 Singapore Context

Introduction


How is women portrayed in mass media in Singapore? How does it affect the status of women in the Singapore society? These are the two issues that I tried to explore in this assignment.


Since the 1960s and the 1970s, the women’s movement sparked an interest in the difference between the portrayal of women and men in the mass media, especially in the television programs. Early content analyses have revealed that the proportion of men in starring roles is twice of that of the proportion of women. The nature of the jobs was also generally covers more scope than the jobs that the women have (Joseph R. Dominick, Barry L. Sherman & Fritz Messere; 1997). These studies also reveal that women portrayed in media also occupied much lower position occupations. They were also likely to be depicted as passive, weak, and deferential in contrast to their male counterparts. Thus in the first part of my assignment I tried to find out the portrayal of women on TCS 5 and TCS 8 drama/ sitcoms, and also find out the situation of women in Singapore and the link between them.

 The women and her status in society have long been a perpetual question asked through out history. After the great philosophers and thinkers like Aristotle, Rossean, Hobbes, Locke and Hegel, majority of the political theories has ontology, which is male. Women are assigned firmly in the households based in their reproductive roles and took for granted the exclusion of them from any political or public function. (Wong Yong Yin & Chia Hui Kheng; 1996/7) It is believed that there are certain roles and functions seen as natural and most suitable to women and men which have given rise to definitions that clearly delineate the capabilities of the sexes (Aristotle, cited in Gallager, 1981). Thus women’s place traditionally belongs to the home and the men hold some kind of superiority above the women in the society.

The stereotypical portrayal of women in mass media further aggravates the situation. According to the cultivation hypothesis, it states that the more a person is exposed to television, the more likely his construction of social reality will be more like that shown on television and less like reality. A number of studies done on the effects of exposure to such materials surface in the early 70’s. Although many of the studies used correlational approach, they generally supported the idea: Youngsters who watched a lot of television should have attitudes and perceptions About sex roles that are in line with the stereotypical portrayals on television. When these youngsters grow up, they will bring all these prejudices and distorted perceptions into the society. At the same time, studies have also shown that exposure to non-traditional content does seem to decrease sex-role stereotyping.

Body

Women in media in Singapore context


Little studies have been done on this subject in the Singapore context. However, a general look at the various forms of mass media and the advertising that they carry will lead one to concur with some of the findings of studies done abroad. Women are being traditionally stereotyped by the media, reinforcing the traditional images of women as - submissive, feminine, fragile, beautiful, and mindless. A large quantity of the TV programs, especially TCS 5 broadcast in Singapore are imported from US, thus chances are that Singapore audience will be exposed to the stereotyped images of women depicted in US. Advertising around us plays on the women’s emotion and vanity rather than rationality. Just look at all the slimming and beauty product advertisements that surrounds us would prove my point. Barbara Yaffe in her thesis concluded, “ stereotyping is crystallising an image of the female that is derogatory and insulting. In the advertising business, a woman is looked upon more as a target than a human being” (Barbara Y; 1977).


In this section, my content analysis were done on an episode of each of the following 6 TCS programs and the pictures of women in the following 5 local magazines. The 6 TCS programs are: Angel’s Dreams (last episode, 25/9/2000, TCS 8); Soho@work (last episode, 25/9/2000, TCS 8); ICAC (episode 11&12, 24/9/2000, TCS 8); Frasier (21/9/2000,TCS 5); Making Love (episode 1, 26/9/2000, TCS 5); Buffy the Vampire Slayer (episode 1, 26/9/2000, TCS 5). The 5 magazines were Female (Oct issue), Her World (Oct issue), Cleo (Oct issue), 8 Days (23 Sept – 30 Sept 2000), I-weekly (23 Sept – 30 Sept 2000).

Content Analysis – Soho@work

Zizai, a female lead character is a waitress in a confectionery. She is loud, bimbotic, vain and attention-seeking but brainless. She tries to flirt with another male character, Mr Chen Ruqie, in the show. Around 6-8 girls were portrayed as the secretaries of Mr Chen Ruqie. They were depicted as “ accessories” and carry out instructions given out by him. They were also reduced to mere looks and figures when other male characters ogled them.

Content Analysis – Angel’s Dream


Anqi is the female lead character. She was depicted as weak, in need of emotional support and helpless when she lost her memory. Before she lost her memory, she was depicted as a career-minded, independent and strong woman who owned a business of her own. However, she was shown to be ruthless, vicious, revengeful woman when she was successful in her career. Further more she had problems with her husband. In the last scene, she was seen to be happy when she owned a small sandwich shop and with her daughter. Dr Ye is a female and highly successful psychiatrist. She is portrayed as a cool and rational woman in her work. However, in terms of her personal life, it was a mess due to a man. Tian Hui is portrayed as a woman who is very emotional and willing to do anything to help her husband. Eunice is a beautiful but bimbotic, materialistic woman in this episode. Inspector Song is a female policeman who is in charge of this case. She is portrayed to be a strong, rational, clever woman who shows assertiveness when needed. 

