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“I think that’s what we’re trained to do as women I think society wants us to hate ourselves 

and especially hate on other women and I do it all the time and like I’m a terrible feminist…”1 

This is what Kyeoung, the main character, says in the end of the play Usual Girls. The problem 

she implies here is how women are separated by races and all kinds of racial standards when they 

are supposed to get together, respect each other, and fight against the male dominant society. 

Scholars Simone de Beauvoir, Audre Lorde, and Mary-jo Nadeau all discuss the problem of racist 

sexism and racist feminism in their essays. de Beauvoir explains the “essential” and “other” 

relationship between men and women; Lorde claims that different women has different needs to 

achieve the goal of gender equality; and Nadeau introduces a new term called “white 

multiculturalism.” All of their ideas are reflected in Ming Peiffer’s play, Usual Girls. Peiffer uses 

her play to identify the problem of racist sexism, and shows that what happens in the play is only 

a tiny representation of what actually happens in real society. 

In the beginning of Simone de Beauvoir’s passage, she says “In truth, nature is no more an 

immutable given than is historical reality.”2 It seems that when defining the identity of women, 

historical reality, or society, is constant as female biology. Not only are they born as women 

biologically, but they are also constantly classified as women by society. de Beauvoir spends a 

whole other passage emphasising on this issue: “woman does not think herself without man…He 

is the Subject; he is the Absolute. She is the Other.”3 it is clear that according to de Beauvoir, 

women have constantly been classified as women, who are different from and opposite to men. 

They are judged solely based on social standards defining “feminity”-doing all kinds of housework, 

 
1 Ming Peiffer, Usual Girls. New York: Dramatists Play Service, 2018. 58. 
2 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex. Trans, Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany 

Chevallier. New York: Vintage, 2011. 28. 
3 Simone de Beauvoir, 26. 



no public interaction, being obedient to men, etc. As though their rights are determined only by 

their biological bodies, instead of their thoughts and their need. Even until today, women are 

unable to change their destiny, just as they cannot change their biological structures. 

 Audre Lorde stated in the very beginning, that under most circumstances, racism, sexism, 

and homophobia are inseparable, especially in this country.4 She then wrote in an early 

paragraph, that “difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary 

polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialect. Only then does the necessity for 

interdependency become unthreatening.”5 According to Lorde, the difference among women is 

the key to recognise who they really are, to be women instead of the binary opposition to men. 

They will not gain pride and respect even if they are granted the same rights as men, because 

they are still being treated as “non-men,” an out-group. However, by realising who they really 

are and what they really want, they are the “essential,” and they can stand as “women,” the other 

in-group of human beings. Thus, “essential” here seems to mean female independence. Women 

need the independence to publicly interact with each other and advocate for their rights. 

If women can recognise and understand the difference between them, they will have 

“transformation.” For Lorde, the difference is not the cause to separate, but the “raw and powerful 

connection from which our personal power is forged.”6 Women need to understand, accept, and 

learn how to make the differences between their strength, or they will never have the chance to 

call themselves “we.” What they call for will merely be the rights for only a small certain group 

of women, not for all of them. They will not be able to posit themselves as “Subjects” if they have 

 
4 Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House.” 

Berkeley: Crossing Press, 2007. 111. 
5 Audre Lorde, 111. 
6 Audre Lorde, 112. 



already divided into many smaller groups within.7 All women have the same goal. Nonetheless, 

different groups need different ways to achieve this goal, and they have different needs as well. 

Lorde’s example of “racist feminism” illustrates this difference: if rich white women only advocate 

for their rights and their feminist theories, then the situation of women of colour will not get 

improved.8 What rich white women need is very different from the need of women of colour, 

simply because women of colour suffer not only gender discrimination but also racism. Similarly, 

scholars Roskos and Humphrey write in their essay that “women of non-Western cultures are 

encouraged to abandon in order to obtain their human rights.”9 Every woman is encouraged to 

ignore her uniqueness and to take up an identity that does not belong to her—the identity as a white 

woman. Thus, women are right now on the edge of this “transformation,” the realisation of how to 

unite all of them, and how to recognise themselves as the “Subject” and the “essential.” To achieve 

this “transformation,” they need to recognise the difference between them, and use that difference 

as a weapon, instead of the obstacle blocking our way. 

Focusing on the same problem, Mary-jo Nadeau introduced a new term in modern 

feminism, white multiculturalism. According to Nadeau, white multiculturalism is all about the 

perspective when documenting feminist ideas and agendas. She pointed out that “white 

multiculturalism operates as a narrative mechanism for erasing race, naturalising and re-centring 

white feminism, and de-centring anti-racism in the story of feminism.”10 Lorde also expressed 

the idea of “erasing race” in her essay, that women sometimes shed the difference between them, 

 
7 Simeone de Beauvoir, 28. 
8 Audre Lorde, 112. 
9 Laura H Roskos and Andrea L. Humphrey. "International feminism, human rights and 

the women's studies curriculum: a conference at the nexus of pedagogy and activism." Duke 
University Press, 2004. 87. 

