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ABSTRACT 

This paper seeks to draw from Foucault‘s theories on disciplinary techniques to reveal the way 

that media regulate women‘s behaviors so that their actions meet the needs of the patriarchal 

capitalist system from which they are situated. Using case studies from India and Thailand, I 

argue that past media research has been insufficient on many different fronts. Media not only 

disciplines normal gender behavior and body image for women, but also regulates what it means 

to identify as an empowered, modern, and upwardly mobile citizen.  Within these case studies, 

modernity is equated with the purchase and consumption of beauty products. In order to 

consume products, women must have a job which gives them expendable cash to use on beauty 

products.  For women to appear modern and mobile is an especially important message for 

countries that have been labeled as ―underdeveloped‖ to portray. The appearance of modernity 

demonstrates that the country has ―moved up‖ the evolutionary spectrum of capitalist and 

neoliberal development as defined by modernization theories. Ultimately I want to suggest that 

media‘s disciplinary mechanisms work to perpetuate a system where women are continually 

exploited by the panopticon of racialized, patriarchal capitalism. These case studies portray 

media as a socializing control and comparative discipline that normalizes and enforces specific 

gendered behavior and standards that perpetuate a patriarchal capitalist system of disadvantaging 

women within place specific, socio-historical and political contexts. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

There is a new phenomenon within the Asian media that targets images of modernity,  

 

beauty, class status, and empowerment to lower classes of women. These images connect the  

 

concept of women‘s labor with the ability for lower class Asian women to attain a higher class 

status and career success. A 2007 New York Times article recently noted, ―deeply rooted ideas 

about women‘s roles are slowly shifting in India… Advertising and marketing gurus are aiming 

at young, urban Indian women, who are earning their own money and are potential customers for 

a host of products including name-brand clothes cosmetics and new cars‖ (Timmons 1-3). 

Though this article is talking only about India, this phenomenon is occurring elsewhere 

throughout Asia.  

Advertisements, television, the Internet and more pervade societies worldwide.  

 

Our senses, self-perceptions, and worldviews are shaped by media. Yet, media itself is shaped by 

power structures within culture. Western researchers have noted that media, in its various forms, 

influences its viewers. Prominent discourses about the media point to a link between access, 

influence, and a narrow set of beauty standards and gender roles.  

However, this leaves open the question: in what other ways do media influence societies? 

Furthermore, what are the power structures within a culture that shape the media? Is it possible 

that, in addition to offering a narrow set of beauty standards, the media offers viewers an idea of 

how to gain upward mobility, class status, and empowerment? If so, in what ways does this 

occur? To what end? There appears to be very little research which connects these concepts of 

class status, empowerment, and upward mobility with messages portrayed in the media. 

Furthermore, with the rise of global capitalism, the Third World, including Asian countries, has 
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become a particular site of interest for exploring how media functions to influence 

consciousnesses, particularly with regards to labor norms.   

I am interested in examining the role of media in influencing non-Western women‘s 

perceptions of themselves as modern, empowered, upwardly mobile workers and consumers. 

Particularly, I want to look at how Asian Third World women are positioned as the most 

appropriate workers/consumers and how this unique role is useful in understanding the role 

media plays in normalizing controlling ideologies of femininity, domesticity, ethnicity, race, and 

gender around the ideas of labor. In order to argue this, I reviewed research regarding the media, 

women, and labor and found case studies of past research conducted by researchers independent 

of my project in India and Thailand. These studies portray the media phenomenon I am 

interesting in exploring. 

I take as a point of departure that globalization has uniquely positioned the women of the 

case studies I am using from India and Thailand. Their geopolitical situation reveals how media 

functions as a controlling discipline. From the perspective of the case studies I will argue that the 

media not only disciplines normal gender behavior and body image for women, but also 

regulates what it means to identify as an empowered, modern, and upwardly mobile citizen.  

Within these case studies, modernity is equated with the purchase and consumption of beauty 

products. In order to consume products, women must have a job which gives them expendable 

cash to use on beauty products.  For women to appear modern and mobile is an especially 

important message for countries that have been labeled as ―underdeveloped‖ to portray. The 

appearance of modernity demonstrates that the country has ―moved up‖ the evolutionary 

spectrum of capitalist and neoliberal development as defined by modernization theories. 
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Ultimately I want to suggest that media‘s disciplinary mechanisms work to perpetuate a system 

where women are continually exploited by the panopticon of racialized, patriarchal capitalism. 

These case studies portray media as a socializing control and comparative discipline that  

 

normalizes and enforces specific gendered behavior and standards that perpetuate a patriarchal  

 

capitalist system of disadvantaging women within place specific, socio-historical and political  

 

contexts. 

 

I 

I am using the term ―globalization‖ to refer to a set of contemporary North-South 

economic relations shaped by neoliberal policies and motivated by modernization theory. The 

neoliberal agenda dictates that the increasing development in impoverished Third-World 

countries should be a top priority for Western nations (reasons why to be discussed later). The 

theoretical underpinnings of the neoliberal economic agenda are provided by modernization 

theory. Modernization theory defines countries as ―developed‖ or ―not developed‖ based on their 

possession of certain characteristics (such as traditional vs. nontraditional or family oriented vs. 

individualistic).  More specifically, modernization theorists hold that it is possession of 

characteristics associated with modernity that make a country ―developed.‖  The appearance of 

modernity demonstrates that the country has ―moved up‖ the evolutionary spectrum of capitalist 

and neoliberal development as defined by modernization theories. In this section I describe the 

neoliberal economic policies motivated by modernization theory; I then argue that processes of 

neoliberal globalization create situations in which countries (and their citizens) have an incentive 

to appear modern, including the appearance of being a ―good‖ investment to foreign companies.  

To demonstrate that Third World economies stand to gain from appearing modern, I need 

to first describe the economic-political forces that dictate their position in the global economy. 

These policies have their roots in modernization theory. The formation of modernization theory 
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set the stage for a neoliberal global economy.  According to development sociologist Andrew 

Webster, modernization theories and neoliberal policies were created following the end of WWII 

during the 1950‘s and the 1960‘s when formerly colonized nations gained political autonomy 

from their colonizers. The processes of colonization had left the economies of Western nations 

rich with capital and, at the same time, had ravished and undermined the economic systems of 

the formerly colonized nations. The withdrawal of Western nations from their colonies produced 

a need for Western nations to sustain their own development. Correspondingly economies within 

the global South needed to be revitalized (Webster 49). Western nations were concerned with 

preserving relations and influence over these newly autonomous states, prompting the growth of 

an economic development theory to guide global relations in a post-colonial era known as 

modernization theory (Webster 43). Modernization theory is a development theory that is used to 

describe the process that societies take in moving towards modernity and what variables affect a 

society‘s progress. It was developed as a way to assist the global South in developing under the 

direction of the West. It also allowed for the global North to sustain contact and influence in the 

Third World (Webster, 49). Essentially modernization theorists argued they were describing a 

general model of development (based on notions of Western development) that all nations should 

and would naturally follow unless there were obstacles impeding the country‘s success. 

Modernization theory equates modernity and development with the processes of Westernization. 

Under this theory, Western industrial countries then, are the modern and developed countries 

which all other countries should aspire to be.  Modernization theorists present development as a 

clear-cut and simple procedure that occurs along the same path of Western, industrialized 

growth.   
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 In proposing modernization theory as a model for the global south to economically 

develop in the post-colonial era, modernization theorists drew from a tradition-modernity 

distinction. Modernization theorists use this tradition-modernity distinction to describe ―an 

account of the common features of the process of development‖ (Webster 45). Based on this 

theory, the countries that have been labeled as ―underdeveloped‖ are those that are in a condition 

prior to development, that is, they are working towards a more developed and modern state. This 

―lack‖ of development is seen as the result of the socio-economic conditions of the Third World 

countries themselves; meaning, the countries that are underdeveloped ―create obstacles to 

modernization and encourage little ambition or incentive among individuals, particularly in their 

work: they tend to have little interest in commercial production and rationally planned  long-term 

enterprise being content to work only as long as they need to satisfy their immediate (limited) 

demands‖ (Webster 55).  Finally, modernization theory dictates that all countries will develop 

until they reach a ―period of high mass consumption‖ as experienced by most Western nations 

(Webster 55).  

Modernization theorist W.W. Rostow argues that this tradition-modernity distinction is 

an evolutionary scale of hierarchically ranked countries based on how modern or traditional they 

are (Webster 55).
i
 In order for the underdeveloped/tradition bound countries to move up this 

evolutionary spectrum, they must receive help from Western nations. Modernization theorists 

drew from this tradition-modernity distinction to create a theoretical model for global economic 

development in the post-colonial era. This model provided the theoretical foundation for the 

global neoliberal economic agenda.  

To better understand how modernization theorists see the tradition-modernity distinction 

in creating a theoretical model for economic relations through which underdeveloped countries 
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could be guided by Western nations towards modernity, I will now describe those characteristics 

that modernization theorists argue indicate a country is modern/developed versus 

traditional/underdeveloped.  For modernization theorists, those societies that are ―developed‖ 

and are therefore ―modern,‖ hold specific characteristics that indicate them as such.  

The characteristics that indicate a country as modern and developed are lessened 

traditionalism, possessing advanced economic systems based on efficiency, profit, and growth, 

and mobile, individualized citizens in place of citizens tied down by family systems. Countries 

that are ―underdeveloped‖ according to modernization theorists hold opposite characteristics of 

―developed countries‖ (Webster 49-55). These are seen as being religion bound, economically 

agricultural, family/kinship centered, ambitionless, ahistorical, and lacking a public sphere 

(Webster 49-55).  In what follows, I will further explain those characteristics in depth in order to 

more accurately describe the theoretical foundations of the neoliberal economic agenda.  

First, modernization theorists see developed countries as having weakened traditionalism 

and underdeveloped countries as being bound by traditions. By weakened traditionalism, 

modernization theorists are referring to societies that would adjust or question cultural traditions 

if they appear to be unnecessary or if they inhibit economic progress. This is in opposition to 

societies and cultures that are ―tradition-bound.‖ These societies dominantly value traditionalism 

and ―lack the cultural ability to adjust to new circumstances‖ (Webster 49-50). 

Second, modernization theorists argue that in developed countries, family and kinship 

systems are less important than in traditional societies. Citizens of modern countries have 

weakened family ties as the result of geographical and social mobility. Therefore a person who is 

independent of his/her family would be considered a modern individual whereas a person who is 

dependent and attached to his/her family would be traditional. 
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 Furthermore, a person‘s socioeconomic status in a modern society is determined through 

that individual person‘s hard-work, rather than a predetermined class/caste/clan/tribe status as in 

traditional societies. In these traditional societies, family and kinship ties are the ―decisive 

reference point for all social practices‖ and your kinship ties ascribe your socio-economic 

standing. ―Status [in these traditional societies] is then, not earned or achieved, but conferred by 

virtue of kin relationships‖ (Webster 50).  

Third and finally, modernization theorists think that in modern societies the citizens of 

those countries are ―forward-thinking and innovative‖ as opposed to the ―emotional, 

superstitious and fatalistic approach to the world‖ that traditional societies hold. Superstitious 

traditional societies are understood to be the result of the religious and cultural traditions held by 

the people in these cultures (Webster 50).  

With these understandings of the tradition-modernity distinction, modernization theorists 

argued that it was the characteristics of modern societies that gave rise to ―advanced‖ and 

―developed‖ countries with industrial economic systems based on capital growth and 

accumulation. Traditional societies, on the other hand, do not possess the necessary 

characteristics to motivate an advanced industrial economy and therefore remained in a stagnant, 

ahistorical agricultural state. For modernization theorists then, the Western world was the 

epitomized form of development. Development was synonymous with the Eurocentric notions of 

societal organization and industrialization.  In essence, modernization theorists saw the growth of 

a capitalist industrial economy in the West as something to be attained by the ―underdeveloped‖ 

world.  Modernization theorists argued that these tradition-bound societies needed Western aid 

and intervention in order to ―develop‖ along the same lines as Western industrial societies. 
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I have explained the ways modernization theorists have drawn from a tradition-modernity 

distinction to argue that Western countries have industrialized their economies and therefore 

became ―developed‖ while other countries remain agriculturally based and therefore became 

―underdeveloped.‖ Modernization theorists drew from this tradition-modernity distinction to 

develop a model for the global south to economically grow along the same lines as Western 

nations in the post-colonial era. This theory of modernization and development provided the 

theoretical groundwork for the neoliberal economic agenda.  

I will now explain how the neoliberal economic agenda became the primary mode of 

economic relations between the global North and South. Webster tells us that the ideas 

developed by modernization theorists have been used since the 1950‘s as basic foundations for 

the work of Western development agencies and the UN.  Webster explains that a wide span of 

development policies were cultivated by modernization theory (Webster, 55).  In other words, 

modernization theory was used by Westerners to base a general understanding of how 

development should occur in the Third World and then based development policies from it.   

However, development policies formed under modernization theory were ineffective in 

reducing global poverty.  As Webster explains, development planning in the Third World 

originating from modernization theory would often privilege a small wealthy group of 

individuals in the Third World and, at the same time, create more poverty for the vast majority of 

the population. Development policies formatted under modernization theory merely exacerbated 

the gap between the rich and the poor in these countries (149). While modernization theorists had 

intended to understand how countries became more ―developed,‖ the development policies that 

grew out of modernization theory appeared to be causing more problems than alleviating them.   
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Additionally, critics have noted that the basic tenets of modernization theory are logically 

flawed. By the end of the 1960s and into the 1970s critics of modernization theory argued that 

economic growth could, in fact, occur without ―major alterations to value systems and social 

institutions as modernization theory claims‖ (Webster 56).  Critics of modernization theory have 

argued that the terms ―traditional‖ and ―modern‖ are too vague and that ―the two terms do not 

give any indication of the great variety of societies that have and do exist; instead, the 

‗traditional‘ label is offered as a blanket term to cover a range of pre-industrial societies that 

have exceedingly different socio-economic and political structures…‖ (Webster 56).  In fact, 

modernization theory is now commonly cited as further perpetuating uneven development 

globally (Webster 62-63). With the emergence of underdevelopment theory, which criticized 

modernization theory, Ian Roxborough explains that many academics, politicians, and activists 

believed modernization to be dead (755).  

Considering the many criticisms put forward against modernization theory, one might 

think that the influence of modernization theory had over economic policy would be reduced. 

However, Roxborough notes that though criticisms of modernization surfaced, the core concepts 

of modernization theory remained untouched. ―The result was the continuation of modernization 

theory under a new guise‖ (Roxborough 755). This guise came to be known as neoliberalism. 