Content Analysis – ICAC


A few older women are the male character’s (Sheng Ge) aunts and grandmother. They show the traditional feminine/mother-like aspects when they are showing their concern to him. Xiaoli, a China prostitute is depicted as a woman who is helpless and need emotional support. Men in several scenes in this episode abused her. She is also filial, considerate towards her grandmother and displays strength in her when the audience realised that she survive on her own at a tender age. A female officer called Madam is in charge of a unit team in the show. She is depicted to be cool, rational and independent career woman at work. But it also shows her soft feminine side when she is with her boyfriend. She needs emotional support, is indecisive in her love life and gets jealous too. Anna, another female police under Madam is seen to be dashing off eagerly for the celebration of her wedding anniversary with her husband. Another female lead (called skinny girl) is a female police who strives to do her best in whatever she does. He friend is a much weaker girl and is an assistant professor. Lastly, there were 3 other prostitutes who were portrayed to be loud, mean, and materialistic and easily get into fights.

Content Analysis – Frasier


There were two female characters in this episode – Annie and Daphne. In one scene, Daphne is seen to be carrying a laundry basket while talking to other male characters in the living room (who were either sitting down on sofa or standing talking to her). Annie is a blond and voluptuous woman. She is portrayed to be a bimbotic woman who think about sex all the time and is very bold in her gestures. She is always wearing revealing clothes that shows half of her bosom and she is also depicted as brainless  (when she knows only one French word “Qui”). 

Content Analysis – Making Love


Angela is a typical 90’s strong-opinionated career woman who dares to speak up for herself. Howver, she is also portrayed as a woman who believes that “love exists in marriage” and finding the right soulmate. She is also dressed sexily with low cut top that shows off her cleavage. Pam is a bimbotic receptionist. She never says anything intelligent and likes to flirt with guys in the office. She also enjoys office gossip. Carol is a 35-year-old woman who is being portrayed as a very emotional, slightly simple-minded desperate woman.

Content Analysis – Buffy the Vampire Slayer


Buffy is a teenager who is strong physically but she is seen to be seeing emotional support from a male friend of hers in this show. She is portrayed as an ordinary girl who gets upset when her things got stolen by a group of vampires.

Conclusion

The overall consistent dominant images of women presented coincide with three of the major findings in Gallagher’s research in 1979. Marriage and parenthood are considered more important to women than to men; the traditional division labour is shown as typical in marriage. If a woman character, whether single or married, is portrayed as working and successful in her career, she is often shown having problems with her lover, husband, or children (Gerbner G., & Signorielli N.; 1979). An example will be Anqi from the Angel’s Dream. Employed women are shown in traditional female occupations, as subordinates to men, with little status or power. There are 4 exceptions to this statement; however, the majority is still in stereotypical roles. Women on television display stereotyped personality traits – passivity, dependence and emotionality. Emotionality is a personality trait that has been typically associated with the female characters in drama programs. (Loy Tang Hong; 1996/7). Majority of the female characters displays this trait.

Content Analysis – Magazines

Statistics on the Portrayals of Women in the 5 Magazines

	Magazines
	Sex Objects
	Healthy
	Body Parts
	Neutral 
	Intellectual
	Total

	Her World
	72 (25%)
	16 (6%)
	58 (20%)
	144 (50%)
	0
	290

	Female
	128 (31%)
	30 (7%)
	30 (7%)
	221 (54%)
	1 (0.2%)
	410

	Cleo
	45 (20%)
	11 (5%)
	11 (5%)
	156 (70%)
	0
	223

	8Days
	25 (17%)
	2 (1%)
	4 (3%)
	120 (79%)
	0
	151

	I-weekly
	19 (14%)
	2 (1%)
	1 (1%)
	115 (84%)
	0
	137


The percentage of pictures belonging to the neutral category is the majority for all 5 magazines (50%- 84%). Pictures that portray women as sex objects ranked second in all 5 magazines (14%- 25%), with I-weekly and 8Days the lowest percentage (14% and 17% respectively). For body parts pictures and those that depict women in a healthy manner, the percentages for all except her World (20% for body parts) is generally low (1%- 7% for body parts & 1%- 7% for healthy pictures). Out of all 5 magazines, only one picture in Female portrayed a female scientist. The pictures that portrayed women as sex objects come mainly from advertisements (55%- Female; 57%- Her World; 49%- Cleo; 32%- 8Days; 16%- I-weekly). The general target audience for 8Days and I-weekly perhaps is one of the reasons for the low percentage in sex-stereotyping images of women. Successful women are featured in Female and Her World in the feature section. 

Women at workplace in Singapore

There has been little studies done on the effects of the portrayal of women in mass media on the women in the society on the Singapore context. Thus in this section, I would draw some possible deductions based on the occupation segregation in Singapore. 

