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Abstract

The thesis “Non-binary Gaze” consists of a written component, as well as an artistic 
part. The written component is built around the question if a non-binary approach 
could help create more representative images in both advertisements and contemporary 
documentary portrait photography. The objective of this study is to analyse some of the 
cultural norms that advertisements help construct, such as the social construction of 
gender and ethnicity, and to move beyond the constraints of a binary gender, suggesting 
a new approach to create images with a broader representational spectrum.

My research consists of a literary review of texts about stereotypes and strategies 
of subordination utilised in advertisements when portraying women and minorities, 
the dominant perspective of the (white) male gaze, as well as some approaches on the 
female gaze, mainly focusing on women looking at women. Notions of the gendered 
structures of our society, as well as recognizing the complexity of gender as fluid are also 
crucial to my text.

 My artistic part consists of 25 portraits of Swedish-speaking Finnish women, where 
I strive to break down common stereotypes of the homogeneity of the Swedish-speaking 
minority. My focus is on the subjective feeling of being a Swedish-speaker in Finland 
and being seen and treated by society as a woman. While aiming for a more neutral 
approach by keeping in mind conventions of the gaze, I concentrate on the subjectivity 
of unique experiences of each of my subjects. Nevertheless, artists and advertisers have to 
bear the responsibility of critically assessing what kind of visual culture they contribute 
to. Can critical thinking, ethical representation and the creation of “good enough” ideals 
be used as a tool of reinvention? One way to start creating more representative images 
is to shift the starting points that creatives begin with, by questioning themselves and 
their biases. I offer some thoughts on how to accomplish this in the form of a manifesto.

To conclude, this thesis is a brief summary of some of the issues of a gendered 
gaze in portrait photography, based on a literary review combined with my personal 
photographic work. It raises questions on the responsibilities of the creators of images, 
film and advertisements, and offers some thoughts on how to accomplish that through 
a manifesto.

Keywords: Non-binary, gaze, female gaze, photography, representation, Swedish-speaking Finns, 
spectrum, minority, manifesto, stereotypes
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Despite significant steps toward a more equal society, advertising images still lean 
heavily on gender stereotypes when portraying women. New trends calling for more 
representative, “real” images have brought forth female photographers who harness 
the so-called “female gaze”, in opposition to the male gaze prominent in cinema. The 
aim of this study is to go beyond a male or female gaze and investigate a non-binary 
gaze approach as a tool for more representative images in my own documentary 
photographic practice, and to offer a method applicable also in the creation of portraits 
in advertisements.

This thesis consists of a theoretical part, this text, and an artistic part, an outtake 
of my documentary photographic series on Swedish-speaking women in Finland. In 
this theoretical section I will explore topics such as gender and the gaze, stereotypical 
representations, and how they affect the visual materials we produce, especially 
advertisements, and the norms those materials construct. I will also suggest some 
methods on how to question those norms in order to create images with a broader 
representational spectrum. 

In this text I will frequently talk about male and female, but I recognize that 
gender is a spectrum (even spectrum being a somewhat limited term, as it incites that 
something can be off the spectrum too), more complex than a simple binary scheme. 
Sally Hines suggests in “Is gender Fluid” (2018) that it makes more sense to think about 
sexual orientation and gender identities “as the combination of a complex constellation 
of traits that can vary widely from person to person” (Hines, 2018, p. 99). Therefore, I 
recognize that this text may contain some oversimplifications (as many of my sources 
focus on the male or female), omissions and perhaps even inaccuracies, largely because 
gender studies is a large and complex area that I have not had the chance to study enough 
about in the scope of this thesis. I do not aim to comment on anyone’s biological gender 
assigned at birth, nor to dive deeper into the interesting and complex discourses of 
queer theory. In this project my main focus is in the spectrum of being a woman, and 
I have therefore consciously limited my materials. A broader perspective from a queer 
point of view could be an interesting topic for future research.

In the first chapter I write about my interest in how women are represented in 
images. I focus on advertising, as I have worked the last couple of years as an in-
house commercial photographer. Employed by a large advertising agency in Helsinki, 
I get to see the planning and execution of local advertisements up-close. I observed 
that underlying power-relations of gender still dictate how we automatically assign 
traditional roles to both men and women when creating advertisements. Through 
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pointing out these tendencies I hope to challenge the norms on how we, the creators 
of advertisements, can shift our starting points towards a more equal setting. Inspired 
by the book “Gender Advertisements” by Erving Goffman (1979) and other studies about 
the representation of women in advertising, I collect some examples on how women 
have been misrepresented in advertisements roughly from the 1960s until today. Next, I 
move on to introduce the gaze in general, and more importantly Laura Mulvey’s theories 
about the male gaze and how Hollywood movies are created through the dominant male 
perspective (1975/1988), as well as some possible definitions of a female gaze and how 
women can be the possessors of an active way of looking. After introducing a male and 
female perspective on the gaze, I raise some questions about the possibilities of a “non-
binary” approach and why it would be relevant.

In the next chapter, I write about the Swedish-speaking Finn minority in Finland, 
what stereotypical characteristics they are subjected to, and how this type of identity 
can also be non-binary and rather set on a spectrum, rather than a binary opposition. 
Swedish-speaking Finns are often regarded as elitist and snobbish, and as the Finnish 
and Swedish terms suomenruotsalainen / finlandssvensk (literally Finland-Swede) suggest, 
many Swedish-speaking Finns, myself included, still find themselves occasionally 
unaccepted as “originally” Finnish, but rather seen as Swedes living in Finland. This 
chapter functions as background information for my artistic part for which I have 
photographed portraits of Swedish-speaking Finnish women and strive to question 
stereotypes in terms of identity and gender portrayal. 

In the following chapter, I describe my artistic project, a documentary photographic 
series about Swedish-speaking Finnish women and propose a manifesto for how 
to approach photographing a person in a more equal manner. It is more of a set of 
considerations than a manual, composed to help critically view the more social aspects 
of the photographic process when planning and executing portraits. I raise questions 
that any artist or advertiser can ask themselves when their work is about to represent 
something else than themselves, to ensure responsibility and to strive to create images 
that provide a spectrum of representation, and to make pictures that are “good enough” 
(Silverman, 1996).

To conclude, this thesis is a brief summary of some of the issues of a gendered gaze 
in portraiture photography, based on a literary review combined with my personal 
photographic work. It raises some questions on the responsibilities of the creators of 
images, film and advertisements, and offers some questions to think about through the 
form of a manifesto.
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Background

My interest in studying how women are currently represented in advertising and media 
is a result of the frustrations of creating and seeing commercial projects that endlessly 
repeat the same clichés. In several commercial projects that I have worked on, the early 
stages of casting include women in a variety of ages, looks and ethnicities. However, 
more often than not, the client, or whoever makes creative decisions, finally settles for a 
conventionally attractive female over the other ones. The excuse is often that customers 
want to see “beautiful things”. 

Additionally, what caught my attention was the oral feedback male and female 
talents would get on set. The male talent was often acknowledged by other males for 
being professional and skilled at his job, while the female talent was praised for her 
appearances. Her professionalism was rarely noted, and her physical beauty alone 
received valuation. Reading about Laura Mulvey and the male gaze (1975/1988), and 
diving into Erving Goffman’s work “Gender Advertisements” (1979), I began to question 
the setup of the industry: that advertisements are still being created from a largely white, 
heterosexual male perspective. Another reason for focusing on female representation 
in advertising images is that conventions to subordinate women are more prominent 
in advertising where hierarchies are constantly strengthened through repetition (for 
example Goffman, 1979; Khairullah & Khairullah, 2009; Kumari & Shivani, 2012).

However, a simple division into male and female is an oversimplification, and the 
discourse of the social construction of gender in relation to the gendered structures of 
our society should not be overlooked. During the 20th century feminist and LGBTQ+ 
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and more) groups have forwarded a shift 
to understanding gender as flexible, instead of something biologically hard-wired. 
As awareness of gender complexity increases, the notion of gender fluidity becomes 
increasingly common (Hines, 2018).

According to Judith Butler, we are not born into a gender (the behaviours commonly 
used to distinguish between “female” and “male”), but shaped into one through society 
and upbringing. Sexuality and gender are generated and maintained through social 
institutions, discourses and practices. These include language, systems of belief, and 
culture-driven actions that make gender and sexuality seem natural. All around us we 
can see gendered actions unconsciously repeated when individuals perform their gender, 
and these repeated performances are what create gender. It is not bodily differences, 
but the way these come to be seen in society, that matter (Butler, 1990). Gender and 

1.0 Images of women
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sexuality are central for building an identity. It includes seeing others and oneself as 
gendered, as actors as well as targets for the gaze, feelings and lust of others. Like other 
images, also advertising produces genders, when people watch advertisements they 
simultaneously work their identity (identiteettityötä), gender and subjectivity (Davis, 
2000, as cited in Rossi, 2003). 

Stereotypes about gender representation, and therefore misrepresentation, are more 
clearly visible in advertising, where information needs to be conveyed to the consumer 
through a quick glance. Advertising is said to be either a mirror (Holbrook, 1987) or 
a mold  (Pollay, 1986, 1987) of our society, meaning that there is research pointing 
towards the fact that structures and stereotypes that are repeated through media have 
the potential to form and strengthen stereotypical values and beliefs towards gender 
in our society (Ganahl et al., 2003). Therefore, as a person who is currently pursuing a 
career in advertising, I chose to limit myself to looking at advertisements and advertisers’ 
responsibilities, because it is there I hope to make a difference one day.

