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EWL BRIEFING N°1 ON THE DRAFT DIRECTIVE “IMPLEMENTING THE PRINCIPLE OF EQUALITY BETWEEN WOMEN AND MEN”

5. The media and advertising

The circulated draft concerns discrimination on the grounds of sex, incitement to hatred on grounds of sex (for the media) and human dignity (for advertising). Those concepts are already contained in the “Television without frontiers” directive of 1989, which according to the Commission, has been correctly implemented by the Member States for television. 

Human dignity versus censorship

The concept of incitement to racial hatred exists, is being applied and not questioned in many EU countries. Of course, the courts have to interpret the law and make a decision, which will be subjective and depend on the circumstance of the case. Women are not an ethnic group or minority, they are present in all of those groups and represent half of the European population, hatred on grounds of sex should not be more acceptable than racial hatred in our democratic societies. The question here is not about censorship. In our democracies, freedom of expression does not extend to racist or anti-Semitic insults and no one would dream of calling it an attack on freedom of expression. Sexist insults or degrading images are attacks on women's freedom of action and expression. While on the other hand, access to the media for serious women’s issues is still very limited. 

Human dignity versus prudity and a strange sense of humour

The fight against incitement to hatred on grounds of sex and human dignity has nothing to do with being prude, with politeness or courtesy. Sexist insults are highly political as language and images are vectors for the balance of power between the sexes. The argument that women lack of sense of humour in cases of degrading images or sexist insult only adds to the hypocrisy. 

Influence of the media: the power of the image

The media and advertising is omnipresent in everyday life, and in many ways, it helps to frame the image that people, and in particular, young people and children have of women and men and of gender relations. Images are not neutral. Images of violence against women can serve to reinforce and justify gender violence, in particular male violence against women in the context of relationships, in the street, at work and in the public arena, making it commonplace. 

The social consequences of media portrayal impinge on all aspects of women’s life. The negative impact of the media’s body image is a frequent source of study, supported by countless statements form women and girls themselves. It is clearly implicated in the large increase in eating disorders and plastic surgery through low female self-esteem. However, women and girls also have to face increasing sexual objectification. The fact that the media, among others the internet is getting to be the primary source of sex education for young people, especially boys is also particularly worrying as well as the very wide spread sexual images of young girls.

Existing actions by women’s groups to fight against degrading images and sex discrimination

Many women’s groups are already trying to fight against sex discrimination in some media and the breaches of human dignity in advertising. According to opinion polls, many women and men citizens truly dislike some kinds of advertisements and there have been numerous campaigns throughout the EU to fight against them. The new directive would provide citizens with a legal tool to oppose the media and advertiser when they think they’re going too far. 

� Women in the media in the UK 2003, report by Sasha Rakof, No Campaign Women UK
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