Photography and Stereotypes

A Literature Review 

By Katie O’Neill
Today, our visual spectrum is constantly saturated with images, on billboards, on television, on the internet, in books, the list is endless. I think it is extremely important for anyone interested in photography, or the media and images in general, to be aware of the constant usage of stereotyping in photography. In a World so complex and diverse, some stereotyping can be used as a short cut to understanding certain groups of people or cultures. However, for a photographer to conclude that it is acceptable to group people under a certain label aesthetically and attempt no further understanding is how harmful and unintelligent stereotypes are created in society. This essay will discuss a small amount of stereotypes in photography and the dangerous effects they have on society, using various articles by different authors as evidence.
In Marsha Woodbury’s “Jewish Images That Injure,” she discusses the various stereotypical images of the Jewish person in the media and how it affects societies’ view on this ethnic group. She mentions the various sub-categories of Jewish culture created by stereotypes, the “JAP,” Jewish American Princess, “pampered, demanding, loud and tasteless” (1994, page 47) or the “JAM,” Jewish American Mother, the overprotective “Yiddish Mamma” (1994, page 47) She discusses how the Jewish character in American sitcoms are often portrayed as socially awkward losers, the women, always “demanding, smart and neurotic” (1994, page 47) and the men “falling in love with the forbidden fruit of a non Jew.” (1994, page 49)

Woodbury voices her concern for how damaging these images are and asks what a Jewish person actually in reality is. She goes on to further elaborate on other harmful Jewish stereotypes. Woodbury refers to the Nazi images of the Jews as a grotesque character with a huge nose and “mouths salivating at the sight of money” (1994, page 48) One just has to think of how harmful these images were and how they helped brainwash the German race and others into truly believing Jews were an evil, inferior race, to understand the danger of stereotypes in photography.

However, the author does accept that, yes, some stereotyping can be accurate. She notes that the Jewish people do stress education and have been high achievers, therefore having high income. She acknowledges that humour is a trait of the Jewish ethnic group, that they “pick up on the terrible miseries of his life, as well as its absurdities, to make jokes and laugh at them.” (1994, Page 49) Obviously being Jewish does not mean one is educated, well off and witty. I doubt this is what the author meant by including this observation. She is simply reasoning that yes, there is some truth in stereotypes, but when they are taken as a whole, literally and universally, this is when they become harmful.

In fact, the author goes onto give some striking examples of the result of the ideal stereotypes can create. For instance, she discusses the common image of the Jewish woman as overweight and reveals that in fact, this has led to anorexia and bulimia in some cases of Jewish women striving to avoid this stereotype. While, I think the author’s argument here is sound, it cannot be denied that the issue of women trying to combat being overweight due to stereotyping in the media is not limited to those of the Jewish community. 

However, the author makes a very valid point, quoting Rabbi Laura Gellar, “anti Semitism masked as sexism is more sociably acceptable, because unfortunately, sexism is still an acceptable form of bigotry.” (“Definite Place at Penn State,” Time (May 7, 1990), 104.) This mixing of racial stereotypes and gender stereotypes is illustrated in popular culture, with t-shirts available with degrading slogans such as “Back Off Bitch, I’m A JAP Buster” (1994, page 50) or in Graffiti found at the Syracuse University, “A solution to the JAP problem: when they go to get nose jobs, tie their tubes as well.” Such hatred is blatant racism, derived from attitudes created by the stereotypical image of the Jewish person.

Woodbury’s essay illustrates the danger of racial stereotyping in images. In an essay by Kathy Brittain McKee, another type of stereotyping in discussed the stereotyping of children. Perhaps the most vulnerable members of society, children are also victims of stereotyping in photography. In “The Child as Image: Photographic Stereotypes of Children,” McKee distinguishes that adults “can be taught to discount some photos in advertisements, to look at different networks” (page 107), while children “come to photography without learned scepticism.” This is a sad and dangerous truth, as for the most part, children think seeing is believing. Images can “define reality” (page 107) for a child, teaching them things about the world that are true or false. Think of the story of the little boy who jumped out his window after watching an episode of Spiderman, because he thought he too could fly. If children look acceptingly at an image, soaking it up as the truth, what will happen to his or her perception of society when subjected to stereotypes in photography?

