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As a man of a certain age and a student who looks for a different, controversial style of imagery, not to offend, but to make a statement, a talking point, whether positive or negative, for me to get people talking about my work is the whole point of photography. Nobody wants their work glanced at, never discussed.

During this research for ideas, I have come across criticism from the younger female students, not negatively per se, but from the shock value of the topic, something that takes them out of their comfort zone, and constructive concern from lecturers, whose input I greatly value.

This has all highlighted my age, gender and society's ideals and concepts, which I seem to have not caught up with and still do not particularly understand or agree with.

Hence, this essay’s general subject is to see if men of a certain age (or in general) who photograph women are more likely to receive criticism than their female counterparts.

My three keywords for this essay are: 
Society –Male gaze – Female Gaze

In today’s society, where we have ever-changing values and norms, where one’s gender and sexual orientation can be changed on a daily basis, and where feminism is at its peak. 

What does it mean to be male and an older photographer in today’s society?

This is a widespread topic in academia, literature, and social media. Today’s society is, without doubt, on a negative spiral. Discrimination in the forms of sexism, ageism and racism is prevalent, but what does this mean for the older male photographer? 

As an older person, ageism is apparent and thriving. In my own experience, there is a definite moral shift in the younger population (mainly female) about older men photographing women. This is without deliberate intention, but still age discrimination. As defined by Age UK, who state: 
‘Ageism is when someone treats you unfairly because of your age. It can also include how older people are represented in the media, which can have a wider impact on the public’s attitudes (Age UK).


It could also be said that this unintentional discrimination is also sexist. If we go by the European Institute for gender equality (EIGE) definition: 
 ‘Sexism is also related to stereotypes since discriminatory actions or attitudes are frequently based on false beliefs or generalisations about gender, and on considering gender as relevant where it is not.’
(EIGE. Europa). Then it is!

So, where do these unintentional, ingrained beliefs come from? Our social values are based on our assumptions about how things should or should not be. 

This unintentional and intentional prejudice stems from what individuals have witnessed, read or viewed and is generally an irrational stereotype without grounds or sufficient evidence. In today’s world, social values run rampant and ‘Social values, such as feminism, have created different lenses through which sociologists view the function of social values’ (Simply Psychology).

Film-makers and writers have certainly not helped this situation. In the 1960s, Marilyn Monroe, Jane Fonda, and Brigitte Bardot were intentionally sexualised. In the 1980s, it was Kim Basinger, Halle Berry, and Sharon Stone.
Even now, with feminists revolting in the film industry, we still get films such as Fifty Shades of Grey, which depicts total male dominance over a woman. This, along with other non-nude but deliberately provocative films such as Ghost in the Shell and Avengers, depicts Scarlett Johansson in revealing costumes. 
This does not help society's views, it can create a false consciousness about how women are supposed to think and behave. 
Albert Bandura called this form of social viewing ‘symbolic modelling’ and is backed by David Gauntlett, who suggests that the media helps us to construct our identity, especially in young women.
Therefore, this objectification of women is incredibly damaging to young women who might internalise these gender roles. 
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Fig 1. 

In Nan Goldin’s work, ‘The Ballad of Sexual Dependency’ (1986), She grappled with voyeurism in an intimate way. Instead of photographing from the outside looking in, she was part of it. This particular image is of Brian, her lover, and herself.
[image: Nan Goldin Photography: Voyeurism in Photography and the Ethics of Looking book cover]
Fig 2.

This series of images taken by a woman caused a stir, as they went against the voyeuristic images of the time, taken by men. Does this image sexualise her? It looks like she is fully clothed and not the main character in the photograph. Brian looks as though he could be naked, and as the main subject, is he the one who is being sexualised? 
Others would say it still sexualises her as it looks like they have just had sex and he was cooling off with a cigarette and not paying her any attention, has she now been used and unimportant? Would a man or a woman viewer see it differently?  

Posters from America in the 1960s also sexualised women and portrayed them as housewives, second to a Man.
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None of this has helped the male cause, and unfortunately, it is still happening in today’s society.
[image: A green bus with advertisement on it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]   [image: A person holding a banana

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Fig 4.
All this Agism and sexism have not been helped by negative articles about male photographers. In 2020, the New York Times published an article, entitled ‘When Your Photograph Harms Me.’
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 Fig 5.
 
The opinion of this article is that any male photographing of women in a public place (street photography) constitutes gender-based violence.
The article states that when a 17-year-old woman was sitting in Bryant Park, an older man walked by with a camera and discreetly photographed her, she immediately called 911. 
Photography is not violence, nor a violent act, but it does indicate that society has changed its thoughts and looks to make itself more private.

How would the situation have changed if a woman had taken the photograph? Should her intention also be referred to as a crime?
 
