
Violence against women is a violation of fundamental
human rights. Many questions are asked whether
media is part of the problem or part of the solution
to addressing gender based violence. Media has
often argued that they are just ‘a mirror of society’
in their reporting of gender based violence or any
other issue and therefore are not activists.
However media is a powerful tool which shapes
public opinion and social discourse.

The dominant myth is that the media is neutral and objective. This is not so. Each journalist brings
into the newsroom his/her views, opinions, beliefs and attitudes. These inform the way in which
he/she views or covers a particular issue. Thus, the media are not a passive conveyor belt that
simply transfer information to society. Instead there is a firm belief that the media have the potential
to play a leading role in changing perceptions that in turn can help galvanise a move for change,
and eradicate gender violence. As one of the key socialising agents, the media can exploit this
potential and challenge stereotypes and bring about both attitude and behavioural change.

The following is a summary of key issues that arise in coverage of violence against women (VAW).

• The news value attached to stories to VAW: GBV receives more quantitative media attention
than any other “gender issues”. However while other crimes feature regularly on the front pages,
VAW against women is relegated to the center pages. Bank robberies, highway shootouts and
other such stories are still regarded as far more serious crimes than VAW.

• The types of VAW stories that are covered: Most reporting on VAW centres on femicide and
rape. Domestic violence, which occurs far more regularly, and events protesting VAW, receive
limited attention.

• The way in which women are identified: Women are not seen to have their own identity. They
are described as someone’s wife, girlfriend or daughter.

• The implication that women are to blame: Stories on abuse and rape frequently imply that
women are “ asking for it to happen” through references such as “she was alone at night” or “she
was wearing revealing clothing”

• The myth that rapists are mostly outsiders: The fact that perpetrators of rape are often persons
known to the victim is seldom portrayed.

• Perpetuating myths: The media has done little to debunk the myths that accompany VAW and
children. For example the myth that HIV and AIDS can be cured by having sex with younger girls
has been reported with little critical comment or attempts to educate the public.

• Stereotypes around sex work: Stories on sex work are veiled in tones of sarcasm, jest and
humour that undermine the dignity of these women; and makes light of the often difficult occupational
choices that they have to make.

• Exonerating the perpetrators: There is a tendency to highlight the experiences of men as
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perpetrators rather than that of women as victims.
The word “love” features with disturbing frequency
in headlines relating to violence against women:
for example love is cited as the motive of men
who kill their partners. When men go on to commit
suicide, the focus tends to be on suicide rather
than on the fact that they have killed their wives
or partners.

• Reliance on the courts as sources of stories:
one study showed that 42% of VAW stories
emanate from court cases. This has obvious
limitations, since the majority of VAW cases seldom
go to court, and the information gathered in a
court case may be very different to that obtained
through primary sources.

• The lack of credibility assigned to victims:
Stories of victims are often reported in a tone of
scepticism or helplessness.

• Forgotten survivors: The media seldom carries
stories of women who have survived brutal attacks
and work to rebuild their lives.

• Forgotten categories of women: The plight of
rural, disabled, lesbian and other categories of
women whose particular circumstances may lead to even more brutal forms of violence is often
forgotten.

• The lack of analysis: The media tends to be event rather than issue driven.
• Male reporters: Studies have found that the majority of those reporting VAW are men. Although

having women cover VAW does not necessarily mean guarantee a different kind of coverage, the
absence of women in certain ranks and on certain beats of the media often contributes to the
lack to sensitivity in the way such stories are handled.

 (Source: Gender Links training manual on Covering Gender Violence)

• Do you agree that the media is more part of the problem than of the solution when it comes to
covering gender violence?

• Does the media have a role to play in ending gender violence? What is that role?
• What are some of the challenges that media face in covering this subject?
• How can these challenges be overcome?

For more information visit: http://www.gemsa.org.za or contact Fortune Sibanda on 011 622 6597
or email: network@gemsa.org.za
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