






Hello.


Think of the Observer Effect. In physics, the act of watching a 
particle changes it. It isn’t the particle anymore, it behaves 
differently because someone is looking. The observation 
collapses possibility. It decides for the particle what it can and 
cannot be.


That particle is a child. From the first moment someone notices 
her as a girl, she begins to behave differently. She doesn’t 
choose yet; she reacts. Just as someone reacts to her. She 
learns that her body, her manners, her face, are signals to be 
read.


Becoming a girl is like that particular collapse. The gaze forces 
her into a form, into expectation, observation. 

She observes herself in mirrors, in feeds, in films, in magazines 
and learns how to be observed better. The world measures her 
before she understands measurement.

This is where girlhood begins: in anticipation. In learning to 
perform before she has language, before she has context. The 
entered process is already in motion. Social, internal, 
generational. 

And here, in that reaction, begins the age of becoming. The 
coming of rage. Girlhood.

“By the time I was thirteen, I had divorced my body,” she says. 
“I was sociopathic in my cruelty toward this one [animal]. When 
she disobeyed me-in her hunger, in her clumsiness-I was 
punitive and withholding. I scrutinised and criticised and 
denigrated her ceaselessly, even in dreams. Not before or since 
have I felt such animosity toward another being.” She loathed 
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her hands, sought to make herself smaller, to erase herself, to 
be less wanting.  1

I have learned that I can take shape. In a 
pure  body,  polluted  by  readiness  for  the 
first  sex,  in  a  body  that  mimics  those 
seductive ones with things to grab, or in a 
cold body, one with nothing to hold onto, 
but a hole in the stomach.

Im speaking of the need to have something to hold onto, to 
prove that you exist, that you have control over your growing 
up.

When a girl realises that she’s becoming a woman, she realises 
the inevitable fact that she will lose the genderless status of the 
pre-girl. There’s nothing she can do about it. I hypothesise that 
starving is an attempt to not only stop womanhood from 
setting in too quickly, too early, but also to feel as if you have a 
semblance of say in your own life.

It is an attempt to keep the prepubescent overly sexualised 
body that is so heavily romanticised within media. A body that 
is framed as ideal precisely because it hovers before full 
womanhood.To hold onto it is to remain suspended in a limbo 
she senses she will never be allowed to return to once she 
crosses it. An effort to stay, just a little longer, in the body 
everyone wants, but no one lets grow. 

An attempt to remain in a limbo that she realises, once left, she 
will never meet again. An effort to stay a while in the body that 
everyone wants. 

Bloodless, as you don’t bleed when you’ve done it enough. Or 
when you’re young enough. Cold, as to not invite any visitors.


 Appleton Pine, Sarah. ’Girlhood Is a Much Darker, More Complex—1

more Amazing—experience Than What That Association Suggests’: 
An Interview With Melissa Febos,” Ploughshares, June 25, 2025
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The Girl’s body becoming a woman’s, is a race where winning 
means the greatest loss of all. 

Especially if they win without trying. Making it their utmost duty 
to try not to win can be a victory.

It is an act of rejecting and inviting all at once; rejecting what 
looms to hurt you, while performing the very image that grants 
power through fragility.

fuck  you.  I’m  not  growing  up.  I’d  rather 
shrink back into a child than expand into a 
woman.

To paraphrase Liz Frost, women and girls are their 
appearances. As a result, girls learn that in order to be 
admired, valued, and rewarded in this culture, they must try 
their hardest to live up to that “ideal”. 
2

Eating disorders, in this context, are not simply individual 
pathologies but acts of self-design. They are attempts to 
author identity through the body, to claim control over 
transformation in a culture that renders girls passive objects of 
becoming. 

The literature on eating disorders highlights this dynamic: 
constant and intensive self-surveillance, born from the 
internalisation of visual media’s ideals, becomes both the 
method and the manifestation of distress.  
3

 Frost, Liz. 2001. Young Women and the Body: A Feminist Sociology. 2

London: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/
10.1057/9780333985410_7.

 Antillón & Simmons, Heather. “Girlhood and the ‘Problematic’ Body: 3

The Struggle for Acceptable Femininity,” journal-article, by Liminal: 
Proceedings of the Second Annual Critical Femininities Conference, 
2021, https://www.yorku.ca/cfr/wp-content/uploads/sites/
255/2021/09/Heather-Simmons-Girlhood-and-the-Problematic-
Body.pdf .
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Because these behaviours centre on girls’ bodies and 
appearances, girls with eating disorders are often accused of 
vanity, narcissism, or superficiality. Yet, as Heather Simmons 
and others argue, these are not symptoms of individual 
weakness but responses to a collective social training, the 
relentless demand to embody an “acceptable” feminine 
identity. Collective rehearsals in learning how to be, or not to 
be, a woman. Embrace or resist.


I  will  shove my pretty  down your  throat.  
Actually I will shove it down mine and I’ll 
fatten up on my youth and disappoint you 
instead  with  my  adolescence  wasted  in 
pictures i’ll look back on in my next body 
and  i’ll  do  a  white  person  smile  and  say 
yeaaaahhhhh I was bigger growing up.

Sexualisation is “The value a person places upon themselves 
excluding characteristics other than sexual appeal, the 
standard someone is held to being equated with narrowly 
defined physical attractiveness, inappropriate sexuality placed 
upon a person, and the sexual objectification of someone, or 
being made into “a thing for others’ sexual use, rather than 
seen as a person with the capacity for independent action and 
decision making” 
4

“Before one of my ballet performances, a ten-year-old girl 
named Lindsey tugged her leotard straps down off her 
shoulders and blew kisses at the mirror. She turned her head 
this way and that, cocking her hips. “What’s that?” She said to 
the mirror. “Oh? You think I’m sexy?” She threw her head back 
and laughed. 