Based on gender theories, a basic premise is that women’s disadvantaged position in the labour market is caused by, and is a reflection of, patriarchy and women’subordinate position in society and the family. In all societies, household work and children are seen as women’s chief responsibility, which being the breadwinner is perceived as men’s main responsibility. (Http//: www.ilo.org). In the society, men and women learn expectations associated with their sex through gender socialization. One of the agents of gender socialisation is the mass media. The media in their various forms communicate strong, gender stereotypes and also delivers unrealistic portrayals of women and men in terms of age and appearances. Research have shown that there is a link between seeing sexist images and such attitudes as lower acceptance of feminism, more traditional views of women, and attitudes supporting sexual aggression. (Margaret L. Anderson & Howard F. Taylor; 2000). Certain jobs are classified to be “female” due to similarity found between characteristics of jobs and common stereotypes of women and their supposed abilities. To illustrate this, Appendix 1 lists the 13 characteristics commonly attributed to women who may have an effect on occupation segregation by sex. They are categorised into positive, negative and others. It seems logical to hypothesize that by possessing the positive characteristics, it would help to qualify women for jobs such as doctors, nurses for example. On the other hand, negative characteristics associated with women would affect women’s acceptability in occupations such as managers, supervisors, which consequently helps to ensure that jobs become typically “male”. 

A research done by the Ministry of Manpower (13Apr 2000) found that women recognised family responsibility may take them out of workforce temporarily. Thus they decide to take jobs with lower rate of returns to experience and lower profits for temporary withdrawal from workforce. They are also found to be discriminated against management or skilled trades. From the table below, we can see that the gender segregation in 1999 is less than in 1991.

Table: Inequality Indices 1991 & 1999

	Inequality Indices
	1991
	1999

	MM Index
	0.583
	0.541

	ID
	0.587
	0.544


Source: MOM Survey Report, 1999

ID: Index of Dissimilarity

MM: Marginal Matching Labour

            Value of 1= complete segregation

                Value of 0= zero segregation

Another index is the Representation Ratio (RR) which is used to measure the level of representation of women in a particular occupation. Figure <1 or >1 means women are underrepresented or overrepresented respectively.

Table: Female Representation in Singapore 1997 & 1999

	Year
	Admin/Mgmt
	Pro/Tech
	Clerical
	Sales/Service
	Craftsmen

	1997
	0.60
	0.87
	1.70
	0.95
	0.84

	1999
	0.58
	0.89
	1.66
	0.92
	0.89



Source: MON Survey Report, (Apr 1999)

There is an increase in representation of women in professional/technical, craftsmen & production-related. There is a decrease in representation in clerical, sales/service and admin./management. However, on the whole, women are still very underrepresented in management position and very overrepresented in clerical. 

Women’s share of male-dominated occupation has increased, most noticeably I corporate managers. Between 1991-1999, the number of female workers in these jobs has increased from 19% in 1991 to 27% in 1999. However, although there is an increase in absolute terms for male-dominated jobs that are also manual in nature, the share increase only marginally. This seems to tie in with the image of the women portraying on television programs in Singapore. There has been portrayal of women who held positions with higher power and status e.g. inspectors and doctors. Moreover, magazines such as Female and Her World also feature highly successful women who are in the PMEBs category. All these positive portrayal of women could possibly be one of the factors that caused an increase in the percentage of female corporate managers. However, stereotypical images of women either as sex objects or occupying “female” occupations are still found in abundance on television programs and in magazines in Singapore. For example, the female character, Pam as the receptionist and the 6-8 girls acting as the secretaries. Thus, this may explain why on the whole, the increase I female share of male-dominated jobs, especially those that involved manual work remained small.

In another report by the Ministry of Manpower (1995), it was found that 77% of the housewives preferred to work part-time. Majority (59%) of the women also preferred clerical jobs to other technical jobs. The main reason for those not returning to workforce was due to lack of suitable jobs near their homes (45%). Another major reason was also due to the limited availability of part-time working arrangement. Another 23% of the women stated that there was a lack of support for care of school-going children as the reason.

The situation showed that women are still placing more emphasis on family and children than their career. This seems to tally with the findings found in Gallagher’s research, which stated that women are more closely associated with marriage and parenthood than men. It also tallies with the findings of the content analysis of women’s portrayal in mass media. In the media portrayal of women, they are shown to be much happier if they placed emphasis on family and children, e.g. Anqi in Angel’s Dreams. Thus this may explains why only 51% of women return to workforce after marriage and parenthood.

Summary


The level of stereotypical images of women in Singapore is still in the moderate level. Majority of the stereotyped images in magazines comes from the advertisements. Women on television programs in Singapore are still occupying stereotypical roles. However, there are signs of positive portrayal of women in magazines (in terms of features of successful women) and television programs. There seems to be a link between the portrayal of women in mass media and the extent of women occupying male-dominated occupations. The domestic nature associated with women portrayed in the mass media also seems to affect women’s decisions in returning to workforce after marriage and parenthood.  
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