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Abstract  
 
This thesis takes a look at the newly rising female musician, ‘Billie Eilish’ and focuses on three of 

her music videos from her debut album: ‘When The Party’s Over,’ ‘Bad Guy’, and ‘All The Good 

Girls Go To Hell.’ To strengthen the understanding of her musical career, I start by analysing her 

breakout single, ‘Ocean Eyes,’ which is from her breakout album, Don’t Smile At Me. In doing so, I 

refer to Judith Butler’s theory on gender performance and examine how Eilish performs gender in 

all four music videos. In addition I will also make a comparison to other female musicians, such as 

Lorde, Janelle Monáe and Ariana Grande, exploring differences and similarities. Here, I have 

selected two music videos of each musician, starting with Lorde’s music videos ‘Royals’ and 

‘Green Light.’ Secondly, I analyse Janelle Monae´s music videos ‘Make Me Feel’ and ‘PYNK’. 

Finally, I analyse Ariana Grande’s music videos ‘Thank U, Next’ and ‘7 Rings.’  

Additionally, since we live in an era of social media and the influence of #MeToo 

movement, I also examine Eilish’s Instagram page with focus on four selected photos. When 

examining the photos, I combine queer theory and feminism to try to comprehend how Eilish 

expresses femininity as well, as to explore which wave of feminism she participates in. Here, I will 

dive deeper into her persona by referring to Anthony Giddens and Erik H. Erikson’s theories on 

identity in order to comprehend her public persona and, more importantly, her identity. I use 

reference to Lorde, Monáe and Grande here to examine the backgrounds of other female musicians 

beside Eilish. These two theories are chosen for their different approaches to exploring identity; 

Giddens discusses the impact of modernity on the individual’s identity formation, whereas Erikson 

presents his model of the ‘Eight ages of man,’ which highlights identity formation from early 

childhood to old age. Finally, the purpose of this thesis is to examine the following problem 

statement:  

How is the notion of gender represented in Billie Eilish’s music videos ‘When The 

Party’s Over’, ‘Bad Guy’ and ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell.’ Moreover, how are sex and 

gender understood in relation to Eilish’s appearance on Instagram?  
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1. Introduction: When We Fall Asleep, Where Do We Go? 
 
 
In 2019, the American musician Billie Eilish released her debut album, ‘When We Fall Asleep, 

Where Do We Go?’. Being an 18-year-old youngster from generation Z, Eilish’s music has attracted 

the attention of both young and old (St. Félix, “The New Yorker”). Coming from a family of actors 

and musicians; her parents Maggie Baird and Patrick O’Connell are actors and her brother, Finneas 

O’Connell, is a musician as well; Eilish’s career in the music industry was already predicted from 

infancy (Coscarelli, “Independent”). Eilish and her brother, Finneas (who also supports Eilish 

professionally) have written the songs on the album, which not only have attracted attention due to 

the lyrics, but also due to Eilish’s performance in her music videos (Coscarelli).  

Characteristic of Eilish’s persona is her style which consists of baggy clothes; in an article, 

Eilish has explained that her manner of dressing should prevent her from being sexualised in public 

and on social media (Newby, “The Revelist”). This reasoning leads back to an unlucky episode on 

the social platform, Twitter, where Eilish was seen wearing a tank top revealing her cleavage 

(Newby). The picture of Eilish wearing a tank top soon became a heated topic on Twitter, as 

hundreds of users, particularly men, were fast to comment on her appearance. In defence, she has 

chosen to wear baggy clothes which hide her body figure and that also reflects female 

empowerment (Newby).  

In an era with focus on social media and the #MeToo movement I find it relevant to 

examine Eilish’s presentation on YouTube and on Instagram. I will apply a psychological and 

sociological approach where I refer to gender theory and queer theory beginning with the 

psychoanalyst Erik H. Erikson, who is known for developing the model of the ‘Eight ages of man’, 

a model that describes the formation of identity from infancy to old age (43). The opposite of 

Erikson is the sociologist Anthony Giddens, who discusses modernity’s impact on identity 

formation (20). A similarity of both theorists is their focus on identity formation, which is relevant 

in comprehending Eilish’s identity in a time of globalisation. Judith Butler’s theory on gender 

performativity explores the way in which gender is constructed through repetitive performances 

(14). Eilish’s representation on YouTube and Instagram also shows examples of repetitive 

performances which define her gender.  In reference to the #MeToo movement, the question of 

female liberation tends to be an ongoing debate, showing Eilish as an example (Newby). Therefore, 
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I will refer to queer theory to explore how she deviates from a binary system. In doing so, I will 

combine queer theory with feminism to understand her appearance on IG1.   

The chapter of analysis is structured in the following way: Firstly, I will cover Eilish’s 

musical development from the release of her breakout album, Don’t Smile At Me, to the release of 

her debut album, When We Fall Asleep, Where Do We Go?. The analysis begins by examining her 

breakout single, ‘Ocean Eyes’, then moves on to analysing three singles from her debut album, 

‘When The Party’s Over,’ ‘Bad Guy’ and ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’ with focus on Butler’s 

notion of gender performance. Also, I will refer to three contemporary female musicians, Lorde, 

Janelle Monáe and Ariana Grande, to explore the similarities and differences. I have selected two 

music videos of each artist, starting with Lorde’s music videos ‘Royals’ and ‘Green Light’, 

followed by Monáe’s music videos ‘Make Me Feel’ and ‘PYNK’, and finally, exploring Grande’s 

music videos ‘Thank U, Next’ and ‘7 Rings.’  

The chapter of discussion is structured in the following way: Firstly, I will examine 

Eilish’s Instagram page with focus on four selected photos. In doing so, I will combine queer theory 

and feminism, exploring how Eilish expresses femininity. Moreover, I will apply the terms 

heterosexual normative femininity and homonormativity, which are discussed in relation to Eilish’s 

appearance on IG. Secondly, I will reflect on which wave of feminism Eilish represents as well as 

discuss the differences and similarities between Eilish and the other musicians. Finally, I will make 

a reference to Giddens and Erikson to understand Eilish’s identity using references to Lorde, Monáe 

and Grande as contrast. The aim of this thesis, therefore, is to answer the following problem 

statement: How is the notion of gender represented in Billie Eilish’s music videos: ‘When The 

Party’s Over’, ‘Bad Guy’ and ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell.’ Moreover, how are sex and 

gender understood in relation to Eilish’s appearance on Instagram?  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
	

																																																								
1	Abbreviation	of	Instagram	
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2. Theory  
 
In this chapter, I will begin with a description of Erik Erikson’s term of identity followed by an 

introduction to Anthony Giddens’ term of modernity. These terms belong to the fields of 

psychology and sociology and are relevant to include in this chapter as the terms provide 

knowledge of identity formation and the modern society. Secondly, I will define the term 

‘feminism’, and describe the different waves of feminism. In doing so, I refer to Judith Butler’s 

theory of gender performativity. Butler’s theory focuses on gender as a social construct, which is 

relevant in relation to Billie Eilish’ performance of gender. The continuation of discovering gender, 

I will also refer to queer theory, which involves an interpretation of sex, gender and identity. 

Finally, I will add a section on Billie Eilish.  

 

2.1. A description of Erik Erikson’s term of identity  

The Danish-German psychoanalyst Erik Homburger Erikson (neé Salomonsen, b. 1902-1994) is 

known to have developed a theory on identity (Stevens 6). Erikson himself experienced difficulty in 

exploring his own identity, which might have led to the formulation of his later publications, 

Identity and the Life Cycle (1959) and Identity, Youth and Crisis (1968) (6). Erikson’s interest of 

identity formation began when he travelled to Vienna to work as a teaching assistant at a school (7).  

There, Erikson met one of modern-day’s greatest psychoanalysts, Sigmund Freud, whose ideas, 

along with the ideas of other psychoanalysts, such as Wilhelm Reich and Heinz Hartmann, have 

contributed to Erikson’s own research (7-8). Erikson studied and worked for six years at the 

University of Vienna, though Erikson never graduated with a degree (8). Later, Erikson moved to 

the United States where he pursued a career as an analyst (9).  

Erikson’s formulation of identity was first presented in his book Childhood and Society 

(1950), and later in Identity and The Life Cycle (43). Erikson argues that the development of 

identity begins in the early stages of childhood and lasts our whole life (43). Therefore, identity 

should not be viewed as a static process, but instead as a dynamic process which is in ‘movement’ 

throughout our life. When elaborating on identity, Erikson refers to the ‘Eight ages of man’, which 

defines the eight stages of ego development (43). Each stage of this development consists of an 

issue which an individual must be able to handle in order to obtain a virtue (43-44). This virtue 

strengthens the ego and helps to maintain identity formation (44). If on the other hand, an individual 

lacks the ability to obtain a virtue, he/s will experience what Erikson calls an ‘identity crisis’ (44). 
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Erikson uses ‘identity crisis’ to refer to the stages of adolescences and not the early stages of 

childhood (44). The eight stages are defined below in figure 1:  

 

 

 
(Figure 1: Stevens 56).  
 
 

The first stage, Trust versus Mistrust, begins when the child is an infant. Erikson highlights the 

importance of receiving care and comfort from the parents, which will provide the child with a 

feeling of trust (45). If the child has its needs fulfilled, the process of ego development will take 

place, whereas if the child does not have its needs fulfilled, it will have a negative impact on the 

development of the ego (45). Therefore, the issue in the first stage is the child’s ability to separate 

trust from mistrust in different scenarios with its parents (45). The virtue that emerges is hope and is 

recognised if the child’s needs are met (46).  

The second stage, Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt, focuses on the child’s ability to 

gain self-control over his/her own actions (46-47). The issue in this stage is therefore the balance 

between right and wrong, i.e. what do the parents expect the child to do and what do the parents 

prohibit the child from doing (47). Here, Erikson highlights the difficulty of teaching the child this 

difference and at the same time allowing the child to experiment with his/her free will (47). For 

instance, if the parents intervene too much in the child’s actions it can cause confusion and lead to 

shame and doubt whenever the child faces a new situation (47). The virtue is will and is 

experienced, if there is a balance between right and wrong (48).  
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Thirdly, the stage called Initiative versus Guilt focuses on a child’s ability to trust oneself 

and have faith in his/her desires (48). Erikson refers to this stage as the ‘superego’ and explains that 

children should do what they want and what they desire without feeling guilty (48). Therefore, the 

virtue in this stage is purpose and is experienced if the child has space to unfold his/her desires and 

wishes (48-49).  

The fourth stage, Industry versus Inferiority, begins when the child reaches the appropriate 

age for school or similar (49). Through a child’s interactions with other children and also with 

adults in such institutions, a child may either experience inferiority, or competence (50). Erikson 

explains that if a child notices an adult comparing him to other children, it can cause a negative 

affect leading to the child feeling inferior to his peers, and vice versa, if a child receives support it 

will increase a child’s self-esteem and his ego of competence (50).  

In the fifth stage, Identity vs. Role Confusion, Erikson focuses on the changes in 

adolescence and how these changes can contribute to forming an identity (50). The transformation 

from a child to an adult is not an easy process and, as Erikson highlights, this stage of development 

involves physical as well as social changes (50). The issue is therefore to find an identity which is a 

challenge, as the external culture sets a question mark over the morals learned in childhood and 

overall to one’s own existence in life (50). However, Erikson’s view is that the negative part of 

adolescence is the experience of role diffusion – furthermore, in order to avoid this phase, Erikson 

suggests that young people receive the time and space to experiment and explore who they are and 

who they want to become, which its defined as psychosocial moratorium (51). If the young people 

receive the needed time and space, the ego quality which will emerge is an awareness of identity 

(51). This will lead to a feeling of fidelity which is the virtue produced through the ego 

development if the needs are met for the young adult (51).  

In the continuation of adolescence, Erikson divides this phase of life into three categories, 

illustrated in the sixth stage, called Intimacy versus Isolation (52). The first category is defined as 

‘the capacity for intimacy’ and highlights the ability to find intimate relationships and at the same 

time to seek one’s own identity (52). Erikson also refers to the term ‘shared identity’, which reflects 

the issues of finding intimacy and to find oneself in that relationship (52). It is in the experience of a 

shared identity that an individual experiences what Erikson calls ‘true genitality’ (52). Until this 

phase, individuals have sought their identity without reflecting on the sexual aspect of bonding to 

another human being, i.e. shared identity (52). The second category is defined as ‘love’ and is as a 

process of finding and bonding to a partner (53). If individuals do not manage to form intimate 
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relationships, the consequences will show its signs as isolation and a feeling of wanting to distance 

oneself from others (53). Finally, the third phase is ‘marriage’ and is defined as the ultimate goal of 

developing an identity (53). Therefore, the virtue, which emerges through this ego process, is love 

and is obtained if one avoids isolation and instead finds intimacy (53).  

In the seventh stage, Generativity versus Stagnation, Erikson elaborates on the importance 

of passing morals and values on to the next generation (53). The goal of this stage is therefore a 

couple’s mission to pass on their knowledge to their children and if this is achieved, they will 

experience the virtue of care (54). If a couple does not possess the ability to care for their children, 

it will result in stagnation, which is described as a lack of growth of the ego (53). In addition, 

Erikson refers to the example ‘pseudo-intimacy’ which characterises a couple which, instead of 

giving care to their children, are absorbed by each other (53). Therefore, this stage is commonly 

associated with marriage, in which a couple have responsibility to a new generation (54).  

Finally, the eighth stage, Ego Integrity versus Despair, portrays a fully developed 

individual who has accepted his/her position in life (54). The acceptance of one’s destiny leads to 

the virtue wisdom (55). The opposite of wisdom is despair and is marked by a lack of orientation 

towards life and other people (54). Therefore the issue is ego integrity which describes how an 

individual can achieve a stage of fulfilment (54-55). Moreover, the final stage also completes the 

life cycle, as trust is an important factor of achieving ego integrity later in life. In other words, 

without having received trust from the parents, the child cannot achieve the stage of complete 

fulfilment that is required in Erikson’s model (55). Additionally, Erikson’s wife Joan Erikson adds 

a ninth stage which is an extension of the eight stage, focusing on the difficulties of late old age 

(Erikson 105).  

Childhood is one aspect of identity formation. The other aspect Erikson highlights is 

society (60). As the eight stages proved, the development of ego processes and identity begins in 

infancy and lasts throughout our lives, however, society is viewed as an important aspect of identity 

formation too. Erikson refers to identity as ‘psychosocial’ which describes how the society also 

shapes the identity of an individual (62). As an example, Erikson refers to ‘subcultures’ which can 

influence its members to conceive oneself in a specific way and hereby also shape the identity of 

the individual (62). Furthermore, the development of identity is divided into three categories: 

introjection, identification, and identity formation (63). The first category, introjection, is the stage 

in life where the child learns the difference between right and wrong through interactions and play 

with their parents (63). The second category, identification, is the stage where the child tries to 
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identify these lessons by imitating their parents (63). The third category, identity formation, is the 

stage which attracts Erikson’s interest the most, namely adolescence (63). The child is now a young 

adult and has learnt the fundamentals of introjection and identification, but must now learn to 

incorporate the values they are taught at home with the values and expectations which society 

expects of them (63-64). Consequently, Erikson highlights adolescence as a period of explorations 

and possibly also confusion in regards to one owns values and the values of the external culture 

(64).  

