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Abstract

Media plays an important role in portrayal of women’s image in the society. The content displayed
by media creates an image towards women. Though we talk about equality between men and women
but in media women are generally featured as frail and dependent on others. Most often it is seen that
sensational news related to women are highly covered. The main objective of media seems to
increase their TRP’s. Positive news related to the achievement of women is hardly seen in media. A
woman is used as a product to increase sale and TRP. Very often it is felt that media is becoming one
of the reasons to increase violence as their coverage more often tend to glorify the crime against
women. News related to crime against women get place on the first page of the newspaper. Media is
a powerful tool in developing positive image of women in people’s mind if used effectively. Positive
news broadcasted through electronic media and print Media can definitely improve women’s image.
Keywords: Media, Role, dependent, empowering, women, sensational news

Men and women both are important pillars of  context. It is to be noted that growth of
the society. Both have their specific role and  women’s education and their entry into
duties for family. Very often we listen and read employment has contributed to the growth of
that men and women are treated equally in the media. In all spheres of life whether for
society but even now we find that truth is far ~ controlling population growth, spread of
different. Even though we are living in 21% literacy or improving quality of life for vast
century but thinking towards women is still the masses, women have crucial role to play.
same. When we read about equality among However, women can be expected to play this
males and females this statement seems to be role when they become conscious of their
pretty good but reality is something different. strength and are not deliberately marginalized
When we look back in ancient India we find by male domination. In this context, media has
that the position of women was far better than ~ an important role to play — to create awakening
today. A woman was figured as Goddess and in women to achieve their potential as the prime
prayers were offered to her. Her presence was  movers of change in society. In today’s world,
considered as auspicious but the last 1200 years print and electronic media play a vital role in
brought a drastic change. There are many  effectively conveying message that needs to be
examples which reflect a healthy and strong conveyed.

position of women in our society. During the Media and Portrayal of women

period between Mughal Period and British rule In India media does not address serious issues
the position of women was very pathetic. about exploitation and unequal treatment to
Before independence social reformers like Raja ~ women in different spheres but is keen in
ram Mohan Roy, Mahatma Gandhi motivated reporting sex related incidents by way of
people of Indian society towards the betterment  sensationalizing news of atrocities on women.
of women. Many ill-practices were boycotted to ~ Thus instead of highlighting the exploitation of
improve their position in the society. Even after ~ woman they end up becoming one of the
Independence many awareness programs were reasons in increase of violence as their coverage
conducted on regular basis for improving more often than not tend to glorify the crime
women position in Indian society by social against women. It is true that media has brought
reformers and Government Communication is to light, as never before, certain misdemeanors
extremely important for women’s development  against women but in a very subtle manner it
and mass media play significant role in this also perpetuated the stereotyped image of
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woman as a householder and an inconsequential
entity in the traditional value system. Generally,
women’s problems never figure on the front
page of a newspaper unless it is a gruesome
murder or a case of rape. Newspapers even on
women’s page does not usually address relevant
issues for women empowerment but reporting is
concerned with beauty tips recipes, fashion
syndrome etc. It’s very rare to see any
achievement news related to women as lead in
newspaper. It is unfortunate that there is lack of
sensitivity among the newspapers in general to
women and their problems. | would like to refer
to the Study conducted by the Media Advocacy
Group viz. “Violence against Women: Media
Coverage and Representation”. The Media
Advocacy Group made the following
recommendations on reporting violence against
the women.

(i) Media needs to take an extended, broader
view of crimes against women. It has to be
instrumental in conducting a social audit on
factors responsible for increasing crimes,
particularly against women and children,
including indifferent investigative procedures,
miscarriage of justice, and growing social
impunity of the perpetrators of crime.

(if) It also has to be instrumental in creating
awareness among civil society of the causes and
nature of the crime itself, and of the preventive
measures.

(iii) When treating these issues, media has to be
extremely factual and empirical.

The study also stated that the only regulation
that governs a sensitive reporting on this issue is
that the rape victim’s name should not be
disclosed. Barring this, the study found that
everything else is graphically reported. Often
the victim’s family name and address is cited,
making a mockery in the letter and spirit of the
regulation. Though much of this violation and
malpractice are committed by a small group of
publications, others are spurred on to imitate
and keep pace with the sensational trend. It is
required that media should take a serious look
on the issue and do self-regulation and self-
monitoring with extreme care and caution.
Aarushi murder case is another prime example
of irresponsible and sensational reporting by the
Media. The gruesome murder of a teenage girl
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for days has been the sound basis of increased
TRPs of the News Channels.