According to Goffman, we learn how to act and see social situations through gender. 
He points out structures of genderization in advertising images, how heteronormative 
hierarchies are repeated through rituals in society and reinforced through advertising. 
He provides interesting examples on gender display in magazine advertisements from 
the 1950s that can still be recognized in images today. Even if the position of women has 
changed drastically since the 50’s, ways of stereotyping and socially subordinating women 
still seem to be apparent in the constructed reality of today’s advertising. Strategies for 
doing this are: Relative Size, the Feminine Touch, Function Ranking, the Family, the Ritualization of 
Subordination, and Licensed Withdrawal (Goffman, 1979). I also find Goffman’s comparisons 
of the parent-child relationship and the male-female relationship interesting. Where 
these two relationships are visualized in advertising images, the female is equal to the 
child and the male represents the parent. West interprets these strategies of power 
structures and behaviours as a way to “do” power and a way of “doing” gender. She 
argues that Goffman’s contribution is his way of making visible how we produce and 
read gender displays as reflections of an “essential nature” of men and women, and this 
work demonstrates how existing institutional arrangements ensure that our innate sex 
differences are advanced to justify existing institutional arrangements (West, 1996).

Based on texts by Goffman and other studies on the roles of women in advertising, 
tv and magazines covering the last 40 years, I have summarized some tendencies that are 

Advertising

“What the human nature of males and females really consists of, then, is a 
capacity to learn to provide and to read depictions of masculinity and femininity 
and a willingness to adhere to a schedule for presenting these pictures, and this 
capacity they have by virtue of being persons, not females or males .” 

– Erving Goffman (Goffman, 1979, p. vii)

frequently repeated when representing women in commercials (Goffman 1979; Kumari 
& Shivani, 2012; Maree, 2011): 

Women are often shown dependent and subordinate to men, or as social 
beings and romantic partners in relation to men, where their focus is on men. This 
subordination is expressed by portraying women small in relation to taller men, and 
therefore less important. Women are portrayed hiding behind something or someone, 
or sitting if a man is standing, bending their knees, tilting or bowing their heads, 
performing a social smile to be less intimidating, cuter, and therefore – submissive. 
Women are also portrayed unable to make important decisions. Through what 
Goffman calls function ranking, women are rarely shown as experts and more often as 
ignorant product users, they are also more often shown giving non-scientific arguments 
for a product than men. If a man and a woman are collaborating, the male is usually the 
active participant; male doctor – female supportive nurse. Women are depicted as 
homemakers, housewives, mothers, and shown in domestic settings. A woman is 
often depicted as a mother, the nurturer of the family. Women are also often portrayed 
in many ways childlike or infantile, for example through posing in a way that distorts 
her body – something Goffman calls body clowning – or dressed up as characters. 
When a man is shown in different clothes, he immediately has several roles, while a 
woman is perceived to dress up in different costumes but remains in a limited role. She 
is also represented as a sex object, as a decorative object, merely ornamental or 
purely visual, more often than men. Women are more often depicted caressing objects 
and touching various surfaces, in a more ritualistic way than utilitarianly holding or 
grasping, which Goffman calls the feminine touch. Women are also often shown softly 
touching and caressing themselves. They are presented visually and mute, while men 
speak. Women are shown in less clothing than men, for example female athletes are 
depicted mainly (81% of times in the study) in suggestive and partially nude attire, 
focusing on their sexuality instead of their athletic skills (Grau et al., 2007). Women 
are portrayed in licensed withdrawal, averting the gaze, lost in thought, helpless, 
sexual and childlike, finger to the mouth pose conveying helplessness or being lost in 
thought (Goffman 1979; Kumari & Shivani, 2012; Maree, 2011).

Already in the 40’s Simone de Beauvoir states in her book “The Second Sex” that “one 
is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (Beauvoir, 1949, p. 301), and Judith Butler 
explains 50 years later that gender behaviour is imposed on women by the norms of a 
male-dominated society. After all, research has shown that each gender stereotyping 
factor can, through negative consequences, lead to restricting life opportunities 
especially for women (Eisend, 2010). That is why we need to show women in 
more diverse images, and in roles that have been traditionally associated with men. 
Advertisers need to be better educated on gender equality, the risks of stereotyping and 
how to mindfully create more equal and inclusive advertising. As creators of content 
that has the potential to cause harm to women, I feel it is important that advertisers 
take responsibility and educate themselves on how their work could be better aligned 
with current cultural norms and expectations. Consequently, advertising images and 
how gender is represented in them must always be inspected while keeping in mind the 
contemporary societal, cultural and social dimensions guiding that reading, and what 
the pictures reflect of its time (Eisend, 2010).
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In addition to this, society still sees heterosexuality as the “normal”, making other 
sexualities “abnormal” (Butler, 1990). These norms could and should be challenged more 
than they currently are. Advertising has the possibility to create diversity and produce 
“good enough” (Silverman, 1996) pictures and representations of gender, sexuality and 
ethnicity, that could be enough to slowly start shifting our perception of what is seen 
as normal and “abnormal”. To start changing this perspective, we must first understand 
how looking and the gaze is culturally constructed.

One could introduce the gaze by first explaining how the eye physiologically works, how 
the light passes the iris and hits the retina and sends millions of impulses to the optic 
nerve. However, I find it redundant to go deeper into comparing the biological eye to 
the mechanics of the camera in this context. I am more interested in the social aspects 
of looking and the gaze, and this next chapter will address the gaze as a culturally and 
socially constructed way of looking.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, to gaze means to look intently or fixedly 
at something, in earlier use it also meant to look vacantly or curiously about. The gaze 
can therefore be described as an intent look, one can be exposed to a gaze; be looked 
at, or point one’s gaze at something or someone; be the one looking (Oxford English 
Dictionary, n.d.). In contemporary art criticism, however, the gaze can also be seen as 
a vehicle for communicating information and assumptions about the viewer/viewed, 
while transcending the medium and function it was originally produced in (Reinhardt, 
n.d.). Consequently, the intent of the gaze became crucial for its interpretation and the 
definition of the gaze evolved from just a “look” into an “intent” look. Janne Seppänen 
offers two possible directions for the gaze. Firstly, as a way to understand how one looks 
at and interprets or decodes visual realities. This will be my main focus. And secondly, 
how the gaze of others affects ourselves (2001), according to Jean-Paul Sartre, we are 
denied our own subjecthood when we become subjected to the gaze of others, and we 
become aware of ourselves as an object, limiting, alienating and objectifying us. The 
gaze of the Other therefore robs our freedom as subject and we lose something of our 
independence and possibilities and control of the situation, (Sartre, 1956; Seppänen, 
2001). Jacques Lacan, on the other hand, explains how the gaze functions at the point of 
identification and misrecognition in the mirror stage in infants, becoming the medium 
for self-differentiation. This has regularly been utilized by film critics to explain how 
spectators invest themselves when confronted by a film image (McGowan, 2003; Lacan, 
1977; Seppänen, 2001). Perhaps the most famous example of Lacanian film theory is 
Laura Mulvey’s text Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, where she writes about the 
male gaze (1975/1988), which I will return to shortly.

There are two levels of the gaze that can be seen through advertising; an imagined, 
abstract and impersonal cultural gaze, metaphorically represented by the camera 
(Silverman 1996), and the real gazes of other people (Rossi, 2003). We can never be 
fully in control of how we are seen, but we all have an image of ourselves and how we 
want to be seen. Advertising works as a powerful part of visual order, that filters and 

The Gaze
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when analysing advertisements, television, photography. It helps viewers critically deal 
with how men look at women, and how women in magazines and advertisements are 
portrayed in ways that give power and visual pleasure to men.

An interesting example of how uncritically some male photographers relate to their 
propagation of the male gaze, is a group of Finnish amateur photographers and models on 
Facebook. The closed group named TFCD Valokuvaajat&Mallit [TFCD Photographers 
& Models] has almost 10,000 members. Meant for amateur models and photographers, 
the page serves to connect the two to co-create projects. The vast majority of the pictures 
posted in this group feature female models photographed by male photographers. The 
images often play within the fantasies of the male gaze, more often than not with varying 
levels of sexual suggestion. Currently the majority of the pictures posted in the group show 
the women in some stage of undress. The images seem all to follow a similar thematic and 
pictorial scheme, there does not seem to be any alternative narratives for these women in 
front of the camera, purely lacking the possibility for any alternative narratives for these 
women in front of the camera. Even where there is an attempt to photograph something 
else, the images don’t spark conversation or get “enough likes”, and their visibility is 
therefore reduced by Facebook’s algorithms. The general attitude toward anyone who 
tries to challenge or question the pornographic nature of the pictures in the group is 
hostile, and there is no room for constructive conversations on the topic. In my opinion, 
this group should not be profiled as an open group for equal collaboration, because it is 
clearly a group for both men and women who want to play on the boundaries of soft 
porn. How does this kind of behavior in social media affect the nature of the pictures 
that women and girls in turn produce of themselves? Can image services on social media 
exist without the suppressing overtones of the male gaze looking at half-dressed female 
bodies? Even the inventor of the world wide web, Sir Tim Berners-Lee warns us that 
the internet is not working for women and girls (Sample, 2020), with sexual harassment, 
online violence threats becoming increasingly common for female users.

