
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ccon20

Continuum
Journal of Media & Cultural Studies

ISSN: 1030-4312 (Print) 1469-3666 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ccon20

#girlgaze: photography, fourth wave feminism,
and social media advocacy

Ruxandra Looft

To cite this article: Ruxandra Looft (2017) #girlgaze: photography, fourth wave feminism, and
social media advocacy, Continuum, 31:6, 892-902, DOI: 10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539

Published online: 31 Aug 2017.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 2929

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ccon20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ccon20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539
https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ccon20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ccon20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-08-31
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-08-31


Continuum: Journal of media & Cultural StudieS, 2017
Vol. 31, no. 6, 892–902
https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2017.1370539

#girlgaze: photography, fourth wave feminism, and social media 
advocacy

Ruxandra Looft

department of World languages and Cultures, College of liberal arts & Sciences, iowa State university, ames, ia,  
uSa

ABSTRACT
The Girlgaze website was founded by television personality Amanda de 
Cadenet in 2016, as a social media project seeking female photographers 
to fund, promote and exhibit. The project lauds itself for offering girls from 
around the world an entry into a traditionally male-dominated profession and 
providing a platform where female artists can share works created through 
the lens of a ‘girlgaze’. This article positions the Girlgaze project within the 
discourses of fourth wave feminism and explores how Girlgaze challenges 
a male-dominated industry. It also raises the questions of whose gaze we 
are seeing and whose world is being privileged in the production of these 
virtual image galleries. A closer look at the Girlgaze project, its incentives 
and structures raises essential questions about self-representation, social 
media advocacy and photography as a medium to convey any sort of truth 
about the world.

Introduction

In a BBC News interview posted on YouTube on 22 October 2016, photographer and TV personality 
Amanda de Cadenet recounts her story of struggling to break into the photography industry as a 
woman. De Cadenet tells of how she was encouraged by peers in the industry to remain in front of 
the camera as a model, where she would likely find more career success than if she pursued the path 
of photographer. When finally, 10 years later, she became the youngest female photographer to shoot 
a cover image for Vogue, she felt that she had fractured, however minimally, the divide that kept girls 
from taking the camera into their own hands. In the aforementioned BBC interview (2016), de Cadenet 
recalls her thoughts about creating that Vogue cover: ‘this was a glass ceiling. I’ve put a little dent in it 
but where are all the other girls?’ De Cadenet’s Girlgaze project seeks to find more of those ‘other girls’ 
by pushing back against an industry that has traditionally favoured men. The project seeks to promote 
greater gender as well as ethnic and racial diversity in the arts by seeking out and supporting the work 
of women from underrepresented and geographically disparate populations. On their website, the 
Girlgaze team describes its mission as wanting to highlight ‘how girls see the world’ by foregrounding 
a ‘girl gaze’ (Girlgaze 2017).

As such, the Girlgaze project contributes in meaningful and valuable ways to the continuing mission 
of artists, agents and non-profits in the art world today. The same year Girlgaze was founded (2016), 
the nationally prominent Americans for the Arts released an updated mission statement emphasizing 
its commitment to making the arts accessible to all, especially populations that have been previously 
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disadvantaged and underrepresented.1 Focusing on inclusivity and diversity, the organization encour-
ages active agents in the art world to uphold these values and promote them by ‘modelling through 
action’ (The Americans for the Arts 2016).

No doubt, de Cadenet and her peers are working to promote these goals and make photography 
more accessible with the help of social media. Nonetheless, a closer look at the Girlgaze project, its 
incentives and structures, as well as the gallery of nearly 100,000 images tagged with #girlgaze on 
the social media platform Instagram raises essential questions. Who is being represented and whose 
gaze is being privileged? This article seeks to engage with the Girlgaze project and analyse its role in 
participating in a global dialogue on feminism, photography and social media vis à vis its discursive 
self-representation as an agent of change in the photography business. First, I will provide an overview 
of the Girlgaze project, its founder, and use of social media to curate an online photography space as 
well as to provide emerging photographers with the resources to launch their careers. Second, I draw 
on photography theory and feminist media criticism to explore the use of the term gaze as part of a 
specific branding strategy. I rely on critical race theory and post-colonial narratives by feminists of 
colour to explore how Girlgaze, an American-situated social media project, claims global impact and 
transnational collaborations. Finally, I raise the question of performativity and authenticity in photogra-
phy and whether we can rely on this medium to offer any sort of ‘truth’ about how girls – or any agent 
behind the camera – sees the world.