John Broman further explains, ―like the older modernization approach, the newer neoliberal 

framework also employs universalistic (ideal) theoretical constructs that are based on unrealistic 

assumptions and exclude much of the variability of Third World social formations‖ (126).  

Jeffrey C. Alexander argues that though the new development models created following 

modernization theory ―strained‖ its central assumptions, ―they did not necessarily refute it‖ 

(175).  
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Neoliberalism was one of those development theories that built on the basic ideologies of 

modernization theory. Neoliberal economic policies encourage an economic market free of 

government rules and regulations, freedom for the movement of goods, capital, and service, 

cutting expenditure for public services, privatization, and the concept of ―individual 

responsibility‖ in place of ―the public good,‖ (Martinez and Garcia 2). Modernization theory 

essentially set the stage for neoliberalism to develop. Neoliberalism, like modernization theory, 

promotes industrialization, development program planning, capital accumulation, and external 

aid from foreign investors in order to make development happen.  Modernization theory 

promoted industrialization as the way to encourage growth in the backward economies of the 

Third World (Escobar 74). Neoliberalism also sees industrialization as the way to promote 

growth and development in the Third World. Escobar explains modernization theorists argued 

that: 

It was clear that industrialization was not going to happen spontaneously. 

Deliberate efforts were required if the perceived obstacles to industrialization 

were going to be overcome. This called for a type of planning that ensured the 

right allocation of scarce resources, corrected market prices, maximized savings, 

oriented foreign investment in the right direction, and in general orchestrated the 

economy in terms of a well-balanced program. (74) 

Here Escobar links the basic tenets of modernization theory to the neoliberal economic agenda. 

Modernization theorists saw industrialization as something that needed to happen through 

guidance by the West. This guidance would take the form of foreign aid and development 

planning. Neoliberalism also does this by promoting an economic agenda that assists Third 

World countries in developing along the same Western lines of industrialization through the 
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implementation of structural adjustment programs (SAPs) which mandate a Western guided 

mode of growth (more to come on this later). Simply stated, SAPs advocate for industrial rather 

than agricultural economies that are common features in the Third World and mandate a mostly 

uniform plan of development for all Third World countries.   

Most importantly, neoliberalism like modernization theory holds that Western capitalist 

growth is the path to development that underdeveloped Third World countries should take. As 

Brohman notes, ―mainstream development theory [such as neoliberalism] has been almost 

entirely rooted in the historical and social experiences of a few Western industrialized societies‖ 

(Brohman 121). Neoliberalism does not refute the idea that development and modernity mean 

being in a Western condition of high mass consumption. Though neoliberalism did not explicitly 

lay out that modernity and development meant Western mass consumption, the basic ideas that 

neoliberalism promoted were based on the idea of modernization that all countries should be 

―developed‖ in the same manner as the West. In essence neoliberalism has allowed for the core 

idea of modernization theory (that southern societies should move from tradition in order to 

achieve modernity) to continue. 

I have so far demonstrated that modernization theory is a theory which promoted 

industrialization as a way for Third World countries to develop along Western lines of capitalist 

growth. Neoliberalism has developed directly from the traditional-modernity distinction of 

modernization theory. Neoliberalism is an economic approach and set of economic ideas which 

advocate for a free market economy. Now that I have reviewed the processes by which 

modernization theory was developed and provided the foundations for neoliberalism, I will now 

examine the economic-political conditions that brought about neoliberalism and discuss how 
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neoliberalism creates a situation in which Third World countries stand to gain from appearing 

modern.  

Neoliberalism developed as the prominent economic agenda following the capital crisis 

of the 70‘s when many of the Third World countries were unable to sustain themselves 

economically. Marina Karides explains that ―postcolonial nations…depend on advanced 

capitalist nations for economic survival‖ (158).  The economic systems of Third World countries 

had been undermined and restructured by merchant capitalism and colonialism in a way that 

could not sustain independent economic growth. Therefore, Western nations had to assist the 

economic growth of Third World countries. Western agencies, operating under the premise of 

modernization theory, started funding grants and aid to Third World nations. ―High-income 

nations committed themselves to monetary and technical aid channeled through United Nations 

(UN) agencies, based on the theory that this aid would foster economic growth that could trickle 

down to the masses‖ (Visvanathan 2) This aid granted by foreign nations and UN agencies was 

supposed to provide a way through which the impoverished Third World could grow economic 

capital. However, there were two major setbacks to this idea, which are detailed next.   

First, the loans merely created a higher debt burden for the Third World. Though 

theoretically speaking, the aid should be beneficial for both the Western lenders (for the ability to 

influence ex-colonies) and for the aid recipients (for stimulating economic development), this 

was not necessarily the case (Webster 150).  ―Although loans from official sources have been 

provided at relatively low cost to Third World borrowers, there is now a very large debt-burden 

carried by most Third World economies. This debt-burden is a unique feature of the process of 

‗development‘ as experienced by the Third World‖ (Webster 151). Feminist development 

researcher Saskia Sassen explains, since Third World countries have a high debt burden, much of 
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their spending goes to finance debt servicing. Whereas this money granted to the Third World 

could be used to fund projects to meet the needs of impoverished individuals living in these 

countries, it is instead being used to pay off past loan debt.  ―In this regard, heavy debt burdens 

play an important role in the formation of countergeographies of survival, of profit making and 

of government revenue enhancement‖ (Sassen 27). Therefore, while granting aid to Third World 

countries should have aided economic growth, it has created a situation where the Third World 

has remained dependent upon foreign aid investment to survive economically. Sassen explains 

that this debt burden faced by Third World countries has ―provided and institutional 

infrastructure for cross-border flows and global markets‖ (27). This infrastructure that Sassen 

refers to has created a multitude of other problems for the Third World. 

The second setback is that that this aid was granted with major stipulations. In trying to 

help the Third-World countries pay back their debt, the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) (The World Bank and the IMF are collectively called the Bretton Woods 

Institutions and they supposedly work together in giving loans to Third-World countries to 

eliminate poverty) created structural adjustment programs (SAPs). SAPs allowed for loans to be 

granted to these Third-World countries to help them grow economically; however, these loans 

came with major stipulations. These stipulations, explains Desai, look like a modification of the 

following in most states:  

(1) cutbacks in public spending to balance government budgets and service debts, 

(2) monetary policies to fight inflation by restricting the money supply (and 

incomes); (3) the selling of government enterprises (privatization) in an attempt to 

balance government budgets and improve business production efficiency; and (4) 
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the shift of manufacturing and agricultural sectors toward production for export 

instead of domestic market, in order to improve international balances. (16) 

The SAPs then, allow for Third World countries to pay back their debt to survive economically 

but only under the conditions that these countries reduce governmental spending towards the 

public (schools, parks, law enforcement agencies etc), devalue currency such that money is not 

exchanged at its market worth, sell public property (such as national parks) to privately owned 

companies, and move towards an industrialized market, rather than agricultural.  The countries 

who accepted help from the IMF and the World Bank had to devalue their currency by trading it 

at market worth, cut social program spending (no socialized healthcare, daycare, education, etc.) 

and not create barriers to foreign imports/exports. Since Third World countries are so 

impoverished, they have no other options but to accept this aid along with stipulations which 

have furthered the neoliberal economic agenda pervading the globe today.    

 Now that I have explained how neoliberalism has come to be the prevailing economic 

approach throughout the globe, for the purposes of my central argument I want to direct focus on 

one part of the SAP package: the elimination of barriers to foreign imports-exports and foreign 

direct investment.  In the Third World, SAPs mandate that countries eliminate barriers to foreign 

imports-exports and foreign direct investment. Margaret Snyder explains: ―countries subject to 

the structural adjustment programs (SAPs) of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World 

Bank make indigenous businesses highly vulnerable when they open the nation‘s doors to trade 

competition by eliminating tariffs on imports‖ (Snyder 15). The combination of all of the 

regulations of the SAPs produces a situation where international corporations are favored over 

local businesses. Subsequently local industries cannot profit because they are not subsidized.  
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The result of this is that there is an incentive for Third World countries to make foreign 

investment their primary economic revenue. This is not just the case for one Third World 

country. It is the case for all Third World countries. Since all Third World countries have an 

incentive to attract foreign investors to their country, the Third World countries need to compete 

to attract foreign investment. Part of how they compete is by lowering wages and attempting to 

look ―modern‖. ―Lacking large amounts of capital, Third World nations must maintain 

conditions such as low taxes, minimal regulation, political stability, and a low wage labor force 

to attract foreign investment‖ (Karides 158). This means: no minimum wage, less concern for 

environmental conditions, and fewer worker benefits. Since Third World countries are so 

dependent on foreign companies for investment, countries are more likely to create a situation in 

which there are poor labor conditions and wages. This makes it the case that Third World 

countries have incentive to appear modern. Furthermore, appearing modern is another way to 

attract foreign investors.  Karides argues, ―Dependent on foreign capital, Third World states have 

an economic interest in presenting themselves as modernized‖ (Karides 159).  She explains that 

Third World countries that are able to ―incorporate values and organizational structures 

associated with Western capitalist countries to demonstrate their economic and political 

preparedness for capitalist development‖ (Karides 158). Karides directly links this approach to 

the foundation of neoliberalism, which is modernization theory.  She explains that by becoming 

Westernized and therefore modernized, Third World countries are reassured that they would 

―soon advance to the same level of development as wealthy core nations‖ (Karides 159). 

With wages being cheaper in the Third World, rich companies have incentive to relocate 

their labor production to the Third World. This makes it so that transnational companies who 

want to make profit to invest in these countries to do so. Much of the work being relocated to 
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Third World countries tends to be service and manufacturing jobs (as often found in 

sweatshops). Many of these countries previously did not allow foreign companies to invest on 

their land. However with the mandated implementations of SAPs, participating countries can no 

longer prevent transnational companies from foreign direct investment.  Furthermore, foreign 

direct investment looks better to banks (the idea being that countries that are attractive to foreign 

investors are more likely to repay loans). This fosters competition between Third World 

countries to have the cheapest labor. Neoliberalism, therefore, makes it the case that 

manufacturing and service sector jobs are increasingly located in the global South.  

 Cheap labor being so desirable in these countries, women have become the new ideal 

class of worker for multinational corporations in the manufacturing and service sectors. Karides  

argues that the role of women in these Third World societies is seen as a marker of modernity or 

traditionalism.  Given the focus on integrating women into the public sphere of SAPs, Women in 

Development models, and the association of the family with tradition, women‘s participation in 

wage labor has come to stand as a marker of modernity.  Karides explains:  

In other words, women‘s participation in the labor force implies that the nation has a 

modern society with a forward-moving value system rather than being attached to 

‗backwards‘ cultural values. The participation of women in the labor force is also 

attractive to multinational capitalists who view poor Third World women as a cheap 

source of labor. (159) 

 Women‘s participation in the public sphere gives transnational corporations two reasons to 

invest: first, the knowledge that the country they are investing in is ―modern‖ and second, the 

knowledge that inexpensive female labor is available.  
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Up to this point I have demonstrated that globalization creates a situation in which Third 

World countries have an incentive to appear modern. The appearance of modernity demonstrates 

that the country is ready for capitalist development and foreign investment to sustain the 

economy. In turn because of these global processes labor (from foreign transnational 

corporations and in the service and manufacturing sectors) has been exported from the West to 

the Third World. In order to attract these transnational foreign investors, countries try to appear 

modern. In these countries, this type of labor is emerging as feminized.  

I now need to draw attention to the ways in which these types of labor are emerging as 

feminized. These processes by which service and manufacturing labor are emerging as feminized 

are the same processes that posit Asian women as the natural and assumed workers in the global 

economy. I argue that hegemonic identity categories of gender and race are used in discourses 

about the appropriateness of workers in the service and manufacturing sectors. In order to 

feminize this labor, hegemonic definitions of gender, race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, and 

nationality are being reinterpreted. By reinterpreting these hegemonic identity categories, Third 

World women have been positioned by the processes of globalization as the ideal laborer in the 

service and manufacturing sectors. The intersections of these descriptive categories position 

Third World women in ways that allow for their labor in the service and manufacturing sectors to 

appear natural (Mohanty 142; Mills, ―Gender and Inequality‖ 42). 

In order to argue this within the contexts of my case studies, I need to look specifically at 

the two categories of race and gender to explain the ways that Asian women are made into the 

natural and assumed laborers in the service and manufacturing sectors. I begin by clarifying the 

ways that gender is used to justify who is the most appropriate for labor. Anthropologist Mary 

Beth Mills explains, ―around the world, hierarchical gender ideologies serve to cheapen the 



24 
 

direct costs of labor to capital by defining key segments of the population (notably women and 

children) as supplementary or devalued workers‖ (Mills, ―Gender and Inequality,‖ 43). Globally 

women‘s labor is considered to be, by definition, subordinate to the labor done by men. Since 

women‘s labor is thought to be worth less than their male counterparts, the work that woman do, 

therefore, warrants less pay. Furthermore, Mills notes that this allows ―global factories [to] 

reproduce similar models of organization wherein women dominate the lowest levels both of pay 

and authority, whereas men occupy most positions of supervisory and managerial rank‖ (Mills, 

―Gender and Inequality,‖ 43). Since women and the work that women do are not valued to the 

degree that men and men‘s labor are, women will often be recruited to work in jobs which have 

less status and lower wages ascribed to them.  

Similarly, the racial identity category of Asian is used to explain what races of people are 

the most appropriate workers in the manufacturing and service sectors. In racialized, patriarchal 

capitalist societies, the social construct of race is hierarchical, whereby certain races of people 

are esteemed over others.  In the context of this study, people of Asian descent are considered by 

Western developers to be the most suitable workers in the manufacturing and service sectors as 

opposed to persons of European descent. This is because the labor of people of European descent 

is more highly esteemed than the labor of people of Asian descent. This even further justifies the 

allotment of lower paid labor.     

Moreover, it is the intersection of the hegemonic identity categories of race and gender 

that posit the women in the case studies such that they appear to be the most suitable for these 

types of labor. Western developers argue that Asian women are inherently more ―docile‖ and 

―nimble fingered‖ than those women of European descent, making them the most appropriate for 

repetitive, menial labor in the service and manufacturing sectors.  Mills notes that throughout the 
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globe, transnational companies identify similar characteristics for workers such as docile, nimble 

fingered to explain the reasons why Asian women are the most appropriate and natural laborers 

in the service and manufacturing sectors.  She explains that this is not the case for just one 

country, but rather, this style of recruitment is pervasive throughout the globe:   

Similar patterns of feminized labor recruitment are common around the world, a 

by-product of globalizing capital‘s unending search for ever cheaper and more 

flexible labor. Indeed this feminization of labor is so widespread, especially in 

sites of new industrialization, that it has given rise to (and is in part sustained by) 

a new form of global iconography: the third-world woman worker, a figure 

ideally suited to the demands of contemporary industrial discipline. This 

international imagery portrays female factory workers as having the ‗nimble-

fingered‘ dexterity and patience required for labor-intensive assembly work; 

likewise, these women are considered fundamentally obedient and respectful 

toward authority. An implicit corollary to this iconic image is the belief that such 

novice female wage earners are largely unsusceptible to the appeals of labor 

organizing. (―From Nimble Fingers,‖ 117) 

These processes that position women as the natural and assumed workers in the manufacturing 

and service sector further subjugate women in the hegemonic world order.  

