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Note from the Editor 

I am so pleased to introduce volume nine of Dissenting Voices, a student engineered e-
Journal collaboratively designed, authored, and published by undergraduate Women and 
Gender Studies majors as an extension of their Women and Gender Studies Senior 
Seminar at SUNY Brockport. 

Dissenting Voices grows out of a course learning structure where Women and Gender 
Studies students reflect upon their undergraduate experience in the discipline, and 
through engagement, activism, and synthesis of acquired knowledge, establish a 
theoretical foundation to inform future feminist practices. Course readings comprise 
students’ discipline-specific interests, enabling an intellectual forum in which students 
dialogue on a women and gender focused topic. This work culminates in a meaningful 
capstone project grounded in contemporary and emerging feminist scholarship. 

Dissenting Voices volume nine was completed during the very challenging context of a 
global pandemic. The authors and the student and faculty reviewers worked as a 
collective, supporting each other and working where and how they could to achieve this 
volume.  Volume nine showcases six authors who tackle a wide range of topics salient to 
Women and Gender Studies, all with a particular focus on representation and its material 
consequences. In the “Opening Voices” section, two essays introduce the volume, both 
looking at intersecting oppressions and their relation to gender-based human rights. Essay 
one looks at ways that houselessness has caused a barrier to representing needs of 
menstruating populations. Essay two uses feminist theory most often applied to rights 
for women to look at how Black men’s bodies are similarly objectified and done violence 
to in U.S. society. “More Voices” centers the volume where two authors scrutinize 
relationships between popular culture and prejudice. Essay three looks as both harmful 
and positive representations of bisexuality in media and culture. Essay four considers how 
music videos impact women’s perceptions of themselves and their bodies. In “Closing 
Voices,” two essays bookend the volume.  Authors in this section address the harmful 
and ahistorical use of the “Black Mammy” caricature in U.S. popular culture and the 
complications and sometimes erasing representations of transgender bodies in Spanish 
cinema.  
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Collaborative. Radical. Questioning. Creative. The writers here are committed to the 
causes of greater equity across lines of gender, race, class, and nationality. They write to 
understand the world we are in and to imagine other worlds with greater possibilities for 
freedom. Two students, Grace Cunningham and Selena Robledo, due to the limitations 
and pressures of a semester upended and survived amidst a pandemic, did not complete 
essays in time for publication. They did, however, contribute to the thinking and creativity 
in each of those included here. Students worked together in person and virtually on peer 
review and peer support. Spring 2020 was a complicated, heartbreaking, and deeply 
challenging semester for multiple reasons at SUNY Brockport. This community of 
scholars are one I could not be more proud to have worked with through it.  

The journal cover portrays the balance of strangeness, struggle, community, and joy that 
our Senior Seminar experienced. On it we are in our Zoom “boxes,” each holding an 
object meaningful to us and our work, dressed in rainbow colors including Black and 
Brown. As we continue to navigate life with COVID-19, an upcoming presidential 
election that carries great weight for many, and a nation in the middle of a major racial 
justice movement, we hope that these voices will bring hope and add tools as we work to 
build the world in which we want to live.  

I would also like to thank Dr. Barb LeSavoy, who founded this interdisciplinary student 
journal and whose sabbatical semester gave me the gift of being more deeply involved in 
this volume.  

The journal Dissenting Voices, as named and populated by its 2012 student founders, came 
from the brilliant and imaginative mind of Dr. LeSavoy. This dream and imaginative 
possibility are carried forward by the Senior Seminar class of 2020.  

Milo Obourn, PhD 
Chair and Professor, Women and Gender Studies 
Executive Editor 2020, Dissenting Voices 
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COURTNEY EARLE  The College at Brockport State University of New York 

Menstruation among the Houseless 
in Popular Media 

Reflexive Statement 

This research has been a very long labor of love. I’ve always liked to talk about 
menstruation. I think it may have something to do with the fact that I was only nine years 
old when I began menstruating. I was in fourth grade at the time, and unfortunately, at 
my elementary school, we were not taught about puberty or reproductive health until the 
end of fifth grade. My parents hadn’t talked to me about menstruation yet either. So, 
when I started menstruating, I didn’t know what to do. My mom figured it out when she 
found bloodstains in my underwear, and years later she told me that she had cried over 
the loss of my childhood. Like many people, learning how to manage my menstruation 
was difficult for me and resulted in many pairs of stained underwear and days spent curled 
in the fetal position instead of in school. What made it more difficult was that I wasn’t 
able to tell anyone what was happening because no one else was menstruating yet. I 
distinctly remember my response to my first friend revealing that she had started her 
period. I was overjoyed and sent her an instant message later that day telling her that I 
would answer any question she had. In high school and later in college, I was always ready 
to talk about how painful my cramps were or how heavy my flow was with anyone who 
would listen—much to my friends’ embarrassment. It’s not that I didn’t understand that 
I was supposed to keep my period a secret; it’s that I didn’t think I should need to.  
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When I began contemplating what I 
would focus on for my capstone project, 
I knew I wanted a topic that would 
combine my two majors—public health 
and women and gender studies—and 
menstruation was the obvious choice. I 
began thinking about period poverty and 
menstrual equity at the global level after 
learning that menstruation is one of the 
leading reasons that girls in developing 
nations drop out of school. It wasn’t 
long before I decided that I wanted to 
focus on period poverty here in the 
United States, maybe even in Rochester, 
NY. For months I tried to find research 
about menstruation among the 
houseless and continuously came up 
empty-handed. This paper is a result of 
my shock and frustration at the current 
state of literature as well as my lifelong 
love of talking about things that make 
other people uncomfortable.  

I hope this gives you some 
understanding of what brought me to 
this particular research. Additionally, I 
think it’s important to recognize the 
privilege of my identities. I am a white, 
able-bodied, cis-gender woman, and I 
have never personally experienced 
housing insecurity or been unable to 

1 While the term homeless may be more 
familiar and common, houseless is used 
throughout this essay because it recognizes 

access the products and facilities I need 
to manage my period.  

Introduction 

Issues of women’s health have 
historically been overlooked in academic 
scholarship. Currently, there is a severe 
lack of information and research on 
menstruation in the houseless 
population. When conducting formative 
research, I found very few scholarly 
works that were dedicated to this topic 
and had produced meaningful 
conclusions. Despite the lack of 
attention from academic writing, there 
seems to be an understanding among 
popular media sources that menstruating 
while experiencing houselessness is an 
important issue deserving more 
attention.1 Because popular media often 
reflects and influences the views of 
society, it is interesting to see the 
difference in the representation of 
houseless menstruation in popular 
media compared to that in academic 
scholarship. This essay will attempt to 
determine some of the key themes found 
throughout online magazine articles 
from a feminist perspective. 

I conducted a literature review, 
examining what is currently published in 

that ‘home’ is not necessarily a physical 
space. 
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scholarly writing about houseless 
menstruation. I then utilized content 
analysis of articles published in popular 
media about houseless menstruation. I 
found that the articles did an excellent 
job of explaining the wide variety of 
problems experienced by houseless 
menstruators, however they were not as 
inclusive as they should have been, 
specifically in regard to gender. I argue 
that had these articles been informed by 
feminist theory, they would have done a 
better job at representing and serving 
this population. More scholars need to 
participate in research and discourse 
around houseless menstruation because 
theory-based solutions will be more 
effective in solving this prevalent 
problem. 

Formative Research 

As previously mentioned, there is very 
little scholarly knowledge of the 
experiences of houseless menstruation. I 
found no articles that specifically 
investigated the topic, however, I found 
a few articles that focused on houseless 
women where the topic of menstruation 
was raised, however briefly. One article 
from 2017 looked at body image among 
houseless women, and menstruation was 
brought up. One of the main body image 
influencers for houseless women was the 
shame of menstruation and difficulty 

avoiding shame and stigma. The 
researchers found that lack of access to 
hygiene products correlated with lower 
body image (Mitchell & Ramsey, 2017). 
Stigma heavily influences the separate 
experiences of menstruation and 
houselessness, so, logically, this stigma 
would be compounded among people 
who simultaneously experience 
houselessness and menstruation.  

For houseless people who menstruate, 
one of the main sources of shame and 
stigma likely stems from the inability to 
manage menstruation. As previously 
mentioned, menstruation must be kept 
secret to avoid societal judgment and 
embarrassment. Houseless people may 
not be able to access necessary hygiene 
products or follow recommended 
hygienic practices while menstruating. In 
a study by Ensign (2000), some 
houseless women reported that it was 
sometimes difficult to use menstrual 
products while houseless. While there 
was no explanation in the article, based 
on information about menstruation in 
developing nations, it could be 
hypothesized that this is because of a 
lack of access to clean water and sanitary 
facilities such as bathrooms and 
showers. Due to financial burdens, 
houseless individuals may also resort to 
stealing menstrual products when they 
cannot afford them, or when they 
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cannot access them from organizations 
and shelters that serve them (Ensign, 
2000). Along with feelings of shame and 
stigma, if an individual is unable to 
effectively manage menstruation, their 
risk of developing reproductive tract 
infections increases. A review done by 
Sumpter and Torondel (2013) found that 
there was a correlation between 
menstrual hygiene management and 
infection, however, this correlation 
could not be deemed significant due to 
the small sample size. 

Similar to my own findings, in 2017, 
Parrillo (2017) called the lack of 
knowledge on houseless menstruation a 
public health emergency and stated that 
“Although commonly reported in 
underdeveloped nations, [their] Google 
Scholar search for menstrual hygiene 
management in the United States 
homeless women revealed sparse 
mention of this pervasive health 
concern” (p. 14). Sumpter and Torondel 
(2013) also concluded that there is not 
enough existing research to understand 
how menstruation influences women’s 
[author’s terminology] lives and the 
possible benefits women would 
experience by improving menstrual 
health management. When data is 
collected on the topic of menstruation, it 
is often collected from a narrow 
demographic.  For example, Hennegan, 

Shannon, and Schwab (2018) found that 
menstrual data was collected from 
predominantly wealthy, urban, and 
educated individuals in developing 
countries such as Ethiopia, India, and 
Nigeria. Many of the articles also 
represented incredibly small 
populations, with sample sizes often 
being less than 100. Finally, none of the 
scholarship found in my review 
recognized the experiences of people 
who menstruate and do not identify as 
women.  

Methods 

I used feminist media analysis on 
thirteen different articles published 
online by Bustle, CNN, Cosmopolitan, 
Forbes, Harper’s Bazaar, HuffPost, LA 
Times, Ms. Magazine, Paper Magazine, Teen 
Vogue, and Yes Magazine. To produce my 
sample of articles, I searched Google 
using the terms “homeless,” 
“homelessness,” “houseless,” “house-
lessness,” “menstruation,” and “period.” 
This search generated thousands of 
results including different blogs, 
organizations, and news websites. To 
narrow my sample, I selected only those 
articles from online magazines and 
newspapers that I believed were well 
known and had been successfully 
publishing work for many years. In my 
initial search, I searched for and selected 
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articles that specifically included the 
terms “homeless,” “houseless 
menstruation,” and “period.” I made 
this a priority because I found that many 
of the articles published in scholarly 
journals did not directly address 
houselessness and menstruation while 
conducting formative research.  

It was important that the popular 
media that I analyzed were focused on 
the specific topic. However, this still 
yielded fewer results than desired. So I 
expanded the search terms to include 
articles that referenced “period poverty” 
and “menstrual equity,” two dominant 
discursive frames in public writing on 
this issue. Period poverty is commonly 
defined as lacking access to necessary 
menstrual hygiene products and facilities 
(Global Citizen). Menstrual equity is 
defined as having access to clean, safe, 
and affordable menstrual hygiene 
products and facilities (Women’s 
Voices). Both of these terms are 
commonly used when discussing issues 
of menstruation faced by economically 
disadvantaged people and are therefore 
relevant to this research. Additionally, all 
the articles I used appeared on the first 
two pages of the Google search results, 
suggesting that they were the most 
relevant and popular articles on the 
subject. Finally, each article was 
published between 2015 and 2020. So 

the information was generally reflective 
of the current state of the problem.  

Before reading the articles, I 
determined a series of questions to help 
guide my coding and analysis. The first 
question, what are the articles talking 
about, was very broad and mainly used 
to help determine if the articles were 
suitable for this research. The next few 
questions were focused on the 
experiences that I anticipated might be 
described in the articles. How do people 
manage menstruation? What are the 
comorbidities? What are other 
associated problems? Finally, the last set 
of questions was intended to critique the 
actual dialogue of the articles. Who is 
writing about this problem? Who is 
being written about? Who isn’t being 
written about? And who is the intended 
or expected audience? I took detailed 
notes while reading the articles and 
organized these notes by aligning them 
with the question(s) they answered. 
After doing this I identified emergent 
themes and patterns existing across the 
articles and determine themes. 

Findings 

The Cycle of Stigma 
The first theme that I found across all 

of the articles was the “Cycle of Stigma.” 
Each article examined different ways 
that the general stigma or taboo 
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surrounding periods affects the lives of 
houseless people. Menstruation is not a 
topic often discussed publicly because 
many people have been socialized to 
believe that it is a private or secret matter 
(Kerkham, 2010). In fact, because 
menstruation is so taboo, a recent survey 
showed “…that there are 5,000 slang 
words used to refer to menstruation in 
10 different languages…” (Sharma, 
2019, para. 15). Okamoto and Molland 
(2019) writing for CNN published an 
article reporting that “stress and shame 
were the most common emotions that 
[students across the U.S.] associated with 
menstruation” (para. 3). This shame is 
magnified among houseless people due 
to the shame of being houseless, the 
shame of not having a menstrual 
product, and the shame of not being able 
to afford a menstrual product. Shame 
leads to people not discussing periods or 
menstruation, which means that many 
houseless individuals are not asking for 
the products they desperately need. 
Finally, when people don’t ask for the 
products, the products are not donated 
and the whole cycle continues again 
(McNamara, 2017). Another article 
published by HuffPost echoed this point 
noting that, “The fact that menstruation 
is a taboo topic, to begin with, means 
that people who are able to help, often 
aren’t even aware that such a vast need 

exists” (Goldberg, 2015, para. 7). An 
interviewee in a Cosmopolitan article by 
Moore (2015) noted that menstrual 
products like tampons and pads are not 
donated as frequently or in as great a 
quantity as most other donations to 
women’s shelters. This cycle of shame 
may affect all people who menstruate. 
However, the articles note that these 
effects disproportionately impact 
houseless people.  

Comorbidities 

Another theme across all the articles 
were discussions of additional problems 
experienced by houseless people who 
menstruate. Every article cited different 
examples of reciprocal effects associated 
with menstruation and houselessness, 
such that the presence of either problem 
heightens the negative effects of the 
other. Commonly mentioned were 
issues of pain and discomfort that 
typically accompany menstruation. Pain 
from cramps and/or headaches was 
mentioned as a menstrual problem that 
can worsen due to houselessness 
because houseless people are often 
unable to access pain reducing 
medications (Moore, 2015). Another 
source of pain can be caused by 
infections, such as Urinary Tract 
Infections (UTI), which are more likely 
to occur for multiple reasons among 
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houseless people who menstruate.  One 
reason given by an interviewee in an 
article published by HuffPost was that 
houseless people have less access to 
bathrooms, and more specifically 
showers. Not bathing or cleansing 
regularly during menstruation can 
increase a person’s risk of developing 
infections (Goldberg, 2015). Jennifer 
Weiss-Wolf gave another reason for 
infection in an interview with Harper’s 
Bazaar noting that people experiencing 
poverty and houselessness may resort to 
reusing supplies, like old clothes, or 
wearing tampons and pads longer than 
recommended because they have no 
other choice (Kosin, 2017). Both of 
these choices can increase the risk of 
infection. Using a tampon for too long is 
especially dangerous as it could result in 
Toxic Shock Syndrome (TSS) which can 
quickly become fatal (Meadows-
Fernandez, 2017).  

