender celebrities—unique celebrities whose transgen-
der identities are key to their public personas. These figures critically 
influence the ways in which the mainstream understands transgender lives 
and engages with broader issues of gender identity. Reality TV has been a 
governing factor in the celebritisation of society and is a mainstream media 
space that has demonstrated its capacity to give visibility to transgender 
subjectivities (McIntyre 2017, 89–91). The reality TV subgenre of the 
docusoap has proven itself to be a valuable and distinctive platform for 
certain transgender celebrities. To explore how the conventions of docu-
soaps affect the construction of transgender celebrities, this chapter analy-
ses the representations of transgender icon Caitlyn Jenner and famous 
transgender teen Jazz Jennings in the docusoaps in which they star, the E! 
channel’s I Am Cait (2015–2016) and the TLC network’s I Am Jazz 
(2015–), respectively. In 2015, Olympic gold-medalist and US reality TV 
celebrity Caitlyn Jenner publicly came out as a trans woman. She 

J. McIntyre (*) 
University of the Sunshine Coast, School of Communication and Creative 
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announced her new name as Caitlyn with a celebrated Vanity Fair cover 
story, and her docusoap, I Am Cait, debuted at the time the Vanity Fair 
issue was released. Jazz Jennings first came to public attention when she 
was six years old in a prime time television interview about being transgen-
der. She then maintained a media presence, including hosting a YouTube 
series called I Am Jazz about her life as a transgender youth, before star-
ring in her docusoap of the same name.

This chapter examines the ways in which these docusoaps make a spec-
tacle of trans subjectivities while simultaneously “normalising” them and 
perpetuating transnormativity. Transnormativity enables some transgen-
der people to be deemed culturally intelligible and, consequently, offered 
conditional acceptance within society. This chapter argues that both I Am 
Cait and I Am Jazz are particularly potent in their endorsement of a trans-
normative ideology because of the ways in which the aesthetic strategies of 
their subgenre work to authenticate the contrived experiences of their 
transgender celebrity protagonists. Docusoaps, as the portmanteau indi-
cates, combine the truth claims of documentary with dramatic elements of 
soap opera.1 Docusoaps’ evocations of authenticity and “ordinariness” 
have particular implications for the representation of transgender celebri-
ties and their gender identities. Brenda Weber (2014) asserts that because 
reality TV “is so fully steeped in the fluidity of the real and the con-
structed,” it is unsurprising it has an “intense preoccupation with the 
complex and varied meanings and enforcements of gender codes” (5). 
The affirmative and progressive impetus of these mainstream reality TV 
shows cannot be overlooked. I Am Cait and I Am Jazz are self-reflexive 
about their intended external impact; within their respective shows, 
Caitlyn and Jazz are repeatedly told what a difference they are making to 
transgender visibility and politics. Jon Dovey (2002) observes that the 
self-disclosure inherent in docusoaps can invoke the political force of 
“coming out.” Dovey writes: “Identity politics, and especially queer poli-
tics, are explicitly about contesting public space, about asserting that pri-
vate identities have public rights. Coming out is about self-naming, not 
authority naming” (14–5). Indeed, I Am Cait and I Am Jazz are each a 
politically charged “coming out” for their eponymous protagonist—the 
self-naming at the heart of each is made manifest in the title. Moreover, 
both Caitlyn and Jazz actively assert they are telling their own story to 
help other trans people and raise awareness.

In the case of Caitlyn’s and Jazz’s docusoaps, however, their activism is 
neither subversive nor radical but ultimately assimilationist. The mainstream 

 J. MCINTYRE
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format of the shows clearly dictates their principal audiences are cisgen-
dered2 and heterosexual, and these docusoaps’ very existence remains reli-
ant on them being successful television entertainment. In this chapter, I 
identify for the first time that I Am Cait and I Am Jazz evoke the supposed 
ordinariness of the docusoap and in doing so these particular docusoaps 
work hard to normalise and make ordinary certain transgender subject 
positions. This chapter’s scope is limited to a select group of trans women 
who appear in mainstream media products and are thus consumed as cul-
tural texts and social signifiers; without reducing them to “the figure” of a 
trans person, it is appropriate to analyse their particular textual representa-
tions rather than analysing them as flesh-and-blood individuals. Such repre-
sentations have significance to real transgender lives and affect the social 
positioning of real transgender people. As Austin Johnson (2016) asserts, 
“Media representations provide easily accessible representations of trans-
gender people and thus serve as the culturally available knowledge that 
structures our understanding of transgender identities and experiences” 
(485–6). This chapter first considers transnormativity, its structuring ele-
ments, and its impacts. It examines how transnormativity manifests in I Am 
Cait’s and I Am Jazz’s representations of their celebrity transgender pro-
tagonists and the ways in which docusoap conventions fortify this transnor-
mativity. This chapter then takes a trans feminist approach to examine these 
shows’ representations of feminine embodiment. Julia Serano (2012) states 
that trans feminism refers to “transgender perspectives on feminism, or 
feminist perspectives on transgender issues.” This chapter adopts this stand-
point to analyse the ways these celebrity disseminations of transnormativity 
feed into broader social frameworks that subjugate femininity and woman-
hood, especially trans womanhood.

TransnormaTiviTy and “Trans narraTives”
Transnormativity is a regulatory model of transgender being that assumes 
and prioritises certain trans experiences, representations, and behaviours. 
It is a structuring ideology that finds alignment with the ubiquitous het-
eronormativity and its compatriot homonormativity. Heteronormativity 
naturalises heterosexuality, its institutions, and what it means to exist as  
an intelligible heterosexual, cisgender subject (Warner 1993, xxi–xxv). 
Relatedly, homonormativity asserts and polices acceptable ways of existing 
as a homosexual within heteronormative society, thus privileging gay peo-
ple who integrate into heteronormativity and uphold heteronormative 
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ideals (Duggan 2003, 50–1). Like homonormativity, transnormativity pri-
oritises assimilation rather than seeking to displace or undermine the (het-
ero)normativities that “other” these subjectivities in the first place. As 
such, transnormativity dictates that those trans people who adhere to het-
eronormative standards of transgender identification, embodiment, and 
behaviour are “rewarded” with conditional acceptance within the citi-
zenry, and their subjectivity is deemed comprehensible in a ciscentric soci-
ety. Transnormativity can potentially be empowering in that it grants 
legitimacy and legibility to otherwise marginalised people within the 
strictly governed realm of gender and sexual normativity. However, 
equally, if not more so, transnormativity establishes a hierarchy in which all 
other modes of gender non-conformity are diminished, obscured, and/or 
subordinated (Johnson 2016, 466–8). It maintains a restrictive set of 
trans-related expectations against which trans people’s legitimacy and leg-
ibility is judged (in both trans and cis communities). As Evan Vipond 
(2015) clarifies, “Transnormativity, then, is the normalization of trans 
bodies and identities through the adoption of cisgender institutions by 
trans persons” (24).

While other forms of normativity are also engrained with the assump-
tion that gender is binary, transnormativity is distinct in that its allegiance 
to a rigid gender binary is steeped in medical discourse and is aligned with 
the articulation of specific life narratives. For those trans individuals in the 
Western world who desire gender-affirming medical intervention (for 
example, surgery and/or hormone therapy), it is often medical institu-
tions that ascertain whether a candidate meets the requirements of a diag-
nosis and, therefore, whether they are entitled to the medical care they 
seek. Gender non-normativity is thus positioned as a medical condition 
that requires treatment and trans identities are medicalised and 
 pathologised. This institutional gatekeeping manifests transnormativity 
not only because it inhibits the autonomy of trans people but also in that 
it regulates who qualifies to medically and legally transition from one side 
of the binary gender divide to the other, generally leaving out those in 
between (Vipond 2015, 25; Cromwell 2006, 512; Butler 2006, 287–8).

This “normative process of becoming transgender” also dictates how 
people convince medical professionals of their “true” gender identity, cen-
tral to which is presenting a personal narrative “wherein they have exhib-
ited signs or symptoms of gender non-conformity throughout life that in 
turn have caused them emotional distress” (Johnson 2016, 469). Such 
biographies are characterised by an emphasis of the person feeling—and 
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having felt since early in their life—“trapped” in the wrong body (Johnson 
2016, 469; Vipond 2015, 28; Mock 2016). Serano (2015) explains it is so 
common for a trans person to be expected to produce a cohesive narrative 
regarding their experience of gender that this particular life story has 
earned a nomenclature: “‘trans narrative’—the story of how you went 
from being ‘born a boy’ to ‘becoming a woman’ (or vice versa).” This 
canonical narrative tends to follow the pattern of early struggle and confu-
sion followed by the revelation and discovery that one is transgender and 
then the transformation and fulfilment of gender transition (Johnson 
2016, 468–9; Mosquera Ramallo 2015, 181). In many ways, the wrong 
body trope adheres to an essentialist, binary mode of gendering and fore-
closes understandings of gender as socially constructed, as actively in pro-
cess or fluid (Johnson 2016, 469; Vipond 2015, 26; Butler 2006, 291; 
Cromwell 2006, 511–2). This, of course, is not to discount the lives and 
experiences of the many trans people who identify as having been born in 
the wrong body. Instead, what is at stake here is the homogenising of 
transgender lives and experiences as well as the transnormative othering of 
those trans people who do not identify with particular life narratives and/
or medically informed understandings of trans identity. Fred Joseph 
LeBlanc (2010) identifies that “transnormativity is a conservative politics 
that creates new binaries for transpeople,” including: “passing” (as the 
gender with which they identify) versus “incongruent body and gender,” 
“in the wrong body” versus “genderplay with my body,” “trans status is 
biological” versus “trans status is constructed,” and “static gender” versus 
“fluid gender” (90). These transnormative expectations of bodily/aes-
thetic coherence and “authentic” gender stability are commonly played 
out in media representations of trans people. With generic imperatives of 
authenticity, docusoaps are particularly compelling in their exhibition of 
transnormativity.

docusoaps and Transgender celebriTies

Gail Coles (2000) explains that, “Like documentaries, docusoaps claim to 
tell us something truthful about the world we live in and the people who 
inhabit it” (30). In keeping with other forms of reality TV, docusoaps’ 
assertions of authenticity rely on their representation of the ordinary and 
the familiar—in fact, “ordinariness” and familiarity are the lifeblood of 
docusoaps. I Am Jazz follows the life and family of transgender teenager 
Jazz Jennings. It portrays the banalities of Jazz’s ordinary life, featuring 
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Jazz eating meals with her family, bowling with friends, chatting with her 
siblings, shopping, and doing schoolwork. Likewise, I Am Cait professes 
to capture Caitlyn’s daily life, depicting Caitlyn in her home, visiting 
friends, and even arguing and reconciling with certain Kardashian family 
members. Nevertheless, as is the nature of reality TV celebrities, both of 
these docusoap protagonists are also positioned as distinctive and “spe-
cial,” foremost because they are transgender. In I Am Jazz, along with the 
conventional daily life of a stereotypical middle-class American teen, Jazz’s 
everyday activities also include dealing with other people’s  transphobia, 
attending doctor’s appointments for trans-related medical care, and dis-
cussing issues around dating as a transgender adolescent. As Jazz’s father 
states in the show’s title sequence, “I consider us an ordinary family with 
some extraordinary circumstances.” Comparably, I Am Cait often con-
centrates on manufactured activities relating to Caitlyn’s exploration of 
her new life and identity, including hosting dinner parties at which all the 
guests are trans women, visiting transgender support groups, and going 
on road-trips with a “girl gang” of her transgender friends.

While implying faithfulness to reality, docusoaps “shape and control the 
amorphousness of actuality” (Coles 2000, 33). Accordingly, I Am Cait 
and I Am Jazz rely on the observational filmic techniques of documentary. 
They employ “fly-on-the-wall” perspectives, fluid camera movements that 
follow seemingly spontaneous events, and direct address confessionals, in 
which “characters” speak their mind directly to the camera/audience. 
Further manifesting an aesthetic of authenticity, I Am Cait exposes the 
technology of its own production, with camera equipment often appear-
ing in-frame, microphone packs clearly visible, and Caitlyn’s own refer-
ences to the technology being used to record her. For example, at one 
point while recording a confessional on a personal camera, Caitlyn begins 
by saying, “Little red light’s on, camera’s working.” Correspondingly, I 
Am Jazz uses authenticating cinematography techniques, such as “dash- 
cam” footage, which gives audiences access to Jazz and her mother’s pri-
vate conversations in the car, as well as clunky zooms and rough pans, 
which capture the personal moments of Jazz’s life, including her therapy 
sessions. In these docusoaps, the generic requirement of conveying real-
ism and authenticity works symbiotically with how these shows structure 
and manage transgender representation.

Caitlyn and Jazz are at different stages in their lives, and while I Am Cait 
concentrates on Caitlyn learning to embrace her nascent transgender iden-
tity, I Am Jazz focuses on Jazz’s progression towards adulthood. 
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Nevertheless, their respective docusoaps engage them at similar junctures in 
the canonical “trans narrative”; that is, both have passed the phase of dis-
covering they are transgender and both are immersed in their subsequent 
gender transition. As is the nature of docusoaps, neither Caitlyn nor Jazz 
tells their story retrospectively (like an autobiography might)—they are 
protagonists in the process of gender transition. The docusoaps in question 
set out this process of transition in a rigidly linear fashion. In I Am Cait, the 
linearity of both Caitlyn’s trans narrative and the docusoap’s storyline inter-
sect after Caitlyn’s commencement of life as a trans woman. In the second 
episode of the first season, Caitlyn declares to a group of trans women she 
has invited to her home, “I have a lot to learn. I’ve been ‘out’ for two 
weeks,” which is met with cheers and applause, and she responds, “I’m a 
baby! Yay!” From this point of inexperience, the season tracks Caitlyn’s 
“transgender education” as she learns about practicalities of womanhood, 
about the realities of trans lives for those without her level of privilege, 
about how to be a spokesperson for trans issues, and about how to recon-
nect with her family. Season Two continues Caitlyn’s education as a trans 
woman, taking up the issue of her political leanings and plotting her passage 
to a more progressive political stance. Literalising the journey theme, in the 
second season Caitlyn embarks on a cross-country road trip with a diverse 
group of well-informed trans women. In comparison, Jazz became famous 
for being trans and being young and I Am Jazz positions Jazz’s trans nar-
rative as a coming-of-age tale. In I Am Jazz, Jazz’s evolution from youth to 
adulthood coincides with an evolution from being born male to girlhood to 
womanhood. I Am Jazz’s first episode contextualises the Jennings’ “ordi-
nary” family life in relation to Jazz’s transgender journey. The episode 
opens with footage of the Jennings family gathering for dinner, which is 
cross-cut with home-video footage of Jazz as a baby dressed in boys’ cloth-
ing and as a toddler and young child dressed as a girl. In direct-to-camera 
interviews, Jazz and her parents reflect on the struggles and confusion they 
encountered when it first became apparent that Jazz identified as female. 
The difficulty of this early time is contrasted against the current phase of 
Jazz’s journey, in which she is transitioning into womanhood. The particu-
larities of Jazz’s experiences of “ordinary” life as a trans teenager remain the 
focus of I Am Jazz as she progresses through high school, deals with a 
developing body, and begins dating.

I Am Cait’s and I Am Jazz’s articulations of the canonical trans narra-
tive are entwined with medical models of transgender, thus further 
entrenching these docusoaps’ alignments with transnormative ideology. 
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Within these docusoaps, the necessity of medical intervention in the  
transition process is taken for granted. For example, Jazz’s mother matter-
of- factly states on more than one occasion, “There’s a big medical compo-
nent to being transgender.” I Am Cait and I Am Jazz chronicle Caitlyn’s 
and Jazz’s trans journeys, respectively, and their transitions are embedded 
in medical, particularly surgical, contexts. When I Am Cait opens, Caitlyn 
has undergone facial feminisation and breast augmentation surgery, and in 
an early episode of Season One she floats the possibility of also having sur-
gery on her vocal chords to feminise her voice. Towards the end of the last 
season, Caitlyn reveals she is considering genital reconstruction surgery. In 
I Am Jazz, medical interventions are presented as a structuring aspect of 
Jazz’s life as well as the docusoap’s narrative, and are synchronised with the 
development of her trans narrative. In fact, the first episode explains Jazz’s 
hormone therapy and features Jazz attending a doctor’s appointment to 
have her hormone levels checked. In Season Two, a significant narrative arc 
follows Jazz undergoing a surgical procedure to have a new testosterone-
blocker implanted. Also in the second season, Jazz becomes so concerned 
with her breast growth and shape that she consults a doctor about 
breast augmentation surgery, which she resolves to undergo when she is 18. 
Season Three coincides Jazz turning 16 with a further progression in her 
medical treatment. Genital reconstruction surgery is a central focus of the 
third season as Jazz and her parents consult a number of surgeons to decide 
who will best perform the surgery. Possible surgical procedures are explained 
in explicit detail, and Jazz frequently discusses her future vagina with her 
family and with the camera. In these ways, I Am Cait and I Am Jazz natu-
ralise medical intervention as a component of transgender life. Furthermore, 
the prominent mode of transgender that I Am Cait and I Am Jazz authen-
ticate is problematically limited in scope, not least because both Caitlyn and 
Jazz are white and affluent celebrities, and their race and/or class therefore 
do not hinder their access to expensive medical treatments. As Johnson 
(2016) intimates, “transnormative ideology may create social conditions of 
additional marginalization for low-income trans people of colour within an 
already marginalized community of trans people” (486).

Trans Feminism and Feminine embodimenT

I Am Cait’s and I Am Jazz’s handling of their protagonists’ individual 
physicality extends from questions of medicalisation into issues relating to 
hegemonic standards of feminine attractiveness. Trans feminism (also 
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written “transfeminism”) offers a useful lens through which to critique 
these docusoaps’ representations of their protagonists’ feminine embodi-
ments. Trans feminism is a submovement of feminism that Emi Koyama 
(2003) defines as “a movement by and for trans women who view their 
liberation to be intrinsically linked to the liberation of all women and 
beyond” (245). Although it stands in opposition to radical second-wave 
feminisms that reject transgender as a legitimate identity category, it shares 
foundational concepts with other third-wave feminisms, particularly those 
relating to intersectionality and queer theory. Like all feminisms, trans 
feminism works from the premise that patriarchy is a socially constructed 
and oppressive force that must be critiqued and dismantled because 
women are entitled to equal respect and legitimacy within private and 
public spheres. Like other third-wave feminisms, trans feminism is con-
cerned with issues of body image and the restrictive and damaging force 
of the gender binary. It understands that gender-related oppressions inter-
connect with multiple other forms of oppression, including those relating 
to race, class, ability, and heteronormativity. Johnson (2015) states that “a 
transfeminist standpoint should engage with transgender experiences in 
ways that actively resist cisgender privilege” (32). Trans feminism is ideo-
logically opposed to transnormativity, not least because one of its tenets is 
to acknowledge and validate the diversity of women’s experiences, includ-
ing diversity among trans women. Applying trans feminism in the analysis 
of I Am Cait and I Am Jazz reveals that these docusoaps’ representations 
of feminine embodiment have implications for all women in western cul-
ture and how these relate specifically to trans women.

As discussed previously, I Am Cait and I Am Jazz position their pro-
tagonists’ feminised corporeality as outward manifestations of their inner 
gender identities, their authentic female selves. In these docusoaps, the 
work that Caitlyn and Jazz do to maintain a feminine appearance is justi-
fied and prioritised by the shows’ invocations of the wrong  body para-
digm. This paradigm is an element of transnormativity that belongs to 
broader cultural systems of gender normativity. Michael Lovelock (2016, 
6–8) argues that contemporary popular media have a propensity for 
exhibiting trans women actively working to feminise their bodies and 
behaviours. From fashion and televised makeover shows to magazine arti-
cles about diet and exercise, trans women are regularly portrayed in rela-
tion to doing “body work” that serves to excavate an authentic self. For 
Lovelock (2016, 9), such representations are culturally comprehensible 
and, therefore, viable mainstream fodder because they feed into existing 
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consumerist, neoliberal regimes that demand the attainment and mainte-
nance of bodily perfection, especially for women. Hence, along with 
( certain types of) cis women, (certain types of) trans women have been 
integrated into and commodified within body-culture media, which con-
veys that one’s obligation to “uncover” an enhanced authenticity is ful-
filled via “often costly, lengthy and painful, transformations to the 
external” (Lovelock 2016, 5).

In keeping with this media trend, both I Am Cait and I Am Jazz 
 portray their transgender protagonists performing processes of bodily 
labour so as to achieve an attractive feminine physicality, and the shows 
position these processes as necessary in the attainment and maintenance of 
the protagonists’ authentic selves. I Am Cait consistently foregrounds 
Caitlyn’s concern with displaying a feminine appearance. The docusoap 
regularly shows her having her hair and make-up done, trying on clothes, 
and getting fashion advice from her daughters and friends. Likewise, I Am 
Jazz often depicts Jazz shopping for clothes and discussing her “look,” 
and she is also shown to be concerned with her weight and body shape. 
Furthermore, I Am Jazz in particular aligns its protagonist’s bodily labour 
with medical processes. Jazz’s medical trans-specific “body work” can also 
be understood to be absorbed into the broader neoliberal paradigm of the 
self-affirming bodily maintenance identified by Lovelock. This docusoap 
makes much of the fact that hormone treatments and surgeries have aes-
thetic outcomes. Constructed by their docusoaps as women concerned 
with their bodies and appearance and who labour to improve both, Caitlyn 
and Jazz work from recognisable cultural scripts, thus helping to render 
them culturally intelligible. Moreover, because of the serialised nature of 
these docusoap representations and the ways in which this “body work” is 
seamlessly integrated into the shows’ broader trans narratives, this bodily 
labour is subsumed into the ordinary of the everyday. Perpetually working 
to construct one’s body as feminine is presented as an integral part of life 
as a trans woman.

A trans  feminist lens reveals how such representations affect trans as 
well as cis women. A trans  feminist perspective highlights that because 
pressures of body culture impact trans as well as cis women, resisting these 
pressures is something that can unite trans and cis women. Indeed, the 
education that is part of Caitlyn’s trans narrative also includes her learning 
about the difficulties women face in a world that has a tendency to judge 
them and their worth on their level of hegemonic attractiveness. As Caitlyn 
states in the trailer for I Am Cait, “You start learning kinda the pressure 
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that women are under all the time about their appearance.” Trans femi-
nism clarifies that wrong body discourse is potentially damaging for all 
women because it promotes an essentialism that can be damaging for trans 
and cis women alike. Koyama (2003) acknowledges that although the 
wrong body paradigm can seem intuitive, “it is nonetheless problematic for 
transfeminism” (250). She writes:

To say that one has a female mind or soul would mean there are male and 
female minds that are different from each other in some identifiable way, 
which in turn may be used to justify discrimination against women … trans-
feminism dismantles the essentialist assumption of the normativity of the 
sex/gender congruence. (Koyama 2003, 251)

The implications of such essentialising in media representations of trans 
women are still underexplored. Addressing this lacuna in relation to I Am 
Cait and I Am Jazz, this chapter follows Johnson, who identifies the need 
for the specific consideration of trans issues within feminism. Johnson 
(2015) proposes a transfeminist methodology “that operates against trans-
gender marginalization” (22). Locating ciscentricity as one of the pitfalls 
of cissexism in research, Johnson explains: “When researchers view the 
world from a cisgender perspective they inadvertently reconstruct the 
social in cisgender terms” (27). As one of the struts of his proposed frame-
work for avoiding these pitfalls, Johnson warns against homogenising 
identity-category groups. As such, it is worthwhile to examine aspects of 
I Am Cait’s and I Am Jazz’s representations of feminine embodiment as 
they relate to transgender identification and expression specifically as well 
as their relationship with transnormativity.

I Am Cait’s and I Am Jazz’s representations of their protagonists’ fem-
inine embodiments raise issues regarding societal expectations of trans 
women embodying hegemonic femininity. While observing these docu-
soaps’ highlighting of Caitlyn’s and Jazz’s feminine attributes and feminis-
ing “body work,” it is important to identify there is nothing inherently 
wrong with trans women adopting traditionally feminine traits or roles. In 
fact, transgender people are made accountable for their gender in ways 
cisgender people are not, and they are often expected to explain, translate, 
and justify their gender identities in ways never required of those who are 
cisgender (Johnson 2015, 27; Serano 2007, 49). For trans women, ques-
tions of feminine embodiment add another layer to this double bind 
because trans women whose appearance is not feminine “enough” are 
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often subject to ridicule and even violence, but those who appear as “prop-
erly” feminine are often criticised and diminished for upholding patriar-
chal gender hierarchies and/or perceived as deceptive. As such, it is not 
problematic in itself that I Am Cait and I Am Jazz have transgender pro-
tagonists with feminine  gender expression. Issues arise in the emphasis 
these docusoaps give to their protagonists’ feminised appearances, the 
privileges they have because of them and, in corollary, the power they have 
to frame this particular mode of trans embodiment not as individual pref-
erence but as transnormative.

Transnormativity validates trans women who demonstrate gender stabil-
ity and exhibit hegemonic bodily/aesthetic coherence, the ultimate physi-
cal realisation of which is “passing.” Passing in this context refers to a trans 
woman having such a “convincing” feminine embodiment they “pass” as a 
natally assigned female. The politics of passing are complex, not least 
because at the same time passing can be understood as a silencing of non-
binary gender subjectivities, it can also be realised as an outward affirmation 
of a trans person’s understanding of themselves. Tamás Jules Fütty (2010) 
explores the contradictions and paradoxes of passing, observing that the 
dominant conceptualisation of passing is “the ability of a person to be con-
sidered a member of ‘another’—presumably stable and ‘natural’—social 
group or identity category than the one to which a person is ‘originally’ 
considered to belong” (63). Fütty draws on Sara Ahmed’s work to assert 
that passing can also be seen to signify “the impossibility of fixing identities, 
as well as foregrounding the limits of visibility and representations” (63). 
Despite the radical potential of passing,  however, in I Am Jazz passing is 
aligned with the reproduction of gender norms and is largely reduced to an 
evaluative model of bodily aesthetic. Furthermore, Jazz’s ability to pass is 
designated as desirable and is directly linked to medical intervention, espe-
cially in relation to the role of her hormone therapy in forestalling male 
puberty and consequential male signifiers. I Am Jazz makes clear attempts 
to include the message that all individual choices regarding gender expres-
sion and medical intervention are valid, but these inclusions appear consola-
tory and separate from the celebrity protagonist Jazz and her experience. 
For example, in the show, Jazz’s physical appearance is directly contrasted 
against that of her friend Noelle, who is also transgender. Jazz introduces 
and contextualises Noelle in a voiceover, observing that Noelle does not 
pass as well as she does and attributes this to Noelle having begun male 
puberty before starting hormone therapy. When Noelle recounts a distress-
ing situation that occurred when she wore a dress to school and tells Jazz, 
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“It’s worse when you don’t know how to pass. I looked like a man in a 
dress,” Jazz agrees and responds, “That’s sad.” Jazz is apparently keen to 
help Noelle embrace hegemonic femininity and takes Noelle clothes shop-
ping. During this excursion, Noelle negatively compares herself to Jazz, 
lamenting, “Clothes shopping is a lot different for me than with Jazz just 
because I feel like Jazz has a lot more feminine body.” Through establishing 
a dichotomy between Jazz and Noelle, I Am Jazz emphasises the benefits 
of exhibiting normative gender codes and communicates that it is hard and 
sad for those who do not pass. Moreover, I Am Jazz therefore not only 
exalts the benefits of medical intervention for trans people, it also does so 
for pre-pubescent medical intervention; pre-pubescent medical interven-
tion is reliant upon a very particularised transgender experience, in which 
the person definitively knows their gender identity at a very early age and 
can access and afford the treatment. In these ways, I Am Jazz suggests that 
avoiding pain and rejection as a young trans woman requires a transnorma-
tive formula: a stable gender identity and early medical intervention com-
bined with a willingness to do the work that creates a feminine appearance 
and an ability to pass. In the context of I Am Jazz, Jazz’s celebrity and 
protagonist status grants further weight to this formula.

Comparably, I Am Cait also introduces other trans people—ostensibly 
broadening its representation of transgender lives and ways of being—yet 
its transnormative celebrity protagonist is repeatedly given precedence. I 
Am Cait purposefully incorporates a range of trans women who are edu-
cated on trans issues and politics so they can contribute to Caitlyn’s 
 “transgender education” journey. The differences between the ideological 
positions of these “characters” and that of Caitlyn are used to create ten-
sion and drama—a necessity of reality TV. Despite these women’s diversity 
and considerable knowledge, the prominence of Caitlyn and her position 
is never undermined. A stark example of this docusoap using generic codes 
and conventions to prioritise Caitlyn’s opinion, and draw the audience 
into her transnormative orbit, arises in Caitlyn’s first encounter with trans 
activist and academic Kate Bornstein. The interaction between Caitlyn and 
Bornstein is initially cordial; however, when Bornstein asks Caitlyn about 
experiencing “the freak factor” as a trans woman, Caitlyn reclaims her 
authority as the docusoap’s protagonist and restates her apparently altru-
istic motives. Classic reality TV  editing techniques are applied here to 
emphasise the conflict. After Bornstein has spoken there is elongated 
pause, which is followed by a lingering medium close-up of Caitlyn, all 
accompanied by a tension-building music. Eventually Caitlyn responds, 

 “THEY’RE SO NORMAL I CAN’T STAND IT”: I AM JAZZ, I AM CAIT... 

rosemary.overell@otago.ac.nz



22 

stating, “I really feel like what we’re really trying to do here is kind of 
normalise this as much as we possibly can.” Bornstein points out one of 
the reasons Caitlyn wants to normalise transgender identities is that she 
wants to avoid being seen as a “freak.” Bornstein and Caitlyn move on to 
more amicable conversation, but the segment gives Caitlyn the last word; 
it concludes with Caitlyn expressing how impressed she is with trans peo-
ple she has met, exclaiming, “they’re so normal I can’t stand it.” I Am 
Cait’s inclusion of trans theorists and activists facilitates some unusually 
complex and political trans-related debates in a mainstream forum; how-
ever, their presence on this docusoap is contingent on them ultimately 
deferring to the celebrity authority of Caitlyn and her translation of the 
canonical trans narrative. By force of Caitlyn’s celebrity status and the fact 
she is the star of the show, I Am Cait demonstrates that trans women 
whose gender identities and expressions align with transnormative expec-
tations are favoured and rewarded.

conclusion

I Am Cait and I Am Jazz bring together a number of elements of trans-
normativity. They link their transgender protagonists to an authentic core 
gender identity, understood in biological and medical terms, anchored to 
the wrong body paradigm, which is entwined with a specific trans narrative 
and solidified by certain forms of feminine embodiment. Caitlyn and Jazz 
represent different sites within transnormativity. Caitlyn is transitioning 
relatively late in life and is depicted as being on a journey of learning about 
herself as a trans woman and socio-political trans issues. In contrast, Jazz 
is an adolescent who has already identified as transgender for a number of 
years, and her trans narrative is structured as a coming-of-age story. 
Nevertheless, both their docusoaps do similar ideological work. The 
generic necessity of evoking authenticity and ordinariness functions to 
authenticate and normalise the transgender subjectivities these docusoaps 
prioritise. Because of the nature of docusoaps in combination with reality 
TV celebrity, Caitlyn’s and Jazz’s particular embodiments and experiences 
of transgender are authenticated and widely disseminated to  predominantly 
cisgender audiences. In many ways, their alignments with transnormativity 
are a self-validating cycle; Caitlyn and Jazz can only be famous and have 
their own docusoaps because they embody a “palatable” mode of trans-
gender being, and then their docusoaps present their transnormative 
modes of transgender as ordinary and, consequently, give them further 

 J. MCINTYRE

rosemary.overell@otago.ac.nz



 23

cultural resonance and validity. The celebrity docusoap protagonists of I 
Am Cait and I Am Jazz are rendered familiar and “knowable,” thus rein-
forcing a limiting mode of transgender being as “knowable” and culturally 
intelligible. A trans feminist lens reveals the need to critique gender essen-
tialism as the basis of gender identity, and to interrogate the medical and 
neoliberal discourses that are central to normalising its expressions, in 
popular culture and beyond.

noTes

1. Docusoaps borrow the drama convention of concentrating “on ‘characters’, 
usually known by their first names” (Bruzzi 2008, 139). It is clear from their 
titles alone I am Cait and I am Jazz uphold this convention. In keeping 
with this convention and the invitation of these titles, this chapter refers to 
the protagonists of these docusoaps by their first names.

2. The term “cis” or “cisgender” denotes those who are not transgender; that 
is, those whose gender-identity conforms to the gender identity they were 
assigned as birth due to their sex.
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CHAPTER 3

My Little Pony, Communalism and  
Feminist Politics

Kevin Fletcher

IntroductIon

This chapter develops an argument around the feminist sensibility of the 
children’s animated programme My Little Pony: Friendship Is Magic (Hub 
Network, 2010 to 2014; and Discovery Family, 2015 to present)1 (hereafter 
MLP: Friendship is Magic).2 My analysis focuses on the operation of indi-
vidual and collective agency in the story material and how this is linked to 
contemporary gender politics. I argue that the main pony characters are 
styled as feminists; yet despite this, the show’s racial politics arguably rep-
resents “difference” in troubling and conservative ways. MLP: Friendship is 
Magic is a Saturday-morning series produced by Hasbro Studios (US) and 
animated by DHX Media (Vancouver, Canada), which farms out some of 
the work to Top Draw Animation (Manila, Philippines). The series is 
broadcast on the private channel Discovery Family—a joint venture of 
Discovery Communications and toy and media company Hasbro—which 
airs children’s animation in daytime and factual entertainment formats in 
prime time. MLP: Friendship is Magic sits in the wider environment of 
Discovery’s science/factual channels and therefore implicitly claims its dif-
ference from previous iterations of My Little Pony and other toy-based 
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programmes in order to appeal to middle-class parents. However, the series 
is deeply rooted within a well-known toy line for 3- to 6-year-old girls that 
connects back to Bonnie Zacherle’s toy lines, My Pretty Pony (1981) and 
My Little Pony (1983).

MLP: FriendshiP is Magic, FemInIsm 
and Post-FemInIsms

MLP: Friendship is Magic was adapted from Hasbro’s My Little Pony fran-
chise by animator and producer Lauren Faust, who owned and played 
with My Little Ponies in her childhood.3 It is important to note that the 
series is a franchise reboot; William Proctor argues that “a remake is a 
reinterpretation of one film; a reboot ‘re-starts’ a series of films that seek to 
disavow and render inert its predecessor’s validity” (2012, 4). MLP: 
Friendship is Magic disavows and self-reflexively references prior incarna-
tions of the franchise. While showrunners like Faust rely on a team of writ-
ers to develop the diegetic world, they can infuse a distinct worldview in 
their programmes.4 As noted by Derek Johnson, Faust also constructs her 
authorial identity in mediated environments such as her public blog−jour-
nal at DeviantArt, suggesting that the show can yield new meanings via 
the lens of feminist activism (2013, 150–51). Faust stated on Ms. 
Magazine’s blog in 2010 she wanted to push girls’ cartoons towards new 
directions:

There is a diversity of personalities, ambitions, talents, strengths and even 
flaws in our characters—it’s not an army of cookie-cutter nice-girls or 
cookie-cutter beauty queens like you see in most shows for girls. (“My Little 
NON-Homophobic Pony”)

Faust suggests that these characteristics are feminist and that she has 
struggled to defend her personal ideals in the face of commercial impera-
tives and restraints. Faust’s feminism connects with the current moment—
“a moment in which feminism has seemingly become hip” (Gill 2016, 
611). For Faust, a feminist text would avoid “tokenism” and feature two 
or more complex and clearly delineated girl characters. Faust wants to fos-
ter a spectrum of different feminine identities, and she has elaborated on 
her definition of feminism via YouTube interviews and Twitter. In a 2014 
YouTube video posted by Sony Pictures Animation, Faust discussed her 
then Sony project on Medusa (a potential motion picture). In line with 
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Faust’s interest in girl protagonists—and Greek mythology—the Medusa 
project would have allowed Faust to reveal a feminist undertone to the 
story. Due to a change in leadership at Sony Pictures Animation, however, 
Faust is no longer working on the film (Faust 2014, “Episode 18”). In a 
Twitter post on 12 August 2016, Faust (@Fyre_flye) wrote, “The Olympics 
is PERFECT reference for superheroine body types! #powerwomen!” 
Faust is arguing here that the women Olympic athletes provide templates 
for animators attempting to generate diverse and distinctive female super-
heroes. A potential link between feminism and Faust’s Twitter post can be 
seen in the movement’s call for both positive images of women and diver-
sity of representation. In the Twitter thread, Faust critiques the super-
model ideal of the super-heroic body. It should be noted that several 
aspects of the Olympic Games—in practice—work to constrain the diver-
sity of women Olympic athletes (Martin 2017, 58–60).

Hasbro’s faith in Faust’s tele-reboot of My Little Pony is arguably related 
to girl-power plots in post-feminist culture. Sarah Banet-Weiser has exam-
ined the Nickelodeon network and its role in creating a niche for girl- 
power programmes (2007, 104–41). Banet-Weiser acknowledges 
Nickelodeon’s motivation in targeting pre-adolescent and adolescent girls 
was revenue based on the girl power−consumer market (2007, 106). Yet 
girl-power programming contains a mixture of ideologies: It is “both fem-
inine and feminist, both social and individual” (Banet-Weiser 2007, 141). 
Nickelodeon’s girl-centric shows are ambiguous in terms of their gender 
politics due to the network’s desire to target different audience bases 
(Banet-Weiser 2007, 123). Hasbro may have had the same fiscal motive in 
entrusting the dormant My Little Pony franchise to Faust. However, Faust 
stepped down from being executive producer of MLP: Friendship is Magic 
at the start of season 2, citing stifled creativity. In a DeviantArt journal 
entry on 8 May 2011, Faust (fyre-flye) wrote, “various circumstances with 
the production made it increasingly impossible for me to keep up the level 
of personal creative involvement and control that I had at the start of the 
series.” Faust completely left the series and stopped consulting with 
Hasbro before completing the season-ending episodes “A Canterlot 
Wedding, Parts 1 and 2” (2.25 and 2.26 [season.episode]). Meghan 
McCarthy, who replaced Faust as the creative focal point and showrunner, 
is responsible for a change in tone for the series. Under McCarthy’s ten-
ure, MLP: Friendship is Magic is even more of a “world-builder”: McCarthy 
and Hasbro created My Little Pony: Equestria Girls, which had no input 
from Faust. Equestria Girls and its sequels (hereafter MLP: Equestria Girls) 
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appear to be made primarily for the home-video market (similar to Mattel’s 
Monster High and Barbie genres).5 MLP: Equestria Girls texts deviate from 
media-based expectations of My Little Pony by employing the narrative 
theme or topos of the transition from one world to another and re- 
envisioning the main focal group as teenage human characters. While the 
thin teen-girl bodies and high-school setting may make MLP: Equestria 
Girls a conservative text, it can be used a device to discuss feminism.6

The inclusion of more princesses in the primary narrative can be inter-
preted as post-feminist because of the illusion of power in princess culture. 
The term “post-feminism” is hotly debated by scholars. For example, 
Sarah Projansky distinguishes between contradictory strands of post- 
feminism, including a rejection of feminism and the acceptance that men 
and women are equal (2001, 67, 86–87). Angela McRobbie contends that 
new opportunities for women “are tied to conditions of social conserva-
tism, consumerism and hostility to feminism in any of its old or newer 
forms” (2011, xi). Post-feminism reneges on the gains of second-wave 
feminism via anti-feminist and neoliberal tropes (Ford 2016, 4–5). Other 
critics of post-feminism see an ethos of individualism underpinning the 
female subject as a response to the neoliberal condition (Toffoletti 2016, 
7). Rosalind Gill notes, “the persistence and tenacity of a postfeminist 
sensibility—even in those media productions ostensibly claiming to cele-
brate a feminist ‘revolution’” (2016, 625). According to Gill, there are a 
multitude of new feminisms, including corporate/neoliberal feminism, 
which focuses on self-help and self-belief (2016, 617). Scholarly discus-
sion has addressed post-feminist traits in children’s shows. Mary Celeste 
Kearney, for example, observes that animated and live-action media is rife 
with examples of sparkle, such as the formal presentation of magic and 
glittery attire (2015, 268–69). According to Kearney, sparkly girls’ and 
women’s media tends to promote racist, post-feminist and neoliberal val-
ues at the same time that it generates polysemy (2015, 266).7 Many 
 examples of neoliberal post-feminist texts may seem a world apart from 
the My Little Pony franchise, yet I contend that they must be allowed to 
inform the discussion. For example, in her study of Homeland (Showtime, 
2011 to present) and its paratexts, Emanuelle Wessels argues that the main 
focal point, Carrie Mathison (played by Claire Danes), is denigrated and 
individualised (2016, 516). Homeland elides the “structural catalysts of 
women’s ‘personal’ problems” (Wessels 2016, 512). In the diegetic universe 
of Homeland, Carrie accepts “the codes of post-feminist, neoliberal ideology 
when approaching her feelings and labour. She must continually monitor 
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and manage her feelings” (Wessels 2016, 518). Although Carrie “displays 
bravery, initiative and agency” (Wessels 2016, 517), Homeland’s ideology 
makes Carrie’s personal failings all her fault as an individual rather than 
blaming sexist social structures. To sum up, studies of post-feminism place 
much emphasis on Western live-action media aimed at adult women; traits 
include choice, conservatism, individualism, a “backlash” against femi-
nism, personal responsibility and a focus on white, middle- to upper-class 
women. The particular characteristics of post-feminism I draw on in this 
section are conservatism and individualism, yet my overarching argument 
is that MLP: Friendship is Magic exhibits a feminist sensibility rather than 
a post-feminist one.