Similar to Mills, Aihwa Ong‘s anthropological research on Malay women workers also 

demonstrates that women have been set up through ideologies of patriarchal capitalism to be 

understood as the ―best‖ workers for particular types of labor.  She describes the processes of 

globalization where women have been subjected to lower pay wages: ―government labor laws, 

by not setting a legal minimum to the wage rate nor correcting the sexual imbalance in wage 
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levels, created a situation in which transnational corporations could lower production costs by 

employing a female-dominated labor force‖ (Ong, ―Spirits of Resistance,‖ 147). She also 

describes how in order to enlist companies to invest in their countries, recruiters will often use 

culture, race, gender, and sexuality to describe Malay women as the ideal workers: ―The 

organization of capitalist production is embedded in and transformed through cultural 

discourse/practices. Furthermore, relations of production cannot be self-determining when 

played out through multiple forms of power‖ (Ong, ―Spirits of Resistance,‖ 155).  An example of 

these recruitment techniques that Ong describes are ways in which hegemonic identity categories 

of Asian and woman are used to recruit Malay women to work in the manufacturing sectors of 

the electronics industry. She explains that unmarried, rural Malay women were considered to be 

the most suitable for factory labor: ―at the electronics and micromachinery plants, management‘s 

definition of semiskilled operations as biologically suited to ‗the oriental girl‘ in effect required 

Malay peasant women to adopt such ‗feminine‘ traits,‖ (quoted in Ong, ―Spirits of Resistance,‖ 

152). She further provides a description from a Malaysian investment brochure that depicts 

Malay women as more suited due to their gender and race to be factory laborers. The brochure 

reads: ―Her hands are small and she works fast with extreme care. Who, therefore, could be 

better qualified by nature and inheritance to contribute to the efficiency of a bench assembly 

production line than the oriental girl? [emphasis added]‖ (Ong, ―Spirits of Resistance,‖ 152). In 

this instance, Ong articulates the ways in which hegemonic identity categories of race and gender 

make Asian women‘s labor a ―natural‖ part of their gender role.  

In critiquing these modes of operation, feminist theorists claim that wage labor takes 

advantage of hegemonic definitions of race and gender to provide justification for the ways in 

which Asian women are exploited. These theorists argue that this is characteristic of 
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globalization. Referring to this concept, Donna Haraway offers Richard Gordon‘s term the 

―homework economy‖ to name the work that women do in these contexts. She explains that by 

using the term ―homework economy,‖ Gordon is defining ―a restructuring of work that broadly 

has the characteristics formerly ascribed to female jobs, jobs literally done only by women. Work 

is being redefined as both literally female and feminized, whether performed by men or women‖ 

(Haraway 166).  This work, clarifies Haraway, is categorized as being female and feminine, 

which undervalues and exploits the labor being conducted (116).  The concept, she explains, 

indicates the need for this large scale undervaluing to be analyzed. I am going to use the term 

―homework‖ later in my thesis to refer to a new type of labor that is waged but takes advantage 

of women‘s subordination. Service jobs are homework-like and I will later demonstrate that 

factory labor is being presented as fitting into home-related norms of femininity.   

Until this point I have explained the ways that Third World women have been positioned 

by the processes of globalization as the ideal workers due to the reinterpretation of hegemonic 

identity categories of race and gender. I now need to explain how this large scale reinterpretation 

of these hegemonic identity categories can help us learn about the global economic order and the 

ways the media functions in how hegemonic definitions work. Chandra Mohanty has stated: 

 Third World women workers… occupy a specific social location in the 

international division of labor that illuminates and explains crucial features of the 

capitalist processes of exploitation and domination.  These are features of the 

social world that are usually obfuscated or mystified in discourses about the 

‗progress‘ and ‗development‘ (e.g., the creation of jobs for poor Third World 

women as the marker of economic and social advancement) that is assumed to 

‗naturally‘ accompany the triumphal rise of global capitalism. (144) 
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Feminist researchers Chandra Mohanty and Aihwa Ong‘s respective research projects 

have explained that the positioning of women as workers in particular contexts says/reveals 

something about the way racialized, capitalist/patriarchal modes of domination work. 

Essentially, Mohanty argues that by examining the ways that the global processes position Asian 

women workers in the manufacturing and service sector, we can begin to explain the ways that a 

patriarchal capitalist system manipulates and abuses the people who live within it. 

Like the research of Mills, Ong, and Mohanty, I will be looking at capitalist techniques 

that normalize hegemonic definitions of race, class, ethnicity, and femininity that are used to 

make categories of ―women‘s work‖ normal.  Mohanty states: 

 The idea that I am interested in invoking here is not ‗the work that women do‘ or 

even the occupations that they/we happen to be concentrated in, but rather the 

ideological construction of jobs and tasks in terms of notions of appropriate 

femininity, domesticity, (hetero)sexuality, and racial and cultural stereotypes. I 

am interested in mapping these operations of capitalism across different divides, 

in tracing the naturalization of capitalist processes, ideologies, and values  

through the way women‘s work is constitutively defined—in this case, in terms of 

gender and racial parameters. (142) 

Where my argument differs from Ong‘s and Mohanty‘s is that I want to suggest that the media  

 

plays a role in naturalizing femininity, domesticity, (hetero)sexuality, and racial and cultural  

 

stereotypes through the ideologies and values of women‘s work. These images not only construct  

 

new labor norms and gender roles for women, but also frame how their work creates a  

 

situation for empowerment through the attainment and spending of money for beauty products.  

 

The purchasing of clothing, beauty supplies, and other merchandise is promoted to women  
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through advertisements and media images as a way to demonstrate and present themselves as  

 

modern, upwardly mobile citizens, where modernity is strongly associated with participation in 

wage labor and the ability to consume commodities. This connection between modernity and 

upward mobility through labor and consumption is especially significant in countries that have 

formerly been colonized as modernity shows they have both overcome former oppression and 

adjusted to the modern world.  

Like Ong and Mohanty I will also use a case study approach to argue that media provides 

a normalizing framework for how Asian women should work for money and consume beauty 

products to achieve modernity and class mobility. The new framework provided by this type of 

advertising changes the place specific, socio-historical and political meanings of gender roles, 

behavior, and femininity for women and replicates a system where women are perpetually 

exploited by patriarchal capitalism. I found two case studies of research done in India and 

Thailand that explore the role of the media as part of the global processes that position women as 

the global class of workers/consumers. These processes help us see that women are positioned by 

global capitalism to be the global class of workers/consumers and allow us to understand that 

there are controlling powers at play in capitalist societies that position women in such ways. 

I have now set up the global processes that have feminized labor in the service and 

manufacturing sectors. These processes of globalization have uniquely positioned Asian women 

in ways that reveal the contexts of how patriarchal capitalist systems exploit the people that live 

within it. In order to argue this I will use examples of research done independent of my project in 

India and Thailand. I will use these studies as examples of how media images are constructing 

new roles for Third World women as laborers. More specifically, media images are constructing 

a vision of the ―modern woman‖ who engages in factory or service work and presenting the 
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consumption of certain beauty products as a way to become her. The media images I discuss here 

implicitly portray factory and service labor as appealing by presenting such labor as an extension 

of women‘s traditional roles (but more controversially as also a way for women to gain 

independence). Thus, these media images need to be understood as perpetuating the form of 

racialized patriarchal capitalism characteristic of contemporary globalization. 

 Next, I will briefly provide a background for the case studies in India and Thailand. 

There is very little extant research relating to the media and Third-World women to begin with, 

so there are a limited number of case studies or examples that are related to the experiences of 

Third-World women and the influence of media on labor. The case studies I use in this thesis 

investigate and explain the impact of advertisements through interviews and focus groups with 

women who live in the countries of Thailand and India. (It is also important to note that through 

Thailand was never colonized, the country felt significant regional impacts from colonization in 

countries surrounding the region. Furthermore, the country itself has been characterized by 

neoliberalism and modernization development theories as being a ―backwards‖ and ―traditional‖ 

country that is underdeveloped due to cultural obstructions. For these reasons, media in Thailand 

are applicable to my study). 

The two case studies I did find for the purposes of my central argument are Mary Beth 

Mills‘s anthropological study Thai Women in the Global Labor Force and two studies looking at 

the Fair and Lovely advertising campaign to young Indian women by researchers Kavita Karan 

called ―Obsessions with Fair Skin: Color Discourses in Indian Advertising,‖ and Natasha Shevde 

called ―All‘s Fair in Love and Cream: A Cultural Case Study of Fair & Lovely in India‖. Mill‘s 

study looks the situation of young rural Thai women who have migrated to the urban center of 

Bangkok to pursue manufacturing and service work during the early to mid 1990s with both the 
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desire to be upwardly mobile and beautiful modern women propagated by the media.  Karan‘s 

and Shevde‘s articles explore two different impacts and dimensions of the skin whitening cream 

Fair & Lovely‘s marketing campaign. Karan‘s article analyzes both Fair & Lovely 

advertisements but also other skin whitening advertisements. She quotes women from a focus 

session she conducted with young Indian women and analyzes their response to these 

advertisements. Shevde‘s article looks specifically at the role the advertisements play in 

promoting the product as a way to obtain love and job success. These case studies conducted in 

India and Thailand reveal that a multiplicity of sources works to naturalize women‘s homework 

labor and invite us to think about what is currently insufficient with media studies today. 

By looking at these case studies, I will discuss the connection between work, 

consumption, and use of beauty products as a means to modernity for the women and the 

countries they are citizens of. Mohanty suggests of her work that though it is based in 

geographically specific locations, the ―comparative methodology‖ she uses  

moves beyond the case study approach and illuminates global processes that 

inflect and draw upon indigenous hierarchies, ideologies, and forms of 

exploitation to consolidate new modes of colonization (or ‗recolonization‘). The  

local and the global are indeed connected through parallel, contradictory, and 

sometimes converging relations of rule that position women in different and 

similar locations as workers. (142)  

I would also like to suggest that though the research I am doing is based in geographically 

specific locations, the comparative methodology I am using illuminates and illustrates that there 

are global processes that are creating new forms of exploitation, consolidating colonization. Thus 

far  I have explained the ways in which the women in the case studies from India and Thailand 
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will be used as examples of the media phenomenon I am discussing. Looking at the ways in 

which globalization has positioned these women as the ideal laborers in the manufacturing and 

service sectors can reveal the ways that a patriarchal capitalist system is inherently exploitative 

of the people living within it. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

I frame my analysis of these capitalist operations described in the case studies I have 

chosen by looking at theorists who have examined the ways that patriarchal capitalist power has 

been working within the global societies to frame women as the global class of workers/ 

consumers.  In what follows, I will discuss the works of social theorists Michel Foucault and 

Karl Marx, who have explained how people who live within capitalist societies are regulated and 

controlled. I argue that workers in capitalist societies are highly regulated and controlled by a 

variety of different mechanisms. I believe these disciplinary techniques construct the ideal 

capitalist citizen: one who works to produce commodities and then uses the menial pay she 

receives to purchase the commodities produced. First I will look at Marx‘s discussion of how 

capitalist societies are regulated and controlled, particularly paying attention to how the economy 

shapes social classes. Foucault offers a theory of regulation of human behavior in the modern 

era. He argues that discipline manifests itself as a form of hierarchical comparison and produces 

a social norm. Finally I conclude by discussing the ways in which gender is enforced and 

disciplined. I begin by reviewing the ways that Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels understood 

control in capitalist societies. 

According to Marx and Engels, the economy is at the foundation and the core of all 

societal organization. In particular, capitalist societies are founded on the basis of a class 

division. Marx and Engels claim that this class division is one where a class of owners (the 

bourgeoisie) controls the class of workers (the proletariat). In this system the bourgeoisie own 

the property while the workers own only their own labor power. This class division is the origin 

of oppression in capitalist societies.  Marx and Engels argue that since the owning class 

possesses the means of production, and therefore the means of livelihood and subsistence, the 
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working class must labor for the bourgeoisie so as to survive within capitalist societies (Marx 

and Engels, ―Communist Manifesto‖ 9-13).  

In order to make the most money or capital, the owning class is interested in obtaining 

the most profit out of the proletariats‘ labor. Marx and Engels think that the way the bourgeoisie 

does this is by  exploiting the working class. He explains, ―the average price of wage-labor is the 

minimum wage, i.e., that quantum of the means of subsistence which is absolutely requisite to 

keep the laborer in bare existence as a laborer. What, therefore, the wage-laborer appropriates by 

means of his labor, merely suffices to prolong and reproduce a bare existence‖ (Marx and 

Engels, ―Communist Manifesto‖ 29). The working class is earning menial wages that only 

support their subsistence. The working class, according to Marx, only survives on a menial 

subsistence given to him/her by the owning class for his/her labor, leaving the worker struggling 

to survive. The proletariat needs this wage in order to survive; therefore they must continually 

return to work in poor conditions. The proletariat has no other option for survival except to work 

for the bourgeoisie.  This is because the structure of the capitalist system leaves no other options. 

The oppression for workers in capitalist societies is the result of having no other option but to 

work within the system to survive (Marx and Engels, ―Communist Manifesto‖ 8-27).  

 The oppression of workers is not limited to the menial survival options that capitalism 

provides to the proletariat. Marx argues that since the ruling class owns the means of production 

they also own the production of ideas.  As the ruling material force of society, the ruling class 

controls the intellectual force. Furthermore, the ruling class intellectual force becomes the 

dominant and predominant ideology for capitalist societies (Marx and Engels, ―Communist 

Manifesto 35). So while the workers in a capitalist society are certainly controlled and oppressed 

by the economic means of production and subsistence, Marx believes the ideas of the ruling class 
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become normalized as laws, social norms, etc., because as the bourgeoisie owns the means of 

production, they own the production of ideas as well.  

The ideas of the ruling class that become laws, social norms, and codes are what Marx 

calls a ruling class ideology. This class ideology becomes the normative mode of operation for 

capitalist society (―German Ideology‖ 64-68). Therefore, workers in capitalist societies are 

oppressed both through labor control and through controlling ideologies of the ruling class.  

