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 Question 5: From the Lens-Based Image Making research strand lectures, choose a theme, 

movement, or selection of artists that relate to your practice or interests, and construct a 

2,500-word essay. Critically assess primary themes, key writers, and relevant practitioners.  

 

In this essay I will be looking at femininity in society through art and text under the theory 

that gender is a performative and a result of the norms in a patriarchal society.  Many artists 

and writers have explored femininity and gender and how the world around us deeply 

ingrains and determines our relationship with these things. First of all, how do we 

deconstruct terms such as femininity and masculinity?  These terms cover “traits, 

appearances, interests, and behaviors that have traditionally been considered relatively more 

typical of women and men” (kachel, Steffens and Niedlich, 2016). Many have the view that 

both masculinity and femininity are innate and natural, a woman is feminine and a man is 

masculine and some people view these things as characteristics that naturally occur with 

each sex and if one was to go against the traits typical of their sex then it may result in 

judgement from others. Judith Butler talks of how these expectations of gendered 

performance come to be, in her book Gender Trouble she states “We are actually in the 

presence of three contingent dimensions of significant corporeality: anatomical sex, gender 

identity, and gender performance (Gender Trouble, p.175)”. What Butler is essentially saying 

is that the way in which one performs their gender is separate to anatomical sex, it goes 

against the theory that the two automatically go hand in and are purely instinctual. Butler 

describes being a woman as “a term in process, a becoming, a constructing that cannot 

rightfully be said to originate or end … it is open to intervention and resignification” (Butler, 

p.43, 1990). Many women choose to express their femininity in alternative ways as a form of 



self-expression and sort of a rebellion against the gender norms and performativity, 

something I will go into later on in this essay. 

 

First, to better understand femininity and the role it plays it’s vital to consider the role of the 

patriarchal society. The dictionary defines patriarchy as “…a society controlled by men in 

which they use their power to their own advantage” (dictionary, 2020). Some may argue that 

in this day and age the patriarchy no longer exists, that we live in an equal society, however, 

this is not that case. What happens is that there is a change in the way the patriarchy 

presents itself and it isn’t always obvious at first glance. Sally Hines writes references 

femininst theortist Sylvia Walby’s analysis of the patriarchy and how there are key 

characteristics that reinforce it “women have less formal power and representation in 

government (…) women are more misrepresented in media and popular culture” (Hines, 

p.16, 2018), these are just two points Walby makes. The beauty standards the mass media 

projects and how women are expected to be “feminine” reinforces the lack of power and this 

idea that women’s main worry should be how she looks, her weight, her age, and everything 

about her outward appearance which belittles achievements and anything else she might 

want in the world. This is especially prominent when you look at the difference between men 

and women who are celebrities, how often does a man’s weight gain make the news? How 

often is a man’s weightloss praised? Even when a woman is successful she’s still required to 

be constantly making sure she looks her best otherwise she’s simply let herself go. “We 

choose most times to describe a woman as something to do with the way she looks” 

(Hariharan, 2017), this process of positive word association with appearance starts at such a 

young age, countless times I remember growing up and hearing “your hair looks so pretty like 

that”, “what a pretty dress” and I’ve been told I look tired or ill on a day where I decide I do 



not want to wear makeup. I heard my brother being praised for doing well in sports, for being 

active and bold, but these same characteristics were bot praised in myself or my sister. 

Women often fear becoming old, losing their youth as they have been made to associate 

youth with beauty and beauty with their importance and purpose ,“we should understand 

that beauty standards are one of the ugliest tricks of the patriarchy!” (Hariharan, 2017)”. 

Where does femininity as a performance come in to this? If women are taught from a young 

age to always be conscious of her appearance then often it can hold a great significance in 

her life, teaching women that other pursuits are less worthy of time and the pursuit of 

unattainable eternal beauty and youth is of the upmost for if she doesn’t have beauty then 

she simply does not have value in the world.  

 

It’s a fruitless chase, how can a woman be content about her appearance when the ideal 

body is constantly changing, when new unattainable standards are constantly out of reach. 