 American Psychological Association. “Task Force on the 4

Sexualization of Girls.” Report of the APA Task Force on the 
Sexualization of Girls, 2007. 1–64.
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That day backstage, every single one of us wanted to be sexy. 
To a bunch of girls, sexy didn’t mean sexual. It didn’t mean 
liking sex or wanting to have sex. It didn’t mean understanding 
anything at all about sex. It meant men would look at us and 
find us worth paying attention to.”  5

Self-sexualisation is, paradoxically, both empowering and 
constrained, a method of designing a self that is acknowledged 
within a world that defines girls by their appearance.

Even at ages too young to understand sexuality fully, girls 
quickly internalise the cultural logic that their bodies must 
perform desirability to gain attention, recognition, and 
importance. It is not necessarily a desire for sexual activity, but 
a method of curating the self through appearance and gesture, 
learning to navigate a world in which value is inseparable from 
visibility. For a teenager, sex and relationships are among the 
clearest markers of superiority.


“So we lined up in front of the mirror, on either side of Lindsey. 
And we all tugged our straps off our shoulders and tilted our 
round faces up to the glass. “Hello, sexy,” we said and giggled 
nervously. We pouted our lips, smeared red with our mother’s 
lipstick for the show, and blew kiss after kiss at the version of 
ourselves men wanted us to be.” 6

With the spread of the internet, teen girls are exposed to more 
versions of womanhood. Alongside the universal desire to 
belong, comes the desperation to appear mature, desirable, 
and detached from childhood. Yet in the absence of accessible 
mental health resources, substances often become the most 
immediate tools available to achieve what they think they need.

 Easton, M.C. “The Fetishization of Girlhood.”, The Trailer Park MFA, 5

November 9, 2019. https://mceaston.com/2019/11/09/the-
fetishization-of-girlhood/. 

 Easton, “The Fetishization of Girlhood,” November 9, 2019.6
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Realising  that  substances  belong  to  the 
adult world makes me want them more. To 
drink,  to  smoke,  to  swallow,  these  are 
shortcuts  to  knowing.  Each  act  promises 
arrival: you’ll understand how it feels, what 
it’s all about. You will have seen it. You will 
be ahead. To be the thirteen-year-old who 
knows all about what Molly feels like, who 
knows  hangovers  and  the  morning  after. 
Then they will  stay away.  I  may look like 
someone  they  can  still  teach  everything, 
but  I’m  already  beyond  instruction. 
Knowing more than them. Words coming 
from my mouth shock them. Still at the age 
when  cussing  is  frowned  upon,  I  am the 
one swearing. Making them see where my 
foul mouth has been, what it has consumed, 
what it has tasted. You can’t spoil me, I did 
it myself.

In a culture that defines girlhood through purity, obedience, and 
innocence, Substance abuse among girls functions as a form 
of self-design. The deliberate attempt to author an identity that 
contrasts with what is projected onto them, and to simulate 
adulthood before it arrives. The cigarette, the drink, the pill: a 
prop. The intoxicated girl performs adulthood as an aesthetic. 
But beneath that performance lies exhaustion. The looming 
realisation that drugs are just drugs. And addiction an end 
without a beginning. The shock wears off as she grows into 
their context.


When everything about you screams pure, 
being fucked becomes an art. 
I have learned that no matter how innocent 
I  look,  disgust  is  easily  achievable  if  I 
pollute myself.  Becoming the antithesis to 
my image might save me. To stain the body 
is to reclaim it.
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The girl becomes her own fiction and claims authorship over 
the fiction she has been told she is supposed to inhabit.

For a show that hasn’t aired in almost a decade, Skins (2007) 
still clings to the teenage imagination because it was the first 
series to truly match the volume and texture of adolescent life. 
Drugs, sex, poverty, racism, divorce, eating disorders, 
heartbreak; Skins handled each through the eyes of a teenager, 
refusing preachy moralising narratives in favour of recognition. 
It was meant to be a dramatised mirror of teenage chaos, raw 
enough to shock but grounded enough to feel real. But that 
intention collapsed the moment it left the screen. 


“Sometimes I think I was born backwards, you know, came out 
my mum the wrong way. I hear words go past me backwards. 
The people I should love I hate, and the people I hate…[faints]”  7

Skins opens with fourteen-year-old Effy Stonem sneaking home 
at dawn after a night of partying. Her brother Tony distracts 
their parents as she climbs in through a window, wipes away 
her makeup, and slips into her school uniform. It’s a routine she 
and her brother know by heart. 

From the first moment, Effy’s language is silence. She barely 
speaks in the first season; everything about her is secrecy and 
surface. 

Her lonely escapades and drug benders, the way that her 
peers are trying to figure her out, the way boys become 
obsessed with her. How she controls men with casual 
promiscuity. Her signature smudged eyeliner, her ripped tights, 
dark, edgy outfits. Effy has style. Effy does drugs. She does 
them a lot.


 “Effy.” Skins. Season 1, episode 8. Directed by Adam Smith. Written 7

by Bryan Elsley and Jamie Brittain. Aired March 15, 2007, on E4.
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8

Later on the series, she experiences psychosis. She nearly kills 
her friend. Her mental illness destroys peoples lives. Effy looses 
her mind. Effy is a characterisation of how teenage girls  feel, 
not how they actually are. She is the fantasy of being known 
and unknowable at once. Despite all the horror that is Effy and 
her life, her character is dissected and romanticised online. It is 
made an aesthetic by the very people it was supposed to warn. 
Teenage girls.“Effy is an enigma, a train-wreck, a femme fatale 
whose allure is inherently bound up in her own undoing.”  9

 https://i.pinimg.com/1200x/bf/a7/ca/8

bfa7ca5f52539c4ba86cc6059b8df7de.jpg, Collage made by 
anonymous Pinterest user

 Garland, “The Enduring Appeal of Effy Stonem, the ‘Skins’ Character 9

Who Keeps on Giving,” August 9, 2024.
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Cassie Ainsworth, drifts through Skins like a spirit. Recently 
released from hospital after a suicide attempt, she’s anorexic, 
she smiles dreamily, she says “wow” and “lovely” a lot. She is 
extremely delirious and lonely.She wears frilly, quirky outfits, 
lots of glitter and cute accessories. Cassie has style. Another 
character in the show just sees her as : “crazy bitch, never 
fucking eats”. 