The backstory to MLP: Friendship is Magic’s episode “The Return of 
Harmony” (2.1 and 2.2) appears to be informed by a feminist impulse 
(defined here as an orientation to a future without patriarchy): Princess 
Celestia and Princess Luna dethroned Discord, the spirit of disharmony 
and former ruler of Equestria (the pony nation).8 The suffering of ponies 
under the autocratic kingship of Discord induced Celestia and Luna to rise 
up against him. I interpret this as a form of feminist revolution inasmuch 
as the sisters fight against injustice and liberate the oppressed (in the main 
story time, Equestria is a matriarchal diarchy ruled by both princesses). 
Despite the feminist backstory, “The Return of Harmony” features essen-
tialist themes. In Part 1, Discord manifests himself to Princess Celestia and 
the ponies in visual form on the stained glass on Canterlot Castle’s interior 
spaces and reminds viewers of the ponies’ single traits: kindness (Fluttershy), 
generosity (Rarity), honesty (Applejack), laughter (Pinkie Pie), loyalty 
(Rainbow Dash), and magic (Twilight). The action moves to the intricate 
outdoor hedge maze where Discord uses illusions to metonymically 
 represent each of the main characters’ cutie marks (symbols on their bod-
ies that represent their distinct personality).9 Discord brainwashes them 
into acting poorly and contradicting the Element they harness best. This 
stops them from using the Elements of Harmony, the weapon required to 
defeat Discord. Thus, the producers draw upon the prosocial “specialised 
interventions” of girls’ shows of the 1980s10 whilst emulating the world- 
making of the boys’ programme, Transformers (syndication, 1984–1987). 
Discord, in “The Return of Harmony, Part 2,” takes control of the sun 
and moon cycles, weather and food—the responsibility of the alicorn prin-
cesses, Pegasus ponies and Earth ponies, respectively. Laura Shillington 
argues that the ponies’ care for nature is a conventional position for 
women/girls (2016, 421). This promotes a kind of gender essentialism in 
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the sense that the ponies are associated with “natural” cycles while the 
character of Discord throws nature out of balance. Moreover, the alters 
reality so that the pony nation resembles at times the works of M.C. Escher 
and Salvador Dali, suggesting “male culture.”

I suggest that the most salient issue is the fact that the future of the 
country of Equestria rests on the friendships of the main focal group: 
When Twilight reads her friendship reports in “The Return of Harmony, 
Part 2,” the segment is accompanied by images from “Bridle Gossip” 
(1.9), “A Dog and Pony Show” (1.19) and “The Cutie Mark Chronicles” 
(1.23). These elements are used metonymically to represent the female- 
focused storylines of season 1. “The Return of Harmony, Part 2” ends in 
Canterlot with a site of organised communal activity: Princess Celestia 
unveils a stained-glass window that shows Discord turned to stone by the 
Elements of Harmony.11 Despite the show’s chronicling of cutie marks—
promoting individualism—the show emphasises public culture and the 
collective life of Equestria (seasonal ceremonies, plays in large performing 
halls, grand summits, et cetera), communalism and sharing.

“A Canterlot Wedding” (2.25 and 2.26)12 typifies and goes against 
princess culture. It undercuts the storybook-princess wedding by centring 
the story arc around Twilight and her group of friends instead of the 
betrothed pair, Princess Cadance/Mi Amore Cadenza and Twilight’s sib-
ling, Shining Armor. The producers give Shining Armor the traits of a 
romantic hero, but he is under the grasp of Queen Chrysalis, who is 
impersonating Cadance and feeding on Shining Armor’s love.13 The dis-
ordered female behaviour exhibited by the fake Cadance/Queen Chrysalis 
is open to retrogressive readings in a manner similar to evil Disney queens. 
Queen Chrysalis’ transformation at the wedding to her “native” form—a 
decaying mare with insect wings—draws upon Maleficent’s transforma-
tion scene in Sleeping Beauty (Buena Vista Distribution, 1959). Chrysalis 
is “mother” to the changeling horde, and, in the later episode “To Where 
and Back Again” (6.25 and 6.26), the Changeling Kingdom resembles a 
termite mound—Joanna Russ notes that matriarchal societies are often 
modelled on termites in science fiction (1980, 5). These elements contrib-
ute to the function of “A Canterlot Wedding” as a retrogressive text. 
However, the producers signal that they are conscious of the post-feminist 
programme of “having it all”—a discourse set in motion by post-feminist 
texts that construct work and social connection as binary choices.14 This 
awareness occurs through the lyric track of “This Day Aria Part 2.” Queen 
Chrysalis sings: “Everypony I’ll soon control,/Every stallion, mare and 
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foal,/Who says a girl can’t have it all?” The post-feminist programme of 
“having it all” is thus rendered dangerous because it is associated with an 
evil queen figure.

There have been social criticisms of princess culture in popular books 
written for parents, including Peggy Orenstein’s Cinderella Ate My 
Daughter (2011) and Rebecca C.  Hains’ The Princess Problem (2014). 
These studies suggest that consumer products divisions exert a conserva-
tive influence on the brand.15 Hains points out that “Hasbro vetoed plans 
to make a queen the ruler of ponydom” as the executives knew that prin-
cess pony toys would be more marketable (2014, 68). Hence, Queen 
Majesty was renamed Princess Celestia. The portrayal of a queen would 
have more progressive than the portrayal of a princess because of the pas-
sive connotations of existing princess characters in a multitude of texts. 
Still, overall, the character of Celestia challenges stereotypical 
 representations of princesses in that she is shown as being mature, proac-
tive, strong- willed and confident. Furthermore, standing in sharp contrast 
to the anomalous figure of the princess in a male-determined kingdom, 
Celestia governs in the same manner as a queen. It is unclear where the 
line is drawn between progressive “original product” and conservative 
supplementary merchandising, yet I contend here that Hasbro is influ-
enced by the Disney conglomerate’s marketing of princesses.16 According 
to Meyrav Koren-Kuik, Disney brings together princesses from discrete 
cartoon universes:

The innovative Disney franchise capitalises on existing characters and gath-
ers them under one umbrella; Snow White, Belle, Sleeping Beauty, the Little 
Mermaid and all the other pretty princesses from the Disney animation pro-
ductions are included in this prestigious royal group. (2014, 154)

In the later episode “Magical Mystery Cure” (3.13), Twilight Sparkle 
transforms into an alicorn (she grows slightly taller and sprouts wings 
whilst retaining, at the same time, the features of a unicorn). In this new 
corporeal shape, Twilight is crowned a princess. Despite her change in 
status, Princess Twilight still has to accommodate herself to a complex 
world (her peers with their individual talents and interests) in order to 
achieve her goals. She is shown to be integrating into two particular social 
constellations: the alicorn princess group and the Ponyville group.17 
Equestria’s four princesses are alicorns, the upper-class elite who have 
components of three ancestral groups: the unicorns, Pegasus ponies and 
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earth ponies. Three of the alicorns are linked to traditional images of plan-
etary gods: Luna and Celestia appear to represent the moon and the sun, 
respectively; Cadance could correspond to Venus. There are different 
types of alicorns. For example, Flurry Heart, the alicorn foal and daughter 
of Princess Cadance and Shining Armor, is born an alicorn rather than 
transforming from a pony into one (by contrast, Twilight earned her ali-
cornhood). Returning to “A Canterlot Wedding,” Twilight Sparkle sings 
from the conservative song sheet about the hetero-familial institution. 
“Love is in bloom/A beautiful bride, a handsome groom,/Two hearts 
becoming one/A bond that cannot be undone …,” Twilight Sparkle 
sings. But the show implicitly undercuts this message by making the sister 
of the groom the crux of the episode.

To sum up, MLP: Friendship is Magic exhibits a “feminist sensibility” 
rather than a post-feminist one. While there are hopeful signs in MLP: 
Friendship is Magic about feminism versus neoliberal post-feminism, the 
same cannot be said for the series’ racial politics. I shift focus to such mat-
ters in the following section, unpacking the post-racial representations of 
species in MLP: Friendship is Magic via the relevant work of David Theo 
Goldberg, Joseph Pugliese and Edward W. Said.

MLP: FriendshiP is Magic and Post-racIalIsms

According to David Theo Goldberg, post-raciality assumes that there is no 
longer any systemic racism (2015, 2). Post-raciality chimes with the self- 
responsible ethos of neoliberalism: Goldberg states that under neoliberal 
post-raciality, racism is “the mark of a past historical moment, an irritating 
residue to be gotten over as quickly as possible” (2015, 64). However, 
Goldberg contends that “the postracial, in short, far from being the end 
of race, is a neo-raciality, racism’s extension if not resurrection” (2015, 
24). Goldberg argues that “the nonracial, to which post-raciality is con-
ceptually wedded and out of which historically it has grown, is the refusal 
to acknowledge the structures of race ordering the social” (2015, 93). 
Similarly, Yin Paradies notes that “post-/non-raciality” is often “deployed 
to invalidate struggles against racism by claiming an already achieved 
state of individual and societal obliviousness to racial difference and, 
hence, an implied equality of opportunity/outcomes across races” 
(2016, 6). Banet- Weiser, in her case analysis of the Nickelodeon cable 
network, explores how the channel includes ethnic representation in 
order to gain cultural capital and political clout in a multicultural and 

 K. FLETCHER

rosemary.overell@otago.ac.nz



 33

post-race climate. Nickelodeon cultivates a general youth appeal via pan-
ethnic representations such as Dora Marquez from Dora the Explorer 
(2000 to 2014), whose country of citizenship and ancestral home is 
unknown (Banet- Weiser 2007, 165–69). Because the diegetic world of 
MLP: Friendship is Magic has no human characters, the programme devel-
opers cannot create ambiguously raced characters—coded as liberal multi-
cultural tolerance—to offset negative criticism. I would suggest that there 
is progressive potential in the step outside of any raced human identity for 
the viewers. Further, the show does not associate the pastel colours of the 
ponies with normatively important differences such as intelligence and 
behaviour. However, in some cases there are conservative racial politics, 
such as ethnocentric stereotypes and an unacknowledged hierarchy of spe-
cies in the pony nation of Equestria.

Banet-Weiser’s work notwithstanding, there is sparse research output 
on children’s television material in terms of race. Debates within journals 
and books tend to focus on prime-time representations of race and espe-
cially black representation within modern popular culture. Star Trek 
(NBC, 1966 to 1969), illustrates how narrative entertainment draws on 
post-racial ideology and progressive views on race. As Robert Chrisman 
contends, non-white people in Star Trek display brilliance, but the series 
maintains “white male American leadership for them, in the tasks of colo-
nisation and law enforcement” (1977, 820). Furthermore, the series fea-
tures ethnocentric stereotypes such as “the Klingons, devilish militarists 
whose physical appearance suggests Slavic or Mongolian extraction” 
(ibid.). A closer examination of the series reveals that the Klingons met-
onymically stand for Russians or Chinese during the Cold War period 
(ibid.). Despite its very different format and storyworld, Star Trek is a 
useful research reference point for understanding the mixture of ideologi-
cal forms in MLP: Friendship is Magic.

MLP: Friendship is Magic perpetuates stereotypes about Native 
Americans as well as presents a humorous picture of colonial expansion. 
“Over a Barrel” (1.21) introduces the viewer to an indigenous society of 
bison (a visual analogue of Native Americans) and a Wild West society. 
The visual environment corresponds to the Navajo Nation in the south-
western United States, but the bison recall other nations such as the 
Lakota (Sioux). As Robert B. Moore and Arlene B. Hirschfelder point 
out, white culture frequently subverts the great diversity of native cultures 
by mixing cultural elements from different ethnic groups (1982, 49). 
Having said that, Richard H. Wilshusen suggests that some early Navajo 
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and Apache groups in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century American 
Southwest relied on bison and lived in bison-hide tipis (2010, 195–96).18 
“Over a Barrel” references the arrival of Euro-Americans in the tribal lands 
of Native Americans but equivocates about the possession and “discov-
ery” of indigenous lands and therefore lacks an anti-colonialist critique. 
Some elements, however, function to reaffirm white discourse about 
Native Americans. In the early stages of the narrative—in the frontier 
town of Appleloosa—there is a frequent use of slapstick comedy, plays on 
the literal and metonymic meaning of expressions, nonsense wordplay and 
visual incongruity (for example, the horse-drawn train).19 At the end, 
Pinkie Pie breaks the fourth wall by stopping the iris-out (referencing 
Looney Tunes).20 I see these elements as contextual cues (Dorr et al. 1983, 
117–118) suggesting that the content is not meant to be taken seriously. 
At the same time, the episode glosses up the colonial story of westward 
expansion and perpetuates stereotypes often found in the depiction of 
Native Americans. The bison live in tipis, have a supreme leader (Chief 
Thunderhooves), wear feathered headdresses and “war paint,” and attack 
a train (thus gathering very different Native Americans under a single 
identity). It should be noted, however, that the episode underwent scru-
tiny by a Native American consultant. In a DeviantArt comment on 25 
March 2011, Faust (fyre-flye) wrote that the producers “worked with an 
official Native Consultant on this episode and did revisions according to 
all his notes.” Because bison are grounded within the existing mythic 
world of the cultures of North America, the conflation of Native Americans 
and bison need not be read as pejorative (as in metaphorical allusion). 
However, viewers may make a link between the episode and the depletion 
of the bison in North America as a result of colonial interaction. The 
already-mentioned Joseph Pugliese has written extensively about the role 
of speciesism in military development. Pugliese notes how settler- 
colonialism involves the tight linkage of racism and speciesism: “At every 
turn in the documentary history of racism, the spectre of speciesism has 
always-already inscribed the categorical naming of the racialised other” 
(2013, 41). “Over a Barrel,” which implicitly codes the majority of the 
ponies as white, fails to undo the political economy of racial superiority.

Some facets of the material depart from the expected: The young female 
bison, Little Strongheart, takes an active part in the attack on the horse- 
drawn train, which reflects the historic roles of women in Native American 
cultures.21 Furthermore, one of the core characters stands at the side of 
the bison; Rainbow Dash recognises the “ancestral” nature of the bison’s 
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use of the land. However, Applejack considers it was legitimate for the 
settlers to take over the land where the indigenous bison stampeded (the 
bison thwarted Applejack’s gift of a tree from her apple orchard). Twilight, 
seeking an equitable formula with regard to the dispute, says: “Both the 
settlers and the buffalo have good reason to use this land.” Near the end 
of the episode, the bison share the land and allow the transplanted trees to 
remain (in return for a portion of the apple pies produced). The intercul-
tural vision of the land is laudable, yet the episode equivocates about the 
history of land loss.

More than any other episode, “Hearth’s Warming Eve” (2.11) signifies 
MLP: Friendship is Magic’s consciousness of post-racial ideology and the 
fictive construction of race. Briefly, the plot features a play staged by the 
main focal group in Canterlot for the Hearth’s Warming Eve pageant. The 
play, which is set during the pre-Celestia period, deals with the founding 
of Equestria.22 The original homeland of the three races (Pegasi, unicorns 
and earth ponies) is in the grip of a blizzard, but the existing racism acts as 
a blockade to living together. The producers bring complexity to these 
tribe formations: the lower-class Earth ponies and unicorns connote 
medieval- style people; the upper-class unicorns signify medieval-style 
nobility; the upper-class Earth ponies suggest early modern people; and 
the Pegasi connote Greco-Romans (though Fluttershy’s rank of “private” 
seems out of place).23 The episode foregrounds the racist choices of the 
rulers. For example, Princess Platinum (Rarity) says to her assistant: “I, for 
one, can no longer bear to be anywhere near these lowly creatures. The 
unicorns are noble and majestic, we will no longer consort with the likes 
of them.” Instead of cooperating, Commander Hurricane (Rainbow 
Dash), Princess Platinum (Rarity) and Chancellor Puddinghead (Pinkie 
Pie) set out to find a new homeland. Upon arriving in Equestria, the tribal 
rulers fight over their new homeland, and the snowstorm appears there as 
well. The ponies seek shelter in a cave and trace out the sovereign territo-
ries of Pegasopolis, Unicornia and Earth, thus drawing attention to the 
constructedness of borders.

The rulers’ deputies—Private Pansy (Fluttershy), Clover the Clever 
(Twilight Sparkle) and Smart Cookie (Applejack)—epitomise good coun-
sel and are the harbingers of the future post-racial Equestria: They dis-
cover the ice is created by windigos, winter spirits that feed on the hate of 
the ponies.24 The windigos are based on mythical creatures in Native 
American culture, but the producers have revised this monster to resemble 
horses—perhaps drawing upon the horse-shaped Pucas of Irish 
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mythology.25 This suggests that equines are the standard in the diegetic 
world. In the specific case of MLP: Friendship is Magic, there is a prepon-
derance of equine species. There are other species, but the name Equestria 
implicitly elevates horses as a “race” as normative. Furthermore, the preva-
lence of equines—and their comparative technological and cultural sophis-
tication—generates an insider−outsider dichotomy.26 At the pageant’s 
climax, the cast and audience sing “The Heart Carol,” which advocates 
the ethos of tolerance and group action. It concludes with: “We are a cir-
cle of pony friends/A circle of friends we’ll be to the very end.” Unlike the 
next and final episode’s example, “Hearth’s Warming Eve” brings to the 
fore the shortcomings of the ponies because intergroup harmony depends 
on the constant threat of terrifying otherworldly creatures.

“Party Pooped” (5.11), which focuses on an interspecies summit, per-
petuates the threatening image of the Oriental “other”: The yaks are rep-
resented as a warlike species, and their leader, Prince Rutherford, speaks in 
short, ungrammatical sentences. The basic set-up here is similar to that of 
“Over a Barrel”—augmented by elements from “Lesson Zero” (2.3) and 
“Pinkie Apple Pie” (4.9)—only this time Pinkie Pie embarks on a journey 
to the gates of the yaks’ homeland after the new Friendship Summit goes 
awry. Like “Rarity Investigates!” (5.15), the episode is an example of self- 
reflexive voice: Pinkie Pie is a homodiegetic narrator with an out-loud 
monologue. Yakyakistan, which is located in the arctic north, on the “ori-
ental” northern border of the Crystal Empire, appears to be a post-racist 
variation on former Soviet republics such as Tajikistan. Furthermore, 
Yakyakistan’s environment resembles Tibet. As with “Over a Barrel,” the 
episode depicts the “other” as a mixture. In the later episode, “Not Asking 
for Trouble” (7.11), the producers portray the yak nation as a small village 
of huts with straw roofs (connoting North Africa). While the attire and 
symbols in the yak world signify Mongolian culture, the music—played on 
a wind-up phonograph—signifies Russian culture.27 Thus, MLP: Friendship 
is Magic conflates Tibet, Mongolia, Russia and North Africa in order to 
represent the yaks’ world.

In “Party Pooped,” Pinkie Pie realises that the yaks do not want an 
imitation of the yaks’ world—They want to navigate themselves through 
the pony nation. As with “Over a Barrel,” the role of Pinkie Pie is as foil 
used to alleviate tensions through humour. This can be linked to the way 
the series sets up Pinkie Pie and Twilight Sparkle as diametric opposites: 
Twilight grasps the world via the rational disciplines such as astronomy; 
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Pinkie Pie is at the other pole (the intuitive). The producers use a nonsen-
sical plot (the character travels [within an afternoon] to the gate of the yak 
kingdom but slides off an ice cliff all the way back to her homeland). Said’s 
theory of Orientalism (1978, 43–44) can offer an explanation for “Party 
Pooped”: The particular appeal of these stereotypes about Orientals as 
aggressive is that they perpetuate the divide between the civilised West and 
the “uncivilised” Oriental world. However, Sarah Kendzior notes that 
“though ostensibly meant to include the broader Muslim world, the the-
ory of orientalism has never worked well with Central Asia” (2012). It is 
the “other” to the Russian−Slavic world and a disregarded zone in the 
Western public imagination.28 I contend that the concept of Orientalism 
should be retained here in order to discuss the hierarchy between pony 
and yak cultures.

Pinkie Pie’s comment that “even Fluttershy made [the yaks] mad” ref-
erences the soft-spoken Pegasus pony’s love of animals—making the yaks 
more animal in a speciesist schema. However, instead of persuading the 
“other” to change, as was common in the original My Little Pony videos 
(see Seiter 1993, 185), Pinkie Pie rethinks her assumptions. In some cases, 
MLP: Friendship is Magic shows signs of Orientalist-type views, yet 
through the character of Pinkie Pie the episodes offer a challenge to this 
paradigm.

conclusIon

In this chapter, I have argued that MLP: Friendship is Magic exhibits a 
feminist sensibility rather than an individualistic post-feminist one. On its 
surface, the series’ cutie-mark system promotes individualism, yet MLP: 
Friendship is Magic largely eschews post-feminism by showing the impor-
tance of community. For example, Twilight Sparkle’s use of the Elements 
of Harmony, which protect Equestria, depends on her friendships with the 
other members of the core ensemble—each of them associated with even 
more groups. I have discussed how MLP: Friendship is Magic is based on 
non-/post-raciality with its focus on pastel-coloured ponies (that is, 
pastel- coloured ponies can be any race in the storyworld). However, the 
representations of species interactions often fall back on ethnocentric ste-
reotypes with evidence of Orientalist-type viewpoints. Just as with Star 
Trek, however, MLP: Friendship is Magic features a mixture of ideologies. 
The implications of the series’ cultural representations are that the pro-
gramme creators are reflecting the conservative, imperialist culture of 
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North America. I think there is much more in MLP: Friendship is Magic to 
be explored, particularly for scholars interested in the series’ feminist mode 
of representation.

notes

1. As of this writing, MLP: Friendship is Magic has aired seven seasons.
2. Recently there has been a surge of research on MLP: Friendship is Magic. 

For the most part, this work deals with the adult super-fan subculture (bro-
nies). Thus, it falls outside the scope of this chapter.

3. Faust previously worked on The Powerpuff Girls (Cartoon Network, 1998 
to 2005) and Foster’s Home for Imaginary Friends (Cartoon Network, 
2004 to 2009).

4. See Caldwell (2004, 59).
5. On the Barbie DVDs, see Vered and Maizonniaux (2016, 1–17).
6. Perhaps in the manner of Erica Rand’s work Barbie’s Queer Accessories 

(1995).
7. See Pramaggiore (2015, 1–3), for further discussion of sparkle in girl-

focused animation.
8. The draconequus Discord is based on trickster-god Q in the Star Trek 

franchise and is voiced by the same actor (John de Lancie).
9. On metynomy, see Littlemore (2015, 23).

10. See Engelhardt (1986, 95–98).
11. The sequence (and the iris-out at the close of the sequence) pays homage 

to the Massassi Temple medal-bearing scene in Star Wars (Twentieth 
Century Fox Film Corporation; Lucasfilm, 1977).

12. The episodes are clearly inspired by the 2011 wedding of Prince William 
and Kate Middleton, which suggest that the British monarchy and Royal 
Family remain important signifiers.

13. In popular culture, political impostors are usually male.
14. Some third-wave feminists are sympathetic to the discourse of “having it 

all.” See Edwards (2007, 123–24).
15. See Orenstein (2011, 15–16) and Hains (2014, 112, 177–84).
16. It is worth pointing out that Disney and Hasbro are cooperating around 

media products.
17. My interpretation of MLP: Friendship is Magic is partly indebted to Dan 

Fleming’s reading of Star Wars. See Fleming (1996, 96–102).
18. It should be noted that representations of Native Americans tend to focus 

on the frontier period (1850 to 1900). See Bataille and Silet (1980, xxvii).
19. A conflation of organic/machine. Pramaggiore notes that “horses have 

been treated as organic machines that enable human work of all kinds” 
(2015, 11).
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20. There are meta-televisual moments in the series when Pinkie Pie becomes 
medium-aware (she displays intra-textual awareness of the show as a show). 
For further discussion of meta-television, see Olson (1987, 284–300).

21. See Oshana (1981, 46–48).
22. The time period of MLP: Friendship is Magic’s diegetic world is not 

straightforward. Jayson Thiessen, consulting director at DHX Media, 
states that the producers of the series use a “fantasy storybook world that 
sits somewhere between the medieval period and the Edwardian era of the 
very early 1900s,” but now and then they violate the rules for humorous 
effect (2015, 9). For example, the series breaks its own temporal rules by 
including a modern disc jockey (the female unicorn DJ Pon-3).

23. See Cresswell (2015, 135–43) for further discussion of the Pegasi as 
Greco−Roman.

24. Perhaps a reference to “Day of the Dove” (3.7) from Star Trek. The epi-
sode features an alien that feeds on hate.

25. On this subject, see Yeats (1907, 89–90).
26. Note that Applejack and Apple Bloom herd intelligent talking sheep in 

“Sisterhooves Social” (2.5).
27. IDW’s comic book series, My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic, offers a por-

trayal of the yak kingdom. In “Wings Over Yakyakistan” (#55–56, 2017), 
a story about moral codices, the Dragon Lord explains that the yak prince 
Ulysses founded Yakyakistan.

28. It is worth noting that MLP: Friendship is Magic is broadcast in Central 
Asia.
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CHAPTER 4

Designer Pussy: The Role of Graphic Design 
as an Arbiter of Gender Representation

Leigh Paterson

“Don’t be a pussy!” “Vaginas are problematic!” “Cunts are big business!” 
The perception of gender has been shaped by graphic design and as a 
practice played “dress up” with the semiotics of gender conscription and 
representation. Particular attention in this chapter will be given to female 
genitalia and how it has been used graphically and what this might com-
municate about gender and design. The genital distinction created 
through the practice of graphic design where vagina and vulva are con-
cerned will be used to examine and reveal how gender representation 
aligns and positions itself with feminism. Graphic design can and has 
negotiated the experience of gender as a designed construct to stimulate 
consumption through a savage mélange of censorship, stereotypes and 
banality of form. Gendered forms and entities appear in designed media 
and in commodities—such as typography, print advertising, and new 
media platforms—all of which mediate the experience, engagement and 
collective understanding of gender.

Gender commodification and representation created by various forms 
of graphic design can dictate the possibilities for how gender is controlled 
and consumed. Capitalist notions of gender identity define and align  
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consumers within the presentation of normative gendered identities and 
 bodies through graphic design. Gender representation in this sense oper-
ates as an arbitrary and transitory system of visual signs that can be highly 
managed and manipulative. At this juncture it is important to consider 
what the use of female genitalia graphically suggests about gender con-
struction and how this impacts contemporary notions of feminism and 
gender politics. By revealing a variety of design contexts in which female 
genitalia have been applied—notably as gender prompts, symbols of activ-
ism and even as forms of graphic decoration—there is the potential to 
discuss the ways in which gender and, more specifically, vagina and vulva 
are concealed and revealed within the practice of graphic design. How this 
allows for different systems and styles of interpretation and how feminism 
might continue to be negotiated because of the visibility of genitalia while 
evaluating how graphic representation of female genitalia might be pro-
gressive and/or regressive to contemporary feminism.

Gender and Graphic desiGn

Graphic design supports and allows ideas that are relative to gender nor-
mativity to operate.

Rick Poynor describes typography and its to relationship to graphic 
design speculating what role an individual might have in the process of 
communicating a message. He states in Typography now: the next wave that 
audiences become “active participants in the construction of the message” 
(9). In this way both image and text can form and create the design of gen-
dered information, which is not always concerned with communicating the 
true nature and reality of gender. Ideas of gender are designed, displayed 
and consumed. Commodities could therefore be described as an incongru-
ent living paradox as graphic design has an active role in gender representa-
tion that can institute and provoke meaning on its own terms. Contemporary 
feminism may not be concerned with identifying and labelling bodies as 
tropes under traditional binaries, but consumerism and western capitalist 
values most certainly are. Graphic design is a tool in this context that tan-
gles and insinuates itself into gender representation often via consumerist 
terms—an environment in which female products are pink and menstrual 
blood is rendered as blue. Graphic design critic, Vèronique Vienne, in 
Designers and Visability: Design—Not Biology—Is Destiny states, “gender is 
so confusing it must be colorcoded” (131), thus pointing out how gender 
is graphically produced under arbitrary assumptions of gender. From this 
position, graphic design’s relationship to bodies and, specifically, genitalia 
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might be viewed as a looking glass through which gender can be con-
sumed and seen as an obsession, illusion and even a fantasy.

Graphic designer and public artist Shelia Levrant de Bretteville, in an Eye 
Magazine interview with Ellen Lupton, states that “gender is a cultural fic-
tion, not a biological given” and goes on to comment that “the audience is 
not an audience; it’s a co-participant with you”—revealing the tension and 
issue of gender and its relativity and access to audiences to promote mes-
sages and information. Message making allows layers of graphic forms to be 
employed to create meaning. As a result, careful consideration of content 
can drive distinct concepts that can be pertinent in the identification of 
bodies and the portrayal of genitals. De Brettevilles’ body of work in  
this respect operates as a feminist statement—particularly Everywoman 
Newspaper, 1970 and Pink Project, 1973—where language and forms are 
conveyed to institute gender signification. Everywoman Newspaper depicts 
women in unity with a declaration of “CUNT” splayed across a double-
page spread, which speaks to an audience as an experience of consciousness 
raising relative to gender and is a printed provocation (see Fig. 4.1). The 

Fig. 4.1 De Bretteville, Shelia Levrant. “Central spread from Shelia Levrant de 
Bretteville “Everywoman Newspaper.” 1970. Sheilastudio. Web. 11 July 2017. 
http://www.sheilastudio.com/
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idea of female genitalia in this sense is a call to action and a form of graphic 
activism—juxtaposing the empowerment of women with the use of the 
colloquial slang word cunt. This graphic paradox perhaps helps promote 
and reflect the ongoing work of feminism at large. Because it simultane-
ously regurgitates stereotypes and is linguistically shocking, there is poten-
tial to reframe the visibility of gender representation through the adaptation 
and imagination of graphic forms. The collective experience of bodies 
relative to its descriptions could be viewed and disseminated as a form of 
feminist phenomena and detachment where graphic design is concerned. 
How female genitalia are named, rendered, represented and consumed as 
a means to construct notions of gender becomes fascinating. The percep-
tion of genitals in this sense can be used graphically to perpetuate ideas of 
being female and perhaps to explore and expand the negotiation and 
boundaries of gender representation.

Graphic desiGn as MytholoGy

Synthesized forms and text are the tools of graphic design and could be 
viewed as mythological in this respect. In this context, these form a system 
of reinforced communication that is concerned with message-making rela-
tive to gender. Symbols, marks, colours, shapes and words are “forms” 
that Roland Barthes describes in Mythologies as a type of speech: “Pictures 
become a kind of writing as soon as they are meaningful: like writing, they 
call for a lexis” (110). These modes of signification help widen the scope 
and impact of gendered visual forms relative to normative gender terms 
and semiotics. Barthes’ theory perhaps reveals the transformation of the 
ideation of genitalia and how this might operate, particularly how culture 
employs the idea of gender beyond basic distinctions, such as penis and 
vagina, by using indirect substitutes such as “flaps,” “sausage,” “bush,” 
“flower,” “snake,” “pussy,” “hose,” “box” and “taco.” The use of words 
as arbiters of gender are represented and used within the process of graphic 
design and communication and must be viewed in terms of the intention 
and consumption of use. Ultimately, words (as forms) need to be consid-
ered in terms of how they might be exchanged—notably the complexity of 
their combinations, connotations, reclamations and problematic nature.

Alison Carmichael’s 2005, C**t, (see Fig.  4.2), conceived and art- 
directed by Mark Denton Design, can be seen as an opportunity to frame 
and arrange the ideals of female genitalia and normative-gender ideology. 
The rendering of design forms, notably the color pink and script type, 
seem to reinforce a perspective relative to common forms of gender in 
culture. C**t illustrates a tension of forms trying to regulate the coded 
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aesthetics of speech operating in opposition to each other within the 
framework of this composition. The conflict surrounds the operation of 
the word “cunt” as a problematic linguistic term by attempting to control 
the aesthetics. The signs—typographic ornamentation and associated tag-
line, “words look much nicer when they’re hand lettered”—attempts to 
rearticulate “cunt.” There perhaps is a feminization of “forms” and an 
attempt to dismantle or renegotiate the power and etymology of the usage 
of “cunt.” There is a conflation of the message, and vernacular conven-
tions are employed through language and aesthetic stereotypes.

Fig. 4.2 Carmichael, Alison. “C**t.” 2005. Work—Alison Carmichael, Mark 
Denton (concept), Web. 04 April 2017. http://alisoncarmichael.com/ct/
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The display of signs in this sense creates an arbitrary mediated dis-
course; Meaning is often transient, but it can also solidify culture and 
consumer ideals with regard to gender. In Languages of Dreams, Ellen 
Lupton explores the cultural history of written and pictorial systems used 
to communicate noting the ways graphic design uses expressions—such as 
pictographs, ideographs and rebus—to create language through repeat-
able elements (46). A triangle ▾, for instance, is a primary shape that might 
suggest movement, but positioned within another context it might sug-
gest a vagina or vulva ▾ as does a collection of brackets (see Fig. 4.3) and 
a pictorial manifestation of a hand gesture B. The reading of signs in this 
respect suggests shared cultural identification for communicating with dif-
ferent audiences.

The replication of seemingly ephemeral forms to express gendered 
culture can be seen in the work of experimental feminist typography, 
which exposes inconstancies and regularities in gender and language. 
Siân Cook and Teal Triggs of Women’s Design + Research Unit (WD+RU) 
created Pussy Galore in 1994—a conceptual typeface where images such 
as pouting lips and high heels are juxtaposed with terms like “dumb 
blonde,” “Lolita” and “homemaker.” A matrix of female characteristics 
to expose gender stereotypes through graphic design and heraldry (see 
Fig. 4.4), Pussy Galore portrays pedigree, position and rank drawing from 
pop culture and herstory providing a provocative measure in which to 
relate graphically to being a women and the challenges of feminism. The 
typeface perhaps presents an opportunity to not only read between the 
lines with regard to the underrepresentation of women in design and 
society but also to expose a dominant culture that has allowed itself  
to differentiate women both positively and negatively. This highlights 
graphically the ideas of discrimination and victimization though language 
based on  gender. Teal Triggs discusses the role of Pussy Galore in a chap-
ter entitled Graphic Design in Feminist Visual Culture stating “the 
 typeface was created as a form of ‘propaganda’ making evident through 

Fig. 4.3 Paterson, 
Leigh. “Times New 
RoHuman, 150 point,” 
2017
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the technological capacities of the computer, the cultural baggage which 
is brought to bear by its user” (162). The treatment of gender in the 
framing and arranging of contentious content is situated within a femi-
nist agenda, whereby designed typography provides a framework of 
inequality to perhaps discuss equality. Cook and Triggs in essence are 
holding a mirror up to lived constructs—social and political fragments of 
visual communication that embody gender. As a result, the reading of 
each typographic sign can be unraveled revealing complex combinations 
of representation and narratives.

Barthes posits that the relationship of signs such as these and the con-
nection to an ideology of form and speech can expand the idea of repre-
sentation. Barthes highlights the point that there is signification from a 
specific image given for a specific signification (110). However, the agency 
to control particular elements of representation by graphic designers to 
translate to consumer audiences might be seen in graphic design’s ability 
to act in a transformational manner beyond signification, language and 

Fig. 4.4 Women’s Design  +  Research Unit (WD+RU). “Pussy Galore”  
AIGA: Eyeondesign, Cook, Sian and Triggs, Teal, September 28th, 2016, Web.  
24 April 2017. https://eyeondesign.aiga.org/the-women-readdressing-the- 
gender-imbalance-in-typography/
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message-making. This process, relative to designed forms, might be 
understood using Walter Benjamin’s “wish-image” framework from The 
dialectics of seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project:

…dream symbols are the fetishized desires that advertise commodities. And the 
collective goes on sleeping. But should it awaken, the utopian symbols can be 
redeemed as a manifestation of truth. Essential to this truth is its transitoriness. 
The wish symbols, signposts in a period of transition, can inspire the refunction-
ing of the new nature so that it satisfies material needs and desires that are the 
source of the dream in the first place. Wish images do not liberate humanity 
directly. But they are vital to the process. (120)

This could suggest how graphic design from Benjamin’s codified posi-
tion (as described by Susan Buck-Morss) could be used to illuminate the 
practice and production of graphic design that reflects “transitoriness” 
and via “wish images,” a process referred to as “thinking-in-images” 
(bilddenken). Sigrid Weigel, in Body-and Image-Space: Re-Reading 
Walter Benjamin, discusses Habermas’ interpretation of Benjamin’s 
work on “thinking-in-images” revealing theoretically how “utterances 
such as ‘images’ and ‘looking’ are replaced, and even suppressed, by 
‘thoughts’ and ‘thinking’” (quoted in Weigel 7). Hence, graphic design’s 
codified visual literacy requires an interaction of image and text (forms), 
which are complex cognitive experiences. The inherent production of 
meaning signaled here can be problematic because representational 
meaning is embedded and derived in the creation of the signification.  
It is, however, possible to create further analysis of forms by examining 
the relationship and cognition of the process of culture, context and 
memory.