The term female gaze, parallel to Laura Mulvey’s theories on the male gaze (1975/1988), 
concerns the way women can actively look. Over the last decade or so, the theory 
of the female gaze has influenced female photographers working in print and digital 
media to utilize their own point of view. Furthermore, female cinematographers are 
shaping the way documentaries and films are made by utilizing their perspective. At 
the same time, companies are using strong female characters and the popularisation of 
the term feminism to appeal to audiences demanding more intersectional and inclusive 
representation. The next chapter aims to cover some literature on the female gaze from 
different points of view.

Lorraine Gamman challenges the male gaze in her essay “Watching the detectives”, 
where she questions if the gaze really always is male, or if the male gaze is just 
“dominant” (Gamman, 1988). Gamman observes that Mulvey assumes that in cinema, 
both the protagonist and spectator are heterosexual male, and questions what occurs if 

Could a female gaze be a possible tool in 
combating the harms of the male gaze?

normalises images to which we constantly compare ourselves to. Advertising supports 
the idea that a dominant way of looking exists, that affects the way we put ourselves for 
display. Since we see ourselves through images it is important to remember that our 
way of looking is modified by surrounding cultural norms and visual order. We pose 
for the imagined cultural gaze in a way that we hope conforms to the dominant visual 
order. The dominant visual order contains established and shared cultural meanings, 
associated with expectations, norms, emotions and human to human interaction.

As visual representation almost automatically runs the risk of showing a one-
sided representation, it is good to remember that what is left un-represented is equally 
important. Invisibility is equal to excluding something from the visual order, and it 
results that an effective way to marginalise groups of people is to make them invisible in 
one way or another, creating a visual norm without them (Seppänen, 2001).

Based on the Lacanian gaze, film critic Laura Mulvey introduces the term male gaze 
and discusses how the dominant male perspective shapes Hollywood movies in the 
1970s. Mulvey examines how many Hollywood movies are created and directed from 
a male perspective, where both the hero of the movie and the spectator merges into 
one assumed male. Women exist in the films solely as icons, as chopped off limbs and 
forms visible only for male pleasure. Mulvey writes about how women have throughout 
history been looked at, or on display for male fantasies, for example in pin-ups and 
striptease. She argues that continuing that tradition, in cinema, the heroine in herself is 
without the slightest importance or trajectory, what counts is her visual presence and 
what that provokes (e.g. fear or love) in the hero. She is objectified by being chopped 
up into fragmented parts of closeups of the eroticized parts of the female body, such as 
the legs or the neck, giving them the quality of a cut-out, not a person. She is on display 
both for the characters in the film, as well as the spectators of the screen, who are both 
assumed to be male, and can through their masculinity and desire get the visual pleasure 
of looking (Mulvey, 1975/1988).

I wondered for a long time why action movies and mainstream Hollywood movies 
never really seemed to engage me. Through reading Mulvey’s text I acquired some tools 
to critically analyse both the movies and advertisements I see, and it was discouraging 
to realize how few characters there were who felt real, independent and relatable to me. 
A significant share of media is still created from a dominant male perspective, where 
women do not have a trajectory of their own, and many films do not even feature 
a conversation between two women about something else than the male protagonist 
(see Bechdel, 1985). Mulvey has also been criticized addressing only the masculine 
pleasure of looking, excluding the possibility of images of women being sources of both 
identification and pleasure for other women. Additionally, she can be criticized for not 
acknowledging other than white spectators. Feminist author bell hooks argues that 
many black female spectators actively refuse to identify with the white representations 
of blackness, choosing to laugh at them or criticize them instead. Thus these women 
can occupy space outside of the active/male passive/female dichotomy (hooks, 1992).

Even if Mulvey wrote specifically about cinema, the male gaze can be recognized in 
other media too, such as advertising and photography. Both demonstrate how, in print 
media, women become victims of the male gaze and therefore objects of desire of which 
print campaigns for perfumes are a daunting example. The term male gaze can be used 
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the protagonist is a woman, or homosexual. Interestingly, what seems to prevent the 
woman from reversing the relation of the gaze on men for her own pleasure, is that even 
when attempting to reverse the gaze, it still strengthens the same masculine structures, 
for example the absurdity of the male strip tease, where the reinforced hypermasculinity 
prevents the male body to be subjected to a pleasurable female gaze. Due to these 
narratives often depending on the “masculine” and “feminine” cultural definitions to 
play with gendered roles, they easily end up reinforcing them (Gamman, 1988).

Charlotte Jansen states that her book project “Girl on Girl: Art and Photography in 
the Age of the Female Gaze” is a pro-woman work where she interviews and showcases 
female photographers who photograph women as their subject matter. Many of the 
photographers she presents deal with issues surrounding womanhood, LGBTQ+ 
people, beauty, the body, and our contemporary social media image culture. The book 
showcases female photographers who are through their work changing the way women 
are photographed (Jansen, 2017). Jansen describes the female gaze as 

 In the last five years, an increasing number of the pictures we see of women have 
actually been photographed by female photographers, meaning that women are now 
more in control of how they are represented. Personally, I think it is important to see a 
greater variety in the identity of creators through gender, identity, ethnicity etc. Only 
through people with different backgrounds can we have more alternative stories and 
achieve greater inclusivity.

One example of taking control of the female perspective is New York-based artist 
Jeanette May, who is interested in a role reversal between the sexes where women can 
actively look at men as objects of female desire. Through pictures photographed with a 
(heterosexual) female audience in mind, she attempts to establish a female gaze in her 
series “Easy on the Eyes” (May, 2008). In the pictures we can see a man in a room or 
space with somewhat gloomy colours photographed often with a bare direct flash. The 
man appears to be waiting for someone, unaware of or ignoring the camera. Based on 
the empty chairs, flowers and a forgotten purse on the table, we can assume that he is 
waiting for an absent woman. Often, he is portrayed in situations unconventional to 
male representation; naked, dressing, looking lost or helpless. However, changing the 
perspective is more complex than just transforming the male gaze into a female gaze of 
desire, because of the strong social structures that contextualize the way society looks 
at men according to Daniëlle de Hoog (2015). As stated by Mulvey, through ruling 
ideologies supported by physical structures “the male figure cannot bear the burden 
of sexual objectification” (Mulvey, 1975/1988, p. 63). On the other hand, May’s female 
point of view is created through the absent woman who cannot be seen, but the 
photograph shows evidence of her presence. Daniëlle de Hoog claims that this hinted 
absence induces the female perspective in May’s pictures. The female perspective on 
the man coincides through the camera with the photographer who is also a woman, 
prompting the viewer to identify with her and not with the man in the picture. This is a 

“A whole new way of seeing the world, differently to the rigid, vertical male gaze that 
dominates. Perhaps women are more able to visualise this more fluid, open, social structure 
but it is not something only women can understand or relate to” (Jansen, 2017, p. 8)
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In certain ways the male and female gaze can be seen to fulfil each other. I would not 
call them equal halves of a whole, but the female gaze offers possibilities where the 
male gaze has limits.  Could there be an approach beyond these two gendered ways of 
seeing in a more neutral way? If gender is socially constructed, the gendered gaze must 
also be a construction by society.  What could be the approach for a non-binary gaze? 
What could it look like? How could it be used? Would it be beneficial for example in 
advertising, or just a rigid method that will never be fulfilled?

I wish to closely examine my own usage of womanhood versus femininity, as they 
do not necessarily equal the same thing, the same applies to manhood and masculinity. 
The masculinity of women is still often left unnoticed, unrepresented and invisible. 
In order to create more options and more variable images of the spectrum of women, 
it is important to recognize that women are not an easily defined group that can be 
represented by a limited sample, each and every woman is unique and can choose how 
they wish to contribute to the “category” of women. Consequently, an approach that is 
not tied to gender in terms of the gaze could be a part of the solution.

In “Heterotehdas” (2003) Leena-Maija Rossi questions if we, as viewers, are aware 
of the terms of looking, showing and visibility, in order to practice resistant looking and 
resist the creation of a hetero standard in advertising. I, on the other hand, want to ask 
if we can take the next step as the creators in the “hetero-factory” and if we can practice 
a kind of resistant creation and together create “good enough” (Silverman 1996) ideals 
to be presented in advertising. Kaja Silverman’s concept of “good enough” advocates 
a possibility to representation outside the vicious cycle of failed idealization and self-
revulsion, marked by the possibility of self-love giving up the strive for perfection, 
by building a “good enough” self-image, and learning to idealise bodies and bodily 
representations of those who clearly differ from the cultural norms (1996). Many 
theories on the gaze and feminist readings of advertising images focus solely on reading 
the created ad. That is why I want to shift the focus toward the actual creators of those 
advertisements and make a change by increasing the awareness and critical assumptions 
towards our own starting points. I have listened to discussions about how ideas and 
concepts are recycled in advertising, and how the same thing has to be re-invented 
over and over. Could critical thinking, ethical representation and the creation of “good 
enough” ideals be used as a tool of reinvention and differentiation? Contemporary 
consumers are increasingly demanding, and companies are pressured to keep up with 
existing ideals, values and opinions. What could then be these strategies for good 
enough representation that could be devised for both advertising and visual creators in 
general? In the next chapters, I discuss a method I use in my artistic portraiture process 
with a contemporary documentary approach, but the main points of which can be 
generalized to my commercial work in advertising.

