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Introduction

Girl Defined is a cross-platform fundamentalist Evangelical Christian ministry started in
2014 by Kristen Clark and Bethany Beal (both née Baird), who describe themselves as
“two sisters from Texas who are fighting feminism, embracing gender differences and
empowering girls to live out their God defined purpose.” The goal of their ministry is to
encourage women to deny their desires and live out God’s design for their lives: Biblical
womanhood. Biblical womanhood centers on a complementarian mandate in which the
husband is the head of household and his wife is his helpmate. In addition to strictly
defined gender roles, they promote cisheteronormativity and purity culture and largely
ignore issues of race and socioeconomic privilege.

Through an analysis of Girl Defined’s blog posts and accompanying YouTube videos
tagged “feminism,” this project seeks to understand the ways that white fundamentalist
Christian women make sense of and mobilize against the feminist movement. As made
abundantly clear by the 2016 and 2020 US Presidential elections, white Evangelical
women are a powerful voting bloc that skews heavily conservative. Moreover, scholars
have tended to focus on male anti-feminist online communities in their explorations of
digital far right phenomena. Through their expansive construction of feminism as
ideologically dominant, Girl Defined simplifies and individualizes women’s experiences
to frame Biblical womanhood as a “radical” alternative to feminism. These findings add
to our understanding of anti-feminist backlash and white Evangelical women'’s place in
the culture wars.

Relevant Literature

This project extends existing scholarship in three subject areas: women’s agency in
gender-traditional religions, questions of authority among Evangelical white women in
the United States, and tensions around Evangelical microcelebrities. Research on
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Evangelical white women in the US has explored their reactionary relationship to two
secular forces: anti-racism and feminism. Many scholars have focused on the ways that
Evangelical women mobilize their whiteness to bolster their authority (Mikkelsen and
Kornfield 2021, Burke and McDowell 2021) and express conflicted responses to
feminism, which often functions as an ideological stand-in for a range of progressive
movements (Diefendorf 2019). Further, given the constraints of women'’s authority
within gender-traditional religions like Evangelicalism (Burke 2012), women’s use of
social media to engage in ministry can deepen existing crises of Biblical authority
(Gaddini 2021, Laughlin 2021). Through an in-depth analysis of Girl Defined’s
discursive construction of feminism on the one hand and Biblical womanhood on the
other, this study explores how Clark and Beal deploy microcelebrity practices to spread
their anti-feminist messaging.

Research Design

The analyses presented here are part of a larger examination of Girl Defined and its
cross-platform constructions of Biblical womanhood. The findings presented here stem
from a critical discourse analysis of 67 blog posts (2012-2021) and 14 YouTube videos
(2016-2021) tagged “feminism” on the Girl Defined blog. The topics of these posts
range widely from discussions of relationships and sexuality to beauty standards; thus a
central goal is to use Clark and Beal’s organization of these posts under the umbrella of
“feminism” to better understand their conceptualization of feminism and its relationship
to Biblical womanhood. Using the grounded theory method of open coding, my analysis
of these posts centered on 1) descriptions of feminism, 2) the relationship between
feminism and mainstream culture, 3) descriptions of Biblical womanhood, and 4) the
relationship between Biblical womanhood and feminism.

Findings

First, Girl Defined portrays feminism as ideologically dominant and synonymous with
mainstream secular culture. Their construction of feminism can be summed up neatly
with this quote from Beal (2015): “We have a massive Goliath mocking our God. Her
name is Feminism.” To Girl Defined, feminism is a secular giant that Godly women must
battle.

Further, Girl Defined’s descriptions of feminism reflect an amalgamation of postfeminist
logics, anti-feminist stereotypes, and sexism that is divorced from any substantive
acknowledgment of the material, emotional, or psychological impacts of misogyny on
women'’s lives. They describe feminism as: 1) selfish striving for personal fulfillment (Girl
Defined 2019); 2) man-hating and hostile toward children and family; and 3) responsible
for men’s objectification of women due to the sexual revolution. Rarely do they discuss
any actual efforts of the feminist movement to improve women'’s lives; when they do, it
is to critique the pro-choice movement.

Finally, Clark and Beal appeal to their audiences by incorporating neoliberal logics of
self-improvement consistent with postfeminism while appropriating the language of
progressive movements to modernize their presentation of traditional gender norms.
Such “self-help” discourses, provided by two conventionally attractive and charismatic



white women, are consistent not only with Evangelical Christianity (see Mikkelsen and
Kornfield 2021) but also social media influencer content. Moreover, their rhetorical
appeals reflect the growing mainstream popularity of progressive movements, including
feminism, as they coopt terms like “countercultural” and “radical” to describe Biblical
womanhood.

Conclusions

Girl Defined employs often-contradictory rhetorical and aesthetic appeals to present
Biblical womanhood as an empowering, radical alternative to feminism. The Evangelical
emphasis on a personal relationship with Christ allows Clark and Beal to act as religious
influencers, providing guidance to their followers about how to improve their individual
holiness using many of the same strategies of intimacy, relatability, and authenticity that
other influencers deploy to share beauty tips. This individual focus on living out God’s
supposed design for women enables them to sidestep issues of systemic sexism and
misogyny, not to mention racism and poverty. By reframing feminism as postfeminism —
an individually-focused belief system that gives women a sense of self — they offer
Biblical womanhood as an alternative pathway to understanding women’s purpose and
value. Further, their construction of feminism as ideologically dominant makes it easier
to incorporate feminism into a simple binary of secular/bad and Biblical/good.
Acknowledging that feminism is an alternative “radical” movement could complicate thus
weaken their defensive posturing and sense of persecution; it is easier to dismiss
feminism if it becomes a more expansive explanation for problems with secular culture.
Overall, these findings provide insight into the paradoxical flexibility of hyper-
conservative ideologies that center on a rigidly defined “us” (fundamentalist Christian
women) vs. an ever-flexible “them” (secular culture) while expanding our understanding
of the way conservative thought leaders modernize old ideas and use digital networks
and influencer logics to spread them.
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