This production of meaning is often symbolic and “loaded” within the 
gendered surfaces of bodies via the practice of graphic design. The “pro-
cess” to which Benjamin alludes has a relationship to “truth.” Truth in 
this context could be viewed as fluid with regard to the agency and opera-
tion of forms relative to the understanding of the body and gender. The 
“process” and “truth” regarding “transitoriness” are perhaps liminal cog-
nitive actions. The translation and negotiation of visual forms relative to 
gender can be negotiated rather than definitively defined. The relationship 
graphic design might have to truth is the process or performance and cog-
nitive transition of forms. Forms change and adapt relative to the context 
in which they are employed; it is here that imagination and mythology 
play out in a variety of design environments.
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transitory pussy

The adaptation and evolution of gendered synthesized forms became 
apparent during The Women’s March in January 2017—a watershed 
moment in America creating a unique design environment. The march 
highlighted the very public conversation and critique of the operation of 
power with regard to feminism. Graphic forms were embedded in these 
conversations, and the historical patriarchal domination and overpowering 
of women and other minorities were redefined and co-opted at lightning 
speed. The politics of gender and the term “pussy” became a transforma-
tive node—A literal linguistic battleground was created. Through speedy 
reclamation, “pussy” was no longer a misogynistic comment by the repub-
lican candidate/president elect at the time but a means to call out issues 
associated with gender and equality. The unprecedented visibility of 
“pussy” in general allowed The Women’s March to demonstrate a power-
ful use of vulva and vagina through graphic innuendo, creative play and 
imagination. The creation of knitted pussy hats and protest signs, all 
designed by marchers, created collective agency to empower women and 
perhaps take back control regarding the perception of female genitals. A 
plethora of signs—stating “This pussy grabs back,” “Pussy grab back,” 
“Pussies vote,” “Pussy is power,” “Viva la vulva,” “My pussy, my rules,” 
“America is great, don’t touch my cat,” and even “Hands off our 
CUNTry”—allowed an anatomical emancipation of sorts with respect to 
women and genitalia. The frequency and use of the words “pussy” and 
“cunt” were used to form distinct gender lines in relation to women and 
being female. This demonstrated how the application and engagement of 
language is employed and promoted and perhaps reflects contemporary 
ideas and perceptions of feminism and equality. However, David Brooks, 
from The New York Times, in a post-march opinion piece entitled After the 
Women’s March commented:

…the marches offered the pink hats, an anti-Trump movement built, oddly, 
around Planned Parenthood, and lots of signs with the word “pussy” in 
them. The definition of America is up for grabs. Our fundamental institu-
tions have been exposed as shockingly hollow. But the marches couldn’t 
escape the language and tropes of identity politics.

The Women’s March might in this respect reflect the transitory nature 
of feminism and illustrate how gender, through graphic representation 
and self-expression, might be continually be up for grabs. The use of 
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“vagina” and “vulva” as political-protest devices in this regard reveals 
what genitalia might represent and who is being represented. How do 
graphic representations of women, by women, continue to promote and 
reflect equality? Can the idea of being a woman lead to more affirmative 
action, or does it entrench the capitulation of gender through genital ste-
reotyping? Should contemporary feminism be concerned about genitals? 
Does it actually matter who has female genitalia? Graphic innuendo 
through female forms perhaps allows continued discussion to take place 
with regard to how contemporary feminism operates now and how it 
might evolve in the future.

Visual innuendo in any respect can be silently referenced in the work of 
graphic design, and this referencing and reading can be formal or infor-
mal. Commercial entities and commodities at large can no longer control 
the correlation or cognition of the representation of the sign, and this 
changing relationship builds new elements of transitoriness. The way com-
modities are framed and aimed at an audience may be confusing. One way 
this confusion can happen is through the conformity or ambivalence of a 
message manufactured through graphic design. The semiotic structure of 
a sign with regard to signifiers and signified are negotiated via designed 
forms as a way to determine how an audience might read visual culture. 
What a form is, what it means and what you imagine it to be are negoti-
ated through the mark-marking practice of graphic design. There is an 
articulation of order that attempts to establish itself when a message is 
read, but this is not definitive.

The transitory nature of graphic design can be viewed through the 
work of DesignStudio and the rebrand of the corporate logo for online 
accommodation and hospitality service of Airbnb in 2014. Logo design is 
a form of mark-making relative to the practice of graphic design where a 
visual identity can be aligned with a commercial entity or group. The abil-
ity to use logos within the field of graphic design primarily establishes a 
unique symbol or form. This visual unification can graphically represent a 
business while simultaneously differentiating it from other competitors 
where consumerism is concerned. Businesses such as Airbnb use the func-
tion of a graphic entity, such as a logo, in order to stay relevant and recog-
nizable to consumers and to build corporate identity. A new graphic entity 
for this reason was created and named Bélo with an ambitious design ratio-
nale intent on representing “people,” “places” and “love” (see Fig. 4.5).

The new logo’s graphic form, commercial definition and qualities, once 
publicly launched, spread rapidly and garnered a slew of online discussion. 
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The Guardian’s design critic Oliver Wainwright, in “Is it balls, vagina, or 
both? Airbnb logo sparks wave of internet parodies,” described how Bélo 
mimicked both a scrotum and a vagina. Because of mediated online plat-
forms and information exchange, the Bélo form was discussed beyond cor-
porate polish and control resulting in graphic parodies. Airbnb responded 
creating an online infographic webpage entitled “The Bélo Report,” a com-
munication document intent on strategically managing online commen-
tary. In response to the emerging pressure of online narratives and backlash 
from consumers, the intent of “The Bélo Report” was to define and refine 
the new logo form. The report acknowledged the complex synthesis of the 
graphic form and—in a unique public-relations move—Airbnb harvested 
and co-opted online interpretations of Bélo and used it to explain its own 
rebrand. It sought to manage the interpretation of the new logo by glean-
ing all of the post brand−launch online commentary.

“The Bélo Report” reimagined and renegotiated the eclectic forms that 
had been used to describe the Bélo, which simultaneously represented 
body parts, food, transportation and animals. The corporate explanation 
offered in the infographic, however, redacts the genital areas that the new 
logo connotes, referring instead to the offending forms as “nose, chin, 

Fig. 4.5 DesignStudio. “Brand_Case_Study3.” Rebranding the world’s most 
compelling hospitality idea. Screenshot from gif. 20 August 2017. https://www.
wearedesignstudio.com/works/airbnb-rebrand/
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bleep, bleeep & bleeeep.” Airbnb as a commercial entity censoring geni-
tals reflects the problematic nature of a logo looking like genitals. 
Paradoxically, the company’s mission statement, “belong anywhere,” and 
the graphic attempt to be everything to everyone meant Airbnb opened 
themselves up to further criticism.

The reproduction of forms keeping pace with speech saw Airbnb mocked 
online with unsanctioned advertising known as “subvertising”—the graphic 
practice of appropriating logos or advertising to invert the intended idea or 
meaning via an adaptation of a parody copy. Tumblr accounts emerged 
posting subvertised advertisements, one of which represented the Bélo logo 
as a vagina juxtaposed against a female body with the tagline “extra roomy” 
(see Fig. 4.6). The renegotiation of the logo in this instance uses the culture 
of language to associated gender  representation outside of commercial con-
trol. Bélo, in this instance, became a slippery signifier and revealed the social 
role graphic design can play in generating complex visual interactions rela-
tive to gender representation and message making. The meta-nature of the 
graphic adaptation regarding the Bélo form and function entrenches the 
idea that the logo and brand in its entirety could continue to operate indefi-
nitely as a type of double entendre.

Fig. 4.6 Unknown. “Airbnb—extra roomy.” 2014, Complex, Web. 20 August 
2017. http://www.complex.com/style/2014/07/the-20-funniest-airbnb-logo- 
design-parodies/
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The conflicting ideas of forms is not only a nuanced issue for graphic 
design in the creation of corporate logos, the generalized visual manufac-
turing of genitals can reflect multiple nodes of transitoriness relative to 
gender. The ability to use the idea of genitalia to comment on women and 
manufactured notions of gender has in some respect been entrenched in 
history. Gustave Courbet’s L’Origine du monde [The Origins of the World] 
(1866) demonstrates how ideas of manufactured gender identity operate 
and are constructed in the production of pictorial content (see Fig. 4.7). 
The painting exposes a renegotiation of boundaries relative to agency, 

Fig. 4.7 Courbet, G. L’Origine du monde [The Origins of the World] (1866). Oil 
on canvas, 46 × 55 cm. Musee d’Orsay. Web. 2006. Digital Image. 1 September 
2017. http://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/works-in-focus/search/com-
mentaire.html?no_cache=1&zoom=1&tx_damzoom_pi1%5BshowUid
%5D=2406
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audience attitudes and historical trends in visual forms. Courbet specifi-
cally drew inspiration for the visual form from pornographic stereoscopic 
images circulating at the time and can be viewed with this precedence in 
mind. Descriptions of this compositions’ relationship to female organs at 
that time were expressed and described by Manuel Jover in Corbet as 
“typically almost always being excluded from the depiction of the body, 
the pubis even more so than the vulvar cleft” (217).

The framing and capturing of female genitalia within this composition 
perhaps highlight the transitory nature of genitalia, which produces con-
flicting interpretations. Female genitalia, in this sense, potentially become a 
node to simultaneously celebrate and denigrate the female body. The paint-
ing’s very existence could be considered subversive, and this is suggested 
by John Berger in Courbet and the Jura, who posits that Courbet’s work 
“proposed a transformation of subject matter and audience,” even going so 
far to claim he “stole” the practice of nude painting—which was associated 
with “wealth” and “luxury”—in a visual reclamation so other ways of look-
ing could be sought, and thus it might be viewed as “vulgar” due to 
Corbet’s “hatred of the bourgeoisie” (146). The politics of this image 
allows the opportunity to discuss how it might be thought of rather than 
what it definitively means. It was for a time rarely viewed and continues to 
be scrutinized. Even when genitalia are removed, distorted, taken out of 
view, subjugated or renegotiated, the fact that they exist in some form 
graphically that is able to be viewed and shared perhaps allows a form of 
feminist activism and discourse to operate. The nature and reality of public, 
private, sanctioned or unsanctioned reproductions of genital forms offers 
representational adaptations in this sense to be explored.

Genital adaptation and censorship

The flipside of pictorial genital exposure lies in what could be called the 
poverty of anatomy. The problematic nature of what is visually accept-
able at any given time and place is often convoluted: What is full frontal 
in one context is sanitized in another. How graphic design might con-
trol, construct and manage visual forms reveals complex visual interac-
tions  relative to gender representation and message making. Out of these 
interactions emerge issues and ideas surrounding the production of cen-
sorship and pornography, which can be explored through the work of 
graphic design.

Attached to the façade of Nasa’s Voyager 10 and 11 is the Pioneer 
Plaque, a visual device intent on representing humans on earth. The 
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plaque was launched in 1972 with the intent of communicating with 
extraterrestrials about life on earth using a didactic process. A prelapsarian 
figure of a male and female were illustrated to universally represent human 
life despite obvious problematic concerns related to age, ethnicity and 
heteronormativity (see Fig.  4.8). Once finalized, there was conjecture 
about why the original designer censored part of the external genitalia 
and its anatomical representation in the illustration. What is described by 
Carl Sagan in Carl Sagan’s cosmic connection: an extraterrestrial perspec-
tive as a “short line” was omitted in the final rendering of the vulva, and 
the justification given was the fear of possible censorship by NASA at the 
time as well as the Greek tradition of rendering of female images (22). 
The graphic sanitisation made the Pioneer Plaque’s portrayal of a woman 
a kind of space Barbie in her genital-free visual appearance. This anatomi-
cal anomaly was discussed by Leigh Paterson in Space, the final frontier 
because of the tension regarding the normative reality of “being a female” 

Fig. 4.8 Drake, Frank, Räisänen, Oona, Sagan, Carl, Salzman Sagan, Linda.  
The Pioneer plaque. 1972. Wikimedia Commons. Wikimedia Foundation. Web. 
20 August 2017. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pioneer_plaque#/media/
File:Pioneer_plaque.svg
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coupled with the actual representation of the female form. This was con-
flicting, as the composition allowed the idea of a woman to orbit space 
and inhabit earth, albeit without genitals (15).

The puritanical nature of the exclusion and graphic reduction employed 
by NASA in the presentation of the body in this designed outcome may 
suggest a form of “pudendal disgust,” a hatred, contempt or revulsion to 
female genitalia at the time. Leonore Tiefer explores the idea of female- 
genital disgust and the representational thinking that surrounds it. Tiefer 
describes the disgust in Female Genital Cosmetic Surgery: Freakish or 
Inevitable? Analysis from Medical Marketing, Bioethics, and Feminist 
Theory as a “social reality” and points to the scholarship of Virginia Braun 
with regard to vagina and vulva and society—particularly Braun and 
Wilkinson’s description of vaginas and their perception, “… powerful yet 
vulnerable, source of pleasure yet smelly and ugly, passive yet hungry, the 
vagina and its surroundings get more disrespect than honor” (as quoted in 
Tiefer 2008). Pudendal disgust in this sense might be applied to the tran-
sitory context of design and demonstrates how a mode of disguise might 
be applied in the visual representation or exclusion of genitals in the com-
mercial work of graphic design. For this reason, it is crucial to consider the 
significance of the problematic interpretation of female genitals in the 
public realm and the revulsion towards genitalia as it arises from a wide 
range of historical and contemporary sociocultural contexts.

The continued production, management, and censorship of genitals for 
this reason is still negotiated as mainstream social media continue to self- 
regulate via “community standards.” Implementing regulations and con-
trol of online content, Instagram for example use their own Community 
Guidelines which states:

We know that there are times when people might want to share nude images 
that are artistic or creative in nature, but for a variety of reasons, we don’t 
allow nudity on Instagram. This includes photos, videos, and some digitally- 
created content that show sexual intercourse, genitals, and close-ups of fully- 
nude buttocks.

However, online Instagram accounts such as @look_at_this_pusssy, 
created by Eva Sealove and Chelsea Jones, have responded to the regula-
tions set down by the Community Guidelines encouraging Instagram 
users to share banal images that can be posted and read as female genita-
lia. The synthesized forms posted by users graphically allude to the idea 
of female genitalia. A scarf tucked into a jacket posted by @cjkut could be 
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viewed as a form of double coding and imagination (see Fig.  4.9). 
Benjamin’s idea of transitoriness is perhaps embedded in the dissemina-
tion of the post—It could be a close up of a scarf and jacket, or a vulva, 
or a vagina, or something else. This particular post in essence could 
reveal the background battle and confusion around how to view and 
describe the image and the problematic nature of how images communi-
cate to an audience. The folding material emulates what a “pussy” might 
stereotypically look like; however, the anatomical representation of visual 
features with respect to the vulva and vagina are negotiable. The “real-
ity” of the post reveals how content has the ability to propagate the idea 
of genitals and act as a visual prompt through graphic representation. 
What parts of the “pussy” are vulva or vagina perhaps become irrelevant 
when juxtaposed with a range of everyday images hosted by the @look_
at_this_pusssy account that mimic genitalia. A variety of forms—such as 
baked goods, wooden floorboards, inflatable loungers and cloud forma-
tions—expand the idea of how female genitalia can be seen in different 
contexts.

Fig. 4.9 look_at_this_pusssy, “Screen shot from @ look_at_this_pusssy,” 
Instagram, 10 September 2017. https://www.instagram.com/p/1dqqtyiZrk/ 
?hl=en&taken-by=look_at_this_pusssy
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The adaptation of Instagram as an image platform in essence breaking 
its own community guidelines by hosting a repository of “pussy” through 
the creation of alternative communication paths is worthy of further dis-
cussion. These communication paths co-opt the control and policing of a 
regulatory framework in the production and distribution of images. Users 
can consume and produce representational copies that openly flaunt the 
rules to reveal the inconstancies and paradoxes that open up and operate 
when trying to prevent postings of seemingly restricted content. In this 
respect, genitalia posted on Instagram can be instantaneously viewed 
everywhere and nowhere. The ability to create content through a system 
of networked images allows the concept of graphic design to perhaps be 
expanded, particularly how an image is transmitted, received and inter-
preted and, more importantly, how a graphic form continues to be nego-
tiated not just in content but in the mode of delivery and participation. 
Collections of images curated in a repository; collaboratively stored, added 
and shared, create meta-narratives that can comment on and critique insti-
tutionalized rules. Given creative will, problematic visual content can be 
posted—So the ability to stub out all “pussy” from Instagram might seems 
pointless as Community Guidelines are clearly subverted. Instagram’s reg-
ulatory framework, relative to @look_at_this_pusssy, is commented on by 
Beejoli Shah in Inside Instagram’s Long Guerrilla War on Porn—and the 
Users Who Keep Coming Back stating: “A vagina is a vagina is a vagina, 
after all, whether that vagina was photographed and uploaded by its owner 
or by a quasi-paid porn site looking for new members with credit cards.” 
Shah outlines the problematic nature of Instagram and points out that 
despite Instagram’s best intentions, on-line communities share illicit con-
tent on Instagram via “backchannels.” How long a post exists before 
being taken down and why it was taken down then becomes a moot point. 
As Sealove notes, “I still operate under the assumption that every post 
lives on borrowed time. The reaction is part of the story; censorship is 
revealing” (Kane 2016). Despite the fact posts can be destabilized due to 
censorship, an Instagram post in this context could be viewed indepen-
dently as an echo or memory. The forms are reproduced fragments, which, 
in their totality, reference ideas of gender and provide opportunities to 
negotiate how we actually consume and think about gender. Here feminist 
politics is evident because the visibility of “pussy” becomes an active form 
of graphic activism through collectivism. While Instagram is intent on 
removing and restricting images of genitalia, this has created a “gender 
bender” in the negotiation of the rules. The fact that the images  
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are simultaneously genitals and not genitals whilst being displayed is a 
passive political act through curation and distribution. This act in essence 
promotes the visibility of female genitalia outside of the imagination and 
its traditional mythology and sanctions closer thinking and reflection. 
Images of genitalia in this respect might not begin to matter in the greater 
discussion of gender. Genital representation within mediated online cul-
ture and beyond can be critiqued—Does it matter what a vagina or vulva 
looks like? The reality that a vagina or vulva is perhaps transitory in this 
context allows lines of censorship and consumption to be blurred. And it 
perhaps widens the boundaries of contemporary feminism at large where 
genitals are concerned. Any “pussy” in public might in this respect be 
viewed as a feminist experience.

the coMMercial “reality” of feMale Genitalia

Commercially, the practice of graphic design could be viewed as a canon 
of gender norms that permeates society through consumerism. The repre-
sentation of gender via graphic design has perpetuated banal stereotypical 
hangovers that feminism has often had to push back against. The com-
mercial practice of graphic design has often allowed ideas of gender to be 
co-opted with rudimentary expressions of gender. Commercial display of 
gender simultaneously distorts and supports the collective cultural percep-
tion of gender and gendered bodies to stimulate the consumption of 
designed commodities. Gendered identities are simultaneously produced 
and consumed. By legitimizing and providing clear demarcations of gen-
der conscription through consumption, the lived experience of gender 
attempts to speak to consumers. Because consumption remains uncon-
tained and uncontainable within the ideological boundaries of Western 
capitalist societies, gendered bodies are used as props that appropriate and 
adapt the idea of sex and gender. This is powerful because it cements the 
role and responsibility that designers have as the architects of meaning and 
purpose in the control and display of gendered bodies. Consumerism 
allows individuals to support and endorse the thoughts and thinking 
embedded in the production and consumption of a commodity via the 
practice of graphic design. The cognition of genitals, sex and feminism 
that genitalia embody is dynamic where consumerism is concerned.

Rick Poynor, in Designing Pornotopia, states that “the convergence  
of sex and design makes perfect sense. Both are compulsively visual and 
tactile; both offer a realm of pleasure and hedonism; both are treated as 
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recreational activities; and both are viewed in openly self-preoccupied, 
consumerist terms” (7–8). Companies such as New Zealand fashion label 
“I Love Ugly” launched a jewellery line for men with an associated cam-
paign in 2015 using female bodies in the mise en scène. Naked women 
became the central nexus of the campaign, and a series of images were 
produced and distributed with a range of gendered bodies as backdrops 
for the display of jewellery. One image from the series used as part of the 
campaign depicts the central commodity being modeled against a naked 
squatting woman. A hand that is used as visual merkin placeholder both 
censors and promotes a focal point towards the genital region (see 
Fig. 4.10). Graphic design is in this sense able to correct the gendered 
surface of the body to produce a partially sanitized genital depiction.

The campaign images in their entirety were ultimately not well-received, 
and complaints were made to New Zealand’s Advertising Standards 
Authority and published in I Love Ugly Ruling regarding “women’s bodies 
being used as passive objects” and associated concerns emerged regarding 
the sexualized and exploitative nature of the images (2015). The use of a 
gendered body in this composition and the campaign at large can most 
certainly be viewed in heightened consumerist terms. Jean Baudrillard’s 
The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures might help explain how there 
is a contextual relationship with the audience and visual forms:

Few objects today are offered alone, without a context of objects which ‘speaks’ 
them. And this changes the consumer’s relation to the object: he no longer relates 
to a particular object in its specific utility, but to a set of objects in its total sig-
nification. (27)

It is important to use Baudrillard’s point to consider how sexual overtones 
and gender representation may be embedded in the content of advertised 
images and commodities. Similarly, Calvin Klein “I flash in #mycalvins” 
Spring 2016 campaign (see Fig. 4.11) goes further to reflect the sexualisa-
tion of bodies to stimulate the consumption of commodities. A voyeuristic 
pornographic practice of unauthorized photography called “upskirting” is 
used to create a form of advertising promoting Calvin Klein underwear. 
The use of hashtags in the naming of this campaign alludes to the notion 
that online-sexting culture is being adopted to sell a commodity. Moreover, 
this strategy seems to provide a commentary regarding how information is 
shared, consumed and operates inside mythological narratives relative to 
the exchange of sex, gender and design.
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The management and presentation of gender to stimulate consumption 
is often heteronormative. Gender differentiation within a marketplace is 
and has been an associated function within the commercial practice of 
graphic design to situate commodities. Consumers and audiences at large 
have traditionally been delineated as male or female, and associated com-
modities have been “dressed” accordingly. There is commercial exchange 
value in adopting and reflecting dominate nodes and presentations of 

Fig. 4.10 I Love Ugly. “2015—Jewellery Collection.” 2015. Acclaim. The 
Drop: I Love Ugly debut jewellery collection. Screenshot from Web Lookbook. 
20 August, 2017. http://www.acclaimmag.com/style/the-drop-i-love-ugly- 
debut-jewellery-collection-nsfw#2
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gender tropes—To buy is perhaps to believe. In the case of the I Love 
Ugly and Calvin Klein campaigns, a strong desire to fetishize the body in 
artificial terms using the “thoughts” and “thinking” relative to genitals 
and culture in stimulating consumption is on display.

The impact to feminism in this regard could be how ideas regarding the 
representation of female genitals reveals and solidifies what is “natural” in 
response to what is alluded to commercially. In the same respect, what is 
considered artificial, removed or renegotiated allows a consumer to buy 
the idea of being female. The anatomical reality and representation of 
gendered forms can be suspended and instead sexually regurgitated and 

Fig. 4.11 Calvin Klein, “I flash in #mycalvins.” 10 May, 2016, Instagram, pho-
tographed by @harleyweir, 20 April, 2017. https://www.instagram.com/p/
BFNCgKdRC4K/?taken-by=calvinklein
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concealed as a means to trade. Baudrillard uses the metaphor of “fauna” 
and “flora” to capture how human activity relative to consumption and 
capital is dictated to consumers—i.e., it is not natural—but it highlights 
how an object’s exchange-value manifests itself (26). Objects and by- 
proxy forms, which are linked to messages within commercial advertising, 
can allow a simulation of reality. The representation that female genitalia 
allows can operate as a communication device, and the commodification 
of the representational forms is revealing. Consumables are arranged in 
such a way as to stimulate amalgamation of gender so that that the way 
goods are perceived are culturalised. The culturalised nature of gender 
representation linguistically and visually allows for an opportunity to cri-
tique the terms in which complex social and political narratives operate.

Graphic design’s use of female genitalia can allow the manifestation of 
traditional binaries or the distribution of banal misinformation regarding 
gender and identity. Graphic design can establish boundaries and limita-
tions in terms of what gender is and how it should be viewed. However, 
ideas of gender are often simultaneously co-opted and sold back within 
consumer culture, thus perpetuating rigid ideology. The result is the trans-
mission of antiquated representations regarding how gender is understood 
and presented. This is and will continue to be problematic. In some con-
texts, the transitoriness of forms offers the opportunity to create other 
ways for gender to be thought of, viewed, and consumed—widening the 
visual scope and definition.

Female genitalia, where graphic design is concerned, is a front door to 
perhaps negotiate how gender representation is consumed and transmitted. 
How audiences think about genitalia, what it means and what it represents 
through the practice of graphic design forms a complex picture of how gender 
operates. Graphic deisgn can and has aligned and positioned itself to contem-
porary feminism through vaginas and vulvas. Whether vaginas and vulvas are 
concealed or revealed, renamed, renounced or renegotiated—Graphic design 
as a practice has the ability to frame and aim genitals at the general public. 
Graphic representation in this respect can promote ideas regarding gender, 
but graphic forms both now and in the future will  perhaps remain transitory 
due to the eclectic application of forms. However, graphic design might con-
tinue to regulate and function as an arbiter of gender representation due to 
the nature of consumption—How it does this is a moot point. However, what 
is clear is new forms of graphic activism can promote opportunities to con-
tinue to characterize, redefine and mainstream ideas of gender relative to 
genitalia. New conversations and new connections. Pussy Power!
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CHAPTER 5

Fighting Back on Feminist Terms: 
Empowerment Through Self-Defence 

Training in Neoliberal Times

Bell A. Murphy

Pop Culture encourages [young women] to dress and behave like hookers 
[and] drink to excess […]. Until [they] are educated and empowered on 
how to make SMART personal safety choices, all the sexual assault policies 
in the world aren’t going to help. (Baty 2014c)

In neoliberal times, the slippery slope between safety advice for women 
and victim-blame is slicker than ever. As enduring patriarchal norms com-
bine with the imperatives of personal responsibility and the myth of meri-
tocracy, the dichotomy between those seen as “victims” and “agents” is 
increasingly stark. Popular misconceptions about rape perpetuate blame, 
shame and silence—minimising the suffering of victims and down-playing 
the culpability of perpetrators (Bohner et al. 2009, 18). Such disempower-
ing discourses are exemplified in the chapter epigraph by “crime preven-
tion specialist” and entrepreneur Kathleen Baty, aka Safety Chick™.

There are long-standing concerns amongst feminists that teaching resis-
tance as a strategy for stopping rape serves to increase the already complex 
burdens borne by women1 in regard to sexual violence (Frazier 2013; 
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Mardorossian 2003; Hall 2004), concerns which are not unfounded. 
Indeed, problematic advice and “solutions” abound, often imposing sig-
nificant limitations on women’s freedom relative to men’s (White and 
Rees 2014; Rentschler #Safetytipsforladies, 2015). Since it is rapists’ 
behaviour that is problematic, shouldn’t we just focus on teaching men—
90 % of rapists—not to rape? Shouldn’t they be the ones investing time, 
energy and resources into reshaping their comportment?

In short, yes. Working to change the attitudes and behaviours that lead 
to perpetration is a crucial piece of the puzzle, and currently many pro-
grammes with these aims are being designed and trialled around the world, 
with varying results (Flood 2015). While some show promise (Foshee 
et al. 2004; DeGue et al. 2014) many have been found ineffective and in 
some cases produced backlashes where boys and men’s attitudes and 
behaviours around sexual coercion worsened (Jaffe et al. 1992; Keller et al. 
2010; Winkel and De Kleuver 1997).2 There are many barriers to chang-
ing the social causes of rape, including getting men on board, particularly 
those most likely to commit assault (Casey et al. 2013). In the meantime, 
we are left with a pandemic of rape: a highly gendered social problem 
which plays out minute by minute on the scale of individual bodies.

Patterns of risk broadly follow patterns of social marginalisation. For 
example, women who are transgender, of colour, bi-sexual, disabled and/
or without adequate access to resources experience particularly elevated 
rates of gender-based and sexual violence (James et al. 2016; Plummer and 
Findley 2012).3 There are many barriers to speaking out, particularly for 
those who are marginalised in multiple ways. Studies show that those most 
likely to be assaulted are also those least likely to be believed (van der 
Bruggen and Grubb 2014). However, the neoliberal turn in thinking 
about crime, agency and victimhood encourages us to ignore these pat-
terns and their political implications, a point I will return to shortly.

While facts about the prevalence of sexual violence and the unequal 
distribution of risk are crucial for drawing attention to the problem, recit-
ing statistics such as “one in three girls by the age of sixteen will experi-
ence some form of unwanted sexual contact” (Fanslow et al. 2007) can 
produce the impression that girls are doomed to experience this harm and 
powerless to stop it. This is compounded by cultural discourses of femi-
nine bodies as inherently violable and defenceless. However, a lesser- 
known statistic is that women successfully resist 75% of rape attempts 
(Gordon and Riger 1989, 69).4 While there are no guarantees women will 
be able to get out of an attack unharmed, empirical studies show that 
using one form of forceful resistance (loud, angry yelling; striking; kicking 
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etc.) increases their chances of escape by 60%. If two are used 80% of 
women will escape a rapist (Ullman and Knight 1991, 31–43; see also 
Clay-Warner 2002). Furthermore, contrary to the popular myth that 
fighting back will anger an attacker and result in more severe physical 
injury, studies show that, over all, forceful resistance is correlated with a 
decrease in the severity of injuries sustained (Ullman and Knight “A 
Multivariate Model,” 1991). Given these findings, promoting self-defence 
training for women appears a pragmatic way to prevent assaults.

Self-defence has been defined as using multiple strategies—verbal, mental 
and physical—to keep oneself safe from physical and emotional harm initi-
ated by an aggressor (Lawler and Kamienski 2007). Critiques about how 
self-defence can depoliticise violence and contribute to victim-blame con-
tinue to hold significant merit in regard to programmes which are not 
informed by feminist analyses of gender and power. Yet, such critiques are 
often based on narrow and false assumptions about what self- defence pro-
grammes involve (Cahill and Hunt “Should Feminists Defend Self-Defense?” 
2016, 172).5 As I will discuss in more detail towards the end of this chapter, 
feminist self-defence classes include not only physical techniques but also 
discussions and activities that explicitly challenge rape- cultural myths which 
contribute to victim-blame, shame and feelings of powerlessness.

This chapter is part of a long genealogy of feminist theorising and activ-
ism about sexual violence, victimhood, resistance, gendered bodies and 
the discourses that constitute them (Marcus 1992; Hollander and Rodgers 
2014; Bordo 1992; Bartky 1988; Butler, Gender Trouble, 1990; De 
Beauvoir 2014; Grosz 1994; Vetten 2011; Phipps 2014; Talbot 2005). 
Feminists in Aotearoa have engaged with self-defence in nuanced ways 
since the early 1900s: From Florence LeMar who toured Aotearoa 
instructing women and girls in the art of Jiu-Jitsu with her vaudevillian 
performances ( LeMar and Gardener “The Life and Adventures”, 1913; 
Rouse and Slutsky 2014), through the second wave of feminism in the 
1970s and 1980s which saw a resurgence of interest in women’s self-
defence and the proliferation of programmes informed explicitly by femi-
nist analyses of gender and power such as Sue Lytollis, Whakamaru Tinana, 
Positive Action and The Women’s Self Defence Network—Wāhine Toa 
which is still going today (Irwin “Power in Our Hands”, 1990; Lytollis 
“Self Defence”, 1983; Jordan and Mossman 2016).

So, how do feminists promote access to the information and skills that 
are most likely to assist women in resisting assault without implying that 
violence prevention is the would-be victims’ responsibility and as part of, 
not instead of, addressing sexual violence as a structural problem? Feminist 
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scholars who argue for the value of rape resistance education have attended 
to such questions in both their analyses and their development of pro-
grammes (Senn et al. 2008; Jordan and Mossman 2016; Hollander “The 
Roots of Resistance,” 2009; McCaughey “Women’s Bodies” 2017; Jones 
and Mattingly 2016). The existing literature makes strong theoretical argu-
ments, supported with empirical data, for the merit of feminist “empower-
ment” based self-defence programmes as part of a broader strategy towards 
ending sexual violence. While ongoing research and interventions to reduce 
perpetration are essential, to date the only educational interventions that 
have been able to show empirical reductions in sexual assault are those 
informed by feminist analyses that provide women with effective resistance 
skills (Senn et  al. 2015; Hollander 2014; Sinclair et  al. 2013; Sarnquist 
et  al. 2014; Exner-Cortens and Wells 2017).6 Beyond preventing actual 
assaults, such programmes are associated with decreased levels of fear; 
decreased levels of agreement with victim-blaming statements; increased 
knowledge about the realities of risk, one’s rights and the social causes of 
gendered violence; increased self-confidence, self- esteem and positive feel-
ings about one’s body; and increased confidence in one’s ability to defend 
oneself, find support and support others to be safe and recover from vio-
lence (See Rentschler 1999; Hollander 2004; Thompson 2014; Gidycz and 
Dardis 2014; Orchowski et al. 2008; Jordan and Mossman 2016; Sinclair 
et al. 2013; Brecklin and Bryant-Davis 2011; Jones and Mattingly 2016; 
Rouse and Slutsky 2014; Brecklin and Ullman 2005; Cahill and Hunt 
2016; McCaughey 1997; Hollander 2016; Cermele 2004).

What is not so clear from this literature is how we might define a feminist 
empowerment approach to self-defence teaching, one which is clearly dis-
tinguishable from neoliberal iterations of “empowerment” in the context of 
sexual violence prevention. In this chapter, I offer some suggestions towards 
such a definition. This is important because of neoliberalism’s tendency to 
appropriate the discourses and symbols of progressive social movements, 
emptying them of critical content and subversive power and selling them 
back to us as “uncanny doubles” (Fraser 2013, 224). Once an anchor in 
social work and activism for addressing injustice, “empowerment” has 
become a buzz word in service of everything from selling sneakers to the 
stated intentions of the International Monetary Fund—not to mention 
functioning as a rhetorical veneer for highly problematic violence preven-
tion efforts which feminists are rightfully critical of.

Drawing on feminist social work scholarship, I explore the theory of 
“empowerment” as a process that is inherently political and social as well 
as personal. I hold that attending to all three of these dimensions should 
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be considered a marker of feminist empowerment-based self-defence: an 
approach which is necessarily at odds with neoliberal empowerment dis-
course.7 To illustrate this point, I engage with feminist critiques of 
 neoliberal victimhood and agency discourse, using Safety Chick™ as an 
example, which I argue should be distinguished from a feminist approach. 
I then consider how a reconceptualisation of vulnerability as universal and 
ambivalent (Gilson 2016) usefully informs feminist empowerment-based 
self- defence by enabling more compassionate and less dichotomised 
understandings of victimhood and agency. In the last section I return to 
feminist self-defence in more detail, providing some examples from my 
own and others teaching, to suggest ways that feminist self-defence classes 
can contribute to a three-dimensional process of empowerment (personal, 
collective and political) which is distinctly anti-neoliberal.8

In social work theory, empowerment pertains to processes through 
which marginalised peoples identify and eradicate the structural and social 
causes of their oppression, increasing their influence over their environ-
ments and, thus, their lives (Solomon 1976). From this perspective, empow-
erment must necessarily involve collective and political as well as personal 
capacity building. Rather than a state to be arrived at, empowerment is an 
ongoing process which requires three interlocking dimensions to be at play 
(See Bay-Cheng “Recovering Empowerment,” 2011; Rappaport 1987; 
Pease 2002; Gutierrez 1994; Lee and Hudson 1996). First, the personal 
dimension involves increasing self-efficacy: a positive and potent sense of 
one’s self and one’s ability to “produce and regulate events in one’s life” 
(Bandura 1982, 122). Secondly, the collective or interpersonal dimension 
involves joining with similar others to develop a more critical comprehen-
sion of how social and political structures affect individual and collective 
experiences, including identifying barriers and imbalances of power. Thirdly, 
the political or subversive dimension involves the cultivation of resources, 
strategies and skills for attaining personal and collective goals, including tak-
ing action to address systemic biases and eradicate power blocks. Each of 
the three dimensions—personal, collective and subversive—is mutually 
enhancing and equally important in order for it to be said that “empower-
ment” is taking place. Thus conceived, empowerment is a profoundly polit-
ical process which involves transformations beyond the personal.

However, over the past few decades popular usage of the term empow-
erment across commercial, religious and political spheres has increasingly 
emphasised the personal aspect only (Pease 2002). This has brought its 
usefulness as an anchor for feminist theory and action into question (Lamb 
and Peterson 2011). Despite glaring evidence to the contrary, neoliberalism 
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insists that we (at least in the “democracies” of the “West”) now live in 
meritocratic societies. As the social foundations of inequality are disavowed 
we are unendingly called on to look inward for the source of our problems 
and to ignore the ongoing impacts of class, sexism, racism, ableism and 
colonialism which continue to shape lives, identities and material opportu-
nities. As Bay-Cheng puts it:

When stripped of critical consciousness and social action to correct system 
injustices, empowerment is quickly distorted into a self-improvement dis-
course. (“Recovering Empowerment” 714)

Thus depleted, critics argue that the term empowerment has become 
useful for obscuring exploitative relations, rather than addressing them, 
and has led to ineffectual and sometimes damaging programmes by well- 
meaning social service providers (Pease 2002). The notion that women 
should “empower” themselves to avoid risks to their safety is highly com-
patible with neoliberal governments’ goals to relieve themselves of respon-
sibility for the costs and consequences of social problems such as sexual 
violence by outsourcing responsibility. Contemporary feminist analyses of 
agency, victimhood and vulnerability discourses further illuminate the 
anti-feminist implications of a neoliberal approach to empowerment.

Neoliberalism is most commonly associated with late capitalist macro-
economic and social policies which deregulate industry, open markets to 
global trade and abandon social welfare (Harvey 2005; see also Brown 
2003). Yet it can also be understood as a “hegemonic discourse setting out 
the moral imperatives to enhance our personal life chances” (Lawn and 
Prentice 2015, 4) and it has profound cultural implications. The neolib-
eral presumption of a meritocratic world manifests in a social rationality 
which valorises self-interest, autonomous striving and personal responsi-
bility. In exchange for personal responsibility, neoliberalism promises free-
dom from both “the strictures of conservative moralism” and the liberal 
state whose social welfare systems are interpreted as “paternalistic and 
intrusive” (Bay-Cheng 2015, 280).

Stringer also attends to the way feminist issues such as gendered vio-
lence have been reconceptualised around the “anti-victim rubric of per-
sonal choice and responsibility” (2014, 9). Since neoliberal citizens are 
reckoned as autonomous agents in a condition of radical freedom, being a 
victim is less a result of violation by another person or systemic injustice it 
is “the manifestation of one’s ineptitude as an agent” (Bay-Cheng 2015, 
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286). According to this conception, victimisation does not so much hap-
pen “to” someone as arise from the self:

through the having of a ‘victim personality’, through the making of bad 
choices, through the inadequate practice of personal vigilance and risk man-
agement, through the failure to practice the rigorous discipline of positive 
thinking. (Stringer 2014, 9)

The “agent good/victim bad” formulation identified by Stringer 
(2014) creates a host of problems not least of all for survivors of sexual 
violence. If they wish to maintain a positive impression of themselves as 
agentive, in their own and other’s eyes, they must either deny that they 
were victimised by framing assault in some other way (miscommunication, 
a bad night) or take responsibility for it. Refusing to take responsibility for 
one’s victimisation may be seen as further evidence of one’s ineptitude as 
an agent. In this way neoliberalism fails at its objective of defending the 
liberty of individuals by encouraging silence and self-blame for victims, 
increasing the load and complexity of normative burdens on women, and 
carving familiar patterns of inequality deeper while disavowing their exis-
tence (Bay-Cheng 2015).