In my project I focus on the subjective feeling of acting and being a woman, 
femininity, and being seen and treated by society as a woman. While aiming for a more 
neutral approach by keeping in mind conventions of the gaze, my aim is still to focus 
on the subjectivity of unique experiences of each of my subjects. Depending on the 

strategy used by May to disrupt the association of the active/passive binary of males and 
females, an attempt to change the limited expectations of what is female. Consequently, 
the onlooker is simulated to view the picture from the position of the absent woman 
(de Hoog, 2015). Personally, I find it impossible to ignore how stereotypical the “clues” 
of the female presence are. High heels partly knocked over, purses on the floor, pink 
gardening gloves and a dress. In advertising, for example, stereotypes are used to convey 
gender roles at a glance, and there the strengthening of stereotypical gender roles can be 
seen as a means to a commercial end. In May’s pictures, however, it seems paradoxical 
that she wishes to activate a female gaze and work against the limitations on women set 
by society, while referring to femininity in such a stereotypical way.

Nevertheless, men will continue in control of the active look, and therefore also 
desire, as long as the male body is not seen desirable. Consequently, male dominance is 
dependent on not wanting to see themselves as objects of desire, which would cause an 
alienation of their own body, something that has already happened to women, many of 
whom look at themselves through the eyes of someone else. By looking at men through 
homoerotic imagery, women are offered a possibility for an active female gaze (Moore, 
1988). Subsequently, critic Sarah Kent analyzes images of men in art history, and states 
that art history is full of erotic nudes of men made by men for men. She writes about 
women’s exploration of sexuality through fantasy, and how few representations of men 
are suitable for female sexual desires. Even in cases where the man is supposedly on 
display for female desire, he actually maintains a position of sexual dominance. The 
reason lies in power relations where the male in the picture still attempts to maintain 
his independence and control the reaction of the onlooker. This is reinforced because 
of stereotypical characterizations attributed to women and men. According to Kent, 
male representations should be constructed in situations where the personhood of the 
male model can be neutralized, so that women can look freely within accepted social 
standards (Kent & Morreau, 1990). Although there are numerous examples of men 
looking at women, and some examples of men looking at men, there are still very few 
examples of women looking at men. 

The theories on female gaze can be seen as taking two main directions, women 
looking at men thus making them objects of female desire, and women looking at 
women, therefore taking over the discourse and the creation of female presentation. 
Unlike the male gaze, the female gaze as a theory does not seem to have one clear 
definition. The female gaze includes different options and directions, whereas the male 
gaze is very deeply rooted in the essay by Laura Mulvey. Ultimately, both the male and 
female gaze are limited on how well they include those who do not fit the categories 
of a straight cis male or female. They both also easily exclude ethnical minorities; the 
expected whiteness of the spectator cannot be ignored. Therefore, it is relevant to 
ask who owns the female gaze. Are the onlookers expected to be white, middle class, 
straight women? If not, how could this be better represented?

I propose that the approaches presented so far should be looked at as theories 
with certain limitations. My goal is to write about a way of looking that surpasses the 
automatic assumptions of gender and approaches the subjects with a more non-binary 
perspective. We can approach our subjects with a more open mind and on equal footing 
by being aware of our limitations and presumptions.

Could a “non-binary gaze” be a possible tool in reaching 
an approach of creating more representative images?
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person the situation in the picture may focus on gender, religion, career, goals, wishes, 
disabilities, race or a sense of belonging. Each pictured situation is unique, and every 
image is the result of an open dialogue. Not everything we have talked about take visual 
form in the image, the picture is not built upon heaps of hidden meanings and signs. 
Because the pictures are not overly planned, they contain elements of spontaneity, 
surprise and intuition, that I feel are an important part of what makes each situation 
unique.

My aim is not to obliterate gender or pretend that there is no gender, nor is it to 
dictate one correct way for representing gender. By summarizing how gendered points 
of views have affected representation and looking, I wish to gently question our starting 
points and how we could shift the baseline. In my opinion, we need more possibilities 
for representation as well as more sources for identification. One way increasing both 
is to shift creatives’ starting points, by questioning ourselves and our biases. There may 
never be a true non-binary gaze, but one can always try to devise ways of more equal and 
inclusive representations and to question one’s current standpoints.
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2.0 Images of one minority

Swedish-speaking Finns

As my artistic part deals mainly with themes of identity and representation of Swedish-
speaking Finnish women, I will now briefly introduce the minority of Swedish-speakers 
in Finland as well as common stereotypes and misconceptions about them. This was 
part of the research I did when starting my photographic process. Although I am a 
Swedish-speaking Finn myself, I wanted to look for more information and literature in 
order to not solely rely on my personal experiences.

The Swedish-speaking Finns are a minority of Finns who speak Swedish as their 
mother-tongue. Finland was part of the Swedish kingdom until the 19th century, 
and today Swedish is the second national language of Finland. The Swedish-speaking 
minority  has Constitutional rights to be provided by public authorities for cultural 
and societal needs on an equal basis (Suomen perustuslaki 1999/731 §17. [Finnish 
Constitution], 1999). My aim in this chapter is to discuss the Swedish-speaking minority 
and to break down stereotypes regarding the minority. Because time and the length 
of this text set certain limitations, I will not discuss the other minorities in Finland, 
although they could be an interesting topic for another study.

Swedish has been spoken as a mother-tongue in Finland at least since the 12th 

century. The amount of Swedish-speakers has remained roughly the same since the 
late 19th century, but the percentage of the population has diminished from 20% of 
the Finnish population, to 5,4% (Finnäs, 2013). The majority of the Swedish-speaking 
population is settled around the coastal areas of Finland, in Uusimaa / Nyland, Turunmaa 
/ Åboland and Pohjanmaa / Österbotten, and on the autonomous Åland Islands, which 
is a fully Swedish-speaking area. Only around 4% of the Swedish-speaking population 
live elsewhere in Finland (Herberts and Österlund 2016). In Finland, Swedish is often 
referred to as “se toinen kotimainen” [the other domestic (language)]. In school Finnish-
speaking Finns have to learn Swedish and vice versa. In recent years the debate on the 
status of the Swedish language, especially the mandatory Swedish studies in Finnish-
speaking schools, has created heated debates and hate speech targeted towards the 
Swedish-speaking minority. This has created tension and strengthened the separation 
of the two languages, causing some Finnish-speaking Finns to express open dislike 
towards the Swedish-speaking minority (Saukkonen, 2011).

The Finnish and Swedish term for Swedish-speaking Finns, suomenruotsalainen and 
finlandssvensk respectively, translate to “Swede-of-Finland” and are by definition already 
misleading. It is as if they suggest that Swedish-speaking Finns are not inherently 
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Finnish, but Swedes currently residing in Finland. For this reason, I personally prefer 
the term Swedish-speaking Finn, or simply “bilingual”. The word finlandssvensk is 
often jokingly used together with phrases like “bättre folk” [better people] and “pappa 
betalar” [daddy pays] even within the minority, which only strengthens the stereotype 
of Swedish-speaking Finns being snobbish and elitist.

Until the beginning of the 19th century, the middle class and the upper educated 
class in Finland spoke almost exclusively Swedish, as Finland was still a part of the 
Swedish Kingdom. On the other hand, it is also important to note that historically 
the focus has been on the higher classes of society, and little has been written about 
the majority of Swedish-speaking Finns who were traditionally fishermen, farmers and 
labourers according to Erik Allardt (Allardt, 1983, as cited in Björkholm, 2017). Today, 
we can no longer speak of a higher Swedish-speaking social class, the economic life of 
the Swedish-speaking population has been equivalent to the rest of the population for 
decades (Beijar, K., H. Ekberg, S. Eriksson & M. Tandefelt, 1997).

Nevertheless, the stereotype of Swedish-speaking Finns as a privileged social group 
prevails.  According to Allardt and Starck (1981), only a small fraction of Swedish-speaking 
Finns have traditionally been “better off”, with high income and part of the upper class 
of Finland. For example brukssvenskar, influential Swedish-speaking officials and managers 
at mills in predominantly Finnish-speaking areas in the 1970s, constituted only around 
2% of all Swedish-speaking Finns. However, because they were in contact with many 
Finnish-speakers in industrial areas, it is easy to see how the assumption that all Swedish-
speaking Finns were part of the well-off educated classes (as cited in Björkholm, 2017).

In Finnish-speaking newspapers the Finnish language is the norm, making the 
Swedish language abnormal to the majority of the Finnish-speaking population. Tuovi 
Mäkipere studied if Swedish-speaking Finns are othered in journal articles because of 
their assumed elite status and concludes that Swedish-speaking Finns are represented 
through something she calls “kotoisaa toiseutta” [homely otherness] when mentioned 
in articles of a local newspaper in Finland. Mäkipere bases her definition of otherness 
on Brune’s (2004) definition of journalistic otherness: otherness is visible through 
asymmetrical juxtaposition and how “we” talk about “them”. Swedish-speakers are not 
presented as something exotic, but as speakers of the other language (Mäkipere, 2016). 
This supports my personal experiences of not feeling as a part of the group when my 
educational language is pointed out in Finnish-speaking contexts. Reactions have 
spanned from half-strangers telling me that I speak Finnish surprisingly well (I am 
bilingual), to telling me that they do not mind or would never have guessed the fact that 
I am actually a Swedish-speaking Finn. Even though many of these comments meant 
well, they still strengthen the feeling of being othered as a representative of the other 
language group.

