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The world has never yet seen a truly great and virtuous nation because in the degradation 

of woman the very foundations of life are poisoned at their source. 

Media’s role towards women is becoming the growing concern of the feminist writers, 

basically regarding participation, performance and portrayal of women. Because different 

circumstances relating to the media’s role towards portraying the fair sex have opened a 

new angle by leaps and bounds to think precisely about it. There are various criticisms 

raised by the feminists. According to the different feminists writers such as Simon de 

Beauvoir, Shulamith Firestone, Kate Millet, Gallagher, Bretty Friedman, media are 

reinforcing stereotype images of women as they are inferior, subordinate and submissive 

and only are the house wives devoid of all qualities of decision making. They focus on 

the point that as Indian society is male dominated and this dominance can be seen 

everywhere and unfortunately media is not the exception to that. Many women are 

exploited and used as objects to sell and endorse products. Many examples of using sex 

appeal for print or television media will also be discussed in the paper. 
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Introduction  

Advertising is a well-known and important part of the marketing world for any business. 

Advertising companies raise and spend in millions of dollars each year from creating new 

ideas and selling campaigns. Many hours are put into creativity and developing each print 

advertisement we see every day in magazines, billboards, television ads, etc. 

Advertisement designers want to make their work meaningful to their viewers so that 

they can relate to these ads and purchase the items they are trying to sell. This works best 

when people in their advertisements are relatable such as celebrities, athletes, politicians 

etc. (Cuneen et all, 2007). During the past 60 years, when television ads have been 

broadcasting, many scholarly articles have been published and many documentaries 

made, claiming on the unfair portrayal of women and men in advertising. Although 

recent studies have shown that the portrayal of women in advertisements has gotten a lot 

better recent analyses have still shown that television media portrays women the same 

way in the past. These stations include ones such as prime time and MTV which air 

commercials that still depict women commonly holding jobs and engaging in behaviours 

that remain stereotypical (Stern 2004). Studies have also shown that older women in their 

late 60’s are less likely to be in commercials as much as men in their late 60’s and that 

young boys are more likely to appear in commercials that air during cartoons than young 

girls of their age. (Stern2004). When women are shown in stereotypical gender roles, 

they are usually portrayed as younger and fresh looking, and not the common middle 

aged women that is seen every day.  

 

 

Abstract 
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Image of Women in Media 

The pressure on women to look and behave in certain ways is deeply ingrained into our 

culture. Popular media such as films, television, newspapers and magazines continue to 

frame women within a narrow repertoire of types that bear little or no relation to how real 

women live their real lives. During the past decade, advances in information technology 

have facilitated a global communications network that transcends national boundaries and 

has an impact on public policy, private attitudes and behaviour, especially of children and 

young adults. Everywhere the potential exists for the media to make a far greater 

contribution to the advancement of women. More women are involved in careers in the 

communications sector, but few have attained positions at the decision-making level or 

serve on governing boards and bodies that influence media policy. The lack of gender 

sensitivity in the media is evidenced by the failure to eliminate the gender-based 

stereotyping that can be found in public and private local, national and international 

media organizations. The continued projection of negative and degrading images of 

women in media communications -electronic, print, visual and audio - must be changed. 

Print and electronic media in most countries do not provide a balanced picture of 

women's diverse lives and contributions to society in a changing world. In addition, 

violent and degrading or pornographic media products are also negatively affecting 

women and their participation in society. Programming that reinforces women's 

traditional roles can be equally limiting. Margaret Gallagher opines: 

“The……media are potentially powerful agents of socialization and social change – 

presenting models, conferring status, suggesting appropriate behaviours, encouraging 

stereotypes” (p3).  

The world- wide trend towards consumerism has created a climate in which 

advertisements and commercial messages often portray women primarily as consumers 

and target girls and women of all ages inappropriately.  