The girlgaze project

Not long after de Cadenet introduced the #girlgaze hashtag on the Teen Vogue website, images poured 
in and a virtual gallery of thousands of photographs appeared on Instagram, the project’s main pho-
to-sharing platform. The images are public and can be accessed by entering the search term #girlgaze 
into the application’s search bar.2 As de Cadenet stated in her initial introduction of Girlgaze on Teen 
Vogue’s site in February 2016, the project’s goals extend beyond simply wanting to level the playing 
field for women in the industry. Girlgaze seeks to address a greater grievance about who is represented 
in the media and how women learn to understand themselves as part of a cultural discourse on wom-
anhood: ‘If we don’t have women telling their stories through all mediums, how are we supposed to 
see ourselves honestly reflected in the world?’ (De Cadenet 2016). The Girlgaze website elaborates by 
stating that ‘for a woman breaking into the photography industry, the obstacles are unquestionably 
hard. Our mission is to support girls behind the camera’ (Girlgaze 2016). To that end, Girlgaze seeks to 
‘generate visibility and support for the next generation of female-identifying photographers’ (Girlgaze 
2016). The process to submit an image is simple: use of the hashtag #girlgaze on Instagram alerts the 
Girlgaze judges to it and enters the photograph to the virtual gallery making it eligible for any of the 
prizes available at the time of submission. These have included a feature in Teen Vogue, funding for 
a year to launch a photography business, as well as the opportunity to be included in an all-female 
photography exhibit at the Annenberg Space for Photography in Las Angeles.3

Thanks to the celebrity status of de Cadenet and her fellow Girlgaze judges, the project was able to 
easily gain an audience, sponsorship and mainstream media attention.4 The project’s partnership with 
Teen Vogue further popularized the @girlgazeproject profile on Instagram and the movement quickly 
found a mass following.5 Interviews and features on BBC, Vogue Spain, Bustle, Refinery29 and Hello Giggles 
are a testament to the project’s quick rise to international visibility. Most of the publicity for Girlgaze in 
its initial months focused on the project’s mission to open up a traditionally male profession to include 
female photographers from all corners of the world. The international and cross-cultural component of 
Girlgaze, something that is centre to its mission statement, played a particularly important role in the 
media narratives lauding the project.

Examples of its positive media reception are plentiful. Wendy Lu (2016), in an article for Bustle titled 
‘The Girlgaze Photo Project Puts the Spotlight on how Girls View the World’ writes,

Like Hollywood, the photography industry is overwhelmingly dominated by men. Only 15 percent of professional 
news photographers are women, according to a study done by World Press Photo in 2015, and diversity is also 
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lacking […] A one of a kind project, Girlgaze isn’t just a safe space for girls and women to share their work and learn 
from each other. It’s also become a tool for empowering women and changing the misrepresented landscape of 
photography.

A feature in Catalogue Magazine Online (2016) describes the Instagram account associated with Girlgaze 
as being ‘littered with movingly beautiful photography that puts the female gaze first’. Nathaniel Ainley 
(2016) remarks in his article for The Creators Project, ‘Most recently, #girlgaze curated the September 
Issue of Teen Vogue, the first ever Condé Nast magazine to release an issue for girls, by girls’. Ainley 
touches on a noteworthy first indeed, one that will likely be followed by similar path-breaking firsts 
now that the Girlgaze project has gained its momentum. Finally, Stephanie Hallett (2016), writing for 
Hello Giggles, raises this question: ‘when not even one-third of professional news photographers are 
women, you have to wonder: Whose view of the world are we seeing on a daily basis?’ Hallett (2016, 
my italics) praises Girlgaze for its ambitious mission to ‘combat gender inequality worldwide’.

As noted, the narratives emerging in the media coverage of Girlgaze mirror the enthusiasm of its 
founder and the team at Girlgaze. There is an undisputed agreement that the lack of female voices and 
perspectives in the media and photography industry needs to be addressed, something that Girlgaze 
has taken on with commendable enthusiasm. The discussions of Girlgaze thus, fall into two categories: 
either focusing on the project’s gender diversity mission or the project’s transnational scope. The fol-
lowing section addresses these two aspects of the Girlgaze project positioning them within the larger 
aims of the fourth wave feminist movement, while further exploring the role played by de Cadenet in 
shaping Girlgaze’s feminist message.