Hannah Murray, who plays Cassie describes her as: “…very 
interesting because she has a lot of problems, and she’s very 
troubled, and she’s anorexic and completely lacking in self-
esteem and self-belief”  10

In one scene, she lines her pockets with weights to fake her 
recovery and be discharged from a treatment facility. In another 
scene she (accidentally) teaches the millions of girls watching 
Skins how to fake-eat while in the company of others.  
11

In another, she overdoses at a house party and passes out on a 
trampoline under a soft, almost romantic glow. The camera 
lingers above, and that moment becomes one of the most 
circulated images of her character online. She survives the 
overdose, her image survives her more completely. Her 
(perceived) fragility is her character; her disorder, her style. Her 
physical weakness her aesthetic strength. This stylish 
gentleness is the core of her appeal. There’s this glow about 
her.   


 Contributors to Skins Wiki, “Cassie Ainsworth,” Skins Wiki, n.d., 10

https://skins.fandom.com/wiki/Cassie_Ainsworth .

 Skins, “Skins -  How to Avoid Eating,” March 23, 2012, https://11

www.youtube.com/watch?v=zw8ZW_DqOxo . 
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12

 https://i.pinimg.com/736x/ec/40/34/12

ec4034643a23107e6d9c4dba42a84f57.jpg, Collage made by 
anonymous Pinterest user
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What emerged from the show was a row of aesthetics. Each 
character became a trope, and each trope an identity template: 
the beautiful manic girl (Effy), the beautiful starving girl (Cassie), 
the neglected looser boy (Sid), the ambitious boy (Tony), 
sexually promiscuous codependent girl (Michelle).

Cassie’s eating disorder is not aestheticised by the show 
directly, neither is Effy’s self destruction, but they become 
aestheticised by their audience. With each year that passes 
since its release, its aesthetic value seems to grow. The more 
removed its look from todays context, the more tangible its 
characters are as sums of their parts.


Skins depicted self-destruction; and online it transformed into 
a mood board for performing it. Girls learned to stage their pain 
because the show gave them the clearest visual language for it.

On Tumblr, Instagram, YouTube, and later TikTok, the 
characters Effy and Cassie became searchable aesthetics: 
“Effy makeup”, “Skins aesthetic”, “Cassie-core”. Edits, 
playlists, screenshots mixed with girls’ own mirror selfies, 
Essays that highlight Effie as a style icon.  
13

How-to lists of “Effy habits”. A “Cassie diet” circulating on pro-
anorexia forums. Their darkest moments find themselves in 
aspirational collages.

Effy’s dissociation and psychosis were romanticised; Cassie’s 
anorexia turned ethereal aesthetic. Being an “Effy” or a 
“Cassie” isn’t just imitation or trend. It is self-design through 
ready-made images. 
14

 CLEVER&CHIC, “Effy Stonem Style Analysis: The Psychology of the 13

Glamorized Modern Femme Fatale,” December 14, 2020, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=9y47PF_pXuQ.

 https://i.pinimg.com/1200x/bf/a7/ca/14

bfa7ca5f52539c4ba86cc6059b8df7de.jpg, Collage made by 
anonymous Pinterest user
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They didn’t reflect me, I reshaped myself to 
reflect them fully. Skins offered a guide for 
existing before I knew who I was. Because 
I  was beginning to grasp at  the straws of 
what  I  was  becoming.  Because  I  was 
beginning to understand what I was leaving 
behind.
Skins  told me who I  was  before knew.  It 
showed me who I  wanted to  be  before  I 
cared.

But the pull toward these narratives; self-harm, starvation, 
addiction, comes from the themes of girlhood itself. Girlhood is 
unstable: the body changes violently, identity feels out of 
control. Aesthetics become a way to claim authority. To self-
destruct beautifully can feel like agency.

There’s comfort in recognition, a soothing effect in seeing 
yourself on screen that gives the power of self acceptance.


Effy and Cassie embody that space online. The internet made 
them icons of that logic. 

No wonder the hashtag #HellIsATeenageGirl captions many 
images of them. 

But they aren’t the only enigmas floating around there.


My dislike for the adult world has nothing 
to do with my mother. It has everything to 
do with adults in general. All I know is that 
becoming an adult is not an option.
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The Virgin Suicides (1999) directed by Sofia Coppola, follows 
the five adolescent Lisbon sisters (Cecilia (13), Lux (14), Bonnie 
(15), Mary (16) and Therese (17)) in a Detroit suburb told 
through the eyes of neighbourhood boys. The film begins with 
the youngest sister, Cecilia, attempting suicide by slitting her 
wrists in a bathtub. She survives but some time later jumps out 
of her second-storey bedroom window and impales herself on 
the iron fence below. One year later the boys discover that the 
remaining sisters have died by suicide: Bonnie hung herself in 
the basement, Therese overdosed on sleeping pills, and Lux 
died of carbon monoxide poisoning in the closed garage. Mary 
also dies after oven-head immersion then later sleeping-pill 
overdose.