In his text “Men du är ju Suomenruotsalainen”, Jonas Jonhem analyses three television 
advertisements where Swedish-speaking Finns are only represented through 
stereotypical comic-relief characters, and explains how they are consequently excluded 

from the target audience of the advertisement itself (Johnhem, 2011). All of the examples 
play in some way with representations of the myth of the elite Swedish-speaking Finn. 
The characters in the advertisements paint a picture of the Swedish-speaking Finn 
as elitist, hedonistic, superficial, and abnormal. The comedy of the situations is built 
around the otherness of the Swedish-speaking Finns while strengthening the warmth 
and realness of the Finnish-speakers; making it clear who is the intended audience of 
these advertisements, and who is wilfully excluded from identifying with them. Jokes 
and humour can be used as socially accepted, masked attacks toward a group of people. 
They are funnier to one group than to the other, in general the majority population 
versus the minority (Manring, 1998 as quoted by Rossi, 2003). In my personal opinion, 
Johnem has managed to find extreme examples of the stereotyping Swedish-speaking 
Finns often experience. It would have been interesting to read about a larger sample 
where clues about Swedish-speaking Finns were more indirect and subtle, or to 
analyse whether they exist at all. Are Swedish-speaking Finns generally excluded from 
representing Finnishness?

An example of a more subtle approach contributing to misconceptions can be found 
in Finnish educational books used in elementary schools, where the representation of 
Swedish-speaking Finns isn’t much better. The geography and social study textbooks 
sampled by Essi Jokinen (2017) do not, for example, mention the historical origins of 
Swedish-speaking Finns; leaving students to assume that Swedish-speaking Finns are, 
like the Finnish name implies, Swedes who live in Finland. They are introduced through 
stereotyped and romanticized images as better than “regular Finns”, as according to the 
textbooks, Swedish-speaking Finns are wealthier, healthier and more athletic, with no 
mention of negative aspects (Jokinen, 2017). Combined with the fact that almost half of 
the Finnish population has reportedly never been in contact with a Swedish-speaking 
Finn (Pitkänen & Westinen, 2017), it seems we have ourselves a somewhat unsettling 
cocktail of ignorance.

Even the online and print media write about Swedish-speaking Finns like miracle 
people.  A quick Google search reveals articles on why finlandssvenskar [Swedish-speaking 
Finns] live longer, are happier, have less heart problems and so on. Swedish-speakers 
are often described as more social, cheerful, lively, internationally oriented, healthy 
and outgoing than Finnish-speakers. For a minority, it is a positive thing to be seen as 
successful, compared to being seen as second-class citizens, so I can understand that 
many Swedish-speaking Finns wish to embrace this kind of media coverage. However, 
I would summon some critique against this. Uncritical praise and the “uplifting” of 
Swedish-speaking Finns to “a better people” will only strengthen the division and 
misunderstandings between Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking Finns. 

Research by Ville Pitkänen and Jussi Westinen shows that attitudes towards 
Swedish-speaking Finns are affected by how well the person knew Swedish and if they 
had contact with Swedish-speaking Finns (2017). A good skill in the Swedish language 
and versatile contacts strengthen a positive attitude towards Swedish-speaking Finns, 
while a lack of contacts as well as weak language skills strengthen stereotypes and 
negative attitudes towards Swedish-speaking Finns and the Swedish language. Around 
40% of the Finnish population have no interaction with Swedish-speaking Finns, 
meaning that almost half of the country has no first-hand exposure. Interestingly, an 

Myths and stereotypes about Swedish-speaking Finns
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even larger percentage, 45%, of the Finnish population disagrees with the statement 
that Swedish-speaking Finns have on average similar economic situations as Finnish 
speakers. We can assume that the respondents think that Swedish-speakers are in a 
better economic situation than Finnish-speakers, since the statement correlates with 
other claims that indicate the distinct and higher status of Swedish-speakers (Pitkänen 
& Westinen, 2017).

To summarize, this indicates that Finnish-speaking Finns still strongly perceive 
Swedish-speaking Finns as privileged and better off socially and financially. In my 
personal experience, the perceived privileges of Swedish speakers are an extremely 
sensitive topic to question. This stereotype is so inherent that even many Swedish 
speakers do not want to question it. With my project I wish to: prove that Swedish-
speaking Finns are also “normal” Finns, dilute stereotypes about “the Swedish elite” and 
break down some walls between the minority and the majority, by offering optional 
images of Swedish-speaking Finns. I will not deny that there are privileged people still 
living in the Swedish-speaking community today, but I hope to show that not everyone 
fits into a narrow stereotype nor that we are a homogeneous group. I wish to accomplish 
this project in a respectful way, while also not being all too serious.

The word stereotype stems from the Greek words stereós (firm, solid) and typos (mark, 
impression) and can be translated to “solid impression” (Chakkarath, 2013). It was first 
introduced by Walter Lippmann in the 1920s, referring to what beliefs and attitudes 
come to mind when referring to a specific social group (Lippmann, 1922). Stereotypes are 
attributions and associations representing specific qualities that are perceived to reflect 
the essence of a group or category of people. They systematically affect how members of 
a group are perceived and responded to. Stereotypes are transmitted through discourse, 
socialization and the media, and represent the typical things that come to mind when 
thinking about a particular category or group, thus reducing personal qualities of 
individuals into oversimplified generalizations of a category. Stereotyping is a kind of 
social bias, together with prejudice, which is an attitude or opinion which reflects an 
overall evaluation of a group, and discrimination, treatment of a group or its members 
in a biased way (Dovidio et al., 2010). If stereotype- and prejudice based actions cause 
social exclusion or rejection, it is called discrimination (Chakkarath, 2013). Positive 
stereotypes, too, can result in a negative outcome, as for the stereotype that all Asians 
are good at math can cause unnecessary pressure on individual Asians to conform to a 
higher standard. 

Which is why it is important to understand how stereotypes can be useful, but also 
harmful and affect the way one initially perceives a group of people. Since visual media 

Stereotypes, identity and representation

“Stereotypes can not only promote discrimination by systematically influencing 
perceptions, interpretations and judgements, but they also arise from and are reinforced 
by discrimination, justifying disparities between groups.” (Dovidio et al., 2010, p. 7)
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in part contributes to building and maintaining narrow stereotypes, I started collecting 
stereotypes about Swedish-speaking Finns and common misrepresentations of women 
before I even touched the camera. I want to focus on what makes each individual 
special instead of how they contribute to the collective, and to break stereotypes by 
focusing on individual narratives and identities. Stereotypes are tools of hierarchy and 
derogatory othering, and focus on making something strange, unfamiliar, and less 
worthy. Stereotypes reduce the features of what is represented into simplified features, 
leaving the target without a possibility to change. Stereotypes draw borders between 
“normal” and “abnormal”, while ignoring the individual and the differences between 
individuals. (Hall et al., 1999; Dyer, 2002, as cited in Rossi, 2003)

Identity expresses both belonging to a group while simultaneously expressing 
separation from others. The Finnish identity, for example, is maintained by defining 
a set of attributes as “Finnish” with a focus on uniting factors, that at the same time 
separate Finns from other groups and nations. We can strengthen our narrative of 
“us” and “the others” through images in the media, for example the Finnish-speaking 
Finns and other minorities in Finland such as the Swedish-speaking Finns, the Sami, 
or immigrants. The concepts of nationality and ethnicity differ significantly from each 
other in the way that ethnicity is something seen in others, in the unfamiliar, and is rarely 
recognized in oneself and in the member of the majority (Ruuska, 1998, as cited in 
Rossi, 2003). For example, whiteness is rarely included as an ethnicity, as it is seen as 
something neutral, the norm. Rossi (2003) advocates to look at white Finnishness as a 
type of ethnicity, in order to avoid assuming ethnicity as “the other” and consequently 
to avoid assuming whiteness as the non-ethnic norm.

I often introduce myself as bilingual instead of a Swedish-speaking Finn, 
because I find the word finlandssvensk causes both unwanted stereotypies and 
plain misunderstandings, including misrepresentation as a “Swede-in-Finland” 
or “Finland-Swede”, when I most certainly am a Finn and have no affiliations to 
Sweden as a country. Individuals of a multilingual society can have a strong minority 
language identity while simultaneously identifying with the majority, therefore having 
an integrated bilingual identity (Phinney et al., 2001; Phinney & Alipuria, 2006). 
Swedish-speaking Finns can even develop multiple ethnolinguistic identities, because 
they identify themselves as both Swedish-speaker, Finnish-speakers and bilinguals, 
if they have grown up in a bilingual home (Lojander-Visapää 2001, 2008, as cited in 
Vincze & Henning-Lindblom, 2015). Therefore, could this kind of a cultural identity 
be more accurately identified as a spectrum of points of identification, instead of a 
dualism of belonging to a minority or majority? This would offer an opportunity for 
individuals to recognize themselves on a broader spectrum, and perhaps even decrease 
the  juxtaposition of “us” versus “them”. This attitude of a non-binary approach could 
be exploited more widely in identity expectation setting with broader terms such as 
Finnishness too. Pirjo Markkola (2002) for example states that it is important to stop 
and think and make sure that one does not automatically assume that ”..a Finnish 
woman is white, Lutheran, heterosexual, Finnish-speaking, working or middle class 
and from the country-side. A Finnish woman can be Swedish-speaking, upper class, 
lesbian (+queer), Romani, Sami, Tatar or Jewish. A Finnish woman can be from the 
countryside, but also from Russia, Somalia, England or Helsinki.” (Markkola, 2002, p. 89)  

This is termed by Rossi as hybrid Finnishness (Rossi, 2001), but for me it seems more like 
something that should be the baseline when creating stories about Finnishness in the 
21st century.

