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Introduction

The Gaze began long before I picked up a camera. It began in the studio, in front of the mirror, in the feeling of stepping into heels and discovering a version of myself that felt stronger and more certain. For me, heels dance has never been about performing for others; it has been about embodiment, about locating power in movement. Yet outside of that space, I repeatedly encountered a different narrative. Through social media and cultural assumptions, heels dance was often reduced to something sexualised or superficial. The distance between how it felt internally and how it was interpreted externally became impossible to ignore.

As both a filmmaker and a heels dancer, I was not researching something distant from myself, I was researching something I live. This dual role shaped the entire development of the documentary. I was not neutral, and I did not attempt to perform neutrality. Instead, I embraced reflexivity, continually questioning how my own experiences and assumptions shaped the work. The process required honesty not only about representation, but about my own relationship to visibility and vulnerability.

To articulate these tensions, I turned to feminist media theory. Mulvey’s (1975) concept of the “male gaze” provided language for something I had intuitively felt: that women’s bodies are often positioned to be looked at rather than to look back. Although her work focuses on cinema, I recognised its relevance within digital culture, where performance is recorded, circulated and scrutinised online. Gill (2007) and McRobbie (2009) further argue that empowerment and surveillance coexist within postfeminist culture, where confidence is encouraged yet continuously evaluated. These theories did not feel abstract; they clarified lived experience.

This essay reflects on The Gaze as both a creative practice and personal inquiry. It explores how theory informed my decisions, how reflexivity shaped my methodology, and how visual and sonic choices were constructed to question dominant ways of seeing. More than documenting heels dance, the project became an exploration of how I navigate the gaze and how empowerment can exist within visibility rather than outside it.
Conceptual Origins and Research Positioning

The origins of The Gaze began with a tension I felt before I could name it academically. Heels dancing has always felt grounding and empowering to me, a space where I feel connected to my body and fully present. In the studio, I feel control over how I move and express myself. Online, however, I noticed a shift. What felt like strength to me was often interpreted through a sexualised lens. Over time, this disconnect accumulated into a question: why is something that feels empowering so easily reduced?

That discomfort evolved into my central research question: how do female heels dancers negotiate the tension between sexualisation within contemporary digital culture and their embodied experiences of empowerment?

The word “negotiate” was deliberate. I did not experience empowerment and sexualisation as opposites. Instead, they overlapped. Gill’s (2007) discussion of postfeminist media culture helped me recognise that contemporary femininity often operates within contradiction, framed as empowered while embedded in scrutiny. McRobbie (2009) similarly argues that modern femininity exists within a culture of visibility, where confidence is celebrated but monitored. Reading this theory felt clarifying rather than distant. It revealed that my experience was not isolated, but structural.

Because of this, I chose not to frame the documentary as a defence of heels dance. I did not want to argue simplistically against sexualisation. Instead, I wanted to explore the complexity of visibility itself. How do we move within systems that watch us? How do we retain agency while being interpreted? Shifting from defence to inquiry reshaped the project. It allowed me to approach the subject with curiosity rather than protection and to accept that negotiation, rather than resolution, is often where empowerment resides.
Methodology and Reflexive Practice
From the outset, I knew my methodology could not be separated from who I am. I was not entering an unfamiliar space; I was documenting one I belong to. Heels dance forms part of my identity. Because of this, methodological decisions became questions of honesty rather than distance.

I adopted a mixed-method approach, combining semi-structured interviews, an online survey (29 participants), observational footage and my own reflexive inclusion. No single method felt sufficient. I wanted to move beyond my perspective while acknowledging that I could not remove myself from the narrative. Haraway’s (1988) concept of situated knowledge allowed me to stop striving for detachment and instead prioritise transparency.

Interviewing other heels dancers felt collaborative rather than extractive. We shared an understanding of rehearsals, mirrors and music. That familiarity-built trust, but it also required discipline. I had to ensure I was listening rather than projecting. The interviews became conversations grounded in mutual vulnerability rather than formal interrogation.