“What are you doing here, honey? You’re not even old enough 
to know how bad life gets. - Obviously, Doctor, you’ve never 
been a 13-year-old girl.”  15

Critics praised Coppola’s visual style, lyrical tone, and her 
handling of adolescent angst and the male gaze, while some 
found the dream-like, melancholic pacing challenging. 
16

It’s partly a story of feminine interiority. Most interestingly 
though, it’s a story told through the eyes of a group of boys. 
The boys narrating voice tells us how they look: through the 
same (male) lens that has made girlhood feel like something 
delicate and breakable. Coppola leans into this fantasy to show 
how the world consumes girls, how it loves them most when 
they are in the fading state of girlhood.


 Coppola, Sofia. The Virgin Suicides (USA: Paramount Pictures, 15

1999), 00:09:40–00:10:05.

 Mackintosh, Sophie. “The Virgin Suicides Is a Defining Text of 16

Adolescent Pain,” New Statesman, March 7, 2025, https://
www.newstatesman.com/culture/film/2023/07/the-virgin-suicides-
lisbon-sisters.
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 https://i.pinimg.com/1200x/67/da/17

f1/67daf1181930d170a14d5984b27d5c2c.jpg, Collage made by 
anonymous Pinterest user
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Anything about the Lisbon sisters can be aestheticised, even 
their suicides. The film is visually softening their reality through 
light, slowness, pastel dresses, and sun-flooded interiors.  
Their suicides are atmospheric. The sisters remain as images 
rather than people, remembered as an aesthetic loss; a beauty 
gone too soon. 

Like Skins, The Virgin Suicides functions as a visual archive of 
girlhood pain, endlessly circulating in mood boards and edits. 
Yet its language is quieter, hyper-feminine: pink bedrooms, 
white nightgowns, braids, lace, soft-focus melancholy. The 
Lisbon sisters appear ethereal, decorative, almost too beautiful 
for what happens to them. Or perhaps alluding to the fact that 
it awaits them exactly because of their beauty. In retrospect, 
their beauty intensifies, as if the tragedy perfects the image 
rather than breaking it.


Naively, when seeing these images on Tumblr and co. they 
might seem harmless, but they are never separated from the 
film; it is precisely that context that gives them their appeal. 
Many images have meme like statements written on them. “I 
am the sixth Lisbon sister”

The aesthetic exists because they die. Their tragedy is tongue 
in cheek. The “Lisbonification” of suicide. It becomes romantic 
fragility, being consumed, disappearing beautifully, merging 
prettiness with doom.

Suicidal aspiration. Homicidal ideation. A really depressing soft 
core porno.


When I was seven, a boy in my street got 
run over  by a  car.  His  death left  a  shock 
behind. Gone too soon. In that moment I 
realised that I was actually alive. Perhaps to 
provoke this intoxicating feeling, I began to 
see  death  as  a  romantic  event.  It  leaves 
something behind. If I cant find the value 
in living, maybe it lies in my ahhh gone-too-
soon absence.
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Studies on adolescent identity formation suggest that teenage 
girls increasingly conceptualise selfhood through visual online 
culture.  Curating, editing, and posting. The self exists insofar 18

as it can be rendered aesthetically. Aesthetic coherence 
replaces psychological coherence. “Who am I?” becomes 
“What do I look like?”. the aesthetics turned into an identity 
you can inhabit, photograph, post and become.


What is too fucked up to glamorise, to romanticise? 

The Virgin Suicides and Skins raise the question of where the 
line is. Is there a portrayal of a young woman in pain that can 
not be aestheticised?. In order to answer this question, we 
have to ask, what is the darkest portrayal of a young woman in 
pain?


 “Shaping Selfhood: How Tech and Social Media Influence Teens’ 18

Identity Formation,” October 16, 2025, https://
www.counselingperspective.com/shaping-selfhood-how-tech-and-
social-media-influence-teens-identity-formation.
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Maybe its “Wir Kinder vom Bahnhof Zoo” (1981). The film tells 
the gruesome true story of 12-year-old Heroin addict Christiane 
F. in 1980s Berlin. It portrays her slip into addiction and child 
prostitution in full honesty. Never cutting away from the 
bathroom stalls, the needles, when she and her boyfriend 
throw up over each other during withdrawal. It’s a film that 
strips away fantasy; there’s nothing aspirational about it and 
her. The German education ministry is so sure of this, that they 
made it part of the curriculum in german high school.  
19

Why? To scare everyone away from drugs of course. 


Searching the film on Tumblr, Pinterest and co. proves this 
quest failed.

Images of Christiane, pale, crying, nodding off, circulate 
endlessly. Screenshots and collages, her face lit by subway 
lights, lipstick half-worn, the caption “lost angel.”

Sometimes it is the real Christiane, sometimes it is the actress 
Natja Brunckhorst. Either way, the image has detached from its 
horror. It’s aesthetic now. “Heroin chic,” but german, grimier. 
Berlin-core.


                                               


 “Wir Kinder Vom Bahnhof Zoo”,GEW - Die Bildungsgewerkschaft, 19

n.d., https://www.gew.de/aktuelles/detailseite/filmtipp-kinofenster-
wir-kinder-vom-bahnhof-zoo.
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 https://de.pinterest.com/pin/720013059217613058/ , Collage made 20

by anonymous Pinterest user
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The scenes inspire not just online. They find themselves in Raf 
Simons autumn winter 2018 collection. Yes, in a fashion show. 
If you’ve seen the film, looking at the collection feels like a re-
watch. The colour palette: vomit-yellow, Berlin metro-green, 
cigarette-grey, and blood-red hair dye. 
The prints: Christiane’s face in the scene where she begs her 
boyfriend not to sell his body on a suit, another image on a 
sweater, the word “DRUGS” stretched across trousers in bold 
letters. 
The styling: PVC gloves, half-undone knits spilling out from 
under jackets, greasy hair, sickly makeup. 
The set: mountains of wine bottles, grapes, pomegranates, 
Jell-O, sausages, bread, flowers, towers of peeled citrus, lining 
the models path. A still life.