Safety Chick™ provides some excellent examples of neoliberal victimol-
ogy at work. She sells personal safety products, motivational workshops 
and books (Baty 2011). Her huge monetary success and popularity 
(including many primetime TV appearances) are a testament to the syn-
ergy between her approach to safety advice and mainstream neoliberal dis-
courses. She is particularly fond of giving young college women long lists 
of safety tips to avoid getting raped. They read like grim commands, many 
of which, if followed, require serious planning, resources and privileges not 
accessible to all (Baty 2014a). She prefaces them with the statement:

As you excitedly pack up your worldly possessions and get ready for college 
life, there is one extremely important thing to remember: YOU are 
 responsible for your own actions. The choices and behaviours are your own. 
All the safety measures and stats in the world won’t help you if you’re not 
making smart personal safety choices. (Baty 2014a)

When the White House announced plans for a task force to reduce 
sexual violence on campuses Baty wrote a blog entry entitled Task Force- 
Shmask Force: How College Women can “Do a Great Deal More” to Avoid 
Sexual Assault which the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter was 
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drawn from. She implies that women who are assaulted while drinking 
alcohol, wearing sexy clothes or working in the sex industry have only 
themselves to blame. Despite her insistence that “sexual assault is a crime; 
the perpetrator is a criminal and there is NO excuse for the behaviour” 
(ibid.) the responsibility of perpetrators for their actions is eclipsed by her 
fervent appeals to women to act as good crime-avoiding citizens.

Baty coats her restrictive and responsibilising advice in a veneer of 
“empowerment” narratives imploring us to “empower ourselves from the 
inside out” (Baty 2014a) by purchasing her books and rape prevention 
products. Of her marketing strategy, she says:

My mission has been to change the way Personal Safety is marketed to 
women. […] I strongly feel that women do not respond to fear they respond 
to Sex in the City, You Go Girls, Desperate Housewives… Empowerment! 
(Baty 2015)

As a wealthy, abled-bodied, white cis-woman the cultural references she 
draws on in her definition of empowerment betray her highly individualis-
tic and apolitical understanding of the term. If, as she says, “crime knows 
no demographic, just easy targets, especially those who do not take proper 
precautions” (Baty 2014a), and if the statistics drawn from countless stud-
ies are also true—which clearly show that demographic differences corre-
late to victimisation—then the only way to explain the statistics is that 
young, female, differently abled, poor, queer, black and brown people are 
just not making “smart personal choices.”

Under neoliberalism, racialised, colonised and socioeconomically dis-
advantaged peoples must strive for the same goals of individually won 
prosperity and prestige as their privileged counterparts but without the 
accumulated and inherited social, material, and cultural capital or ade-
quate support in an ever-diminishing social welfare system (Bay-Cheng 
2015, 284). Feminist scholars have long critiqued the racist ways in which 
women of colour have been framed as incapable of the virtues associated 
with “real” victimhood (i.e. white, feminine chastity) and have thus rou-
tinely been denied justice (Pietsch 2010; Carby 1985). Likewise, some 
women’s efforts to be seen as “empowered” agents are shored up by race 
and class privilege while others must tirelessly work against negative 
stereotypes and structural disadvantages (Armstrong et  al. 2014; Toki 
2009). Failure to take the impact of social marginalisation into consider-
ation will undermine any efforts to address sexual violence or to 
“empower” women.
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The kind of victim blaming discourse found in Safety Chick™ bolsters 
the neoliberal façade of a meritocracy and functions to disguise the rising 
inequality and continuing structural violence that are neoliberalism’s hall 
marks everywhere. Advice like Baty’s contributes to the contradictory 
impression held by many women that—as agents responsible for violence 
prevention—they must adhere to a strict regime of safety practices to avoid 
victimisation despite their victimisation being random and predetermined 
(Frazier and Falmagne 2014, 495). As such, I argue that Baty’s brand of 
sexual violence prevention advice is incompatible with a feminist empow-
erment approach as it obscures the social conditions that perpetuate vio-
lence and disregards the collective and subversive dimensions of the 
empowerment process. Since all three elements are mutually reinforcing, 
this limits the personal empowerment potential of her approach as well. 
Ultimately, despite her intentions, Baty further entrenches the disempow-
ering victim/agent dichotomy.

As many have pointed out before me, agency and victimhood are not, 
in fact, mutually exclusive. They co-exist in our lives. But the neoliberal 
agent/victim dichotomy shuts down the possibility of holding them 
together, creating a conundrum for feminists who seek to simultaneously 
acknowledge and encourage women’s capacity to resist sexual violence 
while also holding a compassionate, blame-free space for victims and 
maintaining focus on perpetrators as the only people responsible for 
violence.

Erin Gilson’s invitation to rethink the “conceptual nexus of vulnera-
bility and victimization” (2016, 73) may offer a solution to this conun-
drum which usefully informs a feminist empowerment approach to 
self-defence teaching. Gilson argues that a central problem with common 
understandings of victimhood is that they rely on what she calls a “reduc-
tively negative” view of vulnerability as simply susceptibility to harm: a 
condition of weakness, passivity, and powerlessness. This casts invulner-
ability as an inherently superior and desirable state by contrast. Gilson 
suggests that a fuller and more promising conceptualisation of vulnerabil-
ity emphasises its ambiguity as a constitutive and fundamental human 
condition enabling us to be affected by and to affect others, both in posi-
tive and negative ways.

It is because we are vulnerable that we need ethics and social justice, but it 
is also because we are vulnerable—because we can be affected and made to 
feel sorrow, concern, or empathy—that we feel any compulsion to respond 
ethically or seek justice. (72)
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It has been argued that efforts to avoid vulnerability lie at the root of 
many oppressive social relations (Butler, Precarious Life, 2004). This may 
be because our shared vulnerability is what constitutes the bases for com-
passion for one another. Just as maintaining the impression of being agen-
tive requires the disavowal of victimhood, so too the impossible quest for 
invulnerability casts vulnerability as the problem. Alternatively, Gilson’s 
understanding enables us to:

comprehend the exploitation of vulnerability in a more complex manner 
rather than imagining it to be a natural response to a pre-existing condition 
of weakness. […] recognizing the coexistence of both strength and suscep-
tibility, receptivity and assertion, agency and infringement. (95)

Reconceived in this way, vulnerability may be a valuable conceptual 
resource in efforts to deconstruct the neoliberal victim/agent opposition, 
return responsibility to perpetrators for their actions and establish societal 
attitudes towards victims that are less conducive to blame. It also better 
enables recognition and validation of the ambiguity of victims’ experiences 
of both power and loss of power in the context of victimisation. For femi-
nists, it may lower the stakes of uttering the twin facts together: “statisti-
cally, women are at risk of sexual violence, and statistically, resisting rape 
can be done safely and effectively” (Cermele 2010). I suggest that such a 
conceptualisation of vulnerability as ambiguous and universal, along with 
a three-dimensional conception of empowerment and an intersectional 
analysis of social power should be seen as markers of an explicitly feminist 
approach to self-defence, one which is unamenable to neoliberal logics.9

In the following section I touch on some ways in which feminist self- 
defence teachers attempt to create learning environments conducive to 
empowerment. I draw on an amalgamation of my own experience as a 
feminist self-defence teacher with the Women’s Self Defence Network— 
Wāhine Toa (WSDN-WT), interviews and focus groups I have conducted 
with other feminist self-defence teachers in the course of my doctoral 
research as well as scholarship by other self-defence researchers cited 
throughout this chapter. While there are many important differences 
between feminist self-defence programmes, and many challenges and bar-
riers negotiated by teachers and feminist self-defence organisations in their 
local contexts, I focus here on things many have in common.

Feminist self-defence programmes are usually taught by female/femme 
instructors and are open to all women, including gender minority women, 
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of all ages and abilities.10 They are designed to equip participants with a 
range of effective skills—mental, verbal and physical—for dealing with the 
type of violence most often encountered by women. Thus, less focus is 
placed on fighting off strangers in the street and more on strategies for 
dealing with assault from people we know, including preparing for the 
social and emotional barriers to resistance that can be particularly chal-
lenging to overcome in the context of sexual assault from acquaintances. 
Training may involve a mixture of physical techniques, roll plays, interac-
tive resources, visual aids, stories and exercises to provoke discussion about 
a range of issues, such as the differences between healthy, unhealthy and 
abusive dynamics in relationships, strategies for leaving an abusive rela-
tionship safely, and supporting a friend or family member who is in such a 
relationship. Information about the law and where to find support through 
local crisis, refuge and anti-violence services is also given.

Programmes nurture a sense of entitlement to one’s own boundaries. 
Rather than presenting a list of “do’s and don’ts,” the aim is to increase 
women’s confidence in a greater range of options and affirm their right to 
choose the best strategy for them in a given situation.11 The physical tech-
niques, while drawn from various martial arts, are not wedded to any one 
tradition. They are chosen for their effectiveness against a bigger and stron-
ger attacker and the ease with which they can be learned, remembered and 
executed. Techniques range from painless grab releases to those that cause 
debilitating and lasting injuries, targeting vulnerable points on the body. 
Class sizes are kept small to ensure teachers can give one-on-one instruction 
where needed, including adapting techniques to suit different abilities.

Feminist self-defence programmes challenge the belief held by many 
who inhabit feminine bodies that they are physically incapable of stopping 
a masculine body bent on harming them. Learning that they can inflict 
serious bodily harm exposes men’s bodies as vulnerable and challenges the 
discursive construction of women as always already violable (McCaughey, 
Real Knockouts, 1997; Marcus 1992; Hollander 2004; Cahill 2009). Such 
learning can therefore be said to constitute a form of corporeal feminism 
enabling new, more powerful experiences of inhabiting a female body 
(Grosz 1994). As discussed recently by Cahill and Hunt, these shifts in 
corporeality have feminist value regardless of whether or not the skills are 
ever used to thwart an assailant.

[F]eminist self-defence training should be understood as a bodily interven-
tion that seeks to interrupt, undermine, and provide alternatives to the cor-
poreal habits that assume and perpetuate rape culture. As those corporeal 
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habits are deeply intertwined with self-blame, shame, and culturally imposed 
paralyses of various sorts, they are appropriate targets for feminist analysis 
and action. (Cahill and Hunt 2016, 179–180)

While the physical component is essential, practising saying “no” to 
unwanted advances through role play, and doing it unapologetically, is 
often a profoundly liberating experience for women. What’s more, know-
ing you can break someone’s knee caps if they don’t respect your “no” 
brings courage to speak out and stand up—for ourselves and others—and 
to move through the world with less fear.

Teacher training includes strategies for countering victim-blame in the 
classroom, avoiding responsibilising language and addressing victim- 
blaming attitudes among participants if they come up. For example, discus-
sions focus on what one could do, never what one should do (Stahl 2016; 
Senn et al. 2015). This is done to acknowledge the diversity of possible 
resistance strategies one might choose and to affirm that the person best 
situated to decide on an appropriate strategy is the woman in that situa-
tion.12 The point is reiterated throughout that perpetrators are the only 
people responsible for their behaviour and that nothing the victim does, or 
doesn’t do, makes them blameworthy for the assault. Self-efficacy (the per-
sonal dimension of empowerment) is increased not by being given a list of 
rules to follow but by gaining effective tools and the confidence in one’s 
ability to use them, increasing control over our own life circumstances.

One important difference (among many) between the pedagogy of tra-
ditional martial arts and feminist self-defence is that instructors of the latter 
see their role as helping participants to realise the strength and ingenuity 
they already have rather than as ‘experts’ bestowing wisdom onto their 
pupils (Madden and Sokol 1997). This contributes to empowerment by 
helping participants relate to the teacher as an everyday woman like them-
selves, neither helpless nor invincible. That way, when they see the teacher’s 
ferocious demonstrations, they are more likely to imagine themselves as 
capable of self-defence than if they were watching a dojo master. Relatedly, 
much of the learning takes place through participatory group discussions 
and brainstorms. Teachers guide discussions by asking questions, drawing 
strategies and ideas from the group to affirm the knowledge they already 
have. Small group work, and practising in pairs also provides opportunities 
for participants to learn from each other by sharing ideas and personal sto-
ries. In the spirit of early feminist consciousness raising groups, this contrib-
utes to the interpersonal and subversive dimensions of empowerment: 
connecting with similar others to develop critical consciousness about sys-
tem injustices and to generate tools and skills to correct them.
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Sharing true stories of women’s experiences with violence, resistance 
and recovery is another important part of feminist self defence teaching 
(Cermele 2010). Storytelling is one of the most powerful ways that human 
beings decipher the world, give it meaning and form beliefs about what is, 
and is not, possible (Fisher 1984). While the recent proliferation of super- 
human women depicted in popular culture may be a refreshing change 
from the old damsel in distress story, neither extreme presents a realistic 
script for everyday women and girls’ own resistance. This lack of believ-
able narratives limits our imaginings of what is possible and means that in 
an attack the script most readily available to women may not include resis-
tance as a viable option.

From a critical pedagogical perspective, education should enable us to 
think critically about the stories that constitute our sense of self and the 
world in search of other, more emancipatory narratives (Clark and Rossiter 
2008). True self-defence success stories celebrate the simple things 
women, girls and femmes—of all abilities, ages and cultures—have done 
to stick up for themselves and each other, sometimes stopping attacks 
before they happened, at other times taking actions that helped interrupt 
assaults, resulting in less harm being done. True stories, in all their messi-
ness, can provide new and believable scripts of resistance and help to illus-
trate the coexistence of both victimisation and agency. Feminist self 
defence teachers emphasise the point that, regardless of whether you fight 
back or not, you deserve compassion and support after an attack.

Costa makes the point that “human connections can be made through 
the voluntary sharing of stories.” Storytelling provides “both a discursive 
and embodied space in which listeners can connect with narrators” (2005, 
53). In this spirit, feminist self-defence teachers sometimes share stories 
from their own lives in class: self-defence success stories but also, some-
times, stories of times they were hurt. The latter makes teachers visible as 
vulnerable to the women and girls they are hoping to inspire with their 
power to fight back. This tension can be uncomfortable as a teacher but can 
have pedagogical benefits too. As bell hooks argues, “the empowerment of 
students rests upon the vulnerability of the teacher and her willingness both 
to share personal experiences and take risks” (cited in Costa 2005, 57).

Stories help to contextualise the techniques, create bonds between teach-
ers and the women and girls they work with; segue into conversations about 
the social and emotional barriers to resistance which we all have to navigate; 
and remind participants that even though we might look back and wish we 
had done things differently, we always do the best we can. Furthermore, 
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hearing stories from others who are similarly located in social power to us 
can help women identify patterns between their personal and collective 
experiences as women. This, in turn, can assist women and girls to locate the 
cause of their experiences—of violence, fear, shame and so on—in social and 
cultural norms rather than personal failings. Thus, feminist self-defence 
classes can inspire a sense of solidarity with others—contributing to the col-
lective dimension of empowerment—while countering the neoliberal 
imperatives to (a) look inward for the source of our problems and (b) define 
ourselves as “agents” in contrast to others who are “victims.”

While participants may be united by their identity and/or social loca-
tion as women, there are important differentials of social power among 
and between women, which shape our experiences of gender, violence and 
resistance.13 In order to dispel victim-blaming conclusions when discuss-
ing who is most at risk, teachers take care to explain that it is the cultural 
norms which encourage perpetration and the social inequalities that give 
perpetrators an advantage which are to blame for the disparities we see in 
statistics of sexual violence, not the behaviour of the victims.

Emphasis is placed on creating learning spaces that are as safe as possible 
for survivors, emotionally, culturally and physically. To these ends, classes 
may include guidelines such as asking for permission before touching each 
other while practicing, respecting differences and affirming participants’ 
right to choose their level of participation. Teachers are equipped to deal 
with the triggering of trauma and disclosures if they occur, including provid-
ing immediate emotional support and referral to the appropriate services.

In efforts to enable a safer and more meaningful learning environment 
for members of marginalised groups, regular professional development is 
undertaken by self-defence teachers to increase competence in working 
with diverse groups and in decentring dominant cultural norms in the 
class room. In Aotearoa, as in other settler colonies, indigenous women 
experience the highest rates of interpersonal and sexual violence even after 
both age and economic deprivation are controlled for (NZCSS 2014). 
This is a result of the ongoing processes of colonialism, including neolib-
eralism, which continue to undermine Māori sovereignty and Mana 
Wāhine (Mikaere 1994; Simmonds 2011; Bargh 2002). Mana Wahine 
refers to the rights, dignity and spiritual power of Māori women, some-
times translated as Māori feminism. However, as Leonie Pihama explains, 
“Mana Wahine stands irrespective, and often in spite of, the existence of 
Western feminist frameworks” (2001, 37). Māori scholarship offers crucial 
guidance for feminists of all ethnicities working towards the empower-
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ment of women in Aotearoa (see Pihama and McRoberts 2009; Jenkins 
and Pihama 2001). As well as Mana Wāhine, concepts like Te Whare Tapa 
Whā and Te Pae Mahutonga provide frameworks for social work and activ-
ism which align with a three dimensional conceptualisation of empower-
ment. Te Whare Tapa Whā understands the wellbeing of the hinengaro 
(mind), tinana (body), wairua (spirit) and whanau (family/community) 
as interdependent. Solutions for problems in one area may be found in 
another. Similarly, Te Pae Mahutonga affirms individuals’ wellbeing as 
intricately, and intimately connected to the wellbeing of the social, spiri-
tual and material worlds they inhabit (Durie “Whaiora,” 1994; “Te Pae 
Mahutonga,” 1999). Importantly, such holistic and multi-dimensional 
understandings of wellbeing are incompatible with individualistic neolib-
eral discourses of empowerment discussed above.

The struggle for decolonisation and the struggle to end gendered vio-
lence in Aotearoa are inseparable. As such, I argue that centring Māori 
cultural values should be a marker of feminist empowerment-based self-
defence here. For the Women’s Self Defence Network—Wāhine Toa, 
seeking out ways to do this is an ongoing learning process which is guided 
by the Māori caucus of the network but is the responsibility of all mem-
bers. For example, WSDN-WT curricula seek to provide self-defence strat-
egies that acknowledge the role of our minds, bodies, social connections 
and spirits in keeping ourselves safe, and a karakia (prayer/blessing) is 
said at the beginning and end of each class. While having Māori teachers 
work with Māori women and girls where possible is a priority, teachers of 
all ethnicities incorporate Te Reo (Māori language) and tikanga (cultural 
protocols) into their classes to varying extents depending on their level of 
experience and confidence. Regular professional development is held dur-
ing our biannual hui to develop competency and for the understanding of 
Te Ao Māori (the Māori world).14

ConClusion

In neoliberal times, “agent” and “victim” are cast as hierarchical and 
mutually exclusive subject positions (the former valorised, the latter 
despised). This—combined with the myth of meritocracy, the imperative 
of personal responsibility, and the age old patriarchal story about the 
woman who “asked for it”—places women in a double-bind: to assert that 
women are capable of defending themselves is to say women who are 
 victims have failed to fully realise themselves as human beings. In this way, 
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neoliberal patriarchy incites “blaming and shaming, particularly of those 
already marginalised by racial and socioeconomic injustices” (Bay-Cheng 
“The Agency Line,” 2015, 280).

This presents a conundrum for feminist self-defence teachers who want 
to (a) advocate the programmes and skills that are statistically most likely 
to help women resist assault, while (b) maintain that rapists are the only 
people responsible for rape, and (c) insist that all victims—of all ages, gen-
ders, ethnicities, social classes and abilities—are entitled to compassion 
and support no matter what. Echoing many others, I have argued that 
feminist empowerment-based self-defence programmes can, and do, man-
age these three things.

I have suggested that markers of such programmes should include: an 
intersectional feminist analysis of the underlying causes of gendered vio-
lence, attending to the diverse needs of women (based on their experi-
ences, their identities and their locations in social power) and the 
affirmation of empowerment as a profoundly political process with three 
interlocking dimensions (personal, collective and subversive). Programmes 
that facilitate capacity building in all three dimensions are distinct from 
problematic neoliberal approaches, which also claim to “empower” 
women but acknowledge the personal dimension only. Finally, I have sug-
gested that accepting Gilson’s invitation to rethink vulnerability as an 
ambiguous, universal and valuable human attribute may support feminist 
self-defence teachers’ efforts to bridge the gap between victimhood and 
agency so that women (and other femmes) might know their capacity to 
fight back, and enjoy their bodies as capable—even as they are enmeshed 
differently in social power—without accepting responsibility for the 
actions of those who would exploit their vulnerability.

I am not suggesting that self-defence is the only or most important 
feminist strategy towards ending sexual violence. Rather, it is a highly 
effective intervention to stop assaults as part of broader feminist efforts 
towards the end of rape culture and gendered violence. In the words of 
Margaret McCaughey, “when we talk about ways women use their bodies 
to resist sexist social structures, we need not sacrifice a feminist, structural 
analysis of social problems” (“Women’s Bodies,” 2017, np). Women don’t 
have to choose between fighting off rapists or fighting rape culture’s dis-
cursive underpinnings. We can do both.
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notes

1. “Women” refers to all women, including transgender women.
2. Many thanks to Michael Flood for directing me to these studies.
3. In New Zealand, sexual violation is the fifth most common type of crime 

but the least often reported to police (Dickson and Wood 2013). 24 per-
cent of women (compared with 6 percent of men) have experienced one or 
more incidents of sexual violation in their lives. Figures indicate 99 percent 
of such cases are perpetrated by men (regardless of the gender of the vic-
tim) and 90 percent by an acquaintance, partner or family member. Those 
at higher risk of sexual assault in Aotearoa include survivors of abuse, single 
parents, those of low socioeconomic status, Ma ̄ori, the disabled and gen-
der/sexuality minorities (NZCSS 2014). While there has been some 
research on the rainbow community’s experiences of sexual and intimate 
partner violence (Dickson 2016) more is needed to illuminate trans and 
queer people of colour’s experiences specifically.

4. While this is true, its is important to acknowledge that the effects of adren-
aline on our behaviour can vary from fight, flee, freeze and/or flop, all of 
which are normal reactions to danger. There are many ways to resist which 
can be more or less effective in different circumstances.

5. For an example of such assumptions see Monette and Bradley, “U of 
Windsor Sexual Assault Resistance Training study needs further reflection,” 
March 9, 2017. https://criminologyca.wordpress.com/2017/03/09/u- 
of-windsor-sexual-assault-resistance-training-study-needs-further-reflection/.

6. For example, the Enhanced Assess Acknowledge Act (EAAA) rape resis-
tance programme—developed and evaluated by feminist researcher 
Charlene Senn through a randomised control trial involving over 900 
women at Canadian Universities—found the programme reduced experi-
ences of sexual assault by 50%, and attempted assault by 60%, over a two-
year period (Senn et al. 2015).

7. Jones and Mattingly also make this point in their recent article 
“Empowerment, Social Justice, and Feminist Self-Defense.”

8. I am a member of the Women’s Self-defence Network Wāhine Toa 
(WSDN-WT), a feminist and Te Tiriti-based organisation committed to 
working towards the end of violence against women and girls in Aotearoa. 
Te Tiriti is the Ma ̄ori version of The Treaty of Waitangi, ensuring Ma ̄ori 
sovereignty, which was signed in 1840 by representatives of the British 
Crown and various Māori chiefs but which has not been honoured by the 
Crown.

9. There are also valid concerns about the limitations of a theory of vulnera-
bility as universal for informing political analysis and action to address the 
unequal distribution of social risks and harms. For example, see Cole 2016.
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10. I have taught courses open to all genders in the rainbow community and 
there are other examples of all-gender inclusive feminist self-defence pro-
grammes in Aotearoa such as Trans Fight Club and Lip Smackers which 
cater to the queer community in Wellington. WSDN-WT also run tailor-
made programmes for specific groups such as migrant women, the dis-
abled, young parents, Māori, the elderly and so on.

11. For example, see the philosophy of Peace Over Violence, one of the USA’s 
longest running femnist self defence providers: http://www.peaceovervio-
lence.org/prevention/self-defense/philosophy/.

12. See feminist self-defence organisations Wen-Do: http://wendo.ca, 
LowKick: https://lowkick-berlin.de/en/, Peace over Violence http://
www.peaceoverviolence.org/prevention/self-defense/philosophy/.

13. For example, a wealthy able-bodied White cis-woman may find the task of 
leaving a violent partner much easier and safer because of access to resources 
and support which a disabled trans-woman living in poverty may not have 
access to.

14. The Māori caucus of WSDN-WT is currently working on full translations 
of all of our teaching materials into Te Reo.
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CHAPTER 6

SlutWalk Melbourne: Negotiating Feminisms 
and Organising Activists

Jessamy Gleeson

On the first Saturday of September in 2016—somewhat ironically, the day 
before Father’s Day—a sizable group of feminists congregated on the 
steps of Melbourne’s State Library for SlutWalk—a protest against victim- 
blaming and slut-shaming. This march has taken place every year since 
2011 and shows no signs of slowing down. The size of the crowd in 2016, 
more than 1000 strong, paid testament to this. People attend for a diverse 
number of reasons: to support, encourage, celebrate, commiserate, 
observe, and grieve. The one thing each crowd member has in common is 
that their reasons for attendance are all tied to victim-blaming and 
slut-shaming.

The SlutWalk movement began in 2011 as a single protest in response 
to a male Canadian police officer’s comments that women should not 
dress like “sluts” if they wish to avoid sexual assault (Mowat 2013). The 
movement aims to address the issues of victim-blaming, slut-shaming, and 
the right of women to own their own sexuality without being shamed. 
The Melbourne branch of SlutWalk holds the message that the march is “a 
controversial name, not a controversial message.”

Having been involved with SlutWalk Melbourne for 3 years as a cam-
paigner and organiser, this chapter is intended to be a personal reflection 
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and report on the process of organising and enacting a SlutWalk march in 
Melbourne, Victoria. In writing this piece, I consider issues of immaterial, 
digital, and emotional labour and how each of these forms of labour is 
evident within the work undertaken by SlutWalk Melbourne team mem-
bers. I also consider incidents of activist burnout and stress as experienced 
by SlutWalk Melbourne team members. Last, this report also discusses 
how the negotiation of different feminisms and intersectional values 
remains integral to the march and how these principles can be best 
expressed in future events.

IntentIons and MotIvatIons

This chapter is intended as a report on SlutWalk Melbourne rather than an 
argumentative piece. I have excluded wider theoretical frameworks in 
order to situate the piece as a first-hand account written by an activist 
rather than work undertaken as a researcher. Although these lines are 
often blurred, both within my own life and the lives of other activists who 
also undertake research, in this instance I entered into the SlutWalk 
Melbourne organising team with my activist hat placed firmly on my head.

In this respect, I add my account of participating in the SlutWalk 
Melbourne organising team to other reports from activists whose work is 
published within the academy. In particular, this report was written with 
the work of Hannah Altman (2012) and Raushan Bhuiyan (2015) in 
mind. Altman’s account of her work within the SlutWalk Philadelphia 
march emphasises the contextual differences between SlutWalk Philadelphia 
and other marches and speaks to her own reflexivity in participating in the 
march as a “young, white, college-going woman” (251). Bhuiyan’s 
account—although structurally similar to Altman’s—belies a wholly dif-
ferent experience of her work within the SlutWalk Toronto march. Bhuiyan 
departed the march in 2012 after noting that it took outside criticisms of 
the march for her fellow organisers to “wake up about the lack of an inter-
sectional approach” within the Toronto team (181).

By publishing my own account of participating in SlutWalk Melbourne, 
I also aim to circumvent other accounts that have, from my perspective, 
failed to fully recognise the role and aims of SlutWalk marches. Previous 
academic representations of SlutWalk have varied in their approaches and 
methods to studying the marches. Researchers who have employed meth-
ods that emphasise the unique and direct voices of activists—such as 
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Mendes, Maginot and Chaudheri, and Teekah—have come closer to 
understanding the complex and local/global contexts of each SlutWalk 
march. Through the use of direct, semi-structured interviews with 
SlutWalk activists (Mendes), the sourcing of online interviews with activ-
ists and the use of SlutWalk campaign websites (Birch Maginot and 
Chaudhari), and the direct written accounts of SlutWalk activists (Teekah), 
these accounts of SlutWalk marches have provided more nuanced perspec-
tives that directly relate and consider the voices of campaigners in the 
research. This is in line with the suggestions of other feminist researchers 
who have highlighted the importance of seeking out the voices and lived 
experiences of marchers and activists that cannot be gathered by observa-
tion alone (Conti and O’Neal; Rakow).

However, in other cases there has been a lack of awareness and sensitiv-
ity to the particular demands of academic feminist enquiry shown by 
researchers. In particular, I consider the work of Cook and Hasmath to be 
acutely unacquainted with the wider goals of SlutWalk marches. Although 
it is true that each march is contextually dependent, the assertion by Cook 
and Hasmath that SlutWalk marches have an “ambivalent engagement of 
feminism” is one that I wholeheartedly reject. This could have been easily 
clarified had those researchers chosen to directly engage with SlutWalk 
campaigners1 rather than making observations of various campaign 
Facebook pages from a distance. Furthermore, in stating that SlutWalk 
marches are post-feminist masquerades that fail to reappropriate the word 
“slut” due to the word’s consistent repetition and routinisation, Cook and 
Hasmath do not recognise the complexity and context-dependent nature 
of each march. As noted elsewhere by Mendes, not every march seeks 
reappropriation of the word “slut,” and some marches have moved away 
from the name itself.

Context matters. My experience of assisting in the organisation of 
SlutWalk is different from the experiences of both Altman and Bhuiyan, 
and in acknowledging that the notion of a truly objective observer is no 
longer viable in feminist research (King; Rakow), I also recognise my own 
influence on this account of my experiences. This is in line with the prac-
tise of reflexivity, in which one attempts to place oneself within the “same 
critical plane as the overt subject matter” (Harding 9). Although  reflexivity 
is typically undertaken by researchers to recognise various influences and 
limitations, the concept also speaks to wider issues of intersectionality. As 
a straight, cisgendered, white-presenting (but of Indigenous-heritage) 
middle-class woman, I hold certain privileges that others do not. 
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Throughout my time at SlutWalk Melbourne, I have needed to return 
many times to the concepts of intersectionality (Crenshaw) in order to 
best negotiate and practise these beliefs.

As a result, this chapter considers and examines the organisational pro-
cess of SlutWalk Melbourne as one of negotiation and collaboration with 
the end goal being that of increased awareness of slut-shaming and victim- 
blaming. It studies the strategic decisions made by myself and the SlutWalk 
Melbourne organising team and analyses the various practical and political 
problems faced by the group across the last 3 years in an attempt to docu-
ment the complexities faced by organisational teams of this event. It is 
intended as a direct account and report of my experiences in participating 
in the organising team from 2014 onward; consequently, the observations 
made here are applicable only to the group from 2014. Finally, I do not 
claim to represent either the local Slutwalk Melbourne team in its entirety 
or the global SlutWalk marches and movements. There are myriad other 
activists who have organised SlutWalk marches, and I would actively 
encourage researchers to directly seek out their voices and accounts.

slutWalk orIgIns

SlutWalk Melbourne began in 2011, the same year that the initial march 
was held in Toronto, Canada. The original Toronto-based march was 
founded following comments made by a representative of the Toronto 
Police. On January 24, 2011, a police officer told a group of college stu-
dents at a safety forum, “[that] women should avoid dressing like sluts in 
order not to be victimised” (SlutWalk Toronto; Stampler). What followed 
was the establishment of a specific social movement, one that was founded 
because—according to the two co-founders Heather Jarvis and Sonya 
Barnett—they had “had enough” (Stampler). What Jarvis and Barnett had 
“had enough” of, however, requires a brief examination and analysis.

One of the stated goals of SlutWalk Toronto is to make a “unified state-
ment about sexual assault and victim’s rights” (SlutWalk Toronto); this is 
echoed by SlutWalk Melbourne’s aim to “make a stand against slut- 
shaming and victim-blaming” (SlutWalk Melbourne, “Home Page”). 
These two terms—slut-shaming and victim-blaming—are understood by 
feminist activists to signify attitudes toward people who have survived 
sexual assault indicating that the assault was the fault of the survivor. Slut- 
shaming is outlined by SlutWalk Melbourne as comments “designed to 
make women feel embarrassed or humiliated about sex or sexuality” 
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(SlutWalk Melbourne, “Frequently Asked Questions”). Slut-shaming is 
also designed to make women “susceptible to self-blame if they are 
assaulted or raped” as they are more inclined to attribute their behaviour 
to acting in a shameful manner—a concept that is directly tied to victim- 
blaming. Victim-blaming is the idea that a victim (or “survivor”) of assault 
or rape made themselves a target by their behaviour or attire—an idea that 
is rejected by SlutWalk Melbourne as being “false and incredibly destruc-
tive” (SlutWalk Melbourne, “Frequently Asked Questions”). Jarvis and 
Barnett’s reaction of having “had enough” speaks directly to the victim- 
blaming and slut-shaming comments made by the Toronto police officer. 
His understanding that women should “stop dressing like sluts” reinforces 
the view that women’s behaviour and attire can prevent sexual assault or 
rape.

Although SlutWalk Melbourne draws upon the central tenets of the 
founding march and movement created by Jarvis and Barnett, the organ-
isational team also holds a number of distinctive stated goals and aims 
developed across several years. The following section regards the organisa-
tional structure, goals, and processes involved in managing SlutWalk 
Melbourne each year. It also examines the practises and procedures 
employed when negotiating and organising fellow feminists and activists 
as drawn from my own personal experiences with the SlutWalk Melbourne 
team.

slutWalk Melbourne organIsatIonal structure

SlutWalk Melbourne was founded in 2011 by a small group of prominent 
Melbourne-based feminists. The first march was held on May 28 and was 
attended by more than 2500 people (“Thousands Turn out for Melbourne 
SlutWalk”). As of 2014, the organisational team comprised between 10 
and 15 individuals, the majority of whom identify as women.

The organisational structure of SlutWalk Melbourne has been, in my 
understanding, somewhat “loose” but largely democratic in nature. By 
loose, I do not mean disorganised. Indeed, the organisational team has 
always been highly motivated with a set series of deadlines and tasks. But 
the roles performed by each team member have been somewhat fluid 
 without a clear “leader” or head of the march. This is reflective of the prac-
tices identified in the wider literature, in which social movements—such as 
the Arab Spring uprisings (Durac 2015), the Occupy movement (Rojek 
2014), and various anarchist campaigns (Sutherland et  al. 2014)—each 
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identify as being largely “leaderless.” As Western (673) asserts, the “non- 
hierarchical, informal and distributed forms of leadership” can be viewed 
as autonomist leadership—a form of leadership that thrives in contempo-
rary movements organized primarily through digital platforms.

SlutWalk Melbourne largely makes decisions as a group while individu-
als or smaller groups manage the various deadlines, tasks, and administra-
tive duties. This allocation of tasks and roles is suggestive of Roth’s account 
of activists within feminist campaigns taking on a number of key roles. 
Roth argues that these roles can include that of the broker (a provider of 
important contacts), the femocrat (activism within institutions), the 
knowledge producer (a contributor to the wider knowledge base of the 
campaign), the consultant (who may own their own business and work 
with private and public sectors), and the founder (who mobilises resources 
of all kinds). Importantly, Roth notes that individuals within a campaign 
may take on overlapping roles within these five. In the case of SlutWalk 
Melbourne, our skills, knowledge bases, and the wider contexts of our 
day-to-day lives (such as our roles as students or full-time workers) each 
dictated how much and what we could contribute to the campaign.

Additionally, the SlutWalk Melbourne organisational structure has also 
changed over the years. Mendes noted in her research on SlutWalk groups 
that SlutWalk Melbourne initially had a “clear hierarchy” with the team’s 
initial leader being Karen Pickering (148). She was the person who ini-
tially brought SlutWalk to Melbourne and drew together a group of vol-
unteers every year. When Karen decided to step down from her role at 
SlutWalk Melbourne in 2014, I took on many of the duties that were 
previously hers. However, my work at SlutWalk Melbourne has always 
been supported and sustained by the wider efforts of the organising team. 
As a result, I would not identify myself as a clear “leader” of SlutWalk 
Melbourne but rather as one of the key team organisers who was obliged 
to follow decisions made within the wider organising team. The tasks, 
deadlines, and duties undertaken by members of this wider group will now 
be discussed and framed within wider contexts of labour as immaterial, 
digital, and emotional in nature.

ForMs oF labour

Much has been written about different forms of labour; in particular, 
women’s labour has been the focus of academic literature for some time. 
Researchers have identified forms of labour as being, amongst other terms, 
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domestic (Šikic ́-Mićanović), co-creative (Banks and Deuze), and aspira-
tional (Duffy) in nature. Of the many types and varieties of labour dis-
cussed within the academy, three specific terms are of relevance to this 
chapter and to the work of SlutWalk Melbourne campaigners: immaterial 
labour, emotional labour, and digital labour.

Immaterial labour, as defined by Lazzarato, refers to two aspects of 
labour. The second aspect is labour that produces the “cultural content of 
the commodity … [and] involves a series of activities that are not often 
recognized as ‘work’” (142). This labour involves the activities related to 
defining and fixing “cultural and artistic standards, fashions, tastes [and] 
consumer norms”—but of most significance to this chapter, immaterial 
labour also involves defining public opinion (Lazzarato 142). At the most 
fundamental and primary level, SlutWalk Melbourne—alongside other 
SlutWalk marches—seek to change and challenge dominant attitudes 
about victim-blaming and slut-shaming and the notion that the survivor 
of a crime such as rape or sexual assault is somehow to blame.

In addition to immaterial labour, emotional and digital labour also play 
a role within feminist campaigns such as SlutWalk Melbourne. Emotional 
labour is, according to Hochschild (433) “emotion management”—It is 
the labour of managing the feelings and emotions of other people, typi-
cally whilst at work. However, emotional labour has also come to be 
understood as the work women do more broadly to make others feel 
“loved, secure, understood, or competent” (Beasley 32). The concept of 
digital labour is understood in this chapter as the conceptualisation and 
continuation of traditional understandings of work in an online setting 
(Scholz). It is a new form of labour in an online setting but with an older 
form of exploitation (Scholz), one in which the labour undertaken by 
individuals online is exploited in order to create value for digital compa-
nies (Fuchs and Sevignani).

To connect the work of SlutWalk Melbourne activists to forms of 
immaterial, emotional, and digital labour, I want to outline some of the 
tasks carried out by members of the campaign. For the sake of brevity, I 
have listed a number of my own tasks undertaken during my time as a 
campaign member. The deadlines, tasks, and administrative duties 
 outlined below are often directly connected with one of two main events 
existing on the SlutWalk Melbourne calendar: our annual fundraising 
event and the annual march. These events each requires extensive plan-
ning, collaboration, and negotiation; furthermore, the march is typi-
cally scheduled to take place between 4 to 8 weeks after the fundraiser. 
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This results in extensive planning needing to take place for both events 
to go ahead as planned.

The tasks listed below were drawn from a particular set of meeting 
minutes with the meeting itself taking place on July 3, 2016. In this meet-
ing, I was allocated the following tasks:

 – Contact a potential performer for the annual SlutWalk fundraiser
 – Draft a media release for the fundraiser
 – Contact a pro-feminist sensuality shop and a feminist music col-

lective about obtaining door prizes for the fundraiser
 – Contact a graphic designer regarding poster design for the upcom-

ing march
 – Contact two potential speakers about appearing at the upcoming 

march

These particular tasks are only a small sample of a larger number of 
responsibilities allocated to me in the lead up to the fundraising event and 
the march. Furthermore, there are a number of shared tasks not listed 
above which SlutWalk Melbourne team members regularly undertake. 
These include:

 – Managing the comments and posts shared on the SlutWalk 
Melbourne public Facebook page. This includes deleting rape and 
death threats, removing offensive images and content, and ensur-
ing that all comments abide by SlutWalk Melbourne’s social 
media.