In continuation of the third category, Erikson also mentions ‘negative identification’ as a 

part of identity formation (66). This term is described as a deviance of a parent’s wish of what they 

expect their son or daughter to become and is exemplified in the following: “So if a father is a 

businessman or academic, that is the last thing his son or daughter will want to be” (66). Therefore, 

the process of negative identification, such as the one explained above, is necessary if a young child 

wants to explore his or her identity - even if it means that the child rejects his parents’ wishes. 

Furthermore, negative identification is also used by Erikson to refer to the process of identifying 

one’s self with different figures and ideologies which are not liked by the parents (66). This is a 

complicated process of identity formation as well, as it can cause a feeling of being overprotected if 

a child cannot express him/herself through areas of interests (66). Both definitions of negative 

identifications are rooted in an individual’s background and are relational; meaning, for instance, 

that an individual will try to compare themselves to others in hope of obtaining a feeling of 

definition of one’s self (66).  

The development of identity can also involve a period of identity crisis, which Erikson 

highlights is a phenomena that can occur in adolescence (68). This term is further explained as 

“(…) a sudden awareness of one’s own identity and its inadequacy or unsatisfying quality” (68). 

Such a crisis involves a search for a new identity, or a new way of living and of being in the world 

(68). The causes behind this can be the result of either trauma, or changes in one’s life which can 

create a feeling of uneasiness in regards to one’s own identity (68). An individual may search for a 

new identity or a new lifestyle which he, or she thinks is more suitable. In summation, Erikson’s 

model of the life cycle illustrates the development of identity as it begins in childhood and as 

exemplified by the terms ‘introjection’ and ‘identification’ which shows processes of learning and 

recognition of the parents. The last stages of the model touches upon the period of adolescence and 

the difficulty of finding an identity, as exemplified in negative identifications and identity crisis. 
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Another theorist who also examines the question of identity is Anthony Giddens, whose theory on 

modernity and self-identity is unpacked in the next chapter.  

 

 

2.2. An introduction to Giddens’ term of modernity  

The British sociologist, Anthony Giddens (b. 1938), is the author of the book: Modernity and Self-

Identity (1991), which outlines the changes in modern society and how these changes affect our 

lives. Giddens defines his term ‘modernity’ as: “(…) I use the term ‘modernity’ in a very general 

sense, to refer to the institutions and modes of behaviour established first of all in post-feudal 

Europe, but which in the twentieth century increasingly have become world-historical in their 

impact” (Giddens 14-15). Furthermore, according to Giddens, modern society is characterised by 

three categories which distinguish the modern society from the traditional society, namely: 

separation of time and space, disembedding of mechanisms, and institutional reflexivity (20).  

The first category, separation of time and space, deals with the shift in communicative 

opportunities among individuals today (16). Giddens argues that individuals in pre-societies were  

more dependent on place in cases of communication, meaning that when two people wanted to meet 

and have a chat, the time and space of that meeting were dependent on place (16). But, in 

comparison to the modern society, globalisation has evolved an easier method of communicating 

across time and space independently of place (17). An example is social media, which makes it 

easier for individuals to communicate across time and space without having to reflect on place (17).  

The second category, disembedding of mechanisms, is further divided into two main 

categories: symbolic tokens and expert systems, which together are referred to as abstract systems 

(18). When referring to symbolic tokens, Giddens uses money as an example and highlights that 

individuals now buy materials online using credit cards without having to psychically meet the 

person who accepts the order of purchase (18). The next category, expert systems, focuses on public 

institutions, such as the doctor; when we get sick we rely on our doctor as the expert and the one 

who is capable of providing us with the relevant medicine for our needs (18). Both categories are 

dependent on trust, as individuals must learn to trust these abstract systems (18). Therefore, trust 

becomes an essential marker in the modern society as individuals are dependent on technology and 

public institutions (19). Finally, this transformation also causes a shift from how things were done 

earlier - the word disembedding refers to a disembedding of social institutions; we can buy clothes 

online and we can visit a doctor, when we become sick (18). These opportunities were not present 
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in pre-societies, but, in step with technology advances and opening of private and public 

institutions, individuals slowly move away from their traditions and values (20). Therefore, 

traditions become replaced by these abstract systems which function as the experts (20).  

The third category, institutional reflexivity, refers to human beings as being reflexive in 

regards to knowledge and information systems (20). In the modern society, individuals receive 

knowledge and information covering the local as well as the global (20). Furthermore, Giddens 

argues that the reflexive individual is capable of balancing between his own life and the information 

that he receives (20). This leads to the reflection on whether individuals should or should not react 

to the news around them (21). If individuals can trust the abstract systems mentioned above, then 

they can balance between reality and facts of information in their life.  

The changes of the modern society, such as the separation of time and space, the 

disembedding of social mechanisms, and the reflexivity of human life, all contribute to a 

development of self-identity (21). An important aspect of modernity is ‘globalisation’ which has 

made it easier for humans to make choices regarding marriage, education, and jobs (22). Therefore, 

humans become more individualised as each person has the opportunity of choosing what s/he 

wishes (23). Furthermore, a second aspect of modernity is ‘trust’ which I already have covered; 

since abstract systems are a part of the modern society, humans must have faith in these systems. 

For instance, when buying organic food from the local supermarket, a person must trust that the 

product is organic (23). Therefore, the buying of organic food also becomes a choice. Finally, it is 

such individualised choices of marriage, education, jobs, and even clothing and food that create a 

feeling of self-identity.  

Giddens’ theory is relevant to the musician, Billie Eilish, as Eilish’ way of performing her 

identity reflects Giddens’ formulation of self-identity. According to Giddens, self-identity and 

modernity are interrelated when speaking of globalisation (32). Modernity involves various 

opportunities which affect the ‘self’ and changes the traditional reflection on life and society (32). 

Therefore, Eilish becomes an interesting artist to look at, as Eilish possesses many of the features 

which characterises modernity and globalisation. Take for instance, Eilish’s way of communicating 

with her fans around the world; the use of social media as a communication platform can be said to 

highlight Giddens’ formulation of separation of time and space. Secondly, abstract systems are 

relevant in understanding Eilish’ background both privately as well as publicly. Here, I am referring 

to the choices of schooling, outward appearance, and music genre that define Eilish as an artist in 

the 21st century. Thirdly, Giddens’ term of reflexivity, which shows the ability to navigate in a 
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globalised world, is also a feature characteristic of Eilish. In the next section, I will describe the 

different waves of feminism as well as introduce Judith Butler’s theory on gender performativity.  

 

 

2.3 An introduction to the concept of feminism and the different waves of feminism  
 

The author of Feminism (2001), Susan Osborne, defines the concept of feminism as:  

 

“Feminism is a way of looking at the world, which women occupy from the perspective of women. 

It has at its central focus the concept of patriarchy, which can be described as a system of male 

authority, which oppresses through its social, political, and economic institutions” (Osborne 8).  

 

The earliest sign of feminism arose in the wake of the French Revolution where women such as 

Mary Wollstonecraft protested against the rights of women (10). Wollstonecraft wrote the novel: A 

Vindication of The Rights of Woman (1792), which outlines the inequalities between men and 

women in regards to education, income, and marriage (11). Wollstonecraft’s novel has since been 

viewed as the founding history of feminism and also as the understanding of feminism in the 21st 

century (11).  

Moreover, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman marks the first wave of feminism, 

focusing on the difficulties of being a woman in the eighteenth century (12-13). Susan Osborne 

highlights that, in order to achieve emancipation, women fought for the right to education as 

education and employment would ensure economic independence (16). Furthermore, the right to 

vote was also viewed as an important factor as it would allow women to have a say in policymaking 

(16). Normally, women were the bearers of the next generation, raising children and teaching them 

about the morals and etiquettes of proper behaviour – therefore, the right to education and 

enfranchisement were not associated with the life of women in that era (16).  

However, many improvements happened during the first wave of feminism. As of the mid-

nineteenth century, women were provided with the opportunity to vote (17). This act took place in 

1920, but it was first in 1928 that women were officially provided with the same equal rights to 

voting as men (17). In regards to educational opportunities, women were admitted to Oxford 

University in 1920, giving them opportunity to invest in an education (24). Hereafter, there 

followed a number of improvements, such as The Matrimonial Causes Act which, in 1923, provided 

women the right to sue for divorce in cases of adultery (24). Furthermore, in the same year, The 
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Guardianship of Infants Act provided women the right to custody of their children if they got a 

divorce (24). These political changes seen in society from the late eighteenth century until the mid-

nineteenth century were only some of the rights female activists fought for.  

The second wave of feminism began in the late 1950s and continued to the beginning of 

the 1960s (25). This wave was characterised as ‘the movement of women’s liberation’ as the 

question concerning inequality between the sexes became a heated topic again (25). In Britain and 

America, women gathered together in groups and discussed the issues of being a woman (26). 

Therefore, this era received the name ‘the movement of women’s liberation’ as these groups later 

contributed to the establishment of the movement (26). Furthermore, the publication of Simone de 

Beauvoir’s novel The Second Sex (1954) and also Betty Friedan’s novel The Feminine Mystique 

(1963) brought further attention to the ‘question of woman’ as both authors highlighted the role of 

woman in relation to man (25-26). Finally, the second wave also resulted in various movements in 

both America and Britain; specifically, the protest of abortion and equal pay were the movements 

which came to define the second wave of feminism (30-31).  

The third wave of feminism arose in the 1990s as a result of viewing women’s rights 

through a spectrum of elements that have been achieved since the second wave of feminism (32). 

Feminists within the third wave argued that there were still elements which needed further attention, 

such as the representation of women in policy and the issues of sexual harassment, body image, and 

inclusivity (34-35). The first issue focuses on the woman’s place in politics which, according to 

feminists of the third wave, was still under-represented (34). The second issue is still hotly debated; 

the sexual harassment of women. Feminists within the third wave argued that women should have 

the freedom to dress as they want without fearing sexual harassment from men (34). The third issue 

is also an issue which still attracts attention in 2020, that is the representation of women in media. 

Women who appear in television or in magazines are often portrayed as curvy and slim (35). This 

image of the female body as being ‘perfect’ does not signal positive attitudes, as it can result in low 

self-esteem among women (35).  

Finally, the issue which distinguishes the third wave from the first and the second wave is 

its focus on inclusivity (35). The third wave does not only focus on the experiences of inequality of 

white women, but also expands its field to incorporate different aspects such as race and sexuality 

(35). It further means that feminism is not restricted to concerning only white women, but should be 

considered as a diverse field, which deals with all women’s issues of inequality regardless of race 

and sexuality (35). Regarding a fourth wave of feminism, I have come to understand that there are 
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different opinions; some argue that there is a fourth wave, while others only highlight three waves 

which have contributed to great historical changes in society. However, I have decided to include an 

extra paragraph on a fourth wave.  

 The fourth wave began in 2013 circa and is characterised by the focus on technology 

systems which is seen as a tool to promote women’s rights. The movement arose after a string of 

sexual harassments were committed on women in different parts of the world. The way women 

have protested against their experiences with sexual harassment has either been through public 

demonstrations or, as the technology has allowed for it, to protest online. Therefore, the use of 

technology systems, such as Instagram and Twitter, are examples of technology systems allowing 

women to share their experiences, opinions, etc. with the rest of the world (Cochrane, “The 

Guardian”).  

  

  

2.4 Judith Butler on gender theory  

 

The American philosopher, Judith Butler (b. 1956), is known for the publication of the book 

Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990) which presents Butler’s ideas of 

feminism and gender. In her book, Butler pays attention to the concepts of sex and gender which 

Butler claims cannot be combined when defining an individual (Butler 8). Butler namely argues that 

gender is not biological, but rather culturally determined (8). This means that if one is born as a 

man he does not necessarily appear masculine, and vice versa, if one is born as a woman she does 

not necessarily appear as feminine (9). Therefore, the categories of masculine and feminine become 

culturally constructed, too (10). In other words, it is the society which shapes our perception of 

what is defined as masculine and what is defined as feminine which also affects how we view sex 

and gender (10).  

Moreover, Butler presents the notion of ‘gender performativity’ which characterises and 

defines the gender of an individual in relation to specific external and internal attributes (14). The 

way an individual appears, thinks, and speaks can, according to Butler, determine a person’s gender 

(14). Furthermore, Butler also states: “This relational or contextual point of view suggests that what 

the person “is,” and, indeed, what gender “is,” is always relative to the constructed relations in 

which it is determined” (14). This means that our way of characterising and defining an individual 

is rooted in the cultural perception of gender. The different performances of either a man or a 
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woman involve an interpretation of sex in relation to that person’s attributes, i.e. appearance, 

opinions, and language. Finally, it is on the basis of such performances that we can determine the 

gender of a sexed body as either feminine, or as masculine.   

When assigning different sexed bodies meaning, we also define the identity of those bodies 

(22). Butler formulates this in the following:  

“It would be wrong to think that the discussion of “identity” ought to proceed prior to a discussion 

of gender identity for the simple reason that “persons” only become intelligible through becoming 

gendered in conformity recognizable standards of gender intelligibility” (22).  

Butler’s statement shows that identity also becomes a social construct as the perception of 

gender contributes to an illustration of how certain gender identities should act (23). Therefore, 

gender becomes the performative ‘doing’ which imposes an identity on the individual – without the 

performative doing there is no gender nor identity (34). Moreover, the question of identity 

formation is also relevant in relation to queer theory. Even though Butler is known to focus on 

gender and feminism, Butler also discusses the concept of sex in the chapter entitled “Subjects of 

Sex/Gender/Desire” in Gender Trouble.  

When elaborating on gender, Butler discusses the possibility of sex as a cultural 

construction, too (9):  

“If the immutable character of sex is contested, perhaps this construct called “sex” is as 

culturally constructed as gender; indeed, perhaps it was always already gender, with the 

consequence that the distinction between sex and gender turns out to be no distinction at all” (9-10). 

Butler’s critical view on the relationship between sex and gender becomes relevant in 

relation to queer theory, as queer namely focuses on sex in its formulation. Nikki Sullivan, author of 

the book A Critical Introduction to Queer Theory defines the concept of sexuality as: “(…) 

sexuality is not natural, but rather, is discursively constructed. Moreover, sexuality, as we shall see, 

is constructed, experienced, and understood in culturally and historically specific ways” (Sullivan 

1). Therefore, queer theory views different categories of sex, such as heterosexuality, 

homosexuality, and bisexuality, as categories which are culturally and historically constructed (1).  