Articles also noted that periods can 
become irregular due to the stress of 
menstruation and houselessness. This 
was the experience for one interviewee 
in an article  by McNamara (2017) 
published in Teen Vogue. High levels of 
stress have the potential to influence a 
person’s hormones which can result in 
irregular menstruation. Stress is often 
caused by uncertainty and there are 
many uncertainties that houseless people 

who menstruate experience. This could 
include uncertainty about where to sleep, 
eat, or use the bathroom. Stress can also 
increase due to medical issues such as 
pain and infection and the cycle of 
stigma, both mentioned previously.  

The Cost of Menstruating 
All these physical problems can result 

in other problems such as missing 
opportunities, specifically school and 
work. Menstruation and houselessness 
as separate difficulties can negatively 
impact a person’s ability to attend school 
or work, and when a person experiences 
both simultaneously their attendance 
may decrease more (McNamara, 2017). 
This is due to limited access to resources 
to manage menstruation and the 
associated physical problems 
compounded with the influence of 
negative stigma and shame surrounding 
periods and houselessness. However, 
houselessness does not just cause 
menstruation to be more difficult to 
manage, menstruation also makes 
houselessness more difficult to escape 
because of the missed opportunities. 
Less educated individuals are more likely 
to be houseless. So are people who lose 
a job due to frequent absences and 
people who are not able to make 
interviews. In this way, menstruation 
perpetuates houselessness just as 
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houselessness worsens the experiences 
of menstruation.  

Missed opportunities are not the only 
cost of menstruating while houseless. 
The actual financial burden of 
menstruation places significant strain 
and stress on houseless individuals. In a 
series of interviews Weiss-Wolf and 
Epstein-Norris (2017) conducted for 
HuffPost, multiple houseless women 
reported that period products were 
impossible to afford. Multiple factors 
influence a person’s ability to purchase 
period products, one of the main ones 
being the tampon or “pink tax,” which 
taxes menstrual products as luxury 
goods, and is still in place in 35 U.S. 
states (Weiss-Wolf, 2019; Magistretti, 
2019). The tampon tax places a financial 
burden on all people who menstruate, 
but the impact of the tax is magnified 
among the houseless. Additionally, 
products like tampons and pads are 
often not covered by SNAP (commonly 
known as food stamps) and Medicaid 
because they are not seen as necessary 
(Little, 2015; Sharma, 2019). These 
programs are put in place to specifically 
help people who struggle financially. By 
excluding menstrual products, these 
programs are assisting the problem not 
the people.  

Manag ing Menstruation 

The final theme discussed across all 
articles was describing how houseless 
people manage menstruation. Two ways 
to manage menstruation that were often 
mentioned in conjunction were 
stockpiling products when they were 
available and rationing products. As 
mentioned previously, houseless 
individuals have difficulty with 
purchasing menstrual products and with 
finding organizations that will supply 
them with products. These people may 
be faced with an incredibly difficult 
choice to purchase a box of tampons or 
pads or purchase food for the night 
(McNamara, 2017). There are also 
examples of organizations that provide 
people with a set or limited number of 
period products (Moore, 2015). This is 
problematic because it could, and often 
does, result in people making dangerous 
choices concerning their health such as 
rationing menstrual products. As 
mentioned previously, some are forced 
to use only one tampon or pad a day 
which dramatically increases their risk of 
developing infections. Aside from health 
concerns, rationing products could 
result in people bleeding through their 
clothing which can make them feel 
ashamed, decrease their confidence, and 
cause increased stress about hiding and 
removing stains on their clothing.  
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Another way houseless people manage 
menstruation is by using alternatives to 
products specifically designed for 
menstruation. When people run out of 
their supply, they are forced to turn to 
other resources such as paper towels, 
toilet paper, napkins, and old clothing 
like shirts and socks (Upadhye, 2017). 
These are, quite obviously, not effective 
solutions. First, there are questions of 
sanitation and hygiene, especially when 
potentially repurposing and reusing old 
clothing. If these items are not properly 
sanitized, the person could end up with 
a serious infection. Additionally, none of 
these products were designed to absorb 
blood and uterine lining the way a 
tampon or pad is. Using products like 
these could cause people to bleed 
through. Even if they do not bleed 
through, the person may be in a constant 
state of worry about whether or not they 
are staining their clothing and 
inadvertently telling the world that they 
are on their period.  

Solutions 

Recently, more articles are focusing on 
the fight for menstrual equity. Older 
articles were simply trying to highlight an 
overlooked problem. Now that more 
people are aware of the inequity, there 
has been more of a focus on solutions. 
Many articles mentioned organizations 

that have been founded with the specific 
intent to serve houseless people who 
menstruate and other, older, 
organizations with programs supporting 
houseless people since learning about 
the issue. Organizations like “Cora” and 
“L.” produce safe period products and 
will donate one box of period products 
to houseless people for every box sold 
(Magistretti, 2019). Other organizations 
like “Helping Women Period” and 
“Distributing Dignity” collect and 
distribute products to houseless 
menstruators (Meadows-Fernandez, 
2017).  Many of these organizations were 
founded in the last ten years and have 
grown quite rapidly as society has 
become more aware and more 
concerned with the plights of houseless 
people who menstruate.  

Other articles noted that in order to 
remedy this issue of accessibility, a 
systematic change is necessary. While 
individuals and organizations donating 
period products to those who need them 
is incredibly important and powerful 
work, the problem will not disappear 
until there is no longer a need for these 
products to be donated. Many 
organizations like “Period Equity” 
founded by Jennifer Weiss-Wolf and 
“Period.” founded by Nadya Okamoto 
are fighting to pass legislation that would 
remove the tampon tax and make period 
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products free in government-funded 
spaces like schools and public 
restrooms. Larger, progressive cities like 
Los Angeles have already made strides, 
passing legislation that requires public 
schools provide low-income students 
with free products (Barajas, 2019). 
Radical systemic change needs to occur 
that will provide everyone with access to 
the products and facilities they need to 
live hygienic and dignified lives. 

One of the main conclusions I came to 
during the process of this research is that 
none of the previously mentioned 
themes are experienced separately from 
the others. Indeed, while I address each 
discretely in this essay, they each 
compound and interact with one 
another in ways that cause menstruation 
to be uniquely challenging for the 
houseless. Menstruation, houselessness, 
stigma, shame, physical difficulties, 
missed opportunities, the way one 
manages menstruation, all of these 
experiences and more are intertwined. 
When looking at representations of 
houseless menstruation it is not possible 
and not useful to look at each theme’s 
individual influence, rather, it is 
necessary to look at the complete 
experience and how each theme affects 
and is affected by the others.  

Politics of Representation 

Who isn’t Represented? 

Generally, the dialogue surrounding 
menstruation centers cis-women and 
largely ignores people who do not 
identify as women. When examining 
these thirteen articles, I found that there 
was little to no recognition of non-binary 
and trans people, in regards to both who 
was writing the articles and who the 
articles were being written about. Only 
six of the articles specifically mentioned 
non-binary, trans, or gender-
nonconforming people in some way 
(Barajas, 2019; Kosin, 2017; Meadows-
Fernandez, 2017; Sharma, 2019; 
Upadhye, 2017; Weiss-Wolf, 2019). 
However, even though these authors 
recognized that menstruators are not 
exclusively cis-women, the majority of 
their articles gave focus to cis-women. 
No more than one, maybe two, 
sentences addressed the experience of 
non-binary, trans, and gender-
nonconforming folks. Additionally, 
these identities were often quite literally 
parentheticals in the articles. Upadhye 
(2017) wrote “If you’re a woman (or a 
trans man or anyone who 
menstruates)…” in an article for Bustle 
(para. 1). Placing trans men and all other 
menstruators inside the parenthesis 
situates these identities as secondary to, 
or less important than cis-women in the 
menstrual movement.  
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A few authors did a better job of 
including trans and non-binary people in 
their discussion of menstruation. 
Jennifer Weiss-Wolf (2019) dedicated a 
short paragraph to all people who 
menstruate and recognized that the 
current movement often excludes trans 
and gender-nonconforming people from 
the conversation. The entire article was 
written as a call to action for changes 
that need to be made within the U.S. in 
general and within the menstrual 
movement. Weiss-Wolf (2019) is a 
prominent voice in the menstrual equity 
movement, and I argue that she made 
this statement in large part due to her 
deep knowledge of the movement and 
the feminist theory that supports it. It is 
apparent that most if not all of the other 
authors did not have this extensive 
knowledge of menstrual equity or 
feminist theory. 

Finally, I found it interesting that one 
article briefly mentions trans and non-
binary individuals and how they 
“…continue to be marginalized in every 
way” (Sharma, 2019, para. 15).  Although 
the author recognizes this 
marginalization, they do not offer 
additional insights as to why this is or 
what should be done to change it. 
Recognition of injustice is simply not 
enough, action must be taken to stop the 
injustice. In this article, as well as all of 

the other articles, it is not enough to 
simply recognize that trans, non-binary, 
and gender-nonconforming people 
menstruate. The authors must dig 
deeper by actively including 
representations of these experiences and 
examining the additional barriers that are 
had by gender-nonconforming 
houseless menstruators. 

Who is Writing? 

I experienced quite a bit of discomfort 
when attempting to label the authors in 
some way. The purpose of determining 
their identities was to discover whether 
or not the articles I had read were written 
by a diverse group of individuals who 
were able to represent different groups 
and identities within the menstrual 
movement. I will admit I went into this 
exercise with a bias due to what I 
considered less than adequate 
representation within the articles 
themselves. However, even with this 
bias, as a feminist scholar, I was not 
comfortable labeling strangers without 
at least a few guiding ideas. First, I would 
use only the information that was 
presented on the magazine’s website or 
in the article itself. While searching for 
the authors might have given me more 
insight into who they were, if they had 
wanted readers to have that information 
it would have been included in their 
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biography. Also, by choosing to examine 
only the biographies available on the 
magazine website, I was able to 
guarantee that I was, in fact, reading 
about the author and not about someone 
else with the same name. Second, I 
would not make assumptions based on 
the author’s biography or photograph. 
This meant that I would use gender-
neutral pronouns unless the biography 
specifically used gendered language. I 
would not assume race or ethnicity 
unless it was specifically stated, and I 
would not assume socioeconomic status, 
specifically housing status unless it was 
specifically stated.  

Even with these guidelines, it was 
rather difficult attempting to determine 
the identities of the authors of these 
articles for many reasons. First, most 
author biographies do not focus on the 
many complex identities of the 
individual, but rather their 
accomplishments and areas of work and 
interest. One exception to this was the 
Forbes author Magistretti (2019) who 
stated in their bio that they were visually 
impaired.  No other author specifically 
stated any of their identities. Only two 
authors, Julia Barajas (2019) and Janet 
Upadhye (2017), used she, her, hers 
pronouns in their biographies. However, 
based on prior readings and work, I was 
aware that Jennifer Weiss-Wolf (2019), 

who authored two articles, and Nadya 
Okamoto (2019) both identify as female. 
None of the authors identified 
themselves as members of specific racial 
or ethnic groups or socioeconomic class. 
However, again based on prior readings, 
I was aware that Nadya Okamoto (2019) 
experienced housing insecurity for a 
time in her childhood which inspired her 
to go into this work. It was not 
surprising to me that the authors did not 
disclose this information as it is private 
and has the potential to incite negative 
criticisms from their online audience. 
However, as a researcher looking at 
these articles through a feminist lens, I 
think it would be beneficial for the 
authors to share the parts of their 
identities that brought them to this work 
and influenced their writing. 

One unexpected finding from looking 
at the author biographies was a better 
understanding of certain authors’ 
specialties and educational background. 
Some of these specialties included 
popular books, Netflix shows, rape 
crisis, drug policy, the tampon tax, 
poverty and inequality, sex and 
relationships, consumer technology, and 
accessibility. This was an incredibly wide 
range of interests, however, some of 
these interests gave me better insight 
into why the author chose to write about 
houseless menstruation and what 
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aspects of houseless menstruation they 
chose to focus on.  

Who is Reading? 

For this section, I will focus 
specifically on Cosmopolitan, Teen Vogue, 
Harper’s Bazaar, and Ms. Magazine. Each 
of these publications has both an 
intended audience and an actual 
audience. The intended audience is who 
the magazines state they are writing for. 
For example, Cosmopolitan specifically 
writes for young women, Ms. Magazine 
writes for feminists of all ages, and 
Harper’s Bazaar calls itself “… a daily 
resource for the modern woman” 
(Cosmopolitan, 2020a; Ms. Magazine 
2020b; Harper’s Bazaar 2020). Based on 
these descriptions it is easy to assume 
that the content published by these 
media sources is intended for young 
people, more specifically, young, liberal 
women.  

Unsurprisingly, the actual audience—
which is represented by the demographic 
data—matches this description pretty 
well. For each of these magazines, the 
data showed that their audiences were 
predominantly made up of women. The 
median age for each magazine differed, 
however, the majority of readers were 
between 18 and 40 years old. Readers of 
Harper’s Bazaar had a median income of 
over $100,000 and Cosmopolitan readers 

have a median income of about $66,000 
(Harper’s Bazaar, 2019; Cosmopolitan 
2020b). Ms. Magazine reported that 78% 
of their readers are homeowners (2020). 
Finally, about 77% of Cosmopolitan’s 
audience reported that they are either 
currently in college or were once in 
college (2020b). While there was no data 
on the political leanings of the audience, 
it can be assumed that because these 
sources generally publish liberal content 
their readers are probably also liberal, or 
at the very least concerned with social 
justice.  

Based on both the intended audience 
and the actual audience, the typical 
reader of Cosmopolitan or any of the other 
publications is probably a young, well-
educated, middle class, socially 
conscious woman. Not only is this 
reflected in the demographic data and 
the stated intended audiences, but also in 
many of the articles published on the 
websites that center the experiences and 
interests of this type of person. Of 
course, I highlight these specific media 
sources because they published articles 
that centered the experiences of 
houseless menstruators, but houseless 
menstruators are certainly not a large 
percent of either audience and their 
stories are outliers on these websites. 
This brings up an entirely new set of 
questions starting with why do these 
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articles exist, what is their intent, and 
what are the possible outcomes? 

Why do These Articles Exist? 

Are articles about houseless 
menstruators being published because 
they are the stories the actual audience 
wants to read or is it an attempt to 
expand the intended audience? Although 
it is unlikely that the media sources are 
attempting to expand their intended 
audience to include houseless and low-
income people—because capitalism—
it’s certainly something worth thinking 
about. Simply publishing one or two 
articles that center a group is not enough 
to bring that group into the discussion, 
especially not when it is an extremely 
marginalized group. Of course, 
representation is vitally important, 
however, accessibility is just as 
important in this case. In order to truly 
expand the audience, big changes would 
need to be made at a systemic level. 
Low-income people would need to have 
the leisure time that accompanies 
financial security, allowing them time to 
seek out and read these articles. They 
would also need to gain access to the 
necessary technology and appropriate 
education not only to read but 
comprehend the articles as well. For 
these reasons and many more, we can 
conclude that these articles were not 

published with the intention of 
expanding the current audience 
demographics and are more likely 
written because the topic is interesting to 
the actual audience.  