Girlgaze, social media advocacy and fourth wave feminism

The first wave of feminism is generally defined as having lasted between 1840 and 1920, with a main 
focus on the abolition of slavery and the equality of citizenry. The second wave movement picked up 
from 1960 to 1988 and focused on greater access to men’s spheres – the second wavers fought for 
women’s equal rights to education, workplace equality and reproductive freedom. The third wave, 
generally understood to have lasted from 1988 to 2010, is composed of a unique cohort of activists 
who grew up with feminism (the foundations set by the first and second waves) and its impact. Third 
wavers are known for rejecting the idea of a unified list of values and goals, calling into question the 
broader universal ideals that allowed the first two waves to find common ground. Finally, the fourth 
wave, dated from 2008 onwards, works with the understanding that intersectionality is the common 
thread between the different communities and groups that link under the term ‘feminism’. As noted, a 
distinctive trait of the fourth wave movement is it reliance and usage of technology and social media 
to connect and reach populations across cultural and national borders.

The marketing techniques and mission statement of Girlgaze fit well within the scopes and advocacy 
tools associated with the fourth wave feminism. In short, fourth wavers are known for their savvy use 
of social media and technology to tackle many of the same issues that third, second and first wave 
feminists articulated before them. The defining differences between the ‘waves’ of feminism are not 
necessarily the wars waged as much as the tools used. In her seminal text ‘Is there a Fourth Wave? Does 
It Matter?’, feminist scholar Jennifer Baumgardner (2011) categories the four different waves and defines 
the fourth by its predominant online presence to create community, connect across national lines and 
reach audiences far larger than previously imaginable.

Baumgardner (2011) writes
In place of zines and songs, young feminists created blogs, Twitter campaigns, and online media with names like 
Racialicious and Feministing, or wrote for Jezebel and Salon’s Broadsheet. They commented on the news, posted 
their most stylish plus-size fashion photos with info about where to shop, and tweeted that they, too, had had an 
abortion.

Platforms such as Twitter in particular have become increasingly synonymous with public advocacy 
and political engagement. In September 2014, TIME ran a story titled ‘Behold the Power of #Hashtag 
Feminism’, focusing on political hashtags such as #YesAllWomen, #HobbyLobby and #AskHerMore, 
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which went viral and brought national attention to women’s advocacy groups fighting for, among 
other items, reproductive rights and sexual violence prevention. In April of that same year, The Nation 
published a story titled ‘Where Twitter and Feminism Meet’, focusing on the role of social media in 
promoting advocacy groups and facilitating socio-political debates in a more immediate and impact-
ful manner. Co-authored by four prominent feminist voices, Kaba et al. (2016), the article offered this 
treatise on the power of social media:

Social media and online platforms have empowered the voices that were, for far too long, overlooked by so-called 
‘mainstream’ feminism. Social media has made it possible for many streams of feminism to coexist instead of merely a 
mainstream. Women of color, queer women, working class women, transgender women are all finding ways to insert 
ourselves into the feminist conversation, and more importantly, direct feminist conversations toward the issues 
that are most critical to our communities. The importance and necessity of this direction cannot be overlooked.

Much of the attention paid to social media activism focuses on Twitter, arguably one of the more 
political, volatile and scrutinized social media platforms. What has proven successful on Twitter is the 
ability to engage individuals and communities in cross-cultural and cross-national conversations using 
hashtags – an easy to use search tool that connects discourses based on key words. Creating a viral 
hashtag is invaluable in mobilizing movements and the Girlgaze project seeks to do just that with the 
hashtag #girlgaze.

The images tagged with the label #girlgaze focus on several themes: sexuality, beauty, body positivity 
and mental health. Often it is not the image itself as much as the caption that speaks to these topics 
and explains the photographer’s take on how the visual represents the aforementioned themes. These 
topics, in fact, are at the centre of the fourth wave feminist movement and as such, Girlgaze is doing 
commendable work in addressing what were often stigmatized and tabooed subject matters in a way 
that speaks to young viewers directly and frankly.

To what extent these topics have emerged as a result of the young photographers’ contributions 
(following a collective idea-gathering model) or from de Cadenet and the Girlgaze judges (a top-down 
model) is uncertain. While Girlgaze aims to lift up the voices and images of girls from around the world, 
the structure of a project that funnels all submissions through its founder raises the questions about 
subjectivity and authenticity. I will further explain and dicuss the power structure and organizational 
hierarchy of Girlgaze in a later part of this article, but first, I offer examples of where the founder’s own 
social justice and advocacy efforts and those of Girlgaze overlap to highlight the intertwined relation-
ship of Girlgaze and its creator.

