
cover story 
"Media violence is different from real violence 

because no real visible long-term effect 
is perceived by the viewer." 

Shar i Graydon and 
El i zabeth Verra l l 

t is a never-ending story, like a refrain that is played 
again and again. Through the decades, in so many 
survey reports, conference proceedings, books and 
newspaper articles, both in developed and developing 
countr ies, feminists have documented and decried 
commerc ia l media's treatment of women and stories 
that have perpetrated violence against them. It seems 
that their battles have not yet been won. 

Two C a n a d i a n women said that "very calculated decis ions 
are made at every stage of construct ion of media violence." Shar i 
G raydon and E l i zabeth Verra l l , president of Media Watch in 
C a n a d a and Canad i an Eng l i sh teacher, respectively, in a cur­
r i c u l u m ki t released by the Federation of Women Teachers ' As­
sociat ions of Ontar io , wrote that "violence is made to seem ap­
peal ing, often l i nk ing it w i th power and pleasure. In the elec­
tronic media, violence is a quick way to resolve conflict w i th in a 
given time-slot." 

r . ^ ^.ii-^^'fiS They said that violence through the 
I >Vi'.iil. T - . / - 7 3 ^ . m e d i a c an be verbal , phys i ca l , 

" — i . ^ ^ jS^aJL L. p sycho log i ca l , a n d / o r s e x u a l . 
" i j f f l ^ F ^ ^ A n d v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t w o m e n , 
—jf-' whether subtle or overt, is often portrayed 
in the media. 

Take a look at how As ian media pract i t ioners 
and experts see the violence against women perpetrated in the 

media. Reports collated from papers presented at the Regional 
Conference on Gender and Communica t i on Policy held in 

!559|P!̂ 5l*IJP||i|||p the Phi l ippines in J u l y 1997 give the fol-
lowing sampl ing. 

V v^ i ^ ' ^V - r ^ - ^^ • Sports newspapers in J a p a n sell the 
^>^>^'^^ most number of copies because of p ictures of 

media 
By Leti Boniol 
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nude women and sex stories. Rape is covered i n sports pa­
pers only when murde r is involved and the v ic t im is usua l l y 
named. The stories do not use the word "rape" but the J a p a ­
nese term for "mischief . " Publ icat ions that target boys and 
adolescents carry messages of aggression and violence. These 
same messages are also on television and in pr int cartoons, 
computer games, school suppl ies , pi l lows, chopst icks , and 
stationery. The television programs and publ icat ions are 
also very popular outside J a p a n . Television programs sold 
as family-oriented shows feature women i n b ik in i s t ry ing to 
c l imb u p a slope. The camera focuses on their h ips , legs and 
buttocks. 
The increase i n rape cases, inc lud ing rape of ch i ldren , and 
harassment i n the streets of India are l inked to the way 
women are projected i n media. F i lms , the major source of 
enterta inment in India (the world's largest source of films), 
and television programs always revolve a round sex plots and 
divorce and bigamy themes to excite and entertain audiences 
i n c lud ing young viewers who are highly impressionable . 
Pornography is il legal i n Tha i l and but porn magazines are 
always available to those who seek them. In fact, they shame­
lessly proliferate. Even newspapers and magaz ines that 
tackle pol i t ica l and social issues have started to carry ar t i ­
cles on nude models to increase readership. Publ i shers of 
pornographic mater ia ls have succeeded in evading the law 
because of the flawed def init ion of obscenity i n the 1928 B i l l 
on the Suppress ion of the Promotion and Trad ing of Obscene 
Mater ia ls . The Tha i press st i l l regards pornography as a non-
issue. Whi le a press counc i l is already being formed to draft 
a code of conduct for newspapers, sex ism is not among the 
issues being covered. 

Moreover, the law only protects ch i ld suspects and not 
v ict ims of rape, ch i ld abuse and chi ld murder. In some cases, 
newspaper and television reporters compete to take pictures 
of the gir l v ic t ims. 
In Indonesia, the number of reported cases of rape 
between 1980 and 1993 has increased by 15.67 
percent each year, m a k i n g it the number two 
cr ime in this country . In reality, rape is the 
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number one cr ime because 
there is a far bigger number 
of unreported cases. One 
of the major reasons why a 
lot of rape cases remain u n ­
documented is the s t igma 
associated w i th rape espe­
cial ly when it is covered i n 
the media. 

