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Abstract- In the past few decades, gender norms have gone through rapid changes. More and more women have entered the 
workforce and challenged the traditional gender division of labor. In addition, the influence and prevlance of the mass media 
has also greatly expanded in recent years. The media not only reflects social values but also creates meanings. As viewers, 
people abosorb these values and meanings and internalize them. Since the mass media is such an important creator and 
transmitor of meaning, we want to investigate how men and women were portrayed and what gender norms are created and 
recreated. We chose a new genre in Taiwan, called the Taiwanese idol drama, which is expeically popular among girls and 
women. We examined some popular idol dramas to analyze how femininity and masculinity were defined and what kind of 
gender expectations were embedded in the scripts. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
For these recent decades, changes in the society have 
taken place signaling a departure from the traditional 
family model of breadwinner men and homemaker 
women. Women have increasingly entered the 
workforce and challenged the traditional gender 
division of labor. However, gender stereotypes still 
prevail in our daily life, media or society at large. 
Butler and Paiseley (1980) commented that gender 
representation in mass media has not followed the 
tide of social changes taking place in the larger social 
context. Empirical studies (Echabe & Castro, 1999; 
DeYoung & Crane, 1992) in the West affirmed that 
media continues to portray women either as 
homemakers or sex objects who are helpless and 
incompetent of managing their own life.   
 
In our modern twenty-first century with advanced 
technology, the genres and presence of mass media 
has expanded rapidly, penetrating people’s daily life. 
No matter where we go, no matter what we do, we 
are constantly exposed to advertisement, television, 
magazines, internet and numerous other forms of 
media. Despite many people’s confidence to be 
immune from these invisible forces, as social beings, 
we often absorb the messages sent by mass media 
unconsciously and internalize those values. Since 
mass media is an important institution that produces 
and reproduces gender stereotypes, its power of 
influence can not be underestimated. At the turn of 
the millennium, a new genre of television program— 
idol drama is created in Taiwan. Since its birth, its 
popularity has steadily risen in Taiwan especially 
among girls and women. Recognizing the impact of 
mass media in shaping our value system and culture, 
this paper aims to explore and critique gender 
representation in this unique genre of soap opera: 
Taiwanese Idol Drama.    

 
II. APPROACH OF ANALYSIS 
 
There are two approaches primarily employed in 
literatures with regard to gender and television: (1) 
content analyses of television programs, and (2) the 
exploration of audiences’ perceptions of television 
programs (Lin, 1996; Zemach & Cohen, 1986). The 
focus of this paper is set on the former one. Among 
studies concerning television programs, researchers 
have based their analysis on two approaches: the 
reflective and the constructionist approach (Shaw, 
2007). The former is the traditional perspective which 
assumes media as a mirror, reflecting realities in the 
society at large. Criticizing the reflective approach, 
the constructive approach argued that the production 
of media is an on-going selective process. It is not 
merely a mirror reflecting the status quo of the 
society; instead, mass media deliberately and often 
consciously selects and reorganizes preexisting social 
norms and transform these value-ridden messages 
into understandable and orderly narrations (Lin, 1996; 
Shaw, 2007). Following the path of the 
constructionist approach, this paper view gender as a 
socially constructed concept and media as an 
institution that produces and transmits these 
constructed realities to the audience. Media is a 
representational system that entails cultural 
discourses. Foucault (1977) defined discourses as 
identifiable sets of utterances and practices, governed 
by rules of construction and evaluation which 
determine what may be said and done, by whom and 
in what context. In other words, discourses are 
“formation of ideas, images and practices, which 
provide ways of talking about, forms of knowledge 
and conduct associated with, a particular topic, social 
activity or institutional site in society” (Hall, 1997: 6). 
Weedon (1997) further asserted that discourses 
provide manuals for us to maneuver in society and 
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evoke social sanctions for rule breakers. The 
invisibility of the truth-making process naturalizes 
social norms. Thus, norms are deemed as 
unchangeable. The gendered discourse in the media is 
one such instance. Uncovering the hidden social 
construction in the discourses is thereby a necessary 
and significant process toward social change. 
 