Queer theory refers to the study of LGBT identities, and more specifically how the 

identities of LGBT people are represented and interpreted through the eyes of a heteronormative 

society (Marinucci 45). The term ‘queer’ is used as an umbrella term to refer to people who identify 

as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender, and is at the same time also used to signal that such 

identities deviate from the norm that is a heterosexual identity (41). The understanding of the 
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category of sex within queer theory as being culturally and historically determined is explained in 

different ways by the authors Sullivan and Marinucci, depending on which category of sex they are 

referring to. Take, for instance, the category of lesbians; Marinucci explains that the term ‘lesbian’ 

came to be as a result of the societal changes in around the twentieth century (27). Historically 

speaking, women in the nineteenth century were dependent on men economically, but as more 

women obtained economic freedom there also happened a change in the traditional family structure 

in the early twentieth century (27). This freedom of independence provided women with the 

opportunity of choosing a life partner and in engaging in a homosexual relationship (30).  

Terms such as ‘butch’ and ‘femme’ identities are terms that are culturally constructed and 

that define lesbians in relation to their performances (45). Characteristic of butch lesbians are their 

masculine features, while femme lesbians are characterised by their feminine appearance (45). 

Moreover, Sullivan explains that the perception of lesbian identities as either masculine or as 

feminine is a cultural artefact that is assigned to butch and femme lesbians (11). In my analysis of 

Billie Eilish’s Instagram page, I will combine queer theory with feminism in order to explore how 

sex and gender can be understood simultaneously. Queer theory and feminism both have in 

common the deviance of a binary system which only allows for two acceptable genders, namely a 

masculine gender and a feminine gender (43). In combining both theories, I wish to examine how 

feminism can be understood in relation to queer theory and also how the notion of queer can 

contribute to a further understanding of gender and gender performativity. Finally, the last section 

will focus on Billie Eilish, exploring her persona and music style.  

 

 

2.5 Who is Billie Eilish?  

 

Billie Eilish Pirate Baird O’Connell was born on 18th December 2001 in Los Angeles, California 

(St. Félix, “The New Yorker”). She and her older brother, Finneas, are both home schooled and are 

also raised as vegetarians (Coscarelli, “Independent”). Eilish’s father, Patrick O’Connell has 

elaborated on the choice of home schooling referring to the hit song ‘MMMBop’ by the band 

Hanson, arguing: “I was completely swept away by these kids,” O’Connell recalls. “They were 

religious Oklahoma home schooled, but nonetheless. Clearly what had happened was they’d been 

allowed to pursue the thing that they were interested in” (Coscarelli). Therefore, Eilish is brought 

up with the values of freedom and independence, which also is reflected in her choice of becoming 
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a musician and in her choice of dressing. She began writing music at the age of 11 (St. Félix) and 

found interest in dancing, horseback riding and singing (Coscarelli). After becoming known as the 

singer of ‘Ocean Eyes’, Eilish began to write and record new songs leading to the release of an EP 

Don’t Look At Me and the debut album When We Fall Asleep, Where Do We Go? (Coscarelli). Her 

latest album focuses on themes such as loss, fear, uncertainty, and death – themes which are all 

expressed in Eilish’ music videos (St. Félix). Discussing her music, Eilish has proposed that her 

music should be viewed as “genreless” (St. Felix). In the next chapter, I will analyse Eilish’s music 

videos with focus on gender.  

 

 

3. Analysis  
 
This chapter begins with an historical overview of Billie Eilish’s musical career, starting with the 

release of the debut single ‘Ocean Eyes’ up to the release of the debut album When We Fall Asleep, 

Where Do We Go?. Additionally, I have selected three music videos from this album, ‘When The 

Party’s Over’, ‘Bad Guy’, and ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’. Common among all four music 

videos is that I will refer to Butler’s theory of gender performance and examine how gender is 

represented. Secondly, I will also refer to other female musicians such as Lorde, Janelle Monáe and 

Ariana Grande to explore differences and similarities.  

 

3.1 When did it all begin?  

In 2015, Billie Eilish and her brother, Finneas, uploaded a version of Eilish singing the song ‘Ocean 

Eyes’ to SoundCloud (Coscarelli, “Independent”). Finneas originally wrote the single for his band, 

but instead it became Eilish’s fate (Coscarelli). This new version was followed by positive attention 

towards the upcoming musician and also secured Eilish her first record (Coscarelli). At only 13-

years-old when the world experienced her vocals, she released an EP album entitled Don’t Smile at 

Me (2017) which included nine singles, one of them being ‘Ocean Eyes’ (Coscarelli). The music 

video to ‘Ocean Eyes’ was uploaded to YouTube on 24, March 2016 and has been viewed by more 

than 200 million viewers since the date of uploading (Eilish, “YouTube”). The music video focuses 

on Eilish’s facial expression by showing only her upper-body which creates a feeling of intimacy 

(“YouTube”) (see appendix, pic. 1). With reference to gender, Eilish appears feminine as she is 

wearing a light makeup that highlights her eyes (“YouTube”). Moreover, her hair colour is also 

natural and her voice is soft and pure and harmonises with her feminine appearance (“YouTube”).  
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The idea of representing women as fragile and vulnerable draws on a stereotypical 

interpretation of the feminine gender, which is illustrated in the theme of the song (Eilish, 

“Genius”). In this song, Eilish imitates the emotions of someone she hurt in the past by putting 

herself in their position (“Genius”). The lyrics support this argument:  

“No fair you really know how to make me cry, when you give me those ocean eyes. I’m 

scared I’ve never fallen from quite this high. Fallin’ into your ocean eyes. Those ocean eyes.” 

(Eilish, “Genius”). 

 I have interpreted the title of the song ‘Ocean Eyes’ as a metaphorical expression, 

referring to Eilish’s appearance in the music video. Moreover, she tells a story through her facial 

expression which reveals her emotions. When singing the chorus, mentioned above, her eyes reveal 

that she is vulnerable (Eilish 0:43-1:12). For instance, the use of words such as “cry” and “scared” 

are words which express her emotions. Another example from is the following verse: “I’ve been 

watchin’ you for some time. Can’t stop starin’ at those ocean eyes. Burning cities and napalm skies 

fifteen flares inside those ocean eyes. Your ocean eyes” (“Genius”). Common of this verse and the 

chorus presented above are the focus on ‘ocean eyes,’ which are mentioned twice in this verse. 

Therefore, the metaphor of ocean eyes becomes a signature of Eilish, leading the viewer to focus on 

her eyes.  

Hence, she is depicted stereotypically in the music video. For instance, Eilish operates 

within a binary system by appearing feminine (Butler 9). As a female she is aesthetically pleasing 

and performs her gender by the use of female aesthetics such as makeup and long hair 

(“YouTube”). Moreover, she wears a dark purple shirt, which stands as a contrast to her blue eyes 

and blonde hair (“YouTube”). This shirt does not reveal her body figure, but the dark purple colour 

still marks her gender as feminine (“YouTube”). Therefore, Eilish follows the cultural perception of 

representing femininity (Butler 10). There is no creative performance in the music video that 

suggests that Eilish tries to deviate from the norm. Here, I noticed two elements to prove my 

argument.  

First, I noticed that she has purple paint on her hands, which she wipes on her face (Eilish 

2:41-3:11). I do not view this act as a way of doing the feminine gender differently. Instead, I 

understand this act as a way of expressing her emotions in the music video. Secondly, the focus is 

on her face and upper-body throughout the song, but she does not appear powerful. By powerful I 

am referring to a female who dares to stand out and act in a way that breaks the stereotypical 

representation of the feminine gender. There are no examples of such performance in ‘Ocean Eyes’, 
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instead Eilish does gender in a way that represents her as a stereotypical female. Therefore, her 

performance exemplifies a cultural perception of femininity. In the next section, I will analyse the 

music video ‘When The Party’s Over’ from Eilish’s debut album: When We Fall Asleep, Where Do 

We Go? Here, with reference to Butler’s theory as well.  

 

3.2 Messing with the aesthetically female: an analysis of gender in ‘When The Party’s Over’  
 
The music video ‘When The Party’s Over’ was uploaded to YouTube on 25, October 2018 and has 

been viewed by more than 400 million viewers (Eilish, “YouTube”). The music video is short, but I 

chose to include it due to Eilish’s performance, which I think is extraordinary. The music video 

focuses on Eilish sitting in a white room looking at a cup with black liquid (Eilish 0:28) (see 

appendix, pic. 1). This scene escalates as Eilish drinks from the cup and painfully begins to cry 

black tears (0:55-2:05) (see pic. 2).  

In this video, Eilish wears a loose white t-shirt and white pants. Moreover, she is wearing 

small silver necklaces and a long silver chain. On both of her wrists, she wears watches: three 

watches on her left wrist and two watches on her right wrist. Her hair is dyed dark blue, which 

appears as a contrast to the clean, white background. Finally, she also wears several rings on her 

fingers in silver (0:28). Her face is natural with no makeup. Instead, the focus is on the cup with the 

black liquid and her action of drinking it.  

The single, ‘When The Party’s Over,’ depicts the emotions of Eilish towards a past 

boyfriend whom she wanted to let go (Eilish “Genius”). This is exemplified in the opening verse of 

the song: “Don’t you know I’m no good for you? I’ve learned to lose you, can’t afford to. Tore my 

shirt to stop you bleedin.’ But nothin’ ever stops you leavin’ (“Genius”). This supports the 

representation of Eilish who, when singing this verse, looks devastated while she tears at her t-shirt 

(0:18-0:51). Putting herself forward as the one who has hurt her partner twists the perception of 

relationships. For instance, it is Eilish who appears as an unworthy partner and not vice versa. An 

example of this is also heard in the second verse:  

“Don’t you know too much already? I’ll only hurt you, if you let me. Call me friend, but 

keep me closer (Call me back). And I’ll call you when the party’s over” (“Genius”). In this verse, 

Eilish expresses her emotions, revealing that despite hurting her boyfriend she still loves him, 

which is also illustrated in the chorus: “Quiet when I’m coming home and I’m on my own. And I 

could lie, say I like it like that, like it like that. Yeah, I could lie, say I like it like that, like it like 

that” (“Genius”). Here, Eilish clearly indicates that she still has feelings for her boyfriend, but tries 
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to convince herself that everything is fine without him. Visually, this is expressed when Eilish 

drinks from the cup followed by her bursting out in tears (1:18-2:13). Her black tears show her 

emotions of anger and sorrow, which might be the reason her tears appear black.  

Eilish’s performance in ‘When The Party’s Over’ shows her as the opposite of being 

feminine. Her action of drinking the black liquid, which is followed by the disturbing scene of her 

crying black tears support this argument. Moreover, her choice of clothing shows her wearing loose 

clothes. Her performance of gender does not reflect the relation between female and femininity 

(Butler 9). When Butler suggests that the notion of femininity is socially constructed, Butler is 

referring to the perception of how a female should and should not behave according to the feminine 

gender (10). Looking at Eilish in the music video, her way of performing gender breaks the 

stereotypical representation of femininity - her performance is extraordinary. Also, her appearance 

is not experienced as a normative way of doing the feminine gender. Therefore, Eilish is messing 

with the aesthetically female (see pic. 3), rewriting the norm of how female musicians should act 

and dress in music videos. In the next section, I will analyse the song ‘Bad Guy’ also from the debut 

album: When We Fall Asleep, Where Do We Go?  

 

  

3.3 Dominance and female empowerment: an analysis of gender in ‘Bad Guy’  

The music video ‘Bad Guy’ was uploaded to YouTube on March 29, 2019 and has been viewed by 

more than 700 million people (Eilish, “YouTube”). The number of viewers makes it a popular song 

from her debut album. Due to its popularity, Canadian singer, Justin Bieber, featured in a remixed 

version of ‘Bad Guy’ released on July 11, 2019 (Eilish, “Genius”). The music video shows Eilish in 

different scenarios, challenging the notion of a bad guy (“YouTube”). The title refers to a masculine 

stereotype of the villain in movies, etc. (Cones 146). Interestingly, Eilish and Finneas named this 

single ‘Bad Guy’ however the music video features a female musician. Therefore, I will analyse the 

scenes focusing on what Eilish does gender in relation to her representation as the bad guy.  

There are six scenes, which I think portray Eilish as bad. The first scene I have chosen 

shows Eilish wearing a white shirt and having a nosebleed (Eilish, 0:28-0:29) (see appendix, pic. 1). 

The background is light blue and matches her blue hair. The background is also decorated with a 

dark blue picture frame and two types of clocks - a light blue clock hanging on the wall and a dark 

blue clock standing on a desk of similar colour (0:29-0:30). The intro verse goes: “White shirt now 

red, my bloody nose. Sleepin,’ you’re on your tippy toes. Creepin’ around like no one knows. Think 
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you’re so criminal. Bruises on both my knees for you. Don’t say thank you, or please. I do what I 

want when I’m wanting to. My soul? So cynical” (0:28-0:54). This verse fits the appearance of 

Eilish, who in this scene looks cold and cynical while she wipes her blood.  

Secondly, Eilish is wearing a black hoodie and a silver punk necklace (0:56). Elderly men 

surround her; three of them stand close to the camera, showing only their bellies while the third 

man stands close to her (0:57) (see pic. 2). This description is expressed in the chorus that goes: “So 

you’re a tough guy like it really rough guy. Just can’t get enough guy. Chest always so puffed guy 

“(…)” (0:56-1:02). Here, it becomes clear how Eilish plays with the notion of masculinity, as she 

puts herself in a position of being bad by defining the bodies of the four men. For instance, the three 

men in front are characterised as having a big belly (0:58), while the man standing next to her is 

muscular and has many tattoos (0:58-0:59) (see pic. 3).  

Thirdly, I chose the scene right after, showing Eilish driving a red mini car, wearing 

matching red clothes and red boots (1:03) (see pic. 4). An army of young men follow her on their 

small bicycles (1:04-1:05). Her attitude indicates that she does not care and is only interested in 

making trouble. This is for instance expressed in the chorus also: “(…) make your mama sad type. 

Make your girlfriend mad tight. Might seduce your dad type. I’m the bad guy. Duh” (1:03-1:14). 

Here, she directly says she is bad by referring to a row of negative things she is capable of doing. 

Moreover, since the men follow Eilish, it also shows that she has the power.  

Fourthly, moving on to the next clip she is wearing all black and is accompanied by a male 

participant, who is lying passively on the ground (1:29-1:34). The man wears a formal blue suit and 

has his mouth full of cereal. Eilish’s foot is placed on his chest while she is pouring milk into his 

mouth (see pic 5). The following is an extract of the second verse: “I like it when you take control. 

Even if you know that you don’t. Own me, I’ll let you play the role. I’ll be your animal “(…)” 

(1:29-1:41). Moreover, the background shows a picture of a red desert and a cloud filled sky, 

revealing a small glimpse of the sun. The background could symbolise hell, showing Eilish as the 

bad guy.  

