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FOREWORD

Since 2005, Population First through its Girl Child Campaign – Laadli has been engaging 

actively with the college youth through a number of innovative activities such as Flash Mobs (2006), 

song development and puppet making workshops, street theatre competitions, discussion 

forums, change makers clubs and gender workshops. However, we realized that intervening as an 

outsider had its own limitations – funding constraints, coordination problems, limited outreach and 

more importantly, sustainability. 

We have also  come to believe strongly that gender should become part of the class room 

experience and should be handled by the teachers in an interactive and innovative manner within 

the class room context. However, we realized in our interactions with the students and teachers, 

the current model of teacher-student equation,  did not allow much scope for that. The challenge, 

therefore, is to find spaces and contexts within the syllabus and class rooms to initiate a debate, 

dialogue and discussion which would open up the minds of the students to understand and 

question the deep rooted gender stereotypes, biases and violence in society.   To create such 

critical thinking in students it is imperative that the teachers equip themselves with facilitation skills 

which are based on the principles of inclusiveness, respect for divergent views and equality. 

Facilitation is an empowering process as the facilitator helps the participants explore their 

mindsets, prejudices and requirements in a non-threatening, non-judgemental and open space.

We were lucky to have UNFPA supporting us to go ahead and work on the idea. We had 

long discussions with Prof. Veena Poonacha, Dr. Vibhuti Patel and Dr. Gita Chadha of SNDT 

University before firming up the project strategy. It was agreed that gender should not be a special 

subject or paper but should be mainstreamed into teaching, irrespective of the subject that is being 

handled. Colleges provide a number of contexts in which gender could be addressed – the cultural 

activities, fests, exhibitions, seminars, debates, and the content of the text books. If the teacher is 

sensitive and possesses  the facilitation skills, gender could be made an integral part of college 

education.  It is not necessary to apportion large chunks of time for this purpose but asking the right 

questions at the right time and providing mind space to the students to explore the same could help 

in changing at titudes. Any incident, comment and a film/advertisement/web campaign could be a 

spark for such conversation. 
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The project was, thereaf ter, taken up as a joint initiative of Population First, RCWS and 

PGDSR of SNDT University.

It was agreed that teachers would be able to perform the role of facilitators only when they 

have a sound understanding of the subject and when they understand that facilitation is a 

completely dif ferent set of skills as compared to teaching and training. Apart from the basic 

concepts on gender, two topics were selected which we thought would be relevant to the youth – 

Gender Based Violence and Gender and Media.   A fourth topic Critical Pedagogy was also 

included as it forms the theoretical basis of what is being at tempted in the project. Dr. Gita Chadha, 

Dr. A.L. Sharada, Prof. Veena Poonacha and Prof. Vibhuti Patel prepared the four modules which 

were peer reviewed by Ms. Bishakha Datta,  Dr. Jeroo Mulla, Dr. Nasreen Fazalboy, and Ms. Sonal 

Shukla. My sincere thanks to Gita, Veena and Vibhuti for writing the modules and Sonal, Jeroo, 

Bishakha and Dr. Fazalboy for their candid comments that helped us make the modules so 

interesting. 

The first pilot workshop was organized on Augut 25-26, 2011 with about 15 teachers from 

colleges of Mumbai University and SNDT Women's University which was conducted by the authors 

in an interactive manner. This was followed by a communication and facilitation skill workshop by 

theatre exponent Mr. Manjul Bhardwaj. The participants of the two workshops then conducted the 

third workshop for a new set of people in the presence of the core team who provided feedback to 

the presenters. Based on the response and feedback from the three workshops, the modules were 

revised and a final workshop was organized by the core team before the modules were finalized. 

The modules are being published in collaboration with RCWS and I am grateful to Usha 

Lalwani for the painstaking editing and designing of the modules. 

The publication includes a set of four modules. Each module is self contained with an 

analytical essay followed by proposed games, activities, session plan, resources and reading list. It 

is up to the teachers to use the contents of the modules as per their requirement. The resources and 

readings listed are indicative and a lot more can be accessed from the web and other resources 

listed.

I hope teachers using the modules have an enriching experience with the students and have 

the satisfaction of initiating a much needed change process in class rooms.

Dr. Sharada  

Director

Population First

Mumbai

A. L. 

ii



INTRODUCTION

India is at the threshold of being an economic super power and yet it has some of the worst 

gender indicators.  It is disconcerting to note that gender violence and discrimination are 

increasing in the country and that education and economic status have lit tle impact on gendered 

values. This is even more apparent when one considers that pre-bir th sex selection is rampant 

among the educated and af fluent people.

Young people in colleges are important stakeholders in our campaign for gender equality. 

Unfortunately the curriculum of the colleges provides lit tle scope for innovative, interactive 

engagement of teachers and students on gender issues. There is an urgent need to create open, 

non-judgmental and  critical spaces in colleges to make the youth understand the social 

construction of gender and to provide them with the skills to negotiate bet ter gender space in their 

homes, communities and work places.

Media plays a major role in shaping the mindsets of the youth and if we wish to change the 

gendered mindsets, we need to enable the students to critically analyze the media, reflect on how it 

is shaping their at titudes and be more discerning consumers of the media.    

This module is for teachers and focuses on the facilitation skills rather than on academic 

content, which most of them are already very well versed with. How do we make the serious issue of 

gender relevant to the students?  How do we use the curricular, co-curricular and extra-curricular 

opportunities available to focus on understanding gender? How do we communicate with 

students? How to be innovative and imaginative while dealing with the subject? These are some of 

the questions that we would be addressing through this module.

The module has a background essay titled “Culture, Pop Culture and Gender” which 

broadly touches upon the concepts and discusses linkages between the three concepts with 

interesting examples. It also has a list of activities that can be undertaken with the students on 

media and gender. A detailed reference list and a compilation of reading material complete the 

module.  One training session of 3 hours duration is presented to enable teachers at tending the 

workshop understand, reflect and internalize the facilitation process.

We need more catalysts to bring about change. Please send us your suggestions and 

comments. We await your response. 

1
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MEDIA AND GENDER

In all societies the biological dif ferences between men and women are socially interpreted 

to create a set of social expectations that define behaviours "appropriate" for men and women. 

Such definitions also determine their dif ferential access to rights, resources, and power in society. 