To start, De Cadenet has made no secret of her own political leanings and has been a vocal figure 
in the presidential campaign of 2016. In December 2015, she spoke with presidential candidate Hillary 
Clinton as part of the former’s interview series The Conversation. De Cadenet lent Clinton her support 
during the campaign season and made no secret of her disappointment when the election resulted in 
favour of Donald Trump. In an interview with Sharon Edelson (2016) for a WWD article titled ‘#Girlgaze 
Views Life Through Young Womens’ Eyes’, de Cadenet draws a connection between her efforts with 
Girlgaze and her broader American-centred advocacy goals and political leanings. She remarks, ‘We’re 
fighting for equal pay and equal space to express our points of view’. Edelson (2016), who interviewed 
de Cadenet, adds the following:

De Cadenet, shortly after Donald J. Trump won the presidential election, said she was disappointed and concerned. 
‘We have to create these safe places for females to express themselves,’ she added. ‘We’re not going to have this 
huge platform we thought we’d have with Hillary [Clinton]. We all have this huge fear that Roe vs. Wade is going 
to go away and Planned Parenthood is going to get defunded.’

De Cadenet’s focus on reproductive rights, freedom of speech and work-place equity is in line with 
the greater goals of fourth wave feminists who have been particularly outspoken during and since 
the 2016 presidential election. It is, in fact, De Cadenet herself who makes the connection between 
the aims of the Girlgaze project within the discourses of the presidential election and the overarching 
American political rhetoric. In the same December 2016 interview with Edelson, following a charged 
election season with LGBT+ rights at the forefront, de Cadenet states, ‘[Girlgaze] wanted to make sure 
we represented the LGBQT community’.
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In no uncertain terms, the founder of Girlgaze has brought her own political views into the narratives 
of Girlgaze. One could argue that there is no harm in doing so, as de Cadenet and Girlgaze are seemingly 
part of the same broader fourth wave movement. I argue, however, that we should be wary of any one 
single person holding such a prominent and dominant role within a community that brands itself as 
a collective representing disparate and diverse populations. Not only does it do injustice to a mission 
of plurality and decentralized authority, it also risks long-term effect and sustainability when so much 
rides on the guidance and vision of one individual.

This is, in fact, one of the pitfalls of fourth wavers and our reliance on social media and celebrity 
culture to promote social justice campaigns. In a 2013 report entitled ‘#Femfuture: Online Revolution’, 
published by the Barnard Centre for Research on Women, authors Courtney Martin and Vanessa Valenti 
address this particular aspect of online feminism and its reliance on a celebrity leading figure to give 
the movement a face. Martin and Valenti agree that ‘symbolic leadership is effective’, while also warn-
ing that ‘symbolic leadership is dangerous’ in that it ‘inevitably colludes with the very forces that the 
movement is trying to fight’. Martin and Valenti (2013, 24) also point out that ‘feminists are well aware 
of this problem’. Using Gloria Steinem as an example, Marin and Valenti write:

Despite the fact that writer and activist Gloria Steinem has worked hard to highlight other feminist voices, especially 
those of women of color, she is consistently pointed to by mainstream media sources as ‘the face’ of so-called ‘sec-
ond wave’ feminism […] It’s also no coincidence that Steinem is white, cisgender, upper-middle class, able-bodied 
and headquartered in an American urban center, as are most of the visible symbols of feminist activism in the 
mainstream.

What Martin and Valenti identify as harmful figure-heading with Steinem is what I argue is problematic 
about de Cadenet in her role with Girlgaze and what has also been missing from the conversation in 
the media when lauding the project for its feminist contribution. Martin and Valenti (2011, 25) explain 
why this is counter to the movements’ goals by offering the following explanation:

However complex and diverse our approaches to leadership might be, these women are accessible to mainstream 
media, in part, because they don’t challenge the status quo. Meanwhile, our entire movement is about disrupting 
and transforming the status quo.

Martin and Valenti also note the positive aspect of having a well-known and connected leader providing 
guidance to a movement and attracting mainstream media attention. While the internet has made it 
possible for individuals of diverse backgrounds and identities to voice their thoughts and become part 
of a feminist collective, most do not carry the clout or have the network to receive national, let alone 
international, attention. De Cadenet and her all-start team of judges bring to Girlgaze the immediate 
name-recognition and celebrity status that brings with it partnerships with Vogue, Glamour and other 
similarly influential groups. It is trickle-down feminism that benefits from a fraught system, while still 
aiming to (or at least claiming to) want to dismantle it. De Cadenet is, after all, using her platform to 
give voice to all the girls who may not otherwise receive an opportunity to launch a photography 
career. It is their take on the world, their talent, and their ‘gaze’ that de Cadenet offers to support via 
the Girlgaze network. In what follows, I explore the use of the term gaze, a term loaded with complex 
cultural and semiotic meaning. Looking at Girlgaze through this lens allows us to better understand 
what how the project is contributing and participating in a fourth wave dialogue on gender and race 
through the medium of photography.

What is a girl gaze anyway?