The survey introduced measurable context. When 75% reported feeling empowered, I felt affirmed. When 87.5% acknowledged that heels dance is frequently sexualised, I felt unsettled but unsurprised. Over half had experienced sexualisation online, and many felt pressure to curate themselves for audience appeal. Gill’s (2007) description of empowerment and objectification coexisting no longer felt theoretical; it felt descriptive. The data revealed that what I experienced as personal contradiction was widely shared.

Including myself in the documentary was the most vulnerable decision. Initially, I hesitated. However, excluding myself felt dishonest. I am implicated in the gaze I critique. Haraway (1988) argues that objectivity lies in accountability, not disembodiment. Appearing within the film acknowledged that authorship shapes representation.

Throughout, reflexivity became ongoing self-questioning: Am I analysing fairly? Am I protecting too much? Am I simplifying? The methodological process mirrored the subject matter, a constant balancing of closeness and critique. Recognising this did not weaken the research; it strengthened its integrity.



Narrative Structure as Conceptual Strategy

The structure of The Gaze emerged during editing rather than being imposed from the start. As I reviewed footage, I noticed emotional patterns that reflected my own experience. The progression introduction, confidence, sexualisation, reflexive pivot and reclamation mirrors not only the research question but my lived negotiation of visibility.

The opening focuses on preparation rather than performance. Close-ups of heels being fastened and bodies grounding themselves emphasise ritual and labour. For me, the most meaningful moments in heels practice happen before anyone watches. Beginning here resists immediate spectacle.

The “confidence” section felt affirming to edit. Hearing dancers describe strength reminded me of why I dance. I chose eye-level and full-body framing, conscious of Mulvey’s (1975) critique of fragmentation. This choice was protective as much as theoretical. I wanted the dancers to appear whole and self-possessed.

The midpoint, addressing sexualisation, was the most difficult to shape. Slower pacing reflected emotional weight. Including screenshots of sexualised messages I had received was uncomfortable, but omitting them felt evasive. Making them visible grounded the gaze in reality rather than abstraction.

My appearance in the documentary the reflexive pivot was not planned. During editing, I felt uneasy remaining invisible while shaping meaning. Including myself aligned with Haraway’s (1988) argument that knowledge is situated. If the film explored negotiation within visibility, I could not position myself outside it. As Nichols (2017) suggests, documentary authorship is never neutral; it reflects the perspective of the filmmaker.
The documentary concludes without resolution. Empowerment is not presented as fixed but negotiated. Structurally, the film moves through tension rather than erasing it, mirroring my own journey toward a more nuanced understanding of agency.

Visual Strategy and the Politics of Framing

My visual strategy developed from a place of awareness and, if I am honest, from a place of sensitivity. Before I thought about theory, I thought about how it feels to be watched. As a heels dancer, I am used to mirrors, cameras and eyes in the room. I am also used to the subtle shift that happens when movement is interpreted rather than experienced. While Mulvey’s (1975) discussion of fragmentation helped me articulate this critically, my resistance to fragmenting the body came from something more instinctive. I did not want to film heels dance in a way that echoed the kinds of images that have made me feel reduced in the past.

When positioning the camera, I became increasingly conscious of power. A slightly lowered angle can elevate; a slightly raised one can diminish. A cropped frame can isolate; a wider one can contextualise. I found myself constantly adjusting, stepping back, lowering the lens to eye level, widening the frame. Eye-level shots felt respectful. They felt equal. Full-body compositions allowed the dancers to occupy space fully rather than being broken into parts. I realised that framing was not neutral; it was political. The decision not to isolate a hip, a leg or a torso was not accidental; it was deliberate. I wanted the dancers and me to be seen. Rose (2016) argues that visual images must be analysed not only for what they show but how they construct meaning.

Mirrors became one of the most revealing visual elements in the film. Initially, I included them simply because they are an unavoidable part of studio spaces. But as I edited, I noticed how often reflection appeared in the frame. I began to see the mirror as more than background; it symbolised the layered experience of being watched. When I dance, I am aware of myself through reflection. When I film, I am aware of the camera. When the documentary is screened, the audience becomes another layer of observation. The mirror captured that complexity visually. It made visible the idea that the gaze is never singular.

