
i s t e r s in 

e x i s m • 

by Sanitsuda Ekachai 

h a t do y o u do w h e n y o u r m o m r e f u s e s to get b a c k to 
ge the r w i t h y o u r e s t r a n g e d d a d ? T h a i c h i l d r e n r e c e n t l y 
l e a r n e d f r o m the p o p u l a r T V s o a p o p e r a Father the Flirt 
t h a t i t i s pe r f ec t l y o k a y to d r u g m o m a n d let d a d r a p e he r . 

In another soapie, Sor S a m Sa i , about the love r ivalry between 
brothers , the hero raped the heroine after a heated argument . Ac t ing 
as reconci l iator , the young woman 's mother said that rape wou ld not 
be possible wi thout her daughter 's consent. 

The powerful engines of the Tha i mass media are roar ing non-stop 
to t ransmi t va lues w h i c h subjugate women of the younger generation. 
B u t the phenomenon is not un ique to T h a i l a n d . 

Karaoke tapes featuring semi-nude women are c o m m o n in C h i n a . 
Japanese comics , wh i ch are widely read in As ia , are ful l of graphic sex 
scenes. The Korean media glorified a Korean-born nude model for Pent
house magazine as a nat iona l heroine. A Ma lays i an sports car ad at
tracts male buyers by featuring a sexy woman pur r ing , "I 'm al l yours . " 

A s i a n diversity defies general izat ion. B u t when it comes to gender 
d i s c r im ina t i on a n d sexua l double s tandards , A s i a n women—from war-
torn C a m b o d i a to capi ta l is t ic J a p a n or c o m m u n i s t C h i n a — f i n d them
selves sha r ing the same lot. A n d they are b l aming the mass media for 
perpetuat ing sexist stereotypes and violence against women. 

If not portrayed as sex tigresses, A s i a n women appear in the med ia 
ma in l y as wives and mothers. Even i n the country where women "ho ld 
u p ha l f of the sky . " One s tudy reveals that one- th i rd of sexist TV ads in 
C h i n a , where gender equal i ty is a state policy, portray women as home-
makers despite the fact that the numbe r of Ch inese male a n d female 
professionals is near ly equal . The prob lem is often worse in other A s i an 
countr i es where gender equal i ty is a non- i ssue . 

The pr int med ia i n As i a do not fare m u c h better. Across the cont i 
nent , rapes are reported l ike sex thr i l lers , a n d the identit ies of the vic
t ims are often revealed. Women make the news ma in l y as v ic t ims of 
sensat iona l cr imes, not as authori tat ive news sources . Sexist language 
is widespread. 

Women in Action No. 3,1997 



i n a l l countr ies suffer sexist and 
stereotypical por t raya l , violence, 
a n d under-representat ion in the 
media . 

A 1 9 9 5 m e d i a m o n i t o r o n 
women's par t ic ipat ion in the news 
in 14 A s i a n count r i es i n c l u d i n g 
Tha i l and conf i rms that the media 
r ema in a men 's fortress. Th i s may 
e xp l a in w h y the m e d i a are not 
q u e s t i o n i n g t h e p o r t r a y a l o f 
women as sex objects a n d house
wives. The findings show women's 
low impact on the media : 

In T h a i l a n d , women account 
for 17 percent of j o u r n a l i s t s i n 
newspapers , Ko r ea 16 percent, 
Cambod i a 10 percent, and J a p a n 
8 percent . The s i t u a t i o n is not 
m u c h better in other A s i a n coun
tries. 

G iven s u c h low n u m b e r s of 
w o m e n m e d i a w o r k e r s , m a n y 
women's groups hope that inter
vent ion by law or self-regulated 
codes of conduct can improve the 
s i tuat ion . 

Real i ty however, shows c u l -

It is feared that inc reas ing ac
cess to global e lectronic med ia wi l l 
on ly worsen the s i tua t i on through 
" f lash floods" of images of women 
as sex objects on satellite TV, com
puter a n d video games, a n d por
nography a n d pros t i tu t i on on the 
Internet. 

FIGHTING BACK 
A group of media act iv ists a n d 

academics f rom C h i n a , India, In
dones i a , J a p a n , Korea , Ma lays ia , 
the P h i l i p p i n e s , M o n g o l i a , S r i 
L a n k a , A u s t r a l i a a n d 
T h a i l a n d met in the Ph i l 
ipp ines recently to gauge 
the extent of the prob l em 
a n d m a p out pol icy so lu 
t ions. The conference was 
co-organized by the Lon 
don-based Wor ld Assoc ia 
tion for Chr i s t i an C o m m u 
n ica t i on a n d Isis Interna
t i o n a l , a M a n i l a - b a s e d 
feminist o rgan iza t ion . 