Ethnicity can be looked at as constructed and coded, similar to gender (Dyer, 2002, 
as cited in Rossi, 2003). Analysing Finnish advertisements through a simple swap-test, 
where the main characters are swapped to represent either another gender or a minority, 
raises questions of what does the consistent coding into white hetero Finnishness 
mean? How do advertisements produce Finnishness? Or femininity? What possibilities 
or futures could advertising in Finland offer for hybrid Finnishness, or an ever changing 
Finnishness? What is the contemporary Finnish cultural gaze, and how is it fulfilled 
in Finnish media and advertisements? Finnish television still today rarely shows other 
than typically white ethnic Finnishness (Rossi, 2003). When ethnicity is shown, the 
character is often clearly framed as a foreigner, not a new version of a Finn, represented 
either through an exotic foreign location or a visitor in Finland. “The others”, who are 
not ethnically accepted into the whiteness of Finnishness are often represented as strange 
and funny or even intimidating foreigners who do not speak Finnish and do not belong 
to our landscape (Rossi, 2003). Representations solely focusing on this strangeness make 
sure the characters will be foremost foreign and nothing else. Anthony Cortese writes in 
his book “Provocateur” (1999) about how racism is decreasingly open and clear, and has 
instead slowly transformed into something more subtle that he calls “symbolic racism”. 
Through demands of “political correctness”, racist tones have not disappeared but 
merely transformed into more concealed and symbolic forms. The social space occupied 
by minorities in representation in Finland is small and limited, both in relations and in 
roles, as the main characters are still almost always white (Hubara, 2017). Chimamanda 
Adichie reminds us in her TED-talk that what she calls “single stories”, one-sided 
representation, create and propel stereotypes, and through incomplete stereotypes the 
one story becomes the only story or representation (Adichie, 2009).

Even if Finland did not have its own colonies, we still utilize strategies used by 
colonizers when selling something exotic. The western colonialist attitude has become 
part of the Finnish norm in visual representation, falling back on strategies of  racism 
and exoticism; the objectifying glamorisation and stereotyping of something exotic and 
non-European, as well as orientalism; the system of thought of degrading stereotypes 
positioning “the East” as inferior to “the West” (Said, 1978). The basic mechanism 
of colonisation is the creation of absolute differences between “us” and “them”, and 
avoiding looking for any similarities (Bulbeck, 1998). This is accomplished through 
incorrect stereotyping and caricatures of other cultures in order to strengthen existing 
prejudices. Presentations of exotic blackness and the remains of colonialist imagery 
in Finland can be seen in the older versions of Fazer’s liquorice-man and exotic 
orientalism in older advertisements of the Geisha chocolate (Rossi, 2003). They might 
not be socially acceptable anymore, but they still linger in the recent history of what 
was widely accepted.

Critique towards negative stereotypes does not equal a demand of only “good” 
pictures (when representing women, blackness etc.). The realism of images is relative 
and dependent on the point of view, which is why it is important to keep in mind 
that no single representation can be said to be solely the right or good. Therefore, I am 
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trying to enable possibilities for more varying representations when imaging women, 
more variety will give more options for more diverse identification. According to Butler 
talking accurately about minorities is key to representing them and understanding and 
communicating their humanity.

In “The Culture and the Ad” William O’Barr critiques the mechanisms of otherness 
utilized by advertising. When people are represented, advertising makes use of 
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, defining the target audience of the ad while 
simultaneously defining who should be left outside. O’Barr asks how ideal images are 
formed, how different ethnic backgrounds are presented, and how power and inequality 
between these characters manifests (1994). Meanwhile, in Finnish advertisements 
“normal Finns” or “Finns outside of Ring III” still mean ethnically white Finns. 
Whiteness, like heterosexuality and the male authority, is still the norm, the status quo 
when writing scripts and planning advertisements. It is not necessarily even perceived 
as a choice, but simply how things are supposed to be. In my experience, actively 
suggesting for more variety in representation is still easily perceived as a bold choice and 
a statement in itself. By questioning these conventions, we can widen the spectrum of 
representation and include other realities into the sphere of the norm.
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3.0 “the non-binary gaze”

Starting points

Photography

Through my photographic series Finlandssvenska Kvinnor, I hope to create images 
representing a version of what Swedish-speaking Finns look like today. One dimension 
of this project is societal, celebrating our community and collecting stories of Swedish-
speaking women. Another dimension is more critical, inviting Finnish-speakers and 
others to look at these portraits while prompting them to question attitudes about 
identity and inherent stereotypes. Viewers can look at the pictures and try to find 
signs that communicate “Swedish-speakingness” and “Finnishness”, and hopefully 
simultaneously look critically at their own presumptions. A third and more general 
approach is applying my thoughts about a non-binary approach to photographing 
portraits. 

What personally stuck with me from Laura Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema” was the quote “He is a figure in a landscape.” (Mulvey, 1975/1988, p. 63), 
wherein Mulvey describes the difference between the active male protagonist versus 
the passive female woman-as-icon. This inspired me to literally place my female 
subjects as “figures in a landscape”, to claim this feature as our own as being in control 
of the scene and our narrative. I have chosen to photograph my subjects from waist 
height or lower, which gives them a slight upward perspective. By photographing a 
woman respectfully from below, I give her masculine, monumental authority. I also 
think about how men have portrayed men throughout history. Can women portray 
women in the same way?

My approach to photography has always been as a means to document something. In 
the beginning it was much related to memory and creating mementos, a way to save 
things I see and experience so that those moments will not be lost forever. Later it 
became a tool for processing different experiences, to better understand things around 
me. When travelling, the camera also functioned as a safe way to approach new people 
and experiences.

For my earlier projects, such as my bachelor’s thesis “AWARE” with pictures from 
Asia, and my recent project República de Torre de Babel, I documented my surroundings 
and experiences when living in a foreign culture. The camera has been my tool when 
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exploring Taiwan, Japan and Brazil, saving small mementos of everyday occurrences 
while helping me understand and process my surroundings. This time however, I 
return home and use the camera to explore a culture that I am part of. This project has 
given me the excuse to get to know my own culture better, research history, culture, 
stereotypes and representation. It has given me a reason to contact total strangers as 
well as reconnect with lost acquaintances.

I wish to take beautiful photographs where the image itself is aesthetically pleasing, 
and where the subject itself is not serving as the visually pleasing object through ways 
of beautification, but to achieve a balance in the whole picture through light, colours 
and other visual elements. The focus of the picture is on the subject, but the type of 
light and the location is also very important for the aesthetics and visual integrity of the 
series. This project has been demanding since it is my first personal series of planned 
deadpan-style portraits, photographing subjects from the front, directly looking into 
the camera with no direct posing. The positioning of the camera can be likened to the 
slow portraits on film on large or medium format cameras. In today’s mobile phone 
selfie-saturated world I wanted to use an approach that would imitate historical film 
photography. However, because I did not want to take the risks and uncertainties 
associated with analogue film and wanted to be respectful to my subjects, I chose to 
photograph with a digital SLR camera from which we could look and discuss the images 
together on-location.

In terms of style I am inspired by August Sander, and his pictures in the book “Men 
without masks” (1973), portraits of what he calls different archetypes of the 20th century. 
The portraits are serious, almost sombre, with a stillness and direct contact with the 
camera. The people in the portraits are there as themselves, not displaying the kind of 
practiced poses common in our culture of the 21st century. The portraits are still and 
simple, but full of intriguing details, in their seriousness some pictures are almost comical 
when viewed closer. I am most interested in his full-body and half-body portraits set 
in locations, as they are visually closest to my own approach. Sander’s methodological 
approach in collecting material for a sort of Atlas of people, is something that inspired 
me in my method, although the concept behind my approach is very different as 
he categorically documented archetypes with a typological approach, while I strive 
to a variety without clear limits. I am inspired by the seriousness and directness of 
Sander’s portraits, especially when he is documenting different professionals, although 
he photographed predominantly men and his representations of women were very 
limited, often depicted as someone’s wife. I wish to obtain the same pride and stillness 
that Sander managed to display in his portraits, but turning my lens towards women; 
women “without masks” if you will. Sander’s portraits are fascinating, and even if each 
person photographed is unique looking at the portraits now, they merge together into 
a representation of a time, instead of people. I hope my pictures will one day do the 
same.

Another inspiration for making both my method and approach more rigid, are 
the Bechers and their pictures of oil pumps. I enjoy the challenge between openly 
approaching my subjects with their individuality first, while simultaneously adhering 
to a consistency in composition and posing. I must admit that I do not even try to get 
close to the Bechers’ approach in soft neutral lighting and rigidity, but that is also not 

the goal of my project. Idris Khan’s approach to the Bechers’ pictures juxtapositioning 
all of them on top of each other, is a nice steppingstone to a question in my project 
too. What will this series of portraits in the end look like, and what kind of collection 
and patterns will it visualize? Would a collection of pictures of Swedish-speaking Finns 
somehow differ from a collection of Finnish-speaking Finns? Would that somehow 
prove a difference or unity in appearance, class or health?

