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Violence Against Women (VAW) is a term used to 
collectively refer to violent acts that are primarily or 
exclusively committed against women or when 
violence is specifically targeted with the victim's 
gender as a primary motive. The United Nations 
General Assembly defines "violence against women" 
as "any act of gender-based violence that results in, 
or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or mental 
harm or suffering to women, including threats of 
such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, 
whether occurring in public or in private life." The 
1993 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 
Against Women noted that this violence could be 
perpetrated by assailants of either gender, family 
members and even the "State" itself. Worldwide 
governments and organizations actively work to 
combat violence against women through a variety of 
programs. A UN resolution designated November 
25 as International Day for the Elimination of 
Violence against Women.

In spite of efforts made by rights based organizations 
and tall claims by successive governments, women 
in Pakistan continue to face violence on a daily 
basis. According to a Human Rights Watch report, 
an estimated 90% of women in Pakistan are victims 
of domestic abuse. The Aurat Foundation claims that 
violence against women exists in one out of every 
three households in Pakistan. If such an 
overwhelmingly majority of women are not safe in 
their own homes, how can they even hope to feel 
safe when they step outside those four walls? 
Unfortunately, Pakistani women are not safe - not in 
their homes, not in the streets, not in their 
workplaces, and sadly, not even in places which are 
sworn to offer them protection. 

The Aurat Foundation reports that a total of 4069 
incidents of violence against women were registered 
in the first half of 2010. A breakdown of numbers 
and percentages is as follows:

NUMBER & PERCENTAGE OF CASES OF VAW IN PAKISTAN DURING JANUARY TO JUNE 2010

CATEGORY OF CRIME TOTAL NUMBER OF CASES %AGE OF THE TOTAL

Abduction/kidnapping 

Murder 

Domestic Violence 

Suicide 

Honour Killing 

Rape/Gang Rape 

Sexual Assault 

Acid Throwing 

Burning

Miscellaneous 

TOTAL 

1099 

719

246

285

280 

483

65 

20

20

852

4069 

27.01%

17.67%

6.05%

7.00%

6.88%

11.87%

1.60%

0.49%

0.49%

20.94%

100%

PREFACE
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Four thousand, and sixty nine women suffered 
horrible pain and torment; each one has a story – 
but, together, they end up being just another 
statistic. And there's half a year's worth which is still 
to be added to it. The numbers are staggering. But 
what is worse, is that, for these four thousand, and 
sixty nine women, the tragedy doesn't end here. The 
tragedy lies in how they continue to be victimized – 
in police stations, courts of law, and millions of 
homes across the country. 

This report attempts to view how these women, who 
face violence and injustice and have brutal crimes 
committed against them, are treated by the all-
seeing, all-knowing omnipresent eyes of our society 
– the media. Apart from Canada, where a code of 
ethics is strictly enforced, cases dealing with rape 
and gang rape still receive the most sensationalized 
coverage around the world. This is true particularly 
for Pakistan, where the media often ignores or 
forgets that an ethical code exists and becomes 
totally blind to any guidelines. This report, therefore, 
attempts to look at how rape is covered specifically 
by the media in Pakistan.
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Violence against women has been a burning issue in 
the past, and it has only escalated with time. It is 
present not only in societies in under developed 
countries, but also around the world. In Pakistan, 
violence against women takes many forms. It can 
range from murder, gang rape, sexual assault, 
kidnapping, torture, beatings, acid attacks, 
mutilation, burning the victim alive, to verbal abuse 
and harassment. Women have had to bear the brunt 
of having been assigned a weaker position in the 
society and suffer because of laws that are either not 
supportive, or those that are passed but not 
implemented. And although times have changed, 
the position of women has not progressed much 
from the days of the 'sati' who was burnt alive at her 
husband's pyre to the present day practice of 
burning newly wed brides alive. More often than not, 
these victims end up being abused twice – once by 
their attackers and then, once again, by the very 
people they turn to for help – including policemen, 
judges, mullahs, doctors, politicians, and journalists.
Different news items concerning crimes against 
women have been appearing in the print or 
electronic media for a long time. Maids have been 
raped by their employers, and are still being 
subjected to the same torture, wives have been killed 
by their husbands or in-laws for failing to produce a 
male child, or any child, or even not bringing 
enough dowry, and the story remains unchanged 
even today. I. A. Rehman, Director, Human Rights 
Commission of Pakistan (HRCP), has rightly pointed 
out in 'Roots of Women's Woes' that, “Gone are the 
days when slave women were ravished only in 
feudals' havelis. The rogue gallery now includes a 
lawyer, a businessman and quite a few members of 

the law-enforcement agencies.” Thus, violence 
against women has assumed new dimensions in the 
present, and women are seen fighting it on different 
fronts. 

In a patriarchal, male-dominated society like 
Pakistan, where women are treated as a man's 
property, rape has become a form of not just 
violence against women, but also revenge against 
men. It has been used as a means to demean 
families, subjugate clans, avenge 'lost' honor, teach 
a lesson, pay debts, and demonstrate superiority. 
And it has almost always gone unpunished. More 
than half of the cases are never reported, so they 
are neither accounted for, nor brought to resolution. 
But the few that are reported, or get picked up by 
women's rights organizations or the media, become 
headline news – often at the expense of the rape 
survivors rather than the perpetrators. 

Even though, women today are more empowered, 
economically, socially and psychologically, as 
compared to the situation in the past, yet society has 
not changed its attitude towards them much. 
Newspapers and TV channels are teeming with news 
items regarding indiscriminate and unimaginable 
torture being meted out to women all around the 
world, and particularly in Pakistan. 

Uks – a Research, Resource & Publication Centre on 
Women and Media - had formulated a code of 
ethics specifically for the print media back in 2003 
to enable gender-sensitive reporting. This has indeed 
resulted in reports that are more sensitive towards 
women. Thus the number of news items in which the 
names, addresses and other details are mentioned 
in bold letters, in connection with any crime 
committed by women or against them, particularly 
so in cases dealing with rape, are less in number. 
More and more reporters now seem to recognize the 
fact that women are not merely objects but human 
beings, and thus, the practice of maligning their 
characters, exposing them through identification and 
questioning their version of the truth is being 
avoided by responsible newspapers.

Violence Against Women can be curbed - if and 
when, the male members of the society realize their 
mistakes, and the female members of the society 
take up the challenging task of building up 
confidence, educating and defending themselves 
against all these ills that have been gnawing at the 
roots of our society.

BACKGROUND
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The methodology used by reporters to cover women 
and crime cases in Pakistani media has been 
scrutinized by different NGOs working to improve 
the standard of this coverage. As a result, many 
newspapers have taken up a more humane stance 
towards women victims, in that they refrain from 
quoting their names, ages, addresses and other 
identifying details, thus honoring the rights of 
women, particularly in rape and gang rape cases. 
Unfortunately, there are still quite a number of 
newspapers that sensationalize the news at the cost 
of the victim's honor. It is not only the media that 
exposes the situation negatively; women victims 
suffer at the hands of police, as well as members of 
the judiciary. Victims hesitate to file an FIR against 
their perpetrators simply because there are strong 
chances of being manipulated by the police, who in 
many cases, are inclined towards the perpetrators. 
After filing an FIR, the female victim falls prey to 
insensitive and harrowing investigation techniques 
that usually display a hostile, rather than a 
sympathetic attitude, towards the victim.

The crime rate in Pakistan is rising, and crimes 
against women have reached an unprecedented 
height. The statistics given by Lawyers for Human 
Rights and Legal Aid (LHRLA) show that from January 
to November 2010, 665 women committed suicide, 
a staggering 1,672 were murdered and 441 
suffered police torture. These figures show an 
increase in the number of female victims compared 
to preceding years. There are many reasons for this 
increase, yet the prominent ones are poverty, 
illiteracy and lack of tolerance. 

However, negative reporting is not only a 
phenomenon in Pakistan, the same scenario is 
present in other societies around the world, for 
example, a report from India denounced the media 
coverage of a rape trial involving a Catholic nun. In 
this coverage, the biased attitude of the media was 
regretted and condemned by human rights groups 
of India. The same attitude is detected in the media 
demonization of Maxine Carr in Britain. It is stated 
that the unusual treatment received by Maxine Carr 
is due to her being a woman; and violence and 
women simply do not go together. Media, the world 
over, seems inclined to be harsh towards women 
and does not show sympathy towards them whether 
they are the victims, or involved in any case as 
supposedly, the perpetrators.

The biased stance of the media towards women 
needs to be redressed. Human rights are also 
women's rights, and they deserve to be tried fairly in 
a secure atmosphere. Women's lack of security leads 
to inappropriate and harsh treatment faced by them 
at the hands of the very people that they trust, their 
relatives and those who consider them guilty before 
being sentenced- the police and the judiciary.

This report will cover different cases that have been 
projected by the media generally in the world, and 
particularly in Pakistan. It will touch upon the 
approach taken up by the media in cases 
concerning rape, and attempt to analyze whether 
the passage of time has resulted in any difference 
being made in reporting such cases or if the same 
indifference is still prevailing in today's world. 
Different case studies will be discussed to highlight 
the way the media covers rape crimes against 
women, and conclusively, what needs to be changed 
and why?