What is the Intent of These Articles? 

The most probable answer to this 
question is to get people to read the 
articles, click the link, view the 
advertisements, and generally make 
money. Young, liberal, socially 
conscious women have shown interest 
in issues surrounding menstruation, as it 
is a topic they can relate to, and 
therefore, would probably be interested 
in reading an article about houseless 
menstruation. Although making money 
is the biggest driving force to publish any 
article, these media sources could 
publish articles about anything and they 
chose to center houseless menstruators. 
Many of these magazines and authors 
claim to be committed to social justice in 
some way, shape, or form, so it is likely 
that this is the secondary intention of 
these articles.  

What are the Possible Outcomes? 

This is it, the big question: are these 
articles helping or harming the 
community of houseless menstruators? 
It would be easy to argue either side, so 
that is exactly what I’m going to do. 
These articles could definitely have a 
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positive impact on houseless 
menstruators. They bring awareness to 
an issue that not many people know 
about or think about. Even better, the 
people reading these articles most likely 
have access to resources they could use 
to serve the community—if they chose 
to do so. On the other hand, for many 
of these articles, there is no way to know 
if the community is benefiting from the 
publication of their stories. We, the 
readers, do not know if the community 
is given access to these articles or if they 
are receiving any of the profit that has 
been made by these media outlets. 
Without this knowledge, it is easy to 
conclude that the authors and magazines 
are exploiting houseless menstruators by 
profiting off of their experience.  

Is there a way to publish these articles 
without exploiting houseless 
menstruators and other marginalized 
communities? I am inclined to say yes. I 
would like to see a statement at the end 
of the articles saying something to the 
extent of “the magazine will donate a 
portion of the profit made by the article 
to a menstrual equity organization.” 
There could also be a link to different 
menstrual equity organizations that the 
readers could follow in order to get 
involved in the movement. HuffPost, 
Harper’s Bazaar, Cosmopolitan, and Bustle 
each included a link with a statement 

encouraging readers to donate at the end 
of the articles (Goldberg, 2015; Kosin, 
2017; Moore, 2015; Upadhye, 2017).  

The addition of scholarly research and 
theory in this conversation could have 
many potential benefits. Academic 
discourse could lead to a more diverse 
and inclusive understanding of who 
menstruates. Scholarly research is almost 
guaranteed to be more ethical than the 
media articles examined in this section. 
This is largely because scholars are 
required to receive IRB approval for any 
research they conduct in order to ensure 
that the research is ethical and that 
vulnerable populations, like houseless 
people, are protected. Additionally, 
articles published by scholars would 
ideally be informed by theory and 
include theoretical constructs like the 
cue to action, increasing the 
effectiveness of the research.  

Conclusion 

There is an urgent need for more 
academic scholars to research and write 
about houseless menstruation. Most of 
what is known about houseless 
menstruators has been researched and 
published by popular media sources 
instead of academic scholars. This has 
caused the discourse to center cisgender 
women and almost completely ignore 
the experiences of non-binary and trans 
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menstruators. As feminist scholars it is 
our responsibility to examine and bring 
to light the experiences of all houseless 

menstruators in order to solve the 
problems associated with houseless 
menstruation.  
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Black, Young, and Endangered 

To my unborn son, 
I would try to shield you from all the hate in the world, but you have to learn. Learning makes you 
stronger and more conscious of what you can do and what you cannot do. Because of the color of your 
skin, you don’t have the luxury of some of your friends. You have to behave a certain manner. You 
aren’t allowed to play with toy guns in a park, you aren’t allowed to complainant a white woman, you 
aren’t allowed to walk with skittles and a beverage while you’re wearing a hoodie, and you aren’t 
allowed to gather with a bunch of friends in the park after a certain time. Although these are all things 
young men do while growing up, you don’t have that luxury. I will protect you as much as I can, but I 
know one day you will outgrow me and make your own decisions. You must remember everything I 
teach you and be very vigilant when you’re in this world without me. 
Love, Mom 

Black Men and Feminist Theory 

Black men and boys deserve equivalent theoretical and political race and gender liberation 
frameworks from daily physical and emotional violence as women. Feminist theory 
should more critically consider black men and their struggles. MacKinnon’s (1983) 
structural critiques, for example, also apply to violence experienced by black men. 
MacKinnon states, "law not only reflects a society in which men rule women; it rules in 

Dissenting Voices, volume 9, issue 1 (Spring 2020) 19



a male way: ‘The phallus means 
everything that sets itself up as a mirror’" 
(Gagnon, 1980, p. 180). The mirror 
reflects to society how black men are 
viewed.  All-white juries were picked in 
both the Emmett Till and George 
Stinney Jr. murder trials (Tyson, 2017; 
Johnson et al., 2017). If the jury is mostly 
white, how will black men and boys 
receive justice? The accusers mirror the 
prosecutors and judges. The court 
system lack diversity when black boys 
and men are killed. Lacking diversity is 
lacking in different perspectives and 
experiences for black boys and men. 
Only black men and/or boys can 
articulate to the non-black jury their 
experiences. By not having diversity, will 
justice be served? The laws are written 
and meant to protect white men. For 
centuries, what the law has done— 
protect white men with the crimes they 
have committed—is justified or 
downplayed due to the color of their 
skin. White men who commit similar 
crimes receive a lesser punishment than 
a black man. Black men are oppressed in 
the justice system. Most black men are 
provided a public defender granted by 
the court, which mirrors the judges and 
jury. As many black families do not have 
the means to retain a lawyer, the black 
man is stuck with an overworked public 
defender who is unable to give the 

attention needed. White men often have 
the means (personal or familial support) 
to hire a lawyer to work for them and 
who cares. With the power white men 
hold, a white judge and jury will see 
reflections of themselves and make 
excuses for the white men, versus a black 
man or boy who is seen as an adult 
regardless of age and treated as an adult 
in the court of law. The justice systems 
lack equality when it comes to race. 
Catherine MacKinnon developed a 
model of dominance in the 
understanding of gender inequality 
because of an imbalance of power 
between women and men. MacKinnon 
believes the law contributes to women's 
subordination. On a large scale, men 
control women by perpetuating a legal 
system that reinforces gender inequality 
and wage discrimination, keeping 
women financially and legally powerless. 
(Mazingo, 2014, pp. 337-338). 

White feminist theory says that in 
patriarchal societies both historically and 
presently, women's bodies have been a 
site for violence from rape culture, 
hypersexuality, legally belonging to men, 
and being denied rights. Black men have 
experienced the same kinds of violence: 
hypersexuality, legally belonging to 
another, and lack of legal rights 
throughout history. Why aren't feminists 
discussing black men's bodies? Do black 
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men not have the same rights as white 
feminists or black feminists? Should 
black men form a movement regarding 
bodily autonomy just as women have? 
Would society have taken Black men 
seriously? Here is why we should. Black 
boys' bodies have been a target of 
violence for centuries in the U.S., and 
the endangerment of black boys 
continues today. Emmett Till and 
George Stinney Jr. were young victims of 
racism falsely accused and murdered by 
white supremacy. 

Mazingo (2014) summarizes 
MacKinnon’s (1983) model: 

‘Dominance feminism’ is a feminist 
theory that rejects the approaches of 
equality feminism and difference 
feminism”. An equality feminist, or 
"traditional feminist," seeks formal legal 
equality and equal access to traditionally 
male privileges for women. A difference 
feminist seeks different legal treatment 
for women, to compensate for women's 
inequality. To a different feminist, male 
social dominance is the result of a long-
standing inequality between the genders 
and not a conscious male effort. 
Dominance feminism attributes 
women's inferior societal position to 
men's concerted effort to subordinate 
and control women. Dominance 
feminism holds that men wield power 
over women through social, sexual, and 
physical domination. Physically, men 

control women by wielding the threat of 
violence or practicing domestic abuse 
or other forms of battery. Socially, men 
control women on a small scale by 
exerting patriarchal control over them 
or objectifying them (pp. 337-8). 

Both Emmet Till and George Stinney Jr. 
were black boys who were inferior to 
society. There was no fair trial, no fair 
judgment in neither case. The "victim" 
husband lynched Emmett Till by 
physical domination, committing 
violence to Till’s body. George Stinney 
Jr. did not receive a fair trial. He was a 
victim of the structure hierarchy of white 
supremacists. 

The Story of Emmett Louis Till 

Chicago native Emmett Louis Till was 
murdered while visiting family in the 
summer of 1955 in LeFlore County, 
Mississippi. The fourteen-year-old 
African American boy was accused of 
whistling, grabbing the waist of, and 
saying sexual remarks to a white woman 
named Carolyn Bryant when exiting the 
local grocery store. The store owner and 
husband of Carolyn Bryant, Roy Bryant, 
J.W. Milam, and another person traveled 
to the home of Till's great-uncle Mose 
Wright to kidnap Till. Till was taken to 
Sunflower County, where his body was 
later discovered in the Tallahatchie 
River. Bryant and Milam beat and 
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mutilated Till before shooting him in the 
head and sinking his body in the 
Tallahatchie River. Three days after his 
disappearance, Till's body was 
discovered and retrieved from the river. 
The body was unrecognizable. The only 
way Mamie Till (his mother) could 
identify her son was by a ring he was 
wearing. Both Roy Bryant and Milam 
were arrested and charged with the 
murder of Emmett Till. An all-white jury 
deliberated for less than an hour before 
issuing a verdict of "not guilty," 
explaining that they believed the state 
had failed to prove the identity of the 
body. The men publicly admitted to 
killing Till in 1956 in Look magazine. 
Carolyn Bryant recanted her testimony 
in the book titled The Blood of Emmett Till 
(2017), admitting that Till never touched 
nor threatened her (Tyson). 
 Ida B. Wells was a well-known black 
female journalist, abolitionist, and part-
owner of the Memphis Free 
Speech newspaper. Wells was very vocal 
in her views of the lynching of black 
bodies in the United States. In a speech 
to a Chicago audience in January 1900, 
Wells states: 

Our country's national crime is 
lynching. It is not the creature of an 
hour, the sudden outburst of 
uncontrolled fury, or the 
unspeakable brutality of an insane 

mob. It represents the cool, 
calculating deliberation of intelligent 
people who openly avow that there 
is an "unwritten law" that justifies 
them in putting human beings to 
death without complaint under oath, 
without trial by jury, without 
opportunity to make defense, and 
without right of appeal (Gorski, 
2018). 

Wells’ newspaper office was destroyed 
by “an angry mob” in 1892 (Halsell New 
Media LLC, n.d.), but this did not stop 
her from articulating to society the 
unfairness of lynching black people due 
to social dominance as the result of a 
long-standing inequality between races. 
 In February 2020, U.S. lawmakers 
finally passed the H.R. 35 – Emmett Till 
Antilynching Act. The first anti-lynching 
bill was introduced in 1918 by 
Congressman Leonidas Dyer of 
Missouri. The Dyer Bill was passed by 
the House of Representatives, but 
stopped by the Senate (NAACP, 2020). 
In delaying an anti-lynching bill, the 
lawmakers of the great country of the 
United States devalued the lives of black 
boys convicted of false crimes. Congress 
was forcing the public to maintain the 
black masculinity stereotype of a 
hypersexual, dangerous criminal. 
Utilizing social and mental control of 
black men’s and boys’ bodies through 
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violence, with the dominance theory of 
feminism, the aggressor can control the 
black men and boys through 
intimidation. 

Emmett Till Antilynching Act 

Lynching has been a violent act for over 
400 years, predominantly used to control 
and punish the bodies of African 
American men and women. 
Antilynching bills have been proposed 
over 200 times since the first attempt in 
the 1900s (Emmett Till Antilynching Act 
of 2020). One hundred twenty years 
later, the bill finally passed in the 
memory of Emmett Till. Lynching is 
now a federal crime. Lawmakers passed 
the bill with a vote of 410-4 after many 
years of hard work.  
 Four U.S. House members voted 
against the bill: Independent Justin 
Amash and Republicans Thomas 
Massie, Ted Yoho, and Louie Gohmert 
(Buchman, 2020). Samuels (2020) 
reported that Gohmert “says the bill 
‘sends entirely the wrong message about 
how serious this is’ since it only allows 
for a maximum 10 year prison sentence" 
(caption).  
 Congressman Gohmert has been vocal 
regarding his views on racial issues, 
same-sex marriage, reproductive health 
care, and discrimination based on race, 
national origin, and other characteristics. 

He has voted against legislation such as 
the Violence Against Women 
Reauthorization Act of 2019 and the 
Border Security and Immigration 
Reform Act of 2018; he also seeks to 
prohibit use of funds for discrimination 
based on sexual orientation or gender 
identity (Gordon, 2018). When 
Democratic representatives proposed an 
amendment that would protect 
individuals from discrimination based 
on race, sex, or national origin, 
Representative Gohmert commented,   

There is nobody in this chamber who is 
more appreciative than I am for the 
gentleman from Tennessee and my 
friend from Michigan standing up for 
the rights of race, religion, national 
religion of the Delta Smelt, the snail 
darter, various lizards, the lesser prairie-
chicken, the greater sage grouts and so 
many other insects who would want 
someone standing for their religion, 
their race, their national origin, and I 
think that's wonderful (“Rep. Louie 
Gohmert,” 2013). 

Comparing civil rights to rights for 
insects and lizards does not evidence a 
real understanding of the importance of 
this law.  

The Story of George Junius Stinney 
Jr. 

South Carolina native George Junius 
Stinney Jr. was the youngest person 
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executed in the United States. Stinney 
was only 14 years old and stood 5’1”. He 
was accused of murdering two white 
girls, 8-year-old Mary Emma Thames 
and 11-year-old June Binnicker. The 
girls were picking wildflowers near the 
Stinney’s home. The two girls were 
bicycling and asked Stinney and his 
sisters if they knew where the girls could 
pick wildflowers. Thames and Binnicker 
were found in a ditch near the colored 
section of the segregated community of 
Clarendon County. The two girls had 
been beaten to death with a blunt 
instrument.  Stinney became a suspect 
because a witness saw him talking with 
the girls. One month after Stinney’s 
arrest, his trial began. Stinney was  
represented by a “young court-
appointed lawyer with political 
aspirations” (Johnson et al, 2017, p. 366).  
Stinney’s trial took three hours, and his 
lawyer did not cross-examine any 
eyewitnesses nor file a motion to appeal. 
When Stinney’s lawyer questioned him 
on his interactions with the two girls, the 
questions were vague and short. An all-
white jury deliberated less than twenty 
minutes. Stinney was found guilty, and 
he was sentenced to death by electric 
chair. Governor Olin D. Johnson 
received letters from throughout the 
state to commute the sentence due to 
Stinney’s age. Governor Olin was 

running for a seat in the United States 
Senate, and he believed that any 
weakness on race issues could cost him 
the election (Johnson et al, 2017). 
 George Stinney Jr. was a victim of 
intuitional racism, used as an example 
for political gain. All of the white men 
involved in the Stinney trial showed a 
superior societal position suggestive of 
inequality between races. The Governor 
refused to overturn the ruling for 
political gain. The white men used their 
power to control George Stinney, and 
based on his race he was guilty, even 
with no evidence proving that he had 
murdered the two girls. George Stinney 
took his last steps at 7:30 on the morning 
of Friday, June 16, 1944. His striped 
prison-issued uniform “hung loosely 
from his ninety-five-pound frame” 
(Madu, para. 5, 2020). He carried a Bible 
under his arm, given to him by fellow 
death row inmate 28-year-old Charles 
Gilstrap of Greenville, South Carolina. 
The guards struggled to strap him into 
the oak chair, affectionately nicknamed 
"Old Sparky." At just over five feet tall, 
the boy's feet dangled above the floor as 
the adult-sized death mask was placed 
precariously on his shaved head. A 
horrific scene ensued as witnesses and 
media looked on. Once the switch was 
pulled, Stinney convulsed violently as 
2,400 volts of electricity surged through 
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his body. The oversized mask covering 
his face was dislodged, revealing his 
wide-open eyes. Witnesses reported that 
tears were running down his trembling 
cheeks, as saliva streamed from his 
mouth (Madu, 2020).  
 Black men are a stereotype to be 
hypersexualized. The legal system 
reinforces the stereotype that black men 
cannot be in control of their sexuality. 
Stinney’s family were not able to afford 
a lawyer so the court appointed one; this 
lawyer was incompetent and an aspiring 
politician. 