Incidentally mugshots, also rigid camera-facing images, have a long history for being 
used as a photographic record to identify someone. These kinds of pictures are still used 
as a source of identification in official documents such as IDs and passports as supposed 
proof of who we are. The photograph’s assumed credibility is based on its dependency 
on the mechanical camera, and the chemical and optical relation to what is captured 
(Barrett, 2005). Similar documentation was made by colonialist photographers, for 
example portraits of locals in Sub-Saharan Africa taken to support discriminatory ideas 
of race and hierarchy and passing them on as scientific facts (Ryan, 1997, as cited in 
Mabry, 2014). Europeans cataloguing anthropological colonialist pictures and depicting 
race and otherness as a spectacle still affects how we view representations of the African 
continent in media today (Mabry, 2014). These are not direct inspirations for me, but it 
is important to recognize the history and earlier, also problematic and discriminatory, 
uses for an approach.

When considering representation through photographic means, we must always 
keep in mind that both the photographer and the subject are projecting themselves and 
their expectations on the situation. Consequently, the person standing in front of the 
camera is always representing a version of themselves (Goffman, 1979), just as much 
as the picture is just one slice of time on a two-dimensional surface. This is why I feel 
that it is important to state that I recognize that portraits are never authentic holistic 
representations of anyone, but mere imitations and impressions based on our mutual 
conversations with the subject.

I chose to write short sentences about each subject and present them together 
with the pictures. I wanted to call each person by their first name only, because the 
first name is more intimate and is often a bigger part of one’s individual identity, while 
surnames refer more to one’s history and tribe. Additionally, surnames still have a 
patriarchal tradition of being inherited from the father or acquired from a husband. 
In order to lower the threshold for participation and to protect the identity of those 
photographed, I was also reluctant to publish anyone’s full name, therefore a first 
name only basis seems the most natural way to proceed. After the name, I mention 
the place or area where the subject has been photographed. Areas and cities carry 
meaning in the Swedish-speaking Finnis society, and where you are from can impact 
many aspects of your in-group identity, such as the local community, local accents 
and attitudes. There are many differences in the lived realities between, for example, 
the Åland islands, Ostrobothnia and the Helsinki Metropolitan Area, not to mention 
the “språköarna” [language islands] where Finnish is clearly the dominant language. 
Because the Swedish-speaking Finnish minority is geographically fragmented, one’s 
identity and experiences can change greatly depending on where you grow up or feel 
at home, which is why I think mentioning the location is relevant. When naming 
the locations, I had to make a further choice on language, as most places in Finland 
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have their name in both Finnish and Swedish. Which is shown first depends on 
whether the place has more Finnish or Swedish speakers. Usually in English we see 
the Finnish name being used when referring to cities or municipalities, but as this 
project focuses on the Swedish speakers of Finland, I decided to use the Swedish name 
of the location whenever possible, also in the English descriptions. The rest of the 
text is based on conversations with the subject as well as a short questionnaire that 
I sent them after the photoshoot. My ambitions were to briefly set a context for the 
image or to mention something about my subject that is important to her identity but 
could not be spelled out in the picture itself. I have photographed people from several 
groups whose characteristics are not always visually apparent. As I want to represent 
these people as persons and not representations of a small niche, I have run into the 
problem of how to express my inclusion of, for example, sexual or religious minorities 
without underlining them unnecessarily in the portrait text. Therefore, I try to write 
the text respectfully based on our conversations of identity and what my subjects have 
expressed as important.

Another theme relevant to this photographic series is gender-stereotypes and the 
gendered male/female gaze that I have discussed earlier in this text. When I began 
this project and decided that I want to focus on how women are represented through 
photographic means, and how men have traditionally been the carriers of meaning, it 
quickly became clear that I had to question both traditional gender roles as well as my 
own binary approach to the whole issue. One of the challenges in wanting to focus 
specifically on women, or perhaps simply exclude men, was how to explore gender 
diversity without unintentionally strengthening the opposition of male and female. 
My goal from the beginning was to bear in mind that it is easy to think of gender as 
binary, when in fact it is more experienced as a spectrum (Hines, 2018). So how could 
I photograph Swedish-speaking Finnish women while implying that the experience of 
gender is not simply binary, implying that being a Swedish-speaking Finn can also be 
a non-binary experience? I discussed the matter with those of my participants, who do 
not conform to the binary of gender, and came to the conclusion that there is no one 
right way to deal with this issue. My decision is that when I talk about this project in 
shorter terms, I refer to my subject group as Swedish-speaking Finnish women, but 
when inviting people to be photographed I define my criteria as “anyone who is willing 
to identify themselves within the spectrum of womanhood/femininity”. As my target 
group is Swedish-speaking Finns, I also consulted Regnbågsankan rf, the Swedish-
speaking LGBTQ+ organization in Finland, to ensure this would be an advisable way to 
express myself. I made it my goal is to include as many as possible while offending as few 
as possible. While Swedish-speaking Finns are a diverse minority, more importantly 
women are definitely not a coherent subject group, so by focusing too much on 
a universal idea of what “women” are I risk ignoring dimensions of social and racial 
privilege. This is why it is important to remember to listen to people and keep my own 
white cis-hetero-expectations in check.

Problems
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In the series “Finlandssvenska Kvinnor [Swedish-speaking Finnish women] – A non-binary gaze” I 
explore the relationship between the gaze and visual representation. With influences from 
Judith Butler to August Sander, my inspirations and insights vary from advertisements to 
feminist discourse. The portraits are planned and created on the basis of an open dialogue 
between the photographer and the model, where we discuss topics such as identity, being 
a Swedish-speaking Finn, Finnishness, gender, children, ethnicity and different roles. 
By creating a wider variety of representation in my images, I want to invite the viewer to 
critically examine their own expectations and underlying stereotypes of identity. Few of 
my portraits fill the stereotypical criteria of what Swedish-speaking Finns are expected to 
look like, leading the viewer to stop and question their own expectations.

Upon receiving a contact willing to participate, I first tell them about the project 
and ask how they want to be represented. It is important that the subject is willing to 
be a part of the project and understands what the project is about. I try to explain the 
constraints of my method of photographing; full body pictures, direct look into the 
camera, a neutral or self-confident expression. Additionally, I ask them to tell me about 
themselves and what is important for them and their identity, and whether they might 
have a place in mind for their portrait. It is important for me to listen to the person 
and discuss with them how they want to be represented. If the person does not have 
a very specific idea in mind, I try to give them some suggestions or examples based on 
our conversations so far. In the end, it is up to me to make the final choices, and I ask 
myself why I would want to photograph a certain person in a specific way. What are 
my own prejudices and stereotypes? What can I do to disregard them and open up a 
dialogue with my subject in the relatively short time we have? During the actual photo 
session, I first talk with the person, explain again the project, my goals and aspirations. 
I also ask about their identity as a woman and as a Swedish-speaking Finn in general. It 
is important to be sensitive and find a balance between being in control of the situation, 
and letting the subject relax and give me their own ideas and insights.

After we have finished taking pictures, I go through the pictures at home and select 
the final image based on intuition, aesthetics and our conversations and feelings during 
the photography session. I then edit the image and show it to the subject, asking one 
more time for permission to use it in my project. I also remind them that if they later 
do not feel comfortable having their picture as a part of my project, they retain the right 
to ask me to take it down or reschedule a new session together. It makes my work a bit 
more troublesome, but in this project, it is extremely important that the subject can feel 
confident and comfortable with how they are represented.

When working on a project about a minority that I myself am a part of, my personal 
experiences will influence my decisions and point of view. Additionally, my personal 
privileges will make it easier to focus on certain issues and harder to see others. Swedish-
speaking Finns are a small but diverse group with many realities, and my starting points 

and ideas will not represent nor resonate with everyone. Many ideas, experiences and 
attitudes are different depending on geographic location, social group, language skills, 
socioeconomic situation and personal experiences (to name a few). I am aware that as a 
white middle-class woman from Helsinki, attending university mainly in Finnish and 
English, my reality is very different from many Swedish-speaking Finns, and I cannot 
claim to speak for everyone.

This project is concerned with subjects of representation and the inclusion of 
minorities, such as ethnic, religious, physical, sexual, gender-related, role, disabled and 
age-groups within the in-group of the project, while being aware of stereotyping, history 
of exoticism, racism, and social exclusion. I think a lot about the power of inclusion, 
and taking someone’s picture is to say you matter, you are seen, you are included. 
However, every time you choose to define something, something will always be left 
outside. When representing minorities, it is also important not to address someone as 
“the representative” of a said group. I try to battle this through focusing on meeting and 
photographing everyone as individuals, and not members of a minority. This is when 
an open dialogue is especially important, and I often discuss this issue with the subject, 
to include them and their experience into the planning of the picture. In this way I can 
perhaps talk through a minority, and not for a minority. However, I still struggle with 
how to include minorities without making them the representation of the other, or a 
steppingstone for my own inclusivity and legitimizing this project. I also struggle with 
how to actively involve different minorities with the project in the first place, without 
resorting to contacting people based on their appearances. My solution is to let people 
come to me and themselves “enrol” as an advocate for a minority or group. But on the 
other hand, if I do not actively look for people representing minorities I wish to include, 
how will I make sure they are not excluded from this project?  What is the responsibility 
of the photographer, in relation to what is possible within the frames of the project?