“The press release argued Simons was having an honest 
conversation about narcotics, neither glorifying nor condon[ing] 
the culture(s) of drugs.  
However, commercialising the entry level parts of a collection 
(hoodies, wallets & iPhone cases) by slapping the word 
“DRUGS” on it seems to me to be leaning towards glorifying 
rather than just opening up a debate. Especially since Simons 
has a young, impressionable following. Unfortunately, whatever 
the answer is in this debate, it doesn’t really matter. What does 
matter is as an offering for Autumn Winter 18, it will sell. Fast. 
Suits will go to the fashion pack and the early adopters whilst 
the ’LSD jeans’ will sell out in seconds for the kids who want to 
look cool and piss off their parents at the same time.”  21

Selling luxury garments specifically inspired by the fucked up 
sad girl points at a link between glamour, depression and 

 Show Report: Raf Simons a/W 18 | SHOWstudio, February 9, 2018, 21

https://www.showstudio.com/collections/autumn-winter-2018/
raf_simons_new_york_menswear_a_w_18/
calum_knight_reports_on_the_raf_simons_show?
gallery=false&look=1.
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money. Is this just the modern version of tuberculosis chic?   22

Fragile girls being aspirational because they are also rich 
enough to not have to work, thus not having to suffer under 
their own unproductiveness. 

How far does this go?



23

 Mullin, Emily. “How Tuberculosis Shaped Victorian Fashion.” 22

Smithsonian Magazine, November 3, 2023. https://
www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/how-tuberculosis-shaped-
victorian-fashion-180959029/.

 https://de.pinterest.com/pin/720013059219422006/ , Collage made 23

by anonymous Pinterest user 
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 https://de.pinterest.com/pin/720013059219422017/ , Collage made 24

by anonymous Pinterest user 
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Enfants Riches Déprimés (ERD) is a deliberately provocative 
luxury fashion Label that emerged in the early 2010s, founded 
by Henri Alexander Levy in Los Angeles. 
25

When looking at especially the most recent ERD shows, a very 
specific archetype can be made out. The EXTREMELY sickly 
looking fucked up schoolgirl. Dark eye bags half down her 
hollow cheeks. She’s prepubecently skinny. A long night of 
studying (or doing whatever) told in her greasy hair. Her uniform 
is ripped, skirt so short its definitely not up to code, she’s 
wearing heels. She’s so out of it that she’s put on two ties. 
Tztztztz, she buttoned her shirt wrong. Her bra is visible. 

Oh.. oh shit, she’s gone to school in a BDSM spreader bar. Oh 
girl, oh no girlie thats-


ERD offers an interesting argument. 

One about the role of class and money in the infantilisation and 
fetishisation of sick girlhood. Who can afford this? Rich people. 
Who can wear this? Sample size young people who want the 
aesthetic and don’t mind being associated with ERD. 

Someone who is comfortable with the look that is a sexy 
schoolgirl à la spirit halloween, so hot and cool and dope and 
sexyrexic in her corrupted innocence.

But greta maybe we are just not smart enough to get it? 

I don’t think so, but lets see.

Is this some kind of counter culture middle finger to high 
fashion?

No, they are doing exactly what high fashion does. Selling 
exclusive expensive garments on a trend and season based 
cycle to the elite. Just… Worse.

Is this punk? No, they are stealing from punk aesthetics while 
being the antithesis to punk. Capitalistic then? Yes, just worse, 
somehow.


 Dool, Steve. “The Elitist, Punk Fashion of Enfants Riches Déprimés 25

Is Probably Not for You,” Complex, March 10, 2016, https://
www.complex.com/style/a/steve-dool/enfants-riches-deprimes-
profile.
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Is it just a reproduction of the same archetype of girl that, at 
this point, is tired of having to go through the same bullshit 
money grabbing objectification cycle againagainagainagain? 
Yes, just worse, somehow. Hey, sickness sells. 

BUT! ERD is a reproduced image of her, of the actual counter 
culture that is teen girls rebelling. A trickled up into fashion 
version of the fucked up lost girl.  

Hell yeah. 


Look over there!
I  saw  the  spider  from far  away.  Hanging 
over the back door like a bad omen. The 
upside down horseshoe was the size of my 
thumbnail.  But  even  shortsighted  and  in 
the dark and made out its mass. Undulating 
above the door it grew as I approached to a 
size more theoretical. 
Do I dare today? 
Is the walk of shame around the house the 
only  way  past  this  duel?  We have  a  stare 
down. Yielding twelve eyes opposite two is 
a  fight  with  fourteen  eyes  too  many. 
Tumbleweeds  rolling  past.  This  door  isn’t 
big enough for the both of us. 
I  cowardly  file  it  under  not  wanting  to 
disturb the  animal  and turn around.  As  I 
drag myself to the other entrance in shame, 
I remember that I too felt  the biggest at 
my smallest.

“I first realised that men look at girls as sexual objects on the 
day of my kindergarten graduation. Our teacher had set the 
theme as a Hawaiian luau. (…)  
But then my father took me out to the backyard for pictures. 
While the rest of my family got ready back in the house, he 
snapped picture after picture. It was no longer enough that I 
simply stand there and bare my toothy grin. He made me pose 
this way and that. He reached out and touched my waist, and 
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revulsion rippled through me. He twisted me to the right and 
positioned my hands. He cocked my hips. He explored what 
looked best, what position made my body most appealing. 
I had never seen him pose and twist and mold my brother like 
this. I had never seen him do this to anyone. I was forced into 
poses that reminded me of women in my mother’s catalogs, 
knees pinched together, hips canted. Women who looked 
helpless and blank, waiting for men to notice them. 
The shutter snapped. Again and again. 
I had never felt so used. So ashamed.”  26

quick.  What  girl  do  you  wanna  be  girl?? 
Sexy girl? Tomboy? 
Quick.