Readers familiar with Laura Mulvey’s 1975 seminal essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ will 
likely connect the term ‘gaze’ with its often-used metonym in film and media studies: the male gaze. 
Feminists in film and media studies have long argued that ‘gaze’ is short-hand for the male perspective 
that positions the viewer in the role of the male photographer, director or filmmaker. Before Mulvey’s 
essay took its canonical place in film theory, John Berger introduced a similar concept with his 1972 BBC 
television series (produced by Mike Debb) entitled ‘Ways of Seeing’. The show, which aired in 30-min 
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segments, challenged art historical notions of seeing and viewership and set the stage of Mulvey’s work 
arguing that the camera’s gaze is inherently male.6

While not explicitly referencing Berger, Mulvey or the male gaze, Girlgaze seeks to flip the male-cen-
tred narrative to instead privilege a female perspective, thus, building on an existing theoretical model, 
while adding a focus on girls. On the Girlgaze website (2016, italics in original), the term ‘girl’ is defined 
as follows:

Taking back the word girl, we are pushing back against the cultural projections and traditional gender roles imposed 
upon girls from the outside world, media and culture. Instead, we aim to represent the intelligence, creativity, 
complexity and diversity of girls’ experience—across nation, ethnicity, race, religion, sexual orientation, economic 
background. It is up to those who identify with being a girl to break the boundaries and determine their own 
identity, sexuality, and beauty.

The term ‘gaze’, in turn, is defined as:
We are telling stories and creating images by taking the camera (or any medium) into our hands to express our 
viewpoints, reflect our states of mind, share our interests—whether in politics, fashion, tech, beauty, business—and 
to show the world how we see it.

While Girlgaze promotes with great success the images and artistic talents of women who may not 
otherwise have found a space and audience for their work, its reliance on vague yet all-encompassing 
language (‘we’, ‘the world’, ‘us’, and ‘our’,) begs the questions of how participation is invited and supported 
and whose subjectivity is being referenced.

In his 2008 work, Black Bodies, White Gazes, George Yancy challenges the notion that the gaze can 
belong to anyone, particularly to people of colour. Focusing on American culture specifically, he argues 
that years of systematic racism and oppression has created a landscape of viewing that inherently 
positions the white individual as the one gazing and ascribing meaning to the spectacled black body. 
Yancy (2008, xvi) writes, ‘the Black body is deemed the quintessential object of the ethnographic gaze, 
the ‘strange,’ exotic, a fascinating object of anthropology’. Yancy (2008, 23, emphasis in original) offers 
anecdotes from his own life, illustrating how moving through the world in a black body exposes him 
to racism and objectification as part of his daily lived experience. He writes:

Although I do not feel my body image slip away from me, pushing me toward the precipice of epistemic violence, 
ever closer to living in a state of self-hatred, it is precisely within the context of various racist social spaces that I feel 
as if I become ‘Black’ (read: evil, sexually rapacious) anew within the context of each encounter with the generative 
dimensions of the white gaze/imaginary.

According to Yancy, the gaze is not inherently male, rather it is white. Centuries of oppressive racial prac-
tices and colonial ideologies have rendered the body of colour the object of the ‘white gaze/imaginary’. 
Before Yancy, bell hooks argued in her 1992 essay ‘The Oppositional Gaze. Black Female Spectators’, that 
viewership and the gaze has long been denied to women of colour. Black female subjectivity did not 
factor into Mulvey and Berger’s challenge of the phallocentric gaze. Hooks (1992) argues that writers 
such as Mulvey, who write about a female way of seeing the world – essentially a ‘girlgaze’ before the 
term was coined – are actually only speaking about the experiences and subjectivity of white women. 
Whether consciously or not, feminist film critics and theorists have erased black women’s way of view-
ing the world by assuming a shared ‘femaleness’ that applies to all women’s subject experience and 
subsequent gaze on the world.

For Hooks, the black female gaze is almost always critical, politicized and oppositional. It seeks 
representation and when failing to find it in media and film, it uses the whiten gaze on the screen as 
a lesson in how racialized ways of seeing the world impact subjectivity and power relations. Hooks 
(1992, 122–123) identifies several black female directors and filmmakers who have sought to address 
the radical erasure of black women’s subjectivity on the screen by creating films from the perspective 
of their ‘oppositional gaze’. These directors are makers of meaning and also ‘black female spectators’, 
for them it is through this process of looking and appositionally gazing that they come to appreciate 
their position as makers of culture. Hooks explains:

Black female spectators, who refused to identify with white womanhood, who would not take on the phallocentric 
gaze of desire and possession, created a critical space where the binary opposition Mulvey posits of ‘woman as 
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image, man as bearer of look’ was continually deconstructed. As critical spectators, black women looked from a 
location that disrupted.

