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[bookmark: _Int_9UWmoBXy]Media has long shaped social norms and cultural expectations. In this essay I will be discussing what some of the media that has caused this effect is, how they compare to other media and what way they shape expectations pushed upon women. Children's media often introduces young members of society into narrow ideals. These ideals can be related to their role in society as well as how they are supposed to look. Fine art movements offer a historical lens that show how the evolution of women’s portrayal in media and how that often echoed the society they were a part of. By exploring both forms of media I hope to reveal how media has the power to shape the collective understanding of what it means to be a woman and how that impacts the society in which this stereotype is enforced.
-General stereotypes in media
Female objectification remains an issue in current and recent media. Women in media are typically reduced to base traits. Some women are overly sexualised with exaggerated shots. Iconic female characters who are examples of women being portrayed well, still fall victim to this trope. For example, Lara Croft from Tomb Raiders and Black Widow from Marvel. As well as Lara Croft being shown in a tight and impractical outfit. While male characters such as Silent Hill’s James from a similar game is depicted as completely covered. This is because it is not expected for sexualisation to be a necessary trait. They would just be naturally interested in the plot.
Below are images depicting the example I brought up.
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Figure 3 and Figure 4

[bookmark: _Int_mhwGY3fT][bookmark: _Int_3isDiVyl]This is also an issue in the entertainment industry as a whole.  Actresses and pop stars are often held to unreasonable standards whether male or female. The industry wants to sexualise women while still forcing a pure image for them. Two examples are Judy Garland and Britney Spears. Judy Garland shows the effect of placing extreme societal expectations and the danger that can cause. During this time society saw women as something to be protected. Judy Garland was seen as the ideal beauty, behind the scenes this was fabricated with her being forced on pills at a young age. She was also called a “fat little pig with pigtails” on set (Mullaney, 2020). The focus on her body and pressure of society is what started the problem with pills in the first case which eventually led to her death.  Britney Spears also suffered from mistreatment. The industry sexualised her. They called her a “tramp” in interviews about her (Kyoto, 2008). After her breakup she was accused of cheating and faced a modern-day witch hunt. New York Times Critic Wesley Morris observed the situation as

 “The way that people treated her to be very high school about it, was like she was the school slut, and he was the quarterback.” 
(Prahl,2023)

[bookmark: _Int_miiifqUR][bookmark: _Int_c2JCFQQA]This eventually led to her having a mental breakdown. These two cases highlight the mistreatment of women in the industry. However, these are not the only issues in terms of media portrayal. There are also age depictions, and the mean girl trope.  Aging is often demonised in media with the horror old woman trope being used often. This is because aging is seen as negative. The mean girl trope is well known and usually involves a more overtly feminine girl being demonised e.g. Regina George. The expectation is to be shown as fitting the mold by being quiet in the way that society wants with desirable interests instead of being overpowering. Nicki Minaj summed it well “When I am assertive, I'm a bitch. When a man is assertive, he's a boss.” (Kameir,2018)

-Children's media
[bookmark: _Int_R1WjGiR9]The media shapes these negative views in childhood. In children's media a man and woman are often depicted as being a strict outline, not the fluidity of traits that often exist in real life. When you grow old enough to question these beliefs, it’s often still an integral part of yourself. 
[bookmark: _Int_zl36sYlX] With dolls, you can often see how these societal expectations are pushed and the evolution of this portrayal. Although a lot of dolls from other areas of the world depict their own cultures, stereotypes, and ideals.
These are some images showing non-western and western dolls.
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Figure 5 and Figure 6

Fargan (2021) shows the effect that this can have
‘In a recent study, girls who played with extremely thin dolls chose a thinner body ideal than girls who played with realistically proportioned dolls.’
‘The ultra-thin dolls changed girls’ perceptions of the ideal body shape, moving it toward the thinner end of the spectrum. Unfortunately, playing with realistic dolls didn't undo these negative effects.’
Dolls act as a tangible symbol of femininity which a child will see as the ideal. The portrayal often leads to a negative outlook on themselves. The article Toys as Agents of Gender Socialisation by Zalghout(2023) explores the differences between male and female toys and their effects.
‘Toys marketed to girls frequently encourage harmful gender norms, such as female objectification and excessive beauty standards. On the other hand, toys sold to boys frequently encourage negative gender stereotypes such as violence and dominance.’
The negative impact helps create a divide with women encouraged to be perfect and men being encouraged to be angry. I feel like it's important to mention that toys are often a beginning that is then reinforced.

The image below shows how the girls rated themselves based on the dolls they were playing with this clearly shows the impact that they can have on self image.[image: ]Figure 7
-Fine art movement
[bookmark: _Int_z98XlW8X]Throughout Fine Art women have been portrayed in a way that emphasises their desirability rather than their individuality. In fine art, semiotics plays a crucial role in shaping how women are depicted and understood by viewers. Traditional artworks often use symbolic elements like spatial placement to convey culturally constructed ideas about femininity and power. Impressionism, which is an art movement that is considered heavily influential shows a good portrayal into how women are depicted and viewed in art. It often depicted women as objects of the painters gaze reducing their autonomy. Female artists are also not as recognised as their male counterparts.  A lot of men of the time see female artists as children in the way they create art as it will never be the true craftsmanship they see their own work as. 
“to consign their work to a separate area of modern art... he draws a clear distinction between characteristics of women's and men's art”
“What many lady painters and sketchers call art, is often merely an art of pleasure...Rare are those women artists who have understood that art is not merely an agreeable lie...Vauxcelles also claims to have identified the causes of women's inferiority in art.”
(Perry,1995, p. 8)
The issue he goes on to describe stems from a lack of opportunities in society and education. People of the time considered it a past time but never considered it a talent or possible job.
Furthermore, the male gaze has often affected paintings as well, even though the concept was made with films in mind.
“to have constructed women's bodies according to male desires to have objectified the genre of the female nude as signifying the object of male desires and fantasies”
(Perry,1995, p. 121)
The book Impressionism Beneath the Surface by Paul Smith page 11
‘According to this view, Impressionism was the art made by women painters such as Mary Cassatt and Berthe Morisot.... even though he preferred to think of himself as a Realist; and there are elements of Edouard Manets work which is linked to Impressionism’
(Smith,1995,p. 11)
I use this quote to emphasise how even in spaces which were considered for women when we look back at them there is still a lack of awareness of the women who made it what it is. Mary Cassatt was an Impressionist artist, an influential figure who advocated for women socially and politically. A lot of her art depicts women in more natural scenes as they were instead of as a desirability. While being hugely influential she still is not as recognised as her male counterparts who she was often grouped with at the time such as Claude Monet.
Below are some images that depict Mary Cassatt’s work.
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Figure 8
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Figure 9
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Figure 10
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Figure 11
-Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_LEdtkP2A]To conclude I believe that media strongly impacts the way society views women. I focused on children's media and fine art. However, there are many other different forms of media that depict our views and opinions. So, while media portrayal has improved by a large margin when compared to the past, the media that generations have consumed has irrevocably impacted the society we live in today. Additionally, while society has improved, we still face many of the same problems. For example, women in media today such as Rachel Zegler face extreme amounts of backlash for things that male actors such as Robert Pattison have been praised for. As well as other actors and fictional depictions of women that still uphold a rigid societal expectation and the way some women are still being demonised e.g. Yoko Ono for ‘ending’ the Beatles. In the end, though this is not a problem that is upholded by one group or caused by one thing. It is a societal issue that will take a lot of work and introspection to overcome in any meaningful way.
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