
	 1 

What the f*** is a VSCO girl, and why should I care? 
 
As eco-friendly becomes an internet meme and brand, how could we imagine a more constructive relationship 
between social media and climate activism? 
 
Oct 9, 2019 
By: Gedney Barclay 
 
 
While having dinner at a friend’s house a couple weeks ago, our conversation turned as it usually does after a 
few drinks to the latest weird shit we’d seen on the internet.  
 
 “Have you guys heard of VSCO girls?” my friend asked. We hadn’t.  
 
I still kind of wish that were the case.  
 
For what she proceeded to show us were a series of videos made by teens for teens about the elusive VSCO girl 
persona, and what exactly it entailed. The VSCO girl (pronounced viss-koh), I found out, was not named after a 
pharmaceutical conglomerate or a synthetic cooking oil, but after a photo app that is popular with a certain 
demographic of American teens, most of whom allegedly live in the southeast. Besides their fervent use of the 
VSCO app, VSCO girls have a few other important features: 

 
– Oversized t-shirt 
– Short shorts 
– A collection of scrunchies, worn in a neat stack on the wrist 
– Birkenstocks 
– Hydro flask, with stickers on it that say “Save the Turtles” 
– Minimal make-up 

 
This last feature was a highlight for the teenage Youtube entrepreneurs from whom I received my VSChooling, 
most of whom were focused not just on what a VSCO girl was, but how to become a VSCO girl. For none of 
these young educators were VSCO girls, mind you. Rather they were learnéd in the art of beauty, had studied 
the VSCO girl “look,” and wanted to pass that on to curious viewers. The tutorial I watched most closely, it 
should be noted, had just launched a beauty tour. (No, I don’t know what that is either.) 
  
While the “minimal” make-up was of the greatest interest for my teachers, what caught my attention about the 
VSCO girls was the hydro flask and “Save the Turtles” sticker. VSCO girls, according to the lecture, “like, care 
about the environment or whatever,” which is made evident for their love of the ocean, turtles, maybe whales, 
Birkenstocks, and shell necklaces.  
 
Now before I go full-blown fogey on the youth of today, or veer any closer to internalized misogyny against the 
culture and preoccupations of teenage girls than I already have, I want to say I am not upset that these makeup 
tutorials use the word “like,” or that they care about makeup, or even that at 16 they make more money talking 
about makeup than I have ever made (hyperbole/supposition alert). I’m not really mad at them at all. Really, I 
am perplexed by the popularity of these videos and applications juxtaposed with the heroism of the climate 
march last week. As much as I’d love to roll my eyes and bemoan the vapidity of youth culture, there’s clearly 
more to it than that.  
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I have long believed that social media applications are inherently evil, and flatten, corrupt, desiccate and 
commodify every last ounce of humanity, and shrivel our souls up into garbage. I always thought Jaret Kobek 
had it right when he said that  

 
The Internet is the last stand of the Patriarchy. It’s where straight men are hosting their final 
battle…They lost control of the complex patterns we call society, so they created a new one! A new one 
where they could play by their own rules! Rules devised according to the tepid pseudo-philosophical 
thought of Ayn Rand and junk science fiction!   

 
The VSCO girl tutorial that I chose to watch in full has 1.1 million views, and that wasn’t even in the top five 
most-viewed. If you put the top five together, you’d get well over 7 million views. Greta Thunberg’s UN speech 
has, as of this morning, 3.8 million views. Even if each VSCO girl video view wasn’t a unique Internet user, the 
numbers speak loud and clear: the Internet clearly prefers VSCO girls to Greta Thunberg. That’s what’s 
upsetting. Not that today’s girls like makeup.  
 
The Internet obliterates nuance at every opportunity–it devours it like Trump inhales his Happy Meal. Greta 
Thunberg is picked on by news anchors for having Asperger’s, while VSCO girls are made fun of for their over-
excited use of scrunchies and for caring about turtles.  
 
I’m not convinced these Youtube tutorials are representative of today’s youth, but in many ways that’s my 
biggest problem. They are not representative, but they are dominating the representation. And while I have no 
data on the correlation between making fun of VSCO girls, being a VSCO girl, and climate activism, I can’t 
help but wonder how our constant consumption of our own reflections is impacting our perception of what’s 
normal. And while the correlation between the two may seem a stretch to some, I really think we’re not going to 
see more substantive conversations around issues like climate change without drastically changing the 
regulations around social media and how information is shared.  
 
As I mentioned, a fair number of those VSCO girl videos were makeup tutorials. They included product 
placement and advertising dollars that helped boost their popularity. With corporate dollars so invested in our 
social networks, and those same networks appealing to our basest lusts, it’s no wonder it’s the turds that 
monopolize the top of the punch bowl.  
 
Mixed metaphors aside, the need for reforms in information technology is dire. Because even in cases where 
science trumps misinformation (like in the case where the number of views of videos proving Flat Earth Theory 
wrong easily outpaces conspiracy theorists), the way our feeds “weed out” content we don’t want to see ends up 
aggregating our worst impulses for our own delight. The more I search for VSCO girl videos to write this, the 
more my Instagram shows me scrunchies.  
 
And while activists have impressively mobilized around issues of racism and misogyny in social media 
algorithms, not to mention issues of privacy, misinformation, and electoral corruption, climate should be added 
to this list of pressing issues that get short shrift, or problems that get exacerbated. Part of a comprehensive 
environmentalism must require substantial reform in our information systems and in our Internet. Because the 
war on the planet is also a war on fact, reason, compassion, and equality, and it must be fought on all fronts.  
 
	