INTRODUCTION
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The significant role that the media has in 
determining the part being played by men and 
women is undeniable. Every society comprises of 
certain values, and the media not only shapes but 
reflects the values present in the society. Media, as 
the fourth pillar of democracy, has a vital and critical 
role to play in shaping the life of a society and state; 
as it is the media that not only influences public 
policy but reinforces gender, racial and other 
discriminations present in the society. The media 
plays an important role in the shaping of perceptions 
around women and their role in society. It is also a 
key player in transforming negative stereotypes 
around women and perceptions around gender-
based violence.

In the past in Pakistan, there was only one channel, 
PTV, and even that was a state-controlled one, while 
just a few noteworthy newspapers were in 
circulation. However, the situation is completely 
different today, with a plethora of channels and 
publications to choose from. This rapid expansion of 
the print and electronic media has led to a much 
wider audience being exposed to different programs 

WOMEN IN 
THE NEWS
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and being made aware of various issues and ills in 
the society. And with this wider reach of the media, 
comes a much bigger responsibility since it has 
greater power to reach and influence the masses on 
major issues prevailing in the society. 

Women have been in the news for as far back as 
there was news with readers and viewers to reach. 
Ironically, however, the news items associated with 
women have been less laudatory and more 
vindictive, often laying the blame on their shoulders 
for being the initiators of crime. The male 
perpetrators often go scot free, are sympathized 
with, given the benefit of doubt, or made excuses 
for. Women, on the other hand, are projected as 
manipulators, instigators and inherently vicious and 
evil. 

An appropriate example would be the surveys 
conducted by the Global Media Monitoring Project 
(GMMP) and the Women's Media Watch (WMW) of 
Jamaica, who have found after looking into the 
samples of 323 stories published and broadcasted 
from 7 Jamaican media houses, that crime and 
violence are the main subject areas to get coverage 
from the media in the Caribbean. Judith 
Wedderburn, who is a board member of WMW has 
stated that women, even at the present time, are 
under-represented 'in their portrayal in the news 
media world-wide, with 76 percent of males being 
heard or read about in the news, compared to 24 

1percent for females.' Thus the emphasis on the role 
Mary Kay Letourneau, Maxine Carr or Amy Fisher 
played in the crimes associated with them is 
highlighted, a sexual angle given to them, and they 

2are labeled as 'Evil Women' ; notwithstanding the 
fact that in the crime the world accuses them of 
committing, the presence of men cannot be over 
looked. The double standard that is applied to the 
cases involving men and women is present world-
wide.

In Pakistan, which has a strong patriarchal society, 
issues concerning women are swept under the 
carpet. Not much importance is given to the 
different crimes committed against women, as they 
are considered a powerless, insignificant segment of 
the society. This results in news items such as “All 
accused in Kainat Soomro rape case acquitted”. The 
acquittal came after the prosecution had alleged 

that the victim was kidnapped, raped for four days, 
and luckily managed to flee from the custody of the 
accused. Not only did those involved in this heinous 
case manage to get themselves free, but they also 
vowed that they would bring a case against the 
victim's family for falsely implicating them in this 
case. 

In fact it is not only the case of Kainat Soomro, all 
such cases end in a similar fashion. According to 
Zia Awan, President, Lawyers for Human Rights and 
Legal Aid (LHRLA) only about five percent of rape 
cases end in convictions. Similarly, Justice Nasir 
Aslam Zahid points out, “the law and legal 
procedures are heavily weighted against a victim.” 
He further adds, “conviction rates in rape cases are 
pathetically low. In India, the conviction rate is only 
six percent. No statistics are available for Pakistan's 
criminal cases but the position cannot be much 

3different.”

Another example that can be cited is the case of the 
36 hour gang rape of a newly-wed, nineteen year 
old woman from Punjab on a visit to Quaid-e-
Azam's mausoleum in Karachi which resulted in the 
perpetrator going scot free as he had connections 
with people in high offices. The scenario has not 
changed, the recent case of abduction and rape of 
a young girl from Defence area in Karachi has still 
not been solved, the accused are known yet not 
convicted. Thus the number of women/girls/minors 
subjected to rape has been on the rise; and the 
media has been reporting these cases, yet the 
government and concerned authorities have failed 
to do anything in this regard.

Another way the media plays on sensationalizing 
crimes against women is by reporting 
unsubstantiated news stories. Zaffar Abbas, in his 

 4article, 'Twisting the Truth' gives many examples of 
news stories which created a stir, but which turned 
out to be purely fabricated hoaxes. “The desire to 
play on the feelings of one ethnic section might well 
have helped increase circulation, but the end 
product was journalism that offered unchecked 
sensationalism at the expense of the truth.” In 
today's scenario of the race to be the first to break 
the news, every media house needs to take 
responsibility for the authenticity and veracity of the 
information being reported. 

 

WOMEN IN THE NEWS

1. Ingrid Brown, Crime and Violence Dominate Media Coverage in Region, Jamaica Observer, November 2010
2. Jo Knowles, Crime and Punishment: Maxine Carr and Other 'Evil Women'
http://www.thefword.org.uk/features/2004/06/crime_and_punishment_maxine_carr_and_other_evil_women
3. Huma Yousaf, Torn to Shreds, The Herald, October 2005
4. Zaffar Abbas, Twisting the Truth, The Herald, January 1990
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On December 23, 2010, Daily 'Ummat' reported the 
news regarding the rape victim in the Defence, 
Karachi case in these words:

The victims of gang-rape in Defence disappeared 
mysteriously.

While Karachi Tribune, dealing with the same story, 
splashed the news item in bold letters, and reported 
that certain police officers continue to exhibit a 
biased attitude:

“Yeh larkiyan Mukhtaran Mai nahi hain, yeh doosri 
maiyan hain. (These girls are not Mukhtaran Mai, 
they are other 'girls'.)

Such a sensational approach in the media is not 
restricted only to underdeveloped or developing 
countries, the First World does not lag far behind. 
Captions such as “Crime and Punishment - Maxine 
Carr and Other 'Evil Women'” regularly appear in 
the print media. Internationally, a popular 
representation of rape is not to represent it as rape 
at all but rather as a consensual experience. Thus it 
makes it easier for the accused to prove his 
innocence, as the victim is projected as a 'willing 
partner'.

In Pakistani media, sensationalism sells stories. 
Irrespective of the fact that the journalists involved 
are aware of the code of ethics, they employ this 
approach as there are innumerable readers who are 
attracted towards it. An appropriate recent example 
is of the gang-rape in Defence (Karachi) area. 
Newspapers like the Daily Times and The Nation 
violated media ethics by publishing the full name of 
the victim, mentioning the area where she lived, the 
license plate of the car she was driving and other 
details about the victim's personal life. The irrelevant 
disclosure that the victim lived with her boyfriend 
tells volumes about the policy of such newspapers. 
Atika Rehman rightly remarked:

'It makes me wonder if the media-police tag team is 
some deranged version of Batman and Robin that 
thrives on sensational news. One creates frenzy and 
the other leaps to the occasion and spews 

5
information that catalyses the media hype.’

Urooj Zia, in a scathing article in Pakistan Today, 

THE 
SENSATIONALIST 
APPROACH

5. Atika Rehman, Sharmila and the Media: Irresponsibility at its Best, The Express Tribune Blogs, December 2010
    http://blogs.tribune.com.pk/story/3564/sharmila-and-the-media-irresponsibility-at-its-best/

COVERING CRIME: How Pakistani Media Reports on Rape Cases        15



writes on the misogyny prevalent in the media:
 
“Journalist Orya Maqbool Jan went as far as to 
claim in a column, based on hokey 'research', that a 
majority of women actually fantasize about rape. 
One is forced to marvel at brain functions that result 
in gems such as these. Former Jamaat-e-Islami MNA 
Amira Ehsan, who has somehow managed to 
wrangle a column in a dismally right-wing 
publication, also launched into a verbose rant, 
blaming the Karachi gang-rape survivor for 'living 
with someone', being 'away from her family', 'leading 
the rapists on' by 'partying till 3 a.m.', and even – 
gasp! – renting a car. In her attempt to blame 
everyone except the alleged rapists for their crime, 
she claimed that the men's parents were at fault for 
'working hard to keep them away from Islamic 
teachings'. One would really like to ask Ehsan how 
she knows such personal details of the alleged 
rapists' lives, because if she does, then she certainly 
knows who they are, and in the interests of fair-play 
– an extremely Islamic concept – she is duty-bound 
to either assist police officials who are investigating 
the case, or face charges for obstruction of justice.
Media houses, meanwhile, displayed astounding 
levels of hypocrisy, by portraying a relatively liberal 
line in their English-language publications, and 
feeding into vile, anti-women narratives in their Urdu-
language papers and channels. Their English 
publications lamented the plight of the gang-rape 
survivor; while their Urdu publications and channels 
beat the readership and viewership about the head 
with every excuse under the sun in an attempt to 
ostensibly exonerate the alleged rapists. Verily, they 

6claim, she asked for it.”