They also determine the access of men and women to spaces, institutions and services. Although 

societies vary in the degree of dif ferentiation, the fact is that such dif ferences exist in all societies 

and invariably favour men who are accorded higher status, greater access and more power than 

women. Such dif ferentiation is called gender as opposed to sex which indicates biological 

dif ference between male and female of the human beings.

Gender being a social construct, it varies from place to place and within the same society 

from one period to another. In other words, everything that men and women do and everything 
1expected of them changes over time according to dif fering social and cultural factors.   The factors 

that influence change could be technological developments, change in economic processes and 

institutions, or change in political ideologies. 

However, unlike biological sex, gender identity is conceived and constructed by society 

over a period of time -- through the process of socialization in  families, educational, economic, 

religious and political institutions, through social customs and practices, cultural art forms and 

media . 

Gender and Culture

3

1Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, Penguin, 1968.

Media and Gender

Sex Gender

Sex is natural Gender Is socially constructed

Sex refers to the biological dif ferences between Gender refers to the socially defined roles and characteristics

men and women of men and women-femininity and masculini ty

Sex is constant Gender changes from time to time, place to place

Sex has no hierarchy Gender is hierarchical; i t refers to dif ferential access to 

resources, insti tutions and determines their access to   

spaces and  mobili ty

Gender dif ferences are suppor ted and promoted by patriarchal values which make women subservient to men's needs and 

control her reproduction, sexuali ty, labour and mobili ty.



Gendering is thus a lifelong process which takes place within the broader ideological 

framework called patriarchy which promotes the superiority of men and subordination of 

women. Through patriarchy the sexuality, reproduction and labour of women is controlled 

by the men.  Patriarchy is defined as “a social system where power is primarily held by men 
2

and represents a social system that is oppressive to women.”  Thus gender definitions are 
2

not just dif ferent for men  and women. They are unequal.  

Gender, therefore, is supported by social structures which determine roles and status, 

social institutions such as marriage, family and kinship and ideologies such as patriarchy. All these 
th

broadly fall in the realm of culture which is variedly defined. While 19  century humanists described 
3it as an “ideal of individual human refinement”, Kroeber and Kluckhohn  identified 164 definitions of 

culture. This shows the varied perspectives and understanding of the concept of culture which have 

been engaging the at tention of sociologists and anthropologists for more than two centuries. 

The term “Culture” is used in common parlance to denote: 

?Good taste in fine arts and humanities. (e.g. She is a very cultured person)

?An integration of knowledge, belief and behaviour as a part of social learning.
4

?A set of shared at titudes, values and goals that characterizes an institution or group  

(e.g. Indian Culture) 

Anthropologists on the other hand define culture as collective phenomena and analyze it at 

two levels:

?The evolved human capacity to classify and represent experiences with symbols, and to 

act imaginatively and creatively; and

?The distinct ways that people living in dif ferent parts of the world classified and represented 

their experiences, and acted creatively.

Culture represents learned behaviour and collective behaviour. Though learned and 

community behaviour is observed among animals, human culture is dif ferent and more evolved as 

it is mediated by the use of symbols and ability to make and use tools. A symbol is defined as 

anything that carries a particular meaning recognized by members of a group and language with 

standard meanings that allows members of a society to communicate with one another. Thus many 

4Michael Tomasello, 'The Human Adaptation for Culture', Annual Review of Anthropology.
Vol. 28: 509-529 October, 1999.

2Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Patriarchy Oxford University Press, 1986.
3Clyde Kluckhohn and Alfred Kroeber Culture: A Critical Review of Concepts and Definitions, 
Vintage Books , 1952.
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of the gendered behaviours are learnt by observing and indirectly imbibing the values from the 

behaviour of others one is directly in contact with such as the family, peers and others as well as 

through the images and messages conveyed by art, literature, media, etc. Since the learning takes 

place at a sub-conscious level, of ten the gendered perceptions go un-noticed and unquestioned.    

Language uses a complex system of symbols through spoken words, scripts, gestures, 

etc., to facilitate communication and interpretation of experiences. Language helps in codifying 

experiences and enables acquiring and transmit ting new knowledge, skills and values within the 

group and across generations for people to draw from, modifying and adding to the learning. The 

use of language is deeply entrenched in human culture and, apart from being used to 

communicate and share information, it also has social and cultural uses, such as signifying group 
5identity, social stratification and for social grooming and entertainment.  Language reflects the 

gender stereotypes and inequalities in society. For instance words like Chairman, Sarpanch, 

Rashtrapati, etc., all denote men and across languages the swear words are directed at the sexual 

and reproductive functions of the women. In a society where women are considered the property 

of men, such abuses are used to provoke the men. So are the many proverbs which reinforce the 

subordination of women in society and their dependence on the men.  

“Culture” thus encompasses the beliefs, values, behaviour, and material objects of a 

particular people and is categorized into: 1) The Non-Material culture:  consisting of thoughts and 

behaviours that people learn as part of the culture they live in. It includes politics, economics, 

languages, rules, customs, family, religion or beliefs, values, and knowledge - the intangible 

creations of human society and 2) The Material culture representing the tangible products of 

human society – technology, arts, craf ts etc. Both feed into each other. For example the gender 

roles of men and women are reflected in the toys produced for girls and boys, which in turn 

influence the way they are socialized in to gendered roles.  

Since all societies are stratified and hierarchical it is but natural that the values, behaviours, 

and beliefs should vary among the dif ferent groups. It is important to note that while culture 

through ideologies and values justifies the inequalities and dif ferentiation in society, the very 

hierarchical structures ensure that various strata of people have dif ferential access to the cultural 

resources, be it education, religious teachings, arts, craf ts or technology leading to distinctions like 

high culture – the culture of the dominant and powerful groups and pop culture – folk cultures or 

sub-cultures. 

An interesting development that has influenced cultures across nations in the last few 

decades is the mass culture or pop culture, which is blurring the cultural boundaries ushering in a 

world of mass or global culture propelled by mass media, mass production and consumption of 

5Michael Tomasello, Origin of Human Communication, MIT Press, 2008.
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goods, services and arts and the emergence of new information and communication technologies.   

In short, pop culture represents the cultures of the people such as  folk culture and 

subaltern cultures – the arts, craf ts, music, the values and ideologies that are practised by the non-

dominant and /or oppressed classes which may at times be an at tempt to question the dominant 

ideologies.