 As workers cannot control the means of both the material and intellectual production the 

proletariat is eventually alienated. Under capitalism the worker cannot control the conditions of 

production or distribution and the product of the labor belongs to the owning class.  The workers 

cannot use the products of their own labor to satisfy their needs; therefore leaving the worker 

unsatisfied with his/her work. Workers become alienated from their labor and from their other 

workers being reduced to machines functioning towards producing a product (Marx and Engels, 

―Communist Manifesto‖ 19).  Marx, therefore, sees control in the capitalist system as beginning 

with one class of owners having power over a class of workers. 

 Foucault takes Marx and Engels‘s analysis further by suggesting that in the modern era, 

the oppression of workers in capitalist societies takes the form of disciplinary techniques. While 

he does not limit his analysis to capitalist systems, for the purposes of this thesis I will only be 

discussing his theories with regard to capitalism. According to Foucault, disciplinary techniques 

have existed for a long time but became ―general formulas of domination‖ during the modern era 

(137). These techniques have been transformed into hierarchical comparisons that are set up to 

impose a norm on humans, making them into docile bodies. Foucault defines a docile body as a 

body ―that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved‖ expressly for the purposes of 
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creating a person that is trained and easily manipulated. He argues that people who have become 

docile bodies are more pliable to the demands of the societies that they live in.  

In explaining how discipline functions in the modern era, Foucault says that the 

difference between controlling disciplines now and during the time of Marx (and earlier) are the 

scale, the object, and the modality of control. Instead of treating people‘s bodies as general 

whole objects, discipline now focuses on separate movements, gestures, and actions of separate 

body parts. The goal of which is to make the body‘s actions as economically efficient as 

possible, by any means possible. This would likely include continual practice and exercise.  

In this sense, the disciplining and control of the workforce in the modern era would look 

significantly different from what it has in the past. Foucault is saying that the difference between 

disciplines in the past and in the modern era is that now disciplinary techniques are diffused and 

subtly placed within society. In the past, disciplinary techniques were more violent, massive, and 

constant.  They left visible markings on the bodies of people living beneath the dominant power 

structure.  

However, current disciplinary techniques are not visible to people. Foucault argues the 

beauty and the horror with modern-day discipline is that it is integrated into daily life and the 

consciousnesses of the people it affects so that it is unrecognizable to them.  ―Small acts of 

cunning endowed with a great power of diffusion, subtle arrangements, apparently innocent, but 

profoundly suspicious, mechanisms that obeyed economies too shameful to be acknowledged, or 

pursued petty forms of coercion—it was nevertheless they that brought about the mutation of the 

punitive system, at the threshold of the contemporary period‖(Foucault, 139). Disciplinary 

techniques are not obvious as they used to be, but rather, are unrecognizable; we just follow them 

but this is what makes the disciplinary techniques so powerful.  
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The fact that people follow disciplines even though they are not obvious or grand 

apparatuses of the state makes them influential. Foucault maintains that the disciplines appear 

innocent and innocuous, which is why they are so effective; people don‘t expect something 

which appears to be so unsuspecting to be so powerful. While Marx‘s theories of labor and 

ideological control resulting from capitalist class divisions is a blatant control mechanism, 

Foucault‘s theory of controlling and disciplinary techniques originate from the idea that they are 

less obvious and already integrated into our mindset and actions.  

 Foucault argues that the disciplines are constructed in ways that will train human bodies 

to be docile and pliable to the needs of the system that they live in: ―disciplines do not make 

everyone a homogeneous mass—they separate and differentiate people into units. The success of 

disciplinary power derives no doubt from the use of simple instruments; hierarchical observation, 

normalizing judgment‖ (170).  Essentially Foucault claims that discipline separates people into 

hierarchical training levels according to traits, abilities, work ethic, and more in order to get the 

most out of their bodies. Separating people this way allows for a set of standards to be made. In 

order to achieve the higher standards for each position there is a timeline of exercise and 

practice.  One must follow this set of standards and timeline in order to move up in the 

structure—all of which is monitored by some sort of surveillance. This set of standards becomes 

a way to impose a norm within society and not following these standards, not conforming, means 

you are set to be punished. Foucault explains,  

Disciplinary punishment has the function of reducing gaps. It must therefore be 

essentially corrective. In addition to punishments borrowed directly from the 

judicial model (fines, flogging, solitary confinement), the disciplinary systems 
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favour punishments that are exercise—intensified, multiplied forms of training, 

several times repeated… (179).  

Here Foucault argues that punishment by practice is the best way of enforcing a norm. By 

practicing, people are able to correct the parts of themselves that do not conform with the 

mandated norm. Those persons who do not match the standards set out for them are required to 

practice meeting the standards until they are achieved, thereby moving up a hierarchical ladder. 

Foucault puts it best when he says ―to punish is to exercise‖ (180).  Hierarchicizing establishes 

polarized extremes of good and bad behavior. The poles of good and bad are differentiated 

through ranking and markings. Foucault explains, 

This hierarchizing penalty had, therefore, a double effect: it distributed pupils according 

to their aptitudes and their conduct…it exercised over them a constant pressure to 

conform to the same model, so that they might all be exercises, and to the correct 

practice of duties and all the parts of discipline. In short, the art of punishing, in the 

regime of disciplinary power, is aimed neither at expiation, nor even precisely at 

repression. It brings five quite distinct operations into play: it refers individual 

differentiation and the principle of a rule to be followed. It differentiates individuals 

from one another, in terms of following overall rule: that the rule be made to function as 

a minimal threshold, as an average to be respected or as an optimum towards which one 

must move… The perpetual penalty that traverses all points and supervises every instant 

in the disciplinary institutions compares, differentiates, hierarchizes, homogenizes, 

excludes. In short, it normalizes. (182-83) 

Foucault argues creating hierarchical standards allows for disciplinary techniques to function 

effectively in imposing norms. It creates a pressure for people to conform to the same standard 
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and also practice in order to remain conformed to the standard.  Foucault wants us to understand 

that comparison is a disciplinary tool that gives people information that allows them to evaluate 

themselves. He explains that in some ways, normalizing powers impose a homogeneous norm on 

people. Yet it does it in a way that ―individualizes by making it possible to measure gaps, to 

determine levels, to fix specialties and to render the differences useful by fitting them one to 

another‖ (Foucault 184). By setting hierarchical standards people are able to comprehend their 

level in relation to others and what steps, exercises, and methods must be taken to close the 

differences in the spaces between people. This makes hierarchization an effective tool for 

imposing a norm.   Foucault explains an examination determines whether or not an individual 

conforms to a set of standards of normal behavior:  

The examination combines the techniques of an observing hierarchy and those of 

a normalizing judgment. It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it 

possible to qualify, to classify, and to punish. It establishes over individuals a 

visibility through which one differentiates them and judges them. That is why, in 

all the mechanisms of discipline, the examination is highly ritualized… (184)  

While this surveillance is invisible, the people who are subjected to it know it exists and will 

continue to act as if someone is watching them. This phenomenon is described by Foucault as the 

panopticon. He argues that control and discipline in the modern era have become so integrated 

into our system that we enforce normative standards upon ourselves and monitor our own 

behavior without any disciplinary force. This is the real key with Foucault‘s argument: that the 

people who are under the disciplinary power will continue to discipline, punish, and practice 

without someone actually needing to watch them. They will regulate their own behavior. Here I 
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have summarized the theories of Marx and Foucault such that one can understand that capitalist 

societies are highly regulated and controlled in seen and unseen ways.  

 I will now direct attention to one of the ways that societies are controlled:  through 

normative definitions of gender. Feminist researchers have found Foucault‘s work particularly 

helpful in terms of thinking of gender as a disciplinary control. Sandra Lee Bartky explains that 

though Foucault himself never analyzed gender as a form of control, his ideas of discipline and 

normalizing power can be applied to analyze gender as a social construct. Considering 

Foucault‘s analysis of controlling disciplines, gender can be understood as a mechanism of 

normalizing power (Gill 62).  Bartky applies Foucault‘s ideas of modern power and control to 

explain how gender works as a disciplinary technique.  

She starts from the idea that gender is a societally constructed norm that ultimately  

 

becomes self enforced. Referring to gender behavior Bartky says, ―we are born male or female,  

 

but not masculine or feminine. Femininity is an artifice, and achievement, ‗a mode of enacting  

 

received gender norms which surface as so many styles of the flesh‘‖ (65).   Bartky  

 

argues that three types of disciplinary practices produce a body whose appearance and gesture is  

 

recognizably feminine. These three disciplinary techniques are those that produce a small sized  

 

body, those that affect posture, gesture, and movement, and finally those that display the body  

 

ornamentally (65). Bartky sees dieting, reduced spatial movement, and application of  

 

beauty products all as disciplinary techniques that are enacted on women to make them appear as  

 

feminine bodies.  She explains that these disciplinary practices ―are part of the process by which  

 

the ideal body of femininity---and hence the feminine body-subjected—is constructed; in doing  

 

this, they produce a ‗practiced and subjected‘ body, i.e., a body on which an inferior status has  

 

been inscribed‖ (Bartky 71). These practices that women engage in to produce the feminine  
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body control and discipline women.   

 

Women engage in these practices because within patriarchal cultures, women are always  

 

observed by males, other women, and themselves. ―In contemporary patriarchal culture, a  

 

panoptical male connoisseur resides within the consciousness of most women: They stand  

 

perpetually before his gaze and under his judgment. Women lives her body as seen by another,  

 

by an anonymous patriarchal Other‖ (Bartky 72).  Bartky further explains that all women  

 

are subjected to femininity and are required by patriarchy to participate. This, she says, means  

 

that women are judged inescapably ―reflect[ing] the gross imbalances in the social power of the  

 

sexes… An aesthetic of femininity, for example, that mandates fragility and a lack of muscular  

 

strength produces female bodies that can offer little resistance to physical abuse, and the physical  

 

abuse of women by men, as we know, is widespread‖ (Bartky 73). The purpose of disciplining  

 

femininity is to position women as subordinate to men.  She says that this disciplinary power of  

 

patriarchy that enforces a limited notion of femininity in the modern era  

 

seeks to transform the minds of those individuals who might be tempted to resist 

it, not merely to punish or imprison their bodies. This requires two things: a finer 

control of the body‘s time and its movements—a control that cannot be achieved 

without ceaseless surveillance and a better understanding of the specific person, 

of the genesis and nature of his ‗case.‘ (79)  

So while a woman may resist the notion of being lesser than a man, Bartky explains that 

the ways that power is structured in the modern era makes it the case that women will internalize 

the ideas that being lesser than a man is normal and desirable. She may even believe it is 

biological and natural for a woman to be inherently less than a man. Disciplinary techniques of 
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contemporary times are integrated subtly into the mindsets of women themselves, such that they 

no longer notice them anymore. Bartky further elaborates:  

To subject oneself to the new disciplinary power is to be up-to-date, to be ‗with-

it‘; as I have argued, it is presented to us in ways that are regularly disguised. It is 

fully compatible with the current need for women‘s wage labor, the cult of youth 

and fitness, and the need of advanced capitalism to maintain high levels of 

consumption. Further, it represents a saving in the economy of enforcement: 

Since it is women themselves who practice this discipline on and against their 

own bodies, men get off scot-free. (80) 

Bartky argues that the ways in which gender is disciplined as a normative behavior makes 

it so that women are disciplined to meet the needs of the system. So, for example, the 

women of the case studies in India and Thailand come to understand that their labor is 

devalued partially on the basis of their gender and race. Furthermore, through controlling 

disciplines (such as the media) these women are shown how to discipline their bodies to 

be the most economically efficient class of global workers.    
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CHAPTER THREE 

As I have suggested in Chapter Two, one of the ways that gender is disciplined and 

women are positioned as the global class of workers is through the media.  Bartky begins to 

explain how media and other visual technologies function as authoritative knowledge to women 

as normative definitions of the feminine. Particularly within capitalist societies, media can be 

understood as a medium of control. The case studies demonstrate how advertisements and media 

images promote the consumption of clothing, beauty supplies, and other merchandise to women 

as a way to present themselves as modern, upwardly mobile citizens.  Women discipline 

themselves by letting the media have this authoritative knowledge and follow what the media set 

up for them. Media images are constructing new roles for Third World women as laborers. Thus, 

media functions as the authority on what it means to be a modern woman. By encouraging 

women to create and consume beauty products, the media utilizes women to craft an image of 

their country that adheres to modernization theory‘s definition of modernity. Ultimately I want to 

suggest that these images work to perpetuate a system where women are continually exploited by 

racialized, patriarchal capitalism.  

I am interested in looking at the role that the media play in shaping the hegemonic 

notions of women‘s roles in society and the ―homework economy.‖ The media can be 

understood as a mechanism of social control and discipline structuring a comparative behavioral 

norm for women, when considering the positions of women workers in India and Thailand. 

Capitalist societies are highly regulated and controlled in many ways that are often not seen or 

understood by those subjected to the control. In this way the media can function as a capitalist 

discipline. I argue that within the place specific, socio-historical and political contexts of the case 

studies I have chosen, the media are a controlling discipline in the sense that they are framing 
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what is normal gender behavior in each society. In order to explore these issues, I need to first 

explain what past feminist media research has found.  

I 

There is certainly no lack of feminist research on the media. Communications researcher 

Angharad N. Valdivia explains that feminist media research ―draw[s] on a vast variety of 

theoretical strains…[and] begins with the assumption that the mass media are implicated in 

ideological and material processes that support, exacerbate, and re-create sexism in patriarchal 

cultures‖ (Valdivia 1325).  There are countless numbers of research syntheses on women, 

gender, and the media. Research that examines gender and feminist issues started around the 

1960‘s, peaked during the 1970‘s and 1980‘s and leveled off during the past two decades (1990‘s 

and 2000‘s) (Ward and Caruthers 689). Founding feminist media research is now heavily 

criticized but at the time it was created, it was groundbreaking. This original research provided a 

foundation for all feminist media research. The large majority of this research is concerned with 

the subjective feelings media produce in women. That is, over the past five decades, since 

feminist media research has begun, studies have focused on the effects that the content of media 

representations and images have on women‘s perceptions of societal gender roles and body 

image. Content analyses, experimental studies, surveys, and other research methodologies have 

been conducted under the premises that the media‘s narrow image portrayal negatively affects 

people‘s mind-set towards gender roles and body image. 

In this chapter, I want to provide a brief background on the current state of feminist  

 

media studies and explain why the case studies I have chosen invite us to think about what is  

 

currently insufficient with feminist media studies today.  In the past, feminist media studies have  

 

focused on looking at the subjective feelings that images and representations of women  
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produce, feelings about their bodies and gender roles. However, I would like to argue that the 

media do more than simply affect subjective feelings. Media also regulate consumption as a 

means to class identity and modernity. Feminist media researchers need to explore other avenues 

such as the relationship between consumption and class status. Furthermore, looking at how the 

media shape class identity through consumption allows the use of Marxist and Foucauldian 

analyses to identify how the media play a role in perpetuating a system of racialized, patriarchal 

capitalism. The case studies in India and Thailand portray media as a disciplinary norm that 

works to provide a standard for upwardly mobile women to gain empowerment though the 

purchasing and consumption of beauty products. 