Prior to conviction, the girls, who are victims of 
kidnapping, gang-rape and physical violence are 
accused of having a loose character, depicted as 
'call girls', and implicated as being involved in the 
'trafficking of women'. Whether the victim is Kainat 
Soomro, or the young woman raped at the 
mausoleum of Quaid-e-Azam or the girl raped by a 
doctor, or that in Defence - the news agencies (with 
the exception of just some) disclose their identity. Is it 
to prosecute the victim who is already a sufferer or 
to make it easy for the perpetrators to free 
themselves? The profession of the victim has nothing 
to do with the fairness of the trial that should be 

offered to her. Even if she is a prostitute, does she 
not have the right to a fair trial?

The same grievance is shared by 'balanced 
journalists' from across the border. One of the news 
items centering round Goa had made headlines in 
India. Goa ended up being dubbed the 'rape capital 
of India'. This began in February 2008 with the 
Scarlet Keeling case which was a mixture of sex and 
drugs and resulted in the death of the 'white girl'. 
The type of reporting taken up by different journalists 
went over-board, portraying one of the most 
'gender-balanced states in India' as a rape capital 

7and worse . Reports marked with stereotyping and 
sensationalism emanated from the state - both in the 
print and the electronic media.

People in Pakistan still recall with aversion the tragic 
rape incident of a trainee nurse. When she was 
brought to the hospital ward, the 30 second video 
clip zoomed onto the victim's wounded face and 
other apparent injuries - and this was not the end of 
it, everyday, there were more video clips till 
Pakistanis living in the length and breadth of the 
country recognized her name and face. The oxygen 
mask saved the poor victim from embarrassment.
The society we live in, as well as other societies of 
the world feel that there is no harm in identifying the 
victim. After all we all know that Mukhtaran Mai and 
Dr. Shazia were raped, but who were the rapists? Do 
we remember their names? Going through 'Blogger' 
one comes across valid comments, such as:

To name a victim is to guarantee that whenever 
somebody hears her name, that somebody will 

8
picture her in the act of being sexually tortured.

Arundhati Roy defined contemporary media as a 
'crisis driven media' - a situation where the 
generation of cash depends on crisis turn over. 
Noteworthy is the fact that committed journalists who 
believe in media ethics are of the opinion that media 
corporations should resort to turn over that is driven 
by ethical reporting, yet what is seen today, in 
Pakistan particularly and elsewhere generally, is that 
both the electronic and print media have 
inadvertently turned into crisis mongers, and a crisis-

9driven media is indeed an unethical media.  

THE SENSATIONALIST APPROACH

6. Urooj Zia, Woe Unto Women, Pakistan Today, January 02, 2011. 
    http://www.pakistantoday.com.pk/pakistan-news/Opinions/Columns/02-Jan-2011/Woe-unto-women
7. Frederick Noronha, Warped Media Coverage Portrays Goa as a Rape Capital, Infochange, December 2010
8. Sydney Smith, Blogger Highlights Pakistan Media's Sensationalism, StinkyJournalism.org, August 2010
9. Talha Jalal, Media Ethics in Pakistan, Daily Times, October 08, 2010 
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rules, any regulations, or any censorship and thus is 
very insensitive towards quite a few issues, especially 
the ones dealing with women.

The insensitivity shown towards issues concerning 
women is reflected in the way crime against women 
is reported. For example, on July 13, 2010, many 
newspapers splashed the news of a 22 year old 
trainee nurse who, after being raped by a doctor, 
was either pushed from the window, or jumped out 
of it herself. The reports and video footage 
concerning this rape victim were oblivious of media 
ethics.
 
Stories similar to the one mentioned above have 
been in print, aired on the radio and shown on 
television on a regular basis. Apparently, in today's 
society, no harm is done if the name or face of a 
rape victim is made public. There have been 
innumerable crimes committed against women, 
especially rape/gang rape cases. We still remember 
Mukhtaran Mai, Dr. Shazia, Kainat Soomro, the 
young woman who was gang raped inside the 
premises of Quaid-e-Azam's mausoleum, the trainee 
nurse, the young girl 'K' from the Defence area and 
scores of others who tried to get justice, but were 
denied it. Instead what they gained is a very 
insensitive approach taken by the police, the media, 
and to some extent, the public. 

Whether it is insensitivity or ignorance on the part of 
all these people involved is a question that can only 
be answered by the concerned people. They have 
the pictures of the victims splashed in the 
newspapers as well as repeatedly flashed across 
television screens. Their 'sin' is stressed upon, and 
they are condemned even if they are innocent and 
have been victimized. As said by a journalist “Deep 
down the perversion that we embrace, negates the 

12severity of this crime.”

Are we so insensitive or ignorant that even the 
regular appearance of such news items does not 
affect us? Is it the presence of insensitivity or 
ignorance that led Sharmila Farooqui, representing 
the government in her capacity as Information 
Advisor, to issue the kind of statements she did on 
national media. Sana Saleem in an 'Open Letter to 
Sharmila Farooqui and Irresponsible Media' calls for 
Ms. Farooqui to retract her statements and 
'apologize publicly in the media at the irreparable 

Insensitivity is very common in the Pakistani media- 
both electronic and print. One of the bloggers 
rightly pointed out that:

….they show dead bodies, they show blood, they 
show body organs being blown up by a bomb, they 
show the raped girl or woman…. Which is all against 
the CoC (Code of Conduct ) which they themselves 

10have made long ago. 

Another one had an even better comment to make:

When you make it as a product and sell it in market 
then all vendors will compete to get best selling 
products. It is more of business perspective that is 
followed -to sell and to make money. Who cares 
about ethics, rules or CoC. Reporters will try bring in 

11anything that channel can sell. 

“Breaking News” is in fact a rat race that is going on 
between the different channels, and while in a hurry 
to get the choicest news, from an angle that will 
definitely baffle the minds of the viewers, the 
reporters shelve CoC somewhere and forget all 
about it.

Then the people of Pakistan have to counter another 
side of the media, what is known as the 
'underground media'. There are newspapers, 
weeklies, magazines, and religious pamphlets that 
are gaining popularity in Pakistan. Such 
unmonitored media does not follow any ethics, any 

INSENSITIVITY 
OR IGNORANCE?

10.  Comment left on blog 'Discuss' under the topic: Terrorism and the Role of Media
11. JJ Khan, on blog 'Discuss' under the topic: Terrorism and the Role of Media
12. Ammar Yasir, Comfortably Inhuman, The Express Tribune Blogs, July 2010
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damage it has caused.’
This is with reference to the gang-rape case that 
happened on 20th December 2010 in Defence 
Housing Authority in Karachi and the events that 
followed. As you are well aware of the details, 
reports suggest that K was gang raped after her car 
was rammed into a ditch, her acquaintance beaten 
and both of them were then thrown in the ditch, left 
helpless.

We are extremely shocked to know that despite such 
a heinous crime, K has now withdrawn her case 
against the rapist. For this we have no one else to 
blame, but irresponsible reporting by the media and 
unethical statement(s) by you.

We cannot even begin to explain, how hurt and 
furious we are at the way, the case (has been) 
handled by the media and the law enforcing 
agencies. Rather than respecting the victim's privacy, 
cameras hovered over her as she tried to make her 
way to the car, wrapped up in a chaddar. If this 
wasn't enough, one of our largest news networks 
carried details like: K was returning from a 'dance 
party' at 2:00 am. This is not only irrelevant 
information but also an attempt to justify the heinous 
crime; reinforcing the 'she asked for it' mindset. We 
vehemently denounce this attitude by the media and 
you.

What shocked us most were your statements after 
your meeting with K. Against all internationally 
known human rights principles and procedures, not 
only did you name the survivor but also went on to 
malign her, raising suspicion on the basis of 
conflicting accounts. We see this as the major blow 
to the case. As a women, and a politician in authority 
you should have been much more careful not to 

13harm the case or the survivor.

She goes on to say that, 'Moral policing rape victims 
is equivalent to advocating the heinous crime.' 
Sharmila Farooqui represented a woman in authority 
who supposedly should be working to ease the 
suffering of victimized women, and instead 
manhandled the case by her insensitivity towards the 
victim. If people in politics and the government 
indulge in such insensitivity, then who should the 
victims turn to? 

Much has been talked and written about the 

INSENSITIVITY OR IGNORANCE?

13. Sana Saleem, An Open Letter to Sharmila Farooqui and Irresponsible Media, Mystified Justice, December 2010
14. Azka Tanveer, Police and Gender Crimes: Protection vs. Perpetration, SDPI Research and News Bulletin, Vol. 13, No. 2 & 3 (March – June, 2006)

insensitivity of the Pakistani police force. The 
treatment meted out to the victims in the police 
stations is a well known fact, and is not hidden from 
anyone. While the police are known for their 
reluctance to facilitate all citizens, when it comes to 
women, personal biases and culturally ingrained 
stereotypes of women instigate custodial crime.
Victims of gender crimes are discouraged from 
reporting crimes, their privacy is invaded, their 
security threatened, their poverty exploited. They are 
often forced to withdraw charges for small sums of 
money, or threatened and harassed until they do so. 
Cases of domestic violence are shrugged off as 
private matters or the family's internal affair. Many 
murders are written off as accidents, particularly in 
cases of bride-burning, or covered up as suicides, 
where the in-laws are influential. Police refuses to 
register FIRs and the common stance taken is that 
women should try to bear the high handedness of 
the male members of their families. The role of the 
police in complicating rape cases can not be 
overlooked. Delays in the beginning result in the loss 
of crucial evidence. Reports are written in a way 
which slants the case against the victims. 
Investigations conducted are shallow and superficial 
and consequently the victim ends up with a weak 
case, while the perpetrators find the opportunities to 
escape unharmed. Thus women are abused at the 
hands of the police in two ways – first in the 
obstruction of justice at the time of reporting and 
later, the custodial abuse.