Women should be empowered by enhancing their skills, knowledge and access to 

information technology. This will strengthen their ability to combat negative portrayals of 

women internationally and to challenge instances of abuse of the power of an 

increasingly important industry. Self-regulatory mechanisms for the media need to be 

created and strengthened and approaches developed to eliminate gender-based 

programming. Women therefore need to be involved in decision-making regarding the 

development of the new technologies in order to participate fully in their growth and 

impact. In this regard, some studies have found that social issues related to 

women(equality of status and opportunity) got less than 9% while sensational stories 

relating to women which were invariably crime stories got between 52% and 63% of 

items in newspaper. Besides the print media, electronic media is also depicting women as 

scrupulous, religiously intolerant, craving only for their family, politically naive, socially 

inevitable and culturally ultra modern. In recent time, sex and sensation are becoming the 

primary motivations behind any reportage, where women are used as commodity; some 

time in advertising some products or some time as sexy babes neglecting the real status of 

the whole women section.  

It is a fact that the Indian society generally considers women as weak and inferior. As a 

result, a woman undergoes tremendous traumas from birth to death. Many girl children 

are annihilated even before they see the light of the day, many girls are raped on roads or 
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at homes, many wives are beaten by their husbands and in-laws, many girls have to give 

up their education to help their parents to earn money. But media are not focussing those 

problems. They are only busy with publishing the gossips of the actors and actresses, the 

love stories between them. This negative attitude towards women in real life is very much 

reflected in the way media represents them as well. Media representations of Indian 

women reveal that they are less accepted and respected as persons and more looked upon 

as objects. She has three projected roles--- biological, domestic and decorative. Media are 

hardly challenging the gender attitudes promoted and perpetuated by the society. 

Watching a BBC documentary on Indian cinema a British youngster commented, 

“Indians must be very poor, and they seem to have very little respect for women”.  

 

Women in Advertisements 

Now a day, as a visual media, advertisements play important role in promoting different 

products. Everyday we are exposed to a number of advertisements through various media 

vehicles like newspapers, magazines, radio, television, internet and various outdoor 

media. But there has been much criticisms against advertisements as these are portraying 

women as sex objects. Women’s physical attraction has been used as a whole, or in parts, 

to market everything from brassiers, male under garments to automobiles. These 

ubiquitous images encourage people to think of sex and women as commodity, and these 

may contribute to violence against women. For example, there is an advertisement of a 

premium whisky that shows one man is taking first sip of that particular whisky and the 

lady sitting in front of him appears to be loosing some inches of her dress, after every 

drink the process is going on up three drinks. After three sips of the drink he finds that 

the breasts of the previously over clad lady have become quick visible and half clad and 

his own shirt has slipped from his shoulders. And the voice smurs kuchh bhi ho sakta 

hain (Anything can happen). The depiction of women in this and other advertisements is 

actually insult to the women in general which are destroying the real status and dignity of 

women. Shrivastava’s research on the Indian media has shown that the dominant negative 

stereotypes in connection to the portrayal of women are:  

1. A woman’s place is in the home.  

2. The most important and valuable asset of a women is physical beauty.  

3. A woman’s energies and intellect must be directed toward finding the right man.  

4. Women are dependent coy and submissive; they are masochistic in their response to 

indignities humiliations, and even to physical violence inflicted up 

5. The good woman is the traditional house wife long suffering, pious and submissive; 

the modern woman who asserts herself and her independence is undesirable and can 

never bring happiness to anybody nor find happiness for herself.  

6. Women are women’s worst enemies.  

7. The working woman is the undesirable exception who must be brought in to the 

marriage fold and made to conform to traditional social norms.  

Plural nature of Indian culture and the diverse roles women play is neither acknowledged 

nor communicated.  

 

Women in Soaps 

The soap opera, an enduring cross-generational and cross-cultural art form, has 

traditionally been regarded as the “woman’s genre” par excellence because of the 
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melodramatic narrative style and structure, its preference for dialogue over action, and its 

focus on intimate family and community relations are regarded as particularly popular 

with women. The paradox of soaps, then is that women viewers are encouraged to 

empathize with soap characters who are rarely allowed to live a transgressive life outside 

the normative expectations of patriarchy. In the end, soap women seek fulfilment by 

achieving success in their personal lives, retreating into the private realm as their proper 

space and place. In India, Purnima Mankekar (1999) examined soap operas and popular 

Hindi language films. She found that “like the audience of American soaps, those of 

Indian Serials deeply identified with the characters on the screen” (p7). TV serials are 

depicting women and young females as involved in conspiracy, pre-marital, extra-

marital, post illicit affairs, wearing costly, heavy golden, and diamond jewellery, 

perpetuating their religious fundamentalism, spending time in family feuds, suicidal love 

affairs, mega parties, palatial houses, luxury cars, sleek mobiles, elegant make-ups. They 

are hardly shown in roles which promote new technology and innovation. 