To demonstrate this I will highlight past feminist research done on the media in the West  

 

and the Third World from the 1960‘s to present. Then I will discuss how and why the bulk of 

these studies are inadequate and why. Finally I suggest that by looking at the case studies in 

India and Thailand, it is evident that researchers need to examine how the media normalize 

spending and how they suggest the consumption of products helps women achieve upward 

mobility and modernity. 

With the rise of the second-wave of the feminist movement, there was an increased 

consciousness of women and the media. Feminist academics and activists started to look at 

gender and representations of women as a field of research interest. In the 60‘s and the 70‘s 

feminist media studies investigated how women were characterized in the media. This 

foundational period in feminist media studies was focused mainly on the limited and 

stereotypical representation of women in the media and the effect that representation had on its 

audience (Gill 10-11). Rosalind Gill notes that these first research studies began an era of ―angry 

repudiation‖ because most of the studies were about the ―symbolic annihilation of women in the 
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mass media.‖ By symbolic annihilation, Gill is referring to a trend within the studies conducted 

during this period focused on ―how women were being destroyed by a combination of absence, 

trivialization, and condemnation.‖  This ―symbolic annihilation‖ was labeled as a form of 

―negative‖ imagery of women, creating campaigns by feminists for positive images and 

representations. Ward and Caruthers explain, ―of chief concern is how [‗negative‘] media content 

and portrayals shape viewers‘ social attitudes, assumptions, schemas, and behaviors‖ (688). 

Studies during that time explored how the media conveyed ideas of what is appropriate for 

gender, gender roles, thoughts, and conduct (Ward and Caruthers 688). In other words, 

foundational studies in feminist media research were focused on the idea that media images 

reinforced false, narrow, and negative stereotypes of women. Furthermore, researchers were 

concerned with the idea that these images were impacting real-time gender relations. 

Consequently, a substantial amount of empirical feminist research has been conducted on the 

effects of media images on gender role socialization (Ward and Harrison 4). According to Ward 

and Harrison, the largest amount of feminist media research focuses on whether the media have a 

significant effect on gender stereotyping and flexibility. Researchers during this period used a 

number of different methods including content analysis, experiments and more to measure the 

effects of the media. Most experimental studies conclude that the media work to reinforce and 

reproduce traditional gender roles and behavior (Signorielli 238, Ward and Caruthers 688, 

Goffman 1, Reichert 113, Pierce 495) Researchers have documented women represented in the 

media as disproportionately in the home performing domestic chores, while men are depicted 

more generally outside of the home in leisurely activities. Though women are increasingly seen 

outside the home in nondomestic working roles, women are still associated with domestic chores 

(Signorielli 238; Gill 10-12):  ―Evidence from several decades of research indicates that media 
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portrayals typically construct rather narrow and stereotypical portraits of women and of 

femininity‖ (Ward and Harrison 3). (Gauntlett also corroborates this, 60-61, stating that in the 

past television and the movies ―showed a much greater quantity of men compared to women.‖) 

When women are portrayed in the media, ―the focus is on physical appearance, sexual appeal, 

and romantic success…‖ (Ward and Harrison 3). The overwhelming majority of these early 

studies concluded that women were portrayed in narrow stereotypical terms of body image, 

beauty, and gender roles. 

These early studies within American feminist media research used the concepts of ―cause 

and effect‖ to explain the ways that these narrow constructions of women‘s gender roles 

translated into society. Baehr and Gray explain,  

This ‗dominant paradigm‘ looked at the short-term behavioral effects of the 

media, seeking ‗hard data‘ and measuring content and effect through experiments 

and surveys. This research and its methodology has since come under severe 

attack because, it is argued, it deflects attention away from questions of media 

organizations and structures and the media‘s role in constructing, mediating and 

distributing ‗ social knowledge‘, i.e., their ideological role…. (1) 

Valdivia noted that these early feminist media studies have followed a two-step finding pattern 

whereas ―first, women and minorities are underrepresented in media content; second when they 

are represented , women and minorities are trivialized, victimized, or ridiculed‖ (Valdavia, 

1326). ―The early research within media studies is often accused of ‗textual determinism‘, that is, 

of implying that audiences are simply passive dupes who uncritically absorbed the messages sent 

to them in particular broadcasts or articles‖ (Gill 17). Corroborating Valdivia and Gill, Ila Patel 

says that much of the early work in feminist media 
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measured the frequency and the presence of women in the media and 

acknowledged that media doesn‘t actually reflect reality, looked at sex roles and 

media stereotypes, documented the invisibility of women in various media forms, 

and highlighted how media images reinforce the negative portrayal of women in 

various forms. (126)  

In the 1980‘s feminist research media followed along much of the same path as research 

that was done in the 1960‘s and 1970‘s in the sense that it was still primarily concerned with the  

effects that media images and content had on viewers‘ subjective consciousness towards gender  

roles. However, Gill notes that while researchers in the 1970‘s ―relied upon a transmission model 

of the media: a view that the media are agents of social control conveying stereotypical and 

ideological values about women and femininity‖ by the time that feminist research in the 1980‘s  

had begun ―this view was challenged and disrupted by the arrival of post-structuralism onto the 

intellectual scene: a collection of ideas loosely associated with the writings of Derrida, Foucault 

and Lacan…‖ (Gill 11).  Currie notes that feminist media research during the 1980‘s gave media 

―the power to unilaterally reproduce existing social arrangements‖ (456).  Research in the 1980‘s 

also took into account the increasingly expanding and flexible theories of what is considered to 

be gender, sex, race, and class. According to Gill,  

By the late 1980s ‗angry repudiation‘ had largely given way to something more 

equivocal and complex…the notion that the media offered a relatively stable 

template of femininity to which to aspire gave way to a much more plural and 

fragmented set of signifiers of gender…Overall, media output was shaped by 

producers and consumers who were increasingly ‗media-savvy‘ and familiar with 

the terms of cultural critique, including feminism. (11) 
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In the 1980‘s feminist media studies solidified and formulated more complex theories of how 

media conveyed information about gender to the audience. The change in media studies during 

the 1980‘s allowed for research on what women found pleasurable. ―Essentially, the turn to 

pleasure was a shift from reading texts for the purpose of uncovering gendered ideologies to 

reading them to speculate about gendered pleasures‖ (Gill 15).  

In her review of feminist communication studies, Margaret Gallagher noted that feminist 

media studies of the 1980‘s drifted towards reception studies influenced by postmodernism and 

poststructuralist theory which argued for validating the way the audience read and interpreted the 

media and audience pleasures. As Gallagher points out, however, there is no limit to the ways 

one could interpret a media message that to not position the audience readings within a greater  

political and cultural system that they are situated ―which reproduced particular representations  

of femininity and masculinity is to create an alarming vacuum in attempts to theorize power and  

its unequal distribution,‖ (Gallagher 13). Furthermore, even if a woman finds an image or media 

pleasurable, it does not make her choice to watch it any less harmful.  

Ultimately research in the 1980‘s gave way to a call for realism from feminist media 

researchers and activists. Feminists believed that providing diverse, ―realistic,‖ and non-

stereotypical representations of women and women‘s bodies in the media would provide the 

audience with better and more ―positive‖ representations on which to base gender, sex roles, and 

ideas of women. They argue that these realistic images would allow for a more diverse 

acceptance of varying gender roles.  

Starting with the 1990‘s, researchers also became concerned with the effect mass media  

 

had on body image. Researchers continued to be concerned with the subjective feelings that  

 

media produced in viewers but not only with gender and sex-role stereotyping. Starting in the  
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90‘s many studies focused on how women internalize what the media ―tell‖ them about their  

 

bodies and what is considered beautiful. Psychologist Esther Rothblum explains that researchers 

have noted the ways that media set standards for beauty that put unfair and high expectations on 

―average women‖ to conform. She has noted that portrayals of attractive women lower the self-

esteem of media consumers (63-64). ―Although the form and content of the mass media have 

changed dramatically in the past few decades, the media in modern society have continued to 

play a significant role in the production and transmission of patriarchal culture‖ (Patel 125).  

Of the very little research I have found on feminist media studies between 2000-2009,  

most of it is research synthesis which calls for specific types of research to be conducted.  For 

example, one of these calls for research is from Patel, who explains, 

The mass media repeatedly engage in redefinition of modernity and individuals. 

They influence the cultural domain in two ways. On the one hand, the mass media 

provide a large proportion of society with entertainment ...On the other hand, the 

mass media in contemporary society are increasingly responsible for the 

construction and consumption of social knowledge and meanings that people 

draw on to make sense of their world and to act upon their social reality. Thus, the 

mass media play an important role in setting the agenda for public opinion by 

selecting themes, items, and points of view that tend to reinforce patriarchal 

culture. (125) 

 Rosalind Gill also noted that Foucault‘s work has been important for feminist media  

 

research, noting that several researchers have applied some of his theories to media studies. She  

 

argues that using Foucault‘s theories of disciplinary power, advertisements and women‘s  

 

magazines have been understood as surveillance and self-disciplinary techniques. ―Their  
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representations of normative femininity form part of the ‗public habitat of images‘ that works to  

 

discipline and regulate women‘s relationship to their own bodies‖ (Gill 63). However, this still  

 

leaves feminist media research within the realm of subjective feelings of how women regard  

 

their bodies. Other researchers, such as Thomas Mathiesen, have used Foucault, but Mathisen  

 

merely represents Foucault‘s theories in ways that paint people as passive dupes of media  

 

messages. This does not take into account the ways in which people play an active role in their  

 

own disciplining. 

 

 Most feminist research has been conducted and focused on the Western media (Patel 

126). Feminist media research on women in the Third World generally follows the same patterns 

as research done on women in the West, meaning that it focuses on underrepresentation and 

stereotypes. Patel also notes that when research is done on the media in the Third World it is 

overwhelmingly done on women in India (126). Patel explains, 

Compared to Western feminist scholars a marginal area of inquiry among feminist 

scholars. Hence, empirical and theoretical work in the area of women and the 

mass media in developing countries is limited and uneven across regions. Media 

research on women in developing countries has relied heavily on the feminist 

paradigm for communication research developed in the West. (126)   

Feminist media studies on Third World women and countries have also been concerned with the  

 

subjective feelings that media produce in viewers about gender.  

 

Patel explains that media have had a particularly virulent role in formerly colonized  

 

countries: 

In the 1960s and 1970s, the mass media in developing countries were assigned  
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the role of modernizing traditional societies. Exposure to the media was perceived 

as an important indicator of modernity…The relationship among modernity, the 

mass media, and patriarchy is, however, far more complex. The mass media 

function in the larger system of patriarchy and capitalism that controls media 

structures and organizations and represents women as subordinate. (Patel, 125)  

During this period when the media was ―modernizing‖ formerly colonized nations, images of 

women in ―traditional‖ roles as ―good girls‖ were juxtaposed with images of the ―modern‖ and 

―Westernized‖ vamp. Throughout the 1970s this characterization of the traditional vs. modern 

woman ultimately shifted such that the ―modern‖ woman became the heroine. Patel continues 

that of the research that has been done on Third World women and the media, the most recent 

studies conducted noted that television commercials in particular have ―co-opted some of the 

images of ‗modern‘ women and created a new cultural ‗type‘ of assertive and ambitious women 

who are profitable consumers. The liberated woman is presented as purchasing appliances, 

accessories, and cosmetics‖ (131). Though Patel does not cite the researchers that are conducting 

this type of research, this is one of the trends within the media that I will explore later by 

examining the case studies. I suggest that the case studies I am using are examples of this type of 

research. 

III. 

 

Feminist media studies over the past five decades have been inadequate because they  

 

have only been concerned with exploring the subjective feelings that media produce in  

 

viewers about gender roles, sex stereotypes, body image, and representations. Feminist media 

studies paint women as passive dupes to messages that are transmitted by the media. These 

messages, seemingly affect only internal and psychological feelings women have about their 
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bodies and gender roles.  The exclusive focus on media‘s effect on subjective feelings does not 

account for media‘s ability to do other things such as normalize a set standards for how 

consumption is a means to class identity and upward mobility.  

Researchers apart from myself have also noted that there are problems with the way that 

feminist media research has been conducted. Patel argues that the problem with many of the 

initial media studies is that they looked at how men and women were represented, often noting 

that women are ―negatively‖ represented and that when women were ―positively‖ represented it 

was because they were shown on masculine terms.  ―The juxtaposition of positive and negative, 

generally sees masculine traits as positive portrayal… [and] ignores the way that the audience 

interprets the media content‖ (Patel 126). Gallagher continues Patel‘s critique of feminist media 

studies by cautioning against the ―apolitical trend in the late-twentieth-century Western Feminist 

media studies to focus on the micro level while ignoring the issue of power and broader political 

and economic concerns.‖  She argues that 

 In order to formulate relevant policies and strategic judgments, it is important—

from the point of view of feminist action and politics—to situate microlevel work 

within the political-economic context of media development and to examine 

macro level forced impinging on the media as institutions and structures in 

society.  (14) 

Gallagher thinks that feminist media studies can only be effective if we look at the larger  

 

political contexts in which ―microlevel‖ studies are situated (14). That is, the studies on  

 

representation and stereotyped gender roles can be more effective if they are situated within  

 

theories of how underrepresentation and stereotyping help to perpetuate a patriarchal, capitalist  

 

system.  
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There are very few researchers who take into account these different factors when they  

 

are conducting research. Historians such as Maureen Honey and Kathy Peiss seem to be the  

 

only researchers who take into account how the media shape consumption patterns as a means  

 

to class identity. Honey is one of the only feminist researchers to explicitly explore this  

 

phenomenon with her research on women workers in WWII and the US government‘s   

 

propaganda campaign. Feminist sociologist Wendy Chapkis begins to explore the politics of  

 

appearance in her research on women. She argues that appearance can be a way for women to  

 

express their class status. We also need to discuss this phenomenon within the media.   

 

Chapkis argues that 

 

Appearance talks, making statements about gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and class. 

In a sexually, racially and economically divided society all those visual statements 

add up to an evaluation of power. Economic power, or class position, is easily 

suggested by a man's use of the standard business suit... For a woman to get that 

kind of attention, she must speak up more loudly. (79)  

Though Chapkis writes mainly about how women dress to achieve work and career success, she  

 

is correct to point out that women make dress a political statement of their class status. Further,  

 

feminist sociologist Dorothy Smith writes about consumption of products as a means to a  

 

feminine identity. Though all of these researchers are studying a piece of what I would like to  

 

explore, it is the combination of all of these pieces that makes the research I am doing original  

 

and necessary within feminist media research and theory. 