Azka Tanveer, in 'Police and Gender Crimes: 
14 

Protection vs. Perpetration', writes that the worst 
form of custodial abuse is rape perpetrated by 
policemen. Several incidents of women being raped 
while detained at police stations have been recorded 
in the recent past, in addition to women who were 
raped after being abducted or kidnapped by 
policemen. The Sonia Naz case in early 2005 is a 
prime example. According to Human Rights Watch, 
up to 70 percent of the women in police custody are 
subjected to physical and sexual abuse. 

Whether it is insensitivity or ignorance, the main 
sufferers remain the female sex, and men usually 
take advantage of the upper hand they have in a 
male dominated society. This scenario can only 
change with educating the masses and inculcating in 
their minds that the right to justice should be given 
to both men and women. 
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The following case studies have been used as 
examples in this report. They are all cases of rape 
and gang rape, spread over the past decade, which 
have received extensive media coverage. Owing to 
that extensive coverage, they have been quoted to 
show how the media has dealt with handling such 
sensitive cases and how the victims have, in some 
cases, ended up being doubly victimized. Below are 
brief summations of the case facts to familiarize 
those who were not aware of the details – or those 
who missed the media blitz surrounding them. 

CASE-I: MUKHTARAN MAI:
Mukhtaran Mai is a woman from the village of 
Meerwala, in Muzaffargarh District of Pakistan. In 
June 2002, she was the victim of a gang rape as a 
form of honour revenge, on the orders of a 
panchayat (tribal council) to avenge her 12 year old 
brother's alleged relationship with a woman from the 
perpetrators' clan. Afterwards she was paraded 
naked through the village. Most rural women remain 
quiet or commit suicide after such public 
humiliation. Instead, she decided to speak up, and 
fight for justice. Her case was picked up by the 
international media, creating pressure on the 
Pakistani government and the police to address the 
rape. The case eventually went to trial, and her 
rapists were arrested, charged and convicted, until 
an appeals court overturned the convictions. The 
case is still pending with the Supreme Court of 
Pakistan. Mukhtaran Mai has been threatened, 
placed under illegal detention, and continues to 
battle threats to her life as she fights for legal justice. 

THE CASE 
STUDIES

SAY NO TO 

VIOLENCE AGAINST 

WOMEN
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Meanwhile, she has started the Mukhtaran Mai 
Women's Welfare Organization to help support and 
educate Pakistani women and girls, and is an 
outspoken advocate for women's rights.

CASE-II: DR. SHAZIA KHALID:
Dr. Shazia was an employee of Pakistan Petroleum 
Limited (PPL) working at the company's hospital in 
Sui, Balochistan and living alone in the company's 
residential compound where security was provided 
by the Defence Services Group (DSG). In January 
2005, she was raped inside her home by a masked 
intruder, who also pistol-whipped, blindfolded, beat 
and threatened her. Though she was badly injured in 
the attack, she was denied medical treatment and 
company officials tried to hush up the incident by 
keeping her sedated and shifting her to a psychiatric 
hospital in Karachi. When she reported the crime, 
she was placed under house arrest, and all evidence 
was tampered with or destroyed. PPL company 
representatives denied the rape to the media. Her 
husband's grandfather declared her a stain on the 
family's honor and demanded a divorce, which her 
husband refused. The accused DSG officer, Captain 
Hammad, was defended by the country's military 
president, General Musharraf, on national 
television. Attacks on her reputation and character 
were made in the media and it was even suggested 
that she was a prostitute. According to Dr. Shazia, 
she and her husband were ordered to leave the 
country and warned that if they stayed, 'they would 
be killed – by government agencies – and that no 
one would even find their bodies.' In March 2005, 
she and her husband left for London, UK, where 
they wait for word on their application for asylum to 
Canada. Dr. Khalid has since become a 
spokesperson about the social and legal challenges 
faced by women in Pakistan today and is an 
advocate of women's human rights. 

CASE-III: SONIA NAZ:
Sonia Naz, a mother of two small children, was 
living in Faisalabad when her husband disappeared 
in April 2005. When she learned that he had been 
taken into custody by the Faisalabad police, she 
repeatedly visited police stations and filed several 
inquiries. With no assistance and no further 
information, she decided to go to the National 
Assembly in Islamabad and ask the government for 
help. However, she was arrested and handed over to 
the Faisalabad police. She was locked up in a house 
for 15 days and repeatedly raped and beaten. On 
her release, she went public with her story and held 

THE CASE STUDIES

the chief of police responsible. Her in-laws disowned 
her with her father-in-law stating to the press: “This 
stupid girl wanted to move courts, media and the 
National Assembly to seek justice against Abdullah 
(the Police Superintendent). She used to make tall 
claims that she would fight against the injustice of 
the SP. Now, she has been given justice by police.” 
The accused was reported as saying, “This woman is 
a liar…Her character is not good, and people where 
she lives are quite aware of it.” In November 2004, 
her alleged rapists, Police Superintendent Khalid 
Abdullah and Inspector Jamshed Chishti were 
released on bail. A terrified Sonia Naz quickly 
petitioned the Lahore High Court requesting that the 
grant of bail be terminated as she felt “a danger” to 
her life from them. Her lawyer Asma Jehangir 
requested the Lahore police chief to provide Sonia 
Naz with police protection, but her request was 
declined. In April 2007, an additional district and 
sessions judge acquitted both men of charges of 
kidnapping and rape, after the victim, despite being 
repeatedly summoned, failed to appear before the 
court. 

CASE-IV: QUAID'S MAUSOLEUM RAPE CASE:
On the night of March 15, 2008, a 19-year-old 
woman was gang-raped after being kidnapped 
inside the mausoleum premises. She was found in a 
precarious condition at the gate of the mausoleum 
in the early hours of March 17. The rape took place 
in a room in the museum within the mausoleum 
compound. The newly-wed victim said she was 
kidnapped at gunpoint by two men from the gate of 
the mausoleum. She told police she was drugged 
and then raped by her kidnappers and other men 
who later joined them. In the meantime, her family 
reported her as missing to the local police. On 
March 20, following positive identification by the 
young woman in the court, the police arrested 
Khadim Hussain, an assistant security manager 
posted at the mausoleum. Later, a DNA report also 
confirmed his involvement in the case. Accountant 
Raja Arif and Assistant to Resident Engineer Arif 
Ansar of Quaid-e-Azam Management Board were 
arrested following the receipt of DNA report which 
confirmed their involvement in the case. In October 
2010, a sessions court granted bail to the accused 
in the case. Following an uproar by rights groups, 
they were rearrested and remain on judicial remand.

CASE-V: KAINAT SOOMRO:
Kainat was only 13 years of age when she was 
gang-raped by four men in Dadu in January 2007. 
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A student of Class VIII, Soomro was abducted when 
she went to buy bangles for her niece from a nearby 
shop. The shopkeeper used anesthetics to render her 
unconscious and “he and his fellows raped me for 
three consecutive days,” says Soomro in a choked 
voice. “Later, I was taken to another place where 
other men raped me.” The young girl managed to 
escape and was brought back home by a driver who 
knew her father. In the relevant medical report, 
doctors confirmed that she had been raped yet the 
police, when approached, refused to take any steps 
in this regard. Soomro's misfortune was doubled by 
the fact that her rapists were men who were 
influential in her hometown of Meharh in Dadu 
district. She moved with her family to Karachi after 
she claimed she received threats from the accused, 
who are influential in the area, and has been living 
there since. To put pressure on her, her older brother 
was implicated in a false murder case and served 
time in jail. In March 2010, her 23 year old elder 
brother mysteriously disappeared from the court's 
premises in their home town when he was going to 
attend the hearing of his sister's case. In May 2010, 
a district and session judge acquitted all four 
accused by giving them the benefit of doubt on the 
basis of insufficient evidence. In June 2010, Sabir 
Soomro was murdered and his body found in a 
remote village in Balochistan. She has now filed an 
appeal against the court's decision to acquit the four 
accused. The family has been protesting at the 
Karachi Press Club, but justice has so far eluded 
them. “We will go to the Supreme Court…we will go 
to the President House and the prime minister. I will 
fight for my brother's loss and for my own right. I will 
seek revenge. No one can stop us,” claims the now 
16 year old girl. 

CASE-VI: KARACHI DEFENCE GANG RAPE 
CASE:
On the night of December 19, 2010, two girls were 
driving home through DHA in Karachi when their car 
was hit from the back by another car with three or 
four men. The men dragged the girls out and took 
them to another location. There one girl was gang 
raped, while the other was brutally beaten. Later, 
they were dumped back at the same spot. One of 
their friends took them to the hospital from where 
the case was registered. The investigations are still 
ongoing, and four men have been arrested. What 
makes this terrible incident worse is the absolute 
callousness, and complete disregard for the victims' 
suffering, with which this case was handled by the 
police, government representatives and the media. 

