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KUALA LUMPUR: When Bufori, Mlaysia's first sportscar was introduced in
early 1995, a TV commercial showed three wonen wal king into a matchnmaking
agency, each declaring what she wants in a nan.

The | ast wonman, the prettiest, said: "I don't care what he is or how he
| ooks like, as long as he drives a Bufori, I'mall his."

The ad got many viewers riled up. Three English dailies and one Ml ay
daily played up their conplaints and wote editorials that forced the ad to
be w t hdrawn.

But these stereo-type inages seemto be a prevalent nmenu, no matter how
stale, serve up by the nmass nedia for wonen.

An international seminar on wonen in the nmedia in Bangi recently noted
that sexist advertising which "discrimnates, degrades and humiliates
worren" has not stopped. It invites short spurts of publicity in the nedia,
but when the dust settles, it is back to business as usual

Even worse is the curulative findings of many studies on the portrayal
of sex roles in the nedia that confirmthat the depiction of sex roles in
the nedia corresponds to the pattern set by traditional sex-role sterotypes
in societies.

Recent literature also provides evidence of the nedia's role in shaping
worren' s view of herself and in controlling fenmal e behaviour by setting
agendas for the fenmale world.

Col umi st Datin Paduka Marina Mahathir made an interesting observation
at the sem nar on how wonmen thensel ves have stereo-typed mindset about
ot her wonen.

Marina, who is chairman of the Ml aysian Al DS Foundati on and president
of the Malaysian AIDS Council, said that she had frequently been asked
stereo-typed gender questions by fenale reporters on her personal |ife, her
likes and dislikes and other "female-stuff" on her hair style, etcetra,
etcetra.

"Whuld they ask sinilar questions to a man if he is in her position?
Are the female reporters being told to ask such questions by their news
editors or the reporters thensel ves, being wonen, thought those were the
rel evant questions that should be directed at her and wonen in general ?",
asked Marina who is also the project coordinator for the 15-vol une
Encycl opedia of Malaysia, to be published |ate this year.

Mal aysi a's popul ar wormen's nmgazi nes can fairly indicate where the
direction of wonen's concerns and interests are headed. According to Mary
Assunta Kol andai, a nmedia officer of the Consunmers Association of Penang
(CAP), an average of about 40 percent of the pages of three popular wonen's
magazi nes in Ml aysia are devoted to advertisenents and anot her 20 percent
to various types of pronptions.

In other words, about 67 percent of the space in the two English
magazi nes and about 50 percent in the two Malay nmmgazi nes are devoted to
advertising and pronoti ons of goods and services.

O these, the bulk of the advertisenents and pronotions are for
cosnmetics (32 to 52 percent), fashion (19 to 66 percent) and other beauty
rel ated products and services.

The main thenes energing from these advertisenents are |ooks, youth and
slimess. Based on the kind of advertisements appearing in these nagazi nes
one is led to believe that there is a deep concern anong wonen for whiter
skin - to make pal er, bleach, blanch or discolour -- and defy aging



VWien The New Straits Tinmes Features Editor, Aishah Ali, was given the
task to head the women's desk ten years ago, the women's pages consisted of
the typical nenu of fashion, beauty and cookery. There were little, if
ever, discussions relating to equality or legal rights.

But things changed after she was invited to a gender-sensitising
wor kshop organi sed by the Asia Pacific Devel opment Centre (APDC) in 1987
Since then, she had nmade it her mssion to nmake a change by focusing on
i ssues of crucial inportance to wonmen and she has never | ooked back.

"The feedback was instantaneous. Readers hungered for stories on strong
wonen, careers, childcare, self-esteem polygany and the glass ceiling.
They wanted to know how to cope with rape, sexual harrassnment and domestic
vi ol ence. They needed to be informed about wonen's reproductive health and
H V/ Al DS, " she said.

These stories becane the main agenda in the NST's wonen's pages and
even fashion and beauty stories focused on teaching wonen the finer points
of grooming instead of sinply decorating the pages with pictures of
beauti ful nodels, said Aishah.

Dr Wang Lay Kim a lecturer of Universiti Sains Ml aysia (USM, said
that the nyth that nature determ ned wonen's destiny through beauty, charm
and sweetness, still persist in many nedia inages, be they print or
br oadcast nedi a.

For instance, advertisements for personal care invariably use nodels
who are always Barbie doll thin, always tall and young, always possessing
perfect features.

Another myth that is often used in the nedia is that of woman's nain
role of nother and wife, linmiting her area of expertise to the kitchen, or
home. Many wonen's programes on television deal mainly with how to cook
and take care of the house and children, and fashion.

At the sane time, drama serials produced locally also tend to portray
worren as w ves and nothers, and wonen who fall outside these roles are
i nvariably portrayed as bad nothers who are incapable of blending career
and famly, she said.

"There is nothing wong with being a nother and wife. They are good
roles for wonen. What is unacceptable is that the nmedia constantly push
wonen into the role as caregiver and housekeeper, as if it is natural
Al t hough what we see nay be based on real-life situations, such portayals
institutionalise unfair and unequal household relationships in the hone."

Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Haji Mbhd Ali in her keynote address at the
sem nar said those who control the nedia can control the mnd of the
audi ence. "Studi es have shown that those who control the nedia do not
necessarily have enlightened views or attitudes with regards to wonen,
havi ng been brought up to believe in the traditional sex-stereotypes in
society."

In the mdst of all these grievances, RTMs TV2 controller, Zohara Gany
Mohd Bat husha, urged wonen | eaders and non-governmental organisations to
support the inclusion of a provision in the proposed anendnents to the Film
Censorship, 1952 to curb negative inages of wonmen in filnms. She said she
woul d pursue this matter with other nmenbers of the Film Censorship Board
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