Mass culture is seen in the context of the globalization of the consumerist, capitalist 

economic system, a culture which survives on mass production and consumption of goods and 

services through the use of media and communication technologies and the aggressive marketing 

of aspirations, images and needs. 

While pop culture in the form of folk and sub cultures has always existed, pop culture as 

mass culture is what is dominating the world today and needs to be understood as its influence is all 

pervasive in influencing our life styles, ideologies, and the emerging gender equations and 

perceptions. In the following section we focus exclusively on pop culture as mass culture.

Mass culture is based on a production system which is characterized by mass production 

and consumption of goods and services. It is a consumerist culture which commodifies every 

aspiration, need and relationship. E.g. Valentine's Day, Mother's Day, Father's Day etc., are mass 

market expressions of love, af fection and gratitude creating huge marketing opportunities for the 

producers of goods and services. Similarly, while creating insecurity regarding their body image, a 

consumerist culture provides myriad opportunities to women to package themselves as sexy and 

desirable people through various cosmetic products and services. Simultaneously, it creates 

insecurity among women regarding their body image and their status in society.  They are made to 

feel that by aspiring for a particular brand of refrigerator or a washing machine they are redefining 

themselves; interestingly, these choices remain within the framework of domesticity. 

Another important element of mass culture is the scale of operation. Because the goods are 

mass produced there is a need to reach out to markets beyond local populations by creating a 

need for the products and by building aspirations and images which reflect the ideal of being 

“Modern” i.e. subscribing to certain life styles, values and behaviours. It thus wipes out the cultural 

dif ferences creating a world that lives, consumes and thinks alike. 

Mass culture is thus a global culture which is propelled by the new developments in 

communication – films, cable television, internet, and mobile phones. “Friends” and “Simpsons” 

are watched by youth across the world while cable television and internet make access to 

information and news possible at the click of a button.  These technologies are breaking the time 

Pop Culture
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and space barriers ironing out cultural dif ferences across nations. Print, electronic and web media 

selectively dish out stuf f for mass consumption which meets the interests of the capitalist and 

consumerist ideologies. 

Pop Culture influences every aspect of our lives at every stage of our lives. It determines 

what we eat, where we eat, how we live, how we define our relationships, how we invest and spend 

as well as how we pursue art and creative engagements. Since mass media drives the consumerist 

culture it focuses excessively on life styles, entertainment and when it comes to news and 

information, it focuses on those developments that have the power to appeal, shock or amaze. The 

media filters the information, creates news and shapes our perceptions and understanding. It also 

caters to the lowest denominator, what is called the dumbing of the media. 

The media, advertising and communication industry of ten claims that it only reflects the 

reality and it is not its business to reform society. This is particularly the case with reference to 

gender and portrayal of women who are the biggest consumers of mass culture and 

entertainment. The advertisements, reality shows, soaps, lifestyle based programmes like food 

channels, telemarketing programmes, religious programmes, music and comedy serials, project 

and promote gender stereotypes and patriarchal perception of a woman as an object of desire, 

and as one who exists to fulfill the needs and desires of the man.          

Popular culture shapes the public 

opinion, the mindsets and at titudes of people in 

any society. And this is true in our country as well 

where popular magazines, newspapers, 

television programs, films and advertisements 

convey gendered and sexist message to the 

public about women. 

There have been several studies of media with regard to women which have found the 

media guilty of sexism, distorting the image of women, encouraging stereotypes, projecting 

them as passive consumers of information and messages and glorifying their roles as mothers, 

housewives and dependents. They are rarely shown as working women—capable 

professionals, labourers or farmers. Rather, the predominant image is that of the self-sacrificing 

housewife or a superwoman/Mom. 

7
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yet housework is never recognized as work
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The media never projects the image of a woman 

as a serious partner in decision making or economic 

activities. For instance in spite of a large number of rural 

women being engaged in farming and other productive 

activities we hardly ever find their views on issues being 

highlighted in the media and understandably in the 

government programmes. Wives of farmers who 

commit suicide are treated merely as widows deserving 

of compensation and not as farmers who need technical support.

It's a fact that women are impacted dif ferently by conflict, natural disasters, ecological 

changes; yet one finds very lit tle coverage in the media which addresses these issues from a 

gender perspective. However, whenever such issues are highlighted in the media we find the 

administration responding and bringing in changes. For instance, the media focus on the hygiene 

and sanitation requirements of women during the Tsunami actually led to the distribution of sanitary 

kits to women as part of the relief. 

A glaring example of marginalization of women is seen during the budget session where the 

participation of women in budget discussions is limited to their response to increase in food or LPG 

prices; even on the panel discussions one rarely finds women corporate representatives in spite of 

the fact that many women head banks and financial institutions. An analysis of children's text 

books, adult literacy primers and even literacy primers shows that they negate the economic 

contribution of women. (Kamala Bhasin, 1984)

The amount of coverage women get is also much less. Research reveals that men are 

provided more space to present their views and they are also shown in diverse roles in 

administration, law business, science and technology. As for women, only those in accepted 

professions are interviewed and talked about. When expert opinion is sought on a topic, 90 per 

cent of those interviewed are men.  

Advertisements are no dif ferent. Domesticity is the theme of all commercials involving the 

image of woman as a housewife in a traditional role. The role of the wife is always glorified and 

motherhood is projected as the most desired occupation for women. Women in ads are shown to 

be tradition-bound and dutifully serving members in the house and ef ficiently running the 

household or as selfless mothers. This reinforces the myth that the woman should lead the life of a 

drudge. Another image that has grown in the recent years is that of a show piece or an icon of 

glamour. These women are shown outside the domain of the home and of ten treated as the objects 

of the male gaze, with the camera focusing on her body. Belgian feminist Luce Irigaray (1985) has 

8

Women are never shown in ads for tractors
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argued that this kind of commodification is inherent in a patriarchal 

system. This phenomenon, however, is not unique in the Indian context 

but typical in advertising in a capitalist system (Abhik Roy, 1988). 

Advertisements therefore reinforce dominant ideologies and values to 

sell products. An analysis of Advertisements by Population First 

showed that gender stereotyping happens even while presenting girls 

and boys in the advertisements. While most had boys very few ads had 

girls. 

 

An exception to this is the Hero Scooter advertisement, where the girl says “ why should 

boys have all the fun?” There are hardly any ads which show two girls in a family reflecting the 

prejudice against girls. They are always shown as fair complexioned, good looking and well 

groomed, thus shaping the body images and self perceptions of the girls which makes the 

transition into the so called “ideal” womanhood almost natural. 