"Sex role stereotyping 
is so deeply ingra ined and 
glorified in the media that 
even women become de
sensi t i zed to their own i n 
ferior portrayal , " sa id Prof. 
K y u n g - J a Lee, d e a n of 

A A o o o In Japan,these pornographic cartoons are readily accessible,even for children, u o u r n a i i s m a n u m a s s 
C o m m u n i c a t i o n at K y u n g Hee 
Univers i t y i n Korea . 

She s u m m e d u p the s tudy 
w h i c h r eve rbe ra t es t h r o u g h o u t 
As i a : "Women are h ighly visible i n 
soap operas, bu t the portrayals of 
women are stereotypical and u n 
equa l to men . " 

"In advert is ing, women are de
va lued a n d dehuman i z ed as com
modi t ies for sale." 

" The news , m e a n w h i l e , re
m a i n s the province of power elites. 
W o m e n are t h u s ignored and a l 
i enated . " 

M e d i a regulat ion policies on 
women range from pol i t ical ly cor
rect i n C h i n a , impotent i n T h a i 
l a n d , to non-ex is tent i n Mongol ia . 
Pol ic ies no tw i ths tand ing , women 

• They accounted for only 20 per
cent of news reporters and 14 per
cent of newsmakers , and they are 
m u c h y o u n g e r t h a n the i r male 
counterpar ts . 
• Women were less quoted, ap
peared i n l ow - s t a tus roles a n d 
they were d r a m a t i c a l l y over -
r e p r e s e n t e d as v i c t i m s i n the 
news. 
• B o t h a s j o u r n a l i s t s a n d 
newsmakers , women appear less 
in news stories on pol i t ics , eco
nomics a n d nat i ona l defense, re
flecting sex-role segregation. 
• On l y 7 percent of the coverage 
was on i s sues of women ' s c on 
cerns. B u t the percentage is higher 
for newspapers a n d very low for 
television. 

t u r a l va lues are more power ful 
than law and regulations. 

D e s p i t e C h i n a ' s s t a t e 
mandate on gender equality, for 
example, the media st i l l portray 
women ma in l y as homemakers , 
a l though less as sex objects than 
in other As ian countries. India has 
the Indecent Represen ta t i on of 
Women Act. And Korea even has 
a law to protect c h i l d r e n f rom 
"damaging" environments fostered 
by the media. B u t the portrayal of 
w o m e n there i s s t i l l far f r om 
satisfactory. 

M o s t A s i a n c o u n t r i e s have 
media laws to protect "pub l i c de
cency," but they are largely impo
tent. Tha i land ' s ant i -pornography 
law is a case in point . 
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S im i l a r to other countr ies , the 
de f in i t ion of w h a t is obscene is 
vague a n d s l ippery , open to the 
subjective in terpre ta t ion of i n d i 
v i d u a l of f icials. In add i t i on , the 
p u n i s h m e n t is l ight a n d enforce
ment sporad ic . 

In T h a i l a n d , the m a x i m u m 
fine for those involved i n the por
nography bus ine s s is on ly 6 ,000 
bah t a n d / o r m a x i m u m of three 
y e a r s ' i m p r i s o n m e n t . " W i t h o u t 
proper ac t i on , l aws a n d pol ic ies 
are n o t h i n g m o r e t h a n e m p t y 
rhetor ic , " sa id Prof. K y u n g - J a Lee. 

Success , if it is achieved at a l l , 
tends to be brief. In more l ibera l 
A u s t r a l i a , the adver t is ing i n d u s 
try w i thdrew its gender sensit iv i ty 
gu ide l i n e s i n 1995 on g r o u n d s 
that they worked against free com
pet i t ion i n the market . 

POSITIVE PORTRAYAL 
I ronical ly , ca l l s by women ' s 

groups for more posit ive portray
als i n the med ia pu t them i n a n 
awkward s i tua t i on . B y c ondemn
ing the sex-object image a n d de
m a n d i n g more regu la t ions , they 
find themselves i n the same c a m p 
as conservatives a n d rel igious fun
damenta l i s ts a n d the ir t rad i t ions 
w h i c h subjugate the women. 

Meanwhi l e , the med ia ins i s t 
on the sacred tenet of freedom of 
express ion to res is t any restr ic 
t ions , whereas the ex is tence of 
media moni tor ing organizat ions to 
counter v io lat ions is a n except ion 
rather than a rule . 