Since discourse is a social and cultural practice, its 
production and analysis should be located in its social 
context (Fairclough, 1995). Discourse analysis 
underscores the power dynamics in the production of 
knowledge and explores the relationship between the 
text and the society. In order to examine the gender 
discourses of Taiwanese idol drama, the social 
context of its production will first be investigated in 
this paper. The following section analyzes how drama, 
as a text, represents gender. 
 
III. SOCIAL CONTEXT OF DRAMA 
PRODUCTION 
 
Since the 1980s, global media has gone through 
dramatic reorganizations. The few big blocs of media, 
such as American Disney or Japanese Sony control 
most media industry in the world (Herman & 
McChensney, 1997). Transnational producers, media 
blocs and advertizing companies are three active 
characters in the global platform. Transnational 
advertizing companies and media blocs run intimately 
after the producers entering the third world countries 
to carve out new markets selling merchandises 
(Bagdikian, 1992). The top ten transnational 
advertizing companies landed in Taiwan 
consecutively, which control the majority of 
Taiwanese advertisement market. Even women’s 
magazines were whirled into the global wave (Shaw, 
2007). Under this global trend, Taiwanese idol drama 
imported Japanese comics for scripts. Values 
embedded in the scripts penetrated into the audience’s 
life. Film industry is not only about profits making, 
but also value selling. Intercultural influences are 
more and more prevalent. Moreover, drama 
production integrating with merchandises reinforces 
consumerism. Partly through the consumption and 
use of commodities, our subjectivities are mediated 
and constructed. All the commercials in an indirect 
way, indeed, are selling lifestyles (Sturken & 
Cartwright, 2001).      

Having a glance at gender images appearing in 
Taiwanese idol drama, one may find them more 
diversified than those in the past. Several facilitating 
factors, such as the abolishment of Martial Law, the 
economy liberation and women movement, paved the 
ground to produce new gender discourses in Taiwan 
(Yang, 2007). Before the Martial Law was abolished 
in 1987, media played a significant role to transmit 
traditional cultural ideology, which taught females to 
be virtuous wives and good mothers in order to have 
a happy family and to build a strong country. Right 

after the mid-1980s, freedom of speech started to get 
protected. Along with the liberation of economy, 
transnational commercial industry occupied its 
position in Taiwan’s market. The streaming of 
audiences as a new concept was brought in. Target 
audiences are identified for producing TV programs 
corresponding to the specific audiences’ taste. As the 
bourgeoisie emerge, new types of programs are 
created. A new model of urban women was molded. 
Autonomous, independent, career-oriented and 
actively pursuing love are portrayed as new female 
characteristics. The concepts of commodity audience 
and consumerist caste proposed by Meehan (1993) 
may help explain how the streaming of audience 
operates. Commodity audience refers to that the 
program producers deem the audiences as 
commodities, which were sold to advertizing 
companies. When audiences watch TV programs, 
they themselves have become merchandises 
exchanged by the producer and the advertizing 
company. The higher the value of the merchandize is, 
the more expensive the program advertisement is. In 
other words, the value of commodity audience is 
decided by the audience’s capacity to consume. 
Therefore, high capacity consumers became the target 
audience for producers. Their lifestyles and values are 
taken into account for program production. Low 
capacity consumers are cruelly excluded in the film 
industry under the capitalism logic.              
    Taiwanese idol drama is produced targeting the 
younger generation, a group with fantasies of love, 
and of having a mixture of gender awareness with 
traditional stereotypes as well as new concepts. 
Although in a context with speech freedom, 
constrained by deeply embedded patriarchal ideology, 
women’s movement only exert limited effects on 
Taiwanese drama texts. Sexism still prevails.     
 