Representation of women in films and TV serials tell a similar story. Here again the 

stereotypical image is of a woman as wife and mother who is nurturing and selfless, on the lines of 

Sita, whose life is less important than her husband's. Such 

stereotypes also divide women into “good” and “bad”. Good 

women are those who perform their duties silently bearing 

violence and discrimination while bad women are highly 

educated, ambitious or rational. There is also an unrealistic 

image of the modern woman who juggles her career and 

family, almost always prioritizing her family. Women's work is 

trivialized and the phenomenon of the double burden ignored. 

If a woman is glamorous, she is legitimately an object of sexual 

desire, who can be targeted for rape and violence. The so called 'other woman', who is a threat to a 

stable home and therefore society, is always a vamp. The comedy shows as well as the reality 

shows reinforce many stereotypical images of women, of ten portraying them as dumb, emotional, 

scheming, gossiping and vicious. 

In the last few decades films have moved away from social issues with increasing focus on 

crime, comedy and family dramas based on the big fat Indian wedding. It would not be wrong to say 

that the emergence of marriage industry has a lot to do with films like Hum aap ke hai kaun and Hum 

dil de chuke sanam.  

6Jyoti Punwani,  has come out with some generalizations about women portrayed in films 

When a girl was shown she was always promoting her mother's 

product, and never shown  get ting dir ty, playing, exploring wilderness, 

being alone or with celebrities. 

9

6Jyoti Punwani, Women in Indian Society: A Reader: edited by Rehana Ghadially, Sage, 1998.
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7A.L. Sharada and Pallavi Bandodkar, Gender-based Violence: Can Media Make a Difference in Gender-based 
Violence and Sex and Reproductive Health, editors Balaiah Donta, Iqbal Shah and Chander Puri, National Institute 
for Research in Reproductive Health and WHO and Indian Society for Study of Reproduction and Fertility, 2010.
8Susan Sontag, Notes on Camp, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1961.

and TV serials. According to her most women in serials are home based. Women work not by 

choice but because of circumstances. Marriage is a natural state for women. If single, she is not 

happy. In relationships she is always supportive and dependent. 

Under the market driven media which is governed by the viewership rates and the accruing 

revenues, everything boils down to its entertainment value. E.g., when Pooja walked in her inner 

wear to protest against police inaction on her complaints of domestic violence, the media focused 

on the act of stripping, repeatedly showing the video while completely ignoring the cause. It could 

have held meaningful discussions about the issue of domestic violence, the laws pertaining to 

women and administrative response to the same. A serious incident was turned into voyeuristic 
7

reporting.  

Susan Sontag (1961) argues that in our culture, the most "...intelligible, persuasive values 

are [increasingly] drawn from the entertainment industries", which is "undermining of standards of 

seriousness." As a result, " the tepid, the glib, and the senselessly cruel" topics are becoming the 

norm. "Newspapers that once ran foreign news now feature celebrity gossip, pictures of scantily 

dressed young ladies... television has replaced high-quality drama with gardening, cookery, and 

other “lifestyle” programmes [and] reality TV and asinine soaps," to the point that people are 
8

constantly immersed in trivia about celebrity culture.

The TV shows and films cater to the lowest denominators by producing formula based 

plots, stereotyped characterizations, inane dialogues and special ef fects with senseless 

violence and cruelty. The saas-bahu serials of the Indian Television soaps exemplify this with 

the portrayal of women as the wronged, vulnerable damsels in distress to the of fensive, cruel, 

plot ting and scheming shrew. The concerns and images of women as they exist in society are 

not reflected in the serials. Even the supposedly socially conscious productions like Balika 

Badhu bow to the compulsions of TRPs and glamorize and glorify the ever sacrificing, silent, 

and suf fering women. Many of the programmes also have very lit tle educational or artistic 

value. 

Music videos are an example of the mass production of culture where the dumbing down is 

complete. The focus is women's bodies accompanied with sexually explicit gestures by the women 

and postures of aggression from the men. They also reflect the total lack of creativity and 

imagination with most videos being the remixes of old melodies.  

10
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World Wide Web or internet has emerged as yet another 

powerful media which is promoting a global culture by increasing 

the access to markets through e-commerce and advertising. It is no 

longer impossible for a non-resident Indian in America to order a 

wedding saree from one of the show rooms in India while it has 

become a matter of routine for many in India to order branded 

products online. While internet is opening up the world to people by 

providing access to information and people, it is also spawning the 

business of pornography, cyber stalking and abuse which are 

emerging as new forms of violence against women.

Video and internet games and toys industry are other forms of pop culture which are 

churning out gender stereotypes. GI Joes, Barbie dolls are the role models. They sell not only the 

concept of masculinity and femininity but a whole lot of cosmetic products and beauty and body 

building products to at tain that image thus creating certain aspirations and needs which support 

the economic interests of the transnational companies. It is also interesting to note that the 

messages are reinforced across media with films, TV programmes, internet sites, mobiles, music 

videos creating a buzz over a programme or film or a product influencing the viewer's choice. 

It is of ten said that presence of women in leadership positions in media would ensure 

greater sensitivity and a better portrayal of women. However, in reality presence of women per se 

does not make much dif ference as women are as much victims of the dominant ideologies as men 

and they make their choices within the compulsions of the business interests of the media houses.   

Pop culture is a part of the larger process of globalization and the emerging hegemony of 

the neo-colonial capitalist western economies and needs to be understood within such a context.

 'Globalization', 'global interconnectedness', 'global world', 'global village', etc,. are the buzz 

words which have come to dominate the development discourse since the 1980s, assuming a 

feverish pitch in the last two decades.  Inter-linkages between countries is not something new; for 

instance the world has seen traf ficking in slaves,  trade, colonization, establishments of churches 

in foreign lands, and industrialization in  dif ferent phases in its economic history. Such inter-

linkages were facilitated by developments in transport systems, mass production technologies 

and tele-communications. All the above phases were characterized by exploitative social 

relationships and had adverse impact on the local arts and craf ts, economies and social practices, 

widening the gap between the so called developed and underdeveloped nations.  

Pop Culture, Globalization and Hegemonic Identities 

From a very young age girls are encouraged to 
have an hourglass figure like Barbie dolls
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9Ruinrok and Tulder, The Logic of International Restructuring, Routledge, 1995.
10Takis Fotopoulos, Globalisation: The Reformist Left and the Anti-globalisation Movement, 2001.