• Photographs a n d cartoons 
of women are almost exc lu­
s ive ly negat ive a n d no r ­
mal ly offensive i n Cambo­
dia . Photographs of naked 
women and girls are regu­
lar features of some news­
papers and magazines. Na­
k e d p h o t o s of W e s t e r n 
w o m e n appea r to be i n ­
c luded for their freak value 
a n d often feature women 
w i t h a b n o r m a l b o d i e s . 
Cartoons featur ing women 
t e n d to c o n c e n t r a t e o n 
their sexual i ty as the con­
tent of jokes. The second 
most popular daily newspa­
per publ ishes pornographic 
stories on page two every­
day. The text expl ic i t ly de­

scribes sexual acts and fe­
male genital ia i n offensive 
terms and is always ac­
c o m p a n i e d by e x p l i c i t 
drawings of women a n d 
men engaged i n sex, i n ­
c lud ing rape scenes. It is 
common for the men to be 
dressed i n mi l i ta ry u n i ­
form and armed and the 
women naked . 
• In Mongol ia, domestic 
violence, sexual abuse and 
harassment are not often 
portrayed substant ive ly . 
Ye l low newspapers con ­
stant ly write about rape 
and domestic violence to 
ensure sales. Many por­
n o g r a p h i c n e w s p a p e r s 
that copy Western formats 
have emerged. Prime time 
television shows depict a 
lot of uncensored violence 

and pornography. 

S imi la r l i tanies can be 
gleaned from reports from 
the Phi l ipp ines and other 
Asia-Paci f ic countr ies . 

CHANGES IN THE COVERAGE 
B u t whi le the l i tanies may 

be long, there have also been 
positive developments. 
• Over the las t two years , 

awareness of women as vic­
t ims has increased i n C a m ­
bodia, the Women's Med ia 
Center of Cambod ia (WMC) 
r epo r t s . The n u m b e r of 
pos i t i ve s tor ies have i n ­
creased whi le negative sto­
r ies have decreased. The 
center a t t r i bu t ed th i s to 
lobbying, journa l i s ts ' work­
shops, and the positive i m ­
age of women on television 
a n d radio. 

• S ince 1992, media pract i ­
t ioners say that t ime given 
to women ' s p r o g r a m s i n 
M a l a y s i a h a s i n c r e a s e d . 
C u r r e n t affairs te lev is ion 
programs have dealt w i th 

i s s u e s s u c h as M u s l i m 
women's r ights and women 
traff icking. B u t stereotyp­
ing has remained. 

In p r i n t , a l t h o u g h 
women are no longer con­
fined to cooking and beauty 
and fashion and now tackle 
w o m e n ' s r i g h t s , h e a l t h , 
and pol i t ics , they s t i l l do 
not make the news. Efforts 
by women media practit io­
ners have changed part icu­
lar ly the Eng l i sh language 
dai l ies. Women act iv ists 
network w i th media prac­
titioners to raise awareness 
on key issues of concern to 
Ma lays ian women. Start­
ing i n 1985, a coal i t ion of 
w o m e n ' s g r o u p s c a m ­
paigned for nine years ad­
d r e s s i n g severa l i s s u e s : 
domest ic violence, sexua l 
violence, pornography, and 
sexual harassment . Med ia 
support, part icular ly its fo­
cus on rape and domestic 
violence, mainta ined pub­
lic awareness. 

• In South Korea, women are 
now increasingly projected 
as act ive, se l f -conf ident , 
and professional due to the 
ef forts of f e m i n i s t s a n d 
changing life-style. B u t the 
distorted and despised i m ­
age of women has not i m ­
proved over the years de­
spite a l l the promises, says 
a p a p e r p r e s e n t e d by 
K y u n g - J a Lee, dean of the 
Graduate Schoo l of J o u r ­
n a l i s m a n d C o m m u n i c a ­
t ion, K y u n g Hee Univers i ty 
i n Sou th Korea. The por­
trayal of women as sex ob­
jects is also a n emerging is­
sue. 

• S u d i p M a z u m d a r , News­
week c o r r e sponden t , re­
po r t s i n a 24 November 
1997 article that "the In­
d i a n f i l m i n d u s t r y , the 
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VIOLENCE IS MADE TO 
SEEM APPEALING, OFTEN 
LINKING IT WITH POWER 
AND PLEASURE. IN THE 

ELECTRONIC MEDIA, 
VIOLENCE IS A QUICK 

WAY TO RESOLVE 
CONFLICT WITHIN A 
GIVEN TIME-SLOT. 
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world 's largest producer of 
cheap popular d ramas , is 
h a v i n g s e cond t h o u g h t s 
about gore." Western f i lm 
imports , he says, are now 
d r i v i n g m a n y of the i m ­
provements in Indian the­
ater. Feel-good movies are 
i n , violence out. 
Sy l v i a S p r i n g , a feminist 

connected w i th Media Watch-
C a n a d a , sa id d u r i n g the As i an 
Regional Conference on Gender 
a n d C o m m u n i c a t i o n Po l i c y 
that gender and media-related 
issues have not changed. What 
is chang ing is how the issues 
are being played out. There is 
more subt l e t y . Wh i l e there 
may be no more naked women 
i n the media , the stereotypical 
po r t raya l of women r ema ins 
" i nsu l t i ng . " 

In the Phi l ipp ines , a femi­
nist j ourna l i s t says that Ph i l ­

i p p i n e m e d i a ' s coverage of 
women has improved i n the 
1990s w i th more j o u r n a l i s t s 
consc ious of their hand l ing of 
sexua l ha rassment and rape 
cases. However, at least eight 
tabloids c h u r n out hundreds of 
thousands of copies daily wi th 
semi -naked women sp lashed 
on their front and inside pages 
and lewd stories. A n d more are 
j o in ing the pack. 