When Girls reproduce these images, what internal processes 
make this feel like the only available language, and what does 
that reproduction reveal about culture?

The feedback loop in which representation produces 
subjectivity and subjectivity reproduces representation. 

At the heart of this process is self-objectification and interiority: 
girls are socialised to treat themselves as objects to be looked 
at and judged. When your social value is taught to depend on 
being visually desirable, it becomes the foundation of identity. 
That’s objectification theory in a sentence: girls internalise an 
observer’s perspective and start monitoring and shaping 
themselves to meet that gaze. Constant self-surveillance that 
becomes an internalised script. 
27

 Easton, “The Fetishization of Girlhood,” November 9, 2019.26

 L. Fredrickson, Barbara & Roberts, Tomi-Ann. “Objectification 27

Theory: Toward Understanding Women’s Lived Experiences and 
Mental Health Risks,” Psychology of Women Quarterly 21, no. 2 (June 
1, 1997) https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1997.tb00108.x
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Substance, eating disorders, sexualisation - why these 
particular harms reproduce:

All three are potent because they turn internal states 
(loneliness, anxiety, need for belonging) into visible signs that 
culture already reads as meaningful: “dangerous”, “adult” , 
“tragic”, “beautiful.”

Of course, beneath those first glance surface signals (beneath 
the vanity of cultural markers) these behaviours carve real 
wounds into the people who carry them. 

But are the wounds the reason these behaviours begin, or 
merely the scar tissue left behind, the proof of a symptom that 
chose her body as its stage?


She reproduces these aesthetics through herself, and she 
consumes her own self design as well. If you ask however who 
helped create those aesthetics and who is consuming them 
besides the girls, you realise that wherever there’s a girl 
posting, there’s at least one man watching.

How many men are watching?


It begins when you start feeling their eyes 
on your ass.
My  body  is  a  canvas  at  auction.  Being 
looked at is being valued. Being important. 
And children want nothing more than to be 
important.  To  matter.  To  be  seen.  Taken 
seriously.


 

The male gaze still sets much of the aesthetic value. Cinema 
and visual culture often position women as objects of 
(heterosexual adult) visual pleasure; that structure shapes what 
images are consumable as beautiful suffering. When 
adolescents are sexualised within that visual economy, the 
overlap with predatory desire becomes frighteningly easy. 
images that are meant to attract adult attention get amplified in 
a different context, fetishised, and monetised.
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Maybe the re-production of mental illness in media is how it 
can become a societal illness. But then again, what is the 
societal illness that makes this possible in the first place? What 
economic logic keeps it running? I can trace the trend 
backwards through time, but the harder question is where it’s 
taking us next.

I don’t believe girls are simply “playing sick” until the 
performance becomes real. It’s not naïve cosplay. About being 
a Cassie or an Effy. It’s not just wanting to belong to some 
imagined online community. It’s deeper than that.


This pattern tells us that our culture rewards spectacle more 
than health. It tells us that capitalism and visual culture have 
learned how to monetise suffering, package it, aestheticise it, 
and sell it back to the very people who are most vulnerable to 
it. It points to an ethical structural failure, not just individual 
pathology.


The performance becomes armour for the girl, a way through. 
But it’s also a mirror, reflecting the pressures placed on her. 
Handling the interior with the exterior.

The inside is covered up in all these things. And she does it all 
herself. She designs it all herself. Becoming the Girl that made 
her. Girls make culture. They have been making it. Here, to their 
own demise.


I  remember  distinctly  sending  my  first 
nude. All the horror stories flashed through 
my mind as glimpses of my future: Amanda 
Knox,  girls  in  America,  bullied,  harming 
themselves, having to change schools. 
I thought not again. I was already sitting in 
my  third  school.  All  this  just  to  send  a 
nude? Yes.
Relief  came  when  the  picture  was  not 
circulated. Safe this time. 
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I became obsessed with crafting images, to 
elicit  a  precise reaction from anyone who 
saw.  I  learned  to  simulate  intimacy  while 
protecting my identity, to design a self that 
existed in rumour, in observation, but never 
fully.
The projected image became the everyday. 
Blending  into  the  way  I  carried  myself.  I 
didn’t  mind  being  called  slutty  for  it. 
Probably because I had no real idea of what 
a slut even does.
Slut is also a compliment as it describes a 
woman, a woman I can be. Yes, a 
promiscuous woman, but a woman 
nonetheless.

I am not here to be criticised.


In the 2008 French comedy/romance “LOL” , a 15 year old 28

girl is chatting with a man on an anonymous webcam site. Both 
are only showing their clothed torsos, yet it is clear from the 
camera’s movement that the man is masturbating. When he 
asks her to show him more, she takes the webcam, kisses it 
and presses into a rotisserie chicken lying beside her. The man 
does not realise it is a chicken, he assumes it is her genitals. 
She observes his reaction with a detached, almost clinical 
curiosity, watching him escalate as if performing an experiment 
rather than engaging in intimacy. She is just studying.


This is the way I assume that most girls personally interact with 
all forms of sexuality at this age. Experimenting at their own 
rate. By their own accord. However, when Girls get exposed to 
the topic of (their own) sexuality too quickly, multiple issues 
arise. Thus they become aware of a sexual age too fast. 