The same process continues today at an accelerated pace. The dif ference is that it is now 

seen and promoted as a panacea for all the evils in the world, something which would usher in a 

world filled with peace, prosperity and equality. It is seen as an ultimate culmination of the market 

forces, power of the mass media and the reach of emerging communication and information 

technologies particularly the worldwide web transforming the world into a “Global Village”. It is 

estimated that global production of technology and international trade in high-tech multiplied six 
9

and nine times respectively in 1975-1986”   (Ruinrok and Tulder, 1991). 

 Globalization encompasses a number of processes.

1. Pursuit of free market policies through economic liberalization.

2. Westernization of societies through political, economic, and cultural influences like media. 

3. The proliferation of new information technologies through the World Wide Web and  

4. The grand notion of “one world” devoid of any conflict

The roots of the economic liberalization could be traced to the 1944 World War II economic 

conference in Bret ton Woods, New Hampshire. At this conference, representatives from forty-five 

nations established the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB), both based in 

Washington, DC, which have served as primary engines of a globalized world order and 

globalization. “With the end of the war, world trade exploded with a vengeance. National trade 

barriers were systematically dismantled and eroded, global economic forces penetrated local 

economies, and a global consumer and media culture traversed the globe. It facilitated the largely 

unfet tered flow of capital across continents and it has of ten entailed the dominance of giant 
10

transnational corporations”. The newly formed international organizations (the World Bank, 

International Monetary fund), weakened National States, government of fices in distant capitals, old 

and new institutions, universities and research centres in developed countries, and, increasingly 

with the passing of time, institutions in the Third World were privy to this process. This led to the 

dominance of the “Expert” in addressing issues ranging from poverty, insuf ficient technology and 

capital, rapid population growth, inadequate public services, archaic agricultural practices to 

cultural values and practices that hinder globalization.  Thus, western countries turned the rest of 

world into a field to produce knowledge, experiment and exercise power over the people of those 

countries.

The cultural and economic hegemonic agenda of the west is promoted through economic 

development and cultural uniformity. The IT revolution characterized by the widespread reach of 

12
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the internet, e-commerce, cable TV, and modern transportation are breaking the cultural and 

geographical boundaries influencing the polity, society, culture, and every-day lives of people all 

over the world in ways unimagined. The media shapes the perceptions, aspirations, dreams of 

ordinary people across the globe giving the illusion of a unified world. Not just the geographical and 

cultural boundaries but even the time dif ferences are compressed by the new technologies, 

influencing the daily lives of people in myriad ways. 

Globalization signifies the triumph of market forces and the hegemony of capital over the non-

western countries of the world. The emergence of global culture or Pop Culture, side by side to the 

development of a new global market economy, is an especially salient feature of contemporary 

globalization. Global culture involves promoting life-styles, consumption patterns, mass 

production of products, and global identities. Advertising, by transnational companies, plays a 

crucial role in penetrating the local markets, creating a demand for the products and to overcome 

local resistance. The global spread of capitalism entails the spread of commodities that, while-fine 

tuned to local markets, carry messages and advertising slogans that deliberately reach out to as 
11

wide a market as possible.

The growth of consumerism has been heavily reliant on the growth of a transnational mass 

media conglomerates such as SONY, Sky TV, CBS and so on. Ammu Joseph(2007)  writes: 

When Rupert Murdoch finally won his bid to take over Dow Jones and The Wall 

Street Journal earlier this month, the Australian media baron added one of the 

oldest, most respected and widely circulated newspapers of the United States 

to his vast media empire. Murdoch's News Corp media conglomerate already 

owns over 175 other newspapers in addition to the Fox Television network, 21st 

Century Fox film studios, several satellite networks, MySpace.com, 

HarperCollins, and much more. 

In 1983 the principal global media were owned by 50 corporations, most of them US-based. By 

2002 this had fallen to just nine corporations. Today the figure is about five. Murdoch has reportedly 

predicted that there will eventually be just three global media giants and that his company will be 
12

one of them.

The power of such media conglomerates is immense as they can together with the powerful 

political leaders, business tycoons and activists determine the ideologies, policies and 

international relations of the world. A similar trend is visible in India as well with many of the 

13

11Tony  Bilton and others, Introductory Sociology, Palgrave and Macmillan,1996, Pp.15.
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Ammu Joseph, Whose Media is it Anyway?  http://www.indiatogether.org/2007/aug/ajo-mediaown.htm
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politically ambitious leaders owning media channels / publications to promote their political 

interests. Media business requires large capital investments and involves long gestation periods, 

which make the coming together of political power, business interests and media barons a good 

tactical move.  

A key feature of  globalization is that it requires the existence of globalized media corporations 

which not only “package” the world for us in certain ways but “package” in such a way that it 

promotes the values of consumerism, gender stereotypes that play on men's and women's 

insecurities, as well as identification with a global image that results in the consumption of goods 

and services being promoted by them. The new cable TV, mobile, and internet marketing facilities 

further synergize such advertising campaigns which create the illusion of a global or Pop Culture 

influencing people's perceptions regarding what is stylish, desirable, good and bad. The media 

scene, no wonder, is dominated by mergers and acquisitions to control these technologies. 

Considering the scale and the financial inputs required to control the new media – advertising 

and print and electronic media - only a few major players determine the content as well as the 

messaging.  For example, across the nations, local television stations produce programmes which 

are imitations of the programmes of the western TV programes. Kaun Banega Karorpati, Bigboss, 

Indian Idol and others are all adapted from the American shows. Superficial news broadcasts, quiz 

shows and, of course, advertisements dominate the television content making  TV program across 

the  world resemble each other more and more and so do the products in the field of music, films 

and publishing companies. 

Under the phenomena of globalization and consumerism, goods, services, the body, and 

culture can become objects of consumption or commodities. Nowhere is it more pronounced than 

in the commodification of women's bodies.  

Thus globalization of culture also turns into the commercialization of culture. “Culture-whether 

it is music, food, clothes, art, sport, images of age or youth, masculinity or femininity-has become a 

product, sold in the market place. The commercialization of culture has a disturbing impact on 

people. What once was an element of their way of life becomes a product, rather than something 

unique they had made to suit their own specific needs and circumstances. At the same time, people 

are bombarded with new images, new music, new clothes and new values. Local culture's role as a 

spontaneous and integral part of people's life is eroded and it ceases to serve as the means of 

constructing social values, reproducing group identity and building social cohesion. The end 

14
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13result becomes global integration at the expense of local disintegration”.