"The med ia does not jus t 
reflect reality, it operates at a 
far more fundamenta l level to 
legitimize ex ist ing social rela­
t ions, indeed, to create a real­
ity," said A l l i son G i l lwa ld , lec­
turer at a South Afr ican u n i ­
v e r s i t y , i n a 1994 a r t i c l e , 
"Women, Democracy and Me­
dia i n South Africa." (Media De­
velopment, 2/94). 

GAPS BETWEEN POLICY AND PRACTICE 
There may be media poli­

cies but these are unclear, i n ­
consistent, or lack ing i n gen­
der-specific provisions. They 
are also largely ignored. 
• In C a m b o d i a , a na t i ona l 

press law was passed in 
1996. Two journa l i s ts ' as­
sociat ions have their own 
codes of ethics and com­
mittees that monitor their 
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . B u t no 
policy specifically refers to 
the coverage of women . 
Obscenity, v i tr io l , and the 
portrayal of women as sex 
objects violate Ar t i c l es 7 
and 14 of the press law. Ar­
ticle 7 prohib i ts the publ i ­
cat ion of obscene texts or 
pictures or graphical ly vio­
lent mater ia l and Article 14 
says that the press "should 
not pub l i sh cinything which 
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affects the good 
customs of soci­
e ty , p r i m a r i l y 
words direct ly de­
s c r i b i n g e x p l i c i t 
sexual acts, draw­
i n g s o r p h o t o -

V g r a p h s d e p i c t i n g 
h u m a n genital ia or 
n a k e d p i c t u r e s , 
u n l e s s p u b l i s h e d 
for e d u c a t i o n a l 
p u r p o s e s . " Those 
w h o v i o l a t e t he 
p o l i c i e s a r e no t 
pun ished . 

• In Aus t ra l i a , there 

de more than t>27,000 in her first week 
and she wasnt even working full>time! 
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• In J a p a n , there are 
no laws on pornogra­
phy and rape cover­
age or guidel ines on 
gender issues in news 
organizat ions. Orga­
n i z a t i o n s p r a c t i c e 
self-regulation. 
• In Malays ia , there 
is no law wh ich spells 
out clearly how rape 
and violence against 
women can or cannot 
be portrayed. The law 
b a n s p o r n o g r a p h y 
and the Adver t i s ing 

GENDER AND M E D I A - R E U T E D ISSUES HAVE NOT CHANGED. WHAT IS CHANGING IS 

HOW THE ISSUES ARE BEING PLAYED OUT. THERE IS MORE SUBTLETY. WHILE 

THERE MAY BE NO MORE NAKED WOMEN IN THE MEDIA, THE STEREOTYPICAL 

PORTRAYAL OF WOMEN REMAINS " INSULTING." 

is no c lear-cut government 
guidel ine for the portrayal 
of w o m e n i n the m e d i a , 
part ly because subjective 
areas l ike "taste" and "de­
cency" have proven difficult 
i n the past . The govern­
ment took steps between 
1986 and 1993 to address 
sex role s tereotypes a n d 
promote pos i t i ve images 
through consu l t a t i on , re­
search, and the es tab l i sh­
ment of the Nat iona l Work­
ing Party to handle the por­
trayal of women i n the me­
d i a a n d i n a d v e r t i s i n g . 
Gu ide l ines on sexist l a n ­
guage, reportage of violence 
against women, recognition 
of chang ing gender roles, 
mate r ia l that inc i tes vio­
lence against women, and 
a commitment towards dis­
cuss ing domest ic violence 
were adopted a n d devel­
oped by med ia a n d adver­
t i s ing organizat ions . Ac ­
cred i t a t i on r e qu i r e m e n t s 

and film classi f icat ion sys­
t e m s s u p p l e m e n t e d the 
guidelines. But government 
efforts ceased i n 1993. The 
introduct ion of competition 
legislation i n 1995 caused 
the collapse of the system 
r e g u l a t i n g a d v e r t i s i n g 
standards. 
In I n d o n e s i a , the m a s s 
media operates under self-
r e g u l a t i on i n mat t e r s of 
decency . B u t the same 
may not be said of the na­
t ional att i tude to issues of 
v io lence aga ins t women . 
Mar i ta l rape is not a cr ime. 
Whi le it can be reported as 
"assaul t , " social norms do 
not often support this . U S 
State Department invest i­
gations reveal that mar i ta l 
rape and domestic violence 
are poorly documented i n 
the legal system as wel l as 
i n the media. There is no 
sexual harassment law and 
the issue is under-reported 
i n the media. 