The media both electronic and print are morally
and legally bound to avoid sensational news
relating to victims of crimes. The Press Council
of India had already drawn guidelines on the
subject and appeals media to follow them
meticulously while reporting atrocities on
women/child. It is important to refer an
important issue that greatly and gravely impacts
women in overt as well as covert manner, the
HIV/AIDS reportage by the media. The Press
Council had focused on the issue way back in
1993 when the AIDS was treated as an
incurable ‘epidemic’ and anyone who contacted
it was pariah. The prime sufferers of such
ostracization were the women, being treated as
an important cause and carrier of the so-called
disease. Much water has flown down the
Ganges, since then and with medical advances,
it has become necessary for the media to focus
on the issue with not just a proactive but
positive approach. Therefore, the Press Council
has in consultation with the UNDP and the
activists of the field redrawn the guidelines for
media reportage that find place in the souvenir
that is to be shortly released. I hope that
guidelines, in the form of easy to refer ‘Do’s
and Don’ts’ and detailed ones for in-depth
understanding of the issue, will find place on
the desk of every media person and their
coverage of the HIV/AIDS stories will help the
world handle the issue with greater sensitivity.
Limited coverage of important issues
Newspapers cover women’s problems drawing
the attention of policymakers to issues requiring
immediate attention such as the adverse sex
ratio, infant and maternal mortality, crime
against women and the effects of poverty on
women and their families. But this coverage is
very limited with the rest of the space occupied
by cinema actresses, models, video jockeys
(veejays) and the rich women and their hobbies.
Many of the women’s magazines are devoted to
fashion, glamour, beauty aids, weight reduction,
cookery and how to sharpen ‘feminine instincts’
to keep men and their in-laws happy. There are
comparatively  fewer articles on career
opportunities, health awareness,
entrepreneurship, legal aid, counseling services,
childcare services and financial management. A
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study in this regard was conducted in
Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Uttaranchal, Uttar
Pradesh and Jammu and Kashmir. Two regional
newspapers and two English newspapers were
selected for the study. Prominent newspapers
only publish 5% of women related issues and
8% are published on main page and remaining
is placed inside. Study revealed no importance
is given to development issues of women. In the
television serials women are the central
characters, but they are portrayed largely as
tormentors or the victims while the men very
often take sideline and just seem caught in a
web of unfavorable circumstances. Television
culture has portrayed a breed of weak,
indecisive men ensnared by sexy women when
in reality men also play an active role in
oppressing women in various ways including
subjecting them to physical assault, rape,
pushing them into the sex trade and even
abandoning them. It is only desirable that serials
should be close to reality and give message to
the viewers where and how the society is going
wrong.

Such portrayal of women in media has led the
National Commission for Women to
recommend amendment in the Indecent
Representation of Women (Prohibition Act),
1986. The NCW wants to include new
technologies like MMS and the electronic
media and some which were left outside the
ambit of the Act like posters and TV serials
which perpetuate stereotypes of women.
Explaining the reason for including soaps in
proposed amendment in the Act, National
Commission for Women has stated that
“women are either being portrayed as Sita
(Ramayana) or as Kaikayee (Ramayana) and
there seems to be nothing in between the two
extreme characters being shown in Soaps.
Divorces, adultery are highlighted frequently in
Soaps where characters break the law without
repercussion.”  Negative images or just
portraying reality is not enough. In fact, it can
often be harmful. It has been observed that
sheer duplication of the dark side of life can
often lead to apathy and passivity. This can be
avoided by depicting the positive images or
success stories of women in whatever sphere
they happen. There is need to produce
programmes that talk about income generating
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schemes for women. Unfortunately, in these
kinds of ventures typical “womanly jobs” like
papad-making, sewing, embroidery, pickles
making etc. are propagated. Stress should be
given on non-traditional skills which can break
the myth that women are suited to certain kinds
of jobs only. A systematic survey of the existing
schemes (Government/non- Government) and
presentation of the analysis and changes needed
to upgrade the schemes which would make
them more purposeful is essential. The distance
between women and media not only deprives
the women of their right to information and
knowledge but also keeps the women in the
dark regarding the blatant misuse of the female
and the distortion of the truth. Although the
images of women as reflected by the different
mass media in the country are not very
different, it will be an interesting exercise to
study how these images feed and reinforce the
stereotypes. The distortion of realities by the
media has increased the gap of understanding
between the different sections of society.
Effective informative communication is one of
the most important channels for the growth and
development of women in the informal or
unorganized sector, as without information
regarding services and benefits available
through legislation, government schemes, banks
and voluntary organizations, women can hardly
take advantage of them. Thus the media should
take into consideration the following points.