Globalization claims to of fer an equal and universal progress of human society and 

homogenization of human culture, economic prosperity, a more equitable and peaceful society 

through homogenization and promotion of universal principles and structures of economy, polity 

and social institutions. However, the hegemonic control of the west has impacted the cultures, 

traditions, economies, environmental concerns, and the politics of many countries adversely. It has 

also resulted in the emergence and resurgence of sub-cultures which voice the real concerns of the 

people.  

The web provides space for the expression of individual opinions, mobilization of alternate 

choices, and launching of campaigns against policies, programmes exerting influence on the 

dominant political and administrative systems. The change in communication technologies like the 

emergence of multiplex culture, improvements in mobile photography and videography as well as 

the developments in visual media like digital cameras are enabling people to tell stories the way 

they want. The spurt in video blogging sites, the community radio and video groups as well as the 

non-formula films which are gaining success (eg. Tare Zameen Par, Stanley ka Dabba, Chak de 

India, Khosla ka Ghosla, to name a few) reflect the few at tempts to deviate from the formula and 

address issues with a fresh approach.

While the influence of popular culture is all pervasive, it is important that all of us have the 

capacity to stand aside and understand it critically for what it is, to become discerning consumers. 
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It's a Boy, by Vani Subramaniam, PSBT
Legacy of Malthus: Deepa Dhanraj, D&N Production
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Nataley Tumchyasathi: Savitri Medhatul
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The Plot Thickens: directed by Anjali Monteiro and KP Jayashankar and produced by TISS.
Time Pass by Sunita Thakur, PSBT
Women in Media: Directed by Vishnu Mathur, produced by Sparrow
When Women Call the Shots by Charu Gargi, PSBT
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EXERCISES/DISCUSSION POINTS FOR GENDER AND MEDIA SESSION

1. What do ads say about men and women? How do you think these ads can af fect our 

at titudes and our expectation of gender roles? (Group discussion)

2. Give examples of ads that portray sex role stereotypes (women are always shown as 

mothers, as if to say they do not have any other role to play in society and always 

serving other members in the house; and also as sex symbols, trying to sexually 

provoke a man). Ask students if they could come up with a more gender sensitive story 

board. (Group Work)

3. Give participants some women's magazines and some general ones ( Femina, Savvy, 

India Today)  and then have a discussion on the portrayal of men and women in print 

media……(Group work)

4. How are you influenced by advertisements and other forms of popular culture?

Give examples of gender influences of popular culture and the way in which you think and 

act? (Group discussion)

?Given that Draupadi, Shiva and Krishna were dark in Indian mythology, why is skin 

colour given so much importance in India? [The facilitator could bring calendar 

posters to emphasize this point.]

?What message do ads on fairness creams give to the youth?  Why is it necessary 

that such messages be passed on? [Vested interests – cosmetic industry]

?Today when women of colour  like Naomi Campbell, Bipasha Basu,  Oprah Winfrey, 

etc. have made it big in the media,  does it speak of a shif t in the way women 

perceive themselves?[ The facilitator could point to the ef fect of colonization and 

globalization on the body image]

?Is  marriage still the  ultimate goal of girls/women? Why is it so, given the economic 

opportunities that are today available to them?

?Why  do  women need to be shown as self sacrificing and only living for others?[The 

aim here should be draw out that the family is still considered the unit of stability in 

society and women are the custodians of passing on the culture to the next 

generation]

?In a mosquito repellent ad, a woman is showing single handedly taking on the pest 

control while keeping her husband and children out in relative safety. What does 

this have to say about the role of the woman in the family?

?Why is it that only women are shown in ads on consumer goods, household 

appliances? Do these ads say anything of women's purchasing power?

?When women are shown as working at an economic activity, is she shown as feeling 

guilty about it? How? [Compensates by buying gif ts for the children?]

5. Group discussion on any of the saas-bahu TV serials….(maybe Kyunki saas bhi kabhi bahu 

thi, or Kasam se). Screen one or two episodes.

?If women are always shown as manipulative and scheming, what does it say of a 
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society which will not give her the rights which make 

such actions redundant?  

?Most serials uphold family values and depict 

stereotypical roles for women. Do globalization, 

recession and general insecurity have anything to do 

with these regressive values? 

?Woman is of ten shown as another woman's worst 

enemy. What does this speak of the woman's role in 

the family and society?  How does a woman get 

power in her own right [Issues of power should come out of this and how a woman 

has to depend on informal sources of power to get what she wants]

6. Are newspapers in our country gender-sensitive? Ask students to go through a bunch of 

newspapers and magazines and address the following issues:(Group work)

?How are women portrayed? (Facilitate discussion and ask them if they think women 

are of ten shown as victims or as sex objects and very rarely as worthy newsmakers) 

?Also give examples of certain terms used like “fairer sex”, also “eve teasing” which 

almost trivializes and normalizes sexual harassment. 

?Mention that blame is of ten shif ted on to the women in cases of violence by 

discussing about the clothes she was wearing as if indirectly saying 'she asked for it'. 

7. What about our Bollywood films? Women-oriented films are very few.  And even otherwise 

women are not of ten shown to be strong characters but only to add to the glamour quotient 

and romantic element of the story.   (Group discussion)

?Screen a film and facilitate discussion.

?Discuss a new release.

?Could participants come up with names of some films which seemed progressive 

and have strong women characters?

?Also names of some films they think are gender insensitive?

8. We could end with a 15-minute documentary film called “The Plot Thickens” which has 

been produced by TISS and directed by Anjali Monteiro and KP Jayashankar. This has a 

series of videos which encourages us to think critically about the world around us. One of 

the videos explores the construction of gender in a TV commercial while another looks at 

advertising. Others deal with aspects of racism in the media. This could be followed by a 

discussion on the film and views from the audience.