 

Since I disagree with most of the past feminist media studies which paint women as 

passive dupes, I would like to propose an alternative concept to understand the ways in which 

media messages are transmitted to women. Using the studies conducted by feminist sociologists 
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Dorothy Smith and Janice Radway, I want to suggest that media messages are transmitted 

through the actions women take around the images and in doing so, both control and empower 

women by normalizing their actions. 

 Janice Radway describes a situation in her article ―Women Read the Romance: The 

Interaction of Text and Context‖ in which romance novel readers can find agency through the 

pleasure of reading and therefore denying and forsaking their traditional roles as wife and 

mother. Romance novels, she explains are thought to transmit messages of women‘s passivity, 

domesticity, and subordination through their reading. Rather, Radway wants to suggest that by 

reading romance novels women reaffirm their traditional marriage role but also find a sense of 

agency through finding pleasure in the physical/material act of reading the romance novels. This 

sense of pleasure allows women to react against their traditional roles as wife and mother 

because for the brief moment they are reading it they are taking pleasure in themselves and being 

self-interested (which is inherently contradictory of patriarchal definitions of wife and mother as 

wives and mothers must be entirely devoted to their husbands and children). She explains: ―In 

picking up her book, she asserts her independence from her role, affirms that she has the right to 

be self-interested for a while, and declares that she deserves pleasure as much  as anyone else‖ 

(337). Therefore, Radway argues, women's experience of reading romance novels is more 

complex than the idea that reading romance novels reaffirms the traditional/conservative roles of 

wife and mother.  

 While I would agree that Radway is correct to note that messages transmitted from the 

media and other texts, do not simply occur through passive-internalization, (and I would further 

agree that through women‘s actions contradicting traditional roles of wife and mother, women 

can experience agency), I would argue against the idea that agency can be found through 
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pleasure and within the contexts of my case studies, I caution against the idea that women can 

find agency through the pleasure of consuming products. Even if Radway is interested in the 

physical/material act of reading romance novels, she still seems to suggest that the agency 

women have is attainable through the experience of pleasure (a subjective, internal, 

psychological feeling) rather than the act of reading or the act or the act of denying their role of 

mother/wife due to their reading. However these experiences might deter from their roles as 

mothers and wives—it is only as experienced through the subjective and internal sense and never 

in the external and active sense of women‘s material lives.  

 This is the type of research Radway has conducted is the type I have argued against 

earlier in Chapter Three. The type of research fits into the subset media studies done in the 1980s 

which validate the pleasure women take in reading/watching the media. These studies are 

informed by post-structuralism/modernism and are just a continuation of previous media 

research that was conducted in the 60s and 70s. I argue this type of research is  merely concerned 

with the ways that women find agency through their internal/psychological feelings because in 

looking at the "pleasure" women experience in reading/watching media, this research is. I am not 

interested in continuing this type of media research through my thesis. Though Radway is correct 

in her interpretation that media messages are not passively internalized simply through reading 

(and that perhaps media message interpretation is more complex and experienced through 

intricacies and contradictions of actions, feelings, and behaviors), I would argue she is wrong to 

suggest that this contradiction is the experience of pleasure (as a contradictory to women‘s roles 

as wife and mother) since pleasure is a subjective, internal, and psychological feeling. Rather, I‘d 

like to suggest that agency is experienced through the actual action of interpreting the messages 

themselves. 
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 In her article ―Femininity as Discourse,‖ Dorothy Smith suggests that it is women‘s 

actions that are important in giving women agency and in further normalizing the messages 

media transmit.  Using Foucault, she discusses the ways that femininity becomes defined through 

the actions women take around media images with themselves and with each other.  She wants to 

argue that in defining gender roles (femininity), it is not the images in the media itself that are 

important but rather the actions that women take around the images. She explains:  

all [media] are indexical, in the sense that their meaning is not fully contained in 

them, but completed in the setting of their reading. [Media] are read or seen in 

context; they are articulated to the reader‘s relevances and practices of 

interpretations in definite local settings. The texts of the discourse of femininity 

index a work process performed by women. Its character as work is not highly 

visible because it is not accomplished as such by being paid or being recognizably 

a hobby. Nonetheless, is it consciously planned, takes time, involves the use of 

tools and materials and the acquired skills of practitioners. (44) 

The messages that the media transmits then, are different across many different social contexts 

and can be taken and interpreted though the actions of women in many different ways. These 

actions that women are taking to interpret the messages, explains Smith, are the consumption and 

application of beauty products to shape the body. By actively participating in interpreting the 

messages the media portray and acting upon those messages, women are participating in their 

own disciplinary control.  

Though Smith is not interested in how the actions women take around the media function 

in socializing or normalizing femininity, she is correct to point out how the people 

reading/viewing the media behave and act around and regarding to the media are the ways the 
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meanings of media messages become transmitted. She is correct in pointing out that gender roles 

(femininity) are constructed behave around or in relation to the texts. Smith thinks actual real-

lived conditions around media images (texts) need to be analyzed.  

Moreover, in consideration of Foucault‘s theories, I would suggest that despite Smith‘s 

reluctance to discuss the ways that media normalizes, the actions that women take in interpreting 

the media messages also makes those messages the normative standard. This normative standard 

is a form of Foucauldian disciplinary control, but in true Foucauldian fashion, it also provides a 

sense of agency to those disciplined.  That is, in the interpretation of the messages, women must 

act and therefore be active in interpreting messages. In this action they have agency, but if this 

interpretation is the disciplinary action of consuming beauty products and doing wage labor 

women are also disciplining themselves.  This action of consuming and laboring is (as Radway 

suggested) contradictory to their traditional roles in society and therefore their actions in 

interpreting the media messages normalizes a reinterpretation of hegemonic standards of race, 

gender, class, and nationality. I detail this concept further in Chapter Four. I will argue that 

within the contexts of the case studies, women‘s actions interpret meaning to the media‘s actions 

which both discipline women in the Foucauldian sense but also give them agency. This concept 

would fit into Fouault‘s theory of disciplinary mechanisms  

In this chapter I have thus far argued that by looking at the case studies that I have 

chosen, the media can be understood as affecting more than just the subjective feelings that 

viewing television, advertisements, magazines, and other forms of media have on people. In 

doing so, I want to suggest that looking at media in this sense allows Marxist and Foucauldian 

analyses of the control and power structures that the media have in contemporary global 

societies.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Up to this point in my thesis I have demonstrated that there are global systems shaped by 

modernization theories and neoliberal policies that have uniquely positioned upwardly mobile 

women of Third World nations as potential workers for the global homework economy. These 

systems make it so that women have an incentive to appear modern since that appearance also 

makes the country they live in appear modern and more marketable laborers for multinational 

corporations. It is especially important for countries that have been labeled as ―underdeveloped‖ 

to portray themselves as being ―modern.‖ The appearance of modernity demonstrates that the 

country has ―moved up‖ the evolutionary spectrum of capitalist and neoliberal development as 

defined by modernization theories.  

The geopolitical situating of Asian women in Thailand and India into the homework 

economy reveals that there are controlling powers at work in capitalist societies. These 

controlling powers, as Foucault and Marx have explained, normalize particular behaviors 

through disciplinary techniques. In this sense, I have argued that gender is normalized through 

disciplinary techniques. I have further suggested that the media could be considered a 

disciplinary control in capitalist societies; however, I have noted that there is no current research 

which demonstrates this. Past media research has been insufficient as it focuses on simply the 

subjective feelings that media produces in people. Researchers do not discuss the ways that 

media suggests that beauty and consumption can be a mechanism for attaining class status and 

empowerment. 

I will examine the ways that the case studies in India and Thailand reveal the 

phenomenon within the media I want to discuss. My original contribution to these case studies is 

connecting the contextualized interpretation of the media in India and Thailand to modernization 
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theory, the global neoliberal capitalist system, the mass hegemonic restructuring of labor norms 

through the homework economy, and Foucault‘s theory of disciplinary techniques. None of the 

case studies conducted by these researchers have connected all of these concepts, in fact I am not 

aware of any researchers who do connect all of these concepts.  

From the perspective of the case studies I will argue that the media not only discipline 

―normal‖ gender behavior and body image for women, but also regulate what it means to identify 

as an empowered, modern, and upwardly mobile citizen. Media images are constructing new 

roles for Third World women as laborers. The case studies I have chosen invite us to think about 

what is currently insufficient with media studies today. Mary Beth Mills‘s study on upwardly 

mobile women workers in Thailand and Kavita Karan and Natasha Shevde‘s studies on the 

effects that Fair and Lovely advertisements have on young Indian women highlight how media 

studies in the past have been inadequate.  These examples illustrate how the media go beyond 

affecting subjective feelings on gender roles and body image. The media also influence 

consumption patterns and identify beauty product consumption as a means to class identity and 

upward mobility for women. 

With this established through their research, I assert through my original contributions 

that women are not passive victims of manipulation by the mass media or male power. Rather, I 

would like to draw from Dorothy Smith to explain that when referring to the ways that gender 

disciplines women ―we are talking about how women‘s skills and work enter actively into 

textually-mediated relations which they do not organize or produce. Their work and activities are 

an integral part of the overall organization of these relations‖ (Smith 39). As Smith explains, 

women actively participate in the disciplinary techniques of the societies they live in, and in this 

sense have agency. As I theorize about the ways that media discipline and normalize, I want to 
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also consider the ways in which women have agency, rather than painting them as passive 

victims of a totalitarian system. For example, consumption is both a disciplinary technique of 

femininity and a form of empowerment within the capitalist system. One of the primary ways 

that capitalism allows for women to gain autonomy is through product consumption. Though this 

is not the only way women can become empowered under the system, it is the most readily 

available way for women to seek autonomy. 
ii
 

However, considering the work of Margaret Gallagher I want to situate media images 

within the wider global political context of patriarchal capitalism. To ignore the ways in which 

the media reinforce the needs of the system would, as Gallagher says, be to neglect the wider 

issues of ―power and broader political and economic concerns‖ in which the media also 

participate. While it is necessary to discuss the ways that women have agency and control within 

the societies that they live, a failure to analyze ways in which the system influences and shapes 

the actions, desires, and ultimately the choices of women ignores the root of the issue.  

I. 

With this in mind, I begin by describing the ways in which the women in the case studies 

are the same women who are uniquely positioned by globalization into the homework economy. 

I explain how investigating the homework economy allows for insights into the disciplinary 

techniques of the media. I argue that media provide an authoritative knowledge about what it 

means to be a normative, upwardly mobile, and modern woman. One of the most effective ways 

the media achieves message transmissions of authoritative knowledge is through advertising 

beauty products to women. Women actively interpret these media messages and in doing so have 

agency. Characteristic of the normalizing power Foucault describes, such advertisements 

encourage women to think of themselves hierarchically compared to women of higher class 
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statuses. It is visually apparent that the women in the images possess a higher class status 

through imagery and status symbols that are associated with class status, as I will explain later. 

One such visual symbol is that of having a job in the service or manufacturing sectors. The 

media present the idea that gaining a job is the most appropriate method for gaining class status 

because it not only allows women to attain a symbol of empowerment and modernity, but also 

gives women expendable cash that will both enable them to support their families and sometimes 

allow them to engage in more personal spending. This expendable cash can be used for 

consumption purposes such as purchasing beauty products.  Conversely, the advertisements 

impress upon women that purchasing the products will help in the hiring process by making 

them more appealing to employers. Furthermore, this consumption allows for women, and 

therefore their countries, to appear more modern according to modernization theory‘s definition 

of modernity.  In what follows I explain these points in depth.  

I begin by clarifying that the women in the case studies are the same women who are 

being pushed by the forces of globalization into the service and manufacturing sectors of the 

homework economy. As I explained in Chapter One the homework economy refers to the large-

scale restructuring of the hegemonic identity categories of gender, race, class, nationality, and 

sexuality in order to create new forms of feminized labor. This type of restructuring takes 

advantage of the fact women‘s labor is hugely undervalued while creating new wage-labor jobs 

for women. It presents justifications for low wages and poor working conditions for female 

laborers.  Feminist theorists argue that this large scale restructuring needs to be analyzed. The 

subjects of Mills‘s, Karan‘s, and Shevde‘s studies were women who have been or may become 

targeted by transnational corporations for employment in the manufacturing and service sectors 

of the economy—economic sectors into which women are being increasingly recruited. The 
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work done by these women is considered a part of the homework economy. By evaluating the 

media images that have been researched by Shevde, Karan, and Mills, I am able to analyze this 

mass-restructuring of hegemonic identity categories described in the homework economy. 

More specifically, the women interviewed in Karan and Shevde‘s studies in India were 

women who worked in the service sector of the economy. Though Karan and Shevde do not 

connect women‘s place in the homework economy to their studies, I am doing so to make a point 

about the types of gender roles the media normalizes. In doing so, I am making a new 

contribution to their work. Some of the ads that Karan and Shevde described included a woman 

becoming a cricket announcer because she had fair skin, a woman landing a job as a television 

news reporter, a woman moving from being a mediocre stage performer to a major Bollywood 

star, and a woman landing a job at a cosmetics company after she was able to lighten her skin 

using Fair and Lovely cream (Karan 2-11; Shevde 2-3). Furthermore, the Indian women 

interviewed for responses to the Fair and Lovely advertisements by Karan and Shevde are 

women who themselves are either working in the service sector of the economy or may be 

targeted to work in the service sector. Demographically, these are young women living in urban 

areas, who either have careers or are preparing for careers, the majority of which were middle 

class. The advertisements described by Karan and Shevde seek to normalize and naturalize 

women‘s labor as a part of the hegemonic identity categories in the homework economy.  

Additionally, the women interviewed in Mills‘s research were those who were being 

recruited to work in the manufacturing sector. Mills does connect women‘s labor to the concept 

of the media, my original contribution and continuation to her research is connecting the media 

she describes in Thailand distictly to the homework economy. Specifically, Mills interviewed 

young, rural, lower class Thai woman from the Baan Naa Sakae district of Thailand who 
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relocated to Bangkok in order to find factory work during the economic boom of the 1990‘s.  

Mills documented women‘s changing roles within Thai society as a result of Bangkok becoming 

a free trade zone (FTZ). The implementation of FTZ‘s in Bangkok marked increased recruitment 

techniques aimed at portraying women as the best workers for factory labor. In her study, she 

describes images in Thai media of women living modern lifestyles and consuming products. 

