
Ashley Greer

Contemporary Issues in Art Education

Exploring Media Messages in Visual Culture:

How Media Affects Gender Ideals and Sexuality


There are various forms of public media that provide a channel for people to communicate among each other. Advertising is one area where meaning is intentionally created. Television and reality shows illustrate to viewers how others may live. Even music is a means of communicating to a mass audience. All of these forms of communication create meaning and one of the underlying factors present in all is gender. Some authors argue that  each of these forms of media create certain ideas about masculinity and femininity and the end result is that men become objectified as masculine and women become objectified as feminine. The emphasis is often especially on the dehumanization and stereotyping of women via their physical body and class status. For example, women are seen as objects of desire, valued for their attractiveness but with little else to offer, while men are seen as superior to women. This paper highlights different facets of media messages and how these media messages affect ideals of masculinity and femininity and how pushing these ideals onto adolescents may be cultivating an over-sexualized society.

What are Gender Roles?


Gender role, simply defined, is a person's inner sense of how a male or female should feel and behave. Society and culture are very important in the formation of gender role ideals, which are often determined by their culture's gender stereotypes. This means different societies and cultures may produce children (later grown men and women) who have quite different views of a man or a woman's place in the world around them, Gender stereotyping occurs when children begin to learn their gender roles at a very young age. The child, whether a boy or a girl, will end up being taught many different sets of behaviors and how they should act. Boys must learn what boys and men do, what they like, and even how they think and feel. A boy is taught things such as sports, how to be complete and self-reliant. He is also taught to be strong; such as when you get hurt to not cry, as society expects boys to not cry. Boys are also taught to hide emotions in anyway and to not show anyone how they feel. Boys are taught that this is the masculine gender role, and since this is how boys are expected to act, then this is the only way boys should act. Females do likewise as they learn the roles for girls and women. Girls on the other hand are taught different behaviors such as housekeeping and how to cooperate with and please others. Girls are also taught to be soft; if someone falls down they are expected to comfort them and make them feel better. Girls are also expected to be emotional because it is part of their nature. Gender or sexuality is greatly affected by societal influences. Brod (1995) asserts that gender is a mixture of social interactions and social relations. Gender is reflected in the way people conduct relationships and is exhibited in people's daily lives. In order to be considered acceptable to society, certain character traits, behaviors, or material aspects must be demonstrated. Ideals regarding material qualities in cars, clothing choices, or any decision based on a sense of fashion depict society’s gender relations.

Male Characteristics


Boys are just as susceptible as girls are when it comes to confusion and impressionability of society’s mixed messages about what is expected of them as boys and later as men. While media is not to blame for the stereotypical idea of “boys will be boys”, it does indeed reinforce society’s notions about manliness and masculinity. Images of the conventionally rugged, super-independent, extra-strong macho man still circulate in popular culture. As incitements for women to fulfill any role proliferate, the identities promoted to men are relatively constrained. Brod (1995) asserts that in the past, masculinity was clearly defined in the workplace. In the twentieth Century, most men were considered as breadwinners and women were expected to be home makers. However, industrialization changed this as work became more mechanized and men were not the only ones who could provide labor. With time, more and more women began penetrating into positions that were previously considered masculine, some even taking over as the main providers in their families. Kimmel (1996) explains that the shift in masculinity has created unclear images about the male gender. For instance, one may expect men to show elements of their emotions yet at the same time claim that there should be strong and heroic. Men who may not depict these types of behavior may be considered as socially deviant. Many philosophers have suggested that this is the source of gender struggles that have been become a common feature in today's society. According to research findings by the Children Now Foundation, stereotypical gender ideals introduced to males by the media include ‘The Joker’, ‘The Jock’, ‘The Strong Silent Type’, ‘The Big Shot’, and ‘The Action Hero’ (Lapp, 2000). Appropriate male characteristics include strong, muscular, powerful, professional, and in control. This gender crisis is often depicted visually in fashion images. Before the crisis, fashion images mostly focused on women as objects of consumption while men on the other hand were objects of production. Men are now considered as important consumers and marketing plans and depictions are directed towards men, often using sex to sell.

Female Characteristics


While media and advertisements continually portray masculinity as strong, in control, and working towards a cause, femininity is portrayed quite differently. Discussions of women's representation in the media tend to revolve around the focus on physical beauty to the near-exclusion of other values, the lack of powerful female role models, and the extremely artificial nature of such portrayals, which bear little or no relation to the reality experience by women across the planet. The power of media is very influential in teaching young girls what society deems to be suitable and appropriate roles for them to try to make sense of. Women are often depicted as objects of beauty- the standard of which is decided by corporations and the fashion industry. While one must not underestimate the power that fashion images in the media have in changing society’s perspectives on gender, it is important to realize most of these elements already existed in people’s minds. Goffman (1979) claims that most fashion images simply bring out images of what society considers normal. Most fashion images tend to depict women as frail, powerless, in a provocative or sexual position, or in some way highlighting women’s dependence on men. Many would agree that some strides have been made in how the media portray women in film, television, and magazines, and that the last 20 years has also seen a growth in the presence and influence of women in media behind the scenes. Nevertheless, female stereotypes continue to thrive in the media we consume everyday. Typical female roles include the femme fatale, the super-mom, the sex kitten, or the nasty corporate climber. Disney, for example, highlights gender roles by presenting princesses as damsels in distress and inferior beings to men, giving young girls an inaccurate portrayal of gender roles at a young age. The media that girls are consuming contain strong messages that girls’ worth is tied to their appearance, and are full of images of women and girls who are typically white, desperately thin, and always appearing beautifully well-groomed (regardless if they just rolled out of bed, ran a marathon, or just took down an army of vampires). Art educator and author of Thank Heaven For Little Girls, Marissa McClure Vollrath, describes observing and recognizing in her fifth grade girls’ drawings the desire to create ‘self-portraits’ that illustrate flawless, impersonal, doll-like images that mirror what they see in the media (Vollrath, 2006). Girls also receive powerful messages from the media about sexual behavior, substance use, and violence. TV programming shows sex portrayed as risk-free, and that most people think about and have sex frequently without much concern for health, love, or the stability of the relationship. 

