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Assessment 3

Select and critically discuss, three images which can be seen to perpetuate stereotypical attitudes for a group of your choosing.
 





men endeavour to sink us still lower, merely to render us alluring objects for a moment
–	Mary Wollstonecraft
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1. https://skims.com/products/warp-knit-catsuit-onyx
2. https://www.cosmopolitan.com/sex-love/a43046430/lexi-luna-sex-doll/
3. https://www.anothermag.com/art-photography/14308/arvida-bystrom-sex-robot-the-dolls-house-exhibition


In this assignment I will be drawing from Fredrick and Roberts’ 1997 landmark research paper ‘Objectification Theory: Toward Understanding Women’s Lived Experience and Mental Health Risks’ which will help guide me in the critical discussion of the three images I have chosen and I will also analyse the articles from which I have taken the images from. I will use Fredricks and Roberts’ definition of Objectification theory which they posit as being women and girls ‘are typically acculturated to internalize an observer’s perspective as a primary view of their physical selves’ (1997, p. 173), a definition I will use as the primary focal point of my writing. I will begin by giving a brief overview of why I have chosen the images to critically discuss and relate the theme of so-called female sexual empowerment to Objectification theory and other sub-theories such as self-objectification, self-sexualisation, feminist thinking and finish the essay by placing them in a material context with their real-world consequences. 
Image 1 shows a piece of clothing from the website Skims called a ‘Warp Knit Catsuit’. The brand Skims is owned by superstar Kim Kardashian who boasts to have a ‘$1.8 billion empire’, has featured on numerous popular magazine covers to speaking at prestigious events such as the Forbes Women’s Summit (Askinasi 2022). Although information on the demographics fuelling the Kardashian empire are lacking, Helms et al. (2020) cite that young to middle aged women are the main bulk of the millions-strong viewership the Kardashian tv show pertains and therefore could be seen to be the targeted consumers for the clothing brand. I have singled out this piece as it is pointedly ‘kinky’ as YouTuber Roxxsaurus (2023) states when trying it on for one of her ‘haul’ videos as the central shock piece, and leaves gaps for only the hands and mouth which aptly fits in with the theme of objectification.
Image 2 is of a life-like latex female body set in front of a black background with bodily curves framed by darkness. The figure is creamy-white, the hands and feet are cut out of frame, the torso is suspended and bent back alluringly with a raised knee. The solid coned breasts point up to the sky with the nipples coved by collaged white stars. Where the head should be, is a dotted oval shape (cut-along-the-line style) with the words “your face here”. This image is from an interview with a self-proclaimed pornstar called Lexi Luna in Cosmopolitan Magazine where she talks about reaching her career goals through creating a life-size sex doll replication of herself (Howard 2023). Cosmopolitan purport to be targeted at women between 18 to 34 years’ old (Cozens 2000).
Image 3 is of digital media artist Arvida Byström with her headless sex doll replica named ‘Harmony’. Harmony is a copy made in Byström’s image and plays a lead part in her exhibition ‘A Doll’s House’ where she is ‘photographed and filmed alongside Harmony’ and aims to explore ‘their bizarre sense of synonymity fostered by the digitisation of identity’ through a ‘series of live performances’ in which the audience is welcomed to ask questions to the AI sex doll (Pistachio 2022). The robot doll is ‘sometimes headless, the figure is spray-tanned, with dyed hair to mimic Byström’s own appearance’ (Pistachio 2022) and so the artist has made an object of herself.
Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) propose Objectification theory as a framework that can begin to understand ‘the cascade of intraindividual psychological consequences’ that they suggest ‘spring from objectifying treatment’ (p. 174). This aligns with a feminist paradigm perspective as
The message that women’s worth is equated with their bodies is often internalized by women as well as their significant others, who then evaluate the worth of their female partners, daughters, mothers, sisters, and female friends by the extent to which they resemble this image (i.e., appearance feedback). (Tylka & Sabik, 2010 p. 19) 
Thus this is a shared experience of females with their female body that transcend all other intersectional factors. Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) propose that there is a ‘shared heterogeneity evident among women’ which may take shape as
having a reproductively mature female body [] create[s] a shared social experience, a vulnerability to sexual objectification, which in turn may create a shared set of psychological experiences (p. 175). 
A way sexual objectification manifests is through ‘men gazing at women [] for their personal gratification’ (Tylka & Sabik, 2010, p. 19). This is such a taken-for-granted fact that our ‘language provides specific verbs’ such as “ogle” or “leer” which connote solely the act of men ‘staring at women’s bodies’ (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997, p. 176). This undeniable reality not only underscores that the ‘sexualised gazing occurs’, but that it is ‘disquieting for women’ (Fredrick & Roberts, 1997, p. 176). This critical engagement is left out of the discussion of Byström’s work; she purports to using her ‘body as an expression of identity’ and that ‘sexuality remains key to her practice’ but dislikes the sexualised comments under photographs of herself, stating:
“I don’t mind people finding my photos hot, but I really don’t want them to share their sexual thoughts with me on photos of my body.” (Pistachio 2022)
Here Byström avoids the consequences of her self-objectification, as she explores her identity through her sexuality and pictures of her body, her body becomes the object portrayed to those perceiving, as ‘when objectified, women are treated as bodies - and in particular, bodies that exist for the use and pleasure of others’ (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 175). This plays into what is known as the sex-is-power belief which is critiqued by feminists as being ‘illusory’ in its purported ‘empowerment’ (De Wilde et al., 2021, p. 627). An argument against the sex-is-power belief is questioning who self-sexualisation benefits. De Wilde et al. highlight this point:
are women who experience empowerment through self-sexualization accordingly viewed as empowered or instead are they paradoxically more likely to be the victims of objectification practices? (2021, p. 627)