The decision to include archival material, childhood photographs, alongside present-day images was deeply personal. I did not want the dancers to exist only as bodies in motion. Heel dancing can easily be reduced to an aesthetic surface, particularly online. By showing childhood images, I wanted to remind viewers that these women have histories, vulnerabilities and growth that extend beyond the frame. When I placed those images next to current footage, I felt the contrast and continuity between who we were and who we are becoming. It disrupted the idea that heels dance in heels defines us entirely.

Adding on-screen text with names, ages, and years of experience was another quiet intervention. On social media, dancers are often consumed quickly, without context. I wanted to slow that down. Naming each dancer felt grounding. It anchored them in individuality rather than anonymity. These textual details are subtle, but they interrupt passive viewing. They ask the audience to pause and recognise a person rather than just a performance.

Through this process, I came to understand that visual strategy is not just about composition; it is about responsibility. The camera has the power to reproduce the gaze or to challenge it. Every framing choice required me to consider which side of that line I was standing on. In learning how to frame others, I also became more aware of how I frame myself both on screen and within systems of visibility more broadly.

Sound, Music and Embodied Experience

Sound became one of the most intimate parts of constructing The Gaze. While the project centres on visibility and spectatorship, I began to realise during editing that embodiment is not only something seen, but it is something heard and felt. The sound of heels against the studio floor has always carried meaning for me. It is sharp, grounded and unapologetic. When I amplified the sound of walking in heels, I was not just enhancing texture; I was emphasising weight and presence. Each step communicates balance, pressure and effort. I wanted the audience to hear the physicality of heels dance the labour that is often overlooked when movement is reduced to aesthetic surface.

There were moments in the edit where I debated smoothing the audio to make it cleaner or more polished. Breath, subtle scuffs on the floor and the quiet echo of the studio can easily be removed in pursuit of professionalism. Yet removing them felt like removing honesty. Breath signals exertion. It reminds us that strength requires effort. The ambient sounds of the studio, faint reverberations, shifting weight, and pauses between movement situate the body within space. Preserving those sounds was my way of resisting the transformation of heels dance into spectacle. I wanted the viewer to feel proximity rather than distance.

Music selection was deeply personal and emotionally charged. Dirty Diana (Michael Jackson) captured the discomfort of the external projection the narrative imposed onto women’s bodies. Its tone felt confrontational, almost invasive, mirroring the feeling of being interpreted through a sexualised lens. Including it was a way of acknowledging that discomfort rather than avoiding it. In contrast, What Was I Made For? (Billie Eilish) reflected vulnerability and introspection. Editing to that track felt quiet and reflective; it echoed the moments in this process where I questioned how I see myself and how I am seen by others. Finally, High Heels (JoJo) brought energy and ownership back into the frame. That song felt like a return to confidence, to agency, to the reason I dance in the first place. Each track marked an emotional shift within the documentary and mirrored my own shifting relationship to the subject matter as I created it.

Sobchak’s (2004) phenomenological approach to cinema, which emphasises lived bodily experience, helped me articulate something I had been intuitively feeling. I did not want the audience to watch heels dance as distant observers; I wanted them to experience it sensorially. This is why silence became as important as sound. Leaving moments without music was uncomfortable at first. Silence can feel exposed. But those pauses allowed space for breath, for thought, for interpretation. Rather than directing the viewer toward a single emotional response, I wanted to create room for reflection.

Through shaping the soundscape of The Gaze, I came to understand that embodiment is multi-sensory. The rhythm of heels, the strain of breath, the tension in silence, these elements hold as much meaning as the image itself. Sound, in this project, became a way of grounding the body in reality. It resisted flattening movement into an image alone and instead reminded both the viewer and me that heels dance is lived, felt and negotiated through the body.

