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“We should really watch this movie 
with the whole family. Create a 
dialogue, you know?” This is what 
my mother decided after seeing 
Die Göttliche Ordnung in theaters 
last spring. The movie is about 
the Swiss voting right for women, 
which was only given in 1971 - in 
Appenzell only in 1991. This means 
that my mother was two years old, 
when Swiss women acquired this 
fundamental civil right – something 
that I have only realized in very 
recent years. This means that 
the unquestioning attitude young 
women have towards their political 
status in Switzerland must have 
been completely unimaginable half 
a century ago. 

So, let’s create a dialogue, my 
mother said: about the experience 
of Swiss women from three 
generations and their stories in 
having their opinion valued or not 
by an entire nation. 

While I absolutely love the 
idea, I do find it difficult to 
find the right tone, between 
generations. Although we, younger 
women, do profit a lot from the 
accomplishments of the prior 
generations of women, I was also 
startled to recognize that before 
watching Die Göttliche Ordnung, 
it never occurred to me to ask my 
mother or my grandmother about how 
they had experienced Switzerland 
without being able to vote in their 
own country. Although I did not 
want it to feel this way, creating 
a conversation across generations 
about national feminist politics 
felt like diving into a topic that 
is not willingly and not often 

shared. In my family, it felt like 
attempting to raise a dialogue 
from silence.

However, our new, younger 
generation is not silent. 
Our generation is loud, while 
discussing politics at the kitchen 
table of my friend’s apartment, 
while marching on Washington 
with pussy hats and signs; our 
generation is loud online. Raised 
alongside and rising with these 
new, colorful, versatile virtual 
platforms to host all kinds of 
viewpoints and background and 
discussions, our generation has 
learned to create dialogues 
worldwide, by means of written 
thoughts, comments, videos, art. 

And this dialogue that my mother 
wished for, this dialogue exists. 
It, currently, does not exist in 
the frame of this particular movie 
about Swiss voting right for women, 
and unfortunately there are also 
still branches in feminism which 
do not focus on the strengths of 
bringing different generations 
together, but the dialogue about 
feminism, gender, sexuality and 
intersectional activism is one 
of the most present ones on the 
internet (again, see the viral 
online spread of the abovementioned 
pussy hats spotted in Washington 
D.C.)

What Girls Who Are Boys aims to 
do in the end, is nothing more 
and nothing less than to create 
more dialogue and give further 
visibility to marginalized voices. 
The displayed artworks show a 
wonderful array of colors, stories, 
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aims and details, which the artists 
chose to focus on. They should 
spark new interests and new ideas, 
strike new conversations and 
show new angles of a lately much 
debated topic: gender. Ranging 
from female beauty standards to the 
perception of black masculinity, 
today’s feminism ought to address 
so many more people than white 
middle class women. We therefore 
chose young artists from all over 
the world to contribute to our 
collection of perspectives on 
gender and sexuality, sharing a 
range of personal experiences and 
opinions with an audience halfway 
across the globe. Most of them 
work digitally on social media and 
are therefore raising dialogues, 
sharing voices, and we are so very 
pleased that they chose to share 
them with us for this exhibition.

This catalogue aims to complete the 
exhibition with two essays: one 
written by our curator Sandrine 
Huet and another, by one of our 
artists Angela Washko. Their 
writing includes recent happenings 
in the gender and sexuality debate, 
personal experiences, and a very 
hostile pick up artist (stay tuned 
for more...).

Most of all, Girls Who Are Boys 
seeks to display art that is 
relevant to our time and to 
inspire people to work for change 
by raising awareness. The project 
originated from a similar impulse 
as my mother’s wish for a more 
inclusive dialogue about a topic: 
It is mostly about sharing stories 
and expanding one’s personal 
perspective. Girls Who Are Boys 
is for everyone, for social media 
users, art lovers, queer people, 
straight people, people like you 
and people like me. We are not 
raising this conversation from 
silence, rather we hope that it 
inspires new voices to become less 

silent and we hope to include 
different backgrounds, communities 
and generations in the dialogues 
that we create. 

Share this experience with us!
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In light of ascendant right-
wing extremism, which advocates 
white-supremacist patriarchy in 
both Europe and North America, 
discourses related to gender, 
feminism and sexuality appear more 
important than ever. Certainly, 
2016 will be remembered as the 
year same-sex marriage became 
legal across the United States 
and 2015 for the gender change of 
Caitlyn Jenner spotlighted by the 
magazine Vanity Fair. In the last 
few years, trans, queer and non-
binary communities have gained 
significant visibility in popular 
culture – as illustrated by Orange 
is The New Black stars Laverne 
Cox and Ruby Rose. In Switzerland 
also, national radio and TV-
channel SRF1 began co-producing 
the web-series Kreuz & Queer 
documenting the Swiss queer youth 
in early 2017. Many signs hint at 
momentous improvements in media 
representations of a more diverse 
gender spectrum. Nonetheless, 
countless events occurring in the 
past couple of years continue to 
remind us of the paradoxes inherent 
to our societies – occasioning a 
shift from celebratory parades to 
activist demonstrations. 

Civil rights and equal 
opportunities for women and LGBTQ+ 
individuals of all communities 
remain little discussed in a lot 
of countries, and even downright 
taboo in some. In North America and 
Europe, where their statuses are 
regarded as comparably ‘decent’, 
hate crimes, discrimination and 
abuse continue to happen on a 
daily basis (Gonzales, 2017; 
Marcelo, 2017; Miszkiewicz, 2017). 

The traumatic hate crime shootings 
in Orlando (FL) at the Pulse 
nightclub on 12th June 2016 are a 
case in point: 49 members of the 
LGBTQ+ community lost their lives 
and 53 were wounded (Roberston, 
2016). The ensuing responses from 
influential public, political, and 
religious representatives were 
illustrative of contradictory 
currents when it comes to 
understanding gender constructs. 
Alongside the LGBTQ+-supportive 
hashtag #GaysBreakTheInternet, 
which appeared widely across 
social media platforms in the 
aftermath of the attack, certain 
Tweets symptomatic of underlying 
homophobia were published and 
vastly shared too. Russell Moore’s 
Tweet “Christian, your gay or 
lesbian neighbor is probably 
really scared right now. Whatever 
our genuine disagreements, let’s 
love and pray” was shared and 
liked thousands of times. Texas 
lieutenant governor Dan Patrick 
even seemed to hint at the 
responsibility of the victims in 
the tragedy. Citing Galatians 
Chapter 6, Verse 7, it read: “Do 
not be deceived. God cannot be 
mocked. A man reaps what he sows” 
(Younge 2016). Facing significant 
criticism, the Tweet was then 
deleted. It is however important 
to note the visible influence that 
the discriminatory discourses held 
by state officials have had in the 
past year on civil behaviour: In 
the wake of the 2016 election of 
US President Donald Trump – known 
for his misogynistic as well 
racist statements – reports of 
hate crimes against minorities 
alarmingly escalated in the 
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United States (Okeowo 2016). 

Similar revivals of patriarchal 
structures are observable in 
Europe. In France, La Manif pour 
tous continues to demonstrate 
against the same-sex marriage 
rights democratically acquired 
back in 2013 and fiercely object 
to political debates surrounding 
access to adoption for non-
heterosexual couples (Dupont 2016). 
Likewise, their stance on legal 
reproductive rights for women 
mirrors that of the current Trump 
administration: advocacy for more 
restrictions or even for wholly 
doing away with them. In the past 
year, the reproductive rights 
acquired through decades, if not 
centuries of feminist activism, 
were repeatedly threatened by 

politicians across nations; be it 
by the Trump presidential campaign, 
his current administration 
(Sengupta and Gladstone 2017; Gay 
Stolberg 2017), the Republican 
candidates during the 2017 French 
presidential campaign (Lemarié 
2016) or by the Polish government 
in office, which sought to make 
abortion illegal in all cases 
(Davies 2016). Characteristic 
of a crisis in North American 
and European societies, these 
few notable examples unfold 
amongst many others in the press. 
Altogether, they contribute to 
reinforcing the niggling sense 
that civil rights cannot not be 
taken for granted.

As a reaction, counter-voices have 
‘talked back’. Feminist author

Figure 3: Black Protest on Market Square in Wroclaw, Poland. Monday 
3rd October 2016. Photo: Sandrine Huet
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bell hooks defines the act of 
‘talking back’ as that of 
“speaking as an equal to an 
authority figure … daring to 
disagree and sometimes … having an 
opinion” (1989, 5). Last year, by 
means of protests, marches, on- 
and offline activism, minorities 
have on countless occasions 
‘talked back’ to white supremacist 
patriarchies. In January 2017, 
women and men, including members 
of LGBTQ+ communities, attended 
the historical Women’s March on 
Washington, which morphed into 
an activist movement symbolised 
by the now iconic ‘pussy hat’ 
and spread across numerous 
American (Kalah Gade 2017), 
European (Müller, 2017) as well 
as other international cities. An 
additional LGBTQ+ activist dance 
protest continued the movement 
in Ivanka Trump and Mike Pence’s 
neighbourhood in Washington D.C. 