Representations of Indian womanhood as the embodiment of morality and tradition had 

been major sites of contention in colonial and anti-colonial discourses, and women often 

represented iconic portraits of these concepts. 

 

Women in Cinematic World: Use of Cinema as a tool of Moral Conscription 

Besides the advertisements, Cinema is also one of the most important and cheapest visual 

medium of entertainment in contemporary India. Unfortunately, the commercial film 

industry, which is a purely profit based industry, cares little about the image of women 

they portray to the public. Commercial films have followed a set pattern of female image 

portrayals wherein women are projected as sacrificing themselves for the family and 

reaffirming values of self-effacement and devotion to the male head of the family. 

Women who opt for a less traditional life are portrayed in a negative light. Furthermore, 

these films vividly portray physical violence against women and hardly ever show 

women as being capable of thinking for them in a logical and rational manner.  

Gokul Singh and Dissanayake (2004) quoting Richards (1995) mention three categories 

of sexual objectification of women in Indian cinema, the tribal costume which is used for 

cabaret dances, through which women’s body particularly pelvic region and the other 

parts are shown, the wet sari and the behind the bush scene. In the film Hum Apke Hain 

Kaun (1995), the leading female actress wore a deep cut blouse, indicating the 

scopophilic nature of the camera. In an another popular Indian cinema Dilwale Dulhania 

Le Jayenge(1995) actress Kajol enacting the modern version of the wet sari sequence, 

wearing not the sari but a more revealing white costume. In this film the female character 

comes from such a conservative Indian family that she fears to tell her father that she has 

fallen in love with some one. Given that conservative context, it seems unlikely that such 

a character would be dancing a rain dance.  

 In films, male gaze operates from the vantage point of power and renders women silent 

and marginal. Molly Haskell(1973) suggests that the genre of films was framed within an 

avowedly conservative aesthetic that encouraged the woman spectator to accept rather 

than reject her lot, whilst taking on a pitying stance toward the tragic heroine. 
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Women and the Print Media 

The print media in India (when compared to electronic media) have limited impact on the 

vast and mainly illiterate population of the country. The majority of the population has 

depended on the oral tradition of cultural transmission for over two hundred years.  

It has been seen in the newspapers that these give place to the news related to 

rape, crime, politics, scandals, sports and economics; serious debates and discussions on 

issues related to women are completely missing. In vernacular press the depiction of 

women gets a share only in coloured pages where there is a lot of gossip about actress of 

TV serials and film stars along with some hot pick-ups. The English press also dwells 

upon providing snaps of the hot babes and erotic photo gallery of party mania in multistar 

hotels.  

Magazines as well as newspapers have sections for females where the readers are left 

only with the option of reading some personal gynaecological problems of married 

women or personal love hick-ups of young girls, otherwise special features on knitting, 

fashion, sales etc.are the routine one.  

 

Media and Feminism 

Feminists found that advertisements, television, films, news and other genres in Western 

nations as well as those in Africa, Asia and Latin America, emphasized women’s 

traditional roles or treated them as sex objects. As a result, most of the feminist writers 

have come forward to study about the present status of women in media. The world wide 

feminist movement has pointed out that the portrayal and employment of women in 

media are in derogatory position. In the middle of the twentieth century, Simone de 

Beauvoir’s book ‘The Second Sex’ was published and she clearly established that the 

problems and the poor image of women arose from the affirmation of the past and a gross 

neglect of the growth, development, the talents and opportunities of women in specific 

societies. Her work is a classical expose and a foundation for an intellectual defence of 

women and their rights to a different experience (Busby; 1975, 107-131). Betty Friedan’s 

research about the construction of the American cultural ideal of “the happy housewife 

heroine” in women’s magazines and advertisements is a typical example of feminist 

academic venture related to media. Her book ‘The Feminine Mystique’ (1963) was a best 

seller and gave rise to a revival of women’s movement which had been dormant since the 

successful struggle for women’s suffrage. Betty Friedan also headed one of the first 

‘second wave’ feminist groups ‘National Organisation of Women’ which declared the 

media to be one of the major fields of struggle for women’s rights. The group demanded 

better placement of women in media, child care centre and journals by women. A 

research project was launched in entire US to monitor TV networks and local stations for 

sexist content.  