From these advertisements, Mills makes it clear that the women portrayed were women who 

were employed in manufacturing sector work which she says has influenced women to seek 

employment in Bangkok in order to live these lifestyles. Mills explains of her research: 

Growing numbers of young women from Baan Naa Sakae and throughout rural 

Thailand decide to seek urban employment, at least in part, because of unspoken 

but powerful suggestions that in Bangkok they can be at once beautiful, modern, 

and mobile. With an urban income, they can enhance their own beauty and 

modernity by participating in the adventure, excitement, and independence of 

thansamay city life (―Thai Women,‖105).  

These advertisements that are described by Shevde, Karan, and Mills clearly point to a large- 

 

scale restructuring of labor norms that would refer to the homework economy.   

 

II. 

 

By using research done by Shevde, Karan, and Mills, I have made an explicit connection 

between the media and women in the case studies to the concept of the homework economy. I 

have demonstrated that the women in the case studies are the same women positioned by 

globalization to be the most appropriate workers in the homework economy. Though the 

researchers do not connect these concepts in their studies themselves, in examining the large-

scale restructuring of hegemonic identity norms in the case studies, I make apparent that the 
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media are playing a role in this reorganization as a disciplinary technique, in the Foucauldian 

sense. This connection between the media, Foucault‘s theories of discipline, the neoliberal global 

economy, and the homework economy is a new and unique contribution to the field of feminist 

media studies. I am arguing the media disciplines by providing an authoritative knowledge about 

what it means to be a normative, upwardly mobile, and modern woman. Women‘s agency and 

actions in consuming products are important examples of women disciplining themselves to meet 

the normative standard set out by the media. In order to understand the way that media functions 

to give messages to viewers we need to look at the system with which it‘s situated and also we 

must examine the ways that women‘s actions and agency interpret the messages that the media 

sends to its viewers. Within the contexts of the case studies, the actions women take to interpret 

the media messages are the consumption of products and the attainment of a paid wage labor. 

These actions both discipline women and give them agency.  

 The three studies reveal the way that media discipline normative gender behavior for 

women. Though Mills, Karan, and Shevde do not discuss the ways that media disciplines, I am 

using their studies to describe the ways I think it does. From the perspective of the case studies, 

then, the media not only discipline normal gender behavior and body image for women but also 

regulate what it means to identify as an empowered, modern, and upwardly mobile citizen.   

To argue this, I describe the media depicted in Mills‘s, Shevde‘s, and Karan‘s studies as 

they have evaluated those images. I critically evaluate and interpret these media images, 

beginning with a description of media in Thailand. The images in Thailand that Mills describes 

suggest that consumption of beauty products is a means to modernity and upward mobility. Mills 

explains that well over half of the community in Baan Naa Sakae had a television in the 1990‘s. 

Many of the images, says Mills, depicted Bangkok as important, modern, industrial, and 
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developed. She explains, ―television projected Bangkok‘s cosmopolitan styles and modes of 

social interaction in to Baan Naa Sakae homes on a daily basis‖ (Mills, ―Thai Women,‖ 43). 

These images projected the idea that Baan Naa Sakae held a lesser social status than Bangkok 

and therefore the people from Baan Naa Sakae were subordinate to the people in Bangkok: 

―urban population is seen as elite, and Bangkok is seen as central to the country. Government 

shows clear urban bias in policies‖ (Mills, ―Thai Women,‖ 43).  According to Mills, the people 

in Baan Naa Sakae understood that living in Bangkok meant living an elite lifestyle. Mills 

elaborates: 

Television connected people in Baan Naa Sakae to dominant visions of the Thai 

nation and thansamay[modern] society, in which urban progress and comodified 

style often contrasted sharply with images of rural life that ranged from nostalgia 

for a simpler past to outright ridicule of backward and superstitious peasants. 

(―Thai Women,‖ 72) 

An example of this type of television imagery that Mills provides is a deodorant commercial 

where two young Thai women dine and frolic in Bangkok before moving to a locker room where 

the women change into demure ―good girl‖ clothing. The women are able to participate in 

modern and fashionable activities such as wearing up-to-date clothing (i.e., leather bags) and 

sipping coffee at an air-conditioned café. The implication of this commercial, explains Mills, is 

that there is a tension between being a ―good‖ working girl and having an adventurous modern 

lifestyle.  

Images in these advertisements suggest that women can achieve status and a modern 

lifestyle while maintaining their familial roles in Thai society, as good daughters who provide for 

their families. Mills herself notes that these concepts are connected in her study. These images, 
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Mills explains, actively engage women, their families, and their societies, in a dialogue about 

what is ―appropriate‖ in terms of women‘s labor and gender roles in Thailand: ―The more urban 

styles and images pervade the lives and imaginations of people in communities like Baan Naa 

Sakae, the greater the challenge that portraits of modern Thai womanhood present to 

conventional values of maidenly modesty, virginal beauty, and constraints, on female spatial 

mobility‖ (107). Media images send conflicting messages about women‘s roles in Thai society. 

Women are encouraged to be sexy, which contradicts ―traditional‖ roles for women in rural 

Thailand that value modesty. Women are also expected to be submissive to their parents and 

employers, yet they are given the impression that by migrating to the city they have more 

freedom.  In my view, this greatly complicates the choices women make, and compromises their 

ability to choose—for obvious reasons there is no way these women can be expected to behave 

as sexy metropolitan working women and subservient, modest, and family oriented ―good girls.‖   

These images force the rural communities in Thailand to engage in conversations over 

appropriate gender identities, roles, and relations. Mills explains that these tensions are never 

fully resolved: ―In the course of young women‘s labor migration, valued forms of gendered 

identity intersect with desired images and standards of Thai modernity, channeling collective 

experiences of exploitation into more limited, temporary or ambivalent expressions of critique or 

discontent‖ (―Thai Women,‖ 167).  The idea that being modern does not make you a bad 

daughter makes becoming modern more appealing.  

 The modern woman explains Mills, is identified by her use of market commodities, like 

having a leather bag so as to appear sophisticated. Since the consumption of ―modern‖ products 

and partaking in activities perceived as ―urban/modern‖ are framed by these advertisements as 

―normal‖ for women‘s gender roles—the ads encourage rural Thai women to seek employment. 
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A job would not only provide them with money to fulfill their duties as daughter, but it would 

also allow for them to consume beauty products. In this consumption they become upwardly 

mobile, modern women. Mills explains: 

 The slick sophisticated packaging of Thailand‘s media industries—from 

television commercials to printed posters and magazines uses women and 

women‘s bodies as a predominant source of visual imagery. Feminine beauty is a 

powerful symbol of Thai progress and modernity. Advertising and the 

entertainment media celebrate and promote the beautiful Thai woman as an 

example of up-to-date style and independence. (―Thai Women,‖ 104-05)  

Another aspect of the media images noted by Mills is the implication that beauty is a mechanism 

to achieve class status and career success. Mills clarifies: ―As consumers, young women 

mobilized prestigious symbols and meanings to construct and contest identities and, at least 

momentarily, to assert their claims to a degree of status and autonomy from which they were 

more often excluded within the wider society‖ (Mills, ―Thai Women,‖ 164). Marketing beauty 

products to women endorses the spending of what little wages these women make on beauty 

products and clothing. It also encourages these women to believe that in having these ―status 

symbols‖ they appear not only to be more beautiful but also of a higher class status. 

III. 

Now that I have discussed the ways that the media in Thailand constitute a large scale 

restructuring of hegemonic identity categories in order to make the paid labor that women do 

normal, I want to explain the ways that media in India also restructure hegemonic identity 

categories in order to construct new roles for Third World women as laborers as discussed 

through the research of Karan and Shevde. Neither Karan nor Shevde had contributed to each 
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other‘s research and so one unique was I have contributed to these studies is by connecting them 

together and then further connecting them to Mills‘s study in Thailand. In separate studies Karan 

and Shevde describe a phenomenon in which women attempt to lighten their skin for the 

purposes of upward mobility through job status. Thus, one reason women consume the Fair and 

Lovely cream is to make themselves more appealing to employers. Karan and Shevde explain in 

their studies that most of the Fair and Lovely ads depicted career achievement on the basis of 

having lighter skin from using Fair and Lovely.  While in India having lighter skin has been 

valued since before colonization for marriage and class status, the Fair and Lovely ads are now 

saying that people should not just value fair skin for marriage but that women should also value 

it so they can attain the right jobs. 

The images described by Karan and Shevde link labor to the experience of consuming 

and purchasing Fair and Lovely products. Karan‘s research particularly demonstrates that women 

felt the advertisements implied that purchasing Fair and Lovely was advantageous for them to 

gain better access to jobs. Women that were interviewed in Karan‘s study expressed that success 

in careers, romance, and class status was dependent on a lighter skin pigment. Karan found that 

most of Indian Fair and Lovely ads, in addition to promising whiter skin, also promised social 

benefits such as jobs (16): 

Respondents reiterated that the prejudice [for fair skinned women]….had spread 

to job preferences as well. One of the undergraduate students stated that dark girls 

tended to suffer from a social stigma and inferiority complex: ‗Fair girls are 

preferred not only for marriages, but also in jobs too, especially for receptionists 

and airhostesses…as if these places are reserved for fair girls. (Karan 14)   
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I believe that this demonstrates that media are using discourses beyond influencing subjective 

feelings and that clearly the media are drawing from beauty mechanisms to indicate class status 

and empowerment. 

 An example of the Fair and Lovely advertisements that Karan and Shevde describe, but 

that neither use in their study, is an ad which depicts a young woman with her father, seeking a 

modeling job at a ―modern‖ sleek cosmetics company. I will read and analyze this advertisement 

by interpreting it through the ideas of modernization theory, neoliberalism, and the homework 

economy. 

  The woman appears with her father wearing ―traditional‖ dress and they are turned away 

from the company because of their dress and the woman‘s ―dark‖ skin. She is told that it is a 

―modern beauty company‖ and that ancient ways ―don‘t work here.‖ Insulted, the father concocts 

a cream from an ancient recipe book for his daughter to use (the implication, of course, is that he 

is using the same ―traditional‖ ingredients as the Fair and Lovely cream) to whiten her skin. The 

woman returns to the cosmetics company, independent of her father, with her newly whitened 

skin and ―modern‖ clothing to inquire about the job. She is not only given a job, but is offered a 

position as a company poster girl, presumably because of her newly found beauty and white skin. 

The woman is portrayed leaving an airplane photographed by hordes of paparazzi, modeling on 

behalf of the cosmetic company. The ad concludes with a scene of the woman returning to her 

father. He shows his approval of her ventures by embracing her on a swing as they chat and 

reminisce about the time they were turned away from the cosmetics company. 

 I would argue that from watching this ad, though Karan and Shevde do not analyze this 

ad themselves, its implications within the contexts of their studies are clear. This particular 

advertisement constructs a new role for Indian women as service sector laborers. Furthermore, 
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the advertisement depicts a woman using beauty products in order to make herself more 

appealing to her employers. This advertisement gives the impression to women that in order to 

be the type of modern woman who has a job, one must use beauty products to make one‘s 

appearance modern. The suggestion is that having a job will allow these women to achieve 

upward class mobility. In this sense, it is clear that beauty is being used as a mechanism to 

achieve class status. The woman in the aforementioned ad accumulates status symbols such as 

lighter skin, up-to-date fashion, and a high-powered modeling career with travel opportunities. 

This gives the appearance of a higher class status than she had originally, with all of it made 

possible by Fair and Lovely cream. 

 An even more pernicious message perpetuated in this advertisement is the idea that 

modernity yields individuation from the family. The advertisement clearly depicts that there is a 

tension between the woman‘s ―traditional‖ role as a ―dutiful‖ daughter and her independent and 

modern role as a worker. At the beginning of the ad, she is next to her father, wearing traditional 

dress, but by the end of the advertisement she is independent and modern. Despite this newly 

acquired independence and modernity through her job status, she still remains a dutiful daughter, 

returning to her father in the very last segment of the advertisement. The inference is that a 

woman can at once be traditional and modern; laboring in the public sphere of the economy does 

not mean that the woman is no longer able to fulfill her traditional role. This tradition-modernity 

tension is clearly mirrored from the modernization theory‘s definitions of modern and traditional.    

  As I stated in Chapter One, modernization theory defines ―traditional‖ countries as being 

―tradition-bound,‖ family and kinship centered, and fatalistic-superstitious.  On the other hand, 

―modern‖ countries are defined as having weakened traditionalism, mobile and individualistic 

persons, and a forward-thinking society. At the start of the advertisement, the woman and her 
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father are seen to be ―tradition-bound‖ and family centered in the way that the father hand-makes 

the Fair and Lovely cream for his daughter. He refers to a presumed ―ancient‖ recipe book which 

calls for the same ingredients as Fair and Lovely to make a skin whitening cream.  After the 

cream whitens her skin, the woman appears more modern as she is individualistic, mobile, 

forward thinking, and uninhibited by the traditional dress she was formerly wearing.  In this 

sense the woman has moved up the evolutionary scale of capitalist and neoliberal development 

as defined by modernization theorists. My reading and analyzing of this particular Fair and 

Lovely advertisement fits into the understanding of media as a controlling discipline of 

modernity, class status, and empowerment. 

 Furthermore Shevde‘s research found that the Fair and Lovely brand even went as far as 

to market the product specifically to lower classes of Indian women from rural communities as a 

way to achieve upward social mobility. Shevde found that at this level Fair and Lovely was 

being marketed purposely as a way to ‗empower‘ lower classes of women: ―The current brand 

proposition for the cream –‗Fair and Lovely: The Power of Beauty‘---implies a more modern 

message about choice and economic empowerment‖ (Shevde 4). Shevde explains that in the 

creation of a distribution model program that is meant to target more women besides the upper 

middle classes, called the Vani scheme, Fair and Lovely has been able to target poor women to 

purchase the product.  

 The message behind the marketing is that if women consume Fair and Lovely they will 

be more attractive to potential employers: ―The main goal of the program is to empower women 

in rural areas in earning a livelihood, while also striving to achieve better distribution and greater 

proliferation of Fair & Lovely‘s skin-whitening products‖ (Shevde 6).  This example reinforces 

the clear connection which I have drawn between women gaining empowerment through 
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consuming products, but not just any products, specifically women are encouraged to consume 

beauty products to gain empowerment. The marketing of these products through the Vani 

scheme that Shevde describes gives the impression that women can more easily access job 

opportunities by using Fair and Lovely cream to appear to be a woman desirable of hiring. 

Shevde further argues that ―by exploiting notions about the opportunity cost associated with 

having dark skin (which include limited job opportunities…) and the scarcity of fair complexion, 

the marketing of skin-lightening products has clearly made fairness a fetish‖(6). In this instance 

it is made visibly apparent the ways in which the marketing and media of Fair and Lovely cream 

is constructing new roles for Indian women as laborers. The ways that the advertisements send 

this message normalize the type of information that the ads are portraying.  