10 Mary-jo Nadeau, “Troubling herstory: unsettling white multiculturalism in Canadian 
feminism.” Toronto: Canadian Woman Studies, 2009. no. 2-3. 



and they have the “pathetic pretense that these difference do not exist.”11 In her essay, Nadeau 

used two documents in the National Action Committee as examples to illustrate her point. These 

documents were the very first ones trying to untangle the role of women from minority groups’ 

roles in history, yet they were solely written from a white perspective, generating a very white-

centred conception of history. To Nadeau, the reason of including such diversity was simply to 

show that this organisation was “capable of containing a variety of feminists and feminisms 

within itself,” instead of actually putting women from minority groups in the equal place as its 

white members.12 Thus, the inclusivity in these documents were not able to represent its true 

context and other important struggles behind it, leading to the fact that Anti-racist feminism 

concept was described, but not explained because of white multiculturalism and the narrative it 

supported.  

 Elaborating on the “narrative,” the concept of “whiteness” is pushed further. In scholar 

Donna Harrison’s review, she writes that when the definition of “race” becomes more as a 

process of social racialisation than a static concept rooted in biological essence, “Whiteness, 

then, becomes a category to critically investigate and historicize ‘race’ and assess the boundary 

of self and other.”13 Similarly, Nadeau’s research showed that in most cases, racialised women 

were either mentioned as a whole group of “underrepresented,” or only a few of them was named 

individually.14 Identifying them as the underrepresented, but still presenting them in an 

underrepresented way, is not the way to show their importance. On the complete contrary, 

whiteness has never been categorised as a racial group, and white feminists are always 

 
11 Mary-jo Nadeau, no. 2-3. 
12 Mary-jo Nadeau, no. 2-3. 
13Donna Harrison, “Anti-Racist Feminism: Critical Race and Gender Studies.” 

Toronto: Canadian Woman Studies, 2000.  no. 2. 
14 Mary-jo Nadeau, no. 2-3. 



“disproportionately individualised and written in to the text as the core.”15 Notice the “core” 

here—it also explains the white-centred narrative in those documents about diversity, because 

whiteness has always been the core and the essential. This echoes back to de Beauvoir’s concept 

of the “Other.” de Beauvoir’s “other” refers to all women, as the opposite to men the “essential.” 

However, only white women were the subject of her “other,” and here, minority women are also 

“other” comparing to white women. Even within the broad feminist scope, the contrast between 

“other” and “essential” still exists. 

 Lorde, de Beauvoir, Nadeau, and Harrison all discuss the problem of racist sexism and 

racist feminism, and their ideas are clearly reflected in playwright Ming Peiffer’s work, Usual 

Girls. Usual Girls is a story about the experience of being both sexually and racially 

discriminated of an Asian girl, Kyeoung. The story started when she was bullied by a white boy 

at the age of six, and then continues into her similar experience in high school, college, even 

after she enters into the society and becomes a very successful woman. All of the assault she 

faced almost manifest into her daily life as she grows up, and the bully not only come from boys 

like Rory, but also from many white girls around her, even her childhood best friends. It is clear 

that such racist sexism has a very negative impact on her experience of growing up, and it taunts 

her for her whole life, and she is only one example from all those women who have the same 

experience in the real society. Ming Peiffer identifies the problem of racist sexism in her play, 

and her play reflects the same problem in society, a bigger scope. 

 Kyeoung’s consistent problem with Rory Butler, the boy who started bullying her at the 

age of six, is the perfect example of de Beauvoir’s “essential” and “other” between men and 

women. Starting from elementary school, Rory is depicted as a bully who “chases girls all 

 
15 Mary-jo Nadeau, no. 2-3. 



around the playground…bullies them until they give him what he wants.”16 He is incredibly 

disrespectful to girls, and believes they are supposed to give him everything. For example, a 

kiss—“that’s what girls are supposed to give boys.”17 Even if he was only a young boy, the idea 

that girls are toys to play with has already planted deep in his mind, and he constantly thinks he’s 

superior than them and has the right to judge them. Rory sees himself as the “essential” in de 

