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Introduction

The subject area of my research will focus on the portrayal of women in the advertising industry. This topic is a great interest of mine and will be of use and inspiration to me surrounding my professional practice. It will allow me to gather a better understanding of the industry as a whole while expanding my knowledge on feminism as a whole. Throughout this proposal, I will be exploring the notion of how women are shown in a certain light within the advertising industry and the restrictions and limitations put on the images of women. To do so, I will delve into three key words to get a more specific and direct understanding of the subject. The three key words I wish to explore are stereotype, feminism and male-gaze. 

Stereotype

The use of limited and negative stereotyping against women within advertising is almost a foundation that is deeply imbedded within the roots of the industry. However, within recent years, these stereotypes have been challenged and overturned thanks to our society becoming more aware of gender issues and stereotypes. Despite this, there is still stereotypes placed on women and it doesn’t change the fact that it has been this way since the beginning. 

The stereotype placed upon women in the 1950’s up until the 1970’s is that women are unnaturally energised by domestic house work such as cleaning and cooking. Alongside this, they are also portrayed as very maternal and nurturing. Almost a complete opposite stereotype which has become more common as time progresses is the sex object. Women’s bodies are objectified throughout media and are shown as one-dimensional sexual objects that are there for men’s pleasure. Sofia Bratu (2013) writes about how women’s bodies have become an object in themselves and how they are portrayed as always having a desire to be a part of everything. 

“there has been a marked shift in the manner that women’s bodies are depicted sexually, emphasizing pleasure, playfulness and empowerment. Young women are presented as active, desiring sexual subjects, who participate enthusiastically in practices and forms of self-presentation” Sofia Bratu (2013).

This statement made by Sofia Bratu describes exactly how women’s actions and personalities are portrayed in a certain way for men and their pleasure. It is an unrealistic portrayal which can become damaging for women in the sense of self confidence and also as a result of men’s expectations of what a woman should act like. These perceptions could be seen as expectations for all women to fit this stereotype.  

During the 1950’s, advertisements featuring women embodies the stereotype that women belong in the home. During this time, women are shown as stupid, submissive and purely domestic while maintaining a very clean and appealing image. This issue was studied by Alice Courtney and Sarah Lockeretz in 1971. This was a large-scale study which analysed eight magazines, Life, Look, Newsweek, The New Yorker, Saturday Review, Time and U.S News and World Report. The study was done on magazines specifically not targeted at women, as these were biased to housewives, meaning their content was targeted accordingly. From the evidence gathered in their study, Alice Courtney and Sarah Lockeretz (1971;92) found 
“The print advertisements examined very rarely showed women in working roles. About 33% of the full-time workers in the United States are women: however, only 12% of the workers shown in the ads were female”

These findings show the lack of presence of women in different roles compared to the role of the housewife or sex object. It displays the inequality of women compared to men and enforces the stereotype each time an ad is printed. 
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Fig. 1.

This is an advertisement for Alcoa Aluminium from 1953. It shows a woman opening a bottle of ketchup. Underneath, it features the words “You mean a woman can open it?” This instantly makes this advertisement degrading and becomes casual sexism. It enforces the stereotype that women are useless and stupid and they are not capable of carrying out the simplest “male jobs”.  There are many of advertisements such as these present throughout the 1950’s and 1960’s which has in turn enforced this strong stereotype that is very hard to break. 

Feminism 

Feminism is a movement that has soared in popularity in recent years. If new to feminism, on the surface it seems like a relatively new thing, however, this is not the case. Feminism has been around since the late 18th century and wasn’t called feminism until the late 1880’s. Until this point in time, it was referred to as ‘women’s rights’. The history of feminism is usually divided into the first, second and third wave as this is easier to distinguish each era from another. Each wave of feminism slightly differs from the previous while still maintaining a core structure and message which is women’s rights and equal rights. It is interesting to see how each era dealt with the issues they faced and what the issues were at the time. It seems that there is a root issue that runs throughout each wave and continues to be an issue. 

The first-wave feminism originally focused its energy on equal contract and property rights for women and the opposition of ownership marriages by their husbands. The focus then gradually moved onto the freedom for women to gain political power and allow women the equal rights to vote. Alongside this, feminists such as Margaret Sanger and Voltairine de Cleyre were active in campaigning for women’s sexual, reproductive and economic rights. This movement highlights the issue in society at this moment in time that women were thought of as stupid and useless beings and unable to think for themselves. This is embedding these values of how women should be into society that continued to exist for years to come. 

The second-wave feminism is referred to as the period lasting from the early 1960’s, through to the late 1980’s. Imelda Whelehan, the scholar, has indicated that the second-wave feminism is the continuation of the first-wave feminism. This second-wave feminism has lasted the test of time and coexists with the third-wave feminism. The main focus of the second-wave feminism is largely concerned with equal right and equality issues, such as ending discrimination. This again highlights the continuing issues within this era where women are still perceived as not being an equal to men. They are still seen as the weaker sex and the stereotype is still heavily weighed upon them. 

The third-wave feminism refers to a period in the early 1990’s. This third-wave feminism focused on the failures of the second wave while responding to criticism and backlash against movements that were created within the second wave. The third-wave feminism set out to challenge the portrayed definition by the second wave of what femininity is, which they believe over-emphasized the experiences of upper middle-class white women. Central to third-wave feminism is the interpretation of gender and sexuality and how these structures are not as black and white as they seem. This third wave focuses a lot more on the mistakes and misrepresentation depicted within the second wave. The aims are different and more evolved with society. There is more challenging previous theories and ideas to bring them up to speed with society at that point in time. 

Male Gaze

Within the feminist theory, there is theory about the act of the portrayal of women within the visual arts and literature specifically for heterosexual male’s visual pleasure. This theory is called the Male Gaze and was coined by feminist and film critic Laura Mulvey in her now famous 1975 essay, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema. The theory is that women’s bodies are sexualised and manipulated on screen and within media in general, specifically for male pleasure. In her essay, Laura Mulvey (1975;837) writes about how women are displayed as sexual objects for male desire.
“Women displayed as sexual object is the leit-motiff of erotic spectacle: from pin-ups to strip-tease, form Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley, she holds the look, plays to and signifies male desire.” Laura Mulvey (1975;837)

Within this quote, she gives examples of how women are portrayed and the way they are expected to act all for the purpose of males. Women are portrayed in such a way when it is not necessary for the narrative just to add effect for the male’s viewing pleasure. It is clear that this theory is accurate as there are many examples of this theory throughout history.

Some theorists have also noted that women’s bodies have been sexualised in situations or scenes where their sexuality or sexiness has nothing to do with the narrative or product being advertised. This shows how overly sexualised women are in our culture and reinforces the stereotype of how women should act. An example of this is where the camera focuses on the curves of women’s bodies while also focusing on them for a longer period of time than usual. This technique is, again, entirely for male’s viewing pleasure, resulting in ‘the male gaze’. 

“In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness.” Laura Mulvey (1975;837)

In this quote taken from her essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, Laura Mulvey, again, talks about the male gaze. She writes how these scenes are specifically planned and carried out in certain ways for “strong visual and erotic impact”. This shows the extent of the male gaze. It is a testament to how cinema and media all play roles in playing up to the expectations of the male gaze and show women in a light that is very stereotypical. It is apparent that women are not equal to men within the industry which can translate into everyday life. These expectations have become the ‘normal’ within society and women who do not fit within this bracket are not considered ‘womanly’ or ‘feminine’ enough. 


After exploring this subject and gaining great knowledge of how the industry of advertising, as well as other media industries, portray women and the stereotypes that surround them, I feel that I have a much better understanding of the subject as a whole. Each key word I have explored, stereotype, feminism and male gaze, all link to the subject and make sense while gaining an understanding of the issue. Each area of knowledge is influential to me in writing about the subject that I feel passionately about and I hope to extend my research further.

The research and knowledge I have come upon throughout this essay has helped my understanding and has helped with locating my question; How are the stereotypes of women portrayed throughout advertising affecting society? To enhance my learning further, I will explore the work of Estelle Freedman, Carol Hanisch and Anne M. Cronin.
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