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Three Cents per Minute for a Woman: Passive Femininity in Lithuanian Commercials
Although Lithuania has adopted important EU legislation regarding gender equality and gender stereotyping, and will even host the EU gender equality institute, the business sector is much slower to adapt to these changes. In my presentation I would argue that there are no effective mechanisms to ensure that gender stereotyping is avoided in the private sphere, imbued with assertive meanings and symbols, especially in the field of media and advertising.

Posters and TV commercials not only tend to reinforce the existing patriarchal stereotypes, such as family-centered world of women, women as a consumable objects (compared to food, fruit or telephone), or women passively waiting to be 'picked up' instead of actively taking part in crafting their relationships and sexuality. There are grounds to suggest that commercials attempt to craft a new femininity which is much more patriarchal and based on the 'classical' notion of femininity as passiveness, than the Lithuanian society in general.

The paper is based on a collection of commercials for various consumable goods. The commercials selected use either women's bodies, or romantic / sexual hints, or family imagery with a woman in the center of it. For example, a pre-Christmas commercial for Sony-Ericsson mobile phones used a character of a 'Swedish' pimp and his wife Sonia, who does not talk for herself and allows herself to be offered to the client for 'only three cents a minute'. Probably without being conscious about it, the commercial presents an opposite image of Sweden as compared to the one common in the society: Sweden as a land of feminists and meticulously protected gender equality. 'Swedishness' is absent from the gender patterns in this commercial - it manifest itself only in the blond hair color of the characters and their surnames (on the other hand, only the pimp presents himself as a Swede, and it is not specified whether Sonia is Swedish, but it can be assumed from her being blond and having the status of the wife of 'Ericsson the Swede'). In this example, the use of the most shallow stereotypes, even contrasting with the ones present in the Lithuanian society, exemplifies how the mediated image employs characters and images only to find a yet another way to utilize a classical, fairy-tale-like story: the promise of reward (coming in the shape of a woman's body) for 'correct' consumption patterns.

In addition to women's bodies as reward for consumption, commercials utilize a body-to-consumables comparison. For example, pear cider is advertised using an image of a woman in a dress with images of pears on it, with a text saying that the cider is made of 'elite pears'. The cider itself is absent from a commercial, with its designers believing that the woman's body carries enough meaning to push through the desired message. In my commentaries I have also shown how the comparison of woman to a washing machine in advertisements strengthens the notion of 'classical' femininity: a broken washing machine embodies female helplessness, while a functioning washing machine not only stands for idyllic family relations and the capabilities attributed to a woman, but also serves as a primary tool for women's communication with family members (their husbands and children). In some cases, especially in street advertisements, a woman's body comes as 'additional value' to the product (such as MP3 player). To sum up, bodies are employed to, on one hand, attract the audience's attention to the product, and, on the other hand, to distract this attention from the product to the body, which is thought to be more appealing than the product itself (using the same example, an MP3 player occupies around 2-3 percent of the poster area, while the body of a half-naked woman holding the player occupies around 80 percent).

Products specially designed for women offer a comparatively more active role for female characters: they are left with a choice between consumption and non-consumption of the item advertised. Commercials suggest that the 'right' choice (i.e. consumption) will be awarded with attention from a man. Although coming as a reward, the man does not lose his active role in crafting the relationship: it is him who makes a choice whether to 'take' the woman or not, but his choice is influenced by her consumption choices. Therefore although commercials portray consumption as an essential prerequisite for establishing a romantic / sexual relationship, they reinforce patriarchal gender stereotypes of man as the active and woman as the passive side.

I would argue, however, that this imagery does not exactly serve as a mirror of the Lithuanian society (a large share of the commercials could have been created abroad, too). Instead, I suggest that they show the imagination of the advertisers about the most profound subconscious desires of their audience. The primitive understanding of what appeals to the audience and using these 'classical', fairy tale images with a belief that they have a universal appeal, I assume, lags behind the expectations and desires of the audience, which is not necessarily easily blinded by the presence of sexually objectifiable bodies.

The paper refers to my previous (journalistic) publications about the imagery of women in advertising. The commentaries were written for the Atgimimas weekly and republished on one of the most popular news portals, Delfi.lt. They have catalyzed public discussion and each received more than 500 comments. A more academic take on this issue will provide an overview of the Lithuanian advertising scene in a broader context of gender stereotyping.

---

The author holds a Master degree in Sociology and Anthropology, and has been working as a journalist since 2005, with a particular interest in gender issues. Currently she works on an independent research project in Tokyo, Japan, and contributes to the Atgimimas weekly in Lithuania. Starting from May she is expected to resume her position in the Public Policy and Management Institute, where she focuses on EU gender policy and social inclusion. Her academic interests include migration experiences of women, gender and ethnic stereotyping in the media, career paths resulting from gender and ethnicity overlaps, and EU policy for gender equality.
Previous publications on this topic (in Lithuanian):

http://www.delfi.lt/archive/article.php?id=11734878
http://www.delfi.lt/archive/article.php?id=20660320