IV. 

Thus far I have discussed the ways in which the research that Mills, Shevde, and Karan 

have conducted are an example of media research that not only normalizes gender roles and body 

image but also regulates what it means to identify as an upwardly mobile, empowered woman as 

experienced through the consumption of beauty products.  Using their studies I have uniquely 

linked the concepts of media in Thailand and India to Foucault‘s theory of disciplinary control, 

the capitalist neoliberal economy, and modernization theory, and the homework economy.  

 I now want to direct attention to the ways in which this constitutes a controlling 

discipline as described by Foucault. Though neither Mills, Shevde, or Karan use Foucault as a 

way to explain how media messages become transmitted, I would like to suggest that by using 

Foucault, feminist media researchers can move beyond the passive-internalization model of 

media message transmission. Rather, feminist media researchers can come to understand the 

media as a controlling discipline which structures and frames a comparative norm for women.  I 
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argue that Foucault‘s theory of disciplinary techniques are apparent in the advertisements in 

seven different ways: (1) hierarchical ranking of those subjected to the power, (2) differentiating 

those subjected to the power, (3) normalizing those subjected to the power, (4) visibly marking 

the hierarchical ranks, (5) shaping the body to be the most economically efficient, (6) punishing 

those who fail to conform to the norms, and (7) the invisibility of the disciplinarian or what he 

calls the panopticon.  

First, the studies that Mills, Shevde, and Karan have conducted exemplify that the media 

encourage women to think of themselves in hierarchical comparison to other women. The 

hierarchy that women can move up is, as Marx described, a global society of class division that 

is gendered and imperially coded.  As Foucault claims, these hierarchical rankings are meant to 

separate people into training categories according to traits, abilities, work ethic and more. In the 

Foucauldtian sense of discipline, the women in the advertisements are understood to be in a 

hierarchically higher position than the women who watch the advertisements because of their 

beauty, their jobs, and the commodities they consume. Women are encouraged to purchase these 

same beauty products and hold the same jobs through their participation in the hierarchy; this 

product consumption will help them move up a hierarchal spectrum of class mobility. The 

women who most exemplify the standards set out for them by the advertisements are the ones 

who are categorized as higher on the spectrum. Ranking all women hierarchically allows women 

to see what steps must be taken to perfect the standards set out for them. These steps are said to 

be able to close the gaps between people. 

 Second, since the media invite women to think of themselves hierarchically in 

comparison to other women, it simultaneously asks women to think of themselves as different 

from the women presented in the ads. In essence, the media differentiates. Women are 
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encouraged to see how they are different from the women in the advertisements. By 

understanding that they are different from the women who are presented in the advertisements, 

the women in the case studies understand that there must be steps taken so that they can meet the 

standard that is being presented. The women therefore understand that they are different from the 

standard that is set out before them in the advertisements. 

 Third, in the same way that the media show women that they are different from each 

other, it also sets out a normative standard ideal. The advertisements in the case studies provide 

authoritative knowledge about what it means to be a typical woman by showing what a normal 

woman does. In the contexts of these ads, normal women are those who hold jobs and use beauty 

products to portray a sense of empowerment and class status. In this sense, the media are set up 

as a normalizing discipline that provide authoritative knowledge to women about what it means 

to be an upwardly mobile, empowered, and modern woman. The media simultaneously 

differentiate and normalize women so that those subject to its control can understand the steps, 

exercises, and methods that they must take must to become closer to the normative ideal.  

Fourth, the media set out a normative standard which hierarchically ranks women by 

visibly marking levels of hierarchal rank. The hierarchical ranking of these women is visibly 

displayed by markings and symbols of class status such as jobs, beauty, commodities. As I 

pointed out earlier, the media provide authoritative knowledge to women about what constitutes 

a status symbol and what it means to possess those status symbols. Within the advertisements 

holding a job and consuming beauty products are understood as the status markers of a high (or 

at least higher) class status. Lower classes of women are shown that by consuming these 

products and having these jobs, they are able to attain a higher class status. In addition to holding 

a job and therefore having the means to consume products, as a marker of a higher class status, 
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being seen as ―modern‖ is a marker of a higher class status. According to the definitions set forth 

by modernization theory, the perception that a country‘s women are able to work and therefore 

consume helps that country to appear more modern.  

Fifth, these hierarchal markers shape women‘s bodies in specific ways to make the 

women appear to be the most economically efficient with their actions. Since the markers of a 

higher hierarchical rank are those that require women to use beauty products, the beauty 

standards that are set out for women ask them to change their body. The Fair and Lovely 

advertisements particularly ask women to change their skin tone in order to meet the standard of 

being a normative modern woman. Even more so, the advertisements show women that by 

altering their bodies in particular ways, they are making themselves more likely to be hired. The 

advertisements are teaching women that they should make their bodies economically efficient, 

complacent, and docile bodies through this continual practice of meeting the norm set out for 

them. 

Sixth, in accordance with Foucault‘s theory, these advertisements suggest that those who 

fail to meet the norm set out for them are punished. The way that they are punished is through 

continual exercise and practice meeting the norm. Women watching these ads are supposed to 

understand that if they do not conform to the norm presented by the media, they must be 

punished. Ironically the way that they are punished is through continual practice at becoming the 

women depicted in these advertisements. To complete this transformation, women must 

habitually use beauty products and purchase commodities. Such consumption is a literal and 

figurative punishment as it both requires women to use their minimal wages to buy these 

products and sets out a narrow standard of what is an acceptable product to buy. However, this 

practice also invites women to consider the possibilities of attaining the same level as the women 
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depicted in the advertisements, which reinforces the idea that through  these exercises of 

repeated consumption women can become the normal standard.  

Seventh and finally, in consort with Foucault‘s theory, all of this is invisible to the 

women who are subjected to the power of the media. Women discipline themselves to meet these 

norms and practice meeting these norms. As Foucault has noted, disciplines are effective because 

they integrate themselves into the mindsets of those subjected to its control. Women therefore 

discipline themselves without the need for someone to watch them. In this sense, the application 

of beauty products can be understood as women disciplining themselves by exercising and 

perfecting the standards that are hierarchically ranked before them. While there is no direct 

surveillance of these women, this is where Foucault‘s ideas of the panopticon are effective to 

understand the ways in which the system works to discipline and control people. These women 

will continue to discipline, punish, and practice without someone actually needing to watch 

them. They will regulate their own behavior.  

Women‘s self-disciplining is clearly depicted with both the women in Thailand and the 

women in India. Though, again Mills, Shevde, and Karan do not discuss the ways that these 

advertisements transmit messages nor do they consider Foucault in doing so, I have connected 

these concepts in my thesis to reveal the ways that media is a controlling discipline. No one has 

forced the women to get jobs or to consume products (the action of which is a deviation from 

their traditional gender role) but it is evident from their actions and their interviews with the 

researchers that they understand that in order to meet these standards set out in the 

advertisements, they will continually exercise meeting the norm (through holding jobs, 

consuming products, and shaping their bodies to be modern). These women have been 

disciplined into docile bodies.  
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In looking at the ways that women discipline themselves, I suggest that this self-

disciplining is the way media messages are transmitted. I return to the transmission model that I 

recommended in Chapter Three to explain the ways the media in the case studies normalize 

women‘s homework economy labor, gender roles, and commodity consumption.  By drawing 

from Radway and Smith, I argue it is apparent that the media transmits messages through more 

complex ways than the passive-internalization model. Rather, it is the actions women take 

around the images that give meaning to and normalize the messages media sends.  

Throughout this thesis I have analyzed the material conditions of women‘s labor as 

normatively defined through the media. I have demonstrated that it is the actions women take in 

consuming products and doing wage labor that surround media advertisements and which 

reinterpret hegemonic definitions of gender, race, class, and nationality to normalize women‘s 

gender roles. I have suggested the actions that women take in interpreting the media messages 

also makes those messages the normative standard from which women compare themselves 

however, to clarify: this kind of agency is not the same agency that Radway hints at in her 

article. Radway's article is valuable to my purposes in her observations that women get agency 

through contradicting traditional roles of wife and mother, women can experience agency. 

However, I differ from Radway when she describes agency as experienced through subjective 

and internal feelings.  

Rather, I would like to draw from Dorothy Smith‘s use of Foucault‘s gender disciplinary 

mechanisms to explain the ways that women take action interpreting media messages of 

normative standards. This normative standard is a form of Foucauldian disciplinary control, but 

in true Foucauldian fashion, it also provides a sense of agency to those disciplined.  That is, in 

the interpretation of the messages, the women in the case studies must act in consuming the 
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products and attaining wage labor. In this action they have agency however, in this action the 

women are also disciplining themselves by consuming beauty products and doing wage labor. 

These actions are further contradictory in the sense that they both empower women and 

discipline them. With this understanding that the media sets a normative standard for women to 

discipline themselves can help feminist media researchers move beyond the passive-

internalization model that many (if not most) feminist media studies have focused on in the past.  

The empowerment here, is contingent on and does not transcend the capitalist system. 

Moreover, since the disciplinarian in the case studies is the women themselves, it is the 

agency women take in acting upon the normative standards set by the media that disciplines 

them and interprets the media messages. That is to say, the media messages themselves do not 

discipline women, rather, it is women‘s actions to fit those standards which discipline. The 

actions that women take to discipline themselves are consuming products and attaining wage 

labor to have expendable cash. I argue that in this sense, it is women‘s actions which give them 

agency, but in the same breadth, discipline them. Since the discipline gives a sense of agency 

while controlling, it becomes even further innocuous and unsuspecting to those controlled by its 

power. 

To further explain myself, I am saying that the women in the case studies are able to 

experience agency through the physical/material act of consuming a product marketed to them 

and getting job however, this agency is also a disciplinary control. The disciplinary functions of 

the media are so effective because they both suggest that women attain work and consume 

(which is agency as defined by the system) but also this agency is also what the capitalist system 

wants from women. That is, it wants women to work and then use the wages that they earned 

from working to consume. This process makes women into docile bodies, disciplined by the 
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system.  In order to understand the way that media functions to give messages to viewers we 

need to look at the system with which it‘s situated and also we must examine the ways that 

women‘s actions and agency  in consuming products further enforce media messages. 

I would argue that the most fascinating and intimidating aspects of the disciplinary 

control of these advertisements is that they are teaching women to desire what the patriarchal 

capitalist system wants of women: that is to say that that women should desire to be laborers 

(despite the low pay) and that this wage earned from working should be used to purchase 

commodities that are being produced (maybe not produced by them, but produced somewhere by 

someone).
iii

  Worse so are the ways that women participate in disciplining their bodies and 

regulating their own desires. In these ways, the disciplinary techniques of the media give women 

agency and empowerment while also further subjugating them. These advertisements are 

disciplining women into the ideal capitalist citizen: a docile body who works and uses the menial 

wages that she receives for her labor to purchase commodities.  

V. 

With this understanding of how the media function, I would ultimately like to suggest 

that media‘s disciplinary mechanisms work to perpetuate a system where Asian women are 

continually exploited by the panopticon of racialized, patriarchal capitalism. I have demonstrated 

that in looking at the situations of the women in the case studies in India and Thailand, the media 

can be understood as a function of capitalist discipline and control which shapes women into 

docile bodies whose desires are the same as those endorsed by the patriarchal capitalist system. 

In true panoptical style, these women will discipline themselves to meet the normative standards 

set out for them. These case studies portray media as a socializing control and comparative 

discipline that normalizes and enforces specific gendered behavior and standards that perpetuate 
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a patriarchal capitalist system of disadvantaging women within place specific, socio-historical 

and political contexts.  

Furthermore these disciplines allow for women to be used as ―markers of modernity‖ in a 

capitalist system that also ranks and differentiates countries through normative standards of 

modernity and prosperity. If women appear to be modern then their country is also modern. The 

country can then move up the hierarchically ranked spectrum of capitalist and neoliberal 

development as defined by modernization theory. 

 In this chapter I argued that capitalist societies are regulated and controlled through 

ruling class ideologies and enforcement of the norm. Within these societies respectively media 

images provide a comparative discipline to frame what is considered normal behavior for women 

in India and Thailand respectively. These images frame women‘s work within factories a normal 

part of their gender role but these images also demonstrate how women can use the money they 

earn from working on beauty products which are essential for women to purchase in order to 

gain upward mobility within their social class.  

I want to now move to suggest ways in which feminist scholarship can draw from my 

study. Specifically I would like to suggest that my study has significant implications, not only for 

feminist media research but also for feminist theory. I would like to call for more research 

studies which examine the ways that media, consumption, and women‘s agency are all parts of a 

larger structure of power. Much research today lacks an analysis of the ways in which the system 

shapes our preferences and desires, and dichotomizes our choices. More specific to media 

research, I think there is a need for analytical efforts made moving beyond how women are 

affected subjectively. In going beyond ―subjective‖ media research, studies should focus on ways 
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in which media objectively discipline women, shape their desires, and form them into docile 

bodies. This will likely lead to complex understandings of systemic power features.  

Even more so, feminist researchers need to analyze the ways that the media (and other 

disciplines) suggest women use their own agency and empowerment to discipline themselves. In 

this sense, women play an active role in their own subjugation. This also suggests that women 

are not passive dupes of media (and other power structure‘s) messages. Research with this 

theoretical orientation would suggest that even if women make the ―choice‖ to find pleasure 

within certain media images or make the ―choice‖ to follow the norm that the advertisements 

endorse, it does not make that choice any less harmful to women. My study also infers that there 

are implications of beauty culture that expand beyond setting a narrow standard for beauty; 

beauty culture also regulates empowerment, class status, and job success. If media research and 

feminist theory can analyze the systemic, then it has moved one step closer to moving towards 

the root of the problem. In this way I think I have effectively been able to show just how 

complicated the ways that media messages are transmitted, it is more than just a one side, one 

dimensional process. This study reveals the ways that the media‘s disciplinary techniques 

function to perpetuate a system where Asian Women are continually exploited by the panopticon 

of racialized, patraiarchal capitalism. 

                                                           
i
 For more information see W.W. Rostow‘s The Stages of Economic Growth (1960).  Cambridge: 

University Press. 

 
iiii

 I detail this concept in my senior capstone paper entitled ―Lipstick Liberation: Critiques on the 

Modernization of Femininity through Consumption‖ (2010). 

 
iii

 It would seem important to note with this respect that the company that owns Fair and Lovely 

is Hindustan Unilever Ltd. a subcompany of the American transnational corporation Unilever. 

Unilever markets products such as Dove (as in the Dove campaign for real beauty) and Axe body 

spray for men.  
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