Wi l l the inc reas ing n u m b e r of 
female media workers a n d the de
velopment of codes of c onduc t on 
m e d i a e th i c s he lp improve the 
s i tuat ion? 

S o m e c r i t i c s s a y t h e 
c o m m e r c i a l i z a t i o n of b o t h the 
na t i ona l and in te rna t i ona l med i a 
wi l l work against efforts to t u r n the 
m e d i a i n t o a l l i e s for w o m e n ' s 
soc ia l deve lopment. B u t women 
med ia act iv ists st i l l believe that it 
is impor tant to have more women 

wo rk ing i n the media as well as 
better regulat ions. 

They also cont inue to p u s h for 
a greater diversity of images, be
s ides h o m e m a k e r s a n d sex ob
jects, to reflect the realities of wom
en's lives. 

Resistance to change, par t i cu
lar ly among the pr int media , goes 
beyond mere bus iness profits, sa id 
Me l i nda Qu in tos de J e s u s of the 
M a n i l a - b a s e d Cen t e r for M e d i a 
Freedom and Responsib i l i ty . 

C h a n g e is d i f f icul t if med ia 
workers do not see how their pro
fessional news cr i ter ia are gender-
b iased, she stressed. Trad i t i ona l 
news cr i ter ia , for a start, do not 
favor the coverage of women ' s 
news. 

"News cr i ter ia favor those a l 
ready accredited by the media as 
newsworthy, a group of ind iv idua l 
newsmakers who are mostly men," 
sa id the former j ourna l i s t . 

" Immed iacy , b r o a d interest 
from k n o w n newsmakers , out-of-
the-ord inary elements, conf l ic ts— 
these c r i t e r ia ru le out the wide 
par t i c ipa t i on of women in news 
stories. 

" N e w s is a l s o t r a d i t i o n a l l y 
event-oriented. B u t m u c h of what 
happens in the areas of women's 
c o n c e r n s h a s to do w i th soc ia l 
change a n d the pol i t ica l process 
wh i ch are difficult to capture in the 
s t anda rd news story," she added. 

A n d e v en i n n e w s s t o r i e s 
w h i c h direct ly deal wi th women, 
s u c h as those about the in formal 
economic sector where women are 
in the majority, their views are of
ten absent due to bus iness report
e r s ' l a ck of gender perspect ive . 
"These gaps are, i n themselves, 
p r o f e s s i ona l fa i l ings because a 
story w i thou t context is i n com
plete," she sa id . 

Despite a need for t ra in ing in 
gender i ssues i n report ing, many 
media workers r ema in resistant to 
what they see as advocacy j our 
n a l i s m . 

M a k i n g the med ia see gender 
stereotyping a n d violence against 
women as part of soc ia l injustices. 
Lobby ing for pol icy change. Med ia 
moni tor ing . Ne twork ing between 
women groups a n d med ia work
ers a n d r esearchers . These are 
among the measures the confer
ence p a r t i c i p a n t s bel ieve c o u l d 
help d ig the med ia out its deeply 
entrenched bias . 

B u t new scenar ios are com
pl icat ing their efforts. Accord ing to 
S y l v i a S p r i n g of M e d i a W a t c h 
C a n a d a , the prob lem of the nega
tive portraya l of women has be
come more subt le ; naked woman 
are out, but sex-role stereotypes 
remain msu l tmg . 

"More women are wo rk ing in 
the m e d i a . B u t m a n y m e d i a 
women are not consc ious of gen
der i ssues , m i m i c k m g t rad i t iona l 
male roles ins tead , " she sa id . 

New commun i ca t i ons techno
logy s u c h as satellite broadcast ing 
a n d the Internet have also made 
the med ia harder to contro l and 
monitor . 

B u t there is st i l l hope. Accord
ing to Prof. K y u n g - J a Lee of Ko
rea, the key to change is educat
ing c o n s u m e r s not to pass ive ly 
accept the med ia messages but to 
be more c r i t i ca l a n d selective. 

Med ia l i teracy, she sa id , can 
help s c rub off the effects of gen
der -d i sc r iminatory media images, 
and selective med ia use by con
s u m e r s c a n eventual ly he lp im
prove the qual i ty of the media . 

"The media do not only in form 
or enter ta in , they shape how we 
see ourselves, " sa id Dr. Ubonra t 
S i r i yuvasak from C h u l a l o n g k o r n 
Univers i ty ' s Facu l t y of C o m m u n i 
cat ion Ar ts . 

" W h e n gir ls and women real
ise th is a n d start to quest ion the 
media , change is inevitable." 

Source: Bangkok Post, 23 August, 
1997. 
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