Beauvoir’s passage, while all the girls around him are the “other,” who are inferior than him and 

should be serving him all the time. He was especially disrespectful toward Kyeoung only 

because she is not white, and he commented specific racially directed stereotypes like “my 

thingy’ll shrink and my eyes will get all small” when Kyeoung tried to stop him from bullying 

her friends.18 

This relationship does not end and manifests itself when they grow up. In 7th grade, the 

first thing Rory thinks when he sees Kyeoung in Spandex shorts is “it was to get people to 

watch.”19 His thinks that the only purpose of girls wearing nice clothes/exposing clothes is to 

show men their bodies. By then, he starts to treat other girls better except Kyeoung, who he 

thinks is dirty out of no particular reason. He unintentionally separates Kyeoung and all other 

girls only because of her race, and he links Asian to “slut” only because Kyeoung knows more 

knowledge about sex than many other people. When Kyeoung gets annoyed and tells him to 

leave in swear words, he doesn’t show his respect by leaving, instead, he comments “your mouth 

is dirtier than I thought.”20 He still holds the stereotype that it is normal if men say swear words, 

but if women say swear words, that are not worth his respect. Years later, Rory doesn’t appear in 

 
16 Ming Peiffer, 15. 
17 Ming Peiffer, 13. 
18 Ming Peiffer, 34. 
19 Ming Peiffer, 34. 
20 Ming Peiffer, 35. 



person after they go into college, but according to a friend, he hasn’t changed a bit in his 

personality, but he’s already in Wharton, aiming for a bright future. Even if Rory is such an 

“asshole,” he can still get the greatest opportunities in society, and goes on to hurt more and 

more women. This scenario not only happens in this play, instead, it happens so frequently in 

reality. So many men who view themselves as the “essential” of everything can actually get 

everything they want, and become the “essential” they want to be, which furtherly pushes the 

cycle of men being the core while women are cast aside. 

 Except from her troubled relationship with Rory, Kyeoung’s problem with other girls 

also reflects strong racial sexism. In the play, almost all her friends are white girls. When they 

were young, the girls seemed to erase the gender difference between them as in Lorde’s essay. 

But things change when they grow up. Kyeoung’s friends either distance her or start to act as the 

typical white-centred characters who will teach her what is “right” and what she “should” do 

according to a white standard. This is exactly what Nadeau talks about in her essay, that girls like 

Kyeoung are always underrepresented. When the five girls get together at a sleepover party and 

ask one of them to show her bottom, they are all amazed at her developed body. The young girls 

who have not yet entered puberty think she is lucky, and they can’t wait “for when my body 

starts to do weird stuff” and “GET PREGNANT.”21 On the other hand, the girl feels “kinda 

gross” for her developed body, and her sex is a shame instead of a gift.22 These two conflicting 

views shows the struggle of girls and women, that is their sex a shame, or something they can be 

proud of? Girls get jealous when their friend’s body exhibit the female sex, but at the same time 

they mock the other girls who use their sex too much, like the older white girls teasing Kyeoung 

 
21 Ming Peiffer, 26. 
22 Ming Peiffer, 27.  



when she is in 7th grade. They call Kyeoung a “slut” and “whore,” and say she is “trash” and 

“hopeless.”23 They are supposed to stand on the same side with Kyeoung and oppose the 

dominant male figure like Rory, but women have already broken up before they can ever get 

together and fight against men. They distance Kyeoung because she is not white, and is viewed 

as the “other” as in de Beauvoir and Nadeau’s essays. The struggle of facing their sex still 

continues in reality, in which women are not able to fully recognise and respect their differences. 

Non-white female like Kyeoung are always cast aside, and are required to fit into the white 

standards upon which the society is built. 

Sexual assault and racial discrimination have accompanied her throughout Kyeoung’s 

whole life, and it grows up with her. The way it affects her growth is tremendous. All of her 

childhood friends distanced from her, and she is laughed at by almost everyone. She has no 

friends supporting her and walk her through this trauma. Her friend Lindsay starts to hang out 

with a group of mean white girls who call Kyeoung a “slut” every time they walk past her. All 

these trauma lead to her strange reaction after she is raped later. She goes directly back home and 

decides to take a shower, which will wash away all the evidence.24 It is clear that she has nobody 

to depend on, and she has made a choice to keep the pain to herself instead of reporting to the 

police, because nobody would believe it’s a man’s fault when an Asian woman says she is raped. 

The saddest part of her trauma shows itself when Kyeoung is successful in her career and leads a 

happy life, she still meets an old white man on subway masturbating when staring at her. That is 

clearly disrespect, and no women can escape the trouble no matter how successful they are. 

 
23 Ming Peiffer, 37. 
24 Ming Peiffer, 61. 



Feminism itself is naturally racist and non-inclusive. The real problem women are facing 

is not only the gender dichotomy between the two sexes, but also the exclusion of minority 

groups. These minority groups include not only women of colour, as this paper discussed, but 

also women of lower income level, people in the LGBTQ+ group, etc. Rejecting feminine 

features during the second wave of feminism was almost equal to admitting the supremacy of 

traditional masculine feature. Just as the third wave feminism embraced women’s feminine 

features and claimed them as equal, embracing all the differences is the best way to gain equal 

rights for all women, no matter their race, queerness, or income level, and achieve recognition 

and cooperation from everyone in the world. 
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