Challenges, Ethics and Growth

One of the most difficult aspects of this project was learning how to analyse something I care about without instinctively defending it. As someone who dances in heels myself, I felt protective not only of the community I was representing, but of the version of myself that finds strength in that space. At times, I worried that critically examining heels dance might feel like exposing it to further scrutiny. There were moments where I questioned whether I was reinforcing the gaze simply by drawing attention to it. Balancing emotional proximity with critical distance was not straightforward; it required me to sit with discomfort rather than avoid it. Reflexivity became less about academic obligation and more about personal accountability.

Editing intensified this tension. Watching the footage repeatedly meant confronting the complexity of the subject matter in ways I had not anticipated. Some sections made me feel proud and affirmed, and others made me uneasy. Time constraints forced me to make decisive choices about pacing, about inclusion, about emphasis. I had to let go of footage that I felt emotionally attached to because it did not serve the broader narrative. That process taught me that clarity is not about including everything; it is about shaping meaning responsibly. The pressure of time sharpened my judgement, but it also exposed how much I had invested emotionally in the material.

Ethically, I was constantly aware of how easily narratives around sexualisation can slide into victimhood. I did not want to frame myself or the other dancers as powerless within systems of surveillance. At the same time, I did not want to dilute or soften the reality of being misinterpreted online. Finding that balance was challenging. Including screenshots of sexualised messages, for example, required me to confront my own vulnerability. I questioned whether sharing them would make the documentary too personal, but excluding them felt like hiding part of the truth. Ultimately, I chose to include them because honesty felt more ethical than protection.

Through these challenges, my understanding of empowerment shifted profoundly. At the beginning of this project, I thought of empowerment as something stable something I felt when I danced. By the end, I understood it as something negotiated and contextual. Empowerment does not exist outside of visibility; it exists within it. It fluctuates, it is challenged, and it requires awareness. The documentary did not provide neat answers, and that was growth. I learned that complexity is not a weakness in an argument; it is often the most truthful position.

This process changed how I see heels dance, how I see spectatorship, and how I see myself within both. It forced me to confront not only how I am looked at, but how I internalise that gaze. In navigating these challenges, I did not resolve the tension at the heart of the project, but I learned how to live within it more consciously.



Conclusion

When I began The Gaze, I thought I was making a documentary about heels dance. What I did not anticipate was how much I would end up interrogating my own relationship to visibility, confidence and perception. Over time, the project shifted from being something I was producing to something I was experiencing. It became less about proving a point and more about understanding a tension I had been living with for years.

Grounded in feminist media theory, the documentary allowed me to place language around feelings that I had previously felt instinctively. Mulvey’s (1975) concept of the gaze gave me a framework to understand how women’s bodies are positioned within visual culture. Yet through the process of filming, editing and reflecting, I realised that contemporary digital spaces complicate this dynamic in ways that feel more immediate and personal. McRobbie’s (2009) idea of surveillance and Gill’s (2007) analysis of postfeminist contradictions helped me see that empowerment and sexualisation are not opposites; they are often intertwined. That realisation was uncomfortable at first. I wanted empowerment to feel pure and unchallenged. Instead, I came to understand it as negotiated.

The interviews and survey findings reinforced that I was not alone in this experience. Other dancers articulated the same complexity, the same strength, the same vulnerability, the same awareness of being watched. Hearing their voices made the project feel collective rather than personal. It reminded me that the negotiation of the gaze is not something we face individually; it is something we move through together.

I no longer see the aim of The Gaze as eliminating the gaze. That feels impossible. Instead, I see its purpose as making the gaze visible and accountable. By revealing its presence through framing, sound, structure and reflexivity, I sought to question how meaning is constructed around feminine performance. In doing so, I also had to question how I internalise that meaning.

This project changed my understanding of empowerment. I began thinking of empowerment as a feeling I accessed when I danced. I now understand it as something more fluid and contextual, something that exists within visibility rather than outside of it. It requires awareness. It requires negotiation. And sometimes, it requires discomfort.

Ultimately, The Gaze allowed me to step back and look at myself looking. It made me more conscious of how I frame others and how I frame myself. In interrogating spectatorship, I did not escape the gaze, but I learned how to stand within it more deliberately. And for me, that awareness is where agency truly begins.
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