Sexualizing Gender Roles in the Media



With the media becoming the main source from which the current society gets their daily information concerning products, news stories, and entertainment, it is wise to think critically about the messages they are conveying to us. Sexualized Images in Advertising describes that while it is not unusual in the fashion industry to see very young models setting standards of beauty, what is new is the emergence of highly eroticized portrayals of young women, as well as young men (2003). Over the past few decades, the use of sexualization in advertising has become more common. With advertising decisions like these come negative consequences such as the common practice of objectifying and degrading women, along with influences on the cognitive growth of young girls. Tallim’s article Sexualized Images in Advertising claims that “increased exposure to unrealistic sexualized role models- for both boys and girls- can also affect self-esteem, body image, and expectations regarding the appearance and behavior of the opposite sex” (Tallim, 2003, p.7). The American Psychological Association (2012) addresses that there are several components to sexualization, which set it apart from healthy sexuality. Sexualization occurs when:

a person’s value comes only from his or her sexual appeal or behavior, to the exclusion of other characteristics;

a person is held to a standard that equates physical attractiveness (narrowly defined) with being sexy;

a person is sexually objectified—that is, made into a thing for others’ sexual use, rather than seen as a person with the capacity for independent action and decision making; and/or

sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon a person.


The sexualization of boys and girls is not only prevalent in advertising, it is becoming more and more prevalent in television and reality shows such as ‘Gossip Girl’, ‘Glee’, ‘The Big Bang Theory’, and one of the biggest offenders ‘Toddlers in Tiaras’. A special report by CNN ‘Toddlers and Tiaras’ and Sexualizing 3 Year Olds cites a February 2007 report from the American Psychological Association that found that “girls’ exposure to the hyper sexualized media content can negatively impact their cognitive and emotional development; is strongly associated with eating disorders, low self-esteem and depression; leads to fewer girls pursuing careers in science, technology, engineering and mathematics; and causes diminished sexual health” (Henson, 2011). This may also contribute to boys learning to value women for their sex appeal, which can lead to increased incidences of sexual harassment or violence and even an increased demand for child pornography. While everyone in society suffers from the over sexualization of children, the children themselves are hurt the worst. 

What this means for Art Education


Societal standards of what is deemed appropriate to expose children to is rapidly declining. Media is the main offender with advertisements, T.V., film, and music that suggests sexual overtones around males, females, and now even children. Other areas in our culture are affected by the media and are blatant by-products of the decline in standards of how we support a healthy mindset, especially for children. The decline has been occurring in our culture for quite some time. Even the trend for young cheerleaders, gymnastics groups, and dance teams is to dress in skimpy outfits, dance to age-inappropriate songs, complete with suggestive body movements. This inadvertently exposes these young girls to concepts they are not prepared to handle, nor should they be expected to handle. The demoralization of America’s youth is strongly influenced by overexposure to adult content in song lyrics, television shows, movies, and the very activities that are supposed to be providing a healthy, active outlet. Because children do not instinctively understand these things, it is up to us to teach them about the world, and to know what is developmentally appropriate for them to be learning. As art educators, we are awarded the unique opportunity to explore issues of visual culture in the media. By teaching students how and why these messages are embedded in the media, they will be better prepared to consider the messages they are exposed to and maintain they own beliefs and ideas of what is right and wrong. As an educator, I seek to design a curriculum unit composed of lessons that require students to view and address messages in advertisements and other forms of media that they believe could have a positive or negative effect on their gender ideals and ultimately their mental and sexual health and well-being.

In Conclusion


Society's interpretations of masculine and feminine behavior change with time. Gender roles have been distinctly defined within given periods in history. Media messages from visual images in fashion advertisements and magazines, movies and television, and even music have indicated what society deemed acceptable in terms of gender and have also caused changes in this regard. Media is not the sole influence on how a person develops a sense of masculine or feminine gender ideologies; Culture and family also play a strong role in the formation of ideals from a young age. I am no exception for I am the person I am today though in large part because of my mother and father. From a rather impressionable age I did begin to notice certain habits exhibited by my dear parents and that certain tasks were not universally done by each other. It eventually became clear that my parents did not share the same roles as far as what had to be done around the house. The childcare, cleaning, and cooking the meals was usually done by my mother. My father on the other hand did much of what you would call the physical labor, as well as working daily to provide for our family. These gender roles were enforced by the other families I grew up around (on a military base), children’s books I read, and the Disney movies I loved to watch. The media is used to reinforce societies ideas on gender roles while adding emphasis on the aspects that may benefit a specific enterprise. In order to benefit their cause, the media escalates to an extreme of gender ideals by increasing the use of sexuality. My research illustrates that results of an increased use of sexuality to imply accepted gender ideals has a negative affect on society such as a decrease in over-exposed girls cognitive and emotional development, increasing cases of eating disorders, low self-esteem and depression, increased incidences of sexual harassment and violence, and even an increased demand for child pornography. As an art educator, my objective is to educate my students on the concept of visual literacy. Students who are aware of the affects of media messages will be better equipped to process the messages and maintain their own beliefs about gender ideals and sexuality.
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