Fifthly, Eilish is wearing a diving mask while singing (1:43-1:45) (see pic. 6). Also, she 

wears a yellow rain coat and stands in front of two plastic bags with water, showing two fictive 

pictures of a male face (1:46-1:47). Interestingly, the men inside the plastic bags do not wear a 

diving mask, but Eilish does. The following is a continuation of the second verse: “(…) My 

mommy likes to sing along with me. But she won’t sing this song. If she reads all the lyrics she’ll 

pity the men I know” (1:43-1:52). Later she pulls in one of the bags, letting the man inside breathe 
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(1:47-1:52). Overall, Eilish looks comical as she is wearing a diving mask without swimming. 

However, the way she is represented makes her look dominant, as she can control the oxygen of the 

men.   

Finally, the sixth clip shows Eilish sitting on the back of a man who is doing push-ups 

(2:45-3:08) (see pic 7). She is wearing black clothes and a goth/punk necklace while the man is 

shirt-less and has a tattoo on his arm (3:03). The background is dark reddish that creates an 

uncomfortable atmosphere, which goes with the lyrics: “I like when you get mad. I guess I’m pretty 

glad that you’re alone. You said she’s scared of me? I mean, I don’t see what she sees. But maybe 

it’s ‘cause I’m wearing your cologne” (2:45-3:08). This situation reveals Eilish’ facial expression, 

as sadistic and cold. Therefore, Eilish’s performance in ‘Bad Guy’ challenges the social construct of 

female and of femininity (Butler 9). I have explored that Eilish’s way of doing gender is expressed 

through her appearance and her actions. For instance, she wears baggy clothes which hide her body 

figure. Although, there are scenes where Eilish wears shorts and a t-shirt, the clothes are still loose 

and do not reveal her body figure. Therefore, her appearance does not correspond to the perception 

of femininity, as her manner of dressing does not show her as feminine. I have also noticed that the 

music video focuses on the representation of dominance and female empowerment. This is 

exemplified in the examples above, which all portray her as a bad guy. In the final section, I will 

analyse the last music video: ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’, which also is from the debut album.  

 

 

3.4 Demonising the vision of the white angel: an analysis of gender in ‘All The Good Girls Go 

To Hell’ 

The third music video, ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell,’ was uploaded to YouTube on 4, 

September 2019 and has been viewed by more than 100 million viewers (Eilish, “YouTube”). This 

music video also focuses on the notion of being bad (“YouTube”). Therefore, I have selected three 

examples depicting this interpretation. The first example I have chosen appears right after the intro. 

Here, Eilish falls down from the sky and into a black pool of tar (0:15-0:23) (see appendix, pic. 1). 

This clip is related to the second example where Eilish reveals herself by saying: “My Lucifer is 

lonely” (0:46-0:51).  

According to the bible, black angels are those angels that God has banished from heaven 

(Rhodes, “Christianity”). In the music video, Eilish is portrayed as a black angel that falls down 

from the sky. Therefore, this representation is a reference to the biblical interpretation of the fallen 
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black angel named Lucifer (Rhodos). Eilish has black wings and her hair and clothes are all black. 

Moreover, she also wears black contact lenses, which makes her appear dangerous and demonic 

(1:06-1:15) (see appendix, pic. 2). In relation to gender, the appearance of Eilish must be interpreted 

according to the biblical context of this music video. For instance, her portrayal as Lucifer is 

associated with evil and disharmony (Rhodos). Eilish is portrayed as the opposite of being good and 

pure.  

Thirdly, when singing the chorus: “All the good girls go to Hell. ‘Cause even God herself 

has enemies. And once the water starts to rise. And Heaven’s out of sight. She’ll want the Devil on 

her team” (1:24-1:45). Interestingly, Eilish refers to God as ‘she,’ which I have interpreted as being 

a reference to ‘all the good girls,’ which all have a good side and a bad side. Furthermore, the 

flames behind Eilish symbolise hell and the shadows of the dancing women are those women which 

have fallen into the temptation of Lucifer (2:26-2:47) (see pic. 3). Therefore, the title of the song 

refers to Eilish leading all the good girls to hell by tempting them to do evil. The hierarchy places 

Eilish at the top, as she has the power over human beings on earth and triggers them to sin and 

therefore go to hell.  

Overall, the music video depicts the consequences of climate change (Cummins, “The 

Verge”). Eilish’s portrayal as Lucifer and the burning flames illustrate the end of the world 

(Cummins). An example is: “Hills burn in California my turn to ignore ya.’ Don’t say I didn’t warn 

ya” (“Genius”). Here, Eilish encourages people to take action and refers to the 2018 wildfires in 

California (Nicas, “The New York Times”). A second example is: “(…) There’s nothing left to save 

now. My god is gonna owe me. There’s nothing left to save now” (“Genius”). Here, she again 

wants people to be aware of climate change and environmentalism.  

Finally, the music video depicts a fictive universe which separates the good from evil. 

Eilish deviates from the normative representation of female, as her appearance and actions show her 

as the opposite of being good and pure. Hence, gender becomes a question of defining the feminine 

gender as a product of Eilish’s extraordinary persona. Eilish does gender in a new way which 

challenges the perception of being female. This is unfolded through Eilish’s portrayal as a 

genderless, black angel. This action is not an action that normally is associated with women. 

Furthermore, even though the universe in the music video is a fictive universe, the portrayal of 

Eilish still supports the theory that she tries to break the stereotypical representation of the women 

by demonising the vision of the white angel. 
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In the next section, I will reflect on Eilish’s performances in ‘Ocean Eyes,’ ‘When The 

Party’s Over,’ ‘Bad Guy’, as well as ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell,’ focusing on Eilish’s 

transformation of gender from the release of her debut single to the release of her debut album.  

 

 

3.5 Understanding Billie Eilish’s gender performance in the music videos: ‘Ocean Eyes,’ 

‘When The Party’s Over,’ ‘Bad Guy’ and ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’  

Hannah McCann, who teaches in gender studies at the University of Melbourne argues the 

following about femininity:  

 

“Looking to both popular and scholarly feminist commentary over history we see that 

feminine styles of the body are often not merely understood as the effect2 of an oppressive gender 

system, but rather are seen to perpetuate and maintain this system” (McCann 1).  

 

When looking at Eilish’s performance in the music videos: ‘When The Party’s Over’, ‘Bad 

Guy’ and ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’ she deviates from this oppressive gender system. This is 

expressed through her appearance, which shows her as the opposite of being feminine. McCann 

also states “Women are expected to put an enormous amount of energy and money into their 

appearance, in order to be understood as “respectable”, “beautiful”, and “sexy”” (1). However, 

Eilish does not reflect any of the adjectives, which are used to describe the feminine body in the 

three music videos mentioned above. Instead, she marks herself as a female musician dressing in a 

manner that is troublesome for the society. In an interview, she describes the experience of her 

appearance as “If I was a guy and I was wearing these baggy clothes, nobody would bat an eye. 

There’s people out there saying, ‘Dress like a girl for once! Wear tight clothes you’d be much 

prettier and your career would be so much better!’ No, it wouldn’t. It literally would not,” (Velez, 

“Grammy”).   

Eilish’s statement shows that the oppressive vision that compels women to dress in a 

certain way still exists (2) and she is seen as a problem as her appearance deviates from the norm. 

As a response to our sexist cultures, Eilish dresses the way she does to prevent anyone from body 

shaming her, she states (Newby). Also, an example of femininity is the colour pink, which is a 

signifier of the feminine gender (2). Pink is not present in any of Eilish’s music videos from her 

																																																								
2	The	author	uses	italics	
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debut album, which supports the argument that she is breaking the stereotypical gender 

representation (2-3).  

McCann suggests that the term femininity covers more than just the appearance of women 

and refers to the theorist, Beverly Skeggs, who argues,  

“The appearance of femininity i.e., the labour of looking feminine, can also be 

distinguished from the labour of feminine characteristics, such as caring, supporting, passivity and 

nonassertiveness, although the two are merged in the term ‘femininity’” (3). 

 Reflecting on Eilish in all four music videos there is a difference in her representation. 

Beginning with the first music video, ‘Ocean Eyes’, she is portrayed as feminine and vulnerable, as 

she sings of someone she once hurt (Eilish “Genius”). Here, the viewer explores a different type of 

femininity which relates to McCann’s formulation of the feminine gender as stereotypical and 

oppressive. Secondly, in the music videos, ‘When The Party’s Over,’ ‘Bad Guy’ and ‘All The Good 

Girls Go To Hell’, she is not portrayed as feminine, but defines a new type of femininity which is 

empowering (3).  

McCann further broadens the term of femininity in the following: 

 “It is important to acknowledge that historically femininity has also been discussed in a 

wide range of ways: in relation to roles, behaviours, desires, and subject positions. The different 

ways femininity has been defined have led to difficult questions of how we can identify which 

bodies can be considered feminine and whether femininity describes an expectation or a quality” 

(3).  

Contemporarily speaking, the definition of gender roles is reflected in two of Eilish’s 

music videos from her debut album. The first being ‘Bad Guy’ where she puts herself in the 

position of a masculine stereotype, i.e. a bad guy. Secondly, in ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’, 

she imitates the biblical representation of Lucifer. Hence, both representations challenge the 

normative perception of traditional gender roles. Eilish’s way of doing femininity can be viewed as 

a quality of her persona as well as an expectation of society (see McCann above). Her gender is 

expected to dress and behave in a way which she deviates from by appearing extraordinary. In the 

next section, I will refer to Lorde, Janelle Monáe and Ariana Grande, exploring differences and 

similarities.  
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3.6 Analysing Lorde’s music videos ‘Royals’ and ‘Green Light’   
 
Ella Yelich-O’Connor (b. 1996) is a musician from New Zealand who, in 2012, released an EP 

entitled ‘The Love Club’ (Weiner, “New York Times”). Since, Lorde has released the album ‘Pure 

Heroin’ in 2013, which became her breakout album with the popular single ‘Royals,’ which became 

her breakout song (Weiner). In 2017, she introduced her second album ‘Melodrama,’ which focuses 

on different sides of loneliness (Weiner). In short, Lorde has explained that after breaking up with 

her ex-boyfriend, James Lowe, she felt lonely, but not in a negative way (Weiner). Therefore, 

‘Melodrama’ shall be interpreted as an album about “(…) the good parts and the bad parts” of being 

lonely (Weiner). Her artist name ‘Lorde’ comes from her interest in aristocracy, adding an e to Lord 

to show a female title (Weiner).  

I have decided to focus on her breakout single ‘Royals’ from her debut album and the 

single ‘Green lights’ which is from ‘Melodrama.’ Since I have chosen two singles from two albums 

my task is both to analyse Lorde’s gender performance, but also to examine if there is a difference 

in her performance from the release of her debut album to the release of her second album.  The 

single ‘Royals’ was uploaded to YouTube on 18th June, 2013 and has since been viewed by more 

than 700 million viewers – and is still a popular single today (Lorde, “YouTube”). The single is 

characterised by it minimalist representation and Lorde’s ability to sing-speak – two elements 

which made Lorde stand out when the single was released in 2013 (Havens, “Billboard”). The 

music video focuses on Lorde, whose face is only present from the introductory part to the end 

(0:10-0:11) (see appendix, pic. 1). She appears natural, wearing only eyeliner and showing her 

natural curls (0:11). Moreover, since she does not show her body she is non-traditional in her 

performance compared to artists such as Janelle Monáe and Ariana Grande, whose performances 

are much affected by how they present themselves visually.   

The following illustrates the pre-chorus: “But every song’s like gold teeth, Grey Goose, 

trippin’ in the bathroom, bloodstains, ball gowns, trashin’ the hotel room. We don’t care; we are 

driving Cadillacs in our dreams. But everybody’s like Cristal, Maybach, diamonds on your 

timepiece. Jet planes, islands, tigers on a gold leash. We don’t care; we aren’t caught up in your 

love affair” (Lorde, “Genius”).  

Here, Lorde criticises the music industry by highlighting that most artists think materialism 

is the way to success (Havens). Opposite to other musicians, Lorde tries to redefine the music genre 

by speaking to a generation of young listeners (Weiner). Also, she shows other artists that she does 
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not need to brag about money or materials of value in order to be successful. Hence, she also sings 

the chorus:  

“And we’ll never be royals (Royals). It don’t run in our blood that kind of luxe just ain’t 

for us. We crave a different kind of buzz. Let me be your ruler (Ruler). You can call me queen bee 

and baby, I’ll rule (I’ll rule, I’ll rule, I’ll rule). Let me live that fantasy” (“Genius”).  

Here, Lorde takes a stand from luxury by making it clear that she wants to redefine the 

music industry. She will never be one of the others, i.e. a royal, instead she wants to stand out from 

the crowd.  

Her performance fits with the lyrics, which are very deep and serious. Lorde does not 

smile, nor show any emotion in ‘Royals.’ Instead, she is focused on singing and making the 

message of the song clear to the viewers. Therefore, her performance corresponds to Billie Eilish - 

in particular the song ‘When The Party’s Over,’ which also shows Eilish not smiling. A similarity 

of Lorde and Eilish are their controversial lyrics; the song ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’ messes 

with the perception of good and bad whilst Lorde does the same in ‘Royals’ when she is joking 

about the luxury lifestyle artists in the music industry brags about, but which have zero value for 

Lorde herself.  

Lorde’s appearance has been referred to as gender-agnostic (Lipschutz, “The Billboard”). 

This is also expressed in ‘Royals’ where she performs her gender differently to what is expected. 

She does not show any sign of a stereotypical representation of the feminine gender like Ariana 

Grande, who is a fan of using pink to represent her gender. Moreover, Lorde is neither sexual nor 

promiscuous in ‘Royals,’ which also have come to define female artists like Grande and Monáe. 

Rather, her performance of gender corresponds more to Eilish who, with her baggy-clothes and no-

makeup-and-no-smiling attitude, appears gender-agnostic, too. Hence, they both break the 

stereotypical representation of females and of femininity by appearing different.  

The next single, ‘Green Light’ was uploaded to YouTube on 2, March 2017 and has been 

viewed by 141 million viewers (Lorde, “YouTube”). The single is about a breakup, showing Lorde 

trying to let go of the past (Johnston, “The Guardian”). Also, she is acting more grown-up, but wild 

compared to her performance in ‘Royals,’ which showed her as young and naive. The music video 

to ‘Green Light’ portrays Lorde in different clips and I have selected three clips, which I will 

analyse in relation to Butler’s notion of gender performance.  

The first clip introduces Lorde while she sings the first verse “I do my makeup in 

somebody else’ car. We order different drinks at the same bars. I know about what you did and I 
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wanna scream the truth. She thinks you love the beach, you’re such a damn liar” (Lorde, “Genius”) 

(00:00-00:27). This is a reference to Lorde’s ex-boyfriend, who cheated on her and whom Lorde 

calls a liar for lying to his new girlfriend (Kornhaber, “The Atlantic”). The same technique is used 

in ‘Royals,’ showing her face, which makes the representation of her seem intense. Furthermore, as 

a viewer one is compelled to listen to her story when watching the clip, as she maintains eye contact 

and appears neutral in her appearance (see appendix, pic. 1).    