 LOL (Laughing Out Loud), directed by Lisa Azuelos (France: Pathé, 28

2008).
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In the book “A Young Girl’s Diary” (1919), the Girl witnesses a 
sex act through a window for the first time.


“She was absolutely naked, lying in bed without any covers, 
and he was kneeling by the bedside, (…) and he kissed her all 
over, everywhere!!! Dora said afterwards it made her feel quite 
sick. And then he stood up and — no, I can’t write it, it’s too 
awful, I shall never forget it. So that’s it, it’s simply frightful. I 
could never have believed it. Dora went as white as a sheet and 
trembled so that Resi was terribly frightened. I nearly cried with 
horror and yet I couldn’t help laughing too. I was really afraid he 
would smother her, because he’s so big and she’s so small. 
And Resi says he is certainly much too big for her, that he 
nearly tears her to pieces. I don’t know why he should tear her, 
but certainly he might have crushed her. Dora was so terrified 
she had to sit down and Resi hurried to get her a glass of water, 
because she thought she was going to faint.”(82)  29

She describes being in a state of shock for multiple days. 
Seeing couples on the street and only being able to think about 
them doing it. She says that she would never want to marry as 
all men want to do is it.


“Now on our way home Hella and I look at all the couples going 
by arm in arm, thinking about them from that point of view, and 
it amuses us so much we can hardly keep from laughing. But 
really it’s no laughing matter, especially for the woman. It’s 
horrible, that one has to endure 
that (you know what!!) when one is married.”(84)  30

 Anonymous, A Young Girl’s Diary, new ed. (New York: Anchor 29

Books/Doubleday, 1991).(82)

 Anonymous, A Young Girl’s Diary, new ed. (New York: Anchor 30

Books/Doubleday, 1991).(84)
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She cannot even say sex. Not even write it down in her diary. 
She always says it. But despite her best efforts trying to create 
a barrier between her and this subject, she becomes 
completely obsessed with it. Stating dreaming about it, 
thinking about it constantly, and being absolutely appalled by 
it.

It kind of consumes her life. Starting to carry herself differently, 
staying away from boys or being able to only think about boys 
in that context. All other matters in her life become in relation to 
the context of sex and the first sex act. 

The process of self harming behaviours in means of self 
designing in girlhood, is a similar process. The appalling, 
distant, foreign, becoming the fascination, becoming the 
character, becoming the person.


The first sex is an aesthetic loss, as it makes the girl realise that 
now, no matter what, she has transformed into a woman, a 
woman that can have sex, be sexual. 

Because only women have sex, everybody knows that. Girls 
don’t fuck, girls are made women by the men that “de-flower” 
them.

Women that haven’t had sex yet are still girlish, meaning that 
when this topic comes up, it is handled with such delicacy and 
importance as if it’s the last step she has to complete before 
becoming a woman. 


She will catch feelings if you take her virginity.


Many girls are taught to not have sex at all than how to have it 
safely. Actually not taught much about their reproductive 
organs at all. 

My first sex-ed class split us into boys and girls. Boys were 
taught that it is normal to masturbate and what that stuff is that 
comes out the end. Us girls just looked at an image of the 
female reproductive system and then had to try and recreate it 
with play-doh. That any of it was good for something was left 
out. We didn’t even get to use real clay.
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She will catch feelings if you take her virginity. 


That’s the fetish about girlhood, taking it away. Then she’s lost 
it all. Maybe girls want to take it away themselves without 
fucking them themselves over. Doesn’t change however, that 
seemingly the only way the girl becomes woman finally, 
societally is not the period, but the entering of a Man. 

The hymen is not just a physical, it is a societal one. The 
Hymen is gone as soon as they read woman.


When I  read  girl,  but  I’m  fucked  up  on 
drugs, my hymen is gone. When I look like 
a virgin, despite being fucked, my hymen is 
there.
In your youth you have to be extra  extra 
protected.  By the  law and by  the  hymen. 
The physical hymen “keeps“ out the man’s 
influence. When it’s broken, you have been 
polluted.  Lost  your  innocence.  You  no 
longer  feel  like a  child because you could 
theoretically produce one. 
Then the legal hymen expires at 18. The law 
kicks you out its nest. Then it’s ok to fuck 
with  you.  This  legal  hymen is  like  a  plug 
where as soon as its removed, sex just flows 
out of you. Or into you. Its allowed now…

The moment the plug is gone the girl confuses the hymen with 
innocence. The truth is: the girl doesn’t “lose” innocence, she 
realises it was never hers to control. Innocence is a currency 
traded over her head, priced by others, validated by the male 
gaze, revoked by it. You don’t even hand it over. It’s taken, 
reassigned. There’s before and after. Except the before is 
already contaminated by the after. Virginity is a state of mind. 
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My value is in the illusion of innocence, not 
its actual existence.


The first time someone looks at you as a sexual object / being, 
a internal tear scars your hymen. Through this tear a seed finds 
its way into your undiscovered womb. This is the first 
pregnancy: the implantation of potential. You could be sexual 
now. Not because you feel desire, but because someone else 
has seen it on you. Projected it onto (into) you.

From that moment on, the girl carries the embryonic question 
inside: What am I now? What did he see? What changed? It 
grows without her consent. It demands her attention. It 
reorganises her identity around a new gravitational centre: 
sexual possibility, sexual danger, sexual misunderstanding.

A pregnancy with no baby, only the potential (but inevitable) 
woman she must now learn to mother or abort. But you can’t 
abort perception. You can only react to it.

So she will think that the reaction to her as a woman must 
mean she is less of the girl she has just started being.


That’s why so many girls describe being disgusted with the 
way they found themselves being treated in that first moment. 
Disgust with the process they find themselves in. Disgust from 
outside becomes disgust inside. Shame as the amniotic fluid of 
girlhood. Recognising the shame as false is the beginning of 
labour that bears a woman.