The author begins with an example of the “Home Alone – and loving it” image, the stereotypes of the photograph as the child as an adult. Personally, I can think of many current examples of these worrying stereotypes – the image of the child model in adult clothes and pose in fashion ad campaigns, the image of two children as adults in recent car commercials and the image of the toddler as a boss of a company in the Velvet toilet paper ads. The author argues that “children who are left at home alone are at risk.” She goes on to claim that such stereotypical images create “tragic excuses” (page 109) for parents to leave their children to fend for themselves. Certainly, I agree that such images may create unrealistic attitudes for children to believe they can take care of themselves. However, I cannot wholeheartedly agree that movies like “Home Alone” or “Problem Child” will encourage a parent to leave their child at home alone.

However, the image of the child acting like an adult is common. Photographic documentation of child beauty pageants displays little girls wearing make-up and wigs, like older women. The Author discusses the child “as the sexual object,” a disturbing result of stereotyping the little girl as wanting fashion accessories for her doll and the little boy wanting action figures. McKee argues “linking the sale of goods or the promotion of attendance through a sexual motif does not solely rely on the use of children’s images, certainly. Yet, when it does, there is potential for great harm.” (Page 111) She uses the example of the photographs in sexually alluring poses used in Calvin Klein as campaign. The notion of a child being used as a sexualised object in a photograph is disturbing, but is an existing stereotype in the media.

In contrast to this, however, is the stereotype of the “child as victim” and the attitude as the author puts it, “once you’ve seen on, you’ve seen them all.” McKee describes the typical image of “large, dark eyes, peering wistfully at the camera, ragged clothing, skinny limbs, swollen bellies, skin of all hues.” (Page 110) Interestingly, she describes how this image has created a stereotype which has desensitized society to the problems of poverty and world hunger and that the images are now ignored. Sadly, it is true that when we are confronted with this stereotypical image, it has little or no effect on us, as our minds are so saturated by the same pictures previously described. The author argues that different ways of portraying the truth must be found, instead of this stereotype of the starving child with the mono-toned voiceover appealing for money. She promotes “more active viewing, looking beyond the surface visuals to prevent the responses of turning the page or flipping the channel; to avoid dealing with the real issues.” (Page 110) McKee’s point is extremely valid; these stereotypical images take away from the real issue at hand and become so main-stream that they have no effect at all.

On the other hand, In Richard Dyer’s “The Role of Stereotypes,” he argues that including the use of stereotypes in photography has to be acknowledged as a necessary, indeed inescapable, part of the way societies make sense of themselves. However he also discusses extensively in his essay the failing of stereotypes and questions who makes them, and how is the “we” separated from the “them."

Dyer makes note of Lippmann’s referral of stereotypes as “a projection onto the world.” (Page 13) (Lippmann, Walter, 1956, Public Opinion, New York; Macmillan) He claims that the stereotype derives from the type, the character with a few defining characteristics which do not evolve as time passes. He notes Lippmann’s use of “our” and “we” and questions who this is addressing. He claims it is from stereotypes that people get their ideas about society, no that they create them. He goes onto ask, who proposes the stereotypes, who reinforces it and whose tradition is Lippmann’s “our tradition?” Dyer’s questions are important in making us really get to the root of why stereotypes are used in photography, where they came from and why are they still there? Why are some photographers still using harmful stereotypes? Perhaps the answer lies in Dyer’s opening point that society needs to make sense of it-self by categorizing types of people, in order to feel safe and secure.

He goes on to discuss the predictable nature of stereotypes, giving the example of the typical tale of the alcoholic’s either sordid decline or inspiring redemption in film images. He describes the typical setting in some images, pubs for men, salons for women, the study for the male, the kitchen for the female. He claims the role of these stereotypes is to show the “absolute difference” between men and women. He states the entire role of stereotyping is to “map out the boundaries of acceptable behaviour” (page 16) I think this is a very valid argument and again, it makes me wonder, why, as a race, we find it necessary to slot everyone into a stereotypical box. As Dyer explains “the role of stereotyping is to make visible the invisible, so that there is no danger of it creeping up on us unawares.” (Page 16)