The second clip I have chosen shows Lorde dancing on the top of a car, wearing a short 

purple dress (1:18-1:33) (see pic. 2). In my opinion, the way she is depicted is not sexual, nor 

provocative but rather a revelation of her emotions. Her way of dancing is her way of expressing 

herself emotionally. This is further expressed in the lyrics: ‘cause honey I’ll come get my things, 

but I can’t let go. I’m waiting for it, that green light I want it3 Oh, I wish I could get my things and 

just let go. I’m waiting for it that green light, I want it” (“Genius”). Also, the green light she is 

referring to shows that she is waiting for the future to begin, showing her trying to move on 

(Kornhaber). Therefore, this representation reflects the message of the lyrics, rather than being a 

sexual liberation of Lorde.  

The third clip I have chosen shows Lorde enters a bathroom and starts to dance in front of 

a mirror (2:13-2:29) (see pic. 3). Comically a man sits in the corner and plays the piano whilst 

Lorde dances very wildly to the rhythm. Here, she again expresses herself through her emotions, 

showing both pain and happiness, as she tries to tell her story. Her performance is therefore 

different from that of ‘Royals,’ as she expresses herself much more in ‘Green Light.’ In the next 

section, I will analyse Janelle Monáe’s music videos ‘Make Me Feel’ and ‘PYNK.’ 

 

 

3.7 Analysing Janelle Monáe’s music videos ‘Make Me Feel’ and ‘PYNK’  

 

Janelle Monáe Robinson was born on 1st, December 1985 in Kansas City, Kansas to a religious 

Baptist family (Spanos, “Rolling Stone”). In 2010, she released her debut album ArchAndroid that 

later was followed by her second album Electric Lady (2013). Both albums secured Monáe’s 

recognition as a black, female musician (Spanos). Regarding her sexuality, Monáe originally 

identified as bisexual, but has since highlighted “(…) but then later I read about pansexuality and 

was like, ‘Oh, there are things that I identify with too.’ I’m open to learning more about who I am” 

																																																								
3	The	website	of	Genius	uses	italics	to	highlight	these	sentences 	
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(Spanos). Growing up in a religious household has therefore meant that Monáe’s sexuality has been 

a difficult topic to discuss, but on her latest album Dirty Computer (2018) she breaks free and 

represents herself as a black, pansexual woman (Spanos).  

Therefore, I have selected two music videos from Dirty Computer, which are ‘Make Me 

Feel’ and ‘PYNK’. The title Dirty Computer refers to the transformation from insecurity to pride 

for being who she is.  

Monáe says: “I felt misunderstood,” she says. “I was like, ‘Before I self-destruct, before I 

become a confused person in front of the world, let me seek some help.’ I was afraid for anybody to 

see me not at the top of my game. That obsession was too much for me” (Spanos).  

However, it is important to note that she underwent this transformation of finding her inner 

self before the release of the debut album ArchAndroid (Spanos). Furthermore, the music videos 

‘Make Me Feel’ and ‘PYNK’ focus on Monáe’s sexuality and play with the notion of the atypical 

black woman – a topic that I find interesting in relation to gender performance.   

The first music video, ‘Make Me Feel’ was uploaded to YouTube on 22, February 2018 

and has been viewed by more than 20 million viewers (Monáe, “YouTube”). I have selected four 

scenes, which I will analyse in relation to how Monáe is depicted. Before I begin analysing the 

selected scenes, I will define the different stereotypes of Black women. There are three Black 

female stereotypes which occur in Television and music videos, these are: the domestic Mammy, 

the aggressive Sapphire, and the hypersexual Jezebel (Goldman 27). The first mentioned refers to 

the portrayal of the religious, loyal, and domestic Black female (28). Historically, the Mammy 

stereotype leads back to the Jim Crow era, representing the Mammy as the outward face of slavery 

(28). Despite the horrible conditions the slaves were happy; hence, the Mammy confirms this myth 

of the happy slave (28). Secondly, the Sapphire figure is defined as the Black woman who deviates 

from patriarchy and who is portrayed as strong and independent (29). Thirdly, the Jezebel refers to 

the promiscuous Black female who chases rich men (30).  

The first scene I have selected shows Monáe sitting on a chair (Monáe 0:35) (see appendix, 

pic. 1). Her hair is short and is dyed blonde and she wears black glasses (0:35). Her clothes have 

different colour patterns and she wears shoes in two different colours, red and white (0:35). In this 

clip, she appears powerful as she is in focus. Moreover, the lyrics also reveals her thoughts:  

“Baby, don’t make me spell it out for you. All of the feelings that I’ve got for you. Can’t 

be explained, but I can try for you. Yeah, baby, don’t make me spell it out for you. You keep on 
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asking me the same questions (why?) And second-guessing all my intentions. Should know by the 

way I use my compression. That you’ve got the answers to my confessions” (Monáe “Genius”).  

In my opinion the Sapphire stereotype fits with the representation of Monáe in this clip. 

For instance, she is strong in the sense that she dares to speak what’s on her mind and secondly, her 

appearance also reflects that she breaks free from the view of the passive Black female. Instead, she 

is liberated.  

Secondly, I chose a scene where Monáe is dancing (1:46-1:51) (see pic. 2). She is wearing 

a red French hat and a white top (1:46). Her pants are black with rose prints that reveal her skin 

(1:46). Furthermore, she is dancing on a red box and on the floor there are dancing artists who are 

dressed in a red jump suit and wear red French hats (1:46). The way she dances makes her look 

seductive and sexual. Therefore, I understand the representation of Monáe in this clip as a reference 

to the Jezebel stereotype. For instance, her clothes are sexy and provocative and the colour red is 

associated with love and desire (“incredibleart.org”), which fits well with Monáe’s appearance, i.e. 

she loves both men and women.  

Thirdly, I have chosen another scene, showing Monáe dancing (2:20-2:29) (see pic. 3 and 

4). Here, she is wearing a silver bikini top and a pair of matching silver pants (2:20). She is also 

wearing a silver head accessory which only reveals her eyes (2:20). She is also playing on a guitar 

and is accompanied by female dancers (2:20). I would refer to this representation of Monáe as a 

reference to the Jezebel stereotype again also; she appears sexual while singing and playing on the 

guitar and her clothes also reveal a glimpse of her breast and chest (2:24). The lyrics “That’s just 

the way you make me feel” refers to Monáe’s sexual orientation as pansexual and is also sung 

repeatedly in the chorus (“Genius”). 

Fourthly, in the last scene I have chosen, Monáe is wearing a yellow swimsuit that reveals 

her cleavage (3:17) (see pic. 5 and 6). She is standing between the bodies of anonymous artists, 

whose lower-torso and legs are only showed (3:17). The artists all wear swimsuits in different 

colours (3:17). In my opinion, this scene is a combination of Sapphire and Jezebel. Her clothes have 

sexual undertones, i.e. her skin is revealed and she also appears powerful, as she utters her opinion 

regarding her sexuality.  

Overall, Monáe’s representation in ‘Make Me Feel’ can be said to reflect a stereotypical 

representation of the female black stereotypes Sapphire and Jezebel. Therefore, her way of doing 

gender is expressed through these two stereotypes which reveal her as strong, opinioned and sexual 

(Butler 10). Interestingly, Monáe has explained that she does not view herself as being a 
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stereotypical black woman, however, her appearance in ‘Make Me Feel’ reveals the opposite. The 

following is Monáe’s statement: “All I saw was that I was supposed to look a certain way coming 

into this industry, and I felt like I didn’t look like a stereotypical black female artist” (Spanos). Her 

statement shows that stereotypes are still being maintained, but implicitly. Since her album Dirty 

Computer shall be interpreted as a transformative journey towards her inner self, her appearance in 

‘Make Me Feel’ can shed light on her transformation as stereotypical. Furthermore, her statement 

was expressed before she entered the music industry, showing that she has undergone a personal as 

well as musical transformation into the artist she appears as on Dirty Computer. In relation to 

Eilish’s representation in ‘Bad Guy’ which also depicts a stereotype, Monáe is much more explicit 

in her representation.  

The next music video, ‘PYNK’ was uploaded to YouTube on 10, April 2018 and has been 

viewed by 13 million viewers (Monáe “YouTube”). The title ‘PYNK’ refers to the colour pink, 

which is associated with the feminine gender (McCann 2). Different from the previous music video 

‘Make Me Feel’ which showed a stereotypical representation of Monáe, ‘PYNK’ is a celebration of 

femininity and, more importantly, also a celebration of being different (“YouTube”). Monáe’s 

sexual orientation as pansexual is reflected in the music video. Monáe also uses the colour pink to 

highlight the female body and to show that all women despite of their sexual orientation can be 

feminine, too. However, when watching the music video I found the use of the colour pink to be 

exaggerated and, in my opinion, a parody of femininity. On the basis of this I have selected four 

scenes, which I will analyse in relation to how Monáe does the feminine gender.   

The first scene I have selected show Monáe dressed in feminine attire (0:35-0:37). She is 

wearing makeup and is wearing earrings (0:35). Her hair is styled in a high bun, revealing her red 

wool shirt (0:35) (see appendix, pic. 1). This clip is related to the next clip, which shows her in a 

full picture (0:37 (see pic. 2). Here, she is depicted as feminine and appears aesthetically pleasing 

with female attributes such as makeup and a dress. However, her representation of femininity also 

appears exaggerated in my opinion. For instance, her dress is not an everyday dress that a woman 

would wear and which therefore only functions as a visual element. Her representation of 

femininity corresponds to Butler’s formulation of the feminine gender, i.e. she is a female and she 

has female attributes. Though, the difference is that her appearance is exaggerated with reference to 

the dress.  

Secondly, I chose the scene where Monáe is wearing pink pants (0:43-0:54) (see pic. 3). 

The pink pants symbolises a woman’s uterus and is a feature of the female body. Six dancers, who 
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wear the similar pair of pink pants accompany Monáe, however, two dancers do not wear pink 

pants (0:43). In an article, Monáe has explained that PYNK is a dedication to queer people whether 

they identify as a woman, or not (Florio “Bustle”). Therefore, the dancers who do not wear the pink 

pants show that one can still be viewed as a woman without having female genitalia (Florio). The 

following is an extract of the first verse: “Pynk, like the inside of your… baby, Pynk, behind all of 

the doors… crazy, Pynk, like the tongue that goes down…maybe, Pynk, like the paradise found 

“(…) (Monáe, “Genius”). Even though she does not explicitly say the exact word she performs it, 

which provides a visual understanding of what the song is about.  

Thirdly, the next scene I chose shows Monáe sitting by a swimming pool (1:32-1:38) (see 

pic. 4). Here, she again looks feminine; she is wearing pink eye shadow, pink lip-gloss, and a light 

pink blush on her cheeks and she is wearing pink accessories in her hair (1:32-1:38). The colour 

pink is very frequent in this clip, which again appears exaggerated. The artists sitting beside her 

around the swimming pool are different women, showing that femininity looks different from each 

woman (1:38). Particularly, the artist who wears a light purple sleeve is a male, but is still 

considered feminine due to his appearance (see pic. 4 again).  

Fourthly, the last clip I chose shows Monáe sitting in a room (2:12) (see pic. 5). The room 

is feminine and girly, which is a contrast to the appearance of Monáe. She is wearing a t-shirt and a 

pair of white underpants with the text: ‘sex cells’ (2:14). I have interpreted the text on her 

underpants as a reference to the productivity of the female body. Furthermore, the colour pink is 

again highlighted – this time in a room and also Monáe’s makeup shows the use of pink. Referring 

to Butler, Monáe does the feminine gender, however, she deviates from patriarchy by empowering 

femininity through metaphoric elements such as the pink pants. She is therefore very explicit in her 

appearance and music that both are provocative and sexual. In the next section I will analyse Ariana 

Grande’s music videos ‘Thank U, Next’ and ‘7 Rings.’  

 

  

3.8 Analysing Ariana Grande’s music videos ‘Thank U, Next’ and ‘7 Rings’   

 

Ariana Grande-Butera was born on 26th, June 1993 in Boca Raton, Florida (Haskell, “Vogue”). She 

has Italian ancestry and grew up listening to musicians such as Whitney Houston, Madonna, Mariah 

Carey and Celine Dion (Haskell). Before pursuing a career in music, Grande appeared in the 

popular Nickelodeon TV series, Victorious (2010-2013) playing the character Cat Valentine 
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(Haskell). In 2012, she uploaded a version of Mariah Carey’s single ‘Emotions’ to YouTube, which 

started her interest in making music (Haskell).  Ariana Grande’s public persona is characterised by 

her fancy dresses, thigh-high boots and high ponytail. (Haskell). However, critics have argued her 

style is provocative and sexual (Haskell). Referring to her style Grande has explained:  

“I like having my funny character that I play,” she explains, “that feels like this 

exaggerated version of myself. It protects me. But also I love disrupting it for the sake of my fans 

and making clear that I’m a person – because that’s something I enjoy fighting for. I can’t help 

disrupt it. I’m incredibly impulsive and passionate and emotional and just reckless. The music is 

very personal and very real, but yes, if you can be me for Halloween, if drag queens can dress up as 

me, then I’m a character “(…)” (Haskell).  

Therefore, Grande is very self-aware of her style, but also honest and vulnerable. She is 

not just a pretty face making money, but also an artist who reflects on how the society receives her 

public persona. Grande has released five albums, the latest being the album Thank You, Next 

(2019). I have chosen to focus on the music videos, ‘Thank U, Next’ and ‘7 Rings’ from her album.  

The music video ‘Thank You, Next’ was uploaded to YouTube on 30th, November 2018 

and has been viewed by more than 400 million viewers (Grande, “YouTube”). The song focuses on 

Grande’s experiences with her ex-boyfriends, Big Sean, Ricky Alvarez, Mac Miller and Pete 

Davidson (Singh “Insider”). Also, she refers to different classical movies such as Mean Girls, 

Legally Blond, Bring It On and 13 Going 30 to illustrate her emotions (Lang, “Time”). In the 

following, I will analyse four clips from ‘Thank You, Next’ with focus on Grande’s gender 

performance, but also how the movie references relate to the experiences with her ex-boyfriends. 