THE CASE STUDIES
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irrelevant details have been put in front of the people 
and they are forming personal opinions regarding 
the case based on those details.” One newspaper 
later on actually printed an apology for revealing the 
details of the victim. However, while the initial news 
stories had been splashed in bold headlines across 
the newspaper's pages, the apology was in a small, 
almost unnoticeable, insert. 

Sharmila Farooqui has also received heavy criticism 
for talking to the media about the case and coming 
up with statements that label the victim as 'rude' and 
'hyper', openly questioning the victim's credibility, 
and topping up her performance by actually naming 
the victim on camera. The police's performance was 
not much better, who called the victims 'call girls' 
and focused more on their lifestyles and background 
than on the crime itself. Says a reader of the Express 
Tribune, “The police disclosed the identity of the 
victims of rape, but are disturbed when the identity of 
the rapists was publicized. What can you expect from 
such police officials, who are male chauvinist p-g-. 
Instead of focusing on the crime of rape, they are 
trying to expose the background of the victims as if 
this would justify the crime. What is the government 
doing about it, which claims to be a champion of 

17
women's rights.”

In 'Rape and rhetoric', Nadir Hassan of the Express 
Tribune says, “the she-was-asking-for-it brigade, 
apart from their moral failings, exhibit a clear 
ignorance of the nature of rape. A desire for power 
and control are a far greater motivation for rape 
than sexual urges. Grouping rape survivors by class, 
lifestyle and choice of clothing would show that they 
represent a cross-section of Pakistani women. This 
should be blindingly obvious. After all, what do 
Mukhtaran Mai and the survivor from DHA have in 
common, other than the crime committed against 
them? But we, as a nation, keep demonstrating that 
we need to be reminded of basic truths ad 

18nauseam.”

Human rights lawyer, Zia Awan sums it up well. “The 
way that this case has been portrayed by the police, 
and the media reporting, has not been conducive. 
The women were portrayed to be of a 'bad character' 
– even if they are [sex workers] no one can [rape] 
them. It doesn't matter what they were wearing or 

19what time [they were out].”

The Karachi Defence gang-rape case has resulted in 
a huge outcry from different people – activists, 
literati, civil society representatives, bloggers, 
freelance writers, students and even the general 
public. And they're all lashing out not just against 
the sub human crime, but more so against the way it 
has been handled. 

“It took the gang rape survivor less than 24 hours to 
realise that she was better off withdrawing her 
statement, so badly did the government and police 
manage the case,” writes Saba Imtiaz in 'Media 
circus: Rape victim frightened into withdrawing 
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FIR'.  “The media coverage of the suspected gang-
rape incident in Defence, along with insensitive 
government statements and police bias, has not only 
sparked outrage amongst certain quarters, but also 
raised question marks over people's prejudices 
against rape victims,” writes Rabia Ali in 'How not to 
handle a rape case' in The News on December 23, 

162010. 

Tasneem Ahmar of Uks, an organization which 
monitors the media on women related issues, terms 
the recent reporting the most insensitive she has 
seen in years. “Be it the media, the government or 
the police, everyone focused on the victim's activities 
rather than the crime. They all speculated as to what 
she was doing at a party and tried to discover 
ridiculous details such as whether she was dancing 
there or not. It is unfortunate that instead of focusing 
on the criminals, they went after the victim.”

Mazhar Abbas, former General Secretary of the 
Pakistan Federal Union of Journalists, expressed his 
dismay over the printing of the survivor's name in 
two prominent English newspapers. “The media has 
given a lot of coverage to the incident, but the 
coverage lacks substance. A lot of unnecessary and 

PEOPLE'S 
OPINION
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      The Express Tribune, December 23, 2010.
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In order to get views from the media's side, various 
representatives from different publications, television 
channels and media related organizations were 
given a questionnaire to fill out. The responses have 
been complied in this section and, together, speak 
for the media in Pakistan, as to their perspective on 
the kind of coverage being given to rape cases in 
the country. 
The following media personnel participated in this 
questionnaire:

Amir Mateen, Senior Correspondent, The 
News
Asma Shirazi, Samaa News
Farieha Aziz, Newsline
Fariha Akhtar, TakeBackTheTech Campaign
Kamal Siddiqi, Editor, The Express Tribune
Mohsin Sayeed, Freelance Journalist
Nadir Hassan, Freelance Journalist
Naveen Naqvi, Gawaahi.com
Nighat Dad, Bytes for all
Rana Jawad, Bureau Chief, GEO TV, Islamabad
Sarah Zaman, War Against Rape (WAR), Karachi
Talat Aslam, The News
Zaffar Abbas, Editor, Dawn
Zaheer A. Kidvai, New Media Analyst

1. How would you rate the recent media 
coverage on rape cases? Fair, Balanced, 
Sensational or Biased?
The response to this first question is almost 
unanimous, with almost everyone rating the media 
coverage as sensational, biased, irresponsible, 
unprofessional, inflammatory, insensitive – and as 
Mohsin Saeed puts it – at times dangerous. Fariha 
Akhtar feels that in an attempt to be the first to break 
the news, channels report everything and anything 
about the case without checking its veracity. This 
irresponsible reporting often ends up weakening the 
case of the victim/survivor. Rana Javed is of the 
opinion that a rape story with details, including the 
age, adjectives to describe the victim's appearance 
and the manner in which she went through the 
ordeal, will attract wider audienceship than one just 
giving out basic information. 'So sensational and 
sexually explicit details serve the commercial 
interests of the media organs through increased 
sales.' 

Speaking in particular of the DHA rape case, 
Farieha Aziz says that the DHA case was an example 
of the worst kind of reporting where details such as 
the real names of the survivors, their car's number 
plate, where they lived, were all revealed. 'The 
backlash from civil society and the outrage it 
expressed forced all the dailies to make changes to 

THE MEDIA
SPEAKS
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their online editions carrying the report of the 
incident, however insinuations about the girls' 
manner of dressing, the event they attended, what 
time they were out till, and speculations about their 
profession - that they belonged to the modeling 
industry and later that they were sex workers - 
remained intact.' She goes on to say that 'in the case 
of Mukhtaran Mai, Kianat Soomro and Nasima 
Lubana, it has become unavoidable to mention their 
cases without taking their names. In a way, initial 
reports about what took place with them served as a 
means of trying to get them justice. In cases from the 
rural parts of the country, especially where feudal 
lords, tribal jirgas and panchayats are involved, 
media reports are welcome as they try and bring to 
the fore what is being swept under the carpet, also 
because of political involvement'. Talat Aslam says 
that in the English language media, the reporting of 
the case was 'mixed in the extreme. In my opinion, 
The News, Dawn and the Express Tribune covered 
the case pretty sensitively overall but the Daily Times 
and The Nation handled the issue in a most 
irresponsible manner by not only naming the victim 
but also providing all sorts of irrelevant details about 
them (including their car number, address and the 
fact that one of them lived with her boyfriend!). The 
Daily Times actually apologized for its coverage 
subsequently.' He further adds, 'I think overall The 
News took a sensitive line and refrained from 
naming the victims or blaming them in any way for 
the crime. It was also critical of the police and 
Sharmila Farooqui's handling of the incident.' Kamal 
Siddiqui said that 'Initially the reaction and the 
media coverage had been really bad. There were 2 
or 3 things that went wrong. Firstly, the police 
resorted to presenting the victims as women of bad 
character. They saw the case as standard practice 
and presented the view that because the women 
themselves were not “honorable”, they had deserved 
what had happened. Sadly, the media, in many 
instances, because it was covered by crime 
reporters, took this route. Eventually, the media 
realized its mistakes and changed its stance. 
Sharmila Farooqui's rash and abrasive statement 
didn't help the cause either. Thus, the reaction was 
initially biased and sensational, and later became 
less so.' Naveen Naqvi felt that though the coverage 
of the DHA rape case was irresponsible, 
inflammatory and sensationalized by all the 
networks, however, one channel, Express and in 
particular the newspaper, Express Tribune, had 
coverage which was 'nuanced and thorough'. Zaffar 
Abbas said, 'I can't speak for other publications and 

THE MEDIA SPEAKS

television channels, but I am quite satisfied with our 
coverage of most rape cases, particularly the DHA 
girls' alleged rape case.' Talat Aslam also felt that his 
organization had been fair and stated that 'by and 
large we followed ethical guidelines in our reporting 
of the incident'.