IV. GENDER REPRESENTATIONIN DRAMA 
 
Discourse analysis is an approach jumping out of the 
way using a single text for analysis, intertextuality is 
stressed (Fairclough, 1995). Idol drama is used in this 
paper as a general term covering different relevant 
television programs. What kind of discourses regulate 
the meaning making in the drama texts? What 
meanings are included, and what are excluded? What 
kind of power relations are observed? These are the 
foci in the following analyses.   
 
4.1 The Cinderella Love Story 

The characters in Taiwanese idol dramas 
resemble the characters in the Cinderella story. The 
male protagonist often comes from a wealthy 
upper-class family, occupies white collar managerial 
jobs, and has seemingly unlimited cash at his disposal. 
In short, he is the Prince Charming of the 21st century. 
The female protagonist however is the modern day 
Cinderella who comes from a working-class 
background, occupies a blue-collar or pink-collar 
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occupation and is often stressed out by the lack of 
money. For example, the popular show, Fated to Love 
You, filmed in 2008, unraveled the love story 
between an everyday office lady, Chen Xin Yi, and a 
soap company CEO, Ji Cun Xi. This Cinderella 
versus Prince Charming pattern is repeated again and 
again in different idol dramas. The 2009 dramas— 
Autumn’s Concerto which depicted the romance 
between Ren Guang Xi, heir of a private college and 
later famous lawyer, and Liang Mu Chen, a 
high-school drop-out and a waitress in that very 
school’s cafeteria; and Easy Fortune Happy Life 
which featured the relationship between the heir of a 
profitable family business and a poor rural girl both 
followed the same pattern. Additionally, men are 
frequently portrayed as the knight in shiny armor, 
rescuing women from constant poverty and struggle. 
Although this phenomenon is not entirely without 
foundation (marriage has been an avenue toward 
upward mobility for women), this lucky Cinderlla 
theme denotes the unequal power between the two 
sexes and reinforces the notion that women always 
need men to round out their lives. 
 
4.2 Occupational Segregation 

Despite that the present literature on sexism are 
studies predominantly conducted in the American and 
British context (Beetles & Harris, 2005), there are 
still several studies concerning the same topic that 
focus on Asian countries. Ford et al. (1998) study 
revealed that women are portrayed more often than 
their male counterparts as decorative and/or sexual 
objects. Fortunately, these sexist representations are 
not evident in Taiwanese idol drama. Most female 
characters are working women who support 
themselves and family members with their own salary 
instead of a bright ornament with no contributions. In 
addition, these women are employed in a myriad of 
jobs such as doctors, jewelry designers, CEOs, 
waitresses, hairdressers and preschool instructors. 
Furthermore, women can be seen in traditionally male 
dominant blue-collar jobs such as female gas tank 
delivery-men and furniture delivery-men. Working 
women’s appearance in idol dramas reflects women’s 
increasing employment and expanding choice of 
livelihood in the Taiwanese society and the 
normalization of employed women. These are 
positive changes from the once rigid traditional 
gender expectation. Yet, the men in idol dramas 
predominantly hold respected and higher paid jobs 
while women are stuck in minimum wage and 
dead-end occupations. The huge disparity between 
the guy and the girl’s socio-economic status in these 
stories reflects and naturalizes the wage gap and 
occupational segregation between men and women. 
Kwangok and Lowry (2005) asserted that women 
were frequently portrayed as housewives and 
dependent creatures in Korean television and 
advertising. In the case of Taiwanese idol drama, 
women are no longer confined to the home as the 

situation in Korean women; however, they are still 
presented as dependent creatures. The themes of male 
savior and Cinderella continue to recur.  
 