Perhaps, photographers are tempted to use stereotypes in their photography to build boundaries and stability. However, as Dyer states, “such stability is achieved only in a situation of real, as opposed to imposed consensus.” (Page 16) In theory, some stereotyping is understandable. The World and its cultures are complex and fascinating. Photography, in my opinion, is a way of exploring the world and trying to understand it. However, to think that each culture or person can be photographed, labelled and left is to be ignorant, limited in thinking and close minded. Photography, which intentionally creates or uses stereotypes, is not being true to its purpose.
Another stereotype is discussed in Linda Coulter’s “The Deviance of Obesity: The Fat Lady Sings.” In this essay, the author discusses an issue which I think is extremely harmful to society today. Coulter discusses the stereotypical image of the “waif-like” model in fashion photography. I found her argument compelling, that even though models have openly discussed their struggles with bulimia and anorexia, they are still the women who represent the new ideal body image. She references Freedman’s theory that the cult of thinness defines most women as overweight and that “the majority of women feel pressured to remodel themselves to fit the popular mould” (R. Freedman (1985) Beauty Bound. Lexington, Ky.: Heath/Lexington Books, P.27) I found this point to be all too true. Think of any popular women’s gossip magazine’s front cover, full of trashy headlines about celebrity’s struggles with weight problems and eating disorders, yet for some reason, most women still strive at great lengths to be just like them. 

In addition, Coulter claims that the “absence of an objective definition of correct weight or ideal size,” (page 137) leaves women with the unsettling realisation that they look nothing like the women seen in the media. This leads them to feel less attractive than those in movies and in magazines. The feelings of inferiority and “not being good enough” these stereotypical images create are irreversibly damaging on a massively wide spread scale. The stereotype of the skinny model in fashion photography is largely to blame for the rising numbers of eating disorders in young females and in older women. The author describes this harmful stereotype as a “constant reminder of the difference between the beautiful and the fat.” (Page 137)

However, it is not just women who can be stereotyped in photography, but also men. Lee Jolliffe’s essay “The Disposable Sex: Men In the News” explores this. Jolliffe discusses how news pictures of men present a different “reality” than news stories, “Men are pictures as violent criminals, loners and anonymous workers who are expendable and valueless.” (Page 99) The author gives an example that often photographs of male victims of crimes are usually put inside the pages of the newspaper, while photographs of the male criminals are put to the front, “as if the editors were embarrassed to mention the male victim.” (Page 99) He concludes that a lot of newspapers would prefer to keep up the idea that men are powerful, strong and dangerous, the perpetrators of crimes, not the victims of them. The author goes on to argue that men are often pictures alone and with few attachments to others, while women are often photographed with others, sometimes in an attractive setting, embracing other people. He claims that women are shown as secure, off guard and self expressive, while men are shown as alienated, on guard and in control of themselves. (Page 101) Is the author’s argument correct? Certainly, I can think of some examples of male criminals in the newspaper being portrayed this way. However, I don’t believe women are portrayed only in warm, friendly settings, especially if they are criminals.

In addition, the author argues that in newspapers, men are often portrayed as emotionless. He points out that, “feminists often claim that a women’s gaze into the camera makes them appear available, the men in these pictures are very clearly not available for exchanges of emotions with others.” (Page 101) He notes in a study of twenty-nine photographs of men in newspapers, only three were smiling. He also notes that again, in most photographs of men, they aren’t touching anyone, while the women are mostly seen embracing others. He concludes that the visual message this gives is of a “stoic male, friendless, uncaring, serious, easily angered and unable to share emotions.”

Although I agree that often men are portrayed in a stereotypical manner of “toughness” and women as more friendly, we must take into consideration that the author is focussing only on a case study of a few different newspapers. We cannot conclude that all newspapers purposely stereotype males as angry loners in their photographs. We can, however, take into consideration the authors observations of this case study and look out for it in future reading of newspaper photography.

This essay only gives a small overview of some of the stereotypes created by photography and the effect they can have on society. As photographers, or simply image viewers in general, we should make it our responsibility to actively seek out such stereotypes and take a moment to question just how close to reality the portrayals we find really are. Although, as discussed, some stereotyping is understandable in photography, it is important to be aware of when enough is enough. Refreshingly, some photographers such as Nikki S Lee or Cindy Sherman have explored stereotypes in photography in a positive light. They have satirised some common stereotyping and explored how stereotypes can affect society. Modern photographers should strive to achieve the same, to break down and remove harmful stereotypes, rather than reinforce them.
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