The Story of Tamir Rice 

12-year-old African American Tamir 
Rice was shot by law enforcement in 
Cleveland, Ohio, on November 22, 
2014.  A call to 911 reported that a “’guy 
with a gun’ is pointing it at people at 
Cudell Recreation Center” and that “the 
person pointing the gun was ‘probably a 
juvenile’ and that the gun is ‘probably 
fake’” (Heisig, 2019). Emergency 
dispatchers sent two officers, Frank 
Garmback and Tim Loehmann. Within 
two seconds of the squad car’s arrival, 
Officer Loehmann shot Tamir in the 
abdomen at point-blank range. Officers 
Garmback and Loehmann failed to 
check Tamir's pulse or complete first aid 
CPR (Heisig, 2019). Tamir Rice’s story is 
purposely made short in this paper 

because that is how much consideration 
the two officers gave to Tamir Rice's life. 
 I choose to talk about George Stinney 
Jr., Emmett Till, and Tamir Rice because 
they have one thing in common: they 
were under the age of 16. Their lives 
were violently taken away at the hands of 
white men. Tamir Rice was shot and 
killed for playing in the park with a toy 
gun. George Stinney was arrested and 
accused of killing two white girls when 
the only evidence was someone seeing 
him talking to the girls. Emmitt Till’s life 
was taken away for a white lie. Although 
these cases are seventy years apart, we 
still see the same behavior by White 
Americans towards Black boys. I repeat, 
boys, not men but boys. The same 
stories are being told throughout 
centuries. There is a massive disconnect 
with African American bodies and the 
world when it comes to how men’s 
bodies access privilege under patriarchy. 
We have been trained to think that black 
boys/men are dangerous and to stop 
them, they must be shot down. This 
must end. The narrative of black men's 
bodies must change in the future.  
 There are many works of literature 
discussing women’s bodies, sexuality, 
and the violence done to them because 
of their gender. Black boys and men 
experience similar discrimination 
because of the intersections of race and 
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gender in the U.S. These individual 
lynching cases highlight the racialized 
gendering and hypersexualization of 
Black boys and is directly connected to 
the lack of legal rights for Black men. 
The ways in which we gender and 
sexualize Black men in the U.S. leads not 
to individual acts of violence, but to an 
entire legal system set up to control and 
convict Black men’s bodies, regardless 
of guilt or innocence.  
 D.W. Griffith’s movie The Birth of a 
Nation (initially titled The 
Clansman) premiered in 1915.  Birth of a 
Nation portrayed black men as 
hypersexualized, raping and killing white 
women. According to a PBS Culture 
Shock article, “Griffith’s heroic portrayal 
of the Klan allegedly inspires several 
lynchings” (n.d.). These ideologies are 
currently used to jail black men and 
boys. Stereotypes such as savages and 
super predators remain today. The legal 
system uses socioeconomic levels 
against black boys and men. Family 
members are unable to hire a competent 
attorney, as we have seen in the George 
Stinney Jr. case. The attorney took on 
the case for personal gain. Believing that 
one single black can harm one person is 
worse for young black men. Black men 
have no chance of winning the case due 
to prejudice, discrimination, and beliefs.  

 The Groveland Four and the Central 
Park Five were two different cases, one 
in 1949 and the other in 1989. These 
cases are 40 years apart, and yet the same 
social injustice seems to remain the same 
for over 40 years. Why are we going 
through the same social injustice as we 
did 40 years ago? Has the justice of black 
American men improved? No, it has not. 
According to MacKinnon (2010), whom 
I am basing my research and evidence of 
Dominance Feminism Framework on, 
the long-standing practices have resulted 
in systemic racial discrimination through 
social, sexual, and physical dominance. 
This is particularly relevant in current 
policy discourses operating under the 
rubric of "Black male endangerment," 
where a male-centered analysis circulates 
as a common, if not dominant, frame for 
addressing the disparities that continue 
to plague the African American 
community (Crenshaw, 2010).  
Constructing reality from the dominant 
race's point of view is essential to the 
black bodies socially and publicly 
murdered with lies and false narratives.  

Groveland Four 

The “Groveland Four” references four 
African American boys by the names of 
Ernest Thomas, Charles Greenlee, 
Walter Irvin, and Samuel Shepherd. 
Thomas and Greenlee were each sixteen 
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years old at the time of the accused 
crime. Irvin, 22 years old, was a United 
States veteran of WW II. Shepherd was 
also 22 years old.  
 The Groveland Four were accused of 
raping and kidnapping a White woman 
named Norma Padgett and assaulting 
her husband Willie Padgett on July 16, 
1949, in Lake County, Florida. Wille 
Padgett claimed their vehicle was broken 
down after a dance. The four men 
stopped to offer their help but assaulted 
the couple instead. Greenlee, Shepherd, 
and Irvin were immediately captured and 
sent to the Lake County Jail, where the 
three men were tortured. Thomas 
managed to escape arrest for seven days. 
When Lake County Sheriff Willis McCall 
found Thomas, he murdered Thomas. 
There was no medical evidence found to 
prove that Padgett was raped, however 
the all-white jury found the three men 
guilty. Shepherd and Irvin received the 
death penalty, and Greenlee received life 
in prison. In 2017, the State of Florida 
issued an apology to the families, and all 
four men were posthumously pardoned 
on January 11, 2019 (Mettler, 2019).   

Central Park Five 

The Central Park Five were Kevin 
Richardson, 14, Raymond Santana, 14, 
Antron McCray, 15, Yusef Salaam, 15, 
and 16-year-old Korey Wise. These five 

boys were convicted of raping and 
abusing a white woman in Central Park 
in New York City. Richardson and 
Santana were the first to be taken in by 
police on reports of intimidating 
behavior and muggings, a separate case 
from the woman who was raped and 
severely harmed. McCray, Salaam, and 
Wise were taken in the following day. 
Wise was not considered a suspect at the 
time but was offered to go to the police 
station with Salaam as support. DNA 
evidence from semen found at the scene 
did not match any of the five boys; 
prosecutors relied solely on the initial 
interrogations.  
 Media took over the case of the 
woman who was raped, and the NYPD 
had a tremendous amount of pressure to 
find who harmed the jogger. NYPD 
wanted to make New Yorkers feel safe 
again while in Central Park. They 
questioned the boys without a parent or 
guardian present. They had the boys 
make verbal statements on what they did 
to the woman, hypersexualizing the boys 
(Burns, 2012). 
 These young men were not a group of 
friends. The officers picked out five 
random boys, similar to the infamous 
Scottsboro case of 1931, making them 
confess to a crime they did not commit. 
The police used tactics to scare the boys 
into a confession or wanting to go home. 
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After two trials, the boys were found 
guilty of attempted murder, rape, assault, 
and robbery. The young men served 
thirteen years in prison. A tool of 
dominance and repression, the law 
legitimizing ideology, use of the legal 
system as a form of utopian idealism or 
gradualist reform, each apparent gain 
deceptive or cooperative and loss 
inevitable (MacKinnon, 1983).    

Legal System & Criminal Laws to 
Dehumanize Black Families 

Mass incarceration of black men has 
been a problem for centuries. After 
slavery was abolished in 1804 
throughout the United States, black men 
have been a target for free labor. Black 
men are subject to imprisonment. 
Disparities are deeper and more systemic 
than explicit racial discrimination. 
Traditionally, U.S. class hierarchies have 
been managed and stabilized using racial 
differences to divide poor and working 
people (Crenshaw, 2010). The United 
States, in effect, operates two distinct 
criminal justice systems: one for wealthy 
people, and another for poor people and 
poor black Americans. In the justice 
system, prosecutors are more likely to 
charge people of color with crimes that 
carry more substantial sentences than 
whites. Federal prosecutors are twice as 
likely to charge African Americans with 

offenses that carry a mandatory 
minimum sentence than similarly 
situated whites (Sentencing Project, 
2018, p. 7):  

African Americans are more likely than 
white Americans to be arrested. Once 
arrested, they are more likely to be 
convicted; and once convicted, and they 
are more likely to experience lengthy 
prison sentences. African American 
adults are 5.9 times as likely to be 
incarcerated than whites (p. 9).  

Felonies will restrict the voting right of 
all Americans. Black men are being 
convicted of felonies at a higher rate 
than their white counterparts. One-third 
of black men have been convicted of 
felonies in 2010, a significant increase 
over the past 30 years. (The Sentencing 
Project, 2017). 

Gender Inequality Wages 

The Civil Rights Act, passed in July 1964 
by President Lyndon Johnson, Civil 
Rights Act constituted banning all 
segregation, “strengthened the 
enforcement of voting rights” and 
employment for all Americans, 
regardless of race (U.S. Department of 
Labor). Black men have faced income 
inequality nearly 55 years after the Civil 
Rights Act was passed. Black men are 
still suffering from the same oppression 
as they did 55 years ago, making it 
difficult to raise and family or take of 
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themselves finically. In the theory of 
Dominance Feminism, MacKinnon 
explores how the pay gap keeps women 
financially and legally powerless. 
PayScale completed an online salary 
survey between racial/ethnic groups of 
men. These groups consist of men who 
identify as American Indian and Alaska 
Native, Asian, Black or African 
American, Hispanic, and Native 
Hawaiian and other Pacific 
Islander. PayScale’s salary survey found 
“black or African American men have 
the largest uncontrolled pay gap relative 
to white men. They earn $0.87 for every 
dollar a white man earns” (Gruver, 2019, 
para. 10). 
 The “uncontrolled pay gap is driven by 
many forces,” (Gruver) such as 
employee referrals. Black men were 26 
percent less likely than white men to 
receive an employee referral, which can 
profoundly impact the pay of the Black 
man.  

To put that in perspective, the median 
salary of a white man in our [PayScale] 
sample is $72,900; the controlled 
median pay for black or African 
American men is thus $71,500. This 
suggests a $1,400 difference in pay that 
is likely attributable to race (Gruver). 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, the 2019 quarterly average 
unemployment rate for black men was 

5.6 percent versus 3.4 percent for white 
men (2020).  
 Racial hiring discrimination has not 
improved in 25 years. The PayScale 
survey indicates race is a significant 
factor when receiving a callback or 
interview for employment. When 
offered a position, if the person was 
unemployed, he will receive 4 percent 
less than someone who was not 
unemployed. If someone was 
unemployed for a year or longer, then 
they receive 7.3 percent less. Gruver 
(2019) notes that “hiring discrimination 
also makes career growth more difficult 
for people of color”. The lack of 
representation of men of color in senior-
level positions contributes to pay 
disparity. Social barriers prevent 
economic equality for marginalized 
groups. One such measure in the 
PayScale research “is the opportunity 
gap, or the extent to which men of color 
climb the corporate ladder at the same 
rate as white men” (Gruver). Black men 
are 63 percent more likely not to manage 
people. White men have higher rates of 
being in roles above the manager level. 
“Only black or African American men 
see the racial wage gap widen as they 
move up the corporate ladder” (Gruver, 
2019). 
 Crenshaw (2010) writes, 
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Dominance theory and the 
intersectional frame take up the ways in 
which operating exclusively within 
either a sameness or difference frame 
can lead to contradictory and 
counterproductive debates within 
equality doctrine. The meaning that 
intra-categorical difference makes in 
such efforts—and, more specifically, 
the degree to which such differences 
must be explicitly incorporated to 
sustain the kind of advocacy and 
intervention that matters on the 
ground—calls for deft navigation in 
both the descriptive and political 
dimensions of the context. This is not a 
defense of theoretical abstraction but in 
fact a critique of the very abstractions 
that operate to deflect more context-
specific analysis (p. 178). 

MacKinnon’s work heavily focuses on 
dominant feminism with women, with 
the oppression of patriarchy. However, 
she fails to mention other races and 
genders who have been oppressed by the 
patriarchy. It is our job as feminists to 
affirm the point of view of all genders 
revealing, criticizing and explaining its 
impossibility. 

If women as a whole was not socially 
defined as it is, did not mean what it 

does, she would not be targeted for this 
and would not suffer it as she does. 
Sexual atrocities are harms of 
inequalities, harms of status, in a real 
sense of discrimination, which is 
collective to begin with. Women are by 
definition a group comprised of all our 
commonalities and distinctions, 
including power differentials among us. 
Human rights conventionally sees 
individuals and states as the actors, 
being less comfortable with specific 
groups. (MacKinnon, 2010, p. 5).  

Black bodies deserve protection, fair 
trials, fair education, and fair salary. All I 
ask is respect for the civil rights of black 
boys and men. See them as a mirror of 
yourself, or how you would want to be 
treated or handled if in this situation. 
Black boys are important. They are 
smart, sweet; do not make them out to 
be something they are not. In 
considering the unfair treatment and 
justice that has been done to them for 
hundreds of years, yes, they have a right 
to be angry, to be hurt, and to be fed up. 
Change the narratives on how YOU see 
black bodies. Unlearn negative 
stereotypes. 

Dear Allies: 
I wrote my essay before George Floyd’s death on May 25, 2020. Following his death, many protests have 
emerged all around the world. The Black Lives Matter movement is said to be a hate group or a group 
that has caused violence during the marches. I disagree. Black Americans, such as myself, and our allies 
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are tired of seeing black men and women be exposed to trash, murdered by the hands of law enforcement. 
Although my essay reflects black men, I would like to reiterate #ALLBLACKLIVESMATTER 
including my trans sisters and brothers. I would like to give a special thank you to all allies who have 
taken the time to educate themselves on systematic racism and educate other people. Thank you for 
standing with us marching. Thank you for shielding black men and women. Thank you for speaking 
up.  
Ciarra McFarland  
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Bisexuality in Media: 
A Dangerous Game of Telephone 

Panic in My Eyes 

The voices of the women around me rang loud and unwavering. They believed in what 
they were saying, and this was not a place where I could make my voice heard. It started 
off innocently. I sat at a dinner table with my boyfriend’s mom, her friend, and the friend’s 
family members. My boyfriend’s mom was the only person at the table who really knew 
me, and even she did not know what I was feeling inside. To be honest, most of this 
memory is a blur. I think my mind has tried to erase it for my own sanity, but the words 
were too harsh to ever forget. While I do not remember why this conversation started, I 
do remember everyone sharing their opinions on the LGBTQ community. I sat in silence 
the whole time, just waiting for someone to say something beyond offensive. They sat 
around the table talking about people they knew who were transgender. The women 
shared their views, and surprisingly, no one had said anything problematic yet. Yet. Then 
the shoe dropped. 