(Zorthian, 2017) and so did the 
‘Day Without a Woman’ protests on 
8th March (Abrams et al. 2017). In 
October 2016, Polish citizens had 
likewise taken over the streets on 
the occasion of the Black Protest 
(Davies 2016), which enjoyed 
international support, resonance 
and coverage in the media (Figures 
3 & 4). 

Interestingly, many of these 
‘talking back’ movements embrace 
new notions of feminist activism 
brought by third-wave feminism. 
Since the 90s, identities have 
been increasingly understood 
as intersectional. That is, 
not only is gender a critical 
consideration in the fight towards 
gender equality, but also racial 
and social identities. For a 
transgender woman of colour for 
instance, daily reality will be 
much different than for a white 

Figure 4: Black Protest on Market Square in Wroclaw, Poland. Monday
3rd October 2016. Photo: Sandrine Huet
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transgender woman, since the 
obstacles she faces correlate 
with further cultural prejudices 
associated with her community. In 
this sense, third-wave feminism 
sees identity as fluid and hybrid. 
Harris (2008) explains, how this 
redefines contemporary feminist 
activism: « fixed dichotomy of 
dominant versus subordinated 
groups becomes harder to identify 
because people can occupy a 
shifting range of positions in 
a power structure owing to their 
multiple subject positions ». As 
a result of a gradually wider 
understanding of intersectionality 
in Western societies, today’s 
movements seem to span an ever-
wider range of subgroups: they 
are sparking a larger panel of 
discussions surrounding gender-
related oppression. 
 
As already mentioned above, a 
climax seems to have been reached 
in conflicts between patriarchal and 
non-patriarchal gender beliefs.  
In the years preceeding these 
newest political developments, 
underrepresented, marginalised 
groups could achieve a meaningful 
shift in media and pop-culture 
representations. Amongst other 
factors, this growing visibility 
has been owed to a rise in online 
community building among certain 
groups (Raun 2016). Looking 
for a voice and for peers in a 
socio-political context, where 
white heteronormative hegemonic 
masculinity continues to justify 
the control of the power structures  
by a very small demographic group, 
may sometimes seem easier done 
in virtual spaces than in one’s 
direct physical environement. 
And so, new online practices 
have begun developing, whereby 
individuals search platforms for 
expression that may otherwise not 
be available to them offline. 

The exhibition Girls Who Are 
Boys, Who Like Boys To be Girls 
was curated with the intention to 
represent a new generation of net 
artists, which is using social 
media to creatively challenge 
patriarchal constructs of gender. 
The show is named after the lyrics 
of Blur’s Boys and Girls song from 
1994 as it stands for a time many 
of the exhibited artists grew 
up or were born in. Essentially 
referring to the club culture 
of the 90s, the song depicts 
hedonistic experiences of gender 
identity and sexuality. It promotes 
a focus on freedom and pleasure 
as prerequisites in the pursuit 
of happiness. As such, it may be 
distinctive of the contemporaneous 
cultural frame that helped shape 
the identities of many of today’s 
young social media users. 

This essay will expand on the 
conceptual aspects of this 
exhibition. With this project, 
I sought to investigate the 
ways artists operating with 
social media as medium can 
influence users’ experiences 
of gender today. I delved into 
the questions of ‘participatory 
culture’, marginalisation, (self-)
representation and visibility. 
Further addressing these issues, 
I want, here, to first, debunk the 
myth of online spaces as absolute 
opportunities for the democratic 
engagement of users. I will 
especially stress the permeability 
of online spaces today and the 
influence dominant offline power 
structures have on them. Then, 
I will move on to identifying 
resisting social media practices 
that critically negotiate 
gender stereotypes. Bringing 
underrepresented topics and 
communities to the forefront, they 
appear to nonetheless contribute 
to the evolution of cultural 
gender constructs offline too.
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The level of agency held by 
social media and internet users 
at large has been theorised 
in dramatically varying ways. 
During the early days of the 
Web 2.0*, Henry Jenkins (2006) 
introduced the seminal concept of 
‘participatory culture’. According 
to Jenkins, it implied that online 
media presented an unprecedented 
opportunity to challenge passive 
consumerist dynamics established 
by mass media offline. He saw it 
as a place where all users could 
be empowered to produce their own 
content thanks to a relatively low 
threshold for artistic expression 
and civic engagement. Research 
focusing on political engagement 
via social networks does state that 
activists no longer have to strive 
for access to mainstream media 
coverage (Gitlin 1980; Lester and 
Hutchins 2009; Rucht 2004). They 
can develop and mediate their own 
content online without negotiating, 
editing, or catering it to meet 
the “need for spectacle, conflict, 
and flamboyant newsworthy” (Poell 
and van Dijck, 2015) preferences 
of traditional media. In this 
sense, a decentralisation of 
communication can be said to have 
occurred. 

Yet, numerous critics deem this 
reading highly naïve. Questions 
relating to the ‘digital divide’ 
were raised, pointing to 
inequalities in both material 
access and abilities to understand, 
navigate as well as participate in 
online culture (Compaine, 2001; 
Hargittai, 2003; Mossberger, 2003). 
Others expressed reservations 
about the extent to which online 
social platforms are dedicated 
to fostering user-generated 
content. Corporate groups, which 
were formerly monopolising offline 
media, indeed slipped their way 

*    The term ‘Web 2.0’ stands for t he sum of new technics, functionalities and uses that 
followed the original web form: www or World Wide Web. Web 2.0 is chiefly characterised by 
more simplicity of access and interactivity..

onto online spaces. This process 
contributed to shift the dynamic 
back towards passive content 
consumption. The example of YouTube 
is a case in point. Originally, 
the platform adopted a strategy 
actively cultivating participatory 
culture (Dijck, 2013:10). After 
being purchased by Google in 2006, 
users gradually grew “steered 
toward particular videos by means 
of coded mechanisms that rely on 
promotion and ranking tactics” 
(Raun, 2016). The withdrawal of 
the slogan ‘Broadcast Yourself’ 
in 2011 was another step towards 
a return to the passive user/
viewer dynamic, leaving less 
room for the visibility of user 
participation (Dijck 2013; 114-
115). This phenomenon seems to 
hint at the fact that existing 
offline corporate power structures 
eventually come to filter through 
virtual spaces. 

When it comes to social power 
structures, this dynamic also 
seems to apply, affecting online 
interactions. According to a 
study by the Directorate-General 
for Internal Policies of the 
European Parliament study (OpCit 
Research 2013) on the role of 
social media in the political 
participation of women, “research 
identifies a consensus that simply 
having access to the web will 
not necessarily solve potential 
sources of inequality” (35). 
Warren et al. (2011) found that, 
experiencing negative feedback 
from men on participatory 
networks led to an overall 
decline in the participation of 
women. Furthermore, looking at 
evidence for engagement with 
politics online, Fallon et al. 
(2011) conclude that “the more an 
activity involves self-promotion, 
expounding your views to others or 
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the risks of conflict, … the more 
likely there is to be a male 
dominance” (1). These observations 
suggest that hegemonic masculinity 
standards hold a strong influence 
online too. It affects our virtual 
interactions, the spheres we 
choose to engage with and perhaps 
even our self-representations. 

The way we shape our digital 
identity is inherently impacted 
by social, gender, and racial 
socialisation processes we are 
exposed to offline. Be it under the 
influence of mass media or social 
entourage, individuals grow up 
under the pressure to conform 
to specific gender roles. We 
internalise images, which we are 
more and more surrounded with, and 
adjust our own image accordingly. 

In fact, both offline and virtual 
media have grown increasingly 
image-orientated. With the rise 
of more interactive web platforms 
and social media such as Facebook 
and MySpace in the mid 2000s, 
online self-portrayals underwent 
considerable alteration. A shift 
occurred whereby visual content 
became preferred to the previously 
more text-based platforms such as 
chat rooms (Herring and Kapididzic 
2014). In turn, presentation of 
the ‘self’ became less reliant 
on the creation of avatars and 
personas, and more on photographic 
and video portrayals. Naturally, 
the way we translate ourselves into 
picture or video often occurs by 
a simulation of internalised mass 
distributed images. Our social 
media identity is, in that sense, 
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often infused with culturally 
dominant images and narratives 
found in blockbuster cinema, 
television, lifestyle magazines, 
advertising, etc. (Herring and 
Kapidzic). When exploring the 
making of stereotypical social 
identities in the media, Brooks 
and Hébert (2006) note that the 
way

Most often, mainstream visual 
rhetoric meets highly binary, 
normative ideals with regards to 
beauty, bodily appearance as well 
as expressions of gender identity 
and sexuality. In fact, tokenism 
in the media has led to some 
representation of marginalised 
minorities, but under such 
simplistic terms that they further 
contribute to the crystallisation 
of stereotypes. LGBTQ+ identities 
remained, until recently, 
condemned to underrepresentation 
or, in some cases, even complete 
absence of representation. Cast 
through the lens of patriarchy, 
media representations have granted 
more attention to the two ends of 
the gender spectrum – the feminine 
and masculine. 