  
More recently, the CEO of the Olympic Broadcasting Services (OBS) Yiannis Exarchos, stated during the 2024 Summer Olympics, ‘Unfortunately, in some events, women are still being filmed in a way that you can identify that stereotype and sexism remain’ (Peta Pixel. 2024).

At the same time, sportswear brand Mizuno was asked to and produced an infrared-blocking fabric, as some camera operators were using infrared thermal cameras to pick up heat signatures beneath female athletes’ undergarments. 
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All this has supported society's views that men objectify women sexually and that male photographers are to blame for this, which has now even had a stereotypical name made for it – The Male Gaze.

By definition:
‘A manner of treating women's bodies as objects to be surveyed, which is associated by feminists with hegemonic masculinity, in everyday social interaction’ (Oxford Referencing).

This is taken a step further in Laura Mulvey’s essay ’Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.’ That implies that the male gaze creates imagery of the female form, which is solely erotic for the male viewer.. But also states that the male figure cannot be seen as sexual objectification.

This questions the idea that an image is seen differently by all who look at it, irrelevant of their sexual orientation. Is this then purely the heteronormative standards of society telling us men only sexualise women, but women do not sexualise men? This is highlighted in the book ‘Ways of Seeing’ by John Berger, which discusses female perception due to having to be viewed by men. It also describes the fact that women see themselves differently in a photograph of themselves, which is being objectified. But we must also take this with caution, as the book was originally printed in 1972, and things have changed since then.

Artist Man Ray produced numerous images of the female nude. It was said that in one of his exhibitions, the viewers transcended into the human flesh and entered a dream dimension. It is also said that he empowered the femininity of women in the first decades of the 20th century. So, if taken to empower the model, can they be categorised by the definition of the Male Gaze?
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If we look at women taking photos of women. Which is the Female Gaze that to date has several meanings. Which was best described by Zing Tsjeng, who discusses the female gaze as lacking a fixed definition but could be described as a way of looking that avoids the objectification or embarrassment typically associated with a female nude body. The body and subject depicted in the photograph are their own, making it a valid expression of power in identity.

Female artists such as Cindy Sherman and Claude Cahun have produced provocative images of themselves and others for just this reason, to empower the model/themselves and fight against the supposed prejudice of the Male Gaze.

Paul Sweetman’s book ‘Revealing Habitus, Illuminating Practice: Bourdieu, Photography and Visual Methods’ suggests that a photograph can relay perception non-verbally and explain this in ways that words alone may not succeed. With that in mind, the book by Cindy Sherman, ‘Improvisation within a Scene of Constraint: Cindy Sherman's Serial Self-Portraiture’, portrays her self-portraiture with exaggerated femininity, albeit in disguise. 
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Fig 10.
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Fig 11.

Is she producing these images for the male viewer to delight in, or is she producing them to empower herself? My suggestion is, why can’t this be both, and cannot a man see her images as female empowerment also?

Additional images by feminist surrealist photographer Claude Cahun feature the prioritisation of the female nude, whereas her surreal self-portraiture presents her as never ‘nude’. She believed this was to protect herself from voyeuristic consumption. Claude Cahun believed herself to be on a journey of investigating herself, however, her provocative imagery was already subjecting her to objectified male gazes. 
  
This is perhaps one of her most revealing self-portraits, yet she believed it still challenged the male gaze. She used the mask in a lot of her imagery. She used it to identify with different identities and believed it took away the objectification of the Male Gaze.
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Fig 12.
Another female photographer, Sally Mann, gained acclaim in the early 1990s with her "Immediate Family" images, which featured photographs of her three children. The photos sparked outcry due to the nudity and provocative poses of her young children. (About Photography).

[image: legacy of sally mann]
Fig 13.
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Fig 14.

Portraying her children in various stages of undress and candid moments, Mann’s work swiftly became a lightning rod for controversy. Critics and the public argued about it blurred lines between art, exploitation, and children’s privacy (Art in context. 2024).

Mann went on to state in her defence of this criticism that her ‘artistic philosophy is rooted in the exploration of the family, childhood, and her immediate natural surroundings, which she believes can reveal broader truths. She regards her children not just as subjects, but as collaborators in the artistic process’ (Art in context. 2024).

The image of her daughter is staged. Is she trying to produce an image of misspent youth? Or feminising her as a young lady, maturing into a woman? These images show that it is not just a man who can create a Male Gaze image, even if in reality it was probably taken for a different reason, which I am yet to work out.