The first clip I have chosen is the clip where Grande refers to Mean Girls (Grande, 0:43-

1:04). The first thing noticed is a pink book entitled Thank U, Next which refers to the pink ‘Burn 

Book’ in Mean Girls used to write gossipy chat about people (0:43) (Lang). Grande is laying on a 

bed and is dressed as the character Regina George, wearing the similar outfit that is a blond wig, a 

short skirt and a silver necklace, however, the letter R is replaced by the letter A for Ariana (0:48) 

(see appendix, pic.1). Here, Grande is depicted very sexually. For instance, the way she is laying on 

the bed while playing with her hair shows her as a ‘sex kitten’ (see pic. 2). The teddy bear on the 

bed looks innocent, however, Grande’s representation overshadows the innocent bear and leads the 

attention towards her body (see pic. 1 again). Therefore, she is explicit in her performance and 

appears very feminine, but sexual.  
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With reference to Mean Girls she writes down her experiences with her ex-boyfriends in 

the pink book, as portrayed in the movie (Lang). The first verse depicts her thoughts, showing her 

writing in the book: “Thought I’d end up with Sean, but he wasn’t a match. Wrote some songs 

about Ricky, now I listen and laugh. Even almost got married and for Pete, I’m so thankful. Wish I 

could say, “Thank you” to Malcolm ‘cause he was an angel” (Grande, “Genius”). In the first verse, 

she mentions the experiences she has encountered with her ex-boyfriends and ends by remembering 

her ex-boyfriend, Mac Miller ‘Malcolm,’ who died of an overdose in September 2018 (Haskell). 

Furthermore, she also sings: “One taught me love. One taught me patience. And one taught me 

pain. Now, I’m so amazing. Say I’ve loved and I’ve lost. But that’s not what I see. So, look what I 

got. Look what you taught me “(…)” (“Genius”). The pre-chorus illustrates female empowerment, 

as she states what she has learnt from her past relationships and is now stronger and ready to move 

forward.  

Secondly, the next clip I have chosen refers to the movie Bring It On (2:17-2:27) (Lang). 

Grande has her hair styled in the traditional high-bun and is wearing a red cheerleading outfit (see 

pic. 3). She is dancing with other cheerleading women on a field, wearing all matching red 

cheerleading outfits, as in the movie (see pic. 4). However, the difference is that her outfit spells: 

‘TUN,’ which refers to ‘Thank, U, Next’ – a note to her past experiences with her ex-boyfriends 

(Lang). In comparison with the previous clip, Grande appears more like herself as she has a high-

ponytail which is her artist brand. She again wears an outfit that shows her body, highlighting her as 

feminine. The chorus also catches up on her thoughts, as she sings: “Thank you, next “(…)” 

(“Genius”). Here, she is thanking her ex-boyfriends, as the ‘thank you, next’ is a reference to each 

of them, highlighting Grande’s sadness, but also appreciation for the things they have taught her.  

Thirdly, the next clip I have chosen is a reference to the movie 13 Going On 30 (2:42-3:01) 

(Lang). Grande is dressed as the character, Jenna Rink, holding a dollhouse in her hands while she 

leaves from a wedding (see pic 5). Her performance is very feminine characterised by the 

dollhouse, which sparks an innocent look on the overall representation of her (2:45). Moreover, the 

movie, 13 Going On 30 focuses on our perception of adulthood (Nath, “Flare”). Grande’s 

performance depicts her as a young girl who reflects on what it is to be an adult, referring to the 

following:  

“One day I’ll walk down the aisle holding hands with my mama. I’ll be thanking my dad 

‘cause she grew from the drama. Only wanna do it once, real bad. Gon’ make that shit last. God 

forbid something happens. Least this song is a smash (song is a smash)” (“Genius”). She tries to 
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signal that her action of moving forward is an adult decision. Though, she is dressed as a young girl, 

the representation of her shall be understood as her looking forward.  

   Fourthly, the last clip is a reference to the movie, Legally Blond (3:03-3:20) (Lang). 

Grande parodies the character Elle Wood, wearing all pink except her bag, which is red (see pic. 6). 

The colour pink strengthens Grande’s femininity, as this colour is associated with the feminine 

gender (McCann 2). In reference to Butler, her performance reflects traditional gender stereotypes 

(Butler 10). Her performance corresponds to the normative perception of female and of femininity, 

as she is dressed in pink – a colour that is associated with girlhood (McCann 2). Also, she 

represents the stereotypical blond girl often portrayed in movies (Moya, “Daily Free Press”). 

According to Moya, the most well-known blonde stereotype is the ‘dumb blonde,’ which refers to 

blondes as being less intelligent (Moya). In Legally Blond, the blond-haired Elle Wood studies at 

Harvard University, showing that Elle deviates from such stereotypes of blondes (Lang). Moreover, 

the description of Elle fits well with the representation of Grande in the clip who enters the scene 

driving in a fancy car and walks in high heels with her dog by her side (3:03-3:13).In this clip, 

Grande sings the following:  

“I’ve got so much love. Got so much patience and I’ve learned from the pain. I turned 

out amazing. Say I’ve loved and I’ve lost. But that’s not what I see ‘cause look what I found ain’t 

no need for searching. And for that, I say “(…) (“Genius”).  

She ends her song by saying that her past relationships have taught her patience, love 

and pain – and that she now is stronger and more self-aware of herself. In other words, without 

these experiences she would not have been the woman she is today, hence, she thanks each of her 

ex-boyfriends. The pre-chorus also sums up on the first verse which showed Grande as vulnerable 

when recollecting her ex-boyfriends (see reference to Mean Girls). One difference is that she now 

sounds more powerful and in control of herself. The song therefore shows female empowerment, 

highlighting that she has overcome her past relationships.  

The next song, ‘7 Rings’ was uploaded to YouTube on 18th, January 2019 and has been 

viewed by more than 700 million viewers (Grande, “YouTube”). This song is a follow-up to ‘Thank 

You, Next,’ showing Grande more cheerful and empowering (Bailey, “Elle”).  She again touches 

briefly upon her past relationships, especially, her ex-boyfriend Pete Davidson who is the reason 

why she wrote ‘7 Rings’ (Bailey). When Grande broke up with Pete she returned her engagement 

ring and has since explained:  
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“It was a… challenging4 fall day in New York,” she started. “Me and my friends went to 

Tiffany’s together, just because we needed some retail therapy. “You know how when you’re 

waiting at Tiffany’s they give you lots of champagne? They got us very tipsy, so we brought seven 

engagement rings, and when I got back to the studio I gave everybody a friendship ring. That’s why 

we have these, and that’s where the song idea came from” (Bailey). Therefore, ‘7 Rings’ is about 

friendship, female empowerment and richness as Grande spoils her friends with expensive 

engagement rings (Bailey). 

On the basis of that I will select scenes showing how Grande performs her gender in 

relation to her manifestation as a rich, single woman. The first clip shows Grande together with 

several other women in front of a pink house (0:04-0:17) (see appendix, pic. 1). Grande is wearing 

her traditional high ponytail and high heels (0:16). The text ‘7 Rings’ is painted on the front door of 

the house, but revealing more than seven women in the clip (0:16). Therefore, I have interpreted 

this representation as an illustration of sisterhood (Nicolaou, “The Oprah Magazine”). Also, pink is 

used as an indicator of female empowerment rather than disempowerment (McCann 3). For 

instance, all of the artists are dressed in pink, which signals support and commitment towards 

Grande, hence, pink is a colour that unites all of the women as a unit.  

In the second clip, Grande is in focus (0:18-0:35). She is wearing big diamond earrings, a 

diamond necklace and a diamond ring on her finger (0:19) (see pic. 2). Moreover, she is lying on a 

kitchen table surrounded by bottles of champagne and sushi (0:28) (see pic. 3). Her dress is short 

and has small diamond pearls on it as well as on her high-heels (0:30) (see pic. 4). She appears very 

sexual, as her short dress reveals her figure, but also because she is moving in a very seductive 

manner. The champagne and sushi are food items that show luxury and that fits with the overall 

representation of Grande as being rich. The following is the first verse of the song:  

“Yeah, breakfast at Tiffany’s and bottles of bubbles. Girls with tattoos who like getting in 

trouble. Lashes and diamonds, ATM machines. Buy myself all of my favourite things (Yeah). Been 

through some bad shit, I should be a sad bitch who woulda thought it’d turn me to a savage? Rather 

be tied up with calls and not strings. Write my own checks, like I write what I sing, yeah (yeah)” 

(“Genius”).  

The verse is expressed through Grande’s performance; for instance her diamond 

jewelleries and the bottles of champagne are symbols of luxury and richness. Moreover, she also 

makes a reference to her past relationships, highlighting that she is not miserable, but instead she is 

																																																								
4	The	author	of	Elle	uses	italics	to	highlight	Grande’s	expression	
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stronger and wiser. She has found comfort in her ‘sisters’, i.e. her friends, hence the reference to 

“(…) Girls with tattoos who like getting in trouble” (“Genius”) shows that she is unstoppable with 

her sisters by her side. 

 Thirdly, the next clip shows Grande lying down (1:23-1:25). She is wearing black high-

thigh boots and a short pink dress with glitter (see pic. 5). In this clip, she uses extensions to make 

her high-ponytail appear longer. Four artists stand behind her, wearing a bunny costume that I have 

interpreted as a reference to her previous album, Dangerous Woman (2016). On the world tour 

posters of Dangerous Woman Grande wore a black bunny mask (Jackson “Bustle”). A difference is 

that the masks of the artists are silver and cover their faces. This is done intentionally to lead the 

focus towards Grande. The ‘bunny mask’ is a sexual element used to highlight her performance of 

gender. For instance, she is lying down and is dressed in very sexual attire; her dress is short but her 

dress also becomes a symbol of liberation understood as her right to dress as she wishes. Also, 

Grande’s use of pink shows empowerment, union of girlhood (i.e. her ‘sisters’) and liberation.  

Therefore, pink is not used to represent suppression, but rather is a colour that encourages 

women to take action, which also is represented in clip one. The following illustrates what she is 

singing: “Wearing a ring, but ain’t gon’ be no “Mrs.” Bought matching diamonds for six of my 

bitches. I’d rather spoil all my friends with my riches. Think retail therapy my new addiction. 

Whoever said money can’t solve your problems must not have had enough money to solve ‘em. 

They say, “Which one?” I say, “Nah, I want all of em.’ Happiness is the same price as red-bottoms”  

(“Genius”).  

In this verse, Grande expresses herself as being rich, but also as self-conscious of her 

situation. She states that she spends money to ‘heal’ her memories of ex-boyfriend, Pete. The last 

sentence is interesting, as she compares expensive diamond rings with red-bottoms, signalling that 

whatever you buy brings happiness, if the product has a value for you. In Grande’s case the 

diamond ring is not only a symbol of friendship, but is also a symbol of liberation. She tries to show 

us that she is able to move on.  

Fourthly, the last clip of Grande shows her in pink attire (1:37). She is sitting on her knees in what 

appears to be a tiny girl’s room (see pic. 6). Here, she again is aware of her choice of clothing as 

pink is used to highlight her gender, but also to show that she does not use pink as a suppressive 

colour. She is wearing pink to show that she is a strong female, who is not afraid of representing 

herself as she does. Therefore, Grande’s performance corresponds to Butler’s formulation of 

femininity as something that is reflected through the feminine gender. Grande wears makeup, 
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jewellery, and is dressed in pink. It is true that she maintains the vision of traditional gender 

stereotypes, but she also deviates from such stereotypes in the sense that she uses pink to signal 

female empowerment. Also, she is not passive - she sings of personal experiences and dares to 

spark controversy over her appearance as well as her lyrics. In relation to Eilish Grande’s 

performance in ‘Thank U, Next’ and ‘7 Rings’ is similar to Monáe’s performance. Here I am 

referring to the fact that Grande and Monáe both appear sexual in their music videos. Looking at 

Eilish she deviates from Grande and Monáe, showing her as non-binary. In the next section I will 

interpret and discuss four photos from Eilish’s IG page, focusing on queer theory and feminism 

 

 

 

4. Discussion  

In this chapter, I have selected four photos from Eilish’s Instagram page, which I will discuss in 

terms of sex, gender and identity. Firstly, I will examine the relation between sex and gender in 

order to comprehend Eilish’s femininity. To support my arguments I will include Giddens and 

Erikson, who both focus on identity. However, their approach is different; Giddens understands 

identity as a sociological term that needs to be explored in relation to society whereas Erikson 

argues the ‘Eight ages of man,’ which provides a psychological understanding of identity. 

Furthermore, common to both theories are their perspective on how identity shape our lives 

depending on environmental factors. 

 

 

4.1 Combining queer theory and feminism: understanding Eilish’s representation on IG 

Since the establishment of Instagram in 2010, IG has become known as the home ground of photo 

sharing (Bruner, “Time”). Billie Eilish has, as many other musicians, created an IG profile where 

she regularly uploads photos and shares videos for her fans to see. Currently, Eilish has 50.8 million 

followers and has shared 416 posts from the years 2016 to 2020 (Eilish, “Instagram”). The photos 

of Eilish also reflect an opinion which identify her as a musician in the 21st century. Therefore, I 

have selected four photos showing her in different clothes and in different situations to explore her 

way of expressing femininity.  
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McCann explains the relationship between queer theory and feminism: “In looking closely 

at femininity, the focus has been to ruminate on what feminine styles of the body might do5, rather 

than what they necessarily mean. What has been shown here is that while femininity is often 

perceived as indicative of passivity, weakness, heterosexuality, objectification, anti-feminism, 

and/or illness, it is not in fact at odds with conceptions of pleasure, transformation, rupturing 

expectations, humour, feminism, or queer desire” (139). 

 McCann also refers to the term ‘heterosexual normative femininity’ which describes 

femininity according to the criteria mentioned above (140). The opposite of this is the term 

‘homonormativity’ which is referred to, as “(…) the focus on appearance and individual formations 

of the self that has distracted from attending to these broader concerns and from taking a position 

that turns outward toward structures of power rather than inward to specific aspects of the self” 

(141). This is understood as the following: if a woman deviates from heterosexual normative 

femininity, her appearance will be characterised as queer. McCann refers to the abbreviation 

LGBTQ, adding a Q for queer behaviour/people (141). Therefore, homonormativity does not refer 

to gays and lesbians only, but also to people who act queer. An example is Eilish, who through her 

appearance deviates from the norm and falls into the category of homonormativity. She does so 

intentionally and also strives to be accepted as a part of the heteronormative society (Kacere, 

“everydayfeminism”). The following four examples illustrate how Eilish deviates from heterosexual 

normative femininity:   

 

Example 1: “What Do You Want From Me”  

																																																								
5	The author uses italics	to explain his point		
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The text mentioned above,  “What Do You Want From Me”, Eilish has written as the caption to her 

photo (IG). Therefore, the text also relates to her performance. The photo has received 10,6 million 

likes and supportive comments, too (IG). Examples of such comments are: 

(IG6).   

The examples show that Eilish’s appearance is met with positivity and, more importantly, also that 

people want to acknowledge her as an artist despite her queer persona.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
6	The	picture	of	the	users	has	been	left	out	and	the	name	hidden	due	to	each	user’s	privacy.	

 The first photo of Eilish that I have 

chosen was shared on IG on 7, July 

2019 (IG Eilish). As observed, she 

deviates from the norm -  she plays on 

the notion of the bad guy, which is 

expressed through her tough attitude. 

