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Spending Your Girlhood Online: Cutesy, Demure, Problematic
As a Gen Z woman born in the year 2000, I am no stranger to the wild west that is social media. I was part of the age group that became the last to not have regular access to the internet in elementary school, but by high school the technology moved so quickly that my first ever phone was an iPhone 5. I was online for the rise and fall of Tumblr and Vine, witnessing the explosion of Musical.ly that became TikTok. I have watched trends online for as long as I can remember and enjoyed the lighthearted fun and became more aware of the questionable ones. Therefore, I’m deftly aware of when a trend just feels a bit icky.

TikTok is on Tip Top Form
Ah TikTok: a vast, humming, sometimes cesspool of opinions, storytimes, recipes, and music. It’s one of the most popular platforms among young adults, where users post short, humorous videos often set to “trending audio” used by thousands of others. This creates content organised by trend such as dances, jokes, repeated phrases. For example, a dance trend using Taylor Swift’s The Fate of Ophelia has amassed hundreds of thousands of recreations. But it’s there’s one phrase trend that concerns me because it quietly chips away at women’s equity. Sounds dramatic, I know.

Don’t Mind Me: ‘I’m Just A Girl!’ 
There was a trending audio on TikTok in late 2023 that relied on repeating the phrase ‘I’m just a girl!’. As someone who is chronically online, I witnessed this trend first hand take control of my For You page (FYP), and immediately felt unsettled by it. Young girls, teens, and young adults were adding the phrase to the end of every story, silly dance, or ‘hot take’. It gradually became a part of everyday vocabulary outside of the platform, appearing on merchandise in several large retailers such as BooHoo and Asos. A turning point for me was when I heard a fellow trainee teacher use the phrase during a lecture when she was asked a question. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt as though the phrase was insidious, part of a larger trend in diminishing and removing women’s opinions in professional spaces. This trend isn’t as blatant as others, such as Pro Anorexia content and ‘body checking’ that result in women’s bodies being scrutinised. Perhaps that is why I struggled with understanding why I felt this trend was problematic: there was no clear issue with the women sharing their stories, but the implications of ‘I’m just a girl’ somehow justifying a decision being made felt wrong because it was always attached to something inherently ‘girly’. Mariana Martinez, one of the few journalists I have seen discussing this trend, writes about this very feeling; that anything girly is being othered and dismissed because ‘I’m just a girl’. 
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Girlhood. Weaponised.
It goes deeper than just enjoying the colour pink or going shopping because ‘I’m just a girl’. There are many videos in this trend where women have discussed their corporate jobs as drinking coffee and talking, and when asked to do any work, their response is ‘Well I’m just a girl!’. Gina Martin from Glamour magazine discusses this trend, among others such as ‘Girl Math’ and ‘Girl dinner’ as anti-feminist as it removes empowerment from women by diminishing their accomplishments. One video that graced my FYP from @AmaBArbie at their graduation with a cap emblazoned with ‘What Now? I’m Just Girl’ tipped me into anger. Why should being a girl be framed as clueless? Why should being a girl equate being unable to pursue anything more? Being a girl that is easily lead falls into line with being moldable, submissive, quiet, and infantilised. There is a glass ceiling for women that has been established historically that women are seen and not heard. That women couldn’t understand the world around them: it’s a men’s world. This trend embodies these ideals that women have fought to dismantle for decades while masquerading in pretty pastel bows.


The Girlies Can Lowkey Fight
TikTTok trends don’t exist in a vacuum. In fact, just as the ‘I’m just a girl’ trend took over, there were response. StudyTok, a popular subcommunity on TikTok focused on academics, has thousands of videos tagged using audios surrounding doing ancestors proud with the work that girls are putting into their studies. A popular answer to the ‘I’m just a girl’ trend is the ‘Honor to Us All’ audio trend by the Hollywood Symphony Orchestra. These videos are often filled with achievements and pictures of the poster, usually a girl, to show how proud they are of their life even though they’re ‘just a girl’. Influencers that are part of the counter movement include Jameela Jamil, who unflinchingly calls out trends like this. We even have Barbie that has gone through a metamorphosis in recent years, bucking her own trademark ‘I’m just a girl’-ness for an anxious yet pragmatic patriarchy questioning role model. Despite efforts to counter the harmful trends, unfortunately they still gain traction. It leaves me wondering about the real-world impact of these trends 10 years from now.

‘I’m, like, super brainy!’ - Jocelyn, Bob’s Burgers
Now, I’m not saying that a TikTok trend is the cornerstone to the downfall of those that identify as women. Anti-intellectualism has seen a concerning growth in recent years, spurred on by particular Commanders in Chief that dedicate much of their time spreading misinformation on social media. This anti-intellectualism promotes the idea of people other than yourself as having the answers, so don’t worry about solving the problem yourself. However, this opens the door to relying on others to be the ‘expert’ on a piece of knowledge. This is precisely where ‘I’m just a girl’ can become even more problematic. Women, and alarmingly young girls, are being encouraged to not understand the ‘big things’ in the world around them. Things like politics, finances, and laws. ‘I’m just a girl, let me drive my silly little car in peace’ springs to mind. With women being encouraged to turn a blind eye through seemingly innocuous trends, is it really a surprise that in America women’s rights are being called into question year after year with more fealty than the last? But what would I know? I’m just a girl! 
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