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Abstract

This thesis takes a practice-led approach to co-creating sexy selfies of young women, using these 
as data for a compare-and-contrast approach that makes clear the discourses that are employed to 
judge women’s sexual self-representation.

As women’s sexy selfie making practices have burgeoned, so too have popular and feminist 
discourses of concern about them. A growing body of important work in the field of selfies is 
beginning to highlight the gendered and sexist nature of these discourses and to demonstrate that 
much selfie critique belongs to a history of paternalistic discourse which polices and shames the 
female body. I build on this tradition by focusing on the aesthetic elements of these critiques, and 
their relationship with discourses of class, to demonstrate that many of these discourses of concern 
reinforce long-standing, classed ideals of feminine sexual presentation which marginalise some 
self-representations and legitimise others.

The project brings together women who are amateur, sexy selfie takers with a professional 
photographer (myself ) in a unique methodological frame where participants are especially 
prominent in the creation of data. It privileges the co-creation of new photographs of the 
participants, who are each asked to engage with me as if they have commissioned a professional 
photoshoot. This forms the basis for a method of analysis where the texts and practices of professional 
photographs of young women are compared with the texts and practices of participants’ own 
amateur photographic self-representations. The intention is to reveal new information about how 
dominant popular and feminist discourses are typically applied to each set of images.

I argue that the aesthetic languages of each provides unique insight into jurisdictions of 
power which privilege professional, refined imagery over everyday, amateur imagery. Mainstream 
feminist readings of amateur sexy aesthetics contribute to the cultivation and maintenance of 
hierarchies within visual culture which, critically, create class distinctions and marginalise the self-
representational experiences of women who do not portray the codes of middle-class respectability, 
nor the aesthetics of formal art. The project’s findings offer new knowledge into the ways in 
which young women’s sexuality and presentations of femininity are culturally affirmed or resisted 
through class distinctions founded on ‘taste’ and which conflate certain forms of women’s sexual 
expression with moral paucity. I argue further that women who make sexy selfies often find their 
aesthetic choices to be a positive resistance to normative femininities; an opportunity to be in 
community with like-minded people; a place through which to develop confidence; and a means 
through which to be seen.
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