(i) The media must project the working women
in the unorganized sector as worker and not
merely as performing the duties of
wife/daughter. They being major earners, they
must be projected as producers and not merely
consumers.

(if) The media should make deliberate attempts
to not only project the problems of women in
poverty, but should monitor in such a way that
conflicting role models are not depicted, nor
derogatory references to their work are made.
(i) To improve content and coverage,
coordinated efforts for increased interaction
between NGO’s, women’s social action group,
research organizations, institutes of mass
communication, and the media personnel should
be developed. There are quite a few Reports
findings on the complex issues relating to
women empowerment. Very often the media
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come up with study on women related subjects
which more often than not are driven by market
forces. One study claims that women prefer
men with hybrid cars while another says women
are genetically devised to shop. Then there is a
study which says women are more attracted to
bad boy types. This reveals that women have
become new research subject mostly in less
significant areas. In fact, research is necessary
to understand women in its potentiality to usher
in a new era. It is difficult to distinguish
between genuine research and studies that are
gimmicks more so when news reports do not
identify where these studies are coming from. A
large proportion of the research findings
published in major news outlets today is
sensationally packaged to draw attention. This
is where the media must step in to help readers
to know relevant facts concerning women
empowerment. It will be only appropriate if in
the interests of full disclosure, they should make
clear in their reports who was funding the study
and which scientific journal published it. This
information can help readers to decide for
themselves which pieces of research are closer
to the truth and which are not. Various studies
were undertaken on the women and media to
ascertain how the media portrays women and
how the women related issues are presented,
how much significance is given to them. Such
study has revealed that issues pertaining to
development of women are never emphasized
adequately. Women are portrayed not for
feminine beauty and artistic portrayal but for
infusing sex appeal more often than not entering
the arena of obscenity. It is necessary to have
dispassionate in-depth study by social activists
and media to ascertain why obscenity has raised
so much in media. Unless there is any change in
the social perception of women, it will be
difficult to curtail obscenity in media.

Women as Journalist

In such a rapidly changing environment, women
in media have a large responsibility in not only
changing attitude towards women but also
shaping public opinion. With women holding
responsible position in newspapers or electronic
media, their competency should extend to a
wider area and a range of issues. More
importantly, a woman journalist is expected to
show more sensitivity to issues relating to
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women and to more meaningful insights and
perspectives.