In other words, hooks positions black female spectators outside of the binary created by Mulvey and 
upheld by de Cadenet via Girlgaze. To reduce gazing to a gendered binary only affords white women 
a new position in the power relation of subject and object. To borrow a phrase from Hooks (1992, 126) 
what Girlgaze is effectively doing is ‘transference without transformation’. That is to say, the social media 
project is effectively flipping the power dynamics of male viewer, female object without delving more 
critically and in-depth into the layers of seeing afforded to the girls and women curating and contrib-
uting to the Girlgaze gallery.

The Girlgaze project, like many advocacy groups, relies heavily on language and expressions of com-
munity-building and belonging. Much like the girl power movement of the 90s, the #girlgaze hashtag 
claims to connect and empower girls throughout the world. While the geographical landscape is often 
defined as being international and all-encompassing, the creators of Girlgaze fail to take into account 
the class and socio-economic implications of connecting to an audience via social media. Who has 
access to social media (i.e. technology, internet, uncensored access to websites and media platforms), 
and more importantly – who does not? In other words, can we laud a project for its international impact 
when the system within which it is operating is inherently limiting and selective?

The contributions to Girlgaze via Instagram do represent an international audience as images are 
geotagged in various countries across the world and the photographers post their location as a way to 
position themselves in this narrative of internationalism and – perhaps more importantly – exoticism. 
Internationalizing a photography exhibit should not, however, be confused with participating in a dis-
course on feminism on a transnational and global level. At the very least, this overlooks assumptions 
about access to technology, media and photography equipment. It also assumes a certain freedom 
to invest time and resources into creating a very specific kind of art. Photography, as an art form, has 
long been associated with travel and an obsession with capturing the unique and the exotic. There 
is a reason we visualize the stereotypical Western tourist with a camera hung around his neck. Once 
photography equipment became small and mobile enough for an individual to own and take along on 
travels, photography as a medium became less about creating high art and more about the individu-
al’s quest to record and showcase a host of (staged) experiences highlighting a life of excitement and 
adventure. In fact, it is no coincidence that the camera is often written about as a tool of aggression 
and appropriation. The photographer shoots its subjects in order to claim, possess and preserve for 
later spectatorship an object that is typically foreign, unique and exotic. The following section explores 
photography’s relationship with reality and truth as a way to further explore the potential of Girlgaze and 
its contributors to offer any insight on how women from across the globe see the world around them.

Photography and its fraught relationship with truth

In her collection of essays titled On Photography, Susan Sontag (1973, 4) writes, ‘to photograph is to 
appropriate the thing photographed. It means putting oneself into a certain relation to the world that 
feels like knowledge – and, therefore, power’. Sontag refers to the ubiquitous use of photography in 
tourism and travel as a way to appropriate the exoticism experienced abroad in a safe and contained 
manner. She notes, ‘from the start, photography implied the capture of the largest possible number of 
subjects’ (Sontag 1973, 7). Drawing parallels between photography and travel, Sontag (1973, 9) argues 
that ‘photography develops in tandem with one of the most characteristic of modern activities: tourism’. 
In other words, colonial narratives permeate the history of photography and such discourses cannot be 
entirely divorced from an understanding of the medium and its use today. Yancy’s work in Black Bodies, 
White Gazes not only echoes this theory but also expands on it to include ways of seeing the world 
beyond the act of photographing it. For Yancy, the white colonial gaze is not confined to the camera’s 
lens – it permeates everyday life and positions white individuals as the de facto seers determining and 
shaping reality beyond the photographic.
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The Girlgaze project does little to dispute Yancy’s theory on everyday gazing or Sontag’s works on the 
inherently colonial aspect of photography. To start, the creators of Girlgaze have put in place a system 
that empowers the women behind Girlgaze (de Cadenet and team of judges) to act as gatekeepers 
to the profession and to the support and resources promised to the winning photographer. These 
women share more than a timeline of industry successes. They are also Western raised and educated, 
English-speaking women from a background in film, fashion, modelling and photojournalism. What is 
perhaps most problematic is that de Cadenet and her colleagues at Girlgaze unconsciously ignore the 
system within which the images tagged with #girlgaze are being disseminated and presented. Amidst 
the healthy dose of media publicity afforded to the project, little has been said to address the struc-
ture of it, or the relations of power, which positions a group of white Western women as the arbiters 
of taste and photographic excellence. Neither the media nor the project’s team members examine 
the role played by the judges or the project’s overall structure in supporting diverse socio-economic, 
transnational and multicultural voices.