Imagery associated with female 
attractiveness has historically 
been shaped by one dominant group 
of media content producers: white 
men. According to bell hooks 
(1994), this entails that female 
beauty and desirability remains 

*    http://bechdeltest.com/

highly reliant on how light a 
woman’s skin and how long and 
straight her hair is. Brooks 
and Hébert’s (2006) study shows 
that non-white women – here, 
Asian, Latina, Black, and Native 
American – are generally portrayed 
in over-sexualised, submissive, 
trivialising and exoticising ways. 
Female figures are often one-
dimensional. They are muted or 
speak very little by comparison 
with their male counterparts. 
The Bechdel Test* evaluating 
films based on a gender equality 
factor does in fact show that many 
productions fail to meet the three 
following simple criteria: 1- the 
film should feature at least two 
female characters; 2- they should 
engage in conversation with one 
another; and finally 3- the topic 
of this conversation should not be 
a man. The numerous films failing 
to pass largely present female 
characters reduced to their image 
or bodily presence. This type of 
characterisation leaves little room 
for psychological depth and offers 
an image of women shaped chiefly 
to embody physical projections of 
white male desires.

Masculinity, on the other hand, 
is defined by Jefford (1989, in 
Ashcraft & Flores 2000, 3) as “the 
set of images, values, interests, 
and activities held important to 
a successful achievement of male 
adulthood”. These most often equate 
to Connell’s concept of hegemonic 
masculinity (2005). That is, it is 
“not assumed to be normal in the 
statistical sense; only a minority 
of men might enact it. But it [is] 
certainly normative. It embodie[s] 
the currently most honored way 
of being a man, it require[s] all 
other men to position themselves 
in relation to it, and it 
ideologically legitimate[s] the 
global subordination of women to 
men” (Connell & Messerschmidt 

16

individuals construct their 
social identities, how they come 
to understand what it means to 
be male, female, black, white, 
Asian, Latino, Native American—
even rural or urban—is shaped 
by commodified texts produced by 
media for audiences that are 
increasingly segmented by the 
social constructions of race 
and gender. Media, in short, 
are central to what ultimately 
come to represent our social 
realities (297).
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2005; 832). Qualities associated 
with hegemonic masculinity also 
vary according to race and may 
influence media representations 
of males depending on the 
relationship of – predominantly 
white – content producers have 
with males from other communities. 
Even more so than with white 
masculinity, for instance, black 
hegemonic masculinity seems to 
suggest a sense of physical 
and psychological toughness. 
Thereby, despite exceptions, 
mainstream media portrayals of 
Black and Latino men alike are 
often negatively associated with 
criminality and machismo. For 
they present a sexual competition 
to white hegemonic males, Dines 
(2003) points to the demonisation 
of black men and to them being 
perceived as threat to the ‘purity’ 
of white womanhood. According to 
her, the narrative exists within 
the frame of “a much larger 
regime of racial representation, 
beginning with The Birth of a 
Nation and continuing with Willie 
Horton” (456). Contrastingly, 
Asian masculinity seems to denote 
different qualities in Western 
media; efficiency, mischievousness, 
emasculation and effeminacy. Less 
of a sexual threat, they are often 
represented as an intellectual one 
(Brooks and Hébert 2006). 

Overall the deep internal conflicts 
of males with regards to their 
‘masculine roles’ are – more 
often than for females – subject 
to media representation. This, in 
turn, grants them a psychological 
dimension, which, for white 
corporate masculinities, is 
epitomized in iconic films such as 
Fight Club and In the Company of 
Men (Ashcraft and Flores 2000). 
Not infrequently, the crisis of 
white masculinity overlaps with 
that of the patriarchy and nation. 
Such narratives depict threats of 
‘aliens’ or ‘zombies’ – in other 

words, monstrous embodiments of 
‘otherness’ –, which white males 
must combat and overcome in order 
to protect the nation. These 
scenarios incorporate the societal 
paradoxes we are currently living 
with, for they simultaneously 
celebrate patriarchal hegemony 
and display Western patriarchies’ 
undergoing crisis.

The aforementioned essentialist 
media representations then proceed 
to being internalised on a daily 
basis. They shape the person we 
aspire to be in order to fit in. 
Projected online, they create 
highly conforming social media 
self-portrayals. Herring and 
Kapidzic (2014) write that

 
 

For their study, Herring and 
Kapidzic looked at a sample 
of 400 random teenager profile 
pictures on social media. 
Although their initial intention 
was to also include Asian and 
Hispanic subcategories, Herring 
and Kapidzic, had to change 
their coding scheme for three 
definite categories of users: a) 
white, b) black, and c) others. 
The reason for this was the low 
threshold inter-coder reliability 
in identifying individuals 
belonging to other subgroups: “All 
individuals whose apparent race 
could not be identified as black 
or white were coded as other for 
race and excluded from subsequent 
analyses of racial differences” 
(7). As such, this study may not 
wholly represent the diverse 
social media user base,

18

although the internet is often 
seen as a space for personal 
reinvention, free from the 
constraints of offline norms 
of interaction, identity, 
and behavior, research has 
repeatedly found that such 
norms carry over into online 
environments and shape self-
presentation (4)



nonetheless the observed patterns 
seem to confirm correlations between 
the way we are socialised offline 
and the way a majority of social 
media users socialise themselves 
online. In fact, their findings 
show that, yearning for validation, 
users largely perform normative 
projections of ‘attractiveness’ 
in their self-portrayals. They 
observed that girls tended to 
appear “at a closer distance, 
more seductively posed, and more 
revealingly dressed – in short, 
[…] more sexually available”(2) in 
their profile pictures than boys, 
who were generally more distant-
looking. Black girls were less 
often presenting themselves as 
seductive – perhaps, confirming 
bell hooks’ (1994) claim that 
girls will apprehend their own 
attractiveness according to the 
lightness of their skin as well 
as the straightness and length of 
their hair. While young men as a 
rule enacted emotional distance 
in their profile pictures, “black 
boys presented themselves in ways 
that could be considered more 
traditionally masculine (aloof, 
covered up) than white boys.” 
(11). From these observations, 
numerous parallels can be drawn 
between the mainstream media 
representations discussed above 
and the visual content social 
media users create to represent 
themselves. This phenomenon further 
supports the idea that patriarchal 
power structures affect the way we 
interact and build our identities 
online. 

In many respects, Jenkins’ 
(2006) statement that online 
‘participatory culture’ would 
contribute to a subversion of 
passive consumerist dynamics seems 
trivialised by the development of 
certain social media platforms 
as well as by the way a majority 

of users appear to engage with 
them. Yet, in some cases, user 
engagement has had success in 
opening up discussions, which 
deconstruct dominant gender, 
racial, and social beliefs. These 
practices established themselves 
online first. Exploiting the tools 
of social and digital media, 
they took self-portrayals as 
fundamental component. This, in 
turn, allowed creative users to 
reclaim their right to exist 
outside of culturally dominant 
visual stereotypes. For they 
eventually engage users outside 
the range of a niche of interest, 
they end up participating to 
socialisation processes. And so, 
some issues gradually gain more 
visibility as they eventually 
permeate offline spaces. A number 
of identified niches ‘talking back’ 
to white supremacist patriarchy 
are the focus of the exhibition 
Girls Who Are Boys. 

Not infrequently niches come into 
being thanks to the way social 
media shape our online experiences. 
By means of algorithms, they 
cultivate connections between 
users, directing them towards 
like-minded content and profiles. 
In an Interview for Dazed, the 
social media artist Molly Soda 
speaks of her own engagement with 
this feature, for instance on 
Instagram: 

Poell and van Dijck (2015) contend 
that features such as hashtags, 
groups, pages, collaborative 
playlists, etc. stimulate both the 
expansion of networks and creation 
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someone I’m following will tag 
a friend or something and then 
I will click on their friend’s 
page and I’d be like ‘This 
person is making cool stuff 
too!’ and then I just get into 
this hole, finding all these 
people… (Kane 2015)





Figure 9: Shikeith, #blackmendream, Art Film, 2014, Courtesy of the artist.



of online communities. The 
resulting niches become favourable 
to maximum engagement of their 
members, because the users 
eventually find self-assertiveness 
within a group of peers. In his 
article ‘Small Change: Why The 
Revolution Will Not Be Tweeted’ for 
The New Yorker, Gladwell (2010) 
considers them counterproductive 
to ‘real’ activism, since they 
generate “networks enormously 
resilient and adaptable in low-risk 
situations” as opposed to high-
risk ones. Yet, it may well be this 
low exposure to risk that allowed 
for the rising of previously 
highly marginalised, isolated, 
if not entirely silent, gender, 
racial and social identities in 
mainstream representations. 