2. Does your newspaper/channel have a 
written code-of-ethics regarding coverage of 
crime and violence against women?
Surprisingly, although Uks had developed a code of 
conduct for the print media on gender sensitive 
reporting back in 2003, almost every response was 
in the negative and all claimed to never having seen 
or read about a written code of ethics. Said Farieha 
Aziz, “No, and I don't know how many organizations 
stress on a code of ethics and therefore how many 
reporters/editors are even aware of such 
considerations.” She goes on to say that no clear 
guidelines have been made available by the 
regulatory authorities and it is always the public 
outrage following a case which forces the media to 
restrain itself. She quotes an example of how earlier 
grotesque images from bomb blast sites were 
repeatedly shown on TV, till later, many 
organizations made the decision to filter such 
content. Fariha Akhtar seconds the sentiment, 'It is 
actually quite weird that whenever such a case 
happens, the media goes on to disclose every piece 
of personally identifiable information about the 
victims/survivors. Reporters and cameramen do all 
they can to get a glimpse of the victim/survivors 
which is then shown in a loop on TV channels for the 
next few days. However, rapists and criminals are 
often only shown with their faces hidden.' Sarah 
Zaman elaborates on this point of view, 'By and 
large, the Pakistani media's depiction of sexual 
violence, particularly rape, is extremely prejudicial 
and biased. How a story is woven, and what details 
included or excluded, is largely determined by the 
journalist's own professional ethics and values. 
Though the law does grant that survivors who wish 
to make their identity known do so without media 
shouldering the responsibility of concealing their 
identity, reporters often do not ascertain survivors' 
wishes of maintaining anonymity or disclosure. This 
is truer for the vernacular newspapers, particularly 
the tabloids and eveningers that are purchased 
cheaply and consumed by the masses.' She says that 
neither the print nor the electronic media in Pakistan 
have any set guidelines for how cases of violence 
against women (VAW) should be reported. She 
however concedes that some media organizations 
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have internal regulatory systems and while the 
English language media generally takes some 
ethical considerations into account, even this 
generalization has been challenged in the recent 
instances of unethical reporting in the DHA rape 
case. 'Though in the past these newspapers were 
considerate of the confidentiality aspects of reporting 
a rape, they violated this (perhaps unwritten) code in 
the case mentioned.’

Some respondents, however, claimed that a certain 
code of conduct was practiced and followed. Asma 
Shirazi said that while no written code exists, the 
reporters are told about how to report crimes 
against women and the organization follows 
'decency' in this regard. Talat Aslam also agrees, 
'Our newspaper does not have a formal written code 
on such issues. However, we have issued fairly 
explicit instructions to the desk as well as our 
reporters to deal with rape cases in a sensitive 
manner.' The situation at DAWN is the same as 
Zaffar Abbas says, 'No, we do not have a written 
code of ethics. However, we try to follow the 
international codes and other recognized codes 
regarding coverage of crimes against women.' Only 
two organizations claimed to have a formal code in 
place. Rana Jawad said, 'We have Geo Asool; we 
never show victims of rape. Even if the victim is 
holding a press conference, we will not show her. 
The policy is strict for minors also.' Kamal Siddiqui 
also reiterated the stance Express takes on such 
matters, by quoting the DHA incident. 'We didn't give 
any names, any pictures (where you could identify 
the victims) or the number on the plate of the car 
involved. We initially had our crime reporters 
looking into the story, but then they were replaced by 
our women journalists who are more capable of 
providing well rounded, unbiased articles. We did 
not take the police stance but made our own path. 
We chose not to bring up the irrelevancies that the 
police were highlighting.' He adds that the 
organization holds regular training sessions for all its 
reporters where people from the media are invited to 
speak to the teams and give them a holistic 
understanding of how such reporting should be 
done.

3. Generally, does your newspaper /channel 
ensure fair, balanced and non-judgmental news 
coverage of crime/s against women?
While this question generated some responses which 
were categorically in the negative, others were more 
judicious of the organization's stance on gender 

THE MEDIA SPEAKS

sensitive reporting. Asma Shirazi says that their 
policy is to 'report news without sensation, sansani 
nahein sirf khabrain, and this is followed in the 
coverage of all kinds of crimes.' Kamal Siddiqui 
said, 'We try not to let any inconsistencies creep into 
our stories and reports, especially ones of such 
sensitive issues.' Talat Aslam also had a similar 
response when he said that while they try to ensure 
that, 'we welcome any complaints from readers in 
case we err.' Rana Jawad was positive that they do 
everything to ensure fair, balanced and non-
judgmental coverage, while Zaffar Abbas claimed, 
'We not only ensure fair and balanced coverage, 
senior members of the editorial team constantly 
monitor our coverage in order to rectify mistakes 
and to advise reporters/writers against being 
judgmental in such matters.'

4. And does it take care not to use content that 
condones or incites any forms of violence?
Most of the responses were in the affirmative, with 
Rana Jawad claiming, 'Yes, we have strict policy 
parameters, and stringent editorial controls.' He did 
tone it down by saying that the 'risk of oversight 
remains'. Talat Aslam said, 'We avoid using gory 
pictures and try not to glorify violence.' Zaffar Abbas 
stated that 'extra case is taken in this regard. Such 
issues are discussed at all levels during meetings 
with senior members of the editorial team, and our 
views are passed on to the reporters/sub editors to 
avoid sensationalism, and to improve our coverage 
of such heinous crimes.' 

Freelance writers were asked how they registered 
their protest whenever they felt the media coverage 
of such cases was sensational, irresponsible, 
judgmental or simply unethical. Many said they used 
social media tools to register their protest online, 'by 
Tweeting, sharing links and putting up status updates 
to spark a discussion and debate, which through 
some channel or the other, reaches the relevant 
persons' like Farieha Aziz. Or by 'calling editors, 
section editors or page incharges and speaking to 
them personally, drawing their attention to 
irresponsible, sensational or incorrect reporting or 
style of writing', like Mohsin Sayeed prefers to do. 
He did however say that he hasn't seen that bring 
about any drastic change. Zaheer A. Kidvani had an 
almost similar response. Nadir Hassan said that he 
registers his protest by writing about the way the 
media and politicians skew reporting on rape 
survivors. Sarah Zaman said that, 'WAR has written 
to various editors and journalists in the past to 
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register protest against aggravated cases of 
unethical or sensationalist reporting of rape. It has 
also had letters published in various newspapers in 
the past. Through its continuing efforts, it has 
managed to get various print media to substitute the 
word 'survivor' for 'victim'.'

5. Does it promote gender sensitivity and the 
use of gender-sensitive language while 
reporting on cases of violence or crimes against 
women?
This received a somewhat mixed response, with 
mostly representatives of various media houses 
claiming that their organization does promote 
gender sensitivity and the use of gender-sensitive 
language while reporting on crimes against women, 
and most freelance journalists and writers claiming 
that they had seen no indication of it. As Mohsin 
Sayeed puts it, 'I really cannot recall any responsible 
and sensitive piece of reporting.' 

However, Kamal Siddiqui was adamant that the 
Express does. 'The police wanted to highlight the 
women's character by stating they were coming 
home at 1 am, implying in all respects, that they 
deserved what they got. We stayed far away from 
this line of thought.' Rana Jawad said that they try 
their best to maintain gender sensitivity and avoid 
being insensitive in the use of language or diction, 
while Talat Aslam claimed that all the reporters and 
sub-editors have been instructed of the need for 
sensitive handling of rape cases. Zaffar Abbas also 
had similar views. He said that, 'We very consciously 
promote gender sensitivity. We rarely miss an 
opportunity to raise such issues through our 
editorials and articles on op-ed.'

6. Any comment, suggestion or 
recommendation?
Many comments, useful suggestions and 
recommendations were put forth by the panel of 
respondents. Amir Mateen feels that the issue is less 
about being biased and more about the 
incompetence of newsmen, as 'we do not have 
structures where professional guidelines are taught'. 
Nadir Hassan has a similar point of view, 'Often 
media reporting in rape cases is poor because of 
ignorance rather than malice. Since media 
organizations are rarely willing to pay for training, 
human-rights groups should offer to do it pro bono.' 
Nighat Dad feels that not only should there be a 
comprehensive code of conduct, but it should also 
be implemented in letter and spirit instead of just 

being a document. Fariha Akhtar sums it up nicely 
when she says that, at the end of the day, the focus 
should remain on the fact that 'protecting a human 
life is more important than being the first to report'.

Asma Shirazi welcomed the research on the media's 
role in crimes against women and suggested that 
television networks should be guided about how to 
undertake crime coverage since many crime 
programs have now started being aired in prime 
time slots and are getting good ratings. Since this 
means they have more reach and are attracting a 
larger audience, without proper rules guiding the 
coverage, the impact could end up being negative. 

Farieha Aziz gave many valuable recommendations. 
She said that a code of ethics should be put in place 
in all media organizations and all the employees 
should be briefed about it. An editorial policy should 
be formed in this regard and made very clear. 
Reporters, sub-editors, desk editors, etc., should all 
be given proper training on how to report and word 
such stories. Reporters, especially, should be told 
how to interact with survivors and their families. She 
goes on to make a very astute observation. 'Recently, 
news bulletins carried stories about an incident of 
'honor' killing and another one in which a woman 
was burnt. I felt the manner in which they were 
reported was very casual, like it is a usual 
occurrence or not very important. Also, mostly such 
items feature at the end of the bulletins. Talk shows 
should pick up on these stories more often and hold 
discussions, so that the gravity of these issues sinks 
into the collective conscience of the public at large. 
When these issues are highlighted on a regular 
basis, it will automatically frame the debate for the 
enactment of laws to curb this menace.’