Photographer Brogan Ryan added a new dimension to the female gaze, stating she is empowering and adding belonging and ownership to imagery of other women. And in doing so, removing the sexualisation of the Male Gaze. 
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 Fig 15.
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 Fig 16.
My argument is that these images are provocative and hence can be looked upon as sexual. This is where the edges of the Male\Female gaze blur. The images portray beautiful women, and the positioning of the models is done in a way to create a fantasy, a scenario which caters to male desire. This is, by definition, a Male Gaze image. However, as the photograph was taken by a woman, it makes it a Female Gaze image. 

The fact is that they were taken to for empowerment and to add belonging and ownership for the model, seems somewhat lost and do not stray away from the fact that they have a sexual connotation to them, especially the latter.

This is also suggested by Steve McCurry, a famous National Geographic veteran war photographer, who stated in his book that men and women do not take different kinds of photographs (in Mitchell, 2009). 
Differences between the Male and Female gaze can be seen in how they are represented or objectified. The Male Gaze is said to see women as only passive objects of desire, existing solely for the pleasure of the male viewer, and usually seen, scantily clad and in provocative poses. They are also often depicted in a way that reinforces traditional gender roles and stereotypes.
On the other hand, the Female Gaze suggests rectifying this by portraying women as active subjects with agency and autonomy. This could be achieved by featuring women in a strong light, making them independent females who defy societal expectations and forge their own chosen paths.
However, is it not often the same image? 

In this Cosmopolitan front cover from July 2012, actress Zooey Deschanel is seen wearing a V-cut dress has a polka dot design with frills around the edges. She is also wearing jewellery and make-up.  All this, including her body language, produces connotations of her femininity or signs traditionally labelled as feminine.
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Fig 17

As the magazine’s target audience is young and affluent women, she is commanding everything that the Female Gaze stands for, i.e. empowered self-representation. However, does this femininity not appeal to younger males? 

This is where, again, the roles merge and blur. The issue’s story, ‘There’s more to life than pleasing men’. As Deschanel was once labelled a ‘manic pixie dream girl’. This stereotypical character is designed to encourage younger girls to think and act for themselves. However, the image still holds sexual interest for younger male viewers. This reduces this version of femininity to one that caters to the Male Gaze. 

If purely looking at the Male Gaze definition, this next photograph has a sexual connotation, because it is an image of females.
[image: A couple of girls standing in front of a house
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Fig 18.

If this connotation is true, then all men are perverse, which is ridiculous. The image highlights the American depression era, and pictures two poor family girls. The image was not taken to sexualise them, but at the same time, does it empower them? 

The next two images are of my daughter, as a male photographer, taking a photograph of a woman. I have again, by definition, created a Male Gaze image. One to sexualise her for the male fantasy. This, of course, is farcical nonsense. I asked her about these images and the male/female definitions of the Gaze. She believed them to be empowering to herself and defined her in a non-sexual manner, making her feel feminine. But as I took them, can they be seen within the female Gaze?
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Fig 19.
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Fig 20.


This, then, is also the case for the next two photographs, the first at an awards night, where the women in question posed themselves to highlight their best features. It is not provocative, it is purely a memento of a fun night, and it does link to the female Gaze, as they are empowering themselves due to their pose. But because I have taken it, it is reduced again to the Male Gaze definition.
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Fig 21.
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Fig 22.
The second photo was taken at the House Party event in 2024. This young woman was photographed because she was having so much fun, and it radiated into her facial features. Anyone looking at this image could not say she was not enjoying herself, which is what the image is all about. But I have again, as a male photographer, sexualised her, made her into a fantasy of desire.
Luckily, these two opposing definitions are not set in stone, other than in some social circles. They are only perspectives through which individuals can view and interpret the world around them.

Empowerment is a central theme within these perspectives of the male and female gaze. 
‘While the male gaze can be disempowering for women, reinforcing harmful stereotypes and limiting their agency, the female gaze seeks to empower women by offering them a platform to tell their own stories and shape their own narratives’ (This and That). 

To conclude, I have not looked into how models react to having their photograph taken by either a man or a woman, but the gender of the photographer will play an important role in the final image, since subjects react differently to men and women. However, in this essay, we do not have time to go into it in any detail.

The Male and Female Gaze represent two distinct ways of looking at the world. The male gaze is said to objectify and sexualize women, which reinforces traditional gender roles and stereotypes. Whilst the Female gaze offers a more empowering and inclusive perspective.  

It is in predicting the differences within photographs that I find it truly difficult to comprehend. It is perplexing that two people in a studio, one male, the other female, can take an exact image of a model, holding the same pose, and yet by definition, they are seen in a different format, as a Male Gaze or Female Gaze.

Men and women do capture photographs differently, but this should not give society the excuse to impose our stereotypes and opinions over a particular photographer, whether male or female.  And I leave you this question:

‘Is there a difference between the Male and Female Gaze?’

(2740 words)
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