In her study of the feminist 
blogosphere, Keller (2012) 
interviews teenage bloggers about 
their practice. Jessica, a writer 
for thefbomb.org, explains that

As we could still witness it 
in news-reports in the last 
couple of years, non-conformity 
to patriarchal binary gender 
expectations can present high 
exposure to harassment, abuse, 
discrimination, and sometimes 
murder (e.g. Orlando,). Likewise, 
isolation can lead to a heightened 
risk in mental health issues, 
which in turn can lead to higher 
suicide rates within marginalised 
groups. In an interview for Raun’s 
(2016) study of the recent vlogging 
practice among transgender users,
Erin Armstrong (Figure 5), a 

pioneer in this field, explained 
the urge she had to communicate 
with peers: 

Similarly, net artist Elizabeth 
Mputu recounts in an interview for 
Rhizome (Abreu 2016): “I came out 
to someone in an anonymous 
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[p]eople often focus on the 
Internet as an unsafe space, but 
in this sense it can be the most 
safe option for girls looking 
to learn about feminism. I’ve 
had girls from Middle Eastern 
countries write posts, and they 
say that this is the only way 
for them to express themselves 
as feminists. (12-13)

I had this impulse to make 
a video because I just had 
all these things on my mind 
about transition stuff - and I 
didn’t have transgender friends 
[…] I had once searched for 
“Transgender” on YouTube and 
really nothing had come up at 
all […] And so we had a camera 
at work and I took it down to 
the basement at my break […] 
because I didn’t want people 
to hear me talk about being 
transgender […] and I recorded. 
Looking back on it, “Oh my 
gosh”, I can’t believe I did 
that! […] I acted on an impulse 
‘cause I just needed to talk to 
somebody (1)

Courtesy of the artist
Figure 7: Molly Soda, Should I Send This? , Selfi es and SMS, 2015, 



chat group when I was in second 
grade and always appreciated how 
an online forum could comfort 
people when their IRL environment 
didn’t offer the same compassion.” 
Naturally, algorithmically built 
niches do not erase exposure 
to negative feedback or cyber-
bullying. Although no direct 
physical harm can be done to 
them online, individuals remain 
psychologically vulnerable – 
especially once their viewership 
or follower base grows. 

For many, the sole meaning of 
finding an outlet for expression, 
communication and representation 
seems to be beneficial enough 
to continue their practice. 
To marginalised groups, it may 
make the difference between 
utter isolation and connection 
to other individuals undergoing 
similar experiences. Because of 
a widespread anxiety surrounding 
the sexual independence of girls 
for instance, parental control 
and authority has traditionally 
been stricter on them than on 
boys. In this sense, they have 
been theorised by McRobbie and 
Garber (1991/1978) as exercising 
resistance within the walls of 
their bedroom (“bedroom culture”), 
where freedom of expression is 
available to them. Now well into 
the 2010s, some seem to have built 
a ‘virtual room of their own’ 
(Raid-Walsh and Mitchell 2004) 
bringing the intimacy of their 
real bedroom onto their online 
social media accounts. 

Molly Soda with her numerous 
social media pages stands as 
epitome of the virtual bedroom 
culture performer (Figure 6 & 
7). In her interview for Dazed 
(Kane 2015) she explains: “I 
gravitate towards my bedroom a 
lot. I think a lot of people do, 
especially a lot of women; their 

*   See for instance Leah Schrager’s essay about emergent IG modeling practices ‘Self-Made 
Supermodels’ for Rhizome, 2016

bedrooms are their spaces”. In 
the intimacy she shares with her 
viewers, she explores relatable, 
yet uncomfortable issues such as 
identity building, loneliness, 
sadness, the mental struggles 
associated with body image, self-
worth and more generally with 
being a young woman in the 2010s. 
Displaying tears, pimples, upper-
lip and armpit hair, she makes 
it an essential part of her work 
to tackle situations that are 
often perceived as embarrassing: 
“I feel like there is a lot of 
shame in YouTube videos, I feel 
whenever I watch YouTube videos 
a lot of the women speaking are 
always apologizing”. Overall, 
marginalised groups – here girls 
and women – simply taking the step 
of self-representation and self-
expression can undergo significant 
negative feedback. To Molly Soda, 
“[t]hese comments seem to speak 
for themselves and shine a light 
on why [we] need to make work like 
this in the first place”.

Female net artists such as Leah 
Schrager, Mary Bond and Ann Hirsch 
noted an enduring tradition of men 
shaping representations of women – 
be it in the media or in the arts. 
In an interview with Weigel (2016) 
for e-flux, Ann Hirsch explains: 
“we have a long history of being 
looked at, mainly by men, who 
have also historically authored 
all imagery of us. In the last 
decade, women now have the ability 
to produce their own imagery 
and disseminate it widely.” As 
a result, many social media 
practices have begun altering body 
image ideals*. Similarly, they 
have brought new voices forward 
in the representation of women’s 
sexuality. With their projects 
horny lil feminist and habitual_
body_monitoring_2 both Ann Hirsch 
and Maja Malou Lyse are telling 
stories, which de-stigmatise 
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female sexuality. The artists 
express their sexual desire and 
sensuality under their own terms: 
“My original intention was to 
portray a girl who was both sexual 
and human,” (Archey 2012) explains 
Ann Hirsch, “I spent months making 
videos trying to delve deeper 
into who I honestly am. I wanted 
to show I was a feminist, with a 
sense of humor, who also gets off 
to porn” (Weigel 2016). 

De-stigmatisation, it appears, also 
comes from understanding self-
representation as a legitimate 
act. Too often, do we perceive 
it as a guilty act of narcissism 
and so we may become accusatory 
when users in our networks publish 
self-portraits (a.k.a. selfies). On 
the contrary, Genevieve Belleveau 
sees “the selfie as a useful tool 
for women just beginning to come 
into their personal power. It is 
an affirmative process that helps 
you examine your response to 
attention (or lack of attention)” 
(Darling 2014). Numerous social 

media projects explore the role and 
perception of the controversial 
‘selfie’. Sessa Omoregie’s 
#Camgirlsproject is one example 
juxtaposing naked selfies of women 
with classical oil paintings 
(Figure 8). Inviting women with a 
wide range of body shapes and skin 
colours to participate in self-
representation, Sessa Omoregie 
contributes to redefine conception 
of classical female beauty.

(Self-)representation is an 
equally fundamental matter for 
members of the LGBTQ+ community. 
Georges Jacotey, a self-identified 
‘femme’ uses the camgirl 
aesthetics to explore his identity 
and relationship with patriarchal 
gender constructs. Furthermore, 
in his experimental documentary 
#Blackmendream, Shikeith offers 
a compelling portrayal of nine 
homosexual black men (Figure 
9). Each interview addresses 
the challenges they have faced 
including depression, parental 
neglect, discrimination and 
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racism. Having experienced 
traumatic ostracism during his 
childhood inspired Shikeith to 
creatively grapple with the 
mental landscape of blackness and 
masculinity. In an interview for 
i-D (Brumfitt 2015), he reveals 
that his non-conformity to 
standards of black masculinity had 
prompted him to

As the result of trauma, depression 
and lack of outlet for expression 
or connections to peers, Shikeith 
became silenced for a long time. 
By contrast, he now explains 
that he “feel[s] a true sense of 
community, and an obligation to lay 
the foundations for others who are 
being ostracised to build from.” 
Through the use of an eponymous 
hashtag, the project becomes 
participative and seeks to promote 
new textual and visual narratives 
on social media, whereby black men 
can connect and, together, re-
negotiate, what it means to be a 
Black American man. 

From Tumblr to YouTube, trans-, 
non-binary, bisexual, asexual, 
gender fluid (etc.) communities 
began vlogging with Erin Armstrong 
– a trans women from Utah, who 
filmed her first vlog eleven years 
ago. Since then, the practice has 
grown into a substantial online 
movement. In Out Online (2016), 
Raun notes that: 
 

Notable self-identified queer 
and trans vloggers such as 
Gigi Gorgeous, Kat Blaque, 
Rose Ellen Dix, Skylarkeleven, 
ChandlerNWilson, Diamond Stylz 
or Milo Steward are now using 
YouTube as platform to explore 
the development of their 
gender and sexual identity. The 
practise is important since the 
decentralisation of communication 
has allowed these previously 
marginalised groups to educate 
viewers about what their identity 
means to them. Some document 
their gender transition focusing 
on subjectivity and elaborating 
on the resulting medical and 
emotional developments. The 
process is one of stepping “out 
of the shadow of pathologization 
and secretiveness to audiovisually 
tell their stories, share 
information and connect with like-
minded individuals from around 
the globe” (Raun 2016). Centered 
on individuality of experience, 
YouTube vlogs take on the form of 
an honest – compulsively watchable 
– virtual diary. The development 
of these practices has played 
a role in bringing a different 
kind of visibility to LGBTQ+ 
communities. Claiming back their 
own image, they are gradually 
influencing the way LGBTQ+ are being 
perceived and, so, represented in 
contemporary popular culture, also 
offline. Seen through this lens, 
they can be understood to have 
contributed laying the ground for 
Caitlyn Jenner’s, Laverne Cox’s, 
Ruby Rose’s, etc. far-reaching 
presence in more mainstream media.

In conclusion, both North American 
and Europe are currently marked by 
a dramatic rise in support of far 
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become the punching bag for a 
lot of pubescent anger. Out of 
fear I conditioned myself to 
walk hunched, with my head down 
to avoid eye contact with other 
black males--which lasted long 
enough to cause painful, damage 
to my posture. I did not feel 
safe

16,000 of these uploads had been 
made within the last week.