 – Posting content on the SlutWalk Melbourne Facebook and 
Twitter pages. This includes posting content relevant to the 
SlutWalk Melbourne fundraiser and march but also content that 
supports other campaigns or causes SWM supports.

 – Conferring with other marches, causes, and political groups 
regarding SlutWalk Melbourne’s ongoing presence and position 
within contemporary activism and feminism.

 – Respond with due sensitivity to any messages received by SlutWalk 
Melbourne regarding sexual assault or rape. SlutWalk Melbourne 
often receives private messages from survivors of assault or rape, 
and we need to respond with a level of care and understanding at 
all times.

These tasks are shared across the SlutWalk Melbourne team with some 
members responsible for a specific task, such as managing the Facebook 
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page,  and others assisting across all areas. The responsibilities outlined 
here are conceptualised as forms of both digital and emotional labour. As 
the majority of the tasks above take place in a digital space, it is understood 
as a continuation of more traditional labour in an online setting (Scholz). 
In particular, the work undertaken by SlutWalk Melbourne team members 
to moderate and manage our Facebook page in order to ensure it is a safe 
space for survivors holds many parallels to more traditional forms of work. 
Team members may undertake certain “shifts” on the page during high- 
traffic times (such as before our annual march) and delegate certain enqui-
ries to other SWM members dependent on the nature of the enquiry. This 
is digital labour at an easily perceptible level. Shifts can be quantified, tasks 
can be counted, and the work takes place within an online setting (Gleeson, 
“‘(Not) Working 9–5’”; Scholz). However, the emotional labour that 
exists behind these roles can be more difficult to identify because it cannot 
be counted simply by the number of tasks we perform in digital spaces.

A key area in which SlutWalk Melbourne team members spend time 
enacting emotional labour is within our digital spaces. One of the guiding 
principles of SlutWalk Melbourne is that we “put survivors first.” Although 
this belief is enacted on a large scale every year with the annual fundraiser 
and march, it is also performed every day on our social-media pages and 
within our email inbox. By always putting survivors first, we also need to 
ensure that the spaces we create and maintain online are safe. Broadly 
speaking, safe spaces—whether physical or digital—are those in which 
people can exist, interact, and cooperate without fear of being confronted 
or attacked.

To quote directly from SlutWalk Melbourne’s social media policy:

SlutWalk Melbourne has a zero-tolerance policy against discrimination and 
hate speech of any kind, including racism, sexism, transphobia, cissexissm, 
homophobia, biphobia, ableism, slut-shaming, victim-blaming, body- 
shaming, fatphobia, classism, or whorephobia … Posts which do not abide 
by this, or which are deliberately antagonistic will be deleted.

By administering this social media policy, SlutWalk Melbourne team 
members are enacting a form of emotional labour, one in which the feel-
ings and emotions of some people (in this case, survivors) take precedence 
over those of others. Specifically, by safeguarding an online space such as 
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our Facebook page from discrimination and hate speech, we ensure that 
survivors can visit a digital space in which they are believed, supported, 
and cared for.

This emotional labour undertaken by SlutWalk Melbourne team mem-
bers is voluntary and also considered utterly essential. However, it can also 
lead to a number of side effects for members of the SWM team. As I have 
argued elsewhere (Gleeson, “‘(Not) Working 9–5’”), the consequences of 
consistent digital labour of this nature (such as moderating a Facebook 
page in a reasonably hostile environment) can lead to activist stress and 
eventual burnout. The next section considers the role that activist burnout 
and stress plays within a feminist campaign such as SlutWalk Melbourne.

actIvIst burnout

Burnout has previously been described as a “state or process of mental 
exhaustion” (Schaufeli and Buunk) and is of concern to activists as it can 
trigger people to disengage from the particular campaign or cause as a 
whole (Gorski). Social justice and human-rights activists are “especially 
susceptible to burnout because they put pressure on themselves to have a 
significant impact on the world around them” (Chen and Gorski).

Despite extensive work being done on activist burnout more generally 
(Goelman and Guo; Meyerson; Ward), less research has been focused on 
feminist burnout—particularly in feminist campaigns that exist in both 
online and offline spaces. SlutWalk Melbourne does not sit neatly in either 
the “online” or “offline” social movement camps. Although we organise 
an “offline” march, a large portion of the labour we perform is enacted 
online.

I experienced burnout in the middle of 2016. As a result, I made the 
decision to withdraw from some areas of the SlutWalk Melbourne organ-
isational process and instead support the team on the day of the march 
alone. However, my story is all too familiar within broader feminist circles 
and within the SlutWalk Melbourne team itself. The cycle of (over) com-
mitment to a cause, exposure to abuse and harassment, and too much 
work for too few hands can all lead to eventual overwork and burnout. For 
SlutWalk Melbourne, the process of monitoring and identifying burnout 
is typically left to the individual: Although team members are aware of 
what burnout is in theory, it can be difficult to enforce self-care and limit 
the number of working hours.
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This is further reinforced by the high priority we, as a campaign, place 
on putting the needs of survivors first. Although this priority is crucial to 
SlutWalk Melbourne, it can be difficult to negotiate effectively at all times. 
There is no room for short cuts or ways to make life “easier” for cam-
paigners. The work is difficult and at times unrecognised by all except 
other team members. Indeed, much of the work is (rightly) considered 
indispensable to running an activist campaign by the wider feminist 
community.

To give an example, as a team, SlutWalk Melbourne is committed to 
booking venues for our annual fundraiser that are fully accessible. However, 
only a limited number of venues in Melbourne fulfil this requirement. This 
leads to the team spending many hours searching for a venue that is acces-
sible and within our limited budget. The commitment to accessibility is 
one we are proud of, but it does mean that the “easy” path of booking an 
inaccessible, but affordable, venue is not open to us.2

Chen and Gorski point to several potential causes of activist burnout. A 
feeling of being “overworked and underappreciated” was identified as 
common to leading to eventual burnout. Other specific causes of burnout 
were infighting and tension between activists within campaigns, deep sen-
sitivities to injustice that make the slow change difficult to bear, and a lack 
of attention to self-care within activist communities. Of these, I have only 
encountered the last of the three within SlutWalk Melbourne with a lack 
of attention to self-care being evident as one of the central reasons of my 
burnout. As is the case with the social movements discussed within Chen 
and Gorski’s work, SlutWalk Melbourne does not have any formal men-
toring programs in place to discuss and address burnout. This is not to 
dismiss the acceptance and understanding of campaigners of burnout but 
to instead highlight that more work could be done within the campaign to 
support its activists.

Unlike other campaigns mentioned in Chen and Gorski’s work, I would 
describe SlutWalk Melbourne as already being reasonably open and 
 accepting of burnout. In my case, when I announced that I needed to tem-
porarily withdraw from working with the campaign, my statement was met 
with messages of declaration, support, and care from other SlutWalk 
Melbourne team members. There was not an expectation by the team of 
martyrdom or selflessness on my behalf but instead one of concern and care 
for my well-being. The burnout of campaigners was acknowledged and 
accepted by SlutWalk Melbourne as being somewhat inevitable. This atti-
tude has also been proposed by Meyerson as being socially constituted as a 
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feminised practice for its ability to embrace the emotional lack-of-control 
that burnout and stress can bring. In this sense, feminist activists are well 
placed to recognise and accept burnout; it is not a matter of controlling and 
managing burnout but instead of viewing it as an “important indicator of 
the situation of work” (Meyerson 113).

Moving from the topic of burnout to discussing feminism more broadly, 
this chapter now turns to describing how SlutWalk Melbourne negotiates 
its intersectional values and how these values have sometimes been a point 
of tension for campaigners.

negotIatIng FeMInIsMs

The SlutWalk movement has, since its inception, been a point of tension 
and disagreement both within, and external to, the feminist movement. 
These criticisms vary from not wishing the reclaim the word “slut” (Dines 
and Murphy) through to the often-absent voices of women of colour 
within SlutWalk marches (Bogado).

How SlutWalk Melbourne negotiates its position within the broader 
landscape of feminist activism in Melbourne is one of ongoing discussion 
within the organising team. Broadly speaking, a number of values and 
principles that SlutWalk Melbourne holds invite critique and inevitable 
censure from some quarters. SlutWalk Melbourne’s commitment to con-
sistently highlighting the voices of sex workers, and breaking down the 
stigma associated with sex work more generally, ensures that a number of 
feminist campaigns will not lend their support to SlutWalk Melbourne. An 
example of this can be seen in the work of Meghan Murphy, who writes:

Slutwalk [sic] argued, right off the bat, that this was a movement all about 
individuals and that, if what they were doing, as individuals, was impacting 
other women negatively, well, too freakin [sic] bad. If you think sex work is 
great, then it’s great, regardless of how it impacts and hurts and exploits 
other women; women with less privilege than yourself … It is also impera-
tive that we recognize the way in which these exploitative systems lead to 
and encourage sex work and trafficking.

In addition to the fact that it is possible to both support women who 
choose to participate in sex work and to condemn human trafficking, the 
voice of sex workers is essential to the work of SlutWalk Melbourne. Often, 
sex workers are more at risk of slut-shaming and victim-blaming than 
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other survivors due to the view that some women—such as sex workers—
cannot be raped (Mendes 6). Furthermore, researchers have noted that 
sexual assault and rape go largely unreported in the sex industry in Australia 
(Bridgett and Robinson) and that there are a number of barriers to disclo-
sure, reporting, and accessing support after surviving a crime of this nature 
(Quadara).

Another issue that has been raised with SlutWalk is the reclamation of 
the word “slut.” As Mendes points out, one of the most common reasons 
that a person may oppose SlutWalk was due to their belief that “it is nei-
ther possible nor desirable to reclaim the word ‘slut’” (115). Additionally, 
critics have also cited SlutWalk’s perceived methods of gaining access to 
the public sphere by pandering to the male gaze and sexualizing women’s 
bodies as being problematic and concerning for the wider feminist move-
ment (Mendes).

To address the first concern—one of reclamation and empowerment by 
using the word “slut”—is not a straightforward thing to do. As I have 
written elsewhere, “one does not simply reclaim the ‘slut’: it’s a process” 
(Gleeson, “How to be a Good Slut”). Not everyone is free, willing, or 
prepared to reclaim the word. Furthermore, “slut” has been used to 
shame, humiliate, and control women—some more than others—for hun-
dreds of years. This is evidenced in an open letter addressed to the SlutWalk 
movement in 2011. The letter, which was republished in its entirety by 
Brison, reads:

As Black women and girls we find no space in SlutWalk … “slut” has differ-
ent associations for Black women … we do not have the privilege or the 
space to call ourselves “slut” without validating the already historically 
entrenched ideology and recurring messages about what and who the Black 
woman is.

As Herriot (2015) notes, the “recasting [of] sexuality as primarily plea-
surable … without acknowledging that it has been, or continues to be 
oppressive or victimising … was bound to cause frustration and offence” 
(25). In the open letter, a number of requests were made by the authors 
to SlutWalk organising teams. These included engaging “women of colour 
in ways that respect culture, language and context,” “consider re- branding 
and re-labelling [the name of the march],” and “move forward in true 
authenticity to solidarity to organize beyond the marches and demonstra-
tions as SlutWalk.” Although the open letter was published a number of 
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years before this current piece was written, its message is still relevant and 
applicable to SlutWalk marches.

These concerns have also been directly addressed by the original 
SlutWalk Toronto organisers. When asked about the above objection to 
SlutWalk’s name, Jarvis says that she “fucked up … [and] if I could go 
back and change anything it would be to have a deeper analysis of the 
language we use” (Schiappa 2015, 70). Schiappa also notes that in her 
work with SlutWalk Toronto organisers, she witnessed a “consistent, 
reflexive conscious of privilege … and a desire to redress that choice [of 
name] in ongoing conversations” (2015, 70).

The SlutWalk Melbourne team discussed the requests raised in the let-
ter with varying levels of attainment. First, in terms of engaging with 
women of colour, intersectionality has always been a fundamental part of 
SlutWalk Melbourne’s policy. Intersectionality and inclusion drive the 
organisation of our events, and each event is planned with these policies in 
mind. In terms of renaming the event itself, this is a point of ongoing 
discussion within SlutWalk Melbourne. Some members are open to the 
march being renamed, whilst others feel that our attention would best be 
directed toward the promotion of issues that unduly affect marginalised 
people and communities. This is also echoed in a message that SlutWalk 
Melbourne aims to emphasise and iterate each year. We welcome all peo-
ple willing to march, regardless of whether they wish to embrace or reject 
the word “slut.” Reclamation may be a powerful act, but rejection of the 
term is also as important for some attendees—something that the organis-
ing team recognises and promotes.

There is also a consistent effort to steer away from tokenism. As Wilks- 
Harper (2016) outlines, “Tokenism is the practice of cherry-picking a 
handful of societally underrepresented individuals, as a perfunctory effort 
to appear diverse and representative of the larger society.” These steps 
towards diversity, rather than tokenism, is something that the SlutWalk 
Melbourne team consistently works toward. This work is further compli-
cated by the burnout experienced by team members and the arrival of new 
campaigners. As noted above, steps toward diversity—although utterly 
essential in running a successful march—are neither straightforward nor 
stress-free. Furthermore, new team members to SlutWalk Melbourne 
often require a degree of briefing and guidance in their first few months 
within the team in order to ensure they are aware of the intersectional 
values and practises of the march.
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A concern I am currently addressing is that these values have not been 
formalised within the march’s long-term goals or guiding policies. 
Although the team has two policies (one for social media and one for the 
march day itself) related to our stand against slut-shaming, victim- blaming, 
and the exclusion of various “phobias” and “isms” (racism, sexism, clas-
sism, ableism, fat-phobia, trans-phobia, homophobia, biphobia, or whore- 
phobia), this has not been reflected in an overarching mission statement or 
series of guiding principles that will, in turn, assist us in directing how we 
run the fundraiser and march itself. This is an issue I am currently working 
to change in accordance with the wider belief of the organising team that 
we need to consistently work toward further intersectionality.

concludIng reMarks

In reflecting and reporting on the process of organising and enacting a 
SlutWalk march in Melbourne, it remains clear that there is work still to 
do both within, and without, the organising team of SlutWalk Melbourne. 
Issues of burnout and intersectionality are matters through which we can 
continue to learn and grow. Both of these concerns are currently being 
discussed and negotiated within the SlutWalk Melbourne team with the 
anticipated production of a series of guiding principles and values related 
both to issues of burnout and intersectionality taking place over the com-
ing months.

Furthermore, the longevity of SlutWalk Melbourne is something to 
which it is difficult to speak. The work is relentless, and the primary reason 
I see the march continuing each year is because we are never without new 
volunteers and offers of assistance, which is a testament to Melbourne’s 
thriving feminist community. As long as people are slut-shamed and victim- 
blamed within our communities, the need for SlutWalk will continue, and 
the message of the march will remain as applicable as it ever was.

notes

1. Of further note is the fact that the research by Cook and Hasmath fails to 
correctly state the name of the march. Cook and Hasmath (2014) consis-
tently refer to the movement as “Slut Walk failing to realise that the march 
is correctly referred to as a one word “SlutWalk.” Although this is a minor 
point, it is troubling that the researchers have not correctly identified how 
to name the very object they propose to analyse.
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2. To be clear, it is not the needs of our supporters that are restrictive but 
instead the wider systems that allow inaccessible venues to be built and 
licensed that make a commitment of this nature difficult, consequently lead-
ing to additional hours of venue research needing to be undertaken by the 
team.
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CHAPTER 7

Surfing the Fourth Wave of the Feminist 
Movement Via SNS

Paula Ray

Online spaces are used extensively by activists, many of whom point out 
their limitations (Morozov 2009). But there remains a sense that there 
is a greater future for digital activism in store, especially with regard 
to feminist movements. Mohanty (1991) pointed out that long-term 
Western patterns of colonization have conflated all economic, political 
and cultural diversities into one category referred to as the “Third World” 
or “developing economies.” Such colonizing mentalities also mark a dif-
ference between the second- and third-wave feminists, with the latter 
calling for a discursive focus that will impart knowledge about the “other” 
on her own terms. Mohanty notes that it is an “urgent political necessity” 
(p. 334) to break the silence and forge transnational ties to promote a 
better understanding among women, whatever their differences, about 
their political struggles. The relationship between Western and “third 
world” feminists should no longer be a binary; rather, they should be 
bound together by the “‘sameness’ of their oppression” (p. 337). Two 
decades after Mohanty’s call for unity, social-networking sites (hence-
forth SNS), such as Facebook and Twitter, are functioning as an online 
platform for precisely this kind of cultural exchange directly involving 
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the people concerned. Because of the wider accessibility of SNS, more-
over, no one needs to speak “on behalf of” another.

The Eurocentric assumptions of Western feminists attributes the oppres-
sion of the female “other” to her victimization by the colonial process, to 
slow economic development, and to the politics of a patriarchal system 
that is taken to be universal. As such, non-Western women have been 
labelled by second-wave feminists as politically immature, needing “to be 
versed and schooled in the ethos of Western Feminism” (Amos and Parmar 
1984, 7). A diversity of experiences adds richness to feminist understand-
ing, and SNS is particularly good as a platform for sharing such experi-
ences. On December 2012, when a 23-year-old student was gang- raped 
on a moving bus in New Delhi, India, the incident garnered worldwide 
attention and precipitated a reflection on the state of women’s safety in the 
country. Parashar (2013, n.p.) cites this case as a call to “rethink of third 
wave feminism and its ethical and political commitments.” She notes that 
violence against women has been “documented as common to all societ-
ies” (True 2012, cited in Parashar) since it affects women in general and is 
not dependent on their cultural and ethnic background. Disparate chan-
nels of outrage about sexual violence, however, show that feminism has so 
far not overcome cultural barriers when it comes to advocacy. Western 
feminists have been selective in their critique of the cultural and legal 
responses to rape cases in developing economies, according to Brendan 
O’Neill (2013), but the increasing penetration of SNS into these econo-
mies may begin to change that. This is the bridge SNS-mediated activism 
can aim to construct by dissolving the physical location of the activist as a 
factor in the interaction so that universal policies can be advocated for all.

The success of an activist movement is partly indicated by the degree to 
which the cause becomes incorporated into government policy. However, 
social changes initiated via SNS-mediated activism may not always be 
reflected at a formal level in policy decision-making, although they might 
have impact at an informal or personal level among the SNS users and in 
offline circles. In a similar vein, I argue that activism mediated by SNS has 
not replaced traditional means of activism; rather, it works in tandem with 
them and augments their connective capabilities. This chapter focuses on 
the following question: If digital activism can bring about social change, 
then how does it specifically impact the feminist struggle for equal rights? 
I argue that digitally mediated transnational feminism is heralding the onset 
of a fourth wave of the feminist movement, which is mobilising a demogra-
phy of actors who are different from that of any of the previous waves. This 
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shift is marked not only by demography but also by the  compressed turn-
around time of an activist movement. The number of campaigns engaged 
in by feminists wielding digital tools of communication, along with the 
speed at which they are developing the promotion and organisation of these 
movements, is already changing “the political game” (Bennett 2003).

Methodology

These considerations are supported by a debate among the experts I inter-
viewed, who gauge the strengths of digital tools of activism over tradi-
tional means of activism. The interviewees are experts in the sense that 
they have used digital activism to promote their causes or have blogged 
about the impact of digital activism in the Indian context. They include 
Urvashi Butalia, the founder of Zubaan Books, an independent non-profit 
feminist publishing house in India; Keith Gomes, Bollywood filmmaker 
and activist who spearheaded the campaign on Nagrik Jagruti Manch 
(Hindi, meaning “citizens’ awakening forum”); Dina Mehta, a blogger/
social media observer; and Jasmeen Shah, one of the key players of the 
Jaago Re campaign (Hindi meaning “wake up”).

Since this research is primarily based on digital communication, digital 
means were used to establish initial contact with the experts. Most of them 
could be contacted via their online profiles, which made it easier to orga-
nize appointments with them from overseas—I was based in Auckland, 
New Zealand, while these experts were based in New Delhi, Mumbai, 
Bangalore, and Calcutta, in India, and in the US. These interviews formed 
a part of my doctoral research carried out between 2010 and 2013. In 
drawing out the terms of this debate, I also conducted a digital- ethnographic 
study of 10 Facebook groups during a period of 2 years (January 2011 to 
January 2013). The Facebook groups were identified on the basis of a 
questionnaire answered by urban Indian women Facebook users between 
the ages of 18 and 55. A substantial segment of the data represented in this 
chapter was collected during this study.

SNS ActiviSM ANd SociAl chANge

During the course of this research, based primarily in the Indian context, 
I came across two distinct pieces of evidence of “new social movements” 
(Young 1997) leading to social change. The first instance was the fact that 
the Indian government took steps to amend the rape laws after the New 
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Delhi gang rape incident, which represents an obvious case of policy 
change at the governmental level. Young (p.  25) notes that “[s]ocial 
change is made possible by changes in how people understand their situa-
tions and how they perceive their options for altering those situations.” 
Similarly, in the New Delhi case, the sudden popular upsurge against the 
crime, which was unprecedented in the country, indicated a change in 
how people understood their situations. While traditional media played an 
important role, digital platforms presented an option to alter such situa-
tions by articulating the uncontained frustration of the people and their 
desire to change the system. The capacity of social media to give expres-
sion to people’s frustration, along with the fact that the incident took 
place in the heart of the capital city on public transport, was responsible 
for the intensity of the reaction, which ultimately resulted in the govern-
ment making the laws more stringent (Nessman 2013).

Prior to this, in 2011, the frustration and rage of the people was chan-
nelled through social media toward another movement, namely, the India 
Against Corruption movement. Activist Anna Hazare was the face of the 
movement—He had already spearheaded several successful campaigns on 
rural development and government transparency. Although momentarily 
overshadowed by the New Delhi incident, the anti-corruption drive cul-
minated in the formation of a political party called the Aam Aadmi Party. 
Its leader, Arjun Kejriwal, an ex-bureaucrat of the Government of India, 
won the majority of votes at the Legislative Assembly elections in December 
2013—less than a year after the political party was formed—and became 
the chief minister of the state of Delhi. Weeks before Kejriwal took his 
oath as head of the state government, the Anti-Corruption Bill was passed 
by the Parliament, even though some of the bill’s supporters have expressed 
reservations about the included clauses. The surprisingly short turnaround 
time for this movement to gain traction and the overwhelming support 
that poured in from Indians worldwide via SNS platforms was unforeseen 
in the history of the nation’s protest movements. The real-time public 
gathering of protestors across the country, based on information received 
via SNS updates, was unprecedented. It was for the first time that an oth-
erwise complacent middle class Indian society participated in a protest 
movement spanning several metro cities (Ray 2016).

This incident, although not part of a feminist movement, emphasizes 
the impact of digital activism in India. One of the primary ways in which 
SNS has an advantage compared with other tools of activism is that it facili-
tates the dissemination, exchange, and analysis of information much more 
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rapidly than any communication technology in the past, thereby offering a 
platform for a faster organisation of collective action against injustice 
(Downing et al. 2001). It offers to not only “give voice to the voiceless” 
but also allow “people to speak for themselves” (p. 206) as the means and 
content of such collective action. Just as SNS blurs the boundaries between 
private and public expressions, it also shortens the distance between grass-
roots activists and policy-makers by allowing a wider demography of peo-
ple, in any voice, to challenge ineffective policies and defend civil liberties.

Shaw argues that “discursive politics is considered an essential strategy 
for political resistance” (Shaw 2012, 42). This is especially true in the 
feminist movement. But often it is limited by “who gets to speak? … who 
is heard, and to what end?” (Burgess 2006, 203). However, this exclusion 
enables the development of a counter-hegemonic discourse to develop, 
and SNS provides “open spaces in which anyone can respond” (Shaw 
2012, 47). It promotes “the ‘democratic potential of voice, representa-
tion, speaking up and talking back’” (Dreher 2009, 446, cited in Shaw). 
Feminists have harnessed this capacity of SNS “to challenge sexism, 
misogyny and rape culture” (Mendes 2015). This counter-hegemonic 
voice is often heard via blogs, e-zines, and SNS platforms with the former 
two being reposted on the latter.

The digital connectivity results in “virtual kinships” (Levina 2012, 13) 
that promote user participation and, in a similar vein, offers a platform for 
women to discuss their causes of concern. The “I Never Ask For It” cam-
paign launched by Blanknoise, a non-profit organization in India protest-
ing against sexual harassment, has now transformed into a collection of 
“living testimonial[s]” (Source: “I Never Ask For It” Facebook [FB] 
page). The campaign was so successful that now there is an FB group dedi-
cated to this particular project. It has given victims of sexual harassment a 
platform to narrate their experiences and voice their grievances. Blanknoise 
was also very active in the campaign against the Delhi gang- rape incident, 
and it is no surprise that their Facebook page and Twitter handle mani-
fested high user traffic during this period (Source: Blanknoise FB page).

digitAl Network: AcceSS, ideNtity, ANd MobiliSAtioN

New social movements are defined when a group of actors, however dis-
persed, find themselves in an untenable situation and begin together to 
imagine options for overcoming the situation. This awareness, or imagina-
tion, of possible ways to herald social change is made possible by the 
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discourses to which they are exposed (West 2004). The term “new” refers 
to the identification of these movements, since the late 1960s, “with issues 
other than class” (Ibid., 265). Language played a crucial role during this 
second wave of the feminist movement to communicate these issues with 
the masses. It could be said that the function of feminist presses in the 
second wave (Young 1997) has now been taken over by SNS. Like the 
feminist presses, SNS updates reflect the ideas and opinions of the grass-
roots organised into communities of “virtual kinship” (Levina 2012, 13) 
and provide suggestions about how the situation can be altered as well as 
an analysis of already taken actions. Their SNS updates are politically moti-
vated in terms of what they post and how they generate support for their 
cause similar to the way that feminist publishers disseminated new ideas 
through discourse as “a form of political activism” (Young 1997, 33). 
Apart from books for adult readers, Zubaan Books’ founder, Urvashi 
Butalia, now has a separate segment for children’s books under the name 
Young Zubaan, which builds a feminist discourse in the form of children’s 
literature that comes with messages about gender equality. Young minds 
are attracted to titles like The Girl’s Guide to a Life in Science, A Foxy Four 
Mystery series and Flying High: Amazing Women and their Success Stories, a 
book about offbeat career choices that women can make. Zubaan Books’ 
Facebook page promotes both the lines of books to both kinds of readers.

Political commitment is based on sharing similar experiences of oppres-
sion as the basis of a community’s identity (Wellman 2001). Simply by 
posting, sharing, or retweeting their stories and by commenting on or 
“liking” similar contributions by other members, these women are engag-
ing politically with the cause. In the case of Zubaan’s Facebook group, the 
very fact that they would include young mothers, along with their toddlers 
in their list of invitees to events, is an example of gender equality in action 
as they are extending democratic access to all interested parties irrespective 
of their personal situation. In response to a post inviting the group mem-
bers to an event, this is how the communication goes:

Radhika (a young mother, whose name has been changed to retain anonym-
ity): Can one bring a baby feminist along?
Zubaan Books: Of course …! And there will be nice homemade cookies for 
feminist baby.

As Butalia made clear in her interview, this is also an issue of feminist 
pedagogybecause she believes in teaching children about gender rights 
from an early age to make them aware of the social stereotypes to which 
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they are culturally exposed. She believes that this will help them grow up 
to be responsible citizens and to learn to respect women in an otherwise 
patriarchal social order.

Facebook groups and Twitter handles are particularly important in 
women’s movements because, just like the feminist presses, they facilitate 
communication among the members both on a one-to-one basis as well as 
a collective exchange (Young 1997). The documentation of their interac-
tions on the walls of the Facebook groups gives them a reference point to 
return to whenever the need arises. Thus, these discourses become institu-
tionalised in a way that is accessible to all members of the group, which is 
not dissimilar to the discourses disseminated among readers through femi-
nist publications. “[D]iscursive struggle,” as Young argues (Ibid., 13), is 
central to feminist activism not only for purposes of resource mobilization 
in traditional political movements but also for the sake of identity construc-
tion, the importance of which is noted by new social movement theorists. 
This shift in the identity of actors is initiated psychologically but is ulti-
mately reflected in formal and even informal political outcomes. The SNS 
updates reiterate that oppression and patriarchal power relations can only 
be understood in political terms. The transformation of the actors’ socio-
cultural paradigm is grounded in the formation of their political identity.

Mobilization of participants can only take place through networks of 
people, and the effect of solidarity is exemplified in people’s decisions to 
participate. Mass emotional reactions to negative events or situations are 
channelled in this way into collective actions that work in favour of a polit-
ical cause. “Emotions can be means, they can be ends, and sometimes they 
can fuse the two,” suggests Jasper (2011). But the success of a movement 
ultimately depends on how long the attention of these participants can be 
retained. This also explains why movements tend to operate in clusters 
(Young 1997). For example, when Hazare’s campaign was at its peak, 
almost all Facebook groups and Twitter handles started posting about the 
anti-corruption bill. By indicating shared interests with the Anti- 
Corruption campaign, these SNS updates could at least aim to attract traf-
fic to their own posts. The campaign against corruption proved to be a 
cause that affects all segments of the society, and that is why it was an issue 
posted about on every SNS forum I was observing. This was a clear indica-
tion of all socio-political and economic segments of the society being 
instrumental in urging the Indian government to pass the bill.

Social movements, argues Mohanty (2003, 528), “are crucial sites 
for the construction of knowledge, communities, and identities, it is 
very important for feminists to direct themselves toward them.” These 
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experiences not only institutionalize a discourse and construct a political 
identity, they more broadly create meaning through the fulfilment of 
these functions. The “meaning-creating functions of social movements” 
(Young 1997, 150) focus primarily on participation in the movement 
and the subsequent identity formation of the participant. Meaning-
creation prompts the participant to feel an ideological need to change 
the political system (Ibid.). Their identity as members of the collective 
that encourages them to participate in guiding others toward making 
similar decisions, thereby expanding the collective as well as its potential 
political force.

Traditionally, publishers were not always aware of the exact number of 
readers of their books or even the profiles of their readers. Similarly, the 
walls of the Facebook groups or Twitter feeds in question are accessible to 
a much wider audience than those who are officially registered as mem-
bers of the collective by virtue of their status as ‘open’ groups. Of course, 
many professional Facebook groups use paid digital applications to gather 
information of their online visitors and generate algorithms. The fact 
remains, though, that the “synergistic process” (Barbara Smith, cited in 
ibid., 32) thus created via SNS posts acts as a catalyst that not only sup-
ports but also mentors an increasing number of women to speak about 
their experiences. Through my research, I found that SNS users engaged 
in various forms of interactions from mere “likes,” “tweets,” “retweets,” 
and “shares” to “comments” on other’s posts and “status updates” of 
their own. These interactions “reflect, rather than guide” (Young 1997, 
32) the movements and unite women across region, age and interests, 
which is keeping with the inclusive tenets of third-wave feminism but now 
into political communities of “virtual kinship.”

digitAl toolS Versus trAditioNAl toolS of ActiviSM

Digital communication tools have radically transformed our interaction 
capabilities and have to some degree overshadowed the traditional means 
of protest. But some of the traditional tools used in social movements—
such as newspapers, books, flyers, and posters along with graffiti, street 
theatre, songs and poetry—“have lent the vitality of the imagination to 
alternative public spheres, have made those spheres exciting as well as 
informative, and have sent public conversation flying” (Downing et  al. 
2001, 158). This is quite similar to the nature of discussions in the digital 
public sphere as facilitated by these SNS platforms. Thus, they can be 
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considered an extension of traditional activist formats that appropriate not 
only popular culture but also subversive art forms. In fact, the “mind 
bombs” (p. 159) traditionally produced by the publication and republica-
tion of potent messages on a mass scale are easily comparable with the 
Internet “memes” that are lodged in users’ consciousness via Facebook, 
Twitter, and other SNS. These “mind bombs” take various forms and use 
various techniques such as photomontage, which entails pasting together 
several photographs to create a message, as was popular in the Soviet 
Union and later adopted by the German Communist Party as a communi-
cation tool with the public (Downing et al. 2001). Similarly, graphic sat-
ire, combining humour with sex and escapism, was widely distributed and 
even purchased by mail order in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
Europe (Hallett 1999, 1). These messages would use playful forms to 
threaten existing political systems and socio-cultural beliefs in the same 
way that viral messaging works in digital society. The echoes of these tra-
ditional formats can certainly be seen in today’s meme culture.

Communication tools have evolved by leaps and bounds in the past 
decade, and scholars such as Shirky (2009) and Bennett (2003) agree that 
online tools like SNS are enabling activists to cut down on the time 
required to organise a movement. Shirky’s analysis of “cognitive surplus” 
(2010) and Castell’s suggestion “that the energy of online networks can 
be harnessed … in bringing people to the streets” (as quoted by Losh 
2014) corroborates the strong influence this communication technology 
has on how information is transmitted (Fuchs 2011). If we look beyond 
the Indian context and consider world politics, then our attention should 
be drawn to one of the first instances of Twitter-based feminist protests by 
#MotrinMoms, where mothers tweeted against what they considered to 
be an offensive online and print advertisement launched by Johnson & 
Johnson so strongly that the company was forced to withdraw its adver-
tisement before the end of the week with the marketing vice president 
issuing a public apology over the weekend for hurting the sentiments of 
young mothers (Petrecca 2008). Mere complaints took on an unbeliev-
able form of organised protest that was propagated via Twitter with a 
speed unheard of before then.

“Twitter, with its 140-character limit and its cult of immediacy, has 
emerged as a key source of news and updates,” observed Morozov 
(2009, n.p.) in 2009 regarding the Tehran uprising and so-called Arab 
Spring. Ever since then, tweets have become the basis of information 
access for reporters all over the world, and international journalists often 
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microblog about information received over tweets, especially from dicta-
torial regimes or war zones where Internet communication is restricted. 
The noise of these tweets is amplified each time they are reposted and 
remediated, eventually making these journalists or SNS-users the “agents 
of change” (ibid.). But in dictatorial regimes or developing nations, such 
as India, where sophisticated Internet tools are restricted in the hands of 
a few, are the online tools of activism as effective in the long run as tra-
ditional tools? Can they generate a sustainable impact, or are they only 
good for populist mobilizations, which fade to status quo once people 
leave the streets?

To pursue this question in the Indian context, the experts I interviewed 
were asked to compare their online presence with traditional means of 
communication for promoting and organising their causes. Butalia agreed 
that Zubaan’s Facebook page did make a difference to the responses they 
received:

When Kali for Women, my first publishing house, was set up, this technol-
ogy did not exist. So, it was not an option. Getting our brand name known 
through our Facebook page and Twitter handle was a great success and way 
faster than any promotional technique we could have come up with for Kali. 
Zubaan achieved the same level of popularity in seven years that Kali did in 
almost 20 years. We are known not only by those who buy our books, but 
also by those who subscribe to our online presence.

Importantly, while reaching out to those who buy their books could be 
considered a marketing venture, making contact with online subscribers 
has much more to do with disseminating the political message, and this is 
precisely where SNS platforms are more advantageous than traditional 
means of promotion. This advantage, according to Butalia, extends across 
all ages, even to those who are too young to be on the site, such as Butalia’s 
10-year-old nephew, who promotes his publisher aunt among his Facebook 
friends. Although Butalia admits that “the authorities know about their 
presence on the SNS,” which is meant for “adults,” she also appreciates 
that, from a young age, these children are gaining some level of awareness 
that could make them future feminists. Butalia says:

Hopefully, when they grow up and want to read what we write about, they 
might find it easier to access these books; even if at present they have no clue 
what feminism is. That is not something we could have achieved through 
traditional media.
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In sum, Butalia’s Facebook page and Twitter handle are not just about 
promotion, marketing, and reaching sales targets; rather, she is using SNS 
to raise an awareness amongst subscribers that she hopes will have long- 
term, real-life implications.

Jasmeen Shah of the Jaago Re campaign, on the other hand, claims that 
the online platform is simply a tool rather than the recipe for a successful 
campaign. As a tool, it needs to be matched to the appropriate cause since 
some campaigns can benefit from it and some may not, depending on their 
target audience as well as the values and outcomes proposed by the cam-
paign. The Jaago Re! One Billion Votes campaign aimed to inspire and 
induce the urban-educated youth of India to go out and vote in elections. 
It used SNS for this purpose by hosting India’s first online voter- registration 
engine, which reduced “the previously tedious process of voter registra-
tion to a quick and easy five-minute online activity,” explains Shah. Hence, 
the online platform was the perfect choice for this campaign. In addition, 
the online medium gave this campaign greater reach and effectiveness, 
thus allowing it “to scale nationally to 37 cities across India, leverage inno-
vative technologies such as GIS (Geographic Information Systems) and to 
form a thriving community of campaign supporters in a short span of time. 
This is different from traditional tools of activism in the sense that it needs 
different skills to leverage this medium optimally,” says Shah. Each kind of 
activism needs to emerge from an understanding of its core issue and 
devise a creative response to tackle the issue. Only then can it be a success 
irrespective of whether it uses online or traditional tools.

Grassroots activism might make headlines in the local newspaper, which 
has a limited readership, but it rarely spreads to national newspapers in 
India. However, if an issue appears on SNS, it follows the much-proven 
approach of reaching out to a world readership via the strong and weak 
ties on the network (Granovetter 1973). At the same time, the digital tool 
comes with its fair share of drawbacks. Most notably, critics have pointed 
out that pursuing politics on SNS is an escapist mode that encourages 
rampant “slacktivism” (Morozov 2009). I argue that slacktivism can also 
be considered a form of participation in activism in terms of creating 
awareness and identifying potential activists. There is, after all, strength 
in numbers—as represented by the penchant of digital activists for publi-
cising “likes” (Ray 2016)—much akin to traditional activists collecting 
signatures to lobby for a cause.

Keith Gomes, who led the campaign on Nagrik Jaagruti Manch, agrees 
that “SNS can help to garner attention on an issue. But you have to go out 
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in the real world to implement changes.” The Internet, or more specifi-
cally SNS, is a virtual world where activists can connect with like-minded 
people and have them acknowledge their efforts through comments or 
“likes” posted on the Facebook wall or retweets. Discursive activism that 
is sought via these online acts can potentially bring about emotional and 
psychological changes in the society. But comments, “likes” and retweets 
alone, cannot always change the world political system per se unless the 
activists do something about the issue in the real world. SNS can prove 
useful for gathering support across territorial boundaries or as a tool to 
facilitate activism through the sharing of experiences, but real-world 
effects continue to require real-world engagement.

Gomes is particularly skeptical of SNS in this regard: “I don’t see SNS 
as a world-changing source of connectivity,” he says. On the other hand, 
activism is still dependent on the dissemination of information, and tradi-
tional tools of information distribution like telephone or writing letters are 
now considered cumbersome: “the world we live in is much faster and this 
momentum has made us lazy. If we write a letter, we have to go to the 
post-office and then wait for five days for it to reach its destination,” says 
Gomes. Compared to this, the Internet is an unquestionably efficient tool 
of communication. However, blogger Dina Mehta points out that online 
access, at least in developing countries like India, is limited to urban elites. 
The rural population with limited infrastructural support, by contrast, can 
be mobilised only in person. The conclusion to be drawn from this debate 
is that SNS is highly useful for specific activist purposes, but digital activ-
ism can only be broadly successful when combined with offline traditional 
tools. To date, at least, it is not an end in itself.