Kamal Siddiqui thinks what we truly need is 'training 
especially for the reporters who are reporting from 
inner districts. Sometimes names do tend to slip out 
and judgments are made clearly in the stories. We 
need to train our men reporters and even the 
women to be more aware of these issues and to 
make sure they do not creep in'.

Mohsin Sayeed recommends frequent sensitization 
trainings that must be made mandatory for 
reporters, subeditors and writers to attend. He also 
feels that the inclusion of more women journalists in 
the newsrooms would make a difference. Old-
school journalists should train those in newsrooms. 
Gender related sensitive stories, and especially rape 
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reporting, should be above media rating wars. 
Similarly, such subjects should never be a part of 
'Breaking News' where the truth is often the first 
casualty and sensationalism replaces the humanistic 
approach to the story. 

Zaheer Kidvai thinks it's as simple as the bosses 
getting together and producing an unwritten law that 
they all follow. He feels that there is no need to have 
it all written down. It should be something that the 
society, on the whole, decides and unanimously 
accepts or rejects. 

Zaffar Abbas is optimistic and feels that 'things have 
improved in the last few years, and most people in 
the media are aware of the sensitivities involving 
coverage of rape cases and other crimes against 
women. However, there is a need for a sustained 
campaign to inform the media of the slippages and 
mistakes. Civil society organizations need to remind 
newspaper editors, on a regular basis, of the need 
to improve coverage. Most papers now avoid giving 
names of the rape victims. An awareness campaign 
is needed to inform others who still regard rape 
cases as routine crime stories, and do not hesitate in 
publishing the names, and even photographs, of 
rape survivors. There is a need for an open debate 
on the issue of live coverage of rape cases on 
television. The DHA rape controversy is a case in 
point, where because of live coverage, most 
televisions channels were unable to control the 
content. There is also a need to discuss whether the 
name of a person accused of committing rape 
should be published. Dawn's own policy is to avoid 
publishing the name of the accused until he is 
formally indicted during the trial process.'

THE MEDIA SPEAKS
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THEN 
& NOW 

In the past, before the electronic media boom, 
newspapers were the major source of news, since 
the only options available on the electronic media 
were state-run channels. However, most of the 
newspapers had absolutely no idea about a Code of 
Conduct and hence, news items involving rapes, 
gang-rapes, murders or molestation of girls and 
young women were splashed across pages in bold 
letters, with as much spice added as needed to 
make the story sensational and scandalous. This was 
more so in the Urdu and regional press coverage, 
where cases were regularly reported using 
inappropriate and vulgar terminology, details were 
freely provided and there were many reporters who 
let their imagination - and pens – move in directions 
that are prohibited in the field of serious journalism. 
A perfect example is the media coverage of the 
murder of Nina Aziz in Islamabad in 1998. The 
reporting of this particular case was sensationalized 
to such a degree that the parents of this highly 
accomplished girl rightly remarked that their 
daughter died a thousand deaths. 
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The language being used by journalists in those 
days was derogatory, particularly in the way they 
used a caption while reporting any news dealing 
with women. Thus, there was a need to tell these 
reporters in particular, and others associated with 
the newspapers in general, how to report their 
stories using language that was balanced and 
appropriate. Uks, therefore, compiled a Code of 
Ethics and conducted many sessions to train and 
change the mindset of the reporters and owners of 
newspapers. As a result, the outlook of most 
reporters today is more sensitive towards the 
presentation of news concerning women. 

I. A. Rehman, in his article 'Some Creditable Steps' 
written on February 04, 2010, pointed out that the 
long and consistent struggle by women activists bore 
fruit when the Criminal Law Amendment Act 2010 
came into force, and that this law should go a long 
way towards protecting women against sexual 
harassment. According to Mr. Rehman, this offence 
was 'hitherto covered mainly under Section 509 of 
the Penal Code which was found quite inadequate 
to protect women, especially in a society heavily 
biased against them.’

The new enactment, that replaced the Section 509, 
has a comprehensive definition of sexual harassment 
as compared to the previous one. It defines 
harassment as words, sounds, gestures or exhibition, 
sexual advance or demand for sexual favor. This 
recent enactment also takes notice of harassment at 
the work place, objectionable behavior in the 
market, public transport, street, park, or private 
gathering as well as home. The punishment is not 
light as under Section 509, but has been raised to 
imprisonment up to three years or a fine of up to Rs. 
500,000, or both.

It has been rightly pointed out that this bill 'aims at 
extending legal recognition to an NGO-drafted 
voluntary Code of Conduct to ensure that women 
are not harassed at the work place'. This code is 
being practiced by a number of establishments.

Unfortunately the incidents of violence committed 
against women are on a rise, and the lack of 
awareness concerning such matters found in our 
society provides no relief to these affected women. 
In fact, a report of the seminar organized by the 
National Police Academy revealed shocking details. 
It declared that violence against women has reached 
an endemic level and news items that appeared in 
the newspapers in recent times confirm the findings. 

THEN & NOW
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THEN & NOW

Reports like: 'Law-enforcing personnel beat up 
women who were harvesting the wheat crops in a 
Sindh village' or 'A poor maid was raped for five 
months by two teenagers in a middle class house in 
Lahore' are constantly appearing in newspapers. 
These are only two examples from innumerable 
incidents that are reported on a daily basis. So apart 
from implementing the new law what else is needed 
to elevate the position of women in our society? To 
give them the right that is their birth right, and to 
secure an environment where they would not feel 
threatened, will not be subjected to humiliation and 
suffer at the hands of people known or not known to 
them?

Though there has been some media initiative in 
recent years on awareness raising on acts of 
violence against women in the press, radio and 
television, as well as through other innovative means 
like street and interactive theatre, but generally 
speaking there has not been much public debate or 
discussion on these issues. Uks, in its position as a 
Media Monitor for more than a decade, feels that in 
Pakistan, like in many countries around the world, 
reporting on issues of violence against women 
remains a major area of concern. 

There are many questions which should be 
considered while covering crime. Some of them 
include:

What drives the media coverage of gender-
based violence? 
What makes gender-based violence 
newsworthy? 
Does the media coverage sensationalize 
gender-based violence?
How are perpetrators portrayed?
How are victims (survivors) portrayed? 
Why are many incidents of violence not reported 
or reported in a sensational manner leading to 
further victimization of the victim? For example, 
the Nina Aziz Murder Case, 1998 or the DHA 
Gang Rape Case, 2010.
How is violence portrayed? As a complete 
surprise? As an unpredictable or unavoidable 
tragedy? As an isolated incident?
How many times do these reports carry the 
human angle or bring out the human face of 
gender-based violence?
How many times do these reports highlight the 
health (physical, mental and psychological) 
aspects of gender-based violence?
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What sources are used and how do these 
sources highlight or obscure important issues of 
gender-based violence?
Do the reporters ask law enforcement agencies 
about whether a particular incident of gender-
based-violence could be considered a crime 
under the national law?
Do the reporters note the sources' loyalties when 
deciding whom to quote?
What common myths about violence against 
women are present in the coverage?
What is missing from these reports?

The media has a critical role to play in shaping the 
audiences' opinions and perceptions through the 
way it reports the news. There are some important 
considerations which the media should take account 
of before reporting on crimes involving women. The 
media also needs to focus on different aspects of the 
society at large to gradually bring about awareness 
regarding the status of women and change orthodox 
mindsets which are biased against women. Some of 
these aspects could be:

Highlighting the role of family and society as 
they are major sites of discrimination and 
violence. 
Clarifying the misconception that an honor 
killing is an Islamic act. 
Paying attention to the language used in the 
report. 
Considering the interests of the survivors of 
gender-based violence above the story.
Educating people about gender-based violence 
and why it happens.
Explaining the reasons why women appear to 
“put up with” violence against women (i.e. why 
women stay in abusive relationships/ 
environments) and the dangers in leaving.
Wording questions so they are not judgmental.
Educating the public on the legislation in 
Pakistan that addresses violence against women, 
through interviews with law enforcement 
persons, prosecutors, judges and lawyers.
Identifying and addressing common questions 
and misconceptions.
Providing the full context of violence-related 
news events, such as crimes of self-defense by 
women, to inform the public about the 
relationship between crimes and violence 
against women. 
Giving voices to case studies, oral testimonies of 
struggles and achievements of women.
Giving greater visibility to women achievers as 

well as sufferers.
Bridging the existing gaps between reality and 
myth.

One major issue in gender sensitive crime reporting 
is that the overwhelming majority of news sources 
are men. It is men who decide what news, views, 
visuals are to be heard, seen and read. Women, 
who make up 48% of the population in Pakistan, are 
still not given due representation either in the 
newsrooms or in the news, specially in the print 
media and only account for a tiny fraction of the 
newsrooms and news story subjects. This male 
domination of our newsrooms becomes 
overwhelmingly prominent during news coverage of 
crimes against women.