“What was considered an ideal body in 1960 is now defined as ‘full figure’” (bordo, p.57, 

1993). These unrealistic standards take a toll, many women develop eating disorders and 

body dysmorphia as a result of chasing after what can never be reached, “our culture is so 

obsessed with keeping our bodies slim, tight and young that when 500 people were asked 

what they feared most in the world, 190 replied, “Getting fat”” (Bordo p.140, 1993). This just 

shows the lengths women often go to to remain slim, and as someone in recovery from an 

eating disorder it’s hard to describe the fear that simply gaining weight brings on, and it’s sad 

that something natural can ruin lives. Many feminist artists make art in protest to the 

constant pressure on women to be a certain way; slim, hairless, unaged, always-made-up, in 

clothes that hug her figure but they can’t be too tight or revealing because then she’s 

promiscuous and is asking to be sexualised OR if she dresses too conservatively then she’s a 



prude and must be hiding her body out of shame. How about we teach men to respect 

women in whatever they wear, do men have to worry that they’re going to be harassed 

because their trousers are fitted as opposed to baggy? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feminist artist and playwright Jill Posener captures feminists graffiti in reaction to the 

misogyny and ridiculous beauty standards on advertisements from the 80s. “Legs as soft and 

smooth as the day you were born”, this quote from the ad perfectly captures the unrealistic 

standards placed on women and also how women are often infantilised instead of seen as 

equal to their adult male counterparts. In reaction the graffiti “born kicking” shows the 

rebellion and aggression to the beauty standards, women are strong and powerful. 

Stereotypical “femininity” would depict a woman as timid, shy, quiet, but this image perfectly 

captures how anger isn’t only for the men! 

 

Trying to deconstruct and analyse how one perceives and experiences gender is no easy task. 

Most people have assumptions on how femininity and masculinity presents themselves and 
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the stereotypical traits that goes along with them. However, gender identity and these 

expressions don’t go hand in hand, for example, a biological male can identify as cisgender 

(with his sex) but have what are considered “feminine” characteristic such as a soft voice, 

gentle presence, being in touch with emotions and expressing them, taking pride and 

spending time on physical appearance, these traits do not mean that the man is any less a 

man than a man who displays stereotypical masculine traits. However, societal norms will 

often lead to others judging a man with what are considered stereotypical feminine traits as 

weak, unmanly and a failure simply for not adhering to what is considered “manly”. It’s easy 

to see why the reinforcement of people to stick to these labels is easy to see, gender-

nonconforming individuals are often harassed for their rebellion against gender norms. It's 

also typical for people to make assumptions about individual’s sexualities if they display non-

conforming gender traits and this may also lead to harassment. “The statement ‘It’s a girl’, or 

‘It’s a boy’, inscribes gender onto the child’s body” (Hines, p.69, 2018). When women are 

taught that having “masculine features” is unbecoming in women why is this so significant 

and what does it mean for a woman as she grows up? Well, first it’s easier if you look at what 

are considered masculine features. Features that are often associated with masculinity are as 

follows; aggression, dominance, confidence, strong in both body and mind, purpose-driven, 

independent, focused on own needs, decisive, unemotional (can keep emotions internal). 

When a woman is confident she is often told to dial it down because it’s arrogant, when a 

man is confident it’s seen as attractive. When a man is career orientated he’s seen as driven, 

when a woman focuses on her career instead of a family she’s asked when she wants kids 

and how the clock is ticking against her favour. When a man is single he’s a bachelor, when a 

woman is single she’s often told to find a suitable partner before she looks go. When a man is 

dominant he’s seen as powerful, when a woman is dominant she can be seen as a control-



freak. To put it simply, “The connotations of being described as a typically feminine woman 

encompass assumptions about, amongst other things, vulnerability, physical strength, 

intelligence, and sexual availability (…) yet feminine behaviour is a ‘task’ of imitation (Holland, 

p.35, 2004). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One such artist who challenges the portrayal of femininity within her work is Jenny Saville. 

Saville portrays women in their rawest, realest form, evoking reaction simply because the 

women she portrays aren’t what society deems as pretty and feminine. Jenny, in an interview 

with the independent stated “What is beauty? Beauty is usually the male image of the female 

body” (Jenny in the independent, Davies, 2011). She goes on to say how in her paintings her 

“women are beautiful in their individuality” (Davies, 2011). Jenny paints her figures 
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realistically and often uses models who would be considered not to fit the beauty standards 

of the 21st century because she wants what’s real and brutally honest. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One can even look at the extremes of feminine performance and look at drag queen. Drag 

queens are in a way caricatures of what women are brought up to imitate. Drag in general 

has come under some fire for being anti-feminist as it filters women down to their outwards 

appearance and attributing that to be the sole strife for the female population, “you’ve got 

those that argue drag is just a parody of femininity, mocking women, both characteristics and 

the aesthetic” (Segalov, 2015). However, drag queen do this as a form of self-expression, 

ciswomen and transwomen don’t have that luxury and are instead at the mercy of the 

patriarchal society “these queens can hang up their heels at the end of the night, an 

opportunity not afforded to women day to day” (Segalov, 2015). There’s also the argument 

that men portraying women simply reinforces stereotypes that serves the ideology of the 