Sloppy 
Selfish Bologna 
They want everyone 
I just can’t support that 

These were the ways that bisexuality was talked about by one family member that sat at 
the dinner table. No one else’s comments mattered anymore. Their support for lesbian, 
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gay, and trans people, while great, felt 
fake. You cannot pick and choose which 
parts of a marginalized community you 
want to support. I wanted to shrink 
away. Could I somehow make myself 
invisible? I looked at my boyfriend’s 
mom with a silent panic in my eyes, and 
she looked back with an understanding 
look. While she was present at the table 
with me, she did not participate in this 
conversation. That was comforting to 
me, but even she did not know the 
depths of how uncomfortable I was. She 
assumed I was looking at her like that 
because they were representing 
everything I stand against, and I was, but 
there was so much more to it than that. 
I felt trapped. I wanted to say something. 
Say anything, but I could not get myself 
to do it. First, it did not feel like my 
place. I only actually knew two of the 
people at this table, and only one of 
them really well. These people did not 
know me, so there was no way they 
would care about or listen to what I had 
to say. Second, I felt stunned. These 
women had no idea they were trashing 
my very existence. Of course they didn’t, 
because no one does. My bisexuality has 
been sort of an open secret. Some 
people know, but many people don’t. 
None of the women present at this time 
knew. Not even my boyfriend’s mom, 

and that is why she didn’t understand the 
panic in my eyes. 

I panicked because the words this 
woman used to tear down the idea of 
bisexuality did not belong solely to her. 
She was not the source of the problem. 
She is not alone in her beliefs. I have 
heard all the dominant stereotypes. That 
bisexuality is fake, gross, or selfish are 
views I have heard voiced by many 
people in my life and in the media. This 
was not an environment I felt 
comfortable coming out in. This struck 
me to my core. At this point, it had been 
about a year since I finally accepted my 
sexuality, so all this hostility was new to 
me. How did it make the people who 
have faced this hostility their whole lives 
feel? That is when I decided what had to 
be done. By this, I mean that it was time 
for me to research why so many people 
shared these views and opinions on 
bisexuality. How does it impact those 
who identify as bisexual? For the 
purpose of this essay, I decided to define 
bisexuality in the way that I personally 
define it. Personally, I define bisexuality 
as being attracted to a person for who 
they are as an individual, rather than 
their gender. This night was my 
experience, but there is a world of hate 
out there, and I want to find the reasons 
and understand the consequences.
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Representation Matters 

My uncomfortable experience forced the 
wheels in my head to start turning. While 
unmistakably aware that these opinions 
were not unique to that family member, 
I wanted to know why. Why does she 
and so many other people in this world 
believe these things about bisexuality? I 
decided to set my focus on media 
(television shows and movies in 
particular) as well as look at one 
magazine interview. I chose to analyze 
media because it is where most people 
find their information these days. People 
in today’s society tend to believe what 
they’re told, rather than look further into 
what is being portrayed.  

Before I began researching the forms 
of bisexual representation in the media, 
I decided to do some research on 
representation. Why does it matter? 
Does it really have that much of an 
impact? I felt I could not go on with this 
essay without highlighting why this is 
such an important topic to begin with. 

Nathan N. Cheek (2016) argues that, 
“Research on media representation is 
important because such representation 
can be internalized, which can then lead 
to self-objectification, body dissatis-
faction, and eating disorders, among 
other consequences” (p. 1). While this 
exact quote may not be about bisexual 

representation, the basis remains the 
same. Growing up, we are taught that 
media portrays “the norm.” If the media 
says something negative about 
someone’s identity, it would not take 
long for that person to feel the same 
way. Cheek (2016) goes on to say, 
“Moreover, media representations can 
perpetuate stereotypes, thereby 
potentially continuing the cultural 
derogation of negatively perceived 
groups” (p. 1). This is where moments 
of discrimination like the one I detailed 
above come into play. Throughout her 
life, that woman came across media that 
portrayed bisexuality in a way that made 
her think poorly of the identity, which 
led to her believing and spreading these 
stereotypes as if they were fact. 
Bisexuality will constantly be seen as 
something wrong as long as people like 
this woman are fed incorrect stereotypes 
that they then spread like wildfire. 

The portrayal of any identity in any 
form of media is always going to 
influence the people who come across it, 
whether they know it or not. It is our job 
as a society to provide these viewers with 
the correct information, so people do 
not get punished and shamed for being 
who they are. By “correct information,” 
I mean allowing viewers to see different 
identities portrayed in media as human, 
just as any other identity in this world. In 
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order to truly represent certain identities 
in the best, most positive way possible, I 
believe that individuals who actually 
identify as what is being portrayed 
should be in charge of how they will be 
represented. For example, if writers of a 
television show want a bisexual 
character, they should enlist a bisexual 
writer to help ensure that bisexuality is 
being portrayed in a positive light. It can 
be argued that not every way a character 
is portrayed can be seen as negative, but 
it is more about the consequences rather 
than the first viewing. For example, I 
believe that bisexual characters should 
be portrayed as any other character in 
the television show or movie they appear 
in. Making a character’s story all about 
their differing identity, while shining a 
light on who they are, still treats them as 
though that is the only thing that is 
important to them as a human. 

Some Sad ‘Glee’ 

With a better understanding of 
representation, and the harms it can 
cause if not done correctly, I began my 
research into popular media outlets. My 
first stop was the infamous show Glee 
because I know it is a show that has 
differing identities that could potentially 
provide the media with lots of great 
representation. Glee first premiered in 
2009. It was created by Ian Brennan, 

Brad Falchuk, and Ryan Murphy 
(IMBd.com, Inc., n.d.). Glee is home to 
some of the worst forms of 
representation, especially in one 
particular episode. Glee began with lots 
of potential. The characters were 
different, and it seemed as though 
identities that did not get representation 
were finally going to get their chance to 
shine. There was a Jewish girl, Rachel, 
with two gay dads. The show touched on 
teen pregnancy. They had a closeted gay 
character, Kurt, who was trying to come 
out to his dad. The show had a Latina 
character, Santana, who later discovered 
her own sexuality. There was a fat, black 
woman character named Mercedes, and 
a character in a wheelchair called Artie. 
It seemed as though Glee was going to 
take TV where it rarely has been before, 
but then they completely missed the 
mark. The show takes its first step into 
the bisexual community in the season 2 
episode “Blame it On the Alcohol” 
(Brennan & Stoltz, 2011).  In this 
episode Rachel, a straight character, and 
Blaine, a character previously believed to 
be gay, share a drunken kiss during a 
game. The episode continues and the 
audience finds out that Rachel has 
developed a crush on Blaine after their 
kiss. The two decide to go on a date, and 
that is when the representation goes 
south. Kurt, another gay character who 
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has been seen to have feelings for Blaine, 
trashes the idea of this happening. Blaine 
argues that he might not be gay, but 
rather bisexual. Kurt disregards the idea 
of bisexuality even being a thing by 
saying that gay people only say they are 
bisexual so they can “feel normal,” 
(Brennan & Stoltz, 2011). It is not rocket 
science to see how this can influence the 
opinions of the show’s audience into 
believing negative things about 
bisexuality. The fact that these ideas are 
coming out of the mouth of a gay 
character helps to make it more 
believable to others. A fellow 
discriminated identity is saying that 
bisexuality does not exist; they are part 
of the same community bisexuality is 
associated with, so how can he be 
wrong? 

The episode’s representation of 
bisexuality only gets worse from this 
scene on. This was the show’s 
opportunity to show the truth behind 
bisexuality, whether they wanted this 
character to be bisexual or not. The two 
characters go on their date, and it goes 
well, but then later in the episode they 
decide to just kiss to see how they feel. 
After their kiss, Blaine thinks for a 
moment, and then says, “Yeah, I’m gay. 
One hundred percent gay,” (Brennan & 
Stoltz, 2011). The idea that he is gay just 
because he did not enjoy one kiss with 

one girl is what keeps people like that 
family member from changing their 
views. That woman could not get behind 
bisexuality because she believed people 
that identified that way are interested in 
everyone, and they wanted to be with 
everyone. For Glee to have Blaine 
exclaim that he knows he is gay because 
he did not enjoy their kiss perpetuates 
the idea that bisexual people are, in fact, 
attracted to every person they come 
across. In other words, they are saying 
that Blaine must be gay because if he 
were bisexual, he would absolutely be 
into this one girl, because he must be. 

The Impact of Glee 

With any form of representation, good 
or bad, comes a response. I am using this 
opportunity to take a look at how people 
responded to season 2, episode 14 of 
Glee. I decided to take a look at the 
comments underneath a video found on 
YouTube of the scene where Kurt 
shares his opinion on bisexuality. People 
tend to share their honest opinion on 
YouTube because they can hide behind 
their username, so I thought this would 
be the best place to start. In order to find 
a variety of comments, I looked at 
multiple videos uploaded of the same 
scene so I could do my best to find as 
many comments as possible 
(juliannenor, 2013; Ian, 2016). The first 
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batch of comments I came across had 
the same idea: they were surprised at 
how this scene went down. One viewer 
commented, “Kurt, I feel a little insulted 
by your definition of bisexuality,” (The 
one and only Tardis, 2017). While it is 
unclear how this commenter identifies in 
terms of sexuality, this does not matter 
because anyone has the right to feel 
disappointed in the lack of/inaccurate 
representation of any community. This 
scene had the potential to provide 
viewers with an accurate view of 
bisexuality, but its writers and producers 
took the wrong direction. Another 
viewer commented as well, “It’s so 
surprising and appalling that Kurt goes 
on about being open minded and now he 
is saying there is no such thing as 
bisexual,” (Jacob Dunbar, 2018). His 
comment seems to suggest that the 
opinions coming from this scene do not 
match up with who the character is. If 
this seems out of character to those who 
watch the show, one cannot help but ask 
the question: Who does this opinion 
actually belong to? One could not help 
but wonder how the writers of this show 
truly feel about bisexuality, if this is how 
they choose to represent it. The last 
comment I came across in this first batch 
was a negative sentiment about bisexual 
people. The comment suggests that the 
idea of bisexual people hanging out with 

gay people is absurd, because they claim 
that there were no bisexual people when 
they attended school (Glen Jones, 2018). 

The second batch of comments I 
looked at provided an insight on how 
this scene impacts those who do identify 
as bisexual. The first comment I came 
across stated, “Wow this is appalling. 
For a second, I actually thought they 
would turn a biphobic situation around 
and make it educational, but nope, it’s 
just biphobic all around” (itsjulia, 2017). 
This person called it like they saw it. In 
their view, the whole scene was attacking 
bisexuals and their very identity. How 
would this make people feel about 
themselves?  This question led me to the 
next few comments I read. One stated, 
“Good job Glee of making bi people feel 
worse than they already do on 
mainstream TV” (Fred S., 2017). 
Looking at these comments also helped 
me to understand how all of this can 
impact someone when it comes to 
coming out. One person admitted, “I 
watched this before I really knew for 
sure I was bi and it actually made me feel 
so much worse. Like somehow people 
can’t be bi,” (Maddy Krebs, 2019). 
Another person echoed a similar 
sentiment when they explained that they 
always felt as though, in order to feel 
comfortably part of the LGBTQ 
community, they needed to emphasize 
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their attraction to the opposite sex rather 
than their attraction to the same sex 
(dani dkg, 2019). Seeing these comments 
really forces one to think about the true 
nature of their words. If Glee had 
handled this episode differently, then 
people watching this before they came to 
terms with their identity may have felt 
differently about themselves. While this 
Glee episode was just one example, the 
number of comments suggests that the 
more hurtful representation there is, the 
more harmful it is for the bisexual 
community. 

Time Doesn’t Change Everything 

Bisexuality and the confusion on how to 
properly represent and define it is not a 
new thing. In Leland’s 1995 Newsweek 
article, the idea of some sort of bisexual 
rise is highlighted. However, instead of 
writing the facts as to what bisexuality is, 
this article focuses more on different 
views of it, and how people react to it. 
An overarching theme prominent 
throughout the entire article was the idea 
that bisexuality equals more sexual 
relations. The article, when talking about 
bisexual relationships, focuses on the 
sexual parts, rather than the emotional 
parts of a relationship. This reminded 
me of what the woman I came across 
said. I could not help but think maybe if 
she saw a different view on bisexuality, 

then maybe that whole awkward 
situation would not have happened? She 
did not come up with these opinions by 
herself. She had to come across 
something in her life that led her to this 
‘revelation.’ While I will never know for 
sure if it was this specific article that lead 
people to their incorrect and negative 
views, I know that this article is not an 
anomaly. There are others out there, and 
until we fight for change, there will 
continue to be more articles like this one. 
 One specific line in Leland’s (1995) 
article stood out to me the most. This 
line suggested that bisexuality causes an 
incurable insecurity in relationships 
because it gives people the idea “that we 
may not ever really be able to fulfill our 
partners or be fulfilled ourselves” (para. 
12). This plays into the stereotype that 
those who identify as bisexual need 
constant sexual attention because they 
want everyone, as echoed by the woman 
at the dinner with my boyfriend’s 
mother. 
 Bisexuality is not a new thing. 
Negative representation and attention 
towards bisexuality is not a new thing. 
These stereotypes and opinions started 
somewhere. Leland’s article might not 
have been the beginning of biphobia, but 
it gives us an idea on what it looked like 
back then and how long this has been 
going on for. This article was written in 
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1995, and this essay is being written in 
2020. Twenty-five years have passed, but 
have we really made much progress? 

Bohemian Rhapsody 

Unfortunately, Glee is not alone when it 
comes to television shows and movies 
paying bisexuality dust when it comes to 
representation. A prime example of bi-
erasure is in the movie Bohemian Rhapsody 
(Singer, 2019). While I am well aware 
that Freddie Mercury is a real person, 
and Queen is a real band, I am choosing 
to look at this from a fictional 
perspective. Mercury’s journey and 
sexuality are his to define, and that is 
why I am viewing him as just a character. 
 Bohemian Rhapsody premiered in 2019, 
produced by Graham King and Jim 
Beach (“Bohemian Rhapsody,” 2020). 
In the film, Mercury is shown falling in 
love with a woman, Mary, during his 
journey to fame. He even proposes to 
her at one point in the movie, and pens 
a song titled, “Love of My Life” for her. 
Throughout the film it is clear that 
Freddie has a deep connection to Mary. 
However, the film also shows scenes 
where it is insinuated that he has love 
affairs with men while away on tour. 
 All of these secret affairs come to a 
head in one particular scene. Mary and 
Freddie sit on their couch, watching a 
recording of Queen playing “Love of My 

Life,” (Stark Productions, 2019). Mary is 
visibly upset, and after a while, Freddie 
looks at her and states, “I think I might 
be bisexual,” (Stark Productions, 2019). 
Mary looks right back at Freddie, and 
says, “Freddie, you’re gay,” (Stark 
Productions, 2019). Not only does she 
completely ignore what he has identified 
as, she disregards the possibility that he 
could both love her and be attracted to 
men. I chose to use this scene because it 
is a true story for many bisexual people 
out there. Due to scenes in popular 
television shows and movies like this 
one, there are people out there who 
believe bisexuality does not exist and 
have no problem erasing one’s identity 
when they come out. 
 This was a dangerous scene to put in a 
movie about such an iconic person. One 
cannot help but wonder how this will 
impact how parents who watched this 
would react to their children if they 
identified as bisexual, like Freddie tried 
to do so. There are also the children who 
may see this scene and think that 
bisexuality is not a real thing. This scene 
had the potential to be a great example 
of coming out and how to respond to it, 
but instead took the road into danger.  