Between October 2012 and June 
2015, the search results pro-
vided by a simple search for 
“transgender” on YouTube grew 
from 134,000 to 458,000. In June 
2015, there were 52,000 uploads 
related to “transgender”;
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political ideals. The exhibition 
Girls Who Are Boys was developed 
as response to the ongoing 
gender conflicts in many Western 
countries. In this context, it is 
in fact noteworthy that youths find 
refuge and outlets for expression 
in virtual spaces and even 
sometimes engage in social media 
activism. Moreover, the internet 
is increasingly becoming a place 
for discussions on feminism, 
for instance via blog-writing, 
YouTube performances, vlogging. 
Engagement in online community 
building has gained momentum, 
raising voices ‘talking back’ to 
white supremacist patriarchies. 
Washko (Figure 10) in her essay 
‘From Webcams to Wikipedia: There 
Is An Art & Feminism Online Social 
Movement Happening and It Is Not 
Going Away’ (2016) describes a 
real social movement, which keeps 
expanding. While the social issues 
related to the ‘digital divide’, 
existing corporate and patriarchal 
power structures in online spheres 
as well as perpetual cyber-

bullying remain to this day very 
real, the significant resistance 
taken as focus of this exhibition 
cannot be trivialized either. In 
an i-D (Weinstock 2015) interview, 
performance artist Maja Malou Lyse 
defends her own view: 

Many – among which Theresa Senft 
(2008) – continue expressing 
doubts regarding the meaningfulness 
of social media friendship 
and connections (as opposed to 
past more successful feminist 

Although the Internet has 
revealed itself to be a catalyst 
for accelerated slut shaming 
and body shaming, I do believe 
that the Internet is first 
and foremost a positive thing 
for feminism - it generates 
communities, resistance, 
dialogue, education. I definitely 
think the internet has created 
a ‘call-out’ culture, in which 
sexism, racism, transphobia and 
homophobia, which exists in 
everyday rhetoric, advertising, 
film, the media, and so on, can 
be challenged.
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strategies). The complexities 
of online social interactivity 
notwithstanding, examples mentioned 
in this essay seem to suggest that 
online relationships can prove 
radically life changing, especially 
for marginalised groups. In many 
ways, online platforms reintroduce 
some level of agency for them, 
particularly by allowing them 
to re-claim their own image and 
narratives. Moreover, many actors 
in the movement eventually form 
highly committed relationships 
with collaborators, contributors, 
followers, which span over years. 
For Erin Armstrong, it has already 
lasted more than a decade. 
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13.04.2017.
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As an artist, it has always been 
important for me to make art that 
exists outside of art contexts 
– specifically art that creates 
conversations between communities 
that are not frequently in 
dialogue. For many years, I grew 
as an artist and felt supported 
by communities of women working 
online creating projects largely 
for their networks specifically 
about the difference in experiences 
that they have as women in online 
spaces. These online solidarity 
networks were formed as safe 
spaces for the perspectives of 
women artists working digitally 
responding to and resisting the 
oppressive climate toward women on 
the web while providing platforms 
and audiences to distribute those 
works. These self-organized 
networks spanned different fields 
including digital literary projects 
like The Illuminati Girl Gang 
and Girls Get Busy, social media-
based discussion groups and email 
listservs like FACES and [secret 
girl group] on Facebook, academia-
based feminist online art and 
technology education networks like 
FemTechNet, women’s indie game 
making and programming collectives 
like Dames Making Games and 
Black Girls Code, feminist online 
apps and participatory websites 
like Hollaback!, The Everyday 
Sexism Project and Stop Street 
Harassment, as well as an array 
of podcasts, tumblrs, forums and 
more. Members of these communities 
of women artists, free from the 
traditional gate-keeping of 
validating institutions, created 
critical commentary about women’s 

* I have written about the subject in an essay called ‘From Webcams to Wikipedia: 
There Is An Art & Feminism Online Social Movement Happening And It Is Not Going Away’

exclusion from many aspects of 
technologically mediated life – 
from video games to YouTube to 
online journalism to social media 
to Wikipedia*. Participating in 
these communities was essential 
to consciousness raising – 
realizing that my negative 
experiences online were not 
isolated experiences but part of a 
much longer history of pervasive 
systemic misogyny experienced by 
women who dare to vocally take 
part in internet culture rather 
than accepting their assumed roles 
of objects of admiration or non-
opinionated users if they are not 
deemed stereotypically attractive 
enough. Offline oppression of women 
has always been transported into 
online space – since as early as 
1993 women have been documented 
as experiencing sexual assault in 
online spaces (an infamous essay 
in the Village Voice called A Rape 
In Cyberspace presents one instance 
of this in thorough detail.)

As much as I benefitted from being 
a part of the aforementioned 
digifeminist communities, as an 
activist artist it was troubling to 
me that the complex and powerful 
discourse happening in these 
contexts was not as present in the 
sites of conflict themselves. So 
I decided to start bringing the 
discourse around women’s exclusion 
from online spaces directly to 
those spaces. In my work in the 
last five years I have facilitated 
dialogue about women’s experiences 
in online spaces between disparate 
groups through making community 
organizing projects, writing 

Hostile Bubbles 
 

Angela Washko
Artist

On Feminist Interventions in Exclusionary Spaces 

http://www.ntik.dk/2016/Nr1/Washko.pdf
http://www.ntik.dk/2016/Nr1/Washko.pdf
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Figure 14: Angela Washko, The Council on Gender Sensitivity and Behavioral 

live performance documentation. Courtesy of the artist.
Awareness in World of Warcraft, Gaming Intervention, 2012-ongoing. Still



36

Fi
gu

re
 1
5:
 A
ng
el
a 
Wa
sh

ko
, 
BA
NG
ED
, 
Im

ag
e 
di
st
ri
bu

te
d 
th
ro

ug
h 
ma
in
st
re
am

 m
ed

ia
 

an
d 
di
st
ri
bu

te
d 
as
 p

os
te
rs
 t

hr
ou

gh
ou

t 
ci
ti
es
, 
20
15
. 
Co

ur
te
sy
 o
f 
th

e 
ar
ti
st
. 

Fi
gu

re
 1
6:
 A

ng
el
a 
Wa
sh

ko
, 
BA
NG
ED
: 
A 
Fe

mi
ni
st
 A
rt

is
t 
In
te
rv

ie
ws

Th
e 
We

b’
s 
Mo

st
 I
nf
am

ou
s 
Mi
so

gy
ni
st
, 
In
te
rv

ie
w 
fo
r 
vi
de

o,
  
 

2:
02
:1
4 
hr
s,
 2
01
5.
 C

ou
rt
es
y 
of
 t

he
 a
rt

is
t.
 



37

journalism for mainstream media 
contexts, hosting radio shows, 
performing in a variety of public 
spaces, creating interventions 
in video games, trying to get 
onto television and experimental 
attempts to insert myself into 
many more non-traditional art 
contexts. In these efforts I have 
primarily focused on bringing my 
“digifeminist” perspective to 
internet contexts notably hostile 
toward women (and especially 
self-identified feminists) in 
both attempt to understand and 
strategically respond to the 
motivations of those who are afraid 
of women’s liberation and to be 
an example of a self-identified 
feminist who was empathetic and 
willing to listen to perspectives 
she does not agree with – a figure 
these communities does not believe 
exists. Most recently I have 
focused specifically on performing 
feminist interventions within male-
dominated massively multiplayer 
online role playing games and men’s 
seduction communities online. 

The first project through which 
I most clearly began to create 
dialogues between highly polarized 
online “echo chambers” was The 
Council on Gender Sensitivity and 
Behavioral Awareness in World of 
Warcraft. For four years, I created 
performative interventions inside 
the most popular multiplayer online 
role-playing video game of all 
time: World of Warcraft. Instead 
of killing enemies and getting 
badass equipment like I had for 6 
years prior to its founding, as 
The Council on Gender Sensitivity 
and Behavioral Awareness in World 
of Warcraft, I started traveling 
to highly populated virtual 
“towns” in the game to discuss the 
ways in which women were treated 
in the game-space with other 
players. WoW has had a playerbase 
that is notorious for being quite 
aggressive and exclusionary toward 

women, members of the LGBTQIA 
community and people of color. 
 