Digital outreach does not mean that activist organisers have given up 
on traditional means of protests like street processions and physical con-
gregations in city centres. It does, however, mean that these protests are 
organised with a speed and efficiency that is unprecedented. Commenting 
on the usage of SNS in political uprisings, Peter Beaumont (2011, n.p.) 
writes:

The medium that carries the message shapes and defines as well as the mes-
sage itself. The instantaneous nature of how social media communicates 
[…] explains in part the speed at which these revolutions have unravelled, 
their almost viral spread across a region.

The instant reaction on social-media networks to the gang rape in New 
Delhi took on an almost viral spread. It only took 2 days to track down the 
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accused, while outrage spilled over from the online platform to the streets 
of the capital city. SNS organization offers not only speed but also greater 
democratic access. In the context of the New Delhi incident, protests from 
“youth across class and caste divide[s]” (Parashar 2013, n.p.) forced the 
government to set up “an independent commission led by former Chief 
Justice of the Supreme Court, J S Verma, to recommend changes to its 
rape laws” (ibid.). Thus, there is little doubt that SNS helps in spreading 
the word and organising a movement much more swiftly than traditional 
tools of communication.

digitAlly MediAted trANSNAtioNAl feMiNiSM

The increasingly global accessibility of SNS does not mean that location- 
specificity is lost. On the contrary, location markers are added by default 
to online interactions, for example, via “geotagging.” This continues to 
make even transnational activism nationally specific, albeit internationally 
networked, which in turn has political consequences. The New Delhi inci-
dent led to a sudden increase in coverage of rape incidents in the Indian 
media largely with the objective of creating awareness about violence 
against women in a predominantly patriarchal society. But, in the process, 
this has resulted in India being tagged internationally as a country too 
unsafe to visit. This impression was further fuelled by a comment (2013) 
made soon after by a senior CBI (Central Bureau of Investigation) officer 
in India, who compared the criminality of online sports betting with the 
status of rape for want of an analogy, thereby instigating an international 
debate on the attitude toward women of top-ranking police personnel in 
the country’s premier investigation organisation.

These debates, mediated through transnational social networks, trans-
port ideas via “informal contacts to formalized frameworks” (Herz and 
Olivier 2012, 115). This “[C]ross-cutting transfer of ideas” leads to “for-
mation of opinions … beyond nation states” (ibid.) and such “theoretical 
cross-pollination” ultimately results in “integration of Western and non- 
Western perspectives” (Jin 2016). Even while social media is spreading the 
characterization of India as a place unsafe for women, the same platforms 
are also being used as a political device to document women’s experiences 
of sexual harassment worldwide. In this way, transnational feminism facili-
tates “social remittances like knowledge and value transmission” (Herz 
and Olivier 2012) across geographical borders.

In her project “Everyday sexism,” Laura Bates’ work achieved similar 
transnational communality when she started a website in April 2012 
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“where people could upload their stories” of sexism (Bates 2016, 6). 
Contrary to the 100-odd stories in total that Bates was expecting to 
gather, the anecdotes began a wave of submissions. They appeared from 
countries such as America, Canada, Germany, France, Saudi Arabia, and 
Pakistan, recounts Bates. Putting “them together … the picture created by 
this mosaic of miniatures was strikingly clear. …[I]f sexism means preju-
dice, stereotyping, or discriminating against people purely because of their 
sex, then women were experiencing it on a near-daily basis” (ibid., 3). By 
April 2015, 100,000 thousand entries had been documented on the web-
site. “This is the sound of a hundred thousand voices,” says Bates (Ibid., 
10). By this time, 18-plus other countries had started their own versions 
of “everyday sexism” and these projects were publicized fervently by 
media—both traditional and digital—around the world.

Around 2012 to 2013, several Indian feminists also began cataloguing 
discourses on FB regarding on rape and other forms of violence perpe-
trated against women since the New Delhi gang rape. One such site, 
Genderlog, aims “to collect writings, posts and studies on gender vio-
lence/women’s rights in India, in one accessible website” (Genderlog FB 
page). Launched on December 30, 2012, their wall had recorded 240 
posts by January 31, 2013. Chatura Padaki converted her own Facebook 
wall into a gallery of media reports on rape and violence experienced by 
women in India and pledged to post nothing else online until the Delhi 
gang rape case reached a closure. Between December 16, 2012, and 
January 31, 2013, she posted some 67 updates on media reports on this 
case. This is a significant number given that the posts were not crowd- 
sourced but handpicked by one individual. Ultra Violet, a long-standing 
organization of Indian feminists, has devoted its Facebook group to a 
similar cause, providing a platform where men and women from across the 
world have posted about rape in the country, including the frequency of 
its occurrence and reports of how the authorities dealt with it legally as 
well as socially. A very popular group of activists, this Facebook group 
logged 357 posts during the same time frame from December 16, 2012 to 
January 31, 2013.

These forums can be considered leading examples of how effectively 
cultural exchanges can take place between Western liberal feminists and 
“developing” third-wave feminists who are often mistaken to be conserva-
tive and oppressed (Amos and Parmer 1984). Not only is there exchange 
of information between them on the walls of these Facebook groups, 
there is also critical reflection on how the particularly shameful Delhi gang 
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rape incident is perceived by the liberal West. Rape and sexual harassment, 
of course, are not unknown in the West; the difference lies in how the 
authorities perceive it and how appropriately the legal system brings the 
perpetrators to task. Although India is considered the world’s largest 
democracy (Lizphart 1996), the laws governing its people are highly 
tainted by historically dominant patriarchal and sexist attitudes unlike the 
liberal democracies of the western world.

It is noteworthy to mention that Twitter, as a microblogging SNS plat-
form, uses “hashtags to [help] identify relevant content easily for their 
potential audiences” (Losh 2014). Online communities congregate 
around particular clusters of keywords and are “energized by this access to 
a shared lexicon” (Ibid.). But this attempt to use hashtags can become 
problematic given that users could easily identify geographical locations. 
The “[l]egal, medical and journalistic norms” (ibid.) have ensured that the 
identity of a rape victim is protected and, as such, often incidents of rape 
went unreported. “Twitter offered a new channel to publicise rape as a 
widespread human rights abuse, but it also challenged norms about pri-
vacy for victims by using identifying hashtags” (ibid.). Although the New 
Delhi gang rape victim was initially identified by Indian media as #Damini 
(Hindi, meaning “lightning”), #Amanat (Urdu, meaning “treasure”) and 
#Nirbhaya (Hindi, meaning “fearless”), soon the international media 
released her name as #jyotisingh. Although SNS platforms like Twitter use 
hashtags “to make taboo topics visible” (Losh 2014), “the ethics of con-
sent matter,” argues McMillan Cottom (2014). This is because being 
 visible is not always liberating for the victim. Having the option to say no 
to sharing one’s identity—via image or words—is perhaps a much stronger 
criterion for liberation. Twitter can thus be used as a powerful communi-
cation tool to influence political discourse depending on who uses it and 
with what objective.

The strongest international response to the New Delhi case came in the 
form of a play project titled Nirbhaya, by playwright Yael Farber, who is 
originally from Johannesburg but based in Montreal. Farber was con-
tacted on Facebook by Bollywood actress Poorna Jagannathan with an 
invitation to work on the project. When I contacted Farber on Facebook 
asking her how the invitation came about, she said:

I learned of Jyoti’s death on my FB news feed when the story broke. […] I 
posted an image of Nirbhaya the day her death was announced. I posted my 
status as: ‘My sister, my daughter, my mother, myself’. Poorna wrote to me 
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on FB (since we were ‘friends’ she saw my status). She was in India. We 
started to exchange on instant chat. It was on instant chat that she asked me 
to come to India—and I said Yes. All this before we actually ever spoke to 
each other.

This invitation reflects the multicultural communication that takes 
place on SNS, in this case between Mumbai and Montreal, between two 
people who are originally from New York and Johannesburg, respectively. 
This interaction also indicates the extent to which information is circu-
lated among users through networks beyond geographical and socio- 
political limitations. It further manifests the ease with which SNS users 
connect with each other and even engage in formal discussions, in this case 
the invitation to work on a play, irrespective of whether they are “friends” 
in real life. This could be interpreted as symptomatic of colonization of 
feminism, whereby a concept that is very sensitive to the developing world 
is derived from the West. But I argue in favour of the dialogue that SNS 
platforms make possible by dissolving the physical location of the actors in 
the interaction.

Another twist to the multicultural dimension of the Nirbhaya project 
was added when the play was premiered at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival 
in 2013 where it received accolades from the international media even 
before it reached Indian shores. The success of its first staging enabled the 
team to raise funds, via a Nirbhaya Facebook group, to cover the cost of 
taking the play to different cities within India. As Farber explains about 
the decision to start in Edinburgh, “I think there is something to be said 
for showing work to the world without allowing the agendas of ‘home’ to 
cloud your courage. […Trying to] tell the truth as clearly as possible—
without trying to please or protect. Just tell the truth in the best and most 
authentic way you know how.” In this sense, the Edinburgh staging can 
be considered a useful test-run for the content of this play created by a 
Western-based artist who is not familiar with the cultural nuances of a 
non-Western country like India. The advocacy thus involved requires 
approval of its cultural authenticity, which was provided by the British 
audience in this case, before it is run on the “home” terrain. In this way, 
the Western assumptions about women from developing nations do not 
remain a binary, and the transnational ties promote a better understanding 
among women in spite of their differences.

For every case of digital activism in India, there are more cases from 
other countries—both developed and developing—where women are 
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coming together to promote awareness on feminist causes. For example, 
in Nigeria, more than 200 girls were kidnapped from a boarding school in 
Chibok, Borno state, by the terrorist outfit Boko Haram. Obiageli 
Ezekwesili, erstwhile Federal Minister of Education, Nigeria, and Vice 
President of the African division of World Bank, started a campaign to 
rescue the girls under the Twitter handle #bringbackourgirls and the fight 
is still on to free them all (as stated in bringbackourgirls.org). Not to men-
tion, a furore was generated on SNS following Ched Evans’ alleged rape 
case, whereby the Welsh footballer claims to have had consensual sex with 
a 19-year-old girl while she was under the influence of alcohol after a night 
out (Agate and Ledward 2013). Reclaim the Night march against rape 
culture was revived by the London Feminist Network in 2004 while thou-
sands protested the Roast Busters scandal in New Zealand, “in which 
groups of young men were drugging and raping underage girls and then 
posting videos bragging about it online” (Manning 2013, cited in Mendes 
2015, 11). Sara Ahmed’s blog “Feminist Killjoys” (2017), on the other 
hand, “draws on everyday experiences of being a feminist to re-think some 
key aspects of feminist theory” (as stated in the blog). Given these instances 
and many more that are difficult to record here, the fact remains that the 
“[I]nternet has fundamentally altered contemporary feminism. … [It is] 
messy, yet unequivocally political” (Keller 2015). Documentation of 
everyday incidents of activism and communication of feminist-inspired 
views have made “digital natives” more vigilant and more aware of their 
basic humanitarian rights.

Interestingly, this contemporary group of feminists comprises digital 
gadget-toting young women as well as men who support feminism. This 
amounts to a new wave of feminism, which has been brewing for some 
time often on anonymous forums that are digitally mediated. These femi-
nists are less likely to make a distinction between the private and the public 
(Freedman 2010); they discuss “all sorts of subjects, from baking to rela-
tionship advice to work crises” (Martinson 2013, n.p). The anonymity of 
their identities, otherwise considered problematic among netizens 
(Andrejevic 2005), is helping these activists talk about their personal lives 
from the comfort and safety of their homes and often confide about their 
private experiences to total strangers.

Precisely because of the personalized discussions of private lives of 
activists, the support these feminist movements are garnering is not incon-
siderable. Mumsnet, a UK-based portal on parenting, has 4 million unique 
visitors every month and 50 million page views on a monthly basis with 
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most of its members being women. This can be considered an example of 
a “slow-burn resurgence in feminist thought … where middle-class par-
ents gather to discuss schooling and Velcro shoes [… from a] very, very 
comfortable space” (Martinson 2013). Recently, when the Mumsnet por-
tal ran a survey, 59 per cent of the members identified themselves as femi-
nists, with a substantial number saying they had developed the identity 
after joining the group (ibid.). Thus, we can conclude that the digital 
spaces act as a platform for consciousness-raising quite similar to the sec-
ond wave of the feminist movement. Although still in its nascent stage, 
this fourth wave of feminism is reviving the consciousness-raising approach 
across socio-cultural and political divides and, pointedly, is using SNS to 
achieve this. “In a world in which women have equality under the law, but 
not in reality” (ibid.), these feminists are engaged in discussing a broad 
range of issues from everyday sexism to rape.

One of the primary reasons these digital campaigns receive support is 
because they raise common issues, prompting more people to speak up 
because it affects them. As Cochrane (2013, n.p.) notes:

Individuals are taking on the individual issues they feel passionate about and 
can usefully address—and they’re often succeeding quickly, impressively, 
very publicly. In doing so, they’re bringing thousands of women and men 
into feminist conversations, and building a movement potentially capable of 
taking on the structural issues.

It is not just that an SNS links individuals’ passions to ongoing discus-
sions about issues they personally experience, it is also that the access to 
technology expedites the response process and aids in organizing for a 
cause. Rooted in digital technologies, this wave of feminism is riding on a 
wider shift toward networked communities to overcome political and cul-
tural limitations and enable women to talk about their causes in as many 
voices and from as many perspectives. Millions of women are responding 
to feminist calls for equality and respect via a plethora of projects that they 
are undertaking within their own cultural context. The difference now is 
that they are on transnational SNS platforms. Access to SNS content by 
women across the world can assist in the feminist vision of transformation 
by weaving a network of communication. Informally worded posts on 
feminist-oriented issues use the democratic accessibility of SNS to build 
virtual communities linked to political identities, which in turn converge 
on specific causes to push for changes in the formal political system.  
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SNS- mediated activism thus has the potential to realise Mohanty’s (2003, 
3–4) transnational vision of “a world where women and men are free to 
live creative lives […] in which democratic […] institutions provide the 
conditions for public participation and decision-making for people regardless 
of economic and social location.”
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CHAPTER 8

Sappho in Cyberspace: Power Struggles 
and Reorienting Feminisms

Siobhan Hodge

IntroductIon

Despite having lived over two thousand years ago, new editions of Sappho’s 
poetry are still being translated and published in English almost annually. 
Online, there are new groups and ways in which the ancient Greek poet, 
emblematic for her passionate desires and unabashed, direct voice, is being 
shared. The sheer number of online engagements with Sappho, compared 
to her male near-contemporaries Alcaeus and Anacreon, is remarkable; in 
fact, Alcaeus rarely appears in online search results without Sappho also 
appearing in the same image or text. Online, Sappho occupies a position 
of particular favour. However, these new modes of transmission and 
engagement with this ancient poet share much in common with more 
traditional platforms in that they can be highly subjective, dynamic, and 
linked with transforming notions of feminist identity. Sappho’s position as 
a feminist icon and body of literature is complex. Though famed for the 
elegance and beauty of her poetry, as well as its communal settings and 
emotive tones, Sappho’s oeuvre also invokes female figures in manipula-
tive terms. The inherent power struggles behind these representations 
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have invoked new implications, particularly in online fora, where Sappho 
is often staged as a rallying point. Cyberspaces, such as YouTube, Tumblr 
and communal WordPress sites, are engaging with Sappho in surprisingly 
similar ways to the more traditional platforms such as poetic adaptions, 
plays and fiction, in that creative adaptations and translations of Sappho’s 
poetry and mythologised biography continue to be produced, shared, and 
layered with the interests of others.

Online communities that use Sappho as a rallying point have engaged 
in a transformation of the poet, creating an ironically stable, nurturing and 
iconic figure out of an ancient woman who may have otherwise held far 
more volatile and self-serving aspirations. However, Sappho’s ability to 
“transform” into these more communal, supportive figures is emblematic 
not only of online spaces’ potential to facilitate these transformations but 
is also an encoded feature of the poet’s work. Sappho’s poetics and the 
image of the poet herself can be linked with ideas of the posthuman with-
out sacrificing the strong sense of personal, emotional investment that 
stems from her oeuvre. Sappho is posthuman in the sense that she is not 
purely restricted to one interpretation; she is a body of work and also a 
body of interpretations, layered over one another via centuries of scholarly 
translations, biographies, and creative adaptations. Sappho can be consid-
ered a (proto-) feminist Ur-text; she is the first recorded female poet, and 
wrote unabashedly and directly of her first-person speaker’s desires, emo-
tions and experiences, including topics then considered inappropriate for 
women to address. The online engagements to be highlighted here are 
symptomatic of not only of the potential for classical texts to be revisited 
and “transformed” to suit evolving understandings of women’s voices and 
experiences but also for Sappho and potentially other poets like her to be 
reimagined into versions and via processes intrinsically complementary to 
the original source material. Sappho may have held feminist values in her 
own lifetime, but this is difficult to ascertain. However, due to the dyna-
mism of processes of interpretation, combined with the proto-feminist 
potential of the poetic techniques, images and ideas applied by the poet, 
she can be transformed into a series of multi-faceted feminist icons.

SharIng Sappho

Sappho is certainly no stranger to later creative and critical adaptations. 
However, relatively little attention has been given so far to her online 
reception and how communal cyberspaces, such as YouTube, can affirm or 
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challenge features long associated with the poet. Yopie Prins argues that 
historically “Sappho [has been] variously invoked to authorise a female 
poetic tradition, or to embody postmodern fragmentation, or to affirm 
lesbian identity” (p. 7). Prins notes that in the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries, interest in Sappho has almost always been a group effort com-
prising clusters of translators, commentators, and fictionalisers who appro-
priate her work not only at the same time but also collectively (p. 29). 
When searching for Sappho’s poetry on Tumblr, fragments of the original 
Greek, translated versions, and artistic portrayals of the poet appear. Both 
visually and thematically, Tumblr accurately reflects Sappho’s legacy: She 
exists as a series of idealised snapshots, uncertain fragments, and highly 
subjective interpretations. This uncertainty is certainly not a new phenom-
enon. Margaret Williamson quotes the encyclopaedia entry about Sappho 
from The Suda, the Byzantine encyclopaedia, as an example of these issues, 
in which Sappho is described as:

Lyric poetess, active in the 42nd Olympiad [612-608 BCE], when Alcaeus, 
Stesichorus and Pittacus also lived … She was married to a very wealthy man 
called Cercylas, who traded from Andros, and had a daughter by him who 
was called Cleïs. She had three companions and friends, Atthis, Telesippa 
and Megara, and acquired a bad reputation for her shameful friendship with 
them. (pp. 1–2)

The judgmental tone echoes the highly subjective state of Sappho’s recep-
tion. Williamson also refers to The Suda’s list of possible names for Sappho’s 
father as “an open admission of ignorance,” noting too that Cleïs could 
well have been a young lover rather than a daughter and that the hus-
band’s name translates to the suspiciously bawdy “Prick from the Isle of 
Man” (p. 2). Historically there have been a number of disparate interpre-
tations of Sappho’s poetic motivations and biographical details: Sappho as 
dedicated “schoolmistress” (Parker 1993); emotive heterosexual (Most 
1995); and outspoken lesbian (Snyder 1998). There has never been one 
“true” vision of the poet, but instead a variety of perceptions have occu-
pied popular and scholarly interpretations, often influenced by contextual 
conventions surrounding women’s voices and sexuality.

On Tumblr, fragments of Sappho’s poems are frequently superimposed 
as text over historical art pieces depicting Sappho and her group of female 
listeners or even an unrelated group of women mistakenly identified as 
Sappho and her followers. There are multiple layers involved in such 
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images: The original Greek poems of Sappho have been translated into 
English by one or more individuals; Sappho and her listeners have been 
illustrated by a later artist despite a lack of resources informing us what 
they may have looked like. Another artist has then selected one such image 
and translation, pairing them together—even if occasionally the image in 
question depicts entirely unconnected individuals to Sappho, whether 
mistakenly or intentionally—or the fragmentary poem has been dubiously 
translated. Finally, these collated images are circulated online, particularly 
on Tumblr. The creators of these merged, layered images are frequently 
women or female-identifying members of Tumblr such as user “punk-
scully.” This kind of engagement is a form of transformation as Sappho’s 
poetics and person are reimagined, linked, and circulated for new audi-
ences by new creative adaptors. There is no one “central” vision of Sappho 
as a person or as a body of work. Like these online communities and 
shared images, Sappho can be constructed as a constantly transforming, 
multi-faceted figure with potential to empower those who engage and 
align with her as a female or arguably feminist Ur-text, long associated 
with images of divine influence, authoritative social roles, and celebrated 
eloquence. This layered, image-oriented approach to Sappho is emblem-
atic of online interactions but arguably also in keeping with the historical 
scholarly tradition as well: Different “pieces” of the poet are promoted by 
different people, Sappho’s oeuvre retains these multiple facets and invites 
further engagement through these numerous access points, layers and 
reading strategies rather than narrowing potential fields of interpretation.

“communal” poetIcS

Sappho’s iconic status as the first known female poet has cemented her 
position as part of a long, classical heritage. Her poetry is distinctive in its 
use of the first-person speaking voice, invocations of beauty and love, and 
emotive yet direct tones. Many fragmentary poems show a communal set-
ting as the Sapphic speaker is attended by a group of women. Even though 
Sappho’s poetry has been handed down through the centuries in pieces—
preserved via second-hand quotations or on papyri excavated from the 
major archaeological site in Oxyrhynchus—there are numerous recurring 
features that make it distinctive. Amongst these is a poetics of control 
focused on the bodies, voices, and memories of other women. In the sense 
of her work, “changelessness” can be argued on a technical basis—HER 
use of Sapphic stanzas and translators’ relative fidelity to her themes of 
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desire, love, beauty and religious observances can be readily identified. 
Margaret Reynolds succinctly asserts that

Sappho’s poems are about desire, and loss, and the memory of desire. The 
pattern is always the same, and the function of the poem is always to re-light 
desire—through words. The original desire—as something bodily felt by the 
subject may have disappeared. But the shadow of desire—as something 
re-enacted through the skill of the poet—is communicated to the object: 
the listener, the beloved, the audience, the reader of the poem. (p. 1)

Reynolds’ statement supports the theory that there is an overarching 
interest in Sappho’s poetry for control and authority over the thoughts 
and actions of invoked figures as well as her readers and listeners. Sappho 
uses layering techniques to engage not only with speaking voices but also 
times and places, pertinent to ideas of transformation and cyberspace 
(p. 4). Fragmentary poems refer to specific audience members and often 
direct activities for listeners, demonstrating a conscious intention to con-
trol the outcomes of her performances.

While assessing Sappho’s poetry, it can be easy to overlook the more 
manipulative side to her themes and techniques, in light of a long history of 
“sweetness” being attributed to both. However, it is possible to strike a bal-
ance between these attributes. Guy Davenport’s analysis of Sappho empha-
sises her delicacy and artistry but does not term these features “sweet” or 
“soft.” Davenport remarks that “Sappho’s art … belongs to the cultural 
spring times and renaissances. Something of its sweetness can be seen in 
Hilda Doolittle’s conscious imitation” (p. 5). At the same time, he recog-
nises a “Euclidean terseness and authority of the encounters of the loving 
heart” in Sappho’s work, describing her imagery as “stark and mattered as 
the vase painting of her time” (p. 6). Nonetheless, a legacy of reductive 
interpretations has dogged the poet, including claims that she is preoccu-
pied wholly with love and beauty (Podlecki, 82) without thoughts of politi-
cal intrigue or social commentary, which is entirely inappropriate when the 
layers of meaning within her fragments are considered. However, this is not 
to say that Sappho’s fragments do not address the “sweeter” topics of love, 
friendship, and safe settings in which groups of women can interact. 
Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge the more power-oriented 
engagements also taking place in these poems. Susan Jarratt notes that

[A]mong the dozen well-known lyric poets of the Archaic era, Sappho was 
the one woman who created a body of text read, respected, and (to some 
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extent) preserved by those who produced classical rhetoric and by many 
others, primarily for its beauties of style and poetic meter. (p. 12)

Sappho’s status as a “sole” woman amongst a male-dominated poetic 
canon has also been a major defining feature of both her life and works. 
This definition is problematic in itself since there are records of other 
women poets writing in Greece around the same time period. Erinna and 
Nossis are two examples of near contemporaries to Sappho, but they have 
enjoyed rather less popular attention. Sappho’s voice has been preserved 
and promoted by scholars and creative adaptors alike, but arguably this 
may have been at the expense of other ancient women’s voices.

Jarratt observes that Sappho and her male contemporary, Alcaeus, both 
“urge a particular ideologically influenced attitude or action in a commu-
nal setting,” but Alcaeus calls upon “the ‘literary’ tradition of the epic 
warriors” as well as “a succession of fathers who have fought and died and 
must not be dishonoured” when discussing memory. In contrast, Sappho’s 
memories are of named women who have otherwise been forgotten by 
ancient Greek history (pp. 25–26). In this sense, Sappho’s poetic reflec-
tions of some women do fall into the same category as these later online 
communities, working to preserve the identities of women whose names 
and experiences would otherwise risk being silenced. As the only woman 
among an ancient “community” of Greek lyric poets, it is Sappho who has 
risked being overwhelmed not only by the collectivising effect of being 
numbered among these other men but also via layers of traditional schol-
arly interpretations of her as a wholly “feminine” poet, disinterested in 
politics.

Sappho’S onlIne SpaceS

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Sappho has continued to be 
cast as a rallying point for women. Ellen Greene reflects on the empower-
ing potential of Sappho’s iconic status, applied as a means of legitimising 
and facilitating self-expression for other women:

For many women poets … Sappho has represented the literary foremother 
who gave them a poetic tradition of their own … For those women poets 
who identify with Sappho, Sappho’s stature in literary history authorizes 
their own poetic talents and provides them with a precursor to whom they 
can turn not only for inspiration but also for collaboration. For it is in 
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Sappho’s broken fragments that the modern woman poet could reinvent 
Sappho’s verse and thus inscribe feminine desire as part of an empowering 
literary history of her own. (p. 4)

Greene’s assessment is certainly not unfounded. Sappho’s ability to inspire 
supportive environments is well demonstrated by the prevalence of online 
communities for lesbian women to which her name has been emblemati-
cally attached. The University of Oregon website states that “SAPPHO is 
a space for queer, trans, bisexual, and lesbian women to meet and build 
community through sharing their experiences and supporting each other”, 
referring to an online support forum. Yale University’s “Sappho Yale” is 
another prominent example, the front page of which asserts:

Yale Sappho is an organization for queer womyn at Yale of all different back-
grounds and identities. Sappho is primarily a social group that will be host-
ing a variety of events throughout the school year including game nights, 
movie screenings, parties, and more formal discussions. Yale Sappho is open 
to people of all genders, though the group is primarily for queer people who 
identify with or are interested in queer womyn. Whomever identifies with 
the label or wants to come is welcome! (2016)

Central to this declaration is a sense of openness and self-expression. This 
inclusive, accepting focus is an interesting evolution of the works of a poet 
who has oscillated between selectively celebrating and mocking other 
women. These university support groups appear to have been inspired 
more by Sappho’s sexuality than by her supportive tendencies, if poems 
like the following fragments indicate:

       Fr. 55: “Dead you will lie and never memory of you / will there be nor 
desire into the aftertime—for you do not share in the roses / of Pieria, but 
invisible too in Hade’s house/you will go your way among dim shapes. 
Having been breathed out.
       Fr. 57: “what country girl seduces your wits / wearing a country dress/
not knowing how to pull the cloth to her ankles?”
       Fr. 91: “never more damaging O Eirana have I encountered you”
     Fr. 144: “to those who have quite had their fill / of Gorgo” (Carson 
2002).

The irritable tones and unflattering descriptions of these short pieces 
are clear, and all of these poems are plainly directed at female listeners. 
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Fragment 55 is a sharp indictment of another woman’s lack of skill with 
poetry, highlighted by the “roses of Pieria” references, condemning her to 
an anonymous afterlife, perpetuated as well by the fact that Sappho did 
not record the unfortunate woman’s name. Mockery of Eirana and Gorgo 
are all that are left of Fragments 91 and 144, while Fragment 57 chides 
another nameless woman for not knowing the proper social etiquette in 
wearing her skirts. Sappho’s unabashed elitism and self-promotion has 
been acknowledged in later creative adaptations, including an Australian 
play by Jane Montgomery Griffiths, Sappho in 9 Fragments.

Sappho’s occasionally selfish, even arguably “anti-woman” senti-
ments, clash with a contemporary feminist interest in “reclaiming” the 
poet as a supportive rather than oppressive influence, creating new ten-
sions which are now being explored online. This multitudinous inter-
pretation deserves further development, particularly in conjunction 
with Nancy Rabinowitz’s theory that “If feminism is a politics of change 
[in that sense that it is not monolithic], the very word “classics” con-
notes changelessness” (p. 3). However, the biographical “transforma-
tions” of Sappho, almost annual production of new translations, and 
long legacy of creative responses to her “life” and poetics strongly con-
test this idea of “changelessness.” Sappho’s ability to “survive” as a con-
sistent thread of ideas and images, focused on her speaker’s emotions, 
desires, and ability to control the thoughts and actions of others, is 
directly connected to her ability to be transformed and shared through 
different creative and scholarly visions. When comparing English-
language translations of Sappho’s larger poetic fragments, these are 
often shockingly disparate in terms of structure and technique but are 
still identifiably “Sappho” due to consistency in their use of the first-
person voice and direct connections with desire, strong emotions, and a 
lingering focus on control.

Sappho and cyberfemInISm

Sappho operates as a transforming and transformative figure, moving 
between roles, depending on the context in which she has been  
re-interpreted and re-presented. For supportive feminist groups, the more 
oppressive sides of Sappho’s communal poetics are downplayed, but other 
prominent poetic features, such as the importance of self-expression and 
control, are showcased. Rosi Braidotti has argued in support of a more 
positive focus:
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Cyberfeminism needs to cultivate a culture of joy and affirmation. Feminist 
women have a long history of dancing through a variety of potentially lethal 
minefields in their pursuit of socio-symbolic justice. Nowadays, women have 
to undertake the dance through cyberspace, if only to make sure that the 
joy-sticks of the cyberspace cowboys will not reproduce univocal phallicity 
under the mask of multiplicity. (1996)

This positivity is clear in the particularly powerful example of an Indian 
support community for lesbians, an activist website called Sappho For 
Equality. The website is remarkably poetic in context, an example of which 
can be found in the fragmentary introduction page, a portion of which is 
quoted below:

      A love that dare not speak ITS NAME …
      A woman who dare not share THIS LOVE …
      A society that dare not accept THIS WOMAN …

      WILL THIS NEVER CHANGE?

      DEFINITELY !!!

      Like it started changing
      In Kolkata with
      THE EMERGENCE OF Sappho,
       A support group of Lesbians, Bisexual women and female-to-male 

Transpersons in Eastern India.

      THE YEAR 1998

      FIRE released … both in theatres and in the psyche of the Indians.
      FIRE was the first Indian cinema to project lesbian love.
      Two things were crystal clear …
      The very presence of Indian lesbians …
      The very resistance of the Indian homophobic society …

      THE YEAR 1999

      Far from the fiery war-field of FIRE in Mumbai and Delhi
      Six girls of Kolkata were eager

      To BREAK THE SILENCE …

      To BUILD A BOND OF LOVE AND TRUST …
      Let there be COURAGE !!
      Let there be Sappho !!! (2016)
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The declarative style and impassioned tone are reminiscent of Sappho’s 
poetics yet have a more supportive theme than that generally shown in 
Sappho’s group-orientated poems. Some exceptions would be Sappho’s 
religious works, which instruct listeners to perform rites for Aphrodite, yet 
even these can have a note of aggression to them, such as Fragment 140, 
in which Sappho instructs fellow devotees to beat themselves in memory 
of Aphrodite’s deceased mortal lover, Adonis:

          delicate Adonis is dying
                    Kythereia
                            what should we do?
                                                  strike yourselves
                            maidens
                    and tear your garments (Carson 2002)

Sappho’s calls to action have not traditionally always been gentle or 
beneficial; however, this is certainly not the case for this “Sappho for 
Equality” group. Sappho’s name has been used as a powerful rallying 
point for the victimised, fostering a sense of supportive community as well 
as power, as the emphatic introduction to the website indicates. Sappho’s 
“originary” status and lesbian identity play a central role in the decision to 
invoke the poet as an icon. Sappho is transformed into a battle cry, empow-
ering those who have been silenced. Online communities may not per-
petuate the entirety of Sappho’s poetic themes, but this particular group 
has ensured that she is still linked with outspoken, direct engagements of 
personal desires. Braidotti’s rationale for positive cyberfeminist spaces and 
how this connects with ideas of the posthuman are strongly supportive of 
this move. For Braidotti (1996), the posthuman body is “an artificially 
reconstructed body … it is a crossroad of intensitive forces; it is a surface 
of inscriptions of social codes” and that the key problem for this is how to 
politicise this shift. For Sappho’s poetry, artificial reconstruction via trans-
lation has been a necessity due to its fragmentary transmission. Online 
reconstructions of the poet perpetuate key features of her voice as a series 
of facets depending on the agendas best served by these at the time. It is 
not possible to assert whether Sappho was a feminist or proto-feminist in 
her own lifetime, but the aspects of her work that have promoted these 
views continue to be perpetuated in these posthuman, fragmentary online 
depictions.

The fragmentary states of both Sappho’s poetry and biographical details 
have been enhanced rather than frustrated by online reception. The term 
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“cyberspace” is additionally apt for the poet due to the control-linked 
etymological origins of the word “cyber,” stemming from the Greek 
κυβερνήτης, meaning steersman, governor, pilot, or rudder. This in turn 
embeds a sense of control within these new spaces for engagement and 
transmission. It can be argued that Sappho’s use of the first-person, one of 
the first known examples of such, is evidence of a strong focus on the self. 
Her poetry explores memories and desires and is also used to instruct a 
group of followers or listeners, revealing a preoccupation with control. 
Sappho’s transmission in English is an excellent example of the roles of 
subjectivity and uncertainty in creating a multitude of often-contradictory 
interpretations of a poet’s life and motivations.

Sappho’s focus on control takes on additional ramifications in the con-
text of its online reception. Mike Featherstone and Roger Burrows empha-
sise that in cyberspace

[T]he image of the body becomes less one of an engineered body with the 
key tasks being the transfer and conservation of energy, but more of a com-
munications network based upon the accurate reproduction and exchange 
of signals in time and space. (p. 2)

“Sappho”—an ambiguous, near-legendary figure and simultaneously a 
body of fragmentary and constantly re-translated poetry—can operate as a 
network by which individuals can communicate. Many websites embrace 
her as an icon for outspoken lesbian voices and communities. At the same 
time, however, this perpetuation of Sappho’s name locates a lingering 
modicum of control in the figure of Sappho herself.

Anna Sampaio and Janni Aragon note that unlike in print media, “in 
cyberspace, our subjects are being continuously constructed, multiplied, 
dispersed, and even deconstructed” (p. 127). Ray Kurzweil attaches this 
idea to notions of mortality, linking this multiplicity with ongoing per-
petuation of ideas and identities:

Up until now, our mortality was tied to the longevity of our hardware. When 
the hardware crashed, that was it. … As we cross the divide to instantiate 
ourselves into our computational technology, our identity will be based on 
our evolving mind file. We will be software, not hardware … the essence of 
our identity will switch to the permanence of our software. (pp. 128–29)

Sappho’s survival as a body of work, a mythologised figure, and a rallying 
point for women’s voices is supported rather than frustrated by online 
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spaces. A poet long subjected to the critical and creative gazes of others, 
in numerous languages, Sappho is already fragmented in several senses of 
the word. Hayles observes that the posthuman view does not delineate 
any essential differences “between bodily existence and computer simula-
tion, cybernetic mechanism and biological organism, robot technology 
and human goals” (p.  3). Whilst such a move could provoke anxiety, 
Hayles points out that feminist theorists have recognised potential bene-
fits to this shift since the liberal humanist subject has historically “been 
constructed as a white European male, presuming a universality that has 
worked to suppress and disenfranchise women’s voices” (p. 4). The era-
sure of human bodies, Hayles argues, depends on the erasing of markers 
of bodily difference, and the ideal expression of the posthuman condition 
for this critic takes the form of “the posthuman that embraces the possi-
bilities of information technologies without being seduced by fantasies of 
unlimited power and disembodied immortality” (pp.  4–5). Eugene 
Thacker echoes that this will necessarily mean a progress in what it means 
to be “human;” “that is, just as the human will be transformed through 
these technologies, it will also maintain, assumedly, something essential of 
itself” (p. 75). Sappho’s historical “transformations”—as a body of work 
and legendary figure—share much in common with this posthuman defi-
nition, not only in feminist support groups, but also in online creative 
poetic engagements.

Sappho and youtube

Creative works inspired by Sappho, ranging from creative translations to 
fiction and poems written with motifs and themes heavily inspired by the 
ancient Greek poet’s own foci, have been produced for centuries. On 
YouTube, too, new Sappho-inspired communal works have begun to 
appear. Singer Justice Roes has been filmed and uploaded performing 
Jessica Holter’s performance poem “Sweating the Tears of Sappho,” 
which details the anger and uncertainty of a woman whose girlfriend has 
cheated on her, resulting in her rebound romance with a man (2013). The 
singer has gone on to a music career and made no further references to 
Sappho in her work, yet the video remains online as an excellent example 
of women reworking other women’s works—Roes reworking Holter 
reworking Sappho—with the intention of airing powerful emotions and 
coming to terms with unpleasant experiences. Roes refers to clothes as she 
details her transformations in the spoken-word poem, relishing her anger 
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and frustration, sexual desire and uncertainty, and emphasising the impor-
tance of taking control in otherwise desperate situations. Sappho, too, has 
referred to clothing as a means of transforming situations: Her affection-
ate references to “crowns of violets” and “woven garlands” in Fragment 
94 are used to reassure a distraught lover who must leave, invoking instead 
memories of their times together and turning the miserable situation into 
one in which the Sapphic speaker can dictate her listener’s emotions now 
and into the future (Carson 2002).

The title of the piece—“sweating the tears”—is an internalisation of 
Sappho and redirection of her energy, thereby suggesting an echo of the 
original poet’s same passions and emotions, but rather a reassessment of 
these, resulting in a new means of expression. Roes’ YouTube performance 
is strikingly passionate, with mocking inflections and aggressive gestures, 
strongly complementary to some of the more hostile pieces of Sappho. In 
this performance, Sappho serves as a mouthpiece and also a basis from 
which to make later decisions rather than be controlled. As the speaker, 
Roes must act to take control of her life, and in this process the link with 
Sappho, which was feared broken by a bisexual romantic encounter, has 
now in fact been strengthened. However, it is interesting to note that 
adamant declarations of offence, intense emotion, regaining control of the 
situation, and expressing desire for women and men alike are inherently 
part of Sappho’s oeuvre. Neither Holter nor Roes have escaped from her, 
and their intended reworking is ultimately shaped by Sappho even more 
than they appear to have realised. In this posthuman realisation of Sappho, 
though the poet has been conscripted to operate as a mouthpiece for 
another woman, she has still maintained a key link with her original and 
one of her more subversive themes, that of control over the bodies and 
thoughts of others.