Exercises/discussion Points



SELECTED READINGS

The example of Sita, the perfect woman, the perfect wife, acquiescing unquestioningly to her 

husband's rejection of her in what is nothing more than an abject surrender to the prejudice of male-

dominated society, has been held up as the ideal for all women to follow. Taken in conjunction with 

the rules of Manu the Law giver, the average woman in India has had no opportunity to become 

anything more than daughter, wife, mother. 'In childhood a female must be subject to her father, in 

youth to her husband, when her lord is dead, to her sons; 'a woman must never be independent', 

wrote the great Manu and with these few lines condemned women to a life of eternal subjection for 

two thousand years. Tradition required it, today the cinema enthusiastically uphold it. In film af ter 

film one sees these values reiterated, underlined, reinforced.

….The mother figure has a prominent place in the cast of characters of most films, none of which 

ever talk of a relationship between a mother and daughter. Even with sons it is not so much a 

relationship that is explored or portrayed; it is the deification of the mother. Self sacrificing, 

martyred and victimized by the husband (or by fate) she is shown as indestructible when it comes 

to protecting her sons. The strong mother-son tie underlies most films and frequently manifests 

itself in the ill treatment of the young daughter-in law- in real life as in cinema. The implication is that 

a woman's only hope of salvation lies in becoming the mother of sons…….

Despite the transformation that has taken place in society in the last two decades and the quite 

remarkable way in which women have emerged  from the doubt ful shelter of their homes into a 

wide variety of jobs at all levels, most films show even educated women with no occupation. When 

they do work it is as secretaries, typists, school teachers and occasionally as doctors or lawyers. 

She is invariably a young girl doing a job while waiting to get married. This modern miss is almost 

always shown as the temptress, dresses provocatively and laces her vocabulary with English 

words. In contrast and in conflict with the working woman is the traditional literate, sari clad damsel, 

a model of conservative vir tue who always wins out. The modern girl is either defeated or made to 

reform…..

The sudden growth of television has made it the most influential medium of mass communication in 

India…How are the women portrayed in these programs? Do these programs reflect the myriad 

aspects of women's lives in contemporary Indian society? What stands out is both the presence of 

women in significant numbers as well as their impor tance to the theme. Unlike Hindi films where 

women are decorative pieces, on television women play important roles. However, this does not 

1.The Woman: Vamp or Victim by Aruna Vasudev; taken from Gender and Censorship (ed.) 

by Brinda Bose, Women Unlimited, 2006. Pp. 37, Pp. 40

2.Portrayal of Women on Television by Jyoti Punwani : taken from Women in Indian Society: 

A Reader by Rehana Ghadially, Sage 1998. Pp. 225, 231
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mean that one can get to see in these programs the complexities which form part of women's lives 

today. …..The government must at the earliest formulate clear-cut guidelines regarding the positive 

portrayal of women on television. This portrayal must take note of women in all facets of their lives: 

as workers and significant contributors to family survival and the national economy. Women must 

not be portrayed in stereotyped images that emphasise passive, submissive qualities and 

encourage them to play a subordinate secondary role in the family and in society. Both men and 

women should be portrayed in ways that encourage mutual respect and spirit.

Expressions of obscenity in Indian media have hit women hard, for obscenity, as I understand it, 

includes the depiction of gender violence, the abuse of one sex by another, the treating of a 

person's body as cheap merchandise or as a target for sexual abuse. Almost always, it is women 

who provide the subject material for such expression.

Besides being so packaged for male consumption, women are also the worst victims of the ef fect 

such obscene material has on the human mind. They are portrayed in such material, not as persons 

but as objects which provoke specific responses from the viewer or reader. Besides undermining 

the woman viewer or reader 's self esteem, the debasing of women into sex objects results in 

obscenity spilling over from the screen or book into reality, and in the perpetration of crimes like 

bride burning, sexual harassment and rape.

Yet nowhere does the Indian legislation acknowledge the impact of obscenity on women. Nor is 

gender violence clearly incorporated into the legal definitions of obscenity. Our laws and their 

subsequent legal interpretations are concerned with preserving public morality which it is feared 

will be af fected by obscenity. 

There have been several studies of media with regard to women (in various countries) which have 

found the media guilty of sexism, distortion of the image of women and propagation of sex 

stereotypes: mothers, housewives, dependent, passive, etc. The other side of such 

misrepresentation is that in most popular media women are seldom shown as working 

women—capable professionals, labourers, farmers. Rather the predominant image is that of the 

self sacrificing housewife. 

It is of ten held in defense of media that it reflects current social reality. But this is only partially true. 

Media has a two-way relationship with social reality. On the one hand it reflects what exists but on 

3.Obscenity, Media and the Law by Shahnaz Anklesaria, taken from Gender and 

Censorship,  edited by Brinda Bose, 2006. Pp. 49

4. Women, Development and Media by Kamla Bhasin, Kali for Women, 1994. Pp. 9, 13-14
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the other it af fects social reality. By being selective in what it shows, it interprets and creates its own 

reality.  A part of this is the selective reinforcement of values, at titudes, behavior. Thus, by always 

perpetuating the view that the male in every way superior to the female, media misrepresents the 

roles women play….One does not need more than a quick glance at our media to realize that this 

kind of social reality does not find a reflection in it. All farmers and most workers depicted in the 

media are male. Most media reports are about male farmers and workers. The biases are found not 

only in the popular media but also in educational media and development communication 

media….

Statistics tell us that women and girls are more undernourished, underfed, uncared for than men 

and boys. Our media provides the necessary ideology to the society (women the eternal suf ferers; 

women the rejoicers in self sacrifice and self denial; women the mother earth) to calmly accept this 

blatant discrimination against half its people. By reinforcing sex stereotypes and constantly 

glorifying motherhood and subservient wifehood the media makes it dif ficult for women to break 

out of these prescribed roles, norms and behavior pat terns. Such conservative depictions reduce 

the few statements about sex equality and equal participation of women contained in the 

Constitution to a mere window dressing. The resultant conservative thinking justifies the decision 

of parents who don't educate their daughters, or give them freedom, or let them take up jobs, and 

who discriminate between sons and daughters. Are these not real hurdles in the way of women's 

development? Are not these at titudes partly responsible for the lagging behind of women in 

literacy, education, vocational training as also for the neglect and consequent higher mortality 

rates of girls and of the declining sex ratio in India?