Initially I went into the project 
wanting to change the communal 
language in the space to be less 
homophobic, misogynistic, and 
racist. However, I soon realized 
that this was a somewhat colonial 
impulse – wanting to change the 
space to suit my own image of 
what it was supposed to be like 
and expressing dominance over 
what the community had decided 
was the dominant language in the 
space. After this self-criticality 
and reflection, I instead moved 
toward operating as The Council 
as a way to establish regular 
group meetings visible to anyone 
walking/running/flying by to create 
public visibility in the space for 
the many issues of exclusion and 
oppression that many marginalized 
groups felt in this digital game 
space – and to give those facing 
these issues the sense that they 
were not alone. Through the four 
years of the project and having 
an active presence on the primary 
server I played on, The Council 
gained an appreciative following 
and an intentional, inclusive 
guild was created as a result 
of frequently hosting these 
conversations – as the community 
came up with long term ways for 
the project to live on without my 
facilitation. Later conversations 
as The Council focused on how 
the social spaces in WoW, a space 
for fantasy – a space where you 
can be an orc and fly on a dragon, 
became so flooded with hate 
speech and openly discriminatory 
behavior. The developers of World 
of Warcraft have not instituted a 
way to easily moderate and report 
abusive behavior, harassment and 
hate speech and consequently it 
is an online context which is 
especially attractive to those who 
are looking for a place to express 
their deeply held misogynistic, 
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racist and homophobic beliefs. 
This was especially true during 
the time when the work was made 
– a time when discrimination was 
increasingly unacceptable in public 
life outside of the screen. Other 
multi-user online games have much 
stricter moderation of harassment 
and hate speech and simpler ways 
for players to report issues in-
game and I am enthusiastic that 
more developers are beginning to 
realize that moderation of abuse 
and maintaining the safety of 
their most at-risk players is not 
the same thing as censorship or 
freedom of speech. There appears 
to be a direct correlation with 
improved moderation and higher 
female player-bases. In MMORPG 
Final Fantasy XIV, I participate 
in a queer-inclusive guild with 
a majority of women – including 
many trans women – and gender non-
conforming individuals – something, 
which during my time in World of 
Warcraft was basically unheard of*. 
Working with developers to ensure 
that proper moderation becomes an 
essential part of their design is 
an important step toward making 
these spaces more diverse and safe 
for all involved without making 
the game less fun – this is a task 
that requires a huge shift in 
ethics and ethos in the software 
development field, and although 
I am proud of the work I did as 
The Council, I am aware that 
this task requires institutional 
intervention larger than one 
singular performer in one server 
of one game and ultimately demands 
the hiring of substantial experts 
in hidden bias, decolonization, 
harassment, inclusivity and social 
networks for all major developers 
of massively multiplayer online 
games**.

In the midst of that long-term 

* This is a topic I explored in detail in one performance as The Council.
** To learn much more about The Council on Gender Sensitivity and Behavioral Awareness 
in World of Warcraft, read ‘Why Talk Feminism in World of Warcraft?’ – an essay commissioned 
by Creative Time Reports which gives a pretty comprehensive overview of the project.

intervention creating conversations 
with people from incredibly 
different backgrounds, geographical 
locations, and ideologies inside 
World of Warcraft, I began another 
one – also focused on facilitating 
dialogue with niche internet 
communities that are not inclusive 
to women. Starting in 2014, I 
became interested in a figure 
named Roosh V. Upon encountering 
his work, his writing ideologies 
seemed to overlap with a lot of 
the men I was talking to inside 
World of Warcraft who identified 
as men’s rights activists (MRA) 
or members of the “manosphere” – 
a network of blogs, forums, and 
websites dedicated to masculinity 
and men’s issues. After seeing a 
lot of writing circulate on the 
internet about his book Don’t 
Bang Denmark, a country where I 
had just been living, I decided 
to investigate further and began 
to read his books, his blogs, and 
his incredibly active Roosh V 
Community Forum.

In case you are not familiar, 
Roosh V has been called the 
most infamous misogynist on 
the internet and spends his 
time traveling around the world 
teaching men how to perform in 
particular ways in order to have 
sex with as many women as possible 
across geographic, language and 
cultural barriers as quickly as 
possible. He writes a series of 
travel guides called Bang, Day 
Bang, Bang Iceland, Bang Poland, 
Bang Ukraine, Don’t Bang Denmark, 
Bang Colombia and so on.
 
Roosh V is also the founder of 
Return of Kings, a very active 
online blog with many writers 
devoted to neomasculinity – an 
ideological term coined by Roosh

http://creativetimereports.org/2014/11/20/angela-washko-feminism-world-of-warcraft-gamergate/
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V to identify men who organize 
themselves around a desire to 
return to a previous era of 
American culture with much more 
radically traditional roles for 
men and women. In the “Community 
Beliefs” section on Roosh V’s 
bio section of his website, he 
describes the principal tenets of 
neomasculinity with this list:
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“1. Men and women are 
genetically different, both 
physically and mentally. Sex 
roles evolved in  all mammals. 
Humans are not exempt. 

2. Men will opt out of monogamy 
and reproduction if there are no 
incentives to engage in them. 

3. Past traditions and rituals 
that evolved alongside humanity 
served a net benefit to the 
family unit.

4. Testosterone is the 
biological cause for 
masculinity. Environmental 
changes that reduce the  
hormone’s concentration in men 
will cause them to be weaker and 
more feminine. 

5. A woman’s value significantly 
depends on her fertility 
and beauty. A man’s value 
significantly depends on his 
resources, intellect, and 
character. 

6. Elimination of traditional 
sex roles and the promotion of 
unlimited mating choice in women  
unleashes their promiscuity and 
other negative behaviors that 
block family formation. 

7. Socialism, feminism, cultural 
Marxism, and social justice 
warriorism aim to destroy the 
family unit, decrease the 
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My project BANGED emerged out of 
reading his books, blogs, and 
community forum. After reading 
so much of his writing for his 
devoted community of followers 
– one thing really stuck out to 
me. In Roosh V’s accounts of his 
sexual exploits, the perspectives 
of the women he is explicitly 
talking about in his books and 
blog posts are never represented. 
In response to this perceived 
lack of participation from the 
targets of Roosh V’s exploits, I 
decided that I wanted to create 
a web and book project through 
which I had hoped to give the 
supposedly thousands of women that 
Roosh V has had intimate exchanges 
with using extremely aggressive 
strategies outlined in his book an 
opportunity to anonymously report 
their experiences. I knew in order 
to get into contact with women 
Roosh V may have seduced, that I 
would have to distribute my call 
for them quite widely. Employing 
tactics learned from tactical media 
artists like The Yes Men, Critical 
Art Ensemble and the Guerrilla 
Girls, I attempted to intervene 
on mainstream media by pitching 
this call for women to a number 
of newspapers, magazines, blogs 
and additionally friends in cities 
that Roosh V had written about in 
his “love tourism” guidebooks.

After succeeding at some mainstream 
media distribution of my call 
for these women, it occurred to 
me that Roosh V knew about my 
project as he wrote about it on 
his Twitter account. His awareness 
of the project suddenly changed it 
for me. He became less  
 

* You can view the interview and the text transcripts there.

of an abstract villain that I was 
free to run a smear campaign on 
and more of a person – and more 
of a subject. I decided that 
I should stop mimicking shock 
media/shame tactics that his own 
community would use and move 
toward investigating further into 
actually trying to understand his 
motivations and the appeal that 
he and his practice held for his 
growing community of followers, 
many of whom make up what is now 
being politically called the “alt-
right”. Roosh V and his community 
are no strangers to creating 
clickbait-driven social media 
campaigns (their “International 
Fat Shaming Week” is one standout 
example). After realizing some 
of the tactical similarities and 
gross over simplifications in both 
their campaigns and my own, I 
decided to approach him directly.

In an effort to create a 
conversation across our incredibly 
different belief systems and 
incredibly disparate internet 
contexts, I pursued getting Roosh 
V to do an interview with me via 
Skype. Getting Roosh V to agree 
to a video interview with me took 
months of email negotiating as he 
tested my sincerity, intentions 
and commitment to the project. 
Ultimately we arranged a Skype 
interview - chatting for 2 hours 
(unintentionally) and I ended up 
being quite exhausted after what 
felt like an endurance performance 
exploring the limits of civility 
and attempts at having empathy 
for the person most ideologically 
opposite to myself. I wrote an 
essay for ANIMAL NY based on the 
experience*.

After the interview, this project 
ended up taking on a lot of forms. 
Roosh V was initially enthusiastic 
about my search and the project

fertility rate, and impoverish 
the state through large welfare 
entitlements.”

http://animalnewyork.com/2015/monopoly-logic-feminist-artist-interviews-internets-infamous-misogynist/
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in general and his community 
initially appreciated the two 
hour long interview because I 
acknowledged that I was a self-
identified feminist inclined to 
disagree with him but was willing 
to maintain civility with regards 
to my interview questions and 
my overall demeanor. However as 
mainstream media continued to be 
interested in my search for his 
partners – his community became 
more frustrated that the media had 
an overall negative view of Roosh 
V despite my unedited 2 hour long 
interview with him. His community 
debated my project and harassed me 
over email, social media, comment 
sections of mainstream news sites 
and a massive and still ongoing 
comment thread on the Roosh V 
Forum in an attempt to discredit 
what I was doing. My twitter 
account is now private. 

I am talking about this issue not 
to play up a victim narrative, as 
I recognize myself as an agent who 
started this whole process – but I 
want to make it clear that unlike 
when I am working in World of 
Warcraft and protected by an avatar 
– in this context my interactions 
with this online manosphere 
community certainly come with 
higher risks. As a performer who 
had seen real impact on the space 
in World of Warcraft as a result 
of my actions facilitating The 
Council on Gender Sensitivity and 
Behavioral Awareness in World of 
Warcraft, I naively applied some 
of the same logic and strategies to 
this project without realizing the 
primary difference in my position 
in these 2 spaces. In WoW, I was 
recognizable as a long term, high 
level member of the community 
with high level gear only obtained 
through years of commitment to 
the game – clearly a participant 

*  These processes are outlined extensively in FIELD Journal of Socially Engaged Art 
Criticism in an essay called ‘Tightrope Routines: A Feminist Artist Interviews The Inter-
net’s Most Infamous Misogynist.’

and not an outsider. In Roosh 
V’s manosphere I am a feminist, a 
progressive, a liberal, a social 
justice warrior, an enemy, and 
a symbol of everything wrong 
in today’s America– someone who 
operates against their values and 
someone who regardless of attempts 
to perform civility and even at 
times acting with something that 
did feel at times like empathy 
– there was no way this project 
would have ended smoothly for me. 