Jane the Virg in Gets It Right 

While negative representation is quite 
common in media, positive 

Dissenting Voices, volume 9, issue 1 (Spring 2020) 42



representation is not impossible. 
Although media has a long history of 
completely disregarding the true nature 
of bisexuality, it would be a disservice for 
me to ignore when representation has 
been done correctly. Jane the Virgin is a 
perfect example for how shows should 
and could introduce a bisexual character, 
and exactly how to represent bisexual 
identity without relying on harmful 
stereotypes. Jane the Virgin centers on a 
religious young adult who is artificially 
inseminated by accident. The show 
focuses on how this impacts her life and 
everyone in it (IMBd, 2020). The show 
decided to represent bisexuality in the 
season four, episode five episode, 
“Chapter Sixty-Nine” (Gillard & 
Sciarrotta, 2017). In this episode, Jane 
finds out that her current boyfriend, 
Adam, is bisexual and has been with men 
in the past. At first glance, it seems as 
though Jane the Virgin is going to face an 
epic failure when it comes to proper 
representation of bisexuals, but instead 
viewers are lead to a beautiful scene at 
the end of the episode. Initially, Jane 
pretends as though finding this out does 
not bother her, but then she goes on a 
spiral throughout the episode. She finally 
decides to come clean to Adam. The 
show began dismissing bisexual 
stereotypes almost immediately. Jane 
politely asks Adam if his true destination 

was finding out that he was, in fact, gay. 
Adam disregards this right away, “No, 
definitely not,” (Gillard & Sciarrotta, 
2017). Adam goes on to explain that it 
simply means he is looking for a 
connection, and not a gender. This one 
sentence goes against the entire episode 
of Glee (2009). Glee insinuates that 
bisexuality is not real.  Jane the Virgin 
assures its viewers that it most certainly 
is. Jane then admits that she is well aware 
that she is not able to provide Adam 
with what a man could, but he explains 
that she cannot provide him with what 
any other woman could either. He 
assures Jane that none of that matters, “I 
don’t want to be with anyone else, 
regardless of gender” (Gillard & 
Sciarrotta, 2017). This sentence debunks 
what the woman I encountered had to 
say. She was going on and on about how 
bisexual people want everyone, but Jane 
the Virgin explains how untrue this is for 
Adam. He explains to her that his 
attraction to other people, regardless of 
what gender they identify as, does not 
matter to him because none of them are 
her. The entirety of this episode shows 
everyone that proper representation is 
possible. If the proper care and respect 
is put into it, bisexual people can and 
should be included in media, but only if 
it will leave a positive impact for them. 
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 While Jane the Virgin’s depiction of 
bisexual people is better than both Glee 
and Bohemian Rhapsody, we cannot ignore 
the fact that it did get a few things 
wrong. While my focus for this essay was 
bisexuality and the bad reputation that 
media gives it, I do have to comment on 
the lack of visibility for transgender and 
non-binary people here. The focus of 
being attracted to both men and women 
erases those who may not identify as 
either. It also paints bisexual people as all 
accepting and understanding of 
transgender and non-binary people. As 
with all different types of identities, there 
are bisexual people who do discriminate 
against others. Therefore, it is untrue of 
me to say that gender does not matter to 
all bisexual people. However, I do 
believe that the representation seen in 
this episode was a step in the right 
direction, and it is the direction we need 
to keep going in. 

The Importance of Intersectionality 

I would be remiss as both a feminist and 
a writer if I did not bring up the complex 
intersections of erasure and violence that 
bisexual people face. As previously 
mentioned in the beginning of this essay, 
representation is incredibly important 
for every and any identity that exists. It 
helps the people who may identify as a 
race, sexuality, gender, etc. that may not 

be considered ‘the norm’ realize that 
they are not alone, and nothing is wrong 
with them. However, it is just as 
important to learn that not every person 
that shares an identity shares the exact 
same experience. 
 Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term 
“intersectionality” to refer to the unique 
forms of oppression that Black women 
experience at the intersections of racism 
and sexism (1989). Ahir Gopaldas 
defines intersectionality as “the 
interactivity of social identity structures 
such as race, class, and gender in 
fostering life experiences, especially 
experiences of privilege and 
oppression,” (2013, p. 90). In simpler 
terms, this quote is saying that all of our 
different identities work together to 
create our own unique experiences. For 
example, I am a woman. Being a woman 
in this society comes with many sexist 
challenges. I am also white. This means 
that I was born with the privilege that 
many white people, regardless of gender, 
have. In my experience of being a 
woman, I have more privilege and less 
oppression and experience different 
types of oppression than a black woman. 
 I bring all of this up to say that there 
was not much intersectionality with non-
white racial identities in the examples of 
representation I came across. Glee itself 
has a lot of diverse characters, based on 
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race, ability, sexuality, weight, etc., but 
the three characters I mainly discuss are 
all white, and only one is a woman. The 
character questioning their sexuality was 
a man. Bohemian Rhapsody is about the 
journey of a man as well. Freddie 
Mercury, while possibly portrayed as 
white, was not actually white in real life 
(“Freddie Mercury,” 2020). Jane the 
Virgin (Gilliard & Sciarrotta, 2017) was 
better by the fact that the character that 
was bisexual was a Latino, but he was 
also a man. 
 While I know there is representation 
of bisexual women out there, these three 
examples are quite popular and known.  
There are not many other forms of 
oppressed identities within these 
examples. We as a society cannot just 
code a character as bisexual and applaud 
ourselves for “doing the right thing.” We 
need to actually do the work to make 
sure we are representing the identity in 
the right way, and also include all of the 
other types of identities in addition to 
bisexuality. 
 
 
 
 

Letter from the Author 

I went back and forth with myself for 
quite a while when writing this paper. I 
knew this topic was extremely important 
and needed to be talked about, but 
bringing myself into the equation was 
scary. Like I mentioned in the beginning, 
I am not out. Not completely, anyway. 
For me to write this essay and say to my 
readers, “I am bisexual,” I had to really 
make sure I was ready. That is when I 
felt it in my bones. Not only did I want 
to include myself, I felt as though I had 
to. I wrote about a few different 
examples of bisexuality being tossed 
away as if it is not real, as if it is an excuse 
to get with anyone and everyone, etc. 
How could I sit here and talk about how 
important it is for bisexual people to be 
viewed as real and valid if I cannot do 
the same for myself? The way I see it is, 
we cannot let people who are biased 
against bisexual people win. They are 
wrong and we know they are wrong, so 
why should we hide who we are because 
of them? I am who I am, and someone’s 
factually inaccurate opinion of me will 
not hold me back. My name is Samantha 
Newsom, and I am bisexual. Your 
opinions do not define me.
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ISAIAH LOUIS-JEAN  State University of New York College at Brockport 

What are the effects of American 
Culture on International Female 

Youth? 

This research examines what American media (specifically music videos) sells to its audiences and what 
various self-identified young adult cisgender women from various global perspectives take away in terms of 
beauty standards, culture, and social interactions. Although American media can be positive and 
stimulate revolutionary social change, much Western media promotes negative internal feelings for many 
foreign female youths. 

The impact of American culture on other civilizations is widespread and well known. For 
example, if you were to look up the top 10 songs on any music chart in any country in 
the world, most likely these songs will be made from American media. However, if you 
were to look at this same information, you would find that songs of other cultures do not 
have nearly the same impact. This is not only evident through pop culture but also the 
many American behaviors and customs adopted by citizens of distant countries. 
Interestingly, this idea can be viewed through a feminist lens. Studies have shown that 
most young adult women deal with body image issues and are more accepting of 
unrealistic female representations and gendered behaviors learned through the media. 
This research will be looking into what American media (specifically music videos) sells 
to its audiences and what various self-identified young adult cisgender women from  
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various global perspectives take away in 
terms of beauty standards, culture, and 
social interactions. Although American 
media can be positive and stimulate 
revolutionary social change, much 
Western media promotes negative 
internal feelings for many foreign female 
youths. 

This paper is rooted in a qualitative 
focus group I personally conducted. It 
utilizes the thoughts and feelings of six 
young female foreign exchange students 
from Jamaica, South Korea, France, and 
Japan. The study conducted looked at 
two main questions: First, what are the 
opinions of female foreign exchange 
students regarding Western media and 
second, what patterns do these opinions 
show? These questions build on 
previous research.  In other studies, we 
can see that there is a correlation 
between Western media, foreign culture, 
and body image that clearly illustrates 
this work is rooted in feminist 
methodology.  

The procedure of this focus group was 
simple. We viewed four music videos:  
(1) Anaconda by Nicki Minaj (2014); (2) 
Tainted Love by Marilyn Manson (2001); 
(3) Bad Romance by Lady Gaga (2009); 
and (4) Kick the Dust Up by Luke Bryan 
(2015). I chose to utilize music videos 
because this form of media takes a 
relatively short time to portray a message 

with an accompanying song. Especially 
if the song is a massive hit, it will attract 
a massive audience, so it was important 
for me to see what these short videos 
portray. After this we engaged in an 
open discussion stimulated by a few 
questions to help extract some specific 
information I was searching for. We 
established a working agreement to be 
respectful and clearly communicate. I 
had established friendships with those 
who were in my study, so they were not 
completely unknown to me. I also hoped 
this would help my participants feel 
comfortable watching and discussing 
sexuality and objectivity honestly. The 
only ethical issue raised was the privacy 
of our focus group, so I planned to 
conduct the focus group in a secluded 
room with just the participants and 
myself. All findings were confidential 
during the actual talk as well as after. 

Findings from my study are interesting 
and support the fact that Western media 
negatively affects young foreign girls and 
women. We watched each video entirely 
and then paused for a brief discussion on 
how the video affected each participant. 
We began with “Anaconda” by Nicki 
Minaj. This video, a hip-hop track from 
2014 rapped by an African American 
female, includes erotic dancing and 
many sexual innuendos. The opinions 
for this video illustrate a lot of 
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discomfort. The dancing in this video 
simulates a variety of sexual poses and 
my participants felt it symbolically was 
reinforcing females as porn stars and sex 
workers. Many participants used words 
like “disgusting”, “degrading”, and 
“harmful” to describe the video. My 
participant from Jamaica highlighted 
how the video only includes a 
disproportionate amount of light skin 
and dark skin African Americans. She 
noticed how there were more light 
skinned dancers, who were spotlighted 
more and were more likely to be seen 
surrounding Minaj herself. The darker 
skin dancers were often placed in the 
back or to the side. This realization 
illustrates that Western media, willingly 
or not, takes part in colorism. 

After this discussion we moved on to 
Marilyn Manson’s Tainted Love. This 
video is a hard rock take on a pop classic 
and features girls at a house party 
dancing on poles and in lingerie. The 
views on this video were similar. Many 
of the participants illustrated how this 
video made them feel like they must be 
sexy in order to be valued. The main 
female in the music video is a modest 
“nerd” who eventually follows all the 
other girls at this party and ends up 
becoming a gothic go-go dancer. Before 
this she was socially outcast at this party, 
but once she lets down her hair and rips 

off her clothes, she is suddenly loved by 
everyone. There is another scene where 
female dancers are seen wearing mascot 
rabbit heads and wearing lace lingerie 
while being spanked by Marilyn Manson 
himself. My participants agreed that 
these acts are illustrating that women 
must use their bodies and sexuality to be 
valued and accepted by society. They felt 
that even though these women are not 
particularly famous, they are role models 
for the audience viewing this music 
video. Their conformity to these 
degrading situations speaks volumes to 
the audience. 

The next music video we viewed was 
Bad Romance by Lady Gaga. This video 
features pop superstar Lady Gaga in 
avant-garde and revealing fashion. This 
discussion focused mainly on Gaga’s 
look. She was mostly in revealing 
clothing, wearing a lot of makeup, and 
her hair was extremely bleached blonde. 
This look reinforced the stereotypical 
beauty standard established by Western 
media. All the participants said that after 
viewing this video, they felt less happy 
with their looks because they did not feel 
like they fit the mold of what beauty is. 
There is another scene in which Gaga is 
auctioned off by men and “sold” for a 
billion dollars. Participants again 
highlighted that her conformity to the 
degrading acts perpetuate this vicious 
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cycle. 
The final music video we watched was 

Kick the Dust Up by Luke Bryan. This 
video is a country track featuring scantily 
dressed women partying in a cornfield. 
Participants agreed that this video was 
the most “American” music video and 
that they would be more apt to view 
American women as sexualized after 
viewing this music video. The women 
are all wearing as little as possible and 
they seem to be happy in their roles as 
props for the music video. This video 
didn’t stimulate too much new dialogue, 
but the participants felt that the video 
does illustrate that women need to be 
sexy, young, and even under the 
influence of alcohol to be valued and to 
have fun. 

To conclude our discussion, I asked 
the participants some final wrap-up 
questions. I first asked, does it matter the 
gender of who is degrading and 
oppressing women in their music 
videos? The women all agreed that it 
doesn’t matter and that oppression is still 
oppression. They feel that regardless of 
the artist who does the oppression, they 
are still causing harm to the women in 
the video as well as to the audience 
watching these videos. I also asked the 
participants to summarize how they feel 
after watching these music videos. 
Overall, the participants unanimously 

felt uncomfortable with themselves and 
had increased self-consciousness. In 
summary, the feedback I received 
illustrates there are a lot of subliminal 
cues reinforcing stereotypes perpetuated 
by society. The women in my study felt 
that constantly watching women being 
degraded and oppressed in music videos 
negatively impacts their own views on 
themselves and normalizes this 
behavior. On top of this, all participants 
voiced that music videos like these are 
being regularly produced in their native 
countries. The impact of these music 
videos and American media in general is 
very large and strong. 