Media does not only influence the social image of women but also their self image. Most women are 

themselves uncritical consumers of anti-women media. Media af fects their socialization process, it 

influences their choices regarding what they wear and consume, how they behave, what they learn, 

dream, aspire to and what they ultimately become. Media has therefore not only helped women 

and society to redefine their own and men's roles; it has ignored, even trivialized whatever at tempts 

women have made to redefine their roles, to create alternative behavior pat terns and life styles. By 

doing so media has clearly discourages the emergence of a new woman, a new man and a new 

relationship between them. Such treatment by the media instead of reducing their isolation, 

increases it further. Instead of empowering women, it weakens them. Women remain unheard, 

unrepresented and more uncommunicable than before. They continue to blame either their fate or 

themselves for their plight, of ten they turn to religion for their salvation. Media succeeds in 

depoliticizing women's miseries and issues. Women's oppression remains a personal and a family 

matter and the misery and marginalization continue.
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5. Missing: Half the Story, edited by Kalpana Sharma, Zubaan, 2010.Pp. xi-xii

….So where and when do we need a “gendered lens”? At all times, in all kinds of reporting, or only 

when you cover an issue relating to women alone? We suggest that a gendered lens allows you to 

gain deeper insight into all issues that we cover as journalists because events, policies, politics, 

business etc impact men and women dif ferently, just as they do the poor and the rich. Hence, 

understanding what determines the dif ference can help us to see the dimension of a story that 

would otherwise be overlooked. 

Take a mundane subject like agriculture covered routinely by those assigned the agriculture 

ministry at the Centre, or by reporters sent out to cover a drought or a massive crop failure. Can 

there be a gender dimension to this? Apparently there can be as women do over 60% of agricultural 

work. Hence policies and programs as well as disasters have a specific impact on women that might 

be missed out if we assume, as most do, that the farmer is usually a man.

Or take business. The business pages of most major newspapers are monochromatic- they depict 

men in suits from the corporate sector, they carry stories about men achievers- or sometimes as 

crooks- and they analyse business and the economy as if women do not exist. Yet millions of 

women are involved in a variety of formal and informal businesses- from home based work to 

export, IT, engineering and more. If they are featured, they appear in the magazine sections as 

exceptions to the rule. Their work, their problems as businesswomen or as women professionals, 

the dif ficulties they face accessing finance, the discrimination they face at work, the jobs they are 

denied by vir tue of being women or their achievements despite all that is ranged against them are 

rarely accorded the same status as that of men. In fact women are largely invisible from business 

pages. 

What contributes to this invisibility? It is not necessarily deliberate. It happens because journalists 

do not understand how patriarchal systems work, how they determine what women can and cannot 

do, and how patriarchy reduces the value of women's work to such an extent that it appears to have 

no value at all. This deliberate downgrading of women's work results in it not being acknowledged 

as significant, or important and therefore ignored by the media.

6. Women are Still Read Less, Seen Less, Heard Less by  Sonal Kellogg (Women's Feature 

Service) www.thehoot.org.

7. Women and Negative Stereotypes: An End before a Start by Divya Bhargava: 

www.countercurrents.org.

8. Media: Stereotyping Gender in India, by Dr Rainuka Dagar: South Asian Journal, 5th 

Issue, July-Sept 2004.  www.southasianmedia.net/magazine/journal
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9. Global Media Reinforces Gender Stereotypes, by Ammu Joseph: One World South Asia: 

www.indiatogether.org.

Domesticity was the dominant ideological theme of commercials involving images of women as 

housewives. A plethora of commercials reflected the Hindu tradition of pativrata. In keeping with 

this tradition an Indian woman was depicted in the commercials as subservient, home-bound wife 

who was happily engaged in her domestic chores, serving her husband and family, with the 

advertised product ”crowning” her role. ….In portraying Indian women in the domain of 

domesticity, there were three discernible trends: demarcation of social spheres between public 

and private, predominant use of the male voice-over, and evidence of a hegemonic process in the 

presentation of married and unmarried women.

All the commercials involving domesticity reflected a distinct separation of the public and private 

social spheres. The demarcation of the two social spheres was particularly emphasized in the Surf 

detergent commercial, where the husband threw his soiled shir t at his wife. In this ad, the wife 

proudly told the viewers that her husband was the GM at work, while she was the PM at home. By 

showing the woman as being proud of her authority at home, the commercial not only valorized and 

af firmed the traditional role of Indian women but also made the domestic role of women appear 

“natural” to the viewers. In keeping with the separation of the two spheres, women were shown 

alone n their involvement with domestic chores; men were absent or peripheral. In the few instances 

where husbands were seen in the private sphere of the household, they were of ten shown relaxing, 

get ting their wives to clean their clothes, or otherwise being served by their wives. …..In addition to 

the separation of the social spheres, domination of the male voice in the commercials was another 

recurring trend in the commercials…Although a majority of the commercials were aimed at women, 

the male voice-over dominated in 70 % of the commercials, even though the products were for 

women. Through the use of an authoritative male voice, patriarchal ideology worked to directly hail 

the female audiences.

A close examination of the commercials also revealed a third trend: a subtle working of a 

hegemonic process in the representation of married and unmarried women. While a majority of 

married women were featured as homebound wives/mothers who were engaged in domestic 

activities, unmarried women, especially teenagers and college students were shown outside the 

four walls of the home. If the unmarried female in her Western clothes emanated a certain level of 

sexuality, the married woman was always modestly dressed, not exuding any overt sex appeal. In 

keeping with the Indian values married women were portrayed as the bastions of vir tue and 

10. Selling Stereotypes: Images of Women in Indian TV Commercials by  Abhik Roy, 1998. 

Pp. 49, 53, 57, 59
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decorum, limited to the confines of the home. 

Another frequent portrayal of an Indian woman was purely decorative, without any functional 

relationship with the advertised product. Her sexuality was exploited not only to sell a variety of 

products but also to provide visual pleasure to the viewers. In these commercials the woman as a 

sign/signifier was wrenched from the concrete socio-historical context and was at tached to these 

commodities in order to lend meaning to them. The superimposition of a woman onto these 

products made the two interchangeable, making the woman equivalent of the product…..As a 

decorative object a woman was frequently depicted as a brainless body, almost a piece of 

equipment, singing vacuous jingles, dancing provocatively, or posing as a mannequin for a wide 

variety of products. A woman's body was exploited to sell products even if the product did not have 

any relation to a woman's body or need. Dosanj and Bathla (1991) pointed out that Indian 

advertisements featured women in “dif ferent stages of undress or suggestive poses to sell many 

kinds of products”. Similarly Xavier (1992) observed the gratuitous and irrelevant use of women's 

physical appearance in Indian advertisements…..
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