The media can play an important role in assisting 
women. Media personnel have the power to reveal 
and uncover the hidden and not-so hidden biases of 
the society regarding women. Their reports and 
coverage of issues need to be more supportive of 
women. Pakistani media has a long way to go, as 
people still feel that both the print and the electronic 
media fail to be gender-friendly. Even today, the 
presence of newspapers that report with bias against 
women is felt. Even the official reaction, especially to 
rape, continues to be that of accusation towards 
women. The electronic media is not lagging behind 
and there have been coverage of rape and other 
forms of violence against women that fill the viewers 
with resentment. So the 'Now' might appear to be 
slightly better than the 'Then', but a lot needs to be 
done to redress the mistakes committed earlier. 
Continued and committed actions are urgently 
needed if one desires to implement the changes 
necessary to transform the deeply embedded 
stereotypical images of women in the media. The 
situation is not as bleak as it seems, however, for the 
capacity to change can be felt. All that is needed is 
proactive and sustained efforts. 

THEN & NOW
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Tasneem Ahmer, in her article 'Gender and Media: 
20

Pakistan Perspective', writes that traditionally, the 
media world has been male-dominated, globally as 
well as nationally. Men design and define media 
policies, priorities and agenda including how 
women are portrayed and presented. It is most often 
men who make decisions about hiring staff. The 
ratio of male-female workers in the media is heavily 
imbalanced in favor of men. It is no wonder, then, 
that the media is biased against women in many 
areas. How the media covers crime is one area of 
concern which has been identified as a major 
impediment in the way of a gender-friendly media. It 
is felt that reporting on violence against women, that 
includes domestic and institutional atrocities, needs 
much improvement. The women in the cases of rape 
are the worst victims. A lot of newspapers report with 
a bias against these women and reinforce the 
existing non-supportive attitude of the society 
towards women. No wonder then that the official 
reaction to rape continues to be that of accusation 
towards women. As for television coverage of rape 
and other forms of violence against women, it is 
noted with much resentment that many a times these 
victims of violent acts are put through double 
humiliation with extensive and most of the times 
unnecessary coverage. This is most evident in cases 
where high government officials are shown visiting 
the place of crime and sympathizing with the victims 
and the families.

The media has incredible power to shape the views 
of the public. As such, it simply can not be thought 
of as being neutral, since the views it puts across are 
views of normal people who work as media 
practitioners and bring their own set of values, codes 
of conduct and ethics into their workplace - and 
their work. What needs to be ensured, then, is that 
the values, ethics and opinions these media 
practitioners uphold, are fair and just and informed, 
to enable them to make the right choices and follow 
the truth. 

Although the situation was deplorable even up until 
a few years ago, there has been a gradual change 
in the last couple of years. This recent DHA rape 
case, however, raised many red flags and 
highlighted how fragile this situation might be in 
reality. What needs to be done is to build on it and 
further strengthen and solidify it, so that the next time 
it is put to the test, it emerges victorious. 

CONCLUSION

20. Tasneem Ahmer, Gender and Media: Pakistan Perspective, SAFMA Regional Workshop, Gender and Media in South Asia, 
Katmandu, Nepal, June 26-27, 2004.
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Of course a lot of action is needed on the other 
front too. Education should be made accessible to 
all, and the focus should be on educating women. 
Reforms should be implemented in the police 
department and the judicial process, to ensure 
efficient, speedy, and fair justice. A time frame, as 
short as possible, should be allocated to dealing 
with such crimes and they should be brought to trial 
and concluded within that specified time frame. Civil 
society and non-governmental organizations have 
demanded that the government formulate laws 
prescribing a time limit of six months during which 
courts must decide rape cases, since protracted 
hearings not only intensify the victims' suffering but 
also work in favour of the accused. More crisis 
centers should be established, which provide free 
shelter, counseling, legal aid, advocacy, and 
assistance. What is imperative is that the entire 
investigative process should be revamped and 
scientific investigative methods, like DNA profiling 
and matching, should be done, particularly in crimes 
of violence, like rapes and murders. Also, since most 
reports of crimes are based on FIRs filed, the police 
should be held accountable for what information is 
being given out. Finally, seminars, talks, discussions, 
and debates should be encouraged so that the 
message gets across to more and more people. The 
media plays a critical role here to disseminate all 
these ideas and build pressure for their 
implementation.

The U.S. Society of Professional Journalists' code of 
ethics advises journalists "minimize harm" to victims 
of such crimes. It includes:

"Show compassion for those who may be 
affected adversely by news coverage. Use 
special sensitivity when dealing with children 
and inexperienced sources or subjects;

"Be sensitive when seeking or using interviews or 
photographs of those affected by tragedy or 
grief;

"Recognize that gathering and reporting 
information may cause harm or discomfort. 
Pursuit of the news is not a license for 
arrogance;

"Recognize that private people have a greater 
right to control information about themselves 
than do public officials and others who seek 
power, influence or attention. Only an 
overriding public need can justify intrusion into 
anyone's privacy.

CONCLUSION

"Show good taste. Avoid pandering to lurid 
curiosity;

"Be cautious about identifying juvenile suspects 
or victims of sex crimes;

"Be judicious about naming criminal suspects 
before the formal filing of charges;

"Balance a criminal suspect's fair trial rights with 
the public's right to be informed.”

The growing power of the media today is 
undeniable. Whether it is television, radio, 
newspapers or the increasingly popular social 
networking sites and blogs, all have the power to 
influence opinion and sway judgment. With this 
power comes the great responsibility of ensuring that 
everything that is being presented is fair, honest and 
truthful. This report is the first of its kind in Pakistan 
which attempts to briefly analyze the media's stance 
in reporting rape cases. The effort has been made 
not to point fingers at the media, or alienate it – but 
in an attempt to make it a powerful ally in the fight 
to ensure zero tolerance against gender-based 
violence in our society. 
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A GENDER SENSITIVE CODE OF ETHICS FOR THE PRINT MEDIA IN PAKISTAN

RIGHT TO PRIVACY
Caution against identification should be employed in cases involving rape, abduction, acid throwing 
incidents, sexual assaults on children or news regarding HIV/AIDS. Names and photographs of the victims, 
or other particulars indicating their identity, should not be published.

Due restraint should be observed while reporting official visits to victims of rape/sexual assault.

In events relating to a VIP giving away charity, the event should not be presented in a promotional manner. 
Pictures of the recipients of charity or “Zakat” should not be published.

Maintain the secrecy of sources of confidential information.

PICTORIAL DEPICTION OF WOMEN
Wherever possible, pictures of glamorous women are to be replaced with pictures of women who have 
achieved successes in various fields.

There is a pressing need to remove disproportionate picture of foreign women in skimpy sportswear and 
beauty contests etc, and replace it with the positive portrayal of local women in sports.

Uncaptioned pictures of women appearing in most newspapers (at events and gatherings) need to be 
published with the permission of the subjects. 

RECTIFYING UNDER REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN
Short-term as well as long-term goals need to be outlined for achieving gender equilibrium in the 
newspaper workplaces. As a short-term goal, newspapers owners/editors should be urged to include 1/3rd 
women in their offices.

Work environment of newspaper offices needs to be made conducive for women journalists. In this regard, 
there is a need to strictly implement a sexual harassment code in all newspaper offices.

Women journalists should be made to cover a variety of issues and not merely be relegated to covering 
women-oriented issues. 

In news items (stories, opinion, columns, features) calling for opinions/quotations from 
consumers/public/expert authorities, the views of women need to be reflected, along with their male 
counterparts. The voices of women need to be reflected in news pertaining to a variety of issues and not just 
women-specific issues.

ANNEXURE:
CODE OF ETHICS
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PROJECTION OF GENDER ROLES IN ADVERTISEMENTS
Advertisements from sexologists (offering potency drugs, etc.) and quacks should not be published by 
newspapers. Not only do these ads indirectly signal violence and sexual aggression but also portray a false 
image of masculinity, equating it with physical prowess.

Maximum restraint should be exercised regarding the publication of vulgar and provocative ads of movies.

There is a growing need for advertising agencies to project healthy gender roles .i.e. show men engaged in 
domestic activities and involve with children as well as discourage the commodification of women images in 
advertisements of shaving creams, cigarettes, tires etc.

QUALITY COVERAGE OF WOMEN ISSUE
There is strong need to highlight serious issues facing women .i.e. drug abuse, disability, trafficking. 

Rather than talk about physical attributes (dress, hair style, beauty) of a person (man or woman), emphasis 
should be on the event they have featured in. 

Women working in all professions should be treated with honour e.g. acting, nursing, hosting,  activism.

MAINTAINING PROFESSIONAL STANDARDS
Judgmental words and phrases should not be used in news reports. Only the facts should be given.

Newspapers have every right to report on controversial issues but maximum caution should be exercised to 
ensure that:

The event is not distorted to tilt public opinion
The use of judgmental words and opinions is avoided
If a certain aspect of the story needs highlighting, reporter should reflect the opinion of the public rather 
than projecting their own. The opposing point of view should also be reflected. 

There should be a comprehensive criteria determining “news worthiness” which needs to be debated within 
the organizational structure of a newspaper. Are elopement cases which do not fall under any major news 
category (i.e. politics, business, crime) worth reporting at all?

The marital status of a woman and the number of children need not be mentioned in rape or elopement 
cases. 

A whole list of gender insensitive vocabulary like “kanwari maa”, “khoobroo dosheeza” etc. should be 
replaced with an alternative gender sensitive vocabulary.

Follow up to a crime story also needs to be highlighted .i.e. if the perpetrators of a certain crime were 
convicted or not. 

CODE OF ETHICS
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