In other words, crediting Girlgaze with supporting a transnational dialogue on women, photogra-
phy and social media feminism only presents part of the picture. It favourably overlooks the systems 
of curation in place that filters which images make it into the @girlgazeproject profile on Instagram 
and into the photography exhibit in Las Angeles. According to the Girlgaze narrative, a gallery of inter-
national and multifaceted images has resulted from a global search for photography talent through 
various social media platforms. What is omitted in this narrative is the fact that these images are being 
chosen, filtered and assembled into a virtual gallery managed by a group of women who are all part 
of a similar identity community. When scrolling through the gallery hashtagged #girlgaze, we cannot 
help but notice the homogeneity of the images shared. The fact that the images are filtered through 
the aesthetic eyes of a group of judges helps explain this phenomenon. Another possible explanation is 
that the photographers seeking recognition via the Girlgaze platform are likely creating and submitting 
art that they see fitting the style and aesthetics of Girlgaze and its judges. Thus, the images lauded for 
representing how a diverse group of girls see the world are in fact created to appeal to the aesthetic 
tastes of a specific group of women and then further curated by that group to assemble a virtual gallery 
befitting their perspective on what constitutes the #girlgaze.

To return to Sontag’s theory on photography, while the curators and judges are not actually shoot-
ing their subjects with their own cameras in a symbolic act of Western appropriation, they are the 
final arbiters in a system created to privilege their Western perspective and gaze. In this way, they are 
participating in a system that does not differ all that much from the one they are critiquing: the role of 
gatekeeper to the profession is executed by a unit of professionals who share a position of power and 
privilege. Their perspectives are the ones shaping the gallery of girl-centred photography and creating 
the narratives threaded through the captions accompanying these images.

Regarding the ability of photography to represent any sort of truth, Sontag (1973, 14–16) refers to 
cameras as ‘fantasy-machines’ and ‘incitements to reverie’. She argues, ‘so successful has been the cam-
era’s role in beautifying the world that photographs, rather than the world, have become the standard 
of the beautiful’ (Sontag 1973, 85). In other words, it is photography in its role as ‘fantasy-machine’ 
that has come to set the stage for what is deemed beautiful, aesthetically pleasing, and by extension, 
possible. Photography in many ways dictates our views rather than reflecting them.

Barthes (1980, 10), in his work Camera Lucida, addresses this topic from another perspective. 
Positioning himself as the object photographed, he writes about the process of posing and arranging 
himself to fit the expectations of the image: ‘I feel myself observed by the lens, everything changes: I 
constitute myself in the process of ‘posing,’ I instantaneously make another body for myself, I transform 
myself in advance into an image’. Expanding on this idea that the image creates the subject, rather than 
vice versa, Barthes (1980, 13) writes:

In front of the lens, I am at the same time: the one I think I am, the one I want others to think I am, the one the 
photographer thinks I am, and the one he makes use of to exhibit his art. In other words, a strange action: I do not 
stop imitating myself, and because of this, each time I am (or let myself be) photographed, I invariably suffer from 
a sensation of inauthenticity.
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Following Barthes’ and Sontag’s theories on photography, how do we reconcile the understanding that 
this medium allows for and encourages artifice and performativity, while also turning to photography 
as a place where we can gather information about another culture, world or experience (as Girlgaze 
would have us do)?

In other words, when scrolling through the Girlgaze Instagram profile, the critical viewer is confronted 
with two main questions: first, whose subjectivity and gaze is being privileged in the creation of this 
virtual photography gallery, and second, can we even trust these images as bearers of any sort of truth 
about ‘how girls see the world?’ While the answers to these two questions remain complex and possibly 
illusive, what Girlgaze does offer the viewer is a living, breathing example of social media advocacy 
and fourth wave feminism in practice. The project is constantly changing and adapting to its viewers’ 
requests. The successful partnering with major brands and industry megaliths (Teen Vogue, Glamour 
and Warby Parker to name a few) demonstrates its effective leveraging of technology and cultural 
capital to affect change and drive discussions. While we have to remain wary about the transnational 
and cross-cultural aspect of a project situated within a Western movement using tools afforded to 
individuals of a certain socio-economic status, we also cannot discount the impact it is making on the 
photography and media world in the United States if not beyond.

What the future holds

In the Spring of 2017, as Girlgaze approached its first anniversary, de Cadenet announced the next 
project to compliment the groups’ existing efforts: an ambassador project that calls girls from around 
the world to promote and grow the efforts of Girlgaze. De Cadenet (Girlgaze 2017) describes the ambas-
sadors’ mission as follows: ‘We’d love for you to join our creative community by being our word of 
mouth as we move forward. Female voices matter, and we want yours to help support that’. In addition 
to promoting the project, the ambassadors are called upon to represent more diverse voices and per-
spectives: ‘We’re looking for girls and allies from all different backgrounds who are excited to be a part 
of Girlgaze and spread the word!’ The selection process for the ambassador group remains opaque but 
there is reason to believe that Girlgaze continues to strive towards the diversity and inclusion that its 
mission statement upholds.