Moreover, she does not smile, or show 

her eyes. In relation to the term 

‘homonormativity’, Eilish signals that 

one can be a female and not dress 

according to the norm.  
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Example 2: “The Baggy Clothes”  

   
 

 Eilish’s statement of her right to dressing reflects a political issue. She namely calls 

attention to the rights of women to dress as wished. Therefore, what is viewed as being queer, Eilish 

tries to normalise as a part of the heteronormative culture. For instance, many users of IG have 

shared their opinion on her appearance such as the two following users:  

  (IG).  
 
Both comments contain the implicit reference to gender stereotypes. For instance, the first comment 

touches upon objectification of women and highlights that Eilish’s appearance deviates from being 

stigmatised as such. Secondly, I have interpreted the reaction of comment no. 2 as a response to a 

deviance from heterosexual normative femininity. Moreover, even though this user does not 

explicitly write this, the use of two puking emojis illustrates so. Overall, Eilish’s caption 

(mentioned above) shows the hardship of trying to be accepted by a heteronormative society, which 

maintains the vision of a binary gender system. Eilish falls out of this system, as she does not 

appear feminine. Instead, she tries to transform the perception of what it is to be a woman by 

showing that there are different types of femininities, not one. Hence, her clothes are a critique of 

traditional gender stereotypes, which very often objectifies and sexualises women in media.  

The second photo of Eilish was 

shared on 16, September 2019 (IG). 

Here she stands out due to her 

clothing which also is revealed in 

the caption: “If only I dressed 

normal I’d be so much hotter, yeah 

yeah come up with a better 

comment I’m tired of that one” 

(IG). Therefore, she again deviates 

from the norm as she dresses the 

opposite of what is expected of her 

gender.  
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Example 3: “Blohsh”  

     
 

The photo has received 7 million likes and shows different opinions on her appearance 

such as: (IG).  

 

Looking at the first comment the user acknowledges Eilish’s style as different, but good. 

The message that Eilish is fighting to spread is met with positivity among the most of her followers 

on IG such as comment no. 1. Some even interpret her appearance as an expression of her sexuality, 

which the second user highlights. Here, the user refers to the colours pink, blue and yellow showed 

on Eilish’s clothes and which are the colours of the flag of pansexual (Deppen, “Courier Journal”). 

Whether Eilish identifies as pansexual is not revealed on her social media accounts, but her choice 

of dressing has made her fans wonder about her intention of wearing a shirt in the same colours of 

pansexuality. I found both comments to be interesting, as the users accept Eilish as a part of the 

heteronormative culture, showing difference as strength.  

 

 

The third photo was shared on IG on 5, 

October 2019 (IG). Here, Eilish again is 

dressed in baggy clothes, which cover her 

body. The little white figures on her clothes 

are her own design and are called 

“Blohsh.” Interestingly, the figure is 

portrayed as a male with his head to the 

one side. When first seeing the figure I 

thought it looked odd. Therefore, I 

understand “Blohsh” as a part of her 

persona, showing that she is unique in 

comparison with traditional female 

musicians such as Ariana Grande.  
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Example 4: “Thank you Variety for the award”  

    
 

The photo has received 7 million likes and again shows different opinions on her 

appearance, which I will dive into afterwards (IG) The last photo sums up the previous observation, 

which is that Eilish is a queer feminist. In this photo, she signals that women do not need to show 

skin in order to become famous; hence the magazine Variety is placed next to her. Her purpose is to 

encourage women to dress as wanted as well as to change the perception of female and of 

femininity. However, not all acknowledge her effort to change the portrayal of gender stereotypes 

in media. The following two comments show a negative perception of her appearance:  

   (IG).  

Both comments criticize her as she deviates from heterosexual normative femininity. The first 

comment refers to the fact that Eilish is a vegetarian and climate activist, hence the reference to 

“green music” (Cummins, “The Verge”). Therefore, her music appeals to generation Z that may 

explain why some people find her image offensive and unintelligible. However, she still maintains 

her image even though she receives a lot of negativity, presumably to change the representation of 

women in the music industry. Eilish’s appearance is not only an individual choice of dressing, but 

also reflects a broader societal understanding of women’s freedom and recognition as subjects, 

rather than objects in an industry that usually suppress women. The term ‘homonormativity’ shall 

be understood as Eilish’s way of informing society of different ways of being female. Being a 

The final photo that I have chosen was 

shared on IG on 8, December 2019 

(IG). The photo is followed by a video, 

which I do not include as I wish to 

focus on Eilish’s appearance on this 

photo only. What I found interesting is 

the copy of the magazine Variety, 

showing Eilish’s face on the front page. 

Hereby, she tries to show that women 

do not need to look in a certain way to 

be successful and talented.  
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female should not only be reflected in the term ‘heterosexual normative femininity’ but there should 

also be space for recognising different types of feminists who identify as queer. Furthermore, she 

tries to normalise the non-normative with the way she looks. In Eilish’s case, her public image 

builds upon a personal experience which has resulted in transforming herself into the opposite of 

being feminine by dressing in big-sized clothes.  

Therefore, Eilish belongs to the third wave as well as the fourth wave of feminism.  The 

third wave focuses on the issues of political representation, sexual harassment, body image and 

inclusivity (see also theory). Additionally, the issue of sexual harassment was debated as a part of 

the third wave of the 1990s; however, Eilish’s appearance reflects that this is still an on-going issue 

today. Three decades later women have still not achieved the right to dress as they wish. Eilish 

experienced being sexually harassed when she posted a photo on Twitter (Newby, “The Revelist”). 

Therefore, she wears baggy clothes to prevent people from judging her body figure. The issue of 

sexual harassment is two-sided and shows that however women dress, baggy clothes or tight 

clothes, they are victimised by a sexist culture that wants to maintain the perception of heterosexual 

normative femininity. But this also brings confusion in terms of what the society terms as 

‘appropriate’ clothing for women. The fourth wave sums up many of the issues highlighted in the 

third wave, such as sexual harassment and body image (see also theory). A difference is that these 

two issues are being discussed in terms of women’s representation on social media.  

Eilish is an active user of Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. Furthermore, she also has her 

own website called BillieEilish.com. She uses these social platforms to advertise her music and to 

represent herself as an artist. Characteristic of fourth wave feminism is that technology allows 

women to raise their voices. This description fits well with Eilish’s representation, particularly on 

Instagram. Here, she does more than share photos and videos; she also shares her views. An 

example is the question of the female body which is explicitly debated on her IG page. Whenever 

she uploads a photo, Eilish receives both positive and negative comments, as highlighted when 

examining her photos. Therefore, IG is a powerful tool for women in the 21st century, as women 

can express themselves through their appearance or with reference to the #MeToo movement to 

share their experiences of sexual harassment.  

Also, by being an active user of social media Eilish makes a change for other people who 

may find it difficult to voice their opinion as well as people who have experienced sexual 

harassment. By encouraging others to stand out and be proud for who they are, she becomes a role 

model for a generation who have grown up with technology and social media. On the other hand, 
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Eilish also deviates from the fourth wave in that she does not show off skin. Feminists within the 

fourth wave very much focus on women’s sexual liberation - be it in public or on social media 

(Abrahams, “Prospect”). As observed, Eilish is not explicit in her appearance on IG, nor does she 

perform gender normatively. Therefore, her representation is similar to that of Lorde’s. In 

comparing these two artists, I argue that both deviate from the fourth wave in that they are discreet 

of their appearance. Different from Eilish and Lorde, are Janelle Monáe and Ariana Grande, whose 

performances show they are explicit.   

The sociologist, Anthony Giddens, argues the changes of society affect our perception of 

self-identity. Here, technology also plays a big part in shaping our lives. Giddens presents three 

concepts: separation of time and space, disembedding of mechanisms, and institutional reflexivity 

(Giddens 20). The way Eilish communicates with her fans is through Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram and all three platforms allow humans to communicate across time and space (16). For 

instance, Eilish is not dependent on place when she shares news on her social media. She can sit in 

Los Angeles and be able to reach out to her fans around the world through online communication. 

However, Giddens also highlights the consequence of such development:  

 “We can all sense how fundamental the separation of time from space is for the massive 

dynamism that modernity introduces into human social affairs. The phenomenon universalises that 

‘use of history to make history’ so intrinsic to the processes which drive modern social life away 

from the hold of tradition” (17).  

The shift from tradition to technology is further discussed in relation to trust. Modernity 

has made communication easier, however, this does not mean that humans necessarily trust these 

technology systems. In fact, the lack of trust may also be reflected in relation to Eilish’s use of 

social platforms. Therefore, the question is: do we trust that Eilish herself runs Facebook, Instagram 

and Twitter? The answer to this question is given in an interview where Eilish states that she runs 

every social platform she uses (Coscarelli, “The Independent”). Moreover, she explains that she 

wants to be involved in every part of her career, including her use of social media (Coscarelli). 

Finally, Eilish is born into an era where technology becomes more widespread and applied in our 

everyday life, which may explain why she has the need to control her own social platforms. 

Musicians such as Ariana Grande, Janelle Monáe and Lorde also use Instagram to communicate to 

their fans, however, Grande and Eilish are more prominent; Grande has 176 million followers 

(Grande, IG) and Eilish 56,4 million followers (Eilish, IG). Lorde and Monáe are less prominent; 

Lorde has 6,3 million followers (Lorde, IG) and Monáe 3,4 million followers (Monáe, IG). 
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Therefore, I can argue that Eilish and Grande are two artists whose music and appearance appeal 

mostly to the young generation, which explain their high number of followers on IG.   

With reference to the second term, disembedding mechanisms, I will focus on expert 

systems. Growing up, Eilish was home-schooled and has been brought up with different values in 

comparison with the values learned in for instance a public school (18). Therefore, her educational 

background of being home-schooled affects her public persona as well as her choice of career. 

Furthermore, Giddens explains: “Attitudes of trust, in relation to specific situations, persons or 

systems, and on a more generalised level, are directly connected to the psychological security of 

individuals and groups” (19). Eilish is not brought up with traditional authorities such as teachers in 

public schools, instead she has received the knowledge and wisdom of her parents, which reflects 

the freedom of choice making and individualisation (20).  

The choice of writing songs and producing music videos is a choice which Eilish and her 

brother, have been encouraged to pursue as a result of their educational background of being home-

schooled. Eilish’s family is very supportive of her life style, making Eilish trust that she can pursue 

anything she wishes. Eilish’s upbringing is different to that of Monaé. Monáe comes from a 

religious, Baptist family yet she deviates from the values taught in her childhood and identifies as 

pansexual (Spanos, “The Rolling Stones”). The different genders that one can identify as (Deppen), 

also show our society has become more open towards shaping our lives. Hence, Monaé’s 

upbringing reflects a detraditionalisation of values and shows an individual choice of living. 

Looking at Lorde, her upbringing also deviates from that of Eilish’s, as Lorde has attended a public 

school (Weiner, “The New York Times”). Lorde’s self-identity is affected by her public schooling 

years, showing her fascination with aristocracy (Weiner). Her interest with aristocracy is mirrored 

in her music such as the song, “Royals” (Weiner). Finally, Grande’s upbringing is different than 

Eilish, Monáe and Lorde’s in that she grew up acting and has been exposed to values and norms of 

this industry from a very young age (Haskell). Therefore, the industry has affected her way of 

shaping her lives and identity.  

Living in a modern society also means that humans have become more reflexive in terms 

of time and space, leading to the third term, institutional reflexivity. Here, Giddens refers to our 

society of information, which informs us about everyday phenomenon (20). In relation to Eilish, 

different musical bands and musicians have contributed to her transformation as a musician, such as 

the Beatles, Green Day, Paramore, My Chemical Romance and Tyler the Creator (Spanos, “Rolling 

Stone”). The comparison of these musicians has defined Eilish as an artist as well as defined her 
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taste in music. Eilish has also showed an interest in climate changes and environmentalism 

(Aubrey, NME). For instance, she supports the organisation ‘ Music Declares Emergency’ which is 

an organisation made to make awareness of climate changes through music (Aubrey). Eilish’s 

music video, ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’ does not only depict a biblical interpretation, but 

also refers to the consequences of climate changes if we do not take care of our planet (Aubrey). In 

addition, Eilish identifies as vegan, a choice she made in 2014 (Gomez, Seventeen). She has argued, 

“I went vegan like four years ago. There were a lot of reasons. I love animals and I just think there’s 

no point in creating something out of an animal when the animal is already there. Leave animals 

alone. Damn. Also I’m lactose intolerant and diary is horrible for your skin and my skin is VERY7 

aware of that” (Gomez).  

Eilish advocates of behalf of her life style as a vegan, and has once shared videos on IG of 

animals being tortured followed by a message, saying people should reflect on eating meat 

(Gomez). Finally, there are speculations that Eilish calls her fans her ‘Avocados’ (Weltmore, 

Paper). Looking at her appearance and her interest in climate change and environmentalism, the 

reference to ‘Avocados’ seems relatable of her life style.  These three processes within the modern 

society provides humans with choices to shape their lives and more importantly, also to develop a 

sense of self-identity. Eilish’s identity formation is much affected by the technology and 

information systems in our society, which challenge the way we communicate with each other as 

well as the way we view ourselves in a globalised world. Eilish’s extraordinary sense of self is a 

sign of modernity. She communicates with her fans through advanced technologies such as 

Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter and her choice of appearance and music are individualised and 

reflexive choices that define her self-identity.  

Looking at Eilish, her way towards becoming a world-famous musician is also reflected in 

Erikson’s eight stages (see theory chapter). Being born in 2001, Eilish is today 18-year-old and is 

still in the process of forming an identity (43). Therefore, I will elaborate on the fifth stage that is 

adolescence, which describes Eilish’s contemporary stage in life. In this stage, Erikson refers to the 

term ‘psychosocial moratorium’, i.e. the freedom to develop an identity (51). This term is mirrored 

in her early teen years until now, showing her path of becoming the individual she is today. 

Therefore, I will look at three examples that define Eilish’s identity in relation to the fifth stage: 

choice of career, appearance and life style. Referring to Erikson’s term, psychosocial moratorium 

Eilish’s choice of becoming a musician reflects freedom to designate her own life. Values of 

																																																								
7	The	author	of	the	magazine	Seventeen	uses	upper-letters	to	highlight	Eilish’s	expression		
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freedom and independence have affected Eilish’s upbringing, which have lead her to pursue the 

thins she likes. Secondly, her manner of dressing is for some troublesome and expresses her 

personality and more importantly also her values. Eilish’s interest in climate change and veganism 

is represented through her appearance. For instance, she dresses in neon green to symbolise green 

activism. Furthermore, her life style is characterised as ‘greenish’ in the sense that she wants her 

fans to take action in climate change and consider becoming vegans to save the planet. In the last 

chapter of this thesis I will conclude on my findings.  

 

 

 

5. Conclusion  
 
 How is the notion of gender represented in Billie Eilish’s music videos ‘When The Party’s 

Over’, ‘Bad Guy’ and ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell.’ Moreover, how are sex and gender 

understood in relation to Eilish’s appearance on Instagram?  