Like most professions, in the media too, women
have struck out boldly, beating a path, which is
both impressive and inspiring. The last five
years have seen them pouring out into the
mainstream, acquiring hitherto unattainable
positions and proving their mettle, be it the print
or the television media. In short, women have
become indispensable in the field. Women’s
organizations and media groups must play an
active role in promoting this change. It is
heartening that a wide variety of women’s
media initiatives are making a positive impact.
Women have been late comers in media
profession owing to social, religious taboos
which operated as social sanctions. The
employment of women in media assumes
crucial importance at this juncture of our
economic development. Beside Independent
Public Corporation of Media (DD&AIR), the
private owners of TV channels with ownership
of Terrestrial outlets and satellite up linking
facilities in country itself have flourished. This
has brought a boom in employment thereby
increasing the percentage of women media
professionals. The rough estimates however
show that although the number of women in
both the media has increased in absolute terms,
their ratio to men has more or less remained
static. A deliberate policy for ensuring adequate
representation of women both in the public and
private sectors of the media is therefore a must,
not only for giving women a source of
livelihood but also to ensure their adequate and
effective representation, and to make the media
truly national and representative in character. A
significant number of women journalists are
very successful in magazines dealing with
various problems of women and child. With
sensitivity and skill for analyzing events in
depth, issues such as women abuse and
exploitation, harassment of women at
workplace and the trauma of HIV infected
women, female infanticide in rural areas find a
prominent place in such magazines. The
magazines deal with the issues more in depth
compared to newspapers and women are
considered competent to handle such stories.
As per a study in the NCR there are around 900
women journalists and even in cities like
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Chennai the number is impressive 200.
Journalism is no more a male domain. This new
trend has also led to a change in the portrayal of
women in the media in general and newspaper
in particular. It will not be out of context to
mention here the success of ‘Khabar Lahariya’.
A group of eight women belonging to backward
class bring out this paper from the Bundelkhand
region. This paper which is being funded by an
NGO was started with an aim to encourage
women to fight for their own rights. Such kind
of initiative are required in every nook and
corner of our country, so as to empower the
women at grass root level. The risks women in
the media face, both in the urban and rural
areas, have also to be seriously considered. As
we move down, from the metropolitan towns
and the state capitals, the risks increase. At the
district and taluk levels, from where the bulk of
the print media is published, and which are
more news-worthy places for the local and
regional news contents, there is more
conservation, more rigid social outlook and
greater resistance to social change and new
trends. In these areas women join new
professions like journalism sparingly. In remote
rural areas a woman journalist and particularly a
reporter is a novelty not easily accepted and
assimilated in the social milieu. The result is
media women have to work almost in isolation
particularly at the ground levels, if they are at
all employed. The cases of sexual assault and
harassment of women reporters are very often
reported. Women in such cases have to take a
calculated risk in joining the profession. Odd
hours of job make the women journalists
vulnerable. Recent murder of Ms. Soumya
Vishwanathan, Producer of News TV channel
in Delhi shows women journalist workers are
more exposed to the risk of physical assault,
even their life. It is noticed that more and more
young graduates are joining the journalism
degree and diploma courses, with an ambition
to make a mark in the profession, and quite a
good proportion of them are girls. With the
rapid expansion, almost a proliferation of the
electronic media through satellite channels, with
the popularity of the FM on the radio and with
the growth of the print media, notwithstanding
the electronic media, now there is a good scope
for absorption of both men and women

26

qualified journalists in various media outlets.
Women, young and old, are prepared to weather
the risks. The society, therefore, must make
arrangements to provide adequate security to
the vulnerable section of women in the media to
promote their participation at all levels. The
recommendations of Joshi Committee are
equally relevant to all form of media. These
recommendations, if followed in letter and spirit
would certainly go in long way in enhancement
of women’s empowerment and facilitate drastic
reduction in cultural biases as well as gender
biases. The recommendations are

1. The women’s issue one of the utmost
significance to the country as a whole and there
is need for a widespread understanding that the
nation cannot progress, as long as women are
left behind as the lesser half of society.
Therefore, the improvement of women’s
conditions, status and image must be defined to
be a major objective for media channels.

2. The Government must at the earliest
formulate clear guidelines regarding the
positive portrayal of women on television. This
portrayal must take note of women in all facets
of their lives, as workers and significant
contributions to family survival and the national
economy. It must further endeavor to integrate
women on terms of equality in all sectors of
national life and the development process.
These guidelines must emphasis that the
“women’s dimension” must from an integral
part of all programmes and not be merely
confined to Women’s Programmes nor to
1solated attempts to discuss women’s issues.

3. The number of commercial formula films
screened must be drastically reduced, the cheap
song-and-dance sequence totally eliminated and
the content of such programmes carefully
scrutinized in terms of their portrayal of
women.

4. Women must not be portrayed in stereotyped
images that emphasis passive, submissive
qualities and encourage them to play a
subordinate secondary role in the family and
society. Both men and women should be
portrayed in ways that encourage mutual respect
and a spirit of give and take between the sexes.
5. The foreign exchange resource should be
spent on importing worthwhile educative
programmes, particularly those that show the
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roles, lives and struggles of women in
neighboring and other Third World countries so
that a greater understanding and a shared
perspective on problems is built.

6. It is necessary to ensure that a large number
of rural women gain access to TV. Therefore, in
the placement of community TV sets preference
should be given to the meeting place of
Mandals; Mahila Mandals should also be
involved in the community viewing
arrangement. Everywhere the media has the
potential to make a far greater contribution to
the advancement of women. They can create
self-regulatory mechanisms that can help to
eliminate misleading and improper gender
based programming.

Media, which wields immense power in a
democracy - a power which is only expanding
and not diminishing, needs carrying out a
focused attention about women related issues
and the portrayal of women. It is perhaps
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