While Girlgaze began its curation and selection process with a handful of Western feminists at the 
helm, its newest contest – a video project hashtagged #NewView – boasts a much more extensive 
and diverse group of judges. Among the names listed are artists and feminists of colour, Jada Pinkett 
Smith and Shonda Rhimes, and Pakistani journalist and activist Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy.7 If nothing 
else, Girlgaze is evolving and working through the complex challenges of being a platform for women 
from diverse identities across national and geopolitical lines.

Conclusion

In her essay titled ‘Postmodern Blackness’, bell Hooks (1990, 31) writes
it’s exciting to think, write, talk about, and create art that reflects passionate engagement with popular culture, 
because this may very well be ‘the’ central future location of resistance struggle, a meeting place where new and 
radical happenings can occur.

In the twenty-first century, social media has heightened the potential for social and political engage-
ment through the arts and popular culture. We are able to connect with voices on a much more global 
landscape than generations of feminists before us yet we have to also stay critical about who is con-
necting and who is being heard in the cacophony of online voices. As stated by The Americans for the 
Arts (2016), ‘everyone deserves equal access to a full, vibrant creative life, which is essential to a healthy 
and democratic society’. Furthermore, ‘we must all hold ourselves accountable, because acknowledging 
and challenging our inequities and working in partnership is how we will make change happen’. As an 
Eastern European immigrant raised in part behind the Iron Curtain, I have learned that world-views and 
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perspectives – ‘gazes’ – are not universal but rather filled with gaps and voids that call into question 
authenticity and reliability. We must always ask, how is a given image of reality being created and to 
what end? Whose voices are being heard and what are the mechanisms of power creating the narratives 
that we are exposed to on a daily basis?

Only when we remain critical and guarded in our understanding of cultural meaning and, by exten-
sion, its projections through social media are we able to identify gaps in discursive as well as applied 
theories with the hope of continuously striving for improvement. The dialogue that questions is the 
one that promotes our common goals.

Notes
1.  The Americans for the Arts non-profit organization, located in Washington D.C., works to enhance and support 

the Arts in America. For the complete statement on Cultural Equity, see The Americans for the Arts (www.
AmericansForTheArts.org/CulturalEquity).

2.  This article was researched and written during a time span of several months from late 2016 through Spring 2017. 
During this time, the Girlgaze Instagram profile as well as the hashtag #girlgaze has continued to amass hundreds 
if not thousands of images. Please note that it is possible and even to be expected that some or much of the 
content produced between the time of this writing and the subsequent exploration by the reader of this hashtag 
and Instagram profile may have shifted, changed, or taken on new visual meanings.

3.  The exhibit ‘#Girlgaze, A Frame of Mind’ ran at the Annenberg Space for Photography in L.A. from October 2016 
through February 2017. Examples of the winning images that were on display at the Annenberg Space can be 
viewed online here: https://www.annenbergphotospace.org/exhibits/girlgaze

4.  At the onset of the Girlgaze project in 2016, the team of judges was comprised of founder and CEO, Amanda de 
Cadenet, as well as five additional professionals in the art, fashion, and media industry personally selected by 
de Cadenet. They were fashion photographer Inez van Lamsweerde, actress and supermodel Amber Valletta, 
photojournalist Lynsey Addario, director and photographer Sam Taylor-Johnson, and artist and photographer 
Collier Schorr.

5.  Over the past couple of years, Teen Vogue has seen an upswing in popularity and visibility in part thanks to new 
leadership that has branded that magazine as the publication for the socially engaged and politically savvy teen 
girl. For more on Teen Vogue and its brand of activism, see: Sady Doyle, ‘The true story of how Teen Vogue got 
mad, got woke, and began terrifying men like Donald Trump’. https://qz.com/866305/the-true-story-of-how-teen-
vogue-got-mad-got-woke-and-began-terrifying-men-like-donald-trump/

6.  John Berger’s television segments were turned into a publication by the same name, Ways of Seeing (1972), which 
was co-authored by Berger, Dibb, Sven Blomberg, Chris Fox, and Richard Hollis. The text explores theories on on 
viewing, objectification, art, advertisements, and gender, and has contributed immensely to a feminist scholarship 
on film and media studies.

7.  For a complete list of judges, see girlgaze.tv ‘#NewView.’
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