One may ask, “If American media has 
such negative effects on young women, 
both domestic and foreign, where do 
these practices come from and why do 
we still use them?” There has been much 
research done on global beauty 
standards and practices. What we 
consider to be modern beauty standards 
has not always been the norm in 
American culture. Many years ago the 
standards were the complete opposite 
(Lavine et al., 1999). In the 1600s to 
1800s, a full figure was considered the 
ideal for women. It indicated a high 
socioeconomic status and good health 
(Lavine et al., 1999; Fraser, 1998). In the 
1800s, women were considered sexy and 
attractive if they were bigger and had 
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more fat on their bodies. This meant that 
they had the money to afford food and 
were able to conceive children (Fraser, 
1998). Upper class women wanted more 
weight on their body in order to illustrate 
their status and health (Fraser, 1998). 
Weight on a woman indicated that her 
husband was successful, and they had 
ample money (Fraser, 1998). Women 
began to wear tight-laced corsets to 
enhance their bodies, which gave them 
the illusion of a curvy figure. These 
corsets made the waist unnaturally tiny 
while emphasizing the curves of the hips 
and buttocks (Lew et al., 2007). In 1890, 
Cosmopolitan magazine listed the 
attributes of the most admired American 
women. They included golden hair, 
brown eyes, soft and smooth skin with 
olive tone, little color in cheeks, defined 
features, and a healthy, curvaceous body 
shape (Fraser, 1998). However, by the 
end of the 1800s, food was not as hard 
to access and the larger size was no 
longer a sign of wealth and prestige. This 
then gave rise to the popularity of 
thinness. (Fraser, 1998). The ideal 
woman at this time was known as “the 
Gibson Girl”, created by artist Charles 
Dana Gibson (Zimmerman, 1997). This 
sketch was tall, had a slender frame, tiny 
waist, and dainty features. This was the 
first constructed image that many 
women were now trying to emulate 

(Austin, 1999).  
After many decades of constantly 

changing societal beauty standards, the 
Barbie Doll and Playboy magazine were 
introduced in 1959. This began to set 
more unreasonable standards of beauty 
for women (Frith et al., 2005). The 
Barbie Doll had large breasts, long blond 
hair, a tiny waist, narrow hips, and long 
legs. Many young girls and women were 
determined (and still are) to look like 
Barbie (Frith et al., 2005). Between the 
1970s and the 1990s, there was an overall 
emphasis on weight loss. Thinness was 
promoted continuously as the ideal body 
shape (Barber, 1998). This ideal became 
so severe and unrealistic that women 
could not achieve these standards 
without severe dieting, excessive 
exercise routines, surgery, and other 
unhealthy behaviors (Lavine et al., 1999). 
In an intersectional lens, researchers 
conducted studies including Caribbean 
women. These studies confirmed that 
African women have a cultural tolerance 
for being overweight and obese as 
compared to European and Caucasian 
American women (Barber, 1998). The 
underweight and extremely thin female 
body shapes were associated with 
malnutrition, poor health, and poverty in 
the African community (Lavine et al., 
1999). In times of slavery, many slaves 
were subjected to the deprivation of 
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food. The poor nutritional content of 
this diet did not supply enough calories 
or nutrients. Slaves became deficient in 
calcium, vitamin A, and thiamine, thus 
more susceptible to diseases (Fraser, 
1998). This historical background can 
explain the difference in views between 
the racial groups. In American culture, 
being white and thin has become the 
most accepted characteristics of physical 
attractiveness. Globally, women rely on 
television and fashion magazines to 
determine beauty. These and many other 
forms of media encourage body image 
dissatisfaction among women. Instead 
of reflecting on cultural values, many 
international women turn to mass media 
for expectations and social norms and as 
a gauge of what is normal (Frith et al., 
2005). 

One could say that this paper offers 
the few feminist views of Western media 
but regardless, there are many studies 
looking at American media and foreign 
culture. In many online photo galleries, 
one can see the “American” ideals in 
many foreign countries. For example, we 
are shown very thin and “naturally” 
beautiful women in France, we are 
shown thin noses and rhinoplasties in 
Iran, and in Japan we see the use of 
umbrellas to avoid sun and keep pale 
skin and the use of chemicals to 
straighten hair. These ideals are mainly 

seen in Western cultures such as the 
United States and Great Britain. The 
most likely way these ideals have been 
translated is through the intake of media 
such as TV, movies, and music videos 
which have depicted these ideal beauty 
standards. An interesting study sought to 
look at skin bleaching in Jamaica. A 
woman named Jody Cooper said she 
“didn't make a conscious decision” 
when bleaching her skin. (Frith et al., 
2005). She just grew up seeing it and was 
following the women she looked up to. 
Through the information this study is 
giving, one can see that the people 
(specifically young women) of Jamaica 
are being influenced by the images and 
messages being shown to them by the 
predominantly American media. With a 
large level of body image dysphoria and 
eating disorders among females globally, 
numerous researchers claim that 
Western media are powerful 
contributors to the propagation of the 
idea that American beauty society is 
desirable (Zimmerman, 1997). 
According to Fraser (1998), 50 percent 
of women in a study compared 
themselves to models in advertisements 
half the time or more. These 
advertisements, in turn, made them 
dislike their body. American ideas of 
what represents socially acceptable 
beauty fail to recognize both the races 

Dissenting Voices, volume 9, issue 1 (Spring 2020) 54



and genders of minorities and distant 
cultures. 

Throughout the years, numerous 
researchers have delved into body image 
disturbance research. Negative verbal 
comments from family and friends, 
mental and physical risk factors, low self-
esteem, and media images and messages 
all contribute to body image 
dissatisfaction among women. Some say 
it is very hard and even impossible to 
prove that media can cause or effect 
one’s behavioral pattern. The research I 
and others have conducted makes it clear 
that American media and society are 
causing great dissatisfaction among 
women and girls around the world. 
American media perpetuates the idea 

that American beauty standards are the 
most attractive and what women all 
around the world should strive for. The 
global audience absorbs music videos 
and media perpetuating these negative 
standards, demonstrated by negative 
comments and low self-esteem in young 
girls and women. International 
audiences also recreate similar media in 
their own countries. It is clear to see that 
women globally are negatively affected, 
and it is important to start discussion of 
the negativity promoted by American 
media in order to make life better for 
women everywhere. Through 
continuous discussion, analysis, and 
avocation, we can make this world a truly 
better place. 
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SHANTISE BALKUM  State University of New York College at Brockport 

The Evolution of the Black Woman 

To Those Who Came Before Me 

“The most disrespected person in America is the Black woman, the most unprotected 
person in America is the Black woman, the most neglected person in America is the Black 
woman”, said the late, great Malcolm X in 1962. It is easy to say that women in general 
have suffered and been through many struggles, but when it comes to talking about and 
really acknowledging the struggles of the Black woman, they are mostly brushed off 
because of the many stereotypes that Black women are up against. Throughout history it 
has always been Black women against the world. They have been associated with many 
different forms of stereotypes such as the “Aunt Jemimah,” “Jezebel,” “Sapphire,” and 
“tragic mulatta,” just to name a few (Crenshaw, 1991; Davis, 2019; White, 1999). 

Dominant western feminism had three waves: The first wave (1850s-1940s) focused on 
voting rights for women; the second wave (1960s-1980s) focused on women's liberation 
movement for equal legal and social rights; and the third wave (1990s-present) focuses 
on how women's lives are intersectional and shaped by multiple overlapping forces of 
oppression in addition to patriarchy (Cott, 1987). The dominant feminist movement 
signified that everyone should be treated equally. However Black women know that it 
was mainly for middle-class white women and separated to create Black feminism  in the 
second wave. Black feminism in the second wave brought more attention to Black 
women’s critiques of white women (Roth, 2003). 
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In this essay, I want to show how 
stereotypes persist and how their 
oppressive power continues to harm 
Black people over time.  I will use a lens 
of critical Black feminist thought to 
show that for Black women there are still 
changes to be made, that we should all 
fight back against the stereotypes that 
are holding us back, and we can do this 
by starting with the "Mammy" because 
she is one of the earliest examples of a 
stereotype that continues to harm Black 
women today.  

Who Is the REAL Mammy? 

The Mammy is a 100-year-old racist 
stereotype that started back during 
slavery and is still impacting Black 
women. It has perpetuated other 
stereotypes, like the angry Black woman, 
jezebel, and welfare mother just to name 
a few. Pilgrim (2012) writes, "The 
Mammy image served the political, 
social, and economic views and interests 
of the mainstream white America […]  
The Mammy image was used to justify 
keeping Black women enslaved, 
suggesting that they were content and 
happy in this position." The Mammy is 
more than just an image or a thought, or 
even a product. She is a real person, but 
she isn't exactly who society thinks she 
is.   

During slavery, the Mammy was used  

 
Figure 1. Mammy Stereotype. From 
“Mammy Stereotype Image Gallery 02,” by 
D. Pilgrim, 2012.  
(https://www.ferris.edu/HTMLS/news/ji
mcrow/mammies/more/mammy-image-
gallery-02.htm). 

as proof that Black women were 
contented and even happy with being a 
slave. "Her wide grin, laughter, and loyal 
servitude were offered as evidence of the 
‘humanity’ of the institution of slavery" 
(Pilgrim, 2012, para. 2). The fictional 
Mammy is portrayed as an older woman, 
overweight and with very dark skin. 
Pilgrim describes her as a loyal, maternal, 
nonthreatening, obedient, and 
submissive caregiver, but independent 
and sassy towards others. She was 
devoted to her owners, and her main 
goal in life was to care for their needs. 
Some portrayals of the Mammy show 
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her with a family of her own, but her 
duties always came first. Mammy was 
portrayed as neglectful to her own 
family, due to her being very devoted to 
her white family.  She treated her family 
horribly and had no friends who were 
also Black.  

This Mammy was created by white 
southerners to redeem the relationships 
between Black women and white men 
within the slave society in response to 
the antislavery attack from the north 
during the antebellum period (Patton, 
1993). What people don't know is that 
the REAL Mammy was the opposite. 
The house servants were usually young 
and skinny. They often had fair skin 
because they were typically mixed race, 
the product of the Black slave woman 
and her white slave master. When the 
Mammy image was created, she was 
deliberately constructed to suggest 
ugliness. The creators needed to 
desexualize her in every way to show that 
slave owners were not sexually 
exploiting Black women (Pilgrim, 2012).  

The Mammy fits into the stereotype of 
what is believed to be the ideal look and 
body shape of Black women, which in its 
own right is completely wrong, and 
another discrimination towards Black 
women. She is seen as someone who 
dislikes her race and her people, who she 
should identify with the most.  Mammy 

is all about the white family: everything 
she does in life is for them. Although this 
was set during the times of slavery, we 
still see the Mammy everywhere we go. 
She is in every store, every home, and 
even in schools. To see her all you have 
to do is walk down the food aisles or 
open a cupboard. We see her today on 
the syrup bottles, pancake boxes, cookie 
jars, and blankets famously known as the 
"Aunt Jemima".  

 
Figure 2. Jemima Display. From “The 
Mammy Caricature” by D. Pilgrim, 2015. 
(https://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/mammie
s/). 

The Impact of the Mammy in 
Today’s Society 

What many people don't know is that the 
Mammy still has an effect on Black 
women all over the world, but more so 
it affects darker-skinned women. The 
media's version of the Mammy told 
dark-skinned women that they were not 
acceptable, that they were ugly, and that 
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they are who you shouldn't want to be 
and/or look like. A popular TV show, A 
Different World, featured an episode 
entitled "Mammy Dearest", which 
addressed the issues she still raises. The 
characters talked about how the Mammy 
not only created turmoil between Black 
and whites, but how she also created 
turmoil between the African American 
community themselves by introducing 
colorism. This very thing caused one of 
the biggest debates between African 
Americans on what kind of Black is 
considered to be beautiful.  

The year 1960 is when Black feminism 
came into broader public view due to the 
civil rights movement excluding women 
from any leadership positions and the 
mainstream feminist movement largely 
focusing on issues – like working outside 
of the home doing things other than 
cooking, cleaning and caring for the kids 
– that solely impacted white middle-class 
women. There is little evidence that 
Black women participated in the 
organization or what they wanted to get 
out of the Civil Rights Movement.  Black 
women struggled to even be heard. The 
Black feminist movement was there to 
get Black women the voice they needed 
to be heard. There were women like 
Alice Walker, Patricia Hill Collins, 
Angela Davis, Maya Angelou, and 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, who each played a 
big part in Black feminism. 

First, Angela Davis was a part of many 
different groups throughout her life like 
the Black Feminist Movement, the Black 
Panthers, and Critical Resistance. Within 
these groups, she helped fight for 
African Americans as a whole and 
separately. In her later years, she became 
a university professor while continuing 
to do interviews and public speaking as 
a way to keep up her activism and fight 
for the Black community (Davis, 1974; 
Perkins, 2000). 

Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term 
“intersectionality” (1989). Her theory 
was about how overlapping or 
intersecting social identities, particularly 
minority identities, relate to systems and 
structures of oppression, domination, or 
discrimination. This theory shows that 
there is never one form of oppression 
without the other and you can't just try 
to fix one system of oppression without 
fixing them all (Crenshaw 1989, 1991). 

Alice Walker coined the term 
"Womanist," which means to be a Black 
feminist or a feminist of color (Izgarjan 
& Markov, 2012). She wrote books that 
detail things she witnessed as well as 
about some of the struggles Black 
women faced. Her most popular novel 
was later turned into a movie called The 
Color Purple (1992). The novel follows a 
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young, troubled Black woman fighting 
her way through not just racist white 
culture but patriarchal Black culture as 
well.  

Patricia Hill Collins originally 
published her book titled Black Feminist 
Thought in 1990. The book focuses on 
three important topics: First, the 
oppressions of gender, race, and class, 
sexuality, and how Black women have 
unique histories at the intersections of 
systems of power; second, how they 
have created world views out of a need 
for self-definition and to work on behalf 
of social justice; third, how Black 
women's specific experiences with 
intersecting systems of oppression 
provide a window into these same 
processes for other individuals and 
social groups. 

Lastly, there is Maya Angelou. Maya 
Angelou is a famous poet and author 
who wrote about things she experienced 
in her life as well as things that Black 
women need to hear about themselves. 
She wrote about how Black women 
should be proud of who they are, where 
they come from, and how they look and 
choose to wear their hair. Her most 
famous works include a book called I 
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1971) 
(which is being read in many schools) 
and two poems called “Still I Rise” 

(1978) and “Phenomenal Woman” 
(1978).  

The list of amazing Black women who 
did and are still doing so much for Black 
women could go on and on, but these 
are just a few of them. These women just 
like so many others dared to stand up 
and make a difference and fight for what 
they believe in so many different ways. 
They made the world hear their voice 
and the voice of Black women 
everywhere, whether in the form of a 
poem, speech, book, movie, or in a 
classroom. They taught us that if we 
don't stand up for ourselves, then no one 
else will stand up for us; if we don't speak 
up for ourselves, then who will. Lastly, 
they taught us that we as Black women 
are strong, bold, and beautiful. We have 
power; we have a voice. More 
importantly, they taught us that we 
should hold our heads up high and be 
proud Black girls and women who uplift 
one another.  

Within the past three to five years, 
there have been more movements, 
hashtags, and award shows to uplift and 
show appreciation for Black girls and 
women. Some examples are the Black 
Girls Rock! Award Show (BET Press, 
2015) and hashtags such as 
#BlackGirlMagic, 
#MyBlackIsBeautiful, #BlackHair, and 
#BlackExcellence, just to name a few. 
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These were all created by other Black 
people. The world is seeing that Black 
women as a whole are still 
underrepresented, misrepresented, and 
underappreciated. Songs are being 
created such as Beyoncé's "Brown Skin 
Girl" (2019), and books are now being 
sold encouraging little Black girls to love 
their afros, curls, and hair texture, all 
because they are being suspended and 
kicked out of school for how they 
choose to wear their hair. These 
hashtags exist because Black women had 
to fight the hardest fight, and deserve to 
be celebrated and accepted for who they 
are, the curves they have, the way they 
wear their hair, and for having to work 
ten times as hard as someone who isn't 
African American just to prove that they 
can do it and that they belong.    

Dear Black Girls 

You being Black is a battle you have 
already won. Don’t let the world see your 
fears. Hold your head up high and walk 
with pride. Show the world your 
beautiful shades of brown and black no 
matter how light or how dark your skin 
is. Show the world your love for your 
thick curls, afros, braids and dreads. 
Show them your plumped lips, hips, and 
curves. Let the world know how 
amazing and beautiful you are on both 

the inside and the outside. You are 
perfect just the way you are and just as 
important as those who don’t look like 
you. 