 

Billie Eilish’s representation in ‘When The Party’s Over,’ ‘Bad Guy’, and ‘All The Good Girls Go 

To Hell’ shows that she deviates from a binary gender system as expressed through her atypical  

appearance. The similarity in all three music videos is that she is depicted as being ‘bad’. Firstly, in 

‘When The Party’s Over’ she puts on the role of a misbehaving partner who wishes to distance 

herself from a former relationship. Secondly, in ‘Bad Guy’ she portrays a masculine stereotype, 

which suppresses men. Thirdly, in ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’ she again is depicted as bad – 

this time, as the black angel Lucifer. Therefore, her roles signal that she wants to change the 

normative perception of how female musicians should act and dress in the music industry. Eilish 

stands out from musicians such as Ariana Grande and Janelle Monáe, whose performances define 

them as stereotypical.  

Looking at Grande’s music videos ‘Thank U, Next’ and ‘7 Rings’, she distinguishes 

herself from Eilish’s representation, as she is depicted as feminine and sexual. The themes of 

Grande’s music videos are love, friendship and break-ups, whereas Eilish’s music videos depict 

dark themes, such as fear and death as in ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’. Janelle Monáe follows 

the same structures of Grande, as her performance is sexual as well. One difference is that she 

deviates from the binary gender system as she identifies as pansexual. However, her performance is 

still sexual. An example is the music video ‘PYNK,’ which is very provocative in terms of defining 
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the female body. Therefore, Monáe also distinguishes herself from Eilish’s representation. Finally, I 

have interpreted the representation of Lorde to be similar to Eilish as both musicians are prominent 

in sending a message out rather than showing off their bodies. An example is Lorde’s music video 

‘Royals,’ which focuses on materialism and money as negative indicators of success, in a way 

similar to Eilish’s ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell,’ showing the consequences of climate change.  

In analysing Eilish’s appearance on Instagram, her photos show that she deviates from the 

concept of heterosexual normative femininity. Therefore, her representation in her music videos and 

her representation on Instagram also signal that she deviates from the fourth wave of feminism. 

This is contrasted by Ariana Grande and Janelle Monáe, whose performances of gender support the 

values of the fourth wave of feminism, such as female sexual liberation which is demonstrated in 

their music videos. Hence, Eilish’s representation of gender is comparable to Lorde, who also 

deviates from the fourth wave of feminism. Furthermore, Eilish’s persona is understood in 

continuation of Giddens and Erikson’s theories on identity, showing Eilish’s identity formation as a 

part of a modern and globalised world. This is expressed through her appearance of wearing baggy 

clothes as an expression of female empowerment and equal rights for women. Additionally, her 

lifestyle is an individual choice of living, showing her interest in green activism and veganism.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	

	



	

	

Jounan	52	

	

6. Works Cited 

 

Books:  

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, New York, Routledge, 

2000 

Cones, John. Patterns of Bias in Hollywood Movies, Algora Publishing, 2012 

Erikson, Joan. The Life Cycle Completed: Extended Version, New York, Norton & Company, 1997 

Giddens, Anthony. Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age, UK, 

Blackwell Publishers, 1991 

Goldman, Adria, et al. Black Women and Popular Culture: The Conversation Continues, Lexington 

Books, 2014 

Marinucci, Mimi. Feminism is Queer: The Intimate Connection between Queer and Feminist 

Theory, London, Zed Books Ltd, 2016 

McCann, Hannah. Queering Femininity: Sexuality, Feminism and the Politics of Presentation, 

Routledge, New York, 2019 

Osborne, Susan. Feminism, UK, Pocket Essentials, 2001  

Stevens, Richard. Erik H. Erikson: Explorer of Identity and the Life Cycle, New York, Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2008 

Sullivan, Nikki. A Critical Introduction to Queer Theory, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 

2003  

 

 

 

 



	

	

Jounan	53	

	

Electronic webpages:  

 

Abrahams, Jessica. “Everything you wanted to know about the fourth wave feminism – but were 

afraid to ask” Prospect Date of publication August 14, 2017. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Aubrey, Elizabeth. “Billie Eilish opens up about her climate change fears: ‘I’ve had a million 

dreams about the world ending’ “ NME Date of publication December 5, 2019. Date Accessed 

March 9, 2020 

Bailey, Alyssa. “Ariana Grande Just Released ‘7 Rings’ And It’s All About Being Rich As Hell” 

Elle Date of publication January 18, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Bruner, Raisa. “A Brief History of Instagram’s Fateful First Day” Date of publication July 16, 

2016. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 

Cochrane, Kira. “The fourth wave of feminism: meet the rebel women” date of publication 

December 10, 2013. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Coscarelli, Joe. “Billie Eilish interview: ‘I want to be able to mourn for XXXTentacion, I don’t 

want to be shamed for it’ “ Independent date of publication April 7, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 

2020 

Cummins, Eleanor. “2019 was the year climate change charted” The Verge Date of publication 

December 19, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 

 
“Color Symbolism and Culture.” Incredible Art Department. 

https://www.incredibleart.org/lessons/middle/color2.htm Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

 

Deppen, Laurel. “Rainbows are everywhere during Pride month. But what do those other LGBTQ 

flags mean? Courier Journal Date of publication December 15, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 

2020  



	

	

Jounan	54	

	

Florio, Angelica. “Janelle Monáe’s “PYNK” Video About Female Sexuality Will Make You Feel 

Like A Goddess” Date of publication April 10, 2018. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 

Gomez, Jasmine. “Is Billie Eilish Vegan?” Seventeen Magazine date of publication July 9, 2019. 

Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Haskell, Rob. “Ariana Grande on Grief and Growing Up” Vogue Magazine Date of publication 

July, 9 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Havens, Lyndsey. “Songs That Defined the Decade: Lorde’s ‘Royals’ Billboard Date of publication 

November 21, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 

Jackson, Vanessa. “What does Ariana Grande’s Bunny Mask Mean? The ‘Dangerous Woman’ 

Cover Art Is Mysterious” Bustle Date of publication March 18, 2016. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 

Johnston, Maura. “Lorde: Green Light review – comeback track signals new dance diva direction” 

The Guardian Date of publication March 2, 2017. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Kornhaber, Spencer. “Lorde Joyfully Crashes Into Her Next Chapter” The Atlantic Date of 

publication March 2, 2017. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Kacere, Laura. “Homonormativity 101: What It Is and How it’s Hurting Our Movement” everyday 

feminism Date of publication January 24, 2015. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Lang, Cady. “Here’s Your Guide to the Movie References in Ariana Grande’s ‘Thank U, Next’ 

Music Video” Time Date of publication November 30, 2018. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 

Lipshutz, Jason. “Lorde: The Billboard Cover Story” Billboard Date of publication September 6, 

2013. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Moya, Maria. “Our True Face: Blond stereotypes are rooted in misogyny and need to be eradicated” 

The Daily Free Press. Date of publication September 10, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Nath, Ishani. “I Finally Understand the Real Meaning of 13 Going on 30” Flare Date of publication 

January 6, 2020. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 



	

	

Jounan	55	

	

Newby, Blake. “Billie Eilish Wore A Tank Top Once, And Trolls Are Already Hypersexualizing 

Her” Revelist Date of publication June 24, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Nicas, Jack. “Wildfires Becomes Deadliest in California History” The New York Times Date of 

publication November 12, 2018. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 

Rhodos, Dr. Ron. “How Did Lucifer Fall and Become Satan?” Date of publication October 22, 

2007. Date Accessed March 9, 2020 

Spanos, Brittany. “Billie Eilish Reveals Style, Musical Inspiration During NYFW Interview.” Date 

of publication September 21, 2018. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Spanos, Brittany. “Janelle Monáe Frees Herself” Date of publication April 26, 2018. Date Accessed 

March 9, 2020  

St. Félix, Doreen. “Billie Eilish And The Changing Face of Pop” The New Yorker date of 

publication April 26, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Singh, Olivia. “Ariana Grande’s new song ‘Thank U, Next’ namedrops her exes and details what 

they taught her” Insider Date of publication November 4, 2018. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Velez, Jennifer. “Billie Eilish: ‘People Underestimate The Power of A Young Mind’ Grammy 

Awards date of publication January 7, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Wetmore, Brendan. “What Are Billie Eilish Fans Called?” Paper Date of publication January 17, 

2020. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Webber, Jemina. “Billie Eilish Opens Up About Her Health On A Vegan Diet” LiveKindly Date of 

publication July 15, 2019. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Weiner, Jonah. “The Return of Lorde” The New York Times Magazine Date of publication April 12, 

2017. Date Accessed March 9, 2020  

Eilish, Billie. Lyrics to “Ocean Eyes.” Genius, 2015, https://genius.com/Billie-eilish-ocean-eyes-

lyrics Date Accessed March 10, 2020  



	

	

Jounan	56	

	

Eilish, Billie. Lyrics to “When The Party’s Over.” Genius, 2018, https://genius.com/Billie-eilish-

when-the-partys-over-lyrics Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Eilish, Billie. Lyrics to “Bad Guy.” Genius, 2019, https://genius.com/Billie-eilish-bad-guy-lyrics 

Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Eilish, Billie. Lyrics to “All The Good Girls Go To Hell.” Genius, 2019, https://genius.com/Billie-

eilish-all-the-good-girls-go-to-hell-lyrics Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Eilish, Billie. “Ocean Eyes.” YouTube, 24 March 2016, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=viimfQi_pUw Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Eilish, Billie. “When The Party’s Over.” YouTube, 25 October 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pbMwTqkKSps Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Eilish, Billie. “Bad Guy.” YouTube, 29 March 2019, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DyDfgMOUjCI Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Eilish, Billie. “All The Good Girls Go To Hell.” YouTube, 4 September 2019, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-PZsSWwc9xA Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Eilish, Billie. Instagram. https://www.instagram.com/billieeilish/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

Eilish, Billie. What do you want from me. 7 July 2019. Instagram, 

https://www.instagram.com/p/Bzmc6GmlMRJ/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

Eilish, Billie. If only I dressed normal id be so much hotter yeah yeah come up with a better 

comment Im tired of that one. 16 September 2019. Instagram, 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B2db7LRFLJ-/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

Eilish, Billie. 5 October 2019. Instagram, https://www.instagram.com/p/B3N-hdEFNaC/  

Eilish, Billie. Thank you for the award Variety. 8 December 2019. Instagram, 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B5y93JzlqRw/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020 



	

	

Jounan	57	

	

Comment on, ”I like the hairstyle and the color.” Instagram, 7 July 2019. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/Bzmc6GmlMRJ/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Comment on, ”I love you Billie you are the coolest teenanger.” Instagram, 7 July 2019.  

https://www.instagram.com/p/Bzmc6GmlMRJ/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Comment on, ”U are proving to Hollywood and celebrities that u don’t have to show off ur butt or 

cleavage to be a celebrity.” Instagram, 16 September 2019. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B2db7LRFLJ-/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Comment on, ”Two puking emojis” Instagram, 16 September 2019. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B2db7LRFLJ-/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Comment on, ”Her style is so unique i love it” Instagram. 5 October 2019.  

https://www.instagram.com/p/B3N-hdEFNaC/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Comment on, ”pan pride colors” Instagram. 5 October 2019. 

 https://www.instagram.com/p/B3N-hdEFNaC/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Comment on, ”Why do people even love this green things music. Stupid generation.” Instagram. 8 

December 2019. https://www.instagram.com/p/B5y93JzlqRw/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Comment on, ”Wtf She dress like an old man hunting” Instagram. 8 December 2019. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B5y93JzlqRw/   Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Lorde. Lyrics to “Royals.” Genius, 2013, https://genius.com/Lorde-royals-lyrics Date Accessed 

March 10, 2020  

Lorde. Lyrics to “Green Light.” Genius, 2017, https://genius.com/Lorde-green-light-lyrics Date 

Accessed March 10, 2020 

Lorde. “Royals.” YouTube, 18 June 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nlcIKh6sBtc Date 

Accessed March 10, 2020 



	

	

Jounan	58	

	

Lorde. “Green Light.” YouTube, 2 March 2017, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dMK_npDG12Q Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Grande, Ariana. Lyrics to “Thank U, Next.” Genius, 2018, https://genius.com/Ariana-grande-thank-

u-next-lyrics Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

Grande, Ariana. Lyrics to “7 Rings.” Genius, 2019, https://genius.com/Ariana-grande-7-rings-lyrics 

Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Grande, Ariana. “Thank U, Next.” YouTube, 30 November 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gl1aHhXnN1k Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Grande, Ariana. “7 Rings.” YouTube, 18 January 2019, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QYh6mYIJG2Y Date Accessed March 10, 2020 Grande,  

Ariana. Instagram. https://www.instagram.com/arianagrande/ Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

Monáe, Janelle. Lyrics to “Make Me Feel.” Genius, 2018, https://genius.com/Janelle-monae-make-

me-feel-lyrics Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

Monáe, Janelle. Lyrics to “PYNK.” Genius, 2018, https://genius.com/Janelle-monae-pynk-lyrics 

Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

Monáe, Janelle. “Make Me Feel.” YouTube, 22 February 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tGRzz0oqgUE Date Accessed March 10, 2020 

Monáe, Janelle. “PYNK.” YouTube, 10 April 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PaYvlVR_BEc Date Accessed March 10, 2020  

Monáe, Janelle. Instagram. https://www.instagram.com/janellemonae/ Date Accessed March 10, 

2020 

	
	
	
	
	
	



	

	

Jounan	59	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
7. Appendix  
 
 
The following clip is an example of Eilish’s performance in ‘Ocean Eyes 
 
 
 
Pic. 1 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The following clips are examples of Eilish’s performance in ‘When The Party’s Over’  
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Pic. 1  
 
 

 
 
 
 
Pic. 2 
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Pic. 3  
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The following clips are examples of Eilish’s performance in ‘Bad Guy’  
 
 
Pic. 1.  
 
 

  
 
 
 
Pic. 2 
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Pic. 6  
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The following clips are examples of Eilish’s performance in ‘All The Good Girls Go To Hell’  
 
 
 
Pic. 1 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Pic. 2 
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*The circles show the shadows of the dancing women 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following clip is an example of Lorde’s performance in ‘Royals’  
 
Pic. 1 
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The following clips are examples of Lorde’s performance in ‘Green Light’  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pic. 1 
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The following clips are examples of Janelle Monáe’s performance in ‘Make Me Feel’ 
 
 
Pic. 1 
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The following clips are examples of Monáe’s performance in ‘PYNK’ 
 
 
Pic. 1 
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The following clips are examples of Ariana Grande’s performance in ‘Thank U, Next’  
 
 
 
 
Pic. 1 
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The following clips are examples of Grande’s performance in ‘7 Rings’ 
 
 
Pic. 1 
 

  
 
 
 
Pic. 2 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

	

Jounan	82	

	

Pic. 3 
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