Feminist media studies can be classified into three broad categories—  

Liberal Feminist media analysis, Radical Feminist media analysis and socialist feminism.  

In Liberal Feminist media analysis sex role stereotypes, prescription of sex appropriate 

behaviours, appearance, interest, skills and self perceptions are the core topics of 

analysis. According to this group of feminists, women are depicted in mass media as 

wives, mothers, and daughters, girlfriends and working in traditionally female jobs like 

secretary, nurse and or sex objects. It is considered that media perpetuate sex role 
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stereotypes because they reflect dominant social values and also because male media 

producers are influenced by these stereotypes.  

In Radical Feminist discourse, there is a social system ‘patriarchy’ in which all men are 

supposed to dominate all women. Issues formerly considered as private like sexual 

violence, wife battering, incest, pornography, sex tourism and trafficking have exposed 

by radical feminists. According to radical feminists, mass media are in the hands of male 

owners and producers, so they will operate to the benefit of a patriarchal society.  

In Socialist Feminism, women’s position is not determined exclusively by gender rather 

it considers the analysis of class and economic condition of women. The reproduction of 

labour and the economic value of domestic labour are the concepts central to socialist 

feminism. Recently socialist feminism has attempted to incorporate other social aspects 

along the lines of ethnicity, sexual preference, age and physical ability (Gallagher; 1979).  

In India also there are several writers who have criticised the role played by media 

towards women. A Feminist group in Delhi formed by Ritu Menon and Kamala Bhasin 

called ‘ The Committee of portrayal of women in the Media’ rightly claims that it is not 

only the physical exposure of women that is derogatory but also the reinforcement of 

their stereotypes that are more damaging to image and the dignity of womanhood. 

Television ads go on harping about good mothers who feed their children with health 

drinks and instant noodles, ideal wives who care about their husband’s shirts and 

cholesterols, mothers who wash their babies with soft soap to ensure soft bottoms and 

little girls who say they choose certain soap so that it makes them as beautiful as their 

mother. These are damaging, insulting and humiliating the image of woman.

 Shabana Azmi, renowned actress and activist said, “A matter of grave concern is 

that, when it comes to films, women are shown to be completely dormant, totally 

subservient persons. It reinforces the notion that Indian women are supposed to be that. I 

think the only way in which we can counter these images is to portray a woman not just 

as a body but also an intelligent being”.  

Thus, it can be said that there is an on-going trend in Indian Media to portray women as 

busy and concerned with beautifying herself, choosing make-up, new fashions, 

jewellery, cosmetics, constantly watching her weight, worried about good figure and 

skin colour, proud of advertising and selling latest products. She is hardly portrayed as 

having social commitments, capable of intelligent decision making, or as capable leaders 

and policy makers. Usually she is shown to accompany her husband like a shadow or as 

a decorative piece. Manu’s dictum that ‘a woman is protected by her father in childhood, 

husband in adulthood and son in old age’ is perpetuated in all media representation. In 

most representations she is tactfully domesticated, and her place is ‘home and hearth’ by 

unwritten codes of society. Every thing around her is arranged in such a way that she 

can’t let herself loose. Women who break this unwritten code and re-arrange their day 

are considered feminists or rebels. And media is playing their role perfectly to preserve 

the societal concepts. As a result, most of the mediated women are “weak, passive, 

needy and subservient, or vain, irrational and hot-headed. But the question is how to turn 

the media into an effective tool for promoting constructive change and faithfully 

representing the multiple roles of the women today---as achiever both at home and in the 

labour force. 
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Conclusion 

The worse part of the whole episode is that there is no revulsion, no change to biased 

projections and no regrets from any part of the society. We have somehow taken the 

whole gamut of dialogues, stories and picturazition of women as way of our life or as if 

of no consequences. It has never been realized that if womanhood is disrespected the 

coming generation will have absolutely no respect for their sisters, wives and mothers. 

Hence the major objectives of media must be to perform the programmes relating to 

improvement of women’s status so that they are free to assert themselves as human 

beings, co-equal socially, morally and politically with men. There should be positive 

portrayal of women taking note of their role in all facets of life.  
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