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Abstract 

 

This thesis offers an in-depth examination of the representation of domestic violence news on 

television channels and in activists’ campaigns in Pakistan from the perspective of journalists, 

women’s rights activists, and audiences. It is a compilation of five studies; three investigate the 

perspectives of Pakistani television news journalists regarding representation, professional 

ethics, and journalistic imperatives involved in domestic violence news reporting. The fourth 

study examines the viewpoints of Pakistani women’s rights activists regarding domestic 

violence news coverage and how activist campaigns represent the issue in their efforts to 

highlight and prevent this kind of violence. The fifth study is centred on Pakistani audiences’ 

responses to news media reporting of domestic violence and materials designed to draw 

attention to women’s rights issues including campaigns against domestic violence. Together, 

these studies provide important insights into the as yet largely unexamined issue of how 

domestic violence is portrayed in television news and activists’ campaign materials in Pakistan.  

Research for this thesis was conducted using qualitative methodological approaches. 

Data was collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with television news 

journalists and women’s rights activists, and four focus groups with Pakistani television news 

audiences. Eleven experienced Pakistani television news journalists were interviewed to 

explore: how Pakistani television news media represent domestic violence; how reporting is 

perceived to reflect ethical practices; and which journalistic imperatives are involved in the 

selection of news. Five Pakistani women’s rights activists were interviewed to explore their 

views about domestic violence reporting in mainstream media and how they address domestic 

violence violence in the course of their activism. To understand audience responses to domestic 

violence reporting on television news and women’s rights activists’ campaigns, 22
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participants (11 females and 11 males) constituting focus groups representing higher, middle, 

and lower socioeconomic backgrounds were recruited. All four focus groups were conducted 

in the city of Lahore, Pakistan.  

The research findings demonstrate how socio-cultural factors and ethical practices 

shape Pakistani journalists, activists, and audience understanding of domestic violence. Even 

though domestic violence has been criminalised in Pakistan, television news channels do not 

prioritise it in primetime reporting unless the incident is particularly horrific or involves well 

known named individuals. The coverage is predominantly incident-based and relies on limited 

sources. The research findings highlighted that there are no written guidelines or training for 

the coverage of domestic violence. At most, journalists do not disclose the victim’s identity, 

though this is not consistently practised. Consent is also often bypassed and data gathering 

practices can be unethical. Pakistani activists and audiences were of the view that coverage of 

domestic violence provided by television news is limited and sensational, while Pakistani 

audiences expressed appreciation for women’s rights campaign materials initiating educated 

and transformative debate about the endemic and structural social nature of women 

subjugation. Women’s rights activists cited patriarchal cultural practices and an unresponsive 

state as factors that contribute towards the widespread abuse of women in the country, and 

perceive the news media to be only interested in generating controversy and ratings.  

This thesis identifies an urgent need to develop comprehensive ethical guidelines and 

training programmes for responsible reporting of domestic violence on television news 

channels in Pakistan. Dialogue between decision makers in television news organisations and 

women’s rights activists should be initiated to shift the focus of the news agenda towards 

promoting better awareness and understanding of the causes and consequences of domestic 

violence in Pakistan. 
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1

Chapter 1: Introduction

I introduce this thesis by providing a brief account of domestic violence, which is followed

by an account of my motivation to do this research. As the research is set in a Pakistani

television news media context - one likely foreign to the readers - the introduction chapter is

accompanied by a description of Pakistani news channels’ organisational structure and

operating procedures. This thesis is by publication, and I end this chapter by providing the

rationale for each of the five studies which make up this research endeavor.

Domestic violence is a recognised global social and public health problem

(Garcia-Moreno et al., 2013; Kivisto & Watson 2016). In academic literature, the terms

domestic violence and intimate partner violence (IPV) are often used interchangeably to

describe physical, psychological, sexual violence against, or stalking and threatening

behaviour by a current or former partner (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017).

The World Health Organization (WHO, 2021) defines IPV as behaviour by an intimate

partner or ex-partner that causes physical, sexual, or psychological harm, including physical

aggression, sexual coercion, psychological abuse and controlling behaviours. It may also

include psychologically harmful acts of intimidation such as yelling, shouting, humiliation

and emotional manipulation (Garcia-Moreno et al., 2005). In comparison to IPV, domestic

violence is a broader term which encompasses violence and abuse perpetrated by any family

member. Domestic violence can also include economic or financial abuse that involves

intentional behaviours that sabotage or exploit an individual’s economic potential and

opportunities (Postmus et al., 2016). This can impact women’s economic prospects and social

mobility (Rayner-Thomas et al., 2016).

It is important to clarify that the term domestic violence has been used in the thesis

instead of family violence. This is in line with how the issue has been classified and
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referenced in federal and four provincial legislations of Pakistan. Since all Pakistani

legislation broadly categorises violence against women as domestic violence, a conscious

effort was made to stick to this term rather than use the term family violence. I also used

domestic violence instead of intimate partner violence in most places because intimate

partner violence denotes abuse perpetrated by partners, while this thesis also deals with abuse

perpetrated by parents, siblings and in-laws. Nonetheless, I do use the term intimate partner

violence in places where I was referring to research conducted on abuse perpetrated by the

intimate partner.

Drawing on data from 161 countries between 2000 and 2018, the World Health

Organization (WHO, 2021) estimates that worldwide, over a quarter of women aged between

15 to 