The BANGED project ended up being 
published in book form, installed 
in art galleries as a visualized 
timeline of my interactions with 
the field, and eventually turned 
into a storytelling performance 
through which I outline the 
meandering nature of the project 
from initial idea to different 
shifts in the intention and 
politics of the project. They 
included being unable to publish 
the accounts of women I interviewed 
for fear of their safety*.

Toward the end of this project, 
something I felt was getting in the 
way of the work was my performance 
role, as the project did very 
much become about my experience 
operating in this field. Despite my 
experience, I haven’t abandoned 
this field – I am just putting 
myself out of the spotlight and 
making future projects less about 
my mediation of and intervention 
in these spaces, and more about 
creating an embodied way for 
people to digest experiences from 
and ideologies embedded in these 
manosphere seduction communities. 
There is so much information, 
behavioral psychology and coded 
language in this field and a lot of 
it is very painful to process for 
those who do not identify with the 
culture in these communities –

http://field-journal.com/issue-4/tightrope-routines-a-feminist-artist-interviews-the-internets-most-infamous-misogynist
http://field-journal.com/issue-4/tightrope-routines-a-feminist-artist-interviews-the-internets-most-infamous-misogynist
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Figure 19: Julien Blanc, Pimp. Still from Julien Blanc’s hidden
camera footage.  

especially if you are a woman and 
have had experiences with sexual 
assault. And so with all of the 
experience I now have mapping the 
field, as a researcher I am able 
to put myself in the position to 
filter it all into a game scenario 
so that one might actually walk 
away being able to make sense of 
it without having to spend as much 
time as I have trying to understand 
it and ultimately develop tactics 
to respond to it. 

My most recent project is a 
video game called The Game: The 
Game. After the BANGED project, 
followers of other seduction gurus 
reached out to me to tell me that 
Roosh V’s variety of pick-up art 
was much more extreme and much 
more misogynistic than other types 
that are more focused on teaching 
men confidence and self-improvement 
to help level the dating playing 
field. I thought that this was a 
valid point – there should be 
resources for men who struggle to 
understand what makes women feel 
safe to be able to learn from in 
order to have healthy, fulfilling 

relationships! So I decided to 
take a deeper look into the 
variety of Pickup Artist “gurus” 
or seduction coaches and the 
differences between the types of 
pick-up art they are teaching to 
see if any of the most prominent 
seduction coaches really did stick 
to self-improvement narratives. 
Ultimately I intended to make a 
game about a variety of pick-up 
artist’s styles. 

The title is a play on the best-
selling book by Neil Strauss, 
The Game – which was the first 
mainstream primer into this world 
and really came to prominence 
through its origins as a couple 
of guys sharing seduction tips 
through a web 1.0 era community 
forum. From accounts in the book, 
all signs point to very few 
participants forecasting that this 
forum would ultimately turn into 
a somewhat widespread lifestyle 
movement and quite lucrative 
seduction coaching careers for a 
few. The Game: The Game functions 
somewhat as a playable version of 
Strauss’ The Game experienced from
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Figure 21: Angela Washko, The Game: The Game, Video Game, 2016. Still 
from the game. Courtesy of the artist. 
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a woman’s perspective, but looking 
at the entire field, not just the 
PUAs represented in The Game.

The first chapter of The Game: The 
Game recently premiered in New 
York City at the new media gallery 
Transfer. This installation 
version of the show included four 
stations to play the video game 
as well as print and video-based 
research materials, original 
cyanotypes and also a custom vinyl 
printed floor with images from 
photos I have taken of objects 
I have found in the world with 
women’s severed bodies on them, as 
well as the seduction books I read 
while researching the game, and 
related ads I have been collecting 
from tech and torrent sites on 
the internet since 2011. The first 
chapter additionally features a 
musical score composed by Xiu 
Xiu, whose perverse, challenging, 
personal and complex music 
complement the murky, frequently 
dark, isolating and complicated 
experiences and aesthetics 
presented in The Game: The Game.

The Game: The Game is a thoroughly 
research based video game project 
through which I sought out to study 
the different seduction techniques 
of famous pick-up artists and allow 
those pickup artists to speak for 
themselves through their work and 
put players into the positions of 
interacting with them in a common 
location for pick-up art: a bar. 
Players regardless of personal 
gender identity are put into the 
position of experiencing a common 
scenario that femme-presenting 
people experience – having their 
personal space invaded when it is 
unwelcome by men who feel entitled 
to it. Chapter One focuses on 
research material from infamous 
pickup artist Julien Blanc’s first 
major multi-dvd training program 
Pimp and his more recent video 
programs SHIFT and TEN GAME. 

All of the dialogue in the game is 
constructed from actual word-for-
word advice written by these pick 
up artists and also situations 
from their own hidden camera 
footage that they sell to their 
devoted followers. 

As a player, your experiences mimic 
both the actual experiences that 
women have who have been captured 
by pick-up artists’ hidden camera 
footage have had as well as the 
experiences those pick-up artists 
describe as they coach their male 
followers on how to have successful 
sexual interactions with women. 
Many of the experiences outlined 
by Julien Blanc could easily be 
defined as sexual assault and even 
many of his hidden camera clips 
presented in his coaching videos 
(which he frames as successful 
seduction efforts) clearly show 
women expressing that they do 
not consent to his behavior. As a 
result, this is reflected in the 
mechanics of The Game: The Game. 
If you continue to engage with 
pick-up artists to the point that 
you end up outside of the bar and 
are invited to leave the venue 
with him, even when you push back 
you may be physically moved around 
and touched sexually without your 
consent. This is not me inventing 
what Julien is like in any 
way, but presenting him and his 
behaviors in the ways that he has 
presented them himself. In Chapter 
One of The Game: The Game after 
each interaction you generally are 
prompted with a series of options 
– and it is up to you to decide 
if you want to see how Julien 
imagines your exchanges will go if 
you say yes to him….or if you want 
to try to politely decline…or if 
you physically push him etc. As a 
player and as the target of pick-
up-artists’ attention, you can 
make a broad range of decisions in 
Chapter 1 of The Game: The Game –
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from opting to hook up with pick-
up artists in multiple locations 
to attempting to get away from 
them immediately.

Ultimately The Game: The Game 
will have 4 chapters (with all 
these other guys) and ideally get 
distributed on a wider scale than 
the gallery context it recently 
inhabited. My goal for the project 
is to distribute it through 
mainstream gaming platforms and 
have it live next to games with 
issues of women’s representation 

and focus on violence – as a way 
of trying to introduce perspectives 
that have been ignored by the 
male-dominated gaming industry. I 
hope to release it at the end of 
2017.

All of my recent work is bound by 
a broader desire to shift public 
attitude regarding what women and 
men can and cannot do or be like 
to be much more radically inclusive 
of what are still perceived by 
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many as fringe or unnatural or 
alternative lifestyles. I know 
that is a seemingly unsurmountable 
aim – but it is where I am at 
in what I am trying to do and 
a core part of my practice. 
Whether that means operating in 
or intervening on radio shows, art 
exhibitions, video games, writing 
for mainstream media, making 
public access TV shows, playing 
World of Warcraft, making Twitter 
bots and so on – I am working on 
projects across disparate contexts 
which attempt to engage with Donna 

Haraway’s great question from 
her text Situated Knowledges. I 
would phrase it this way – which 
may or may not be a willful 
misunderstanding of the text – : 
How can we promote more empathetic 
vision or an objectivity that 
is more inclusive of radically 
different perspectives especially 
in a time of increasingly curated, 
stratified echo chambers? And 
furthermore, how in 2017 do we 
still have so many spaces that are 
unsafe for women?
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Exhibited Artists 
 & Works

Erin Armstrong (a.k.a. Grishno) 
was born in a small Mormon town 
in Utah, USA, as the oldest son 
of her family. Despite the lack of 
understanding shown by her parents 
and the difficulties she faced in 
accessing medical treatment, she 
began transitioning at the age of 
18 and moved to New York. In 2006, 
she became the pioneer of trans-
vlogging on YouTube. As such, she 
had a tremendous impact on the 
increasing visibility of trans 
people in the media. 
 
The vlog Transgendered in New 
York was filmed for the first time 
as an open video diary in the 
basement of Erin Armstrong’s work 
place. The amateur aesthetics 
testify for the urgency in the 
way she expresses her feelings and 
documents her transition. With 
disarming honesty and authenticity 
she tells her viewers – who may be 
sharing similar experiences – about 
her homosexual relationship, the 
struggles with her family and some 
newly found friendships. By doing 
so, she contributed to fostering 
strong community building amongst 
trans people online. Fi
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Genevieve Belleveau’s work 
generally explores our equivocal 
relationship to social media, 
our reactions to manifestations 
or lack of attention, as well as 
our overall digital identity. Far 
removed from the perception of our 
online self-portrayals as an act 
of narcissism, Genevieve Belleveau 
strongly believes that, when 
destigmatised, they can generate 
genuinely empathetic human 
exchanges. Nonetheless, she also 
experiments with the masochist 
dynamic we – often knowingly – 
comply with in order to continue 
using social media (e.g. addiction, 
surveillance, etc). She describes 
her personal and artistic life as 
an alternation between periods 
of digital self-love and self-
destruction. 
 