And that is the crucial point: the girl is sexualised before she 
becomes sexual. She receives her first “sexual reaction” from 
the world before she knows she has one of her own. How is 
she supposed to develop an internal sexuality, an honest, 
autonomous, lived one; without contamination, if the first 
encounter is always external, invasive, forced into meaning?


Between childhood and womanhood lies this suspended state 
defined by a rupture. 
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The Girlhood that starts here is not a phase. It’s the process of 
surviving the first gaze, or touch, the one that cracks you open 
before you know what you’re being opened into. It’s the slow, 
bruised becoming of rage, rage at inheriting a body already 
translated, rage at being read before being written. The coming 
of rage, yes, but also the coming through rage. Somewhere 
after the burning, after the contortions of shame and 
performance and self-harm hoped as self-making, there is a 
quieter becoming. A steadier one. The softer entry into 
womanhood not as surrender, but as reclamation. She sheds 
the borrowed, the weighted, the panic and begins to look at 
herself only with a gaze that does not wound. A womanhood 
that is not the opposite of girlhood and not necessarily its 
successor. It is a phase that merges attributes of both into a 
constant afterglow: she realises she survived, and that 
surviving was the beginning.
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Glossary:

• Tumblr:

A microblogging platform founded in 2007 that became a 
central archive for adolescent self-fashioning, especially 
between 2010–2014. Its structure—endless scroll, reblog 
chains, anonymity, image-based posting—made it a fertile 
ground for curating identities rather than declaring them. On 
Tumblr, girls learned to assemble themselves through 
fragments: screenshots, lyrics, thinspo quotes, film stills, soft-
grunge palettes, cigarette selfies, bedroom mirrors. It wasn’t 
just a site; it was an aesthetic engine, a place where suffering 
could be stylised and girlhood became something you could 
edit, filter, or moodboard into existence. Tumblr didn’t create 
these desires, but it organised and amplified them, turning 
private interiorities into public, shareable aesthetics. 


• Pro-Anorexia site (Pro Ana Forum):

Pro-anorexia or ’pro-ana’ is an umbrella term that designates 
“a genre of websites disseminating information about eating 
disorders.“


• Edit:

Is a video that has been creatively manipulated, often by fans 
of a particular movie, show, or celebrity, to create a new clip, 
usually set to popular music. These edits are a form of video 
editing that can involve cutting together clips, adding visual 
effects, syncing movements to music, and combining clips 
from different sources. 


• Inspo:

A shortened form of the word “inspiration,” and it is often used 
in social media and online contexts to describe something that 
is inspiring or that serves as inspiration for others.

For example Thinspo: refers to imagery commonly shared on 
social media that encourages a user to be thin.


• Core:
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In slang, “-core” is used as a suffix to describe a specific 
aesthetic or trend, such as “cottagecore” or 
“Barbiecore”. These terms represent an entire lifestyle, 
including fashion, products, and attitude, that is centered 
around that specific aesthetic. 

Example :

Cottagecore: Romanticizes a simple, rustic life, featuring flowy 
dresses, baked goods, and nature imagery. 


• Aesthetic:

In slang, an “aesthetic” refers to a specific visual style or “vibe” 
that is considered beautiful or appealing, often related to a 
particular subculture or online aesthetic.


• Pinterest:

Pinterest is a visual discovery engine and social media platform 
where users can find and save ideas, images, and videos by 
“pinning” them to virtual “boards”. It’s used for discovering 
inspiration for various projects, from recipes and home decor 
to fashion and hobbies, and can also be used for shopping and 
learning new skills. 


• Hashtag

Originally a metadata tool; online, it becomes a filing system for 
identities that shouldn’t have been categories in the first place. 
A hashtag turns a feeling into a genre (#sadgirl, #thinspo, 
#effystonemcore), giving girls a way to find each other but also 
a way to disappear into sameness.


• Read

In online culture, to “read” someone is to decode them. to 
extract meaning from their presentation, behaviour, or body 
before they’ve spoken. On the internet, girls “read” each 
other’s images, and are read in return. It mirrors the real-world 
mechanism: the first gaze, the categorisation, the instant 
translation of a body into a narrative. To be read is to be 
interpreted, reduced, and slotted into an archetype.
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Abstract:

The thesis examines girlhood as a process of self-design. It 
looks at how adolescent girls learn to shape themselves 
through aesthetics, behaviour, and harm in response to being 
watched, evaluated, and desired. Drawing on autobiographical 
writing, peer accounts, and cultural analysis, the text moves 
between theory and lived experience to trace how girlhood 
becomes a site where identity is performed before it is 
understood.
The thesis focuses on self-harm behaviours: substance use, 
eating disorders, and self-sexualisation as culturally legible 
strategies through which girls attempt to gain control over their 
inevitable coming of age. 
Film, fashion, and online platforms such as Tumblr are analysed 
as spaces where these behaviours are aestheticised, 
reproduced, and circulated, turning girlhood depicted in media 
into style and illness into identity.
A fictional figure, “the Girl”, appears throughout the thesis as a 
composite testimonial voice. 
By also writing from within this process, the thesis reflects on 
how culture consumes girls, how girls reproduce what 
consumes them, and what this reveals about the psychological 
and social conditions under which girlhood is formed.
At its core, this process is inseparable from the sexualisation of 
girlhood. Girls become objects of desire before they can even 
understand their own sexuality. The first gaze, the first external 
evaluation, implants a potential within them: the recognition that 
the world reads their bodies and projects meaning onto them. 
Innocence is never theirs to own; it is a currency assigned and 
revoked by others. Girlhood begins suspended between this 
external imposition and the internal work of making sense of it, 
a process that shapes identity, desire, and selfhood.
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