This is a brief summary of my approach and way of working on this project. I would 
like to point out that my sample of people is limited to my own networks, locations 
and matching schedules, and I am aware of many of the representational limitations in 
this project so far, with only 25 portraits included in this thesis, but I am dedicated to 
continuing this project and intend to photograph more in the future. 

I do not aim to dictate what are real representations of gender, nor what the right 
way to create un-gendered images. I recognise that not all participants of a group feel 
or think the same, nor are they necessarily represented by the same things. All my 
images are created through a dialogue shaped by the current culture and discourses that 
surround us.

Project description: Swedish-speaking Finns

Disclaimer
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Photograph your subject in a 
natural situation, for example 
participating in a hobby, work, 
something that identifies them as 
an active, independent person, 
unrelated to gender-stereotyping or 
other categorical stereotypes. 

Avoid dress-up games, if you want 
to photograph a person doing 
something, make it real or don’t do 
it at all, especially with women be 
aware of the history of her “playing 
nurse” while the man is the doctor. 

Photograph preferably outdoors, 
or at least not in a stereotypical 
location (like the kitchen for 
women). 

Ask your subject to look directly 
into the camera and to maintain 
strong contact and avoid forced 
social smiling. 

Always strive to present your 
subject as independent, and avoid 
basing their existence in relation to 
someone with higher “status”. 

Maintain a come-as-you-are-
approach toward your subject, 
explain that there is no need to 
dress up or fix yourself for this, 
even though our current society has 
taught us that especially women 
need to be excessively prepared and 
made-up to be good enough for a 
picture. 

A ethnical minority is often 
explained in terms of sameness, 
so look critically at the assumed 
sameness of a group and try to 
figure out if you can offer alternative 
narratives about the heterogeneity 
of that group instead. 

Avoid unnecessary binary 
categorizations of your subject and 
recognize a spectrum whenever 
possible. 

When photographing, listen to 
your subject and keep an open 
mind. 

Avoid looking down on 
anyone, both figuratively 
and literally, for example 
photographing from their 
eye-height or waist-height 
to “look up” at them. 

Advise your subject to take a 
simple and natural pose, try to 
avoid unnecessary childlike body-
clowning. 

Do not cut off body parts with 
your composition, try to fit the full 
body in the picture, and take a bit 
of a distance to give space to the 
landscape. 

Power-relations of are 
not only restricted to 
a gendered gaze, but 
should be minded in other 
attributes of the gaze 
as well, like a western 
colonialistic exotizing 
gaze, or the gaze of the 
majority on the minority. 

Uneven power dynamics threaten 
to uncritically show only one 
reality, the one of the majority. 

That is why I am calling out for 
creatives to learn how to critically 
assess their own perspectives and 
earlier experiences. It is important 
that advertisers, and creatives 
in general, are educated on the 
harmful stereotypes that they 
might easily create out of haste and 
ignorance.

As creatives we have the 
responsibility to critically 
assess the images we make, the 
representations we present and how 
we show the world to others. 

We need to visualize a 
world that is equal, fair 
and representative. 

The images we create should 
be versatile, offering images for 
identification for more than just the 
majority. 

We should not rely on the easy 
answer, nor on stereotypes. 

The way forward might be difficult, 
but it is worth it. 

All work should strive for a baseline 
that is in itself antiracist, feminist 
and egalitarian, it should not be a 
self-fulfilling end goal but a starting 
point.

Think critically about 
your own motivations, 
expectations and 
intentions.

The most important thing when 
photographing someone else than 
yourself, is to be aware of your own 
privileges and prejudices when you 
set out to start the project. 

Prejudices can include, but are not 
limited to, gender, color, socio-
economic situation, age, ethnicity, 
religion, disabilities, profession, 
education, body image and history.

Do research on the topic, even 
if it is a familiar topic, and try to 
get sources with different kinds of 
viewpoints, even if they do not 
always support your perspective. 

Especially when engaging with 
a topic or group you are not 
personally a part of, discuss it with 
people who are part of that group, 
placing importance on asking 
instead of assuming.

Ask yourself if your method and 
way of photographing strengthens 
stereotypes or discrimination, or 
is your approach exotising your 
subject(s)? 

Know the expressions of power-
relations, and think critically about 
what kind of things you propose 
through the setup of your images, 
and think about what kind of a 
world-view is expressed through 
your images. 

When communicating, 
remember to actively listen 
to your subjects, and be 
honest and open about 
your intentions, both to 
yourself and to others.

The non-binary gaze
– a manifesto
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In this text I have attempted to create a basis for thoughts that could assist in creating more 
representative images. Advertisements shape our culture and advertisers have a great 
responsibility to create material that is not unfair or misrepresenting. Unfortunately, 
although our society has taken great strides forward in the representation of women, 
advertisements still play with old stereotypes and often depict women as homemakers, 
otherwise helpless, or subordinate to men. I have studied some of these tendencies and 
am requesting creatives to take responsibility and critically assess their own intentions 
and starting points, as a solution to how we can start creating visual material that in 
itself is more representative, antiracist and more equal, or at least “good enough”. 
Representation will never be perfect, and does not need to be, but fair and equal 
representation should be a starting point to work towards.

In order to provide a tool for this approach, I have studied the gaze in visual 
culture, more importantly Laura Mulvey’s writing on the male gaze from cinematic 
theory (Mulvey, 1975/1988), as well as several different approaches on the female gaze, 
focusing on how women look at women. However, approaching the gaze from only a 
gendered perspective (male and female gaze) is limiting. We need to take into account 
the other dimensions that manifest themselves in the gaze, such as the cultural gaze 
(the exoticising gaze, colonialist gaze) that is upkept by the dominant culture and 
visual order. The gaze, just as gender and ethnicity, can therefore be seen as socially 
constructed. None of these provide sufficient options for representation in themselves, 
but by understanding the fallacies and cultural phenomena surrounding them, we can 
at least start to question the self-evidence of a gendered gaze. Due to the restrictions of 
this thesis I could not dive deeper into the topics of the gaze and visual culture, where 
I am sure that further reading could have provided for a deeper analysis of the different 
directions of the gaze. It was, however, sufficient enough for me to propose an approach 
that is in itself non-binary and where some of the problematics of a dualist gendered 
gaze could be averted through a non-binary gaze, which I represented in the text in the 
form of a manifesto. 

In 3.0 Images of one Minority, I covered some basic information about Swedish-
speaking Finns, as well as some common stereotypes and misconceptions about them. 
This led to a more general discussion on stereotypes and representation. Stereotypes, 
identity and representation cover some important aspects of my approach in order to 
reconstruct a non-binary gaze. It was important for me to take into account historical 
aspects of degradation and the negative aspects of stereotyping and misrepresentation. 
As Chimamanda Adichie states, a single story creates stereotypes (Adichie, 2009). 

45CONCLUSION

4.0 Conclusion
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We need to visualize a world that is equal, 
fair and representative. 

4746 CONCLUSIONCONCLUSION

That is why I propose that through versatile enough representations we have to start 
creating material with more points of identification for a broader audience, not just the 
majority or dominant culture. Subsequently, I suggest a set of thoughts, in the form of a 
manifesto, on how to perform a non-binary approach and to avoid the juxtapositioning 
of binary opposites in order to provide a spectrum of representation. I see the potential 
of using this in my own documentary photographic practice as well as applying it to 
advertisement and other fields. I hope that the considerations I have brought forth in 
this text through my non-binary approach could inspire creatives to at least critically 
consider their own assumptions of the norm.

This project also contains a photographic part. My photographic approach focuses 
on the spectrum of representation, and the 25 portraits presented together with this text 
are images that I have created while formulating my thoughts and the manifesto. They 
are portraits of Swedish-speaking Finnish women from around Finland, representing 
different people with different lives, identities and stories. The larger my sample 
becomes, the wider a spectrum of representation I can attempt to reach. I started this 
project with a few core ideas, while others have taken form or transformed over the 
process of research and photographic practice. I have had to take a stand on defining 
the criteria of who I photograph and why, as well as think a lot about how to approach 
each person and unique situation independent of the rest. This has greatly affected why 
I wrote my manifesto as loose thoughts and recommendations, because when taking 
portraits while being mindful about representation, there is no straight formula you can 
apply, but you must keep on questioning and reinventing yourself depending on the 
situation and person. After having formulated my manifesto, I now have better tools 
to continue my photographic series, as well as thought processes to fall back on in my 
commercial work.
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Annika photographed at Oravais Theatre before final show of her newest play.
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Anette photographed by Esse river where her family has lived since the 18th century.
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90-year-old Berit on the island outside Jakobstad where she lives by herself each summer.



Heidi photographed in her home in Karleby after a business trip.
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Lina photographed in front of her future high school in Karleby.



Monica photographed in front of the family owned mink farm in Solf.
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Henrika photographed at the fire brigade where she volunteers in Mariehamn.
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Joanna, a feminist and single mom born and raised on Åland, photographed in Mariehamn.
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Donna photographed in front of the family house in Borgå Old Town.



Rebecca photographed at her family’s summerplace in Sommaröarna.
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Sarah photographed in front of the Methodist church in Karleby. 



Tonya photographed in Berghäll before moving to study art in Kangasala.
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