patriarchy. However if we look at it like this “seeing drag as a performance that reinforces the 
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gender binary assumes that aspects of drag performance may mirror normative assumptions 

associated with gender. Seeing drag as a performance that “reinforces the gender binary 

suggests that drag reinforces the notion that being male and female are defined and based 

on strict classifications of sex and gender” (Dougherty, p.20-21,2017). Personally I don’t think 

drag queens are considering the gender stereotypes they may be reinforcing but rather 

playing with and performing gender in a way that rebels against these norms, and when if 

you consider the fact that there has to be these norms in order for someone to dress up as 

the “opposite” gender and perform in the first place, otherwise it would simply be a man 

wearing a dress and makeup, we give these things prescribed gender purposes and attach 

gender to them, why should a dress be considered “feminine’? Anyone can wear one!  

The Guerrilla Girls tackle issues about inequality and the representation of women in the art 

world and how the art world is very much sexist and misogynistic towards women. We can 

see this in art history, straight away it’s a lot easier to list significant historical art figures who 

are cisgender, white males. As The guerrilla girl’s state in this piece, although women were 

often the muse and feature in works women artists historically have been features less in 

writing and in museums. Nudes throughout art history have often featured women in a way 

that adheres to the male gaze, the women are smooth skinned, have long flowing hair, 
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appear almost naïve with wide eyes and despite being nude there’s often an innocence and 

coquettishness that pierces the onlooker. Like Jenny Saville, many other female artists have 

depicted the naked female form in a way that does not comply with male gaze but instead is 

honest and personal, art which is not for a man’s pleasure but for a woman’s liberation.  

 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann was a feminist performance artist who reclaims the nude female body 

“Schneemann believed her nudity subverted not catered to, an intrusive male gaze” (Solly, 

2019). She wanted to comfort society’s discomfort with a powerful woman nude, a woman 

who isn’t coy or playful but confident and sometimes even aggressive and bold. Schneemann 

was also known as a pioneering artist in the second wave feminist movement. Schneemann’s 

work’s interest me as she explores “’The paradox of being both the artist and object at once”’ 

(Doyle, 2002). Many other female photographers use self-portraiture to tackle this paradox, 

such as Cindy Sherman, Nan Goldin, Francesco Woodman, Hannah Wilke etc. Most of my 

work involves self-portraiture, when I photography myself I am conscious of the image I am 

putting out and often want to challenge the male gaze. I have posed nude to some degree, 

but as Schneemann states I did so in a way that does not adhere to the male gaze, my 
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femininity, my masculinity and everything about me is conveyed through the lens in a way 

that suits my values. I have performed in a more feminine way as a way to depict the struggle 

of performing and comply to gender norms. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The above figure is a montage a created called Doll Parts (2020), this mixed media piece is a 

reaction to how I see femininity, almost like a stiff, rigid burden which I feel is sort of alien to 

me being born female. It’s quite an obvious metaphor for how many women feel chasing 

unattainable beauty almost trying I become like living dolls. Although I feel like my work may 

vary in terms of aesthetics and methods I’m always focused on the themes of self, identity, 

gender performance and fluidity.  

 

Figure 6 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similarly in this image from my body of work titled Flesh (2020) I challenge the male gaze and 

the historical “nude” with heavy markings to the image as if my representing the frustration 

within my body and anger at how the world may view it, anger at never being content with 

how it looks. Similarly to how Schneemann uses art to express her discontent with how the 

world views women I want my work to challenge the stereotypes of femininity and my 

practice is driven by a sort of anger which in itself is considered a “masculine” emotion.  

 

As John Berger states in Ways of Seeing the presence of a man is difference to that of a 

woman. Berger states that a man’s presence is “dependent upon the promise of power 

which he embodies (…) if it is small he is found to have little presence” (Berger, p.45, 1972). 

However, in contrast a woman’s presence “expresses her own attitude to herself (…) Her 

presence is manifest in her gestures, voice, opinions, expressions, clothes, chosen 

surroundings, taste- indeed there is nothing she can do which does not contribute to her 
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presence” (Berger, p.46, 1972). So, in essence Berger is saying that a woman is aware that 

she is constantly being watched and in a way has to constantly perform or her “presence” will 

be less so. She must always be thinking about her image and, more importantly, how that 

image will appear to others as how other’s perceive her is what society has taught her gives 

her the most value in the world. A woman is “continually accompanied by her own image of 

herself” (Berger, p.46, 1972), it’s this awareness that makes me want to explore femininity 

and how we often subconsciously perform gender traits and norms because it is so deeply 

ingrained in our minds, even if we wish to rebel and actively try to challenge these. 
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