4.3 Dichotomized Gender Expectations 

Popular discourse has viewed gender with a 
binary framework, emphasizing the differences 
between male and female. This process of gender 
differentiation is produced and reproduced in idol 
drama. Despite the prevalence of employed women 
characters, they do not necessarily challenge the male 
breadwinning norm nor signify female empowerment. 
Women’s career is not deemed as important as that of 
men, nor regarded as breadwinning (Potucheck, 
1997). Since men usually occupy lucrative 
occupations that commands more respect in idol 
dramas, women’s employment do not threaten the 
breadwinning/homemaking dichotomy. Moreover, 
domestic work continues to be portrayed as women’s 
natural calling. Sociologist Lan Pei Chia (2006) 
explained that womanhood is based on elements of 
domesticity. Domestic work is feminized and mostly 
performed by women in idol dramas. For instance, in 
the 2007 Romantic Princess when Xiao Mai and Jin 
eloped to start a new life, Xiao was the one that took 
over all the shopping and cooking while Jin worked 
in the public sphere. 

In addition, men and women’s identity are 
based on different things. A man constructs his 
identity through his socio-economic status, talents 
and interest. Male masculinity is at the core of 
manhood and is often expressed through sports in idol 
dramas. While Ren Guan Xi from Autumn’s Concerto 
(2009) and Jiang Meng in Devil Beside You (2005) 
are captains of school varsity team of ice hockey and 
basketball, Zhong Tian Qi in My Lucky Star (2007) 
relies on professional car racing to construct his 
masculinity. On the other hand, women rely on her 
relationship to her family for identity construction. As 
a native of the fictional Ginger Island, Chen Xin Yi 
upholds many traditional superstitions and practices 
throughout Fated to Love You (2008); Tian Yu’s 
identity is strongly tied to her fishermen hometown in 
Prince Turns into Frog (2005); Xie Fu An’s character 
and value system is shaped by her herbal studying 
grandmother in Easy Fortune Happy Life (2009).  
 
4.4 Heterosexual Hegemony 

Hegemony is defined as the power or dominance 
of a group of people over another group(s). It can 
operate at the macro-level as “asymmetrical 
interdependence” of political-economic-cultural 
relations between and among different nations or at 
micro-level establishing differences between and 
among classes within a nation (Lull, 1995). 
Hegemony is “dominance and subordination in the 
field of relations structured by power (Hall, 1985, 
cited in Lull, 1995). The plots of Taiwanese idol 
drama are romance between a man and a woman. 
Heterosexual relationship is normalized and 
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naturalized in that fictional world which consciously 
leaves out homosexual relationships. Gay and lesbian 
characters are almost non-existent in this genre. 
When they do appear, usually as peripheral characters, 
their character is distorted by stereotypes. Madam 
Hedda, the editor in chief of a jewelry magazine in 
My Lucky Star (2007) is a male homosexual who self 
identifies as a woman. Madam Hedda’s successful 
career was downplayed while her affected voice and 
awkward manners were emphasized. Overall, she was 
portrayed as a ridiculous and abnormal person instead 
of an important jewelry critic. Another example is 
Yang Yang from Easy Fortune Happy Life (2009) 
who was a false homosexual character. As the male 
supporting actor, he occupied the role of a wedding 
gown designer who runs his own boutique store. At 
the middle of the show, it is revealed that his 
sexuality was misunderstood. The basis of this 
misunderstanding is his gentle manners, considerate 
personality and suspicious career of an artist. 
Although Yang Yang turned out to be straight, his 
character nevertheless manifested the stereotypical 
thinking pattern of our society that assumes 
homosexuals as a homogeneous group without 
individual differences. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
Discourses provide us framework to speak and to act. 
As Ball (1994, p. 22) depicted that “we do not speak 
discourse, it speaks us.” Unraveling the norm-making 
process and the hidden messages transmitted through 
media, one may find the entrance for social change. 
This paper shows that after years’ efforts of women 
movement in Taiwan, gender reproduction wearing a 
new veil is still an issue worthy of attention and is 
needed to be seriously dealt with. 
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