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Summary

Textbooks are essential for implementing gender equality, particularly for Visual Arts 

textbooks which include mainly visual images; this is a topic of interest not only to international 

scholars in education, but also to Chinese educators as well. Bias in gender ideology in textbooks 

hinders students’ whole person development. Thus, it is important to critically investigate the 

gender ideology of textbooks for the sake of gender equality. This paper reports a study on 

examining the gender ideology in the secondary Visual Arts textbooks of mainland China, the 

People’s Republic. Textbooks published by People’s Education Publishing House are selected as 

samples. Employing content analysis, the study addresses the following questions: (1) What is the 

ratio of male and female artists and their artworks in the visual arts textbooks? (2) What are the 

gender stereotypes in the textbooks? (3) What is the gender value in the textbooks? 

The paper first discusses the concept of gender ideology and its implications in visual arts. 

The term ideology refers to a thinking framework in one society that gives order and meaning. 

Gender ideology refers to the attitude towards social roles, rights, and responsibilities of men and 

women in one society, which is consistent with the traditional gender belief of social mainstream. 

Scholars have pointed out that gender ideology may lead to gender inequality since it will assign 

stereotypical gender roles for men and women which support the power structure of patriarchal 

society. 

Stereotypical gender roles also persist in the art field. For instance, in Modernism, art 
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categories mainly engaged by women, such as embroidery, paper-cutting, and other handicrafts, 

or still-life and landscape painting are considered as less creative; while sculpture, architecture 

and historical and religious painting that engaged in by men are regarded as creative and elite art. 

This hierarchical perspective can be identified in the research and writing of art history where 

women’s art is given less attention with fewer women artists recorded in the historical literature. 

Since the 1960s, educators have paid attention to gender ideologies in textbooks. However, 

most of the research aimed at language, history, math, and geography, with few of them examining 

visual arts textbooks. There were only two studies found in the literature that discussed gender 

ideologies in visual arts textbooks in Taiwan. They found that gender stereotypes persisted, with 

few women artists represented. In the existing literature about gender ideologies of textbooks, 

there are three aspects that have been thoroughly examined, namely the ratio of men and women, 

gender stereotypes, and gender values. Therefore, this content analysis study developed categories 

for data collection in these three aspects.

The results of the content analysis are the following:

1. The proportion of male and female artists and their artworks are extremely unbalanced; female 

artists’ achievements were neglected. For the population of artists, there are total 294 artists in 

the textbooks with 278 male artists (94.6%) and 16 female artists (5.4%). For the number of 

artworks in the textbooks, there are 925 artworks in total, with 347 done by males (95.6%) and 

13 done by females (3.6%), leaving 3 works which were creative collaborations by males and 

females. The proportion of male and female characters in the textbooks is relatively balanced. 

In sum, there are 305 human characters in the textbooks with 168 males (55%) and 137 females 

(45%). However, the balanced proportion of male and female characters in visual arts cannot 

be taken as evidence for the balanced gender ideologies compared with similar study findings 

in other subjects, since female figures are a long-standing topic in visual arts. 

2. Gender roles in the pictures are stereotypical; female roles are passive and traditional. In 

the above 305 human characters, male roles are in 14 categories and female roles are in 12 

categories. Common male roles are soldiers (n = 45, 26.8%), laborers (n = 31, 18.4%), religious 

people (n = 19, 11.3%), rulers (n = 18, 10.7%),  and gods (n = 17, 10.1%), while common 

female roles are goddesses (n = 42, 30.7%), servants (n = 23, 16.8%), laborers (n =18, 13.1%), 

and entertainers (n = 16, 11.7%).

3. For the gender value of textbooks, the male-first and male-domination are prominent in the 

pictures and texts, assigning females to secondary positions. In one introductory art text, 
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the artist refers in male single pronoun he when the text discusses art production generally, 

rather referring to a specific artist. The language excludes the possibility that women can be 

artists. Also, photos of artists reveal binary representation for art categories: male artists are 

all engaged in the so-called fine arts, but female artists are all engaged in folk art. Although 

nowadays, the hierarchical perspective towards fine art and folk art is challenged by many 

educators, this binary representation still seems problematic in visual arts textbooks for young 

people. 

The results of the study lead to the following suggestions: First, although the unbalanced 

population of male and female artists in art history is a fact that lead to few female artists in the 

textbooks, educators should raise questions regarding this issue and provoke students to critically 

examine art history, asking why there were few female artists, rather than simply accepting the 

fact. Second, adopting Postmodern Art Education as the theoretical basis for including gender 

issues as one of the learning areas for visual arts would provide the framework for teachers and 

students to further investigate this issue. Third, gender equality policies for textbooks publishing 

would contribute to better textbooks. Fourth, visual arts teachers’ awareness of gender issues is 

crucial since the revision of textbooks usually takes years. As Bourdieu (1994) said, teachers 

are significant in the art field because they educate our next generation to be the future viewers, 

consumers, and artists. 
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