Code p roh ib i t s " indecent 
exposure." But these can 
be i g n o r e d or c i r c u m ­
vented. Med ia organ iza­
t ions practice self-regula­
tion sporadical ly and often 
only when there is publ ic 
complaint . "Concepts and 
s p e c i f i c w o r d s a re no t 
clearly defined," accord ing 
to Zohara Gany B a t h u s h a , 
control ler of Radio Televi­
sion Malays ia . Interpreta­
t ion is thus usua l l y up to 
the d iscret ion of enforce­
ment officers. 

• In Tha i land , there is no law 
on the coverage of cr ime 
aga inst women , none on 
the news coverage of rape 
a n d v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t 
women, and there are no 
provis ions or guidel ines for 
non-sexist language i n the 
media. There is a law on 
pornography and rape cov­
erage is supervised by the 
police department , w h i c h 
also works as a fi lm cen-
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THE MEDIA DOES NOT JUST REFLECT REALITY, IT OPERATES AT A FAR MORE 
FUNDAMENTAL LEVEL TO LEGITIMIZE EXISTING SOCIAL REUTIONS, INDEED, TO 

CREATE A REALITY. 
s o r s h i p b o a r d . B u t soft 
porn is st i l l pervasive, es­
pec ia l l y i n karaoke foot-
ages. 
Women cont inue to be dis­

c r iminated against i n the me­
d ia , pa r t i c i pan t s dec lared at 
the e n d of the G e n d e r a n d 
Co mmu n i ca t i on Policy Confer­
ence. Several factors were men­
t ioned, i n c l u d i n g the " s t ruc ­
tu ra l constra ints of media or­
ganizat ions, women's subord i ­
nated s ta tus , gender inequ i ­
table policies, a n d quest ions of 
democrat izat ion of the media . " 

Aside from the " inadequate 
a n d biased portrayal of women 
in med ia content, the media in 
our countr ies are a major con­
tr ibutor to the perpetuat ion of 
pa t r i a rcha l and sexist gender 
i d en t i t i e s a n d r e l a t i o n s be­
tween women and men , " the 
dec larat ion added. 

A m o n g the p a r t i c i p a n t s ' 
recommendat ions and strate­
gies are: 
• The development of a new 

code of ethics or guidel ines 
or the revis ion of exist ing 
ones to include gender-sen­
sitive, non-stereotype por­
trayal of women in var ious 
media genres and channels 
a n d the deve l opmen t of 
measures to ensure that 
t h e c o d e s a r e f o l l o w e d 
str ict ly. 

• The f o rmu la t i on by n o n ­
government groups of prac­
t ical guidel ines on the por­
trayal of sexuality and por­
nog raphy t h r o u g h act ive 
d i scuss ion wi th diverse so­
c ia l groups; the guidel ines 
should address the issue of 
report ing violence against 

women. The identity of vic­
t ims and survivors shou ld 
be p r o t e c t e d a n d t h e i r 
r ights respected. 

• The media shou ld promote 
the pos i t i ve po r t r a ya l of 
women's sexuality. 
"The w o m e n - m e d i a re la ­

t ionship can only be analyzed, 
and success fu l strategies for 
chang ing it can only be devel­
oped, if we take into account 
the entire c u l t u r a l , po l i t i ca l , 
and ideological spec t rum and 
study the economic context i n 
wh i ch this par t i cu lar relat ion 
(media-women) is created and 
takes shape," G i l lwa ld said. 

Another sa id that changes 
cou ld not be effective perma­
nently wi thout broader social 
change. Educat i on is the ma in 
way to improve women's sta­
tus and increase the number 
of women journa l i s t s . There is 
need to first change society's 
opinion that girls should not go 
to school. 

Meena Shivdas of the As ia -
Pac i f i c Deve l opment Cen t e r 
says that "while it is important 
to strategize and pressure for 
c h a n g e s to the w o m e n a n d 
media s i tuat ion wi th our read­
ing and unders tand ing of por­
trayal and representat ion, it is 
equal ly impo r t an t to under ­
s tand the impl ica t ions of glo­
bal processes of deregulat ion 
and developments in new tech­
nology. Th is is i n order for us 
to locate the strategies w i th in 
the framework of global ization 
a n d new t e chno l ogy w h i c h 
have given new d imens ions to 
freedom of express ion." 

W i th a l l the media experts 
and pract i t ioners do ing their 

share, w i l l change be far be­
h ind? :) 
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