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At the click
of a mouse:

GBV and Internet
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Information technology has created empowerment opportunities for women worldwide and is an important tool
in advancing gender equality. On the flipside the Internet can also be a threat to women's and girl's physical
and emotional integrity and vehicle for various forms of gender based violence.  The United Nations recognised
in 2006 that new forms of violence against women[1] have developed with the advent of new ICTs.

• Online pornography most often depicts women and girls in humiliating
and degrading scenarios. This is all easily accessible, even though a
Google search of simple words, like “girl” (See case study below),
with no restrictions set in place for minors.

• With the growing global popularity of social networking platforms, such
as Facebook, many young people are presenting themselves online.
The Internet has only made it easier for traffickers of women, girls and
children, and others in the sex industry to conduct their business
ventures.

• While there are frightening cases of Internet based GBV, the majority
of internet use is of a positive nature.Through IT women can create a
voice for themselves, where it might be silenced in their own community.

• The anonymity of the Internet gives women great freedom to share personal testimonies that might otherwise
be kept silent.

• Used safely and effectively, the Internet can serve as a support network to many women who are perhaps
far from their friends and family or unable to talk to those around them.

• ICTs have created a great opportunity for marginalised groups such as rural and disabled women to become
empowered in this increasingly globalised community.

• The Internet can open new educational opportunities to women such as distance learning.
• The Internet can also provide women with economic opportunities such as home run businesses.

Case study: What comes up on Google when you search images of “girls”
Search Google Images, using key words such as “women”, “girls”, “young women” and “underage girls”.

One might assume that the word “girls” could
produce images of girls in school, sport, dance,
or a variety of other activities associated with
children. Instead images of women having sexual
encounters with one another, half nude models
and images attached to pornographic sites pop
up. A screen shot of some image results popping
up in response to the search word “girls” is given.

The SADC Protocol on Gender and Development calls on State Parties
to take measures to discourage the media from:
• promoting pornography and violence against all persons, especially

women and children;
• depicting women as helpless victims of violence and abuse;
• degrading or exploiting women, especially in the area of entertainment and advertising, and undermining

their role and position in society; and
• reinforcing gender oppression and stereotypes.

The Gender Protocol also calls on Member States to:
• Put in place information and communication technology policies and laws in the social, economic and

political development arena for women's empowerment, regardless of race, age, religion or class. These
policies and laws shall include specific targets developed through an open and participatory process, in
order to ensure women and girl's access to information and communication technology.
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Key issues

Sixteen Days of Activism
on Gender Violence

Screen shot of Google “girls” images. Accessed 19th November 2010



• Access to technology is not gender neutral - there's a complex set
of factors that make it less likely that women will get access to
technology.

• In most developing nations, access to the Internet is from public centres - such as cyber cafés - not from
the home. These often have a poor reputation of being little more than digital pornography shops; therefore
many parents discourage girls from going. This, in turn, makes it difficult to safely empower young girls
though IT.

• Trafficking of women and children through the Internet is a serious concern.
• The Internet has facilitated the sex work industry, in facilitating new spaces for recruitment and for advertising

of services.
• The rise in online dating means that women often become vulnerable and give details about themselves

on the Internet which they normally would not, threatening their safety.
• From mail order brides to arranged marriages to pornography, the Internet can serve as a tool to infringe

upon women's rights.
• Social networking platforms have not yet set in place rigorous enough precautions to avoid child exploitation,

rape or kidnapping. Anyone can create a profile, under any name, and linked to a phony email address.
Young people using this platform may not realise who they are sharing their personal information with.

• In the case of young girls, parents are not always aware of the risks the Internet poses or are familiar enough
with IT to monitor what their child is doing on the Internet.

Cyber dialogues - Making IT work for gender justice
Cyber dialogues are an initiative of Gender Links that 'Makes IT work for gender justice'.
These are real time online discussions through a moderated chat room. Since 2004
the cyber dialogues have given ordinary citizens the opportunity to engage with experts
and decision-makers on issues of gender violence during the Sixteen Days of No
Violence against women campaign. It has become a forum for survivors of violence to
speak out as well as seek help.

How to participate
Visit the Gender Links website: www.genderlinks.org.za
1. On the Gender Links home page click on Join the chat on the 16 Days banner or
click on Community at the top right hand corner of the home page.

2. Once in the Gender and media community, type in your nickname and click on join
the chat.

3. Then click on the green arrow which is the first of four buttons on the right corner of the space under the
Welcome message.

4. Select the language room in which you would like to participate and click on it.
5. To type in your message, go to the space at the bottom of the page and when finished click send for the

rest of the participants taking part in the online dialogue to view your message.
To obtain themes and schedule for 2010 visit: http://www.genderlinks.org.za/page/16-days-of-activism-2010

See you in cyber space!

• What valuable innovations/insights/economic changes are missed in one's community when women are
excluded from the knowledge society?

• To what extent does ICT and the Internet put women at risk?
• Should the Internet be regulated?  Does this impact upon freedom of expression?
• How can pornography be monitored to assure that women are not conveyed in humiliating and degrading

scenarios? And how can the visibility to pornographic images and videos be severely restricted?
• What can be done to stop online trafficking of women and children? How can false ads posted by men

seeking revenge on women be eliminated?
• Should social networking sites be limited to persons older than 18?
• Should children be restricted when using the Internet? If so, how?
• What other ways can ICTs be used to progress and enhance gender equality?

For more information visit: http://www.genderlinks.org.za or contact
Jennifer Elle Lewis on GMDManager@genderlinks.org.za,Tel on 011 622 2877

Relevant links
Websites and forums which are helpful for women and girls:
• http://www.rainn.org/
• http://www.scarleteen.com/
• http://www.preventgbvafrica.org/content/20-years-service-survivors-

gender-based-violence

Reference:
[1]United Nations. 2006. In-depth study on all forms of violence against women. Report of the Secretary-
General. Retrieved on August 10, 2009 from http://daccess-ods.un.org/TMP/7121883.html
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