Another YouTube series, “Sappho: Poetic Fragments I, II, III,” was 
composed and performed by Richard Moult, Sister Lianna and Wulfran 
Hall and translated by David Myatt with artwork by Richard Moult 
(2016). The videos all feature surrealist artwork while a female speaker 
reads through Sappho’s poems in English through a voice synthesiser set 
to haunting music. This multi-layered engagement is another example of 
contemporising ancient women’s poetry whilst continuing to render 
Sappho into a communal text. The individuals involved in creating these 
Sappho videos have proven elusive online and can only be identified via 
their collaborative creative adaption of Sappho’s work. As a communal 
figure, Sappho is therefore not only their subject but has become their 

 SAPPHO IN CYBERSPACE: POWER STRUGGLES AND REORIENTING… 

rosemary.overell@otago.ac.nz



150 

emblem and only identifying feature. To an extent, these creative adaptors 
have been subsumed by Sappho. The layers of voice and music, set through 
a synthesiser, reflect the second-hand nature of Sappho’s transmission. 
The poet’s lingering connection with inaccessibility is celebrated rather 
than condemned via these videos. Her prominence as the central linking 
point, but also the only means of self-expression and identification for the 
creators and their videos, establishes a sense of control that is entirely in 
keeping with the spirit of the original poet’s works. These videos continue 
to layer voices over the poet as others have done for centuries, yet it is 
Sappho who remains the most prominent.

Sappho’s creative legacy on YouTube retains a strong sense of duality: 
She is a mouthpiece but ultimately controls the themes and means of 
expression available. In addition, though a group of artists may work 
together to promote a new vision of her work, it is Sappho alone who is 
clearly identifiable as the other participants remain comparatively (and 
ironically) uncertain. However, this respectful, ongoing promotion of the 
ancient poet’s work is indicative of a broader, supportive desire to ensure 
Sappho’s survival. Just as Sappho’s dismissive fragments have ironically 
ensured that those women she scorned are remembered, Sappho’s control-
focused poetic techniques are applied by others to perpetuate her legacy.

concluSIon

Despite her long presence as an iconic female poet, Sappho has not been 
a static figure. The continued production of new translations and creative 
adaptations has expanded from print to online media, and are likely to 
continue to proliferate, if the Twitter reactions to the recovered 2014 
texts are any example.1 However, these new interpretations of Sappho are 
also representative of a broader need for closer examination; the poet’s 
complexity and multi-faceted nature has far more potential for adaptation 
and engagement than merely as an iconic woman to place on a pedestal.

The transformative, fragmentary qualities of these new “cyber” spaces 
have afforded Sappho additional room for manoeuvre, engaging with 
notions of cyberfeminism and the posthuman. Online forums have 
offered new opportunities for the sharing and “rebranding” of ancient 
icons, creating women-focused voices, origins, and spaces, even when 
these appear to counter long-held scholarly views of both the poet and 
her body of work. Sappho is simultaneously a sole literary foremother 
and a “grouped” figure, surrounded by scholarly voices and creative 
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adaptors. She is an ancient icon, steeped in self-interest, but also a readily 
posthuman poet who can be adapted to support broader feminist inter-
ests. The transformative legacy of Sappho is multi-faceted, contradictory, 
and entirely central to explorations of independence and self-control in 
women’s writing.

Sappho is also an excellent case study for the transformation of a key 
female figure by her online creative adaptors with beneficial rather than 
repressive results. The online reception of Sappho has preserved the major-
ity of the poet’s original themes and motifs as well as strengthened repre-
sentations of her iconic status. However, the support communities created 
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in her name, as well as processes 
of recovering and translating new poems, have become more accountable 
and linked with notions of ethics. Such approaches reveal a new facet to 
the poet in her on-going, evolving legacy. In creative interpretations, how-
ever, Sappho maintains a subversive note of control in her manifestations. 
For Sappho, “cyberspace” remains yet another setting in which to state 
her claim, exercising control over willing bodies, and offering grounds for 
support to others.

noteS

1. In 2014, three previously unknown fragmentary poems of Sappho were dis-
covered and later translated by Oxford papyrologist Dirk Obbink (2015). 
These poems’ authenticity and content were hotly debated online, particu-
larly on Twitter and WordPress sites, and discussions were also staged on 
how best to translate these as well as the ethics of procuring such papyri in 
the first place: See Francesa Torchin (2014); Douglas Boin (2014) for fur-
ther discussion.

WorkS cIted

Boin, Douglas. “Papyrus, Provenance and Looting.” The New  York Times, 2 
March 2014, n.p. https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/03/opinion/papyrus-
provenance-and-looting.html

Braidotti, Rosi. 1996. “Cyberfeminism with a Difference,” Universiteit Ultrecht, 
n.p. 16 April 2017. http://www.let.uu.nl/womens_studies/rosi/cyberfem.htm

Carson, Anne. If Not, Winter. New York: Random House, 2002.
Davenport, Guy. Archilochos Sappho Alkman: Three Lyric Poets of the Late Greek 

Bronze Age. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1980.

 SAPPHO IN CYBERSPACE: POWER STRUGGLES AND REORIENTING… 

rosemary.overell@otago.ac.nz

https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/03/opinion/papyrus-provenance-and-looting.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/03/opinion/papyrus-provenance-and-looting.html
http://www.let.uu.nl/womens_studies/rosi/cyberfem.htm


152 

Featherstone, Mike, Burrows, Roger, editors. Cyberspace/Cyberbodies/Cyberpunk: 
Cultures of Technological Embodiment. London, Sage: 1995.

Greene, Ellen, editor. Re-reading Sappho: Reception and Transmission. California: 
University of California Press, 1996.

Hall, Wulfran, Moult, Richard. “Sister Lianna,” “Sappho: Poetic Fragments I,” 
YouTube, 14 Sept. 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdAVliim57c

Hall, Wulfran, Moult, Richard. “Sister Lianna,” “Sappho: Poetic Fragments II,” 
YouTube, 14 Sept. 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uARVfV7mngs

Hall, Wulfran, Moult, Richard. “Sister Lianna.” “Sappho: Poetic Fragments III,” 
YouTube, 14 Sept. 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gHKfNVzKSkc

Hayles, N. Katherine. How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, 
Literature, and Informatics. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1999.

Jarratt, Susan C. “Sappho’s Memory.” Rhetoric Society Quarterly, vol. 32, no.1, 
2002, pp. 11–43.

Most, Glenn W. “Reflecting Sappho.” Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies, 
vol. 40, no.1, 1995, pp. 15–38.

Obbink, Dirk. “Provenance, Authenticity, and the Text of the New Sappho 
Papyri,” Society for Classical Studies Panel: New Fragments of Sappho, New 
Orleans, 9 January 2015, http://www.papyrology.ox.ac.uk/Fragments/SCS.
Sappho.2015.Obbink.paper.pdf

Office of the Dean of Students, LGBTQIA Student Organizations.” 2016, https://
dos.uoregon.edu/lgbt-orgs. Accessed 14 September 2016.

Parker, Holt. “Sappho Schoolmistress.” Transactions of the American Philological 
Association, vol. 123, 1993, pp. 309–351.

Podlecki, Anthony J. The Early Greek Poets and their Times. Vancouver: University 
of British Columbia Press, 1984.

Prins, Yopie. Victorian Sappho. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999.
Reynolds, Margaret. The Sappho History. Cambridge, Mass.: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2003.
Roes, Justice. “Justice Roes performs Jessica Holter’s ‘Sweating the Tears of 

Sappho’ in Lesbian shown,” YouTube, 14 Sept. 2016, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=hxOUVzu_m88

Sampaio, Anna, and janni Aragon. “Filtered Feminisms: Cybersex, E-Commerce, 
and the Construction of Women’s Bodies in Cyberspace.” Women’s Studies 
Quarterly, vol. 29, no. 3/4, 2001, pp. 126–147.

“Sappho|Office Of LGBTQ Resources.”  Lgbtq.yale.edu. 2016. 14 Sept. 2016, 
http://lgbtq.yale.edu/resources/sappho

Sappho For Equality, 2016, http://www.sapphokolkata.in/sappho/. Accessed 14 
September 2016.

Snyder, Jane Mackintosh. Lesbian Desire in the Lyrics of Sappho.  New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1998.

 S. HODGE

rosemary.overell@otago.ac.nz

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdAVliim57c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uARVfV7mngs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gHKfNVzKSkc
http://www.papyrology.ox.ac.uk/Fragments/SCS.Sappho.2015.Obbink.paper.pdf
http://www.papyrology.ox.ac.uk/Fragments/SCS.Sappho.2015.Obbink.paper.pdf
https://dos.uoregon.edu/lgbt-orgs
https://dos.uoregon.edu/lgbt-orgs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hxOUVzu_m88
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hxOUVzu_m88
http://lgbtq.yale.edu
http://lgbtq.yale.edu/resources/sappho
http://www.sapphokolkata.in/sappho/
http://www.sapphokolkata.in/sappho/


  153

Thacker, Eugene. “Data Made Flesh: Biotechnology and the Discourse of the 
Posthuman.” Cultural Critique, vol. 53, 2003, pp. 72–97.

Torchin, Francesa. New Fragments of Poems by Sappho.  23 July 2014, https://
storify.com/tronchin/new-fragments-of-poems-by-sappho

Williamson, Margaret. Sappho’s Immortal Daughters. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1995.

 SAPPHO IN CYBERSPACE: POWER STRUGGLES AND REORIENTING… 

rosemary.overell@otago.ac.nz

https://storify.com/tronchin/new-fragments-of-poems-by-sappho
https://storify.com/tronchin/new-fragments-of-poems-by-sappho


155© The Author(s) 2018
C. Dale, R. Overell (eds.), Orienting Feminism, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-70660-3_9

CHAPTER 9

Safe for Work: Feminist Porn, Corporate 
Regulation and Community Standards

Zahra Stardust

IntroductIon

In 2014, hundreds attended an infamous “face sit-in” outside parliament 
house in London to protest new pornography laws. The regulations prohib-
ited depictions of fisting, spanking, “face-sitting” and female ejaculation 
from being screened on Video on Demand services. Holding signs like 
“squirt doesn’t hurt,” the activists proudly squatted in rows upon obscured 
faces as part of a mass demonstration against the legislation they considered 
“sexist” (Guardian 2014). In the United States, queer-porn producers 
released a provocative DVD titled Ban This Sick Filth, deliberately showcas-
ing prohibited activities involving caning and candle wax and depicting them 
as enjoyable and consensual (Trouble Films 2015). From Australia, feminist 
porn producers have produced DIY political films that re-frame BDSM 
(Bondage/Discpline, Dominance/Submission, Sadism/Masochism) and 
fetish activities as intimate (Sensate Films 2014) and pose an “aesthetic chal-
lenge” to classification bans on their representation (Sargeant 2015).

The politico-pornographic work of self-identified feminist pornogra-
phers in part operates in response to a frustration with existing govern-
ment regulation of pornography. Feminist pornographers in Australia 
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argue that the current classification framework is out of date, phallocentric 
and unrepresentative (Stardust 2014). Instead, feminist pornographers are 
using the deliberate depiction of body fluids and practices, which govern-
ments deem offensive, as a form of protest, civil disobedience and direct 
action (Stardust 2016). It is generative work, spurring discussions about 
ethics, representation, responsibility and community standards.

In their attempts to avoid classification, Australian producers have 
turned to the Internet to avoid compromising their ethical values—hosting 
sites internationally and marketing to consumers abroad. Producer Gala 
Vanting described the ability to produce for web as “a saving grace” that 
allows people to create and purchase work that is “not mainstream, white, 
middle class [and] heteronormative.” Online there is presumed to be 
increased scope to depict pleasures, practices and transgressions that are 
politically significant to feminist producers.

However, in online space the arbiters of community standards are not 
government bodies but corporate entities. As privatised platforms over-
take the role of national classification, pornographic content is now largely 
regulated by online payment processors, hosting services and streaming 
platforms. Virtual space is not necessarily less regulated. Body fluids (such 
as menstrual blood, breast milk, and g-spot ejaculate) and activities (such 
as fisting, urinating or vomiting) are often prohibited by blanket Terms of 
Use agreements. Producers report having content removed from plat-
forms without justification. They also have little recourse and are given no 
real insight into these decision-making processes.

This chapter examines the political consequences of this shift to corpo-
rate arbitration of community standards and what it means for indepen-
dent producers creating feminist pornography. The research is based on a 
4-year doctoral study at the University of New South Wales between 2013 
and 2017. During the project, I conducted 35 qualitative interviews with 
20 porn producers (16 of whom were also performers), 4 organisational 
bodies (including Scarlet Alliance, Australian Sex Workers Association and 
Eros Association, the national adult industry lobby group), 6 classification 
stakeholders (including porn film festivals and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Intersex and Queer sexual-health projects) and 5 academics 
(who researched pornography or pleasure). The research also involved an 
ethnographic component, whereby over the course of the project I worked 
as a porn performer and producer in Australia. In addition, I reviewed the 
state and federal regulatory framework and conducted archival research at 
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the Eros Foundation Archives at Flinders University and the Australian 
Lesbian and Gay Archives.

Throughout the project, interview participants were positioned as co- 
researchers, experts in their field, and were involved in analysis of classifi-
cation materials and systems in dialogue with one another. In this manner, 
the semi-structured, conversational interviews aimed to build capacity 
among and meaningfully engage communities affected by the regulatory 
framework and allow them to set the research and policy agenda. Because 
the interviews were peer to peer, there was a level of trust, shared under-
standing and candidness. I invited participants to offer their experiences of 
producing content in the Australian legal environment, their views of the 
regulatory system and their strategies to navigate it with a view to offering 
a platform for porn producers and performers to speak back to a legal, 
policy and regulatory framework on which they were rarely consulted as 
stakeholders.

The experiences of Australian performers and producers demonstrate 
that this shift to privatised regulation closets bodies and sexualities where 
they are deemed to be unprofitable or high risk. Corporations use obso-
lete national criminal laws to justify discrimination on the basis of per-
ceived market risk. In turn, both performers and producers self-censor to 
present a corporate, sanitised, edited version of their sexuality that is com-
patible with the market-driven architectural infrastructure of privatised 
platforms. The move from national classification to corporate regulation 
raises new challenges for demanding political representation, transparency 
in decision-making and accountability to the public. Rather than the 
Internet representing a realm in which the “obscene” are able to prolifer-
ate freely (Williams 2004, 3–4), current corporate regulation produces 
palatable, profitable bodies that are safe for work.

FemInIst InterventIons Into PornograPhy

Feminist pornography can be understood as both “a genre and a political 
vision” (Taormino et al. 2013, 18). 2015 saw the 10-year anniversary of 
the international Feminist Porn Awards, celebrating films depicting genu-
ine female pleasure, expanding the boundaries of sexual representation and 
featuring women in production and director roles (Good for Her 2014). 
With its roots in porn “for women” (Smith 2007) and pioneered by per-
formers-turned-directors aiming to transform the genre (Sabo 2012; 
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Sprinkle and Cody 2001), feminist porn has since developed into a broad 
and inclusive movement drawing upon feminism, performance art, exper-
imental filmmaking, queer theory, critical race studies, sex worker−rights 
discourse and disability activism (Lee 2015; Young 2016) with a focus 
on ethical production and diverse representation. Originally a focus on 
aesthetics, camera angles, narrative and a “female gaze,” the movement 
has progressed to explore pornography’s potential to educate viewers 
about body diversity, pleasure and safer sex (Hartley 2006; Taormino 
2012) and to insist upon ethical labour standards in production 
(Hodgson 2015).

Increased access to affordable technology characterises the feminist 
porn movement, aiding the proliferation of independent producers, ama-
teur user−generated content and self-representation (Coopersmith 2008). 
“Alt” porn movements have focused on portraying alternative depictions 
of beauty primarily through tattoos, piercings and punk aesthetics or 
through amateur, “natural,” menstruating or hairy bodies aimed at coun-
tering hegemonic stereotypes of women (Biasin, Maina and Zecca 2014). 
Kink and BDSM pornography has actively showcased pre- and post-scene 
interviews depicting performers giving consent and negotiating risks and 
desires. Queer pornography has focused on trans experiences, size positiv-
ity, and foregrounding people of colour while documenting sexual fluidity 
and authenticity (cf Handbasket Productions, FTMFucker, Trouble Films 
and Pink and White Productions). Feminist porn also intersects with 
social- and environmental-justice movements. Annie Sprinkle has pio-
neered eco-sexual porn (Sprinkle and Stephens 2013); Babeland have 
released a solar-powered bullet vibrator (Babeland 2017); Jiz Lee ran the 
philanthropic Karma Pervs porn site, donating profits to community sex-
ual health organisations (Lee 2017); Sensate Films coined “Slow Porn” to 
move away from fast-paced mass production (Sensate Films 2012); and 
Slit magazine desire to represent anti-capitalist, non-commodified sexuality 
with non-profit community porn (Slit Magazine 2002–2013).

ProducIng heteronormatIvIty

Women’s bodies and queer sexualities have been disproportionately tar-
geted by classification and criminal laws. From the prohibition on female 
(but not male) ejaculate in the United Kingdom (Cusack 2013) to the 
discriminatory targeting of gay and lesbian bookstores by Customs in 
Canada (Cossman 2003), women and queers have been scapegoats. In 
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Australia, community standards are the basis for classification following 
the High Court case of Crowe v Graham (1968) 121 CLR 375, 379. This 
case moved from the “tendency to deprave and corrupt” test as the basis 
of the censorship system toward consideration of whether material was 
“offensive” to the reasonable adult. But feminist pornographers have cri-
tiqued the wording and interpretation of classification law as being out of 
touch with community standards and actively producing “vanilla,” hetero-
normative sexualities.

In Australia, the Commonwealth Classification Act 1995 prohibits the 
depiction of any fetish in an X18+ film (including bondage, candle wax, 
fisting and golden showers). In interpreting this, Australian Customs have 
refused shipments of films featuring female ejaculation on the premise it 
must be urination and therefore constitute a “fetish” (Abrahams 2010). 
The Act also prohibits the depiction of violence, potentially including 
rough sex, dirty talk and consensual BDSM, and even including violence 
unrelated to sexual activity: A scene with two skeletons sword-fighting 
was edited out of the porn film Pirates for distribution in Australia. It 
prohibits depiction of anyone who “appears” under 18, and the Australian 
Classification Board has instructed trainees that women with small breasts 
could be seen as “underdeveloped” and hence appear to be under 18, thus 
excluding them from depiction (Patten 2014). Category-classified maga-
zines have reported routine practices of editing inner labia to meet classi-
fication requirements that genital detail be “discreet” in publications 
(Hungry Beast 2010; Vnuk 2003).

As early as 1995, Rebecca Huntley documented a “clash” between 
queer cinema and “the reasonable person” in Australian classification deci-
sions (Huntley 1995). Bruce la Bruce’s film LA Zombie, in which a gay 
zombie is able to resurrect the dead by having sex with their wounds, was 
banned from the Melbourne International Film Festival in 2010, and 
when the director of the Melbourne Underground Film Festival adver-
tised that they would screen the film instead, his house was raided by 
police (Sparrow 2012). In 2013, Travis Matthew’s I Want Your Love 
(which featured explicit homosexual sex) was refused classification to 
screen at Melbourne Queer Film Festival (Hawker 2013).

In 2012, the Australian Law Reform Commission (ALRC) recom-
mended the prohibition on fetish porn be revisited (ALRC 2012, 
229–265); however; the Chair of the review, Terry Flew, stated that he 
was advised by others early on that the review would “probably get 
nowhere on any matters relating to porn or the Internet” (Flew 2015a, 3).
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“they don’t understand BasIc scIence”
Feminist porn producers in Australia, professional “sexperts” with an 
everyday working knowledge of bodies, sexuality and politics, many of 
whom were performers, two of whom were sex therapists and another two 
of whom held gender studies degrees, were blunt in their reactions to the 
decisions of Customs and Classifications. Erotic filmmaker Anna 
Brownfield referred to classification law as “outdated.” Another producer 
commented, “I think they are operating in a world that maybe existed 
forty years ago” and thought that interpreting female ejaculation as urina-
tion showed “a blindness or a willingness to misunderstand.” Similarly, 
geek-porn performer Aeryn Walker felt “People clearly don’t understand 
what’s going on in reality, or possibly basic science,” and there was a sense 
that the Classification Board and Customs officers were out of touch with 
women’s anatomy. Xavier Moustache from Dirty Queer magazine said, 
“I just imagine those censorship boards being like a series of white bread 
sandwiches … just cookie cutter suburban.” Performer and sex therapist 
Madison Missina joked that the Classification Act looked like it was writ-
ten by “a bunch of uni students” who thought “let’s put as many sex acts 
into this legislation as we can get away with.”

Other producers were less diplomatic. Seasoned professionals with 
career histories in BDSM, sex work and lived experience in queer politics, 
were sceptical of laws that pathologised deviance or perversion. Gala 
Vanting, performer and co-producer of Sensate Films said, “this is deeply 
archaic shit.” When we discussed criminal penalties for publishing inde-
cent material, kink performer Sindy Skin laughed at the ambiguity of the 
term: “What’s ‘indecent’? For the recorder, I’m rolling my eyes ridicu-
lously.” Mistress Tokyo, an experienced dominatrix, noted that the termi-
nology in the Act was being used imprecisely because piercing was not 
technically a fetish in the Freudian sense. There was a sense that the expe-
riences of policy-makers were wildly divorced from sexual cultures. For 
instance, Cat O Nine Tails’ (producer of Shot with Desire) said “What a 
bunch of backwards old men really … Like seriously, have you ever made 
love to a woman? Do you actually know how her body works? Come on.”

Behind this exasperation is serious concern among feminist and queer 
producers for matters of diverse representation, community consultation 
and ethical standards in sexually explicit imagery. Cat was concerned that 
Australia was behind international standards since the American Psychiatric 
Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
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accepted that fetishes do not necessarily constitute mental illness. Gala 
Vanting said that the lack of comprehensive sex education in Australian 
public schools meant, “I don’t actually trust these people to tell the differ-
ence between [ejaculation] and urination.” A director of one queer porn 
film festival believed that the prohibitions on fisting and golden showers 
were “blatantly queerphobic, homophobic” because those practices were 
common in queer subcultures.

Xavier Moustache believed that the situation reflected the hypocrisy of 
male-dominated Australian politics where men believed they could best 
represent women’s interests. “Look at our fucking Minister for Women!” 
he exclaimed, referencing former Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s self- 
appointed role as Minister for Women. During his term in office, Abbott 
referred to abortion as “the easy way out,” suggested Australia’s first female 
Prime Minister “make an honest woman of herself” and publicly stated 
that women were physiologically unsuited for leadership (Badham 2013).

Producers also took issue with how women’s bodies were disproportion-
ately read as offensive and how “the reasonable adult” was constituted. Such 
critiques are not new—think only of the controversy when female ejacula-
tion was depicted on television in an episode of Sex and the City (Akass and 
McCabe 2004). Feminist legal scholars have long critiqued the figure of the 
white, heterosexual, able-bodied man as the benchmark of reasonableness, 
neutrality and objectivity (Graycar 2008). One producer who focuses on 
depicting women’s pleasure remarked, “I don’t think anything that I shoot is 
objectionable or offensive.” Performer and producer of her own solo mem-
bership site, Angela White referred to her first time squirting on camera as 
“a very intimate and special moment for me.” Producers believed that the 
laws did not reflect community standards in 2016—Both Aeryn Walker and 
Anna Brownfield described people’s surprise and disbelief at the regulations. 
Anna said that even for people who appeared sexually conservative, “once 
you have a little scratch under the surface you discover they’re actually quite 
sexually open in terms of what they think is acceptable to see.” Alan, who 
ran what he termed a “socially responsible” porn site, remarked “I would 
estimate that probably half of Australians are having sex that we could not 
legally film and publish in Australia.”

In interviews, porn producers also reflected a sense that classification in 
an age of convergent media and globalisation was becoming redundant. 
Nic Holas, who performed in and directed queer porn, stressed, “we have 
to examine the relevance of the Classification Board in the age of the 
Internet,” believing it had “little impact” in the way people create, edit and 
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sell porn. Xavier felt angered by repeated government proposals to intro-
duce a mandatory Internet filter that would block educational and harm-
reduction material (Hartley et al. 2010). He exclaimed, “This is such a 
fucking antiquated way of dealing with media in a mass media digital 
society.” These remarks are consistent with submissions to the ALRC in 
2012, which described the Classification Act as “an analogue piece of 
legislation in a digital world” (Flew 2015b, 19).

corPorate regulatIon oF Body FluIds

Partly due to onerous classification requirements and partly due to the 
criminalisation of production and sale of DVDs, producers have turned to 
the Internet to market and distribute feminist pornography. However, 
online space is not a “free” domain as once anticipated by Internet pio-
neers. As Terry Flew writes, “Early assumptions that the Internet was both 
ungoverned and ungovernable have receded somewhat” (Flew 2015a, 
15). The type of content that is permissible online is determined largely by 
billing companies, who provide credit-card processing for adult sites. The 
two main companies are CC Bill in the United States and Verotel in 
Europe. Billing companies have specific requirements for the kinds of 
activities permitted on subscription and Video-on-Demand sites and run 
monthly screening-compliance software to pick up key words that identify 
and flag potentially prohibited content.

Australian producers reported that the content captured by this soft-
ware is broader than acknowledged. Ms. Naughty was asked to remove 
blog content because it discussed a celebrity, Oprah Winfrey, talking about 
porn. It was against the Terms of Use of her biller to discuss celebrities on 
an adult site. Aeryn Walker, a cosplay enthusiast, had a scene flagged by 
her billing company where she was a vampire using fake blood because the 
site prohibited any use of blood regardless of whether it was realistic. 
Angela White spoke of blanket bans on words like “force” (which meant 
she could not depict forced orgasms), “child” (‘I’m not allowed to talk 
about what I wanted to be as a child’) and “drinking” (“I can’t say I was 
drinking a glass of water … I can’t drink someone’s squirt or ejaculate”). 
Angela believed these blanket rules regardless of context “make legitimate 
conversations impossible” and important dialogue about sexuality is made 
invisible and becomes unspeakable. When content is algorithmically and 
automatically screened for easily identifiable illegal content, these blunt 
mechanisms inevitably create collateral damage.

 Z. STARDUST

rosemary.overell@otago.ac.nz



 163

For example, Verotel’s ban on blood may be intended to avoid depic-
tions of sexual violence but also prevents the portrayal of menstrual porn. 
Laura Helen Marks, whose doctoral work examined period porn, docu-
ments the closures of sites like BloodieTrixie.com and Furry Girl’s 
EroticRed.com due to failing to secure credit-card billing. Marks writes 
that “In a genre that claims to speak the unspoken and revel in social 
taboo, menstrual blood holds a unique place as the one truly obscene rep-
resentation; that is, off/scene” (Marks 2013, 2).

These examples demonstrate how in online platforms, corporate “polic-
ing of content goes far beyond what is legally required” (Crawford and 
Gillespe 2016, 412). While it may be appropriate to preclude non- 
consensual sex or sexual violence, having sex when menstruating is cer-
tainly not illegal, and in Australia depicting it isn’t either. In fact, sex 
“documentarian” Helen Corday (formerly Liandra Dahl) believed that 
depicting menstruation as desirable in pornography was politically 
important:

I just think it’s aesthetically beautiful and sexually arousing and I think that’s 
an important thing for women. Lots of women are disgusted by themselves 
and my love of it is something I really wanted to share … because lots of 
people are in a lot of pain and shame around menstruation that’s really 
unnecessary.

Prohibitions on certain body fluids bans are also evident in the terms 
and conditions for some webcam sites. The rules for cam performers on 
My Free Cams include a list of activities that are “forbidden” on camera as 
a “zero-tolerance violation” rule. These include a range of body fluids 
(breastfeeding, lactation, urination, menstrual bleeding, enema play, vom-
iting) as well as activities (penetration of the vagina or anus with items 
“not meant for sexual simulation”—an unclear term itself) (My Free Cams 
2017). These activities are listed alongside unlawful and non-consensual 
activities such as rape, bestiality, incest, minors and impaired consent, 
without differentiation and as if they are analogous.

Pseudo-legalIty and market rIsk

The terms of use of billing companies, platform providers and hosting 
services draw upon legal distinctions between unlawful/lawful activities in 
creating their terms of use but also at times widely depart from them in 
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prohibiting activities that are legal to perform on or off camera. Because 
pornography laws differ per jurisdiction, corporations err on the side of 
caution and interpret them broadly. But beyond this, they use criminal 
laws as an excuse to establish requirements that are not based on law or 
community standards but rather on market risk—the potential of bad pub-
licity, a tarnished reputation, public outcry or loss of their investors.

One producer felt that community standards were based on particularly 
narrow conservative parts of the community: “The internet has destroyed 
the idea of there being one community standard that we all adhere to 
because the standards in the U.S. are different to ones in the Netherlands 
to China to wherever … so why do the people in the suburbs get priority?” 
The problem of corporate governance is that, as Terry Flew writes, it is 
“overlaid with that of how to grow the user base of commercial sites, build 
brand identity, and increase revenues and shareholder value, while recog-
nising tensions that exist between user niches and the much-vaunted mass 
audience” (Flew 2015a, 15–16). In decision-making about content, cor-
porations appeal to conservative values because they are driven by com-
mercial motives and don’t wish to isolate their advertisers or jeopardise 
their revenue stream.

This also means that content is susceptible to take-down because of 
market risk regardless of whether take-down is ethically or legally justified. 
Producers were concerned that their livelihood could be undermined by a 
single complaint, however unwarranted. Alan remarked, “you only need a 
very small number of people to complain and they have the power to con-
trol what a large number of people can do, or see, or talk about.” Producers 
have erred on the side of caution, says Xavier: “I’ve had some heated dis-
cussions about really wanting to include an image and specifically not 
including that image because it just had the potential—because I feel like 
all it would take is one complaint from one person.” In this context, cor-
porations have little incentive to stand up for content that critiques domi-
nant paradigms, contests power relationships or challenges heteronormative 
community standards.

PornograPhy as a regulatory construct

In determining what content is permissible, private companies are now 
defining the scope of what constitutes pornography. Their definitions are 
so vague as to be reminiscent of US Supreme Court’s Justice Potter 
Stewart famous quote, “I know it when I see it” (Jacobellis v Ohio, 378 US 
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184 [1964]). Sometimes Terms of Use are deliberately broad to provide 
discretion for the corporation in permitting or removing content without 
explanation. In an illustrative example, Ms. Naughty had all of her promo-
tional videos removed from Vimeo. She wrote asking them to define what 
constituted sexually explicit content so she could edit her work accord-
ingly to meet their terms. She asked (Ms Naughty 2013):

If you can see genitals, is it explicit? If you can see nipples, is it explicit? Only 
female nipples or male nipples too? If the subject deals with sex and if the 
actors are nude and simulating sex, is that explicit or porn? How do you 
know the difference between simulated and real sex if you can’t see genitals? 
If it *looks* artistic, does that make a difference? If the images exist purely 
to arouse, is that porn? Even if there’s no nudity in those images? What if 
someone gets aroused at, say, images of feet?

The questions are pertinent. In 2016, Erika Lust’s film Do You Find my 
Feet Suckable? (Lust 2016) was removed from YouTube despite contain-
ing no nudity or sexually explicit material—only foot sucking. Australian 
site Beautiful Agony similarly tests what counts as porn with their mastur-
bation videos featuring only the subject’s faces (Feck 2017). In their 
response to Ms. Naughty, Vimeo did not elaborate on any criteria or defi-
nition of explicitness in their decision-making and made it clear that as a 
private company, they have no obligation to host anything that doesn’t 
“interest” them (Ms Naughty 2013):

As I mentioned, we review each video on a case-by-case basis and therefore 
there is no exclusive definition that we use to determine whether or not a 
video violates our Community Guidelines. Our moderation team has agreed 
that the removed videos did indeed violate our Community Guidelines, and 
we are not interested in hosting them on Vimeo.

Unlike a classification board, whose decision can be reviewed, whose 
decisions are accountable to the public and who may follow precedent and 
publish reasons, private regulation of online space provides little 
 transparency in decision-making. The arbitrariness of their decision is 
highlighted by the fact that in 2015, music artist Peaches released her 
video clip Rub on Vimeo, which includes nudity, sex, and an orgy with 
some of San Francisco’s most well-known queer porn stars. This clip 
remains online and has been marked by Vimeo as “mature” (Peaches 
2015), which suggests differential treatment depending on whether the 
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person uploading is viewed as an artist or a pornographer regardless of the 
content of their work.

The issue here is that the category of pornography—its supposed 
exceptionalism from other media and its distinction from visual art—is 
being solidified by decisions of corporations who treat it as different or 
special. Pornography itself, argues Kelly Dennis, is a “moral and aesthetic 
regulatory concept” (Dennis 2009, 6). The regulation of pornography 
demonstrates anxiety over the proximity of photography and the “corpo-
reality of the viewer” (Dennis, 3). Yet the porn/art distinction is largely a 
class-based one. Producers of the Berlin Porn Film Festival ask what the 
difference is between art and porn and respond “art is more expensive!” 
(Schlutt 2014). Similarly, Annie Sprinkle has exclaimed of porn and erot-
ica that the difference is “all in the lighting!” (Leigh and Sprinkle 1999) 
Pornography then operates as a conceptual mechanism through which to 
excise “deviant” sexualities from art, education and culture.

But this issue is not isolated to content that deliberately intends to 
arouse its viewers. Brenda Cossman documents technology company 
Apple’s willingness to “sanitize its digital world” by refusing any apps that 
contain pornographic content or anything that may be “objectionable” by 
users—even apps specifically designed for hook ups (2014, 62–63). She 
cites former CEO Steve Jobs publicly stating “we have a moral responsi-
bility to keep porn off the iPhone” (Cossman 2014, 63). Social media 
provider Facebook has come under scrutiny for removing images of 
women breastfeeding, disabling a Pulitzer Prize winning photograph of a 
naked Vietnamese girl escaping a napalm attack (Guardian 2016), and 
removing an article by Celeste Liddle about Indigenous sovereignty, colo-
nialism and white feminism featuring bare-breasted Aboriginal women 
(Graham 2016). Here private companies play the role of determining not 
only what constitutes “pornographic” (projecting a sexualised lens onto 
women’s and girl’s bodies where it is irrelevant) but what information and 
imagery can be shared, represented and remembered. They are global 
arbiters—and editors—of media, politics, culture and history.

This is not to say that any content online should be permissible and that 
these measures are simply onerous restrictions upon freedom of speech. As 
Emma A Jane has documented, the Internet is rife with gendered cyber- 
hate and misogyny and can operate to reflect and exacerbate existing 
social-power dynamics (Jane 2016). Terry Flew provides examples from 
the site Reddit that constitute harassment, breach privacy and test the 
outer limits of content regulation: /r/jailbait featured suggestive photos 
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of teenagers; /r/creepshots posted sexualized images of women without 
their knowledge; /r/findbostonbombers involved users circulating images 
of individuals they wrongly accused of being involved leading to a suicide; 
and /r/The Frappening featured naked photographs of female celebrities 
stolen from private iCloud accounts (Flew 2015a, 8–16). Here we see 
what Gayle Rubin meant when she said that in the West, “If sex is taken 
too seriously, sexual persecution is not taken seriously enough” (Rubin 
[1984] 2011, 181): Punishment for erotic taste is common. and women’s 
bodies are regularly censored while sexism and harassment receive relative 
impunity.

gatekeePers oF PuBlIc dIscourse

Although sites featuring user-generated material pitch themselves as facili-
tators of a diverse and vibrant culture, they still retain ultimate control 
over content similar to broadcasting and publishing. Tarleton Gilespie 
argues that “Despite the promises made, ‘platforms’ are more like tradi-
tional media than they care to admit” (Gilespe 2010, 359):

… their choices about what can appear, how it is organized, how it is mon-
etized, what can be removed and why, and what the technical architecture 
allows and prohibits, are all real and substantive interventions into the con-
tours of public discourse. They raise both traditional dilemmas about free 
speech and public expression, and some substantially new ones, for which 
there are few precedents or explanations.

Platform providers’ power to maintain or remove content with little 
accountability positions them as gatekeepers of public discourse but with-
out the mechanisms for transparency and review required of government. 
Gilespie writes, in relation to YouTube, that their dominance in the world 
makes them one of the “primary keepers of the cultural discussion as it 
moves to the internet,” which brings questions about their corporate 
social responsibility to the public interest (Gilespe 2010, 348).

In the refusal of Vimeo to provide reasons or criteria for their decision- 
making about Ms. Naughty’s breach of their Community Guidelines, we 
can see what Crawford and Gilespe refer to as a “monarchic structure” of 
governance in which “a plea can be made, but the decision to remove or 
suspend is solely up to the platform” (2016, 422). While Ms. Naughty could 
engage in limited discussion with Vimeo to provide an explanation or seek 
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clarification—she even wanted to edit her content to meet their standards—
she cannot negotiate terms of use. Vimeo are not obligated to provide justi-
fication, and the evidence of the entire conflict is effectively removed from 
public debate. Crawford and Gilespe argue that flagging mechanisms, where 
they leave no room for “users to qualitatively describe the reasons behind 
the flag” (2016, 412), obscure public debates about what constitutes offen-
sive content and leave no room to articulate concern or air disagreements 
that are actually “vital public negotiations” (2016, 413).

Corporations may not be democracies, but if they are acting as arbiters 
of community standards, should they be required to engage in meaningful 
public consultation as governments do? We should note that these plat-
forms have divergent stated aims. As Cossman reminds us, “Google, Apple 
and Facebook do not legally owe us freedom of expression” (2014, 61). 
Nor do CC Bill, Verotel or Vimeo. Nicolas Suzor notes that unlike consti-
tutional restraints on governments, corporations’ terms of service are 
“mere consumer contracts” where users agree to be bound by the terms. 
However, these terms of service are indeed, and he quotes Mark 
Zuckerberg, “the “governing documents” of our age:” “These contracts 
govern how we communicate, who we can communicate with, whose 
voices are heard, how our information is shared, and how we access infor-
mation” (Suzor 2016).

The increasing power of corporations in regulating online space issues 
raises questions for how we hold them into account: about the role of 
nation states in enforcing or intervening in virtual communities, the cov-
erage of anti-discrimination protections, balancing freedom of speech and 
the interests of platform providers, navigating distinctions between public 
and private space, and the effectiveness of industry, community or market 
solutions.

sanItIsatIon, edItIng and comPatIBle BodIes

This corporate regulation at the point of entry to the market affects what 
people create at the level of production. Alice Marwick argues that the 
architecture of social media actually requires people to edit themselves 
into a safe-for-work, unpolitical, un-opinionated, non-offensive version of 
themselves, and she refers to this as the infiltration of a “corporate ethic” 
to how we present ourselves online. The result is personas that are “highly 
edited, controlled, and monitored, conforming to ideals of a work-safe, 
commercial self-presentation” (Marwick 2011). We can apply this to the 
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practices of billing companies, hosting companies and credit card compa-
nies that control pornographic content. The kind of pornography that is 
then produced may not be “safe for work” (depending on your vocation) 
but it is safe for the market.

This regulation has a chilling effect discouraging people from express-
ing particular representations of sexuality for fear the content will be 
removed. It transfers responsibility for regulation from corporations to 
local producers, and then again onto performers themselves, who refrain 
from certain activities because the footage could not be used anyway. 
Corporate discrimination becomes self-censorship, with the individual 
taking on the corporate values of these companies at the very level of the 
body. Individual sex workers, queers, women and kinksters become self- 
disciplining subjects responsible for gatekeeping and policing their plea-
sures to be marketable, safe and low-risk. Over time, these “business as 
usual” editing practices risk becoming normalised. The consequence is to 
foreclose sexual possibilities of what we can do with our bodies.

Performers and producers adjust their sexuality for both classification 
and corporations. Angela White described how her labia was “healed to a 
single crease” in Australia, Photoshopped with pubic hair in Germany and 
pixelated in Japan to meet classification requirements in each country. 
Michelle Flynn cut her footage into soft and explicit edits to meet TV 
broadcasting requirements including editing out erect penises. Gala 
Vanting identified a “gap” between what she would like to make and 
what’s possible to show and navigated this through a mix of “self- 
censorship” and travelling overseas to distribute and screen her work.

This transference of responsibility for censorship—from the global to 
the local, from biller to producer, from producer to the performer—also 
comes with financial and administrative burdens. It’s a particularly effi-
cient form of censorship and an insidious one. The risks of content 
removal, having one’s site flagged, and the lengthy labour of having to 
re-edit footage mean that producers cut and slice their raw material into 
palatable products for distribution. While they might have multiple ver-
sions of the same footage, it is the sanitised versions of the work that get 
the exposure. The full scene, if it contains particular body fluids or sexual 
practices, cannot be screened, sold or hosted, and those bodies and sexu-
alities potentially become invisible. This cultural engineering affects the 
social and political landscape, too: It affects who is seen as desirable, what 
is possible with our bodies, and in Judith Butler’s words, who is “intelli-
gible” and which “bodies matter” (Butler 1993).
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This does matter because depictions of queer sexualities and women’s 
body fluids become relegated to small, underground, subcultural (and 
criminalised) spaces visible only among select audiences, through word of 
mouth. If we think back to the aspirations of queer and feminist porn—to 
intervene in the categorisation and valuation of certain bodies—these 
goals are thwarted by the segregation of adult content as a niche distinct 
from other art, media and cultural spaces.

On top of manifesting a “corporate ethic” (Marwick 2010) and depict-
ing sexualities and bodies that are “intelligible,” Mark Coté and Jennifer 
Pybus argue that users of social media “must become compatible with the 
needs of contemporary capitalist reproduction” (2007, 99, cited in 
Mowlabocus 2010). In his work on XTube, Sharif Mowlabocus notes that 
XTube “offers advice on being an efficient laborer to amateur porn per-
formers, suggesting that new users post content as often as possible in 
order to boost their visibility and increase their sales” (Mowlabocus 2010, 
82–83). Online pornographic subjects, then, must be coherent and pro-
ductive to capitalism. If one’s body or sexuality is unprofitable, if it is too 
risky to invest in, one becomes useless to capitalism, cannot enter the 
market place and faces barriers to participation. To this end, corporate 
regulation becomes just as onerous as state classification. The difference is 
that the threshold test for content has moved from obscenity and offensive-
ness under classification law to profitability and risk under capitalist enter-
prise. In our interview, film studies scholar Jack Saregant remarked wryly, 
“it’s a really tragic thing to say but I think [corporations] are only censor-
ing until they see they can make money, then they won’t.”

regulatIng the PornosPhere

The fact that so many producers are operating outside classification raises 
broader legal and policy questions about how online content is regulated. 
The Internet presents jurisdictional challenges for the law as content may 
be produced, uploaded, sold and viewed across countries. As one feminist 
producer asked, “why should I follow Australian classification rules when 
the vast majority of my audience is actually American?” With the move to 
online distribution, the question becomes, as Alan McKee, Brian McNair 
and Anne Watson have asked, “whose community standards, and which 
communities should prevail in policy-making around the regulation of the 
Internet[?]” The regulatory challenge, these authors write, is “how to 
help consumers navigate the pornosphere in ways which allow them to 
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maximise their enjoyment of materials while simultaneously preventing 
their exposure to materials that might disturb them” (McKee et al. 2014).

Given the sheer volume of content available online, Chris Berg and 
Tim Wilson have argued that “Australia’s National Classification System 
is unsustainable” because with exponential increase in technological 
developments “classification is increasingly impossible in a digital age” 
(2011, cited in Flew 2015a, 10). Instead, governments are moving 
toward hybrid forms of co-regulation with a focus on mitigating harms. 
The Australian Law Reform Commission, seeking to minimise “regula-
tory burden,” recommend that sexually explicit content should not be 
classified at all but that steps should just be taken to restrict access, and 
this could be something that is co-regulated by industry and government 
together (ALRC 2012, 239). Terry Flew expects that this hybrid regula-
tion will co-exist with “algorithmic governance” by Internet-based com-
panies (Flew 2015b, 4).

In the interviews, I discussed the possibility of developing industry 
standards on content and access with my participants. One producer felt 
that standards should be developed by people in the industry: “It defi-
nitely shouldn’t be done by people that don’t know anything about por-
nography or the industry, absolutely not, because I feel like that’s probably 
currently what’s happened and that’s the problem.” Others noted the ten-
sion between what producers might advocate for versus what performers 
might advocate for. There remains concern that any policy changes would 
be driven by business and not by workers, on whose bodies the business is 
made. Others didn’t trust government to be involved at all given their 
track record: “the practicality of that makes me nervous—who would fund 
it, what interests would be reflected, what level of community consulta-
tion would actually take place?”

We must consider here the purpose and implications of regulation. Arie 
Frieberg describes regulation as the imposition of rules or principles 
designed to influence behaviour (Frieberg 2010, 2–5). In Australia, por-
nography has been overtly taxed, licenced and criminalised in ways that 
socially engineer the kinds of porn that can be made and to deter produc-
tion through penalties. Porn has been regulated under the guises of harm, 
protection, safety, corruption, depravity and offensiveness. We need to 
continue to critique both the decision to regulate and the means of regula-
tion—its proportionality, effectiveness and appropriateness.

Cindy Gallop, who runs Make Love Not Porn, argues that instead of 
blocking porn, governments should support and fund porn entrepreneurs 
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who want to disrupt dominant representations of sex (Gallop 2013), and 
they could do this by ensuring that banks, payment platforms, video 
hosts and email partners stop discriminating against adult businesses and 
providing financial support or subsidies to independent producers. And 
indeed, at one moment porn producers in Australia did use Commonwealth 
government money to fund their productions. In the late 1980s, John 
Lark applied for funding through the Austrade Export Market 
Development Grant to subsidise his series Down Under. Under the 
scheme, the Australian government paid 70 cents of every dollar over 
$10,000 spent on promoting Australian-made films to export markets. 
However, this did not last long—when Catholic Senator Brian Harradine 
found out, he successfully convinced the government to exclude busi-
nesses marketing X18+ films, concerned that “Australia’s international 
image is at stake” (Harradine 1989).

vIrtual communItIes and sIgnPostIng

While the Internet has previously been governed according to geographi-
cal location, McKee, McNair and Watson argue that online communities 
(based on sexual preference, fetishism or shared experience) are no longer 
bound by geography. Instead, they say, there are virtual sexual “suburbs” 
whose membership is determined by terms of agreement based on shared 
values (McKee et al. 2014, 163). Viv McGregor, who coordinates a les-
bian and same sex-attracted women’s health project in Sydney, noted the 
importance of online spaces in building community and finding belong-
ing, particularly given the closing down of physical spaces—bars, clubs, 
warehouses—that have historically been sanctuaries for lesbian, queer and 
bisexual women due to gentrification, the economic climate and women 
having less disposable income (Mooney-Somers et al. 2015).

My interviewees spoke of standards in their various (kinky, sex worker, 
sex positive, queer, porn) communities and felt accountability in what they 
produced. As Xavier said, “We create things within a small community and 
what we create we’re actually held accountable for by our community. 
Like, our community is very good at self-censoring and about telling you 
when they’re not happy with shit.” There were certain understandings in 
producing queer cultural content: Sex is celebrated, public sex is common, 
safer sex is openly negotiated, consent is visible. “There’s a queer ethics I 
think” said Xavier. “In general the queer community is a lot more open to 
things that are potentially considered extreme by the mainstream because 
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the kind of sex we have is so demonised anyway.” Mistress Tokyo said that 
“one of the tenets of queer is radical inclusivity.” Gala Vanting believed 
there were also shared political values in her communities:

they tend to have very libertarian kind of values and are interested in the 
rights of adults to make their own decisions, to choose what they’re exposed 
to, to process that information and that imagery with their own lens (rather 
than someone else’s lens bending it). Other things that I think are valued are 
freedom of expression, democratisation of things like desirability and pro-
duction (of anything, whether that’s art or media), and anti-oppression.

For Gala, depicting S/M practices, fisting or g-spot ejaculation was 
important because “these are in my community. That’s what happens. 
And that’s how you fuck. Or it’s one of a million ways in which you fuck.” 
And it was important “to have those opportunities to see those things 
represented, to understand how they work, to feel in any way that they 
are normal.” Similarly, Domino from Slit Magazine spoke about certain 
practices being celebrated in queer communities given their history of 
criminalisation and stigma:

In producing Slit we just couldn’t understand why having images involving 
penetration was controversial, or images involving oral sex or piercing or 
BDSM and there were some images with bruises and whips and needles. 
And so, I guess that’s reflective of how we understood at the time of pro-
ducing Slit the queer community standard is open to diverse sexual prac-
tices. From our own experience of involvement in the queer community and 
sex-positive community it’s like, public sex is acceptable, and in fact it’s 
great, you know? And there being BDSM in public in a safe sane and con-
sensual space, with a safe sane and consensual ethic, is totally great and to be 
nourished and encouraged.

This focus on “risk aware kink” indicates that celebration of non- 
normative intimacies did not come without a sense of responsibility. 
Producers often signposted their material to provide users with advance 
information about the nature of content. Opening titles can outline the 
processes for consent, safer sex negotiation, and the kinds of acts that will 
be depicted. Gala Vanting recalled:

We’ve explained that the people in this film are established partners or are 
fluid bound, or have done this before. Sometimes we say explicitly that the 
scene has been negotiated in advance, and the film depicts these kinds of 
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acts, so that a person that could potentially be triggered or is concerned 
about consent in BDSM has that information before they see the film.

Rather than corporations making decisions for viewers about the kind of 
content that can be seen, this strategy affords agency to consumers to navi-
gate the pornosphere with information about the kind of content they may 
encounter so they can engage in informed consent and decision-making.

ProtectIng the status Quo

This shift from national classification to transnational corporate content 
regulation has not happened without protest. Feminism orients our 
responses to cultural representations and regulations. Porn producers and 
performers from around the world continue to have creative conversations 
about how to work around such prohibitions from using sex toys shaped 
as prosthetic hands to circumvent fisting laws, to squirting on beds but 
not upon another person to circumvent conditions prohibiting golden 
showers. In 2015  in the United Kingdom, Pandora Blake and Nimue 
Allen held a caning fundraiser for an anti-censorship organisation where 
they distributed banned protest films in exchange for donations. They 
avoided laws prohibiting spanking in Video-on-Demand content because 
they were not charging a fee to access the films. People were encouraged 
to “Put your bum on the line for a good cause” and told “For every 10 
raised, we will take one HARD cane stroke.” These innovative protests 
emerge in response to arbitrary and inconsistent corporate regulation. 
They are a particularly poetic example of what Electronic Frontiers foun-
dation John Gilmore has argued: “The internet interprets censorship as 
damage and routes around it” (cited in Flew 2015a, 10).

If our online experiences, discussions and representations are mediated 
by corporations—and they are—we need to intensify mechanisms through 
which we can ensure corporate transparency about internal governance, 
use of data and decision-making. Corporations have become the unelected 
gatekeepers of public discourse. We need to know more about the techni-
calities of company software, algorithms and automated mechanisms and 
how they are being implemented. We need to make public the reasons 
behind decisions to remove or maintain content and make transparent the 
criteria for decision-making and avenues for review. These protections are 
crucial because for now, in virtual communities, “the power to regulate 
speech [is] in the hands of private property owners” (Suzor 2010, 1853).
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What bodies, sexualities and intimacies we can view matters beyond the 
polarised debate of censorship versus freedom of expression. Porn regulation 
is an exercise in governmentality whereby porn producers are self- censoring 
and becoming self-disciplining subjects. Corporate regulation treats wom-
en’s body fluids (menstrual blood and ejaculate) as abject. The shift to 
corporate mediation of community standards brings new challenges for 
accountability and redress. It forms part of a broader neoliberal project 
whereby the market becomes regulator, individuals assume risk, consumers 
replace citizens, and non-normative sexualities become valuable, and legal, 
only when tied to profit. When operating in a corporate regulatory environ-
ment, the kind of porn produced is heteronormative, sanitised and risk-
averse. If it is not safe for work, it is surely safe for the market. In a system that 
sanitises women’s bodies and treats unprofitable sexualities as risky, the shift 
to corporate regulation does not protect women but protects the status quo.
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CHAPTER 10

The Proliferation of Consent-Focused  
Rape Prevention Social Marketing Materials

Melanie Ann Beres

IntroductIon

In recent years, there has been a substantial increase in consent-focused 
rape prevention education and activism. Oxford and Cambridge universi-
ties have mandated consent training for all incoming students (Weale), 
and California passed a law requiring all colleges to provide policies and 
training for students on affirmative consent (consent where it is the initia-
tor’s responsibility to ensure consent has been granted; De Leon). Activist 
campaigns have also taken up the language of consent. Slogans—such as 
“consent is sexy” and “sex without consent is rape”—are being popular-
ized by social-media campaigns and activist efforts such as SlutWalk (see 
Dajee; Lam et al.; Sexual Assault Voices of Edmonton).

Consent-focused rape prevention emphasizes the importance of con-
sent to sexual relations. Unfortunately, there is an absence of empirical 
research demonstrating the usefulness of talking about the concept of con-
sent for the purposes of rape prevention, and feminists have varied under-
standings of the usefulness of the concept for sexual violence prevention. 
The scholarly work that is available demonstrates that consent is a slip-
pery concept that lacks a consistent definition across contexts (Beres, 
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“Spontaneous” Sexual Consent” 94; Gotell, “The Discursive Disappearance 
of Sexualized Violence” 127–163). This chapter presents findings from a 
content analysis of consent-focused rape-prevention social marketing 
materials. In it I examine the implied assumptions behind the materials 
and explore what they say about consent, sexual violence, and sexuality. I 
argue that many of the materials produced are not consistent with feminist 
theoretical and empirical engagements with sexual consent.

FemInIst theorIsIng oF sexual VIolence and consent

Feminist theorising has always been central in defining the debates and 
shifting the terrain around the recognition and prevention of sexual vio-
lence. Early feminist theorising of rape and sexual violence characterised 
rape in two different and rather oppositional ways (Vega 75–89; Cahill, 
“Feminist Theories of Rape” 15–47). One strain of feminist theorising 
articulated rape as a continuation of normative forms of sex. Epitomising 
this argument, MacKinnon (340) argued that women1 could not freely 
consent to sex within a patriarchal society whereby all men benefit from 
the subordination of women. According to MacKinnon, consent is only 
possible if non-consent is also a possibility. “Normal” heterosexuality 
requires men to seek sex in an aggressive way and for women to find 
aggression appealing. In this context, heterosexuality itself is grounded in 
non-consent. In this way, there can be no distinction between sex and 
rape, they are instead part of the same thing, distinct only in the level and 
types of violence deployed by men to obtain sex.

An alternative feminist theory characterised rape not as a sexual act but 
as an exclusively violent one motivated by power. Brownmiller (15) argues 
that this is where rape and sex are theoretically distinct. Rape is not sex and 
is not about sexual desire. Rather is an act of violence and power. In this 
context, it is the consent of the woman that distinguishes “sex” from 
“coercion” (Vega 75–89). Brownmiller argued for the inclusion of an 
explicit version of consent rather than the tacit model of consent that was 
then popular in legal definitions of consent. This form of explicit consent 
would take the onus off women to demonstrate resistance and instead 
place it onto those initiating sexual behaviour to ensure they took neces-
sary steps to ensure consent.

Cahill (3) argued that neither theorisation of rape as either pure vio-
lence or as indistinguishable from normative sex are sufficient to explain 
sexual violence. Both theories are too focused on one explanation for rape 
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and ignore the complexity of both normative heterosex and sexual vio-
lence. Instead, she argues that women can distinguish rape from sex and 
presents a theory of consent based on embodiment. For Cahill, defining 
and understanding rape is centred on the embodied ways that women 
experience rape. Rape is both sexual and violent. It is “an act charged with 
political and bodily meanings, as a threat to the possibility of the bodily 
integrity of women, and therefore as a threat to her status as a person” 
(Rethinking Rape 10).

Building on feminist post-structural theorising, Nicola Gavey (17) 
offers a different articulation of the relationship between normative het-
erosex and rape (Cahill “Recognition, Desire, and Unjust Sex” 306). She 
calls it the “cultural scaffolding of rape.” Through a discussion of inter-
views with women about their everyday sexual experiences, she observes 
that many have elements of social pressure. Women admitted to engaging 
in sex out of a sense of obligation or duty rather than because it was 
desired. While sex and rape are distinct, normative constructions of het-
erosex are such that they support and provide an underlying structure 
(scaffolding) that supports rape. Women’s desire plays an important role 
in this scaffolding (Cahill 309), most notably because of its absence in 
normative constructions of heterosex. The male sexual-drive discourse, a 
discourse that permeates heteronormative constructions of sex, suggests 
that men’s desire is insatiable and that women are the objects through 
which this desire is satiated (at least temporarily; Gavey 8; Hollway 231).

Drawing on Gavey (91), Cahill (309) suggests an alternative way of 
understanding sexual violence and its relationship to sexual ethics– one 
based on sexual desire. Ethical sexuality, then, is determined by the rela-
tionship of the act with at least the potential for mutual sexual desire. She 
intentionally moves away from the concept of consent arguing that con-
sent operates within and reinscribes heteronormative relations whereby 
men seek women’s consent and women grant it (or not; Cahill, Rethinking 
Rape 174). “By moving from consent to desire, heterosex is no longer 
framed as something that men do and women acquiesce to, but rather 
something that can be desired (or not) by parties involved” (Cahill 
“Recognition, Desire, and Unjust Sex” 310).

Central to Cahill and Gavey’s theorising is a move away from the con-
cept of consent. Cahill (174) argues that the concept of consent is inade-
quate in two ways. First, consent as a legal concept automatically places 
emphasis on the victim’s behaviour to determine whether or not consent 
was granted. If determining a victim’s willingness to have sex is the fulcrum 
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upon which a conviction rests, then the focus is placed on what the victim 
did, or did not do, to convey consent. The perpetrator’s specific behaviour 
is less relevant.

Second, consent is presented as a gender-neutral concept, yet it is dis-
tinctly gendered in the way it is enacted and applied (Pateman 164). 
Female bodies are scrutinised and read for signs of consent. Clothing, 
level of intoxication, and prior sexual behavior (as examples) are used to 
argue that some women consented to sex. Consent is also understood by 
young people as something that women give to men (Beres, “Sexual 
Miscommunication?” 7). While the intent of the law (at least in terms of 
defining consent) is to remain gender neutral, in practice it is highly 
gendered.

Feminist theorising, then, is increasingly orienting itself away from the 
concept of consent for explaining sexual violence. At the same time, femi-
nist activism is increasingly orienting itself toward the concept of consent 
as a mechanism of prevention. This chapter explores this tension by exam-
ining the ways that social marketing consent messages connect with femi-
nist theorising of consent.

Consent-Based Sexual Violence Prevention

Developing at least partly out of policy and legal reforms that focus 
increasingly on affirmative models of consent, sexual consent education 
seeks to inform young people about the definition of consent and how to 
communicate consent. Part of this orientation in consent education has 
been the development of social marketing materials, memes, and blog 
posts that attempt to challenge norms around sexual violence by empha-
sising the importance of consent and telling people how to consent to sex. 
This move towards consent-based sexual violence prevention is occurring 
alongside legal and policy changes, particularly in the USA, that require 
affirmative models of consent. Affirmative consent requires consent to be 
communicated in a “positive” manner and for anyone initiating sexual 
behaviour to be sure the other partner is willing. In other words, affirma-
tive consent models focus on “only yes means yes” understandings of 
 consent, in contrast to “no means no” models where the focus is on listen-
ing to refusals (De Leon; House of Commons). This shift improves on the 
“no means no” version by not requiring a refusal to demonstrate a lack of 
consent and places the onus on the person initiating sex to ensure they 
have permission to continue.
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Despite the increased attention on affirmative consent, this is not a new 
legal concept. Canada effectively adopted an affirmative consent law in 
1992 (House of Commons), when the language of the law changed 
toward a standard of active consent, and several US states have had affir-
mative consent law for decades (Tuerkheimer 447). In Canada, affirmative 
consent was further supported by the supreme court in the case of R vs 
Ewanchuk case (Gotell, “Rethinking Affirmative Consent” 866; “R. vs. 
Ewanchuk”)2 where it was ruled that consent could not be implied and 
that it was the responsibility of the person instigating any sexual activity to 
ensure that consent was granted. Further, that once someone said “no” to 
an activity, explicit consent was required for any further activity (Gotell 
868–869).

Despite a history of affirmative consent legislation in Canada and in the 
United States (Tuerkheimer), coverage of recently introduced policies 
suggests that we are in a new cultural moment. For what is the problem of 
sexual violence if not a problem of consent? Rape is defined as sex without 
consent, and despite decades of feminist activism, rates of rape and sexual 
violence are not diminishing. Consent based sexual violence prevention is 
built on the belief that “the myths and stereotypes about sex and gender 
that lead people to assume consent or to feel entitled to sex can cause 
people to become desensitized to sexual violence and can lead to sexual 
assault” (Avalon). In other words, if we teach people how to communicate 
sexual consent, we will begin to see less sexual violence.

Considering this shift to consent as a focus for sexual violence preven-
tion and feminist theorising orienting away from consent, I am interested 
in how sexual consent is constructed in various forms of media used to 
educate about sexual violence, the implications of these constructions for 
understanding sexual subjects, and their connection to violence 
prevention.

VIsualIsIng consent

During 2014 I conducted a series of Internet searches looking for visual 
materials that attempted to educate about sexual consent as part of a sex-
ual violence prevention project. A total of 189 items from Australia, 
Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States were 
collected. The final sample consisted of 161 posters, 15 comics, 7 videos, 
5 blog posts, and 1 app. Materials were collected based on their focus on 
sexual consent. Items that included direct mention of consent and those 
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that alluded to consent were incorporated into the analysis. Materials that 
indirectly discussed consent by focusing on asking for sex, communicating 
about sex, and/or respecting refusals were also included. Forms of sexual 
violence prevention that focused on other issues, such as challenging rape 
myths, were not included.

An inductive thematic analysis was conducted guided by the research 
question (Braun and Clarke 79). The data, including videos and posters, 
were analysed using MaxQDA software. This allowed for the coding of 
sections of videos and images. Initial coding was broad, focusing on the 
underlying assumptions about the subjectivity of the intended audience, 
and constructions of consent, with attention to tone and delivery of the 
messages. Themes were developed from the initial coding to answer the 
research question and highlight the assumptions implied through the 
items.

consent In socIal marketIng PreVentIon materIal

Defining Consent

To unearth the assumptions underlying sexual consent messaging, it is 
important to uncover the most common and frequent messages promoted 
through sexual consent materials. The vast majority of the materials anal-
ysed were concerned with defining sexual consent. Of the 189 items ana-
lysed, 129 (68%) of them defined consent as all or part of their message. 
The most common definition was that consent was verbal. Some items 
used the word “verbal” explicitly, whereas others focused on emphasising 
the importance of asking for consent. For example, the University of Texas 
at Austin, United States, put out a poster with the phrase “consent is a 
conversation.” The University of Alberta, Canada, developed a playful 
poster campaign that featured their student union president. On one 
poster he is wearing a fake moustache and quoted as saying, “I don’t 
always hook up, but when I do I moustache you for consent.” Others 
focused on encouraging people to ask their partners for consent and mod-
elled ways of doing so.

The second most common way consent was described was “sexy.” 
This is largely because of one of the campaigns was titled “consent is 
sexy” and consisted of 42 different posters. In this context, the statement 
that “consent is sexy” has less to do with providing a definition of con-
sent and more to do with challenging the perception that explicit verbal 
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consent is boring, dull, and disturbs the spontaneity of sexual encoun-
ters. Spontaneity is connected with an exciting and fulfilling sex life  
(Dune and Shuttleworth 98). Sex is supposed to “just happen” when two 
people are in tune with each other (Beres, “Sexual Miscommunication?” 
5). To talk about sex can be seen as destroying the mood, taking away 
the magic of the moment. Within this context, messages that “consent is 
sexy” attempt to “sell” the concept of consent by promoting consent as 
“sexy,” playful or fun.

After defining of consent as verbal and sexy, most common definitions 
of consent included that consent should be free, sober, enthusiastic, and 
clear. Many materials—including a video by Lacy Green and posters by the 
Consent Awareness and Education (CASE) Club at the University of 
Calgary—emphasised that consent must be sober. In a creative poster 
developed for Halloween, CASE produced “Zombie Sex Tips.” The text 
on the poster says “Slurred words? Walking with a shuffle? Mindless crav-
ing for one substance? If the answer is “yes” your partner is either too 
intoxicated to consent to sexual activity, or a zombie!” Other posters—like 
one from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville’s poster series—declares 
“consent is an enthusiastic yes.”

To relay these definitions of consent, some materials take an authorita-
tive and direct approach by describing quite explicitly the definition of 
consent. For example, a series of posters by #consentculture are reminis-
cent of the formatting of dictionary definitions including bullet points for 
different aspects of the definition. In their posters, they suggest that con-
sent is verbal, sober, and ongoing. Similarly, a wide range of materials start 
with the phrase “consent is.” Some of these materials are formal in nature 
and wording and suggest that consent is voluntary, sober, and an 
 agreement. Other materials take a more informal or playful approach and 
suggest that “consent is sweet” (CASE).

While some materials focus on defining what consent is, others com-
municate what consent “is not.” Again there is variation between some 
materials that appear more formal in their articulation of consent and 
other that are more playful. The formal tones include such phrases such as 
“if they don’t feel free to say ‘no’ it’s not consent” (Scarleteen). More 
informal or playful versions suggest that “2 am is not consent” or “twerk-
ing is not consent” (Wellness Centre, University of Texas, Knoxsville).

One aspect of the definition described by many campaigns was that 
consent can only be given while sober. Here is it useful to distinguish 
between education focusing on the capacity to consent and education 
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related to the communication of consent (Beres “Rethinking” 374). In 
many jurisdictions, intoxication compromises the ability for people to give 
consent.3 Items mentioning that consent must be sober are only partially 
consistent with many legal understandings of consent. While intoxication 
often negates consent in law, there is no clear indication of how drunk is 
too drunk to consent (Ryan 407; Carlson 288). Instead, legal wording 
generally suggests some standard of too intoxicated to consent with juries 
often allocating responsibility on intoxicated victims (Wenger and 
Bornstein 547).

Consistent with this legal focus, many of the other ways that consent 
was defined by the materials was through a focus on the legal definition of 
sexual consent. Consistent with legal understandings specifying that con-
sent cannot be given under coercion, threats, or pressure, campaigns 
focused on how consent should be “voluntary” and “free.”4 Most of the 
campaigns focused to some degree on this aspect of the definition. For 
example, the text in many of the “Consent is sexy” posters mention that 
consent should be given freely.

Alongside legal articulations of consent, materials also deployed defini-
tions that are not the equivalent of the legal definitions of consent to 
sexual activity. Some of these are descriptions that consent is verbal and/
or enthusiastic. For example, the University of Maryland produced a 
poster that outlines “The key to great sex: Consent” and offers a “Consent 
Checklist.” This includes a definition of consent as “a voluntary, enthusi-
astic, sober, verbal agreement,” and combines some aspects of the legal 
definition of consent with an idealistic version. Legal definitions of con-
sent—even ones consistent with an affirmative model of sexual consent—
do not require verbal communication, nor do they require enthusiasm. 
Most often they require a voluntary agreement with stipulations around 
levels of intoxication.

While there is some focus on legal understandings of consent, many of 
the items analysed present an ideal version of sexual consent. The ideal 
version they create suggests that consent communications should be 
explicit so there is no “guessing” about whether or not someone wanted 
to have sex. Similarly, consent should be enthusiastic—People should not 
have sex unless they were really excited and into it. Both of these may seem 
reasonable ideal goals to adhere to, yet placing them alongside legal 
requirements for consent presents problems. Placing ideal characteristics 
alongside legal requirements for sex confuses what can already be a seem-
ingly confusing topic. While the items do not generally claim to represent 
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the legal definition of consent, the formal tone of the messaging suggests 
some authority and connection with the law. Those reading the messages 
in the poster cannot tell which components of the definitions are ones they 
need to abide by and which are creating an idealised version of consent.

The Ignorant Subject

The emphasis of consent-focused materials on educating about the defi-
nition of sexual consent assumes two things: (1) that people do not 
know the definition of consent and (2) that knowing the definition of 
consent will help prevent sexual violence. In other words, sexual vio-
lence prevention that focuses on teaching people how to communicate 
about sex assumes that a lack of knowledge about consent is a primary 
cause of sexual violence, i.e., that sexual violence is a consequence of 
miscommunication.

The assumption that people do not know the definition of consent has 
some basis. Asking young adults about what they think consent is can lead 
to truncated definitions that rely on gendered sexual norms (Beres 
“Rethinking” 384). When looking at how the same young people com-
municate about sex, a different picture emerges. Existing research sug-
gests that young adults are able to read their partners cues and understand 
when a partner is willing to have sex (Beres, “Sexual Miscommunication?” 
11; “Rethinking” 384; Kitzinger & Frith 311; O’Byrne, Hansen, & 
Rapley “If a girl” 187; “You Couldn’t Say No” 149). Studies of refusals 
suggest that people refuse sex in the same way they refuse other social 
invitations (Kitzinger and Frith 311), and young people report under-
standing these as refusals (O’Byrne, Hansen, and Rapley “If a girl” 187; 
“You Couldn’t Say No” 149). Refusals, though, are not enough to deter-
mine someone’s willingness to have sex, and young people look for active 
engagement and interest in the sexual activity, not just the absence of a 
refusal (Beres, “Sexual Miscommunication?” 11; “Rethinking” 384).

Looking across the body of literature on consent and sexual communi-
cation, it becomes clear that there is a disconnection between what people 
think the word “consent” means and how they communicate about sex 
(Beres, “Rethinking” 384). In other words, just because young people do 
not know the definition of sexual consent does not mean they have no idea 
how to communicate sexually with their partners. Communication about 
sex is a transferable skill because it is consistent with how people commu-
nicate about other social invitations.
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Campaigns focusing on how to obtain or give consent are not consis-
tent with this body of research acknowledging that young people are able 
to communicate about sex. Instead they inadvertently risk implying that 
rape is about miscommunication because the only reason we would need 
repeated messages discussing the basics of definitions of consent and tips 
on consent communication would be if there was a lack of understanding 
of consent and widespread miscommunication. Instead, consent messages 
should dispel the myth of miscommunication and focus on instilling the 
expectation that partners should understand consent cues.

The Genderless Subject

With very few exceptions, the social marketing campaigns treated sexual 
consent as a gender-neutral issue. Posters seldom identified the gender of 
individuals within their message, nor did they target specific genders 
within their campaigns. To achieve gender neutrality, the majority of cam-
paigns included graphics that did not have images of people. For example, 
the University of Tennessee, Knoxville wellness campaign on consent fea-
tured catch phrases with colourful backgrounds. Phrases included things 
like “sexting does not mean yes” and “2 am does not mean yes.” Similarly, 
the CASE campaign—“Consent is Sweet” —features images of cupcakes 
and doughnuts. These messages attempt to make consent attractive to 
young people by being fun and engaging while sending the message that 
everyone needs to concern themselves with consent.

A few of the campaigns feature silhouettes of people with gender- 
neutral language. For example, The New School in New York City put out 
a poster with what appears to be a male and female silhouette kissing. In 
the silhouetted area are phrases that people could use to obtain consent. 
“May I kiss you” and “if I change my mind we’ll stop” are examples. The 
phrases are non-gender specific, thus presenting an overall picture of con-
sent as a gender-neutral topic.

Still other campaigns present sexual consent as a gender-neutral topic 
across the overall campaign, but specific posters are gendered. The 
“Consent Is Sexy” campaign posters are examples of this. Within the cam-
paign are two posters with the phrase “be sure she wants you as much as 
you want her.” One poster has the image of what appears to be a hetero-
sexual couple, another shows a lesbian couple. Two other posters include 
the phrase “be sure he wants you as much as you want him;” one with a 
heterosexual couple and one with a gay male couple. Taken together as a 
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coherent campaign, the overarching message is that sexual consent is a not 
a gendered issue.

While the vast majority of campaigns have a gender-neutral focus, not 
all do. For example, the “Don’t Be That Guy” campaign from Edmonton, 
Canada, focused specifically on telling men that having sex with women 
who are either drunk or unwilling is rape. They included one poster of two 
men but focused exclusively on male perpetrators. The poster series 
included photographs of intoxicated women either lying on a couch passed 
out or leaning heavily on someone. Tag lines included “It’s not sex when 
she’s wasted” and “It’s not sex when she doesn’t want it.” This poster 
series recognises the gendered nature of sexual violence and explicitly tar-
gets some gendered norms that result in sexual violence. Because of the 
focus on gender, this campaign and the organisers involved experienced, 
severe backlash that included having their images used for a “Don’t Be 
That Girl” campaign telling women not to drink. One of the creators of 
the posters was also targeted by a men’s-rights group. Material that recog-
nises the gendered composition of sexual violence can be unpopular due 
to the perception they paint all men as perpetrators (or potential perpetra-
tors) and all women as victims or potential victims; hence, the hashtag 
“Not All Men.” Such messages can also appear to ignore the breadth of 
gender diversity in our societies.

Creating gender-neutral approaches seems like an easy solution to 
ensure that the messages are meaningful to everyone. Sexual violence is 
not just a problem that happens in heterosexual relationships, in which 
women are assaulted by men. Sexual violence also happens in same-sex 
relationships, and men can be victims of sexual violence perpetrated by 
people of any gender. Gender-neutral messaging side-steps the complex 
terrain of relationships and gender identities. Gender-neutral approaches 
are also more palatable to general audiences and less prone to the types of 
backlash experienced by the “Don’t Be That Guy” campaign.

Gender neutrality, while seemingly creating advantages in terms of 
inclusion, does so at the cost of creating an effective material for change. 
Promoting an exclusively gender-neutral version of consent ignores the 
gendered aspects of sexual violence. As discussed earlier, feminist theoris-
ing has connected sexual violence to normative gender scripts and dis-
courses that shape everyday sexual relations (Gavey 17). Research on 
effective sexual violence prevention is clear that gender-transformative 
approaches are more effective than gender-neutral approaches (Fulu, Kerr-
Wilson, and Lang 21). Gender-transformative approaches acknowledge 
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the way that sexual violence is gendered and explicitly challenges forms of 
masculinity and femininity that contribute to sexual violence (Barker, 
Ricardo, and Nascimento 4).

Within this context, those creating prevention messages are in a double- 
bind. They must simultaneously recognise the gendered aspects of sexual 
violence while ensuring that they are not read as anti-male and not reifying 
gender stereotypes. This is not an easy task but one that requires careful 
consideration in order to move forward in violence prevention. One 
potential solution is to use a strengths-based approach by modelling dif-
ferent kinds of gendered behaviour that challenges sexual violence. This is 
the approach taken by Family Planning NZ’s “It’s About Mana5” cam-
paign. One poster shows a heterosexual couple with the man leaning over 
the woman lying on a bed. The text says “I thought we were both really 
up for it then she kinda just lay there so I backed off” (Family Planning 
New Zealand). Posters like this one make visible common gendered 
dynamics while at the same time avoid the risk of being interpreted as 
“anti-male.” They accomplish this through modelling positive behaviour 
and showing clearly that sexual violence is not “all men.”

concludIng thoughts

During the last few years there has been a significant increase in sexual 
violence prevention materials that focus on sexual consent. These materi-
als are largely instructional in nature and attempt to teach the audience 
about the definition of consent and how to communicate about sex. A 
range of definitions are produced across sexual violence prevention mate-
rials, some of which reflect legal definitions of sexual consent. Others pres-
ent an ideal version of consent communication. Many materials rely on a 
combination of both legal and ideal definitions of consent. In doing so 
they risk presenting confusing messages about consent, for how are target 
audiences to know which characteristics of consent are required by law?

The focus on defining consent presumes a naïve and gender-neutral 
subjectivity. Those viewing these materials are assumed to be ignorant 
about issues related to consent and sexual communication. These assump-
tions are inconsistent with research demonstrating that people communi-
cate about sex in ways consistent with the negotiation of other social 
relationships (Beres, “Sexual Miscommunication?” 11; “Rethinking” 384; 
Kitzinger & Frith 311; O’Byrne, Hansen, & Rapley “If a girl” 187; “You 
Couldn’t Say No” 149), thus bringing the potential effectiveness of such 
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materials into question. Of course, proper evaluation research is required 
in order to make any claims about the effectiveness of consent-focused 
materials to contribute positively to sexual violence prevention.

I now turn back to feminist theorising of sexual violence and sexual 
consent presented in the earlier parts of this chapter. A range of different, 
even seemingly opposed feminist articulations of violence and consent 
were presented. Despite the disagreements within feminist theorising of 
rape and consent, they all have one thing in common. They position gen-
dered norms of heterosex at the center-point of understanding of sexual 
violence and consent. The materials analysed in this chapter diverge sig-
nificantly from this range of feminist theorising by portraying a naïve and 
gender-neutral subject. A gender-neutral subject in this context glosses 
over heteronormative power relations that shape the discourses and behav-
iours associated with sexuality.

On the surface, the gender-neutral approach to sexual violence preven-
tion appears to be reasonable. Anyone can experience and/or perpetrate 
sexual violence irrespective of gender, gender identity, and sexual orienta-
tion. A gender-neutral approach attempts to take all possible variations 
into consideration. Yet, in addition to a lack of effectiveness compared 
with gender-transformative forms of sexual-violence prevention (Barker, 
Ricardo, and Nascimento 4), gender-neutral approaches can also inadver-
tently sidestep cis-centric and heterosexist power dynamics that shape how 
we have sex. Further development of consent-focused materials should 
engage more directly with feminist theorising about sexual violence and 
account for cis-heteronormativity.

notes

1. Until quite recently, feminist theorising around rape focused on women’s 
experience of sexual violence from male perpetrators. Intersectional femi-
nism has started shifting the conversation to recognise that sexual violence 
occurs between people of all genders and sexual orientations (Patterson).

2. Ewanchuk was charged with sexual assault after making repeated sexual 
advances on a young woman. When she said no, he would stop, wait a little 
while, then resume the sexual advances. In the initial trial, Ewanchuk argued 
that because she eventually stopped saying no she implied consent to the 
activities. He was acquitted in the initial trial and in the first appeal. This 
decision was overturned in the Supreme Court where it was ruled that con-
sent could not be implied and that it was the responsibility of the person 
instigating any sexual activity to ensure that consent was granted.
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3. For example, in New Zealand one condition of consent is that “A person 
does not consent to sexual activity if the activity occurs while he or she is so 
affected by alcohol or some other drug that he or she cannot consent or 
refuse to consent to the activity” (Sex Crimes). The wording in Canada is 
that consent cannot be given when someone is incapable of consenting 
(Where No Consent Is Obtained). Laws in the United States and Australia are 
variable because they are determined at the state level (Section; Australian 
Law Reform Commission). Most states have similar laws that outline that 
consent cannot be granted while intoxicated (Section; Australian Law 
Reform Commission).

4. The word “voluntary” appears in consent laws in Canada, New Zealand, 
Australia, and many states in the United States (House of Commons; Sex 
Crimes).

5. “Mana” is a Māori word loosely translated to English as “power, status, and 
honour.” People who have mana are well respected and seen to behave 
honourably.
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