Seeking Arrangement was conceived 
for this exhibition and consists 
of a drone-filmed performance, 

which was live-streamed via 
Facebook into the opening. Through 
the aesthetics of plant based 
BDSM rituals, the work tackles 
the consensual abandon with which 
we engage in social media. While 
we may believe we are in control 
of the people and content we 
choose to interact with online, 
commercial-orientated strategies 
gradually infiltrate our social 
spheres. Tailored after the data 
collected about us online, they 
gain considerable presence in our 
feeds.

During the performance, the 
drone films, observes and perhaps 
interacts with arranged human 
bouquets. Through the lens of BDSM 
play, dominator or patriarchal 
culture, he represents a ‘daddy’ 
figure supervising - sometimes 
through censorship - our use of 
social media.
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George Jacotey defines himself as 
“unqualified femme peasant-clown” 
with a propensity to misandry. Be 
it in the form of Tumblr, video 
or borrowing from the camgirl 
aesthetics – performativity always 
takes on an integral part of his 
work. By graphic portrayals that 
explicitly refer to pornography, 
Jacotey questions the influence of 
white, heteronormative cis-male-
patriarchy on our conceptions of 
masculinity. He has also shown 
that this influence affects the 
homosexual dating scene. Jacotey 
contextualizes these visions of 
masculinity with the perpetuation 
of western neoliberal mentality and 
global capitalism. 

In the collaborative performance 
Greek Love together with Kimmo 
Modig, Jacotey exposes his 
ambivalent relation to his 
patriarchal oppressor. On the one 
hand, he expresses a disgust, 
yet, on the other, a sexual lust 
and attraction felt towards him. 
Through a sensual camgirl-like 
dance Jacotey explores the question 
of self-sexualisation. In the 
second part of the performance, 
he shares taboo, intimate details 
about his poverty, sexuality, 
tumultuous emotional life and 
the physical decay of his bodily 
functions. 

After her studies in Creative 
Arts in London und Surrey (UK) 
Sessa Omoregie gained significant 
acclaim on the web for her Tumblr 
#camgirlproject. Among other 
themes, her work dwells upon the 
hacking of cyber-identity, -culture 
and -feminism. 
 
Omoregies #camgirlsproject examines 
the way Western societies perceive 
pixelated webcam-selfies of women. 
Throughout the occidental history 
of art, the image of women was 
indeed shaped by the brush, 
quill or lens of men in a way 
that silenced female or feminine 
perspectives. Women were mainly 
appreciated as muses. In the middle 
of the 2010s, it still proves 
arduous for female artists to 
tackle their own image and body 
without being labelled ‘attention-
craving’. With the hashtag 
#camgirlsproject, Omoregie invited 
women of a wide spectrum of body 
types and skin colors to redefine 
conceptions of classic and digital 
beauty. 
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Figure 28: Georges Jacotey, Greek Love, Filmed Performance on
YouTube, Installation View, 2014. Photo: Verein Nachtschicht.
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Shikeith was born in Philadelphia, 
USA, and graduated in 2010 from 
the Pennsylvania State University 
with a Bachelor’s degree in Fine 
Arts. As a boy, he experienced 
discrimination from other kids 
because he did not fulfill the 
expectations that black masculinity 
entailed. These experiences shaped 
and inspired him to creatively 
grapple with the mental landscape 
of blackness and masculinity. 

The piece #blackmendream portrays 
nine homosexual African-American 
men with different backgrounds. 
Each interview addresses the 
challenges they have faced, such 
as depression, parental neglect, 
discrimination and racism. With his 
experimental approach, Shikeith 
allowed for the creation of a safe 
online space for the exploration 
of emotional restrictions within 
common understandings of black 
masculinity. Through the use of 
a hashtag, the project becomes 
participative and seeks to promote 
new textual and visual narratives 
on social media, whereby black 
American manhood is being re-
negotiated.
 

Molly Soda was born in San Juan, 
Puerto Rico in 1989 and after her 
studies of ‘Photography and Imaging’ 
at the Tisch School of Arts, New 
York City University, became 
increasingly active as a webcam-
performance-artist on social media 
platforms such as Vine, Newhive, 
Instagram, Youtube, Tumblr, etc. 
Her performances explore processes 
of identity building, contemporary 
feminism and culture as well as 
perversion in the digital era. 
Soda’s immediate environment, 
usually her own bedroom, often 
serves as a theatrical setting 
in which she stages herself as 
an empowered but also vulnerable 
protagonist.

In the context of a so-called 
‘revenge porn’ trend mostly 
attacking self-confessed feminists 
(Emma Watson, Jennifer Lawrence 
etc.), Soda orchestrated the leak 
her own naked selfies. Such images 
are still often associated with a 
sense of shame as they are shaped by 
persistent cultural conceptions of 
female sexuality. Women who openly 
embrace their own sexuality are 
often perceived in a dehumanising 
manner. Should I Send This? 
complicates this notion. In fact, 
the protagonist of the performance 
is not only sexy, but also human and 
fragile: Text messages accompanying 
the selfies reveal her self-doubt 
and, at times, low self-esteem.  Fi
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Figure 29: Shikeith, #blackmendream, 
Art Film, 2014, Courtesy of the artist.
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Currently guest fellow at the 
Frank-Ratchye STUDIO for Creative 
Inquiry, Angela Washko is also 
a net artist, an author and a 
moderator. Her work aims to 
promote discourses about feminism, 
especially in online environments, 
where users are, for the most 
part, diagonally opposed to it. 
She is regarded as an expert on 
gender relations in online gaming, 
for instance inside the World of 
Warcraft, where she has moderated 
The Council on Gender Sensitivity 
and Behavioral Awareness since 
2012.

Shred For That Millionaire is 
a video performance released on 

the Vimeo platform. After having 
watched 72 episodes (6 seasons) 
of Millionaire Matchmaker, Angela 
Washko generated diagrams with 
data from the reality TV show: 
In this video, she reveals the 
100 most important traits for 
the perfect woman – according to 
millionaires! Under a bubbly, 
cheerful aesthetic, she blends a 
deeply sardonic critique of the 
unrealistic ‘ideal woman’ image 
promoted by mainstream media. 
In turn, she invites us to take 
a critical stance, reflecting on 
the power, which such staged 
performances have in influencing 
the way we think.
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Louise Bozelec is an art student 
at the School of Art and Design in 
Basel. Themes she explores in her 
work include the potato, the Bank 
of International Settlements BIS, 
in intransparent/opaque structures 
in economics and politics and the 
inseparability of personal and 
factual matter. 

In her work Als wir, commissionned 
especially for the exhibition, she 
delves for the first time into our 
feelings for social media. 

This work tackles the thematic 
of gender and social media, in 
a sensorial and active manner. 
It invites the viewer to rip the 
packet open, to choose marshmallows 
and to indulge in them.
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Social media: the 
consistence of slime – 
attractive and sickening at 
once.

Here, marshmallows – 
appetizing aroma, sweet, 
extendable, yet unworkable; 
content wise shabby and 
unhealthy. When someone 
warms them up, a stringy, 
creamy, malleable mass.



#gendermirwurscht 
 Selfie  Project 

Parallel to the exhibition Girls 
Who Are Boys, Verein Nachtschicht 
launched a selfie project called 
#gendermirwurscht. 

In the early 90’s, the American 
feminist Judith Butler saw gender 
as a performance we act out. 
For a couple of decades this 
statement has influenced the way 
we perceive gender identities 
- bringing awareness that they 
exist along a spectrum rather 
than binarily. As highlighted in 
Girls Who Are Boys, net artists 
are now performing new gendered 
narratives outside the realm of 
stereotypes by using the tools 
of social media. In this process, 
selfies have been an instrument of 
choice: Through the lens of their 
smartphones/webcams, individuals 
are reclaiming ownership of their 
image in exciting ways! Many stand 
far removed from magazine covers/
mainstream media representations 
and closer to a celebration of 
diversity.

Inspired by the exhibited selfie 
projects such as #camgirlsproject 
by Sessa Omoregie and others like 
#selfieaffirmation by Genevieve 
Belleveau, we wished to create 
our own project empowering 

social media followers as well as 
exhibition visitors to engage in a 
similar dynamic in our local Swiss 
context. In doing so, we hoped 
to contribute to conversations on 
gender, gender diversity and - why 
not - also, sexual orientations in 
our vicinty! 

The submissions collected before 
the exhibition were printed and 
presented on a wall covered with 
the said mainstream media magazine 
covers/pages. Our intention was 
for each participants to join in 
covering magazine representations 
with more genuine (self-)
portrayals. A sample was selected 
to be featured in this catalogue. 

If you would like to join in the 
movement, it’s not too late! And 
it’s also super simple! Represent/
perform your gender identity in 
a selfie. Feel free to depict both 
your gender and sexual orientation 
and to add a personal anecdote, 
if you feel like it. You can 
then send your submission to the 
following email address: 
verein.nachtschicht@outlook.com
and we will publish it on our 
social media pages. 
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