Society doesn’t define you, the media 
doesn’t tell you who you are. You come 
from overcomers, the true definition of 
strength. So, accept nothing less than 
that for yourself. Don’t be afraid to use 
your voice. When you speak, do it with 
boldness, confidence, courage and 
purpose. You’re not an angry Black 
woman, you’re just passionate about 
what’s on your mind and in your heart. 

 
Figure 3. [Purple background with text: 
“Proud, Queen, Gifted, Confident, Melanin, 
We are Enough! Powerful, Magic, Strong” 
created by author] 
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Trans Women in 20th Century Spain  

Transgender individuals were the pioneers in pushing for visibility and safety for LGBTQIA+ 
individuals and demanding that they receive the basic human rights afforded to others. However, as some 
of these identities have quickly been integrated more frequently into social discourse and media, we have 
found that trans folks have been left behind. As a student of Spanish and Women and Gender Studies, 
I was drawn to research an area in which these disciplines overlap. The following essay explores the 
position of trans individuals in 20th century Spain and the presence and representations of trans women 
in Spanish cinema.  

20th Century Spain 

Only decades ago, from 1939 to 1975, Spain underwent a strict, conservative dictatorship, 
led by Francisco Franco. During Franco’s dictatorship, religion and politics heavily 
influenced discourse on gender and sexuality throughout the country and therefore 
shaped many decades of perceptions of gender and sexuality of Spanish citizens. Gender 
and sexuality were highly regulated, and behaviors including “non-normative marriages, 
women’s infidelity, masturbation, birth control, abortion, fashion, and a growing amount 
of sexual freedom,” were all considered unacceptable by the conservative standards of 
the Francoists (Winchester, 2017, p. 111). Any behavior that fell outside of the 
heteronormative model that ran deep through Spanish society was prohibited.  

Franco’s regime created and used legal methods to ensure that they could control 
gender and sexuality as well as force “men and women to correspond to normative
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discourses,” (Winchester, 2017, p. 108). 
In March of 1944, Franco created the 
DNI (Documento Nacional de Identidad or 
National Identity Document) as a 
document that served to identify and 
control Spanish citizens. From 1944-
1962, there was a “sex marker” on the 
document; this was just one tool used to 
enforce “gender order” and regulate 
gender and gender performance. The sex 
marker again appeared on the new 
version of the DNI in 1981 and remains 
there to this day. During the period 
where the sex marker was present on the 
DNI from ‘44- ‘62, it was possible to get 
the sex marker changed if an individual 
was diagnosed with gender dysphoria 
and undergo years of medical treatment. 
Many activists defending trans rights 
have “denounced the medicalization of 
transgenderism and the need of a gender 
dysphoria diagnosis” (Platero, 2011, p. 
608). It was necessary to stop 
medicalizing trans identities in order to 
pave the way for the incorporation of 
trans identities and, further, positive 
representation into Spanish society. 

Franco’s 36 year-long dictatorship left 
its mark on Spain. The norms and 
restrictions that Franco implemented 
would take decades to replace. 
Propaganda was an important tool that 
the dictatorship relied on. During 
Franco’s dictatorship, film was a popular 

form of propaganda to “codify and 
regulate normative femininity,” as well 
as gender and sexuality in general 
(Winchester, 2017, p. 111). Decades of 
research shows that film has an influence 
on the opinions and behaviors of its 
audience. While in this case, films were 
used as a manipulative tool, we know 
that positive representations of 
minorities in films can be powerful 
agents for social change.  

Representation in Film 

Positive representations of marginalized 
identities are incredibly important. 
Presence and accurate representation in 
mainstream media help individuals 
within marginalized groups to find a 
sense of belonging for themselves and 
for those that belong in the same 
community (Caswell et al., 2017). In a 
study of representation in community 
archives, Reina Gossett, a trans activist, 
explains that individuals of marginalized 
communities are too often faced with 
“historical isolation” (as cited in Caswell 
et al., 2017, p. 5). When there is an entire 
group missing from any representation 
in popular media, these people find no 
representation of themselves where 
many others most often look. Gossett 
continues, “Trans communities, our 
legacies and our work is so often 
erased,” (p. 5). Not only is 
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representation important for those that 
seek a reflection of themselves in the 
identities being portrayed, it is also 
important to those that fall outside of 
the represented communities. Solomon 
and Kurtz-Costes (2018) explain that 
“watching a positive representation of a 
character belonging to an outgroup may 
be as effective as ingroup contact in 
reducing viewers outgroup prejudice” 
and that this has “successfully reduced 
prejudice toward both racial and sexual 
minorities” (p. 37).  

Scholars first developed the term 
symbolic annihilation to refer to “the 
absence, under-representation, 
maligning and trivialization of women” 
within media, and have since expanded 
this term to research and analyze the 
ways that many marginalized 
communities continue to experience this 
erasure or negation of their identity by 
different forms of mainstream media 
(Caswell et al., 2017, p. 8). Spanish 
transgender individuals face significant 
levels of symbolic annihilation. While 
narratives of trans women are often 
completely left out, when we do see 
transgender characters on screen or 
present in storylines, their representation 
leaves something to be desired—many 
characters of trans women are still cast 
to fill a stereotypical role. In the case of 
representation of trans characters, “In 

these portrayals [of caricature and 
stereotype], the transgender character 
performs the work of a monstrous 
‘Other,’ a symbolic container into which 
many of humanity’s fears and anxieties 
are deposited.” (Cavalcante, 2013, p. 88).  

The representations in film and other 
mass media can sway the opinions of 
their audience. As Aveyard & Moran 
(2013) explain, film audiences have roles 
“as both agents and consumers of 
change” (p. 8). Not only is film valuable 
for entertainment, film often “generates 
dialogue, sparks policy change, and/or 
activates communities around key social 
issues” (Kaul, 2014, p. 140). In their 
2014 research, Gazzola and Morrison 
found that their participants “frequently 
cited film and television as sources for 
their negative stereotypes about trans 
women” (Solomon & Kurtz-Costes, 
2018, p. 37). They also found that 
“negative or otherwise stereotypical 
portrayals of minority characters can 
reinforce negative biases and attitudes in 
viewers,” (p. 37). Other research cited by 
Solomon & Kurtz-Costes (2018) 
illustrates the importance that films 
portray accurate representations of 
marginalized identities, rather than 
resorting to the same set of stereotypes 
that are often associated with a particular 
minority group.  
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Almodóvar’s Cinema 

Filmmaker Pedro Almodóvar has 
directed over 20 films (“Category: Films 
directed by Pedro Almodóvar”, 2018).  
He is widely renown for his 
unconventional stories of gender and 
sexuality. Specifically, he highlights 
stories of women and transgender 
characters through “bold and 
unapologetic portrayals of non-
normative desires and identities” 
(Waldron & Murray, 2014, pp. 68-69). 
Although Almodóvar has denied that his 
work plays on any direct connections to 
the dictatorship, I agree with Lev’s 
(2013) assertion that “his cinema did 
engage with the dictator’s legacy in 
brilliant, subversive ways” (p. 204). In an 
interview, Almodóvar said:  

In the ’80s, when my movies were 
particularly rich in gay and transgender 
characters, it was something that hadn’t 
appeared in Spanish movies before. I 
made a point to include these 
characters, because they were part of 
my life. I tried to treat them with the 
same naturalness that I would bring to a 
housewife or any other character. I 
wasn’t talking about their problems, or 
The Transgender Problem — I was 
saying that they exist, and their lives are 
as legitimate as any other (Thomas, 
2016, para. 10).  
Despite his reputation as a director 

that brings these marginalized 

communities to the big screen, in a 546-
page collection of research and analysis 
of Almodóvar’s films done by various 
scholars, the word transgender is used only 
one time. This sentence states, “Queer, 
transvestite, and transgender characters 
are common in Almodóvar’s films” 
(Tan, 2013, p. 461). Despite the many 
analyses and references to Almodóvar 
pushing the boundaries of gender and 
sexuality, and his significant inclusion of 
topics on gender and sexuality 
throughout his films, there is only this 
single reference to transgender 
characters. The frequent appearances of 
trans actors and actresses in 
Almodóvar’s films as well as the multiple 
storylines of trans characters are missing 
from scholarship about Almodóvar’s 
work. In the scholarship of some of his 
films that include transgender 
characters, the focus is not on the trans 
representation. Instead, the focus has 
been the body, drag, eroticism, and 
others (Waldron & Murray, 2014; Urios-
Aparisi, 2010; Acevedo-Munoz, 2003; 
Cervantes, 2014; Lange-Churion, 2016).  

Cuesta mucho ser autentica, señora 

In Almodóvar’s Todo sobre mi madre [All 
About My Mother] (1999), two of the 
characters that lead the storyline from 
start to finish are trans women. The film 
was well received internationally. Some 
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of its awards include the award for Best 
Director at the Cannes Film Festival and 
the Oscar for Best Foreign Film, to 
name just a few. The characters of 
Agrado (Antonia San Juan) and Lola 
(Toni Cantó) are the focus of this 
analysis. Neither of the actors cast for 
these roles identify as trans.  

While both the roles of Agrado and 
Lola are imperative to the story, Agrado 
has significantly more screen time and 
serves as a close friend to protagonist, 
Manuela (Cecilia Roth). Agrado is first 
introduced when Manuela finds her 
while Agrado is working as a prostitute 
in Barcelona. The characters are reunited 
when Manuela helps Agrado out of a bad 
situation, while Agrado is getting hit by 
who appears to be a long-time client of 
hers. After Manuela ‘saves’ Agrado, they 
go to a pharmacy, which turns out to be 
closed, for supplies to clean up Agrado’s 
wounds. The pharmacist doesn’t seem 
willing to help them. Agrado remarks, 
“Come on, we’re not going to eat you,” 
and Manuela takes over the conversation 
to ease the pharmacist’s nerves. The 
pharmacist is clearly uncomfortable by 
their interaction with Agrado; this is the 
first scene in which we see uneasiness 
expressed towards a trans character.  

 Lola is the second trans woman who 
appears in the film and is mentioned 
various times throughout. Lola is the 

father of the two children of the story. 
Lola is not well thought of, and she has 
been unkind in the past. One of the first 
references to Lola is the audience finding 
out that she has AIDS, which she has 
given to Sister Rosa (Penélope Cruz) in 
a relationship that lead to Sister Rosa’s 
pregnancy. Manuela has known Lola for 
at least twenty years. When Lola first 
appears on screen towards the end of the 
film, Manuela tells her, “You aren’t a 
human being, Lola. You’re an 
epidemic,” (Almodóvar, 1999, 1:23:42). 
Manuela tells Lola this because she 
thinks that Lola is unreliable, comes in 
and out of other’s lives with no regard 
for their well-being, and is generally a 
selfish woman.  

 When Agrado takes the stage to give 
her speech about authenticity, the 
audience is presented with one of the 
most remarkable scenes to appear in any 
movie. Agrado comes to the stage to 
provide entertainment for a theater 
crowd whose show had to be cancelled 
and promises to share the story of her 
life. She explains, “They call me ‘La 
Agrado’ because throughout my entire 
life I’ve just tried to make life pleasant 
for everyone else. In addition to being 
agradable (nice), I am also very authentic. 
Look at this body…” She continues by 
explaining how much the surgeries have 
cost her for each change to her physical 
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appearance. “It’s expensive to be 
authentic, and in these things, one 
shouldn’t be stingy because one is more 
authentic the more they look like what 
they’ve dreamt for themselves.” 
(Almodóvar, 1999, 1:16:28, my 
translation).  

Agrado’s speech is groundbreaking 
because she sets a stage for authenticity 
within oneself. She tells the audience—
in the seats of the theater in which they 
film the scene as well as the audience 
viewing the film from any location—that 
the most important thing one can do for 
themself is find who they truly are and 
don’t stop until you achieve your own 
authenticity. Her line “Cuesta mucho ser 
autentica señora” (It’s expensive to be 
authentic) refers, at first glance, to her 
operations. But the honesty in this 
speech proves that the cost is not only 
financial. There are emotional and 
physical costs that Agrado’s character, as 
well as many trans individuals, face in 
their day to day lives. Portraying Agrado 
and Lola in film and including trans 
characters in cinema is an important step 
in defiance of the social standards of 
gender and sexuality, especially the 
traditional standards which gained 
strength during Franco’s dictatorship.  

If Almodóvar felt like this scene was 
important enough to include, and the 
dialogue be given by a character of a 

trans woman, why aren’t the actresses 
that play these characters trans as well?  
Bringing the stories of transgender 
characters to the screen is a huge step 
forward for trans representation in 
Spanish cinema.  It is imperative to be 
selective in the stories that these 
characters portray as well as the actors 
cast in the roles. Doing otherwise will 
enable the perpetuation of stereotypes of 
transgender individuals or alienate them 
further from representation they are 
missing in the first place. All About My 
Mother would not be the film it is without 
the powerful, trans women that shape 
the story. It is a shame that Lola and 
Agrado sometimes fall into the 
stereotypical presentations of trans-
gender women in film. As Solomon and 
Kurtz-Costes (2018) explain, some of 
the stereotypes that trans characters are 
limited to are “sex workers and victims 
of violent attacks” as well as “objects of 
disgust to cisgender protagonists” (p. 
37). In the very first scene that Agrado is 
featured in, she is being violently 
attacked while working as a prostitute. In 
a scene shortly after, although the 
pharmacist isn’t a protagonist, he is 
clearly made uncomfortable from 
Agrado’s presence. Almodóvar falls 
back on these stereotypes in the very 
first scenes that Agrado appears on 
screen. Almodóvar’s direction was 
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revolutionary in its subject matter and 
concepts for storylines, but 
unfortunately the execution kept trans 
women in a limiting box of stereotypical 
characteristics and behaviors.  

The lack of trans actors in the film is 
also disappointing. On American movies 
that continue to cast cis actors in the 
roles of trans characters, Logan Ashley 
(2019) explains that “in their effort to 
humanize trans people, [films] only end 
up reinforcing the same stereotypes 
about transgender people that 
transphobes have pushed for decades” 
(para. 8). It is harmful to continue to cast 
cisgender actors in the roles of trans 
characters because it reinforces “the 
implicit stereotype that trans women are 
not really women” and instead that they 
“are really cisgender men pretending to 
be women” (Solomon & Kurtz-Costes, 
2018, p. 37). Negation of trans identities 
undermines the necessity for trans 

individuals to be treated respectfully and 
to be referred to correctly to match their 
identity—in film and in life.  

Closing Thoughts 

All About My Mother was released in 
1999. Almodóvar continues to produce 
films, and many of the story lines include 
LGBTQ characters. Transgender 
women now live in Spanish cinema 
outside of Almodóvar’s films, but that 
does not mean that the representation is 
sufficient, and especially does not mean 
that the battle for positive and plentiful 
representation has been won. On trans 
global cinema, Jacques (2018) writes  

For now, trans actors still aren’t cast in 
those roles, partly because producers 
feel there aren’t any qualified to play 
them. But trans people are seldom given 
other parts (and if they are, don’t get 
nominated for awards for their “brave” 
portrayals of cisgender characters) so 
the problem persists (para. 9).
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