This is further illustrated in the Byström article as she notes that she ‘finds herself detached from the jpeg; instead, she likens selfies to ‘copies’ of oneself, to the similar effect of statues, paintings – and dolls, like Harmony’ (Pistachio 2022) which is reminiscent of a reflection from de Beauvior (1952) who said that when a girl reaches maturity and grows into a woman she is ‘doubled; instead of coinciding exactly with herself, she… [also] exist[s] outside’ (Fredrick & Roberts, 1997, p. 180). The woman’s consciousness is disrupted and large portions of ‘women’s conscious attention can often be usurped by concerns related to real or imagined, present or anticipated, surveyors of their physical appearance’ (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 180).
It could be claimed that Byström may have been unwittingly ‘coaxed’ into internalizing ‘an observer’s perspective of self’ as she reflects
“[] I think a lot of semi-nude selfie-taking online today is very homosocial – a way for women to bond with other women []” (Pistachio 2022)
Which touches upon the theory of ‘social comparison’, a product of objectification which ‘suggests that women are routinely directing their gaze towards other women’ which Tylka & Sabik posit is ‘a phenomenon that has received little attention in the previous literature’ (2010, p. 26). They expand on this further by purporting that
Women who are focused on their appearance are more attentive to other women’s appearance and how it compares to their own; this body comparison may simultaneously direct their attention back to their own body (e.g., heightened body surveillance) while perpetuating the objectification of other women’s bodies (Tylka & Sabik, 2010, p. 26).
This theory of social comparison is at odds with Byström’s theory of ‘homosocial bonding’ through self-objectification.
Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) posit sexual objectification as occurring 
whenever a woman’s body, body parts, or sexual function are separated out from her person, reduced to the status of mere instruments, or regarded as if they were capable of representing her (p. 175).
The garment in image 1 sexually objectifies its wearer by leaving space for the mouth and hands, for which both could be classed as ‘instruments’ in sex acts. By prioritising a hole for the mouth but not, for instance, the wearer’s eyes, the consumer is left blind and/or uncomfortable as highlighted by the only two reviews for the item:
· :)
It's so cute and surprisingly supportive in the chest area!!! Super fun and sexy, I just wish there were eye holes but I still love it
· My only critique would be that I would’ve preferred having eyeholes. Other than that, I loved the color and it fit perfectly.
This would imply that the assumed self-objectification and sexualisation of the wearers rank as ‘more important’ than the comfort and practicality of wearing such a garment. The purchasing of and praise for the item (even though there are obvious flaws to the wearability of the garment) follows what could be described as a sex-is-power belief (De Wilde et al. 2021), commonly adopted by the media and advertising:
women are nowadays represented as both sexy and powerful in the media, suggesting an implicit association between sexualization and power. Indeed, advertisers deliver the appealing message that women are free to adopt a sexualized attitude and that sexualization constitutes a way to success in Western materialistic social contexts [] (De Wilde et al., 2021, p. 627).
This objectification of the self, Gervais et al. argues, ‘is a specific type of appearance focus concentrated on sexual body parts’ (2012, p. 743) which is fundamentally ‘accepting a third person perspective to one's own body (Sanhu et al., 2021, p. 177) by breaking the physical body down into ‘parts’ to be used sexually by another. The extremity of self-objectification is no greater illustrated than in image 2 where the sexualised self is advertised to the consumer in the photograph and through the depiction of the empowered pornstar Lexi Luna.
The body is said to convey ‘social meaning and [] these meanings shape gendered experience’ (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1999, p. 174). Objectification theory assumes in its framework ‘that sexual objectification occurs when a female body is seen in isolation from the person’ (Sanhu et al., 2021, p. 177) and through this image of the dismembered female body, the viewer is sold empowerment through self-objectification. In the article, the reader is voyeuristically taken through the process by which the sex doll replica is made of Luna:
[She] readied herself for the moment, arms taut and fingers splayed, back straight supporting her signature E-cup breasts. A beat passed, and finally, the cameras flashed all at once, capturing every inch from her lips, to her labia (stretched open and closed), to the moles dotting her chest—a vulnerability unlike any other she’s experienced in her six-year career as a porn star. All of this, for one purpose: to create a 117-pound, five-foot-seven, steel-skeleton, thermoplastic elastomer sex doll in her exact likeness. (Howard 2023)
This objectification is an advert for the sexualised female body that the pornstar is selling. She has successfully been stripped of ‘aspects’ of internal self like ‘talents and personality’ (Sandhu et al., 2021, p. 177) and encourages her objectification through breaking herself down into bodily parts for the sexual consumption of ‘fans’.
All three of my images feature a ‘sexually objectifying gaze’ (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 176) of the female body they are portraying yet lack any critical discussion or engagement with the objectification they are projecting onto the female body and the negative consequences of this action. Through this essay I have highlighted that the self-objectification that these images relay may lack self-awareness due to the unconscious nature that self-objectification can be consumed and distributed as.
Generally low self-esteem is a ‘logical consequence of sexual objectification’ (Tylka & Sabik, 2010, p. 20). Objectification ‘has profound negative consequences on women’s sense of self’ as physical attributes are seen as more important than an internal indicator of self like personality which is then ‘downplayed or neglected’ in its importance (Tylka & Sabik, 2010, p. 20). Objectification through sexualised media is linked to a reduced self-esteem (Tylka & Sabik, 2010, p. 20) and a ‘heightened levels of self-objectification and negative self-experiences’ in adolescent girls (Sanhu et al., 2021, p. 180). Self-objectification also has linkages with ‘higher levels of body shame’, ‘anxiety’ and ‘various mental and physical health problems among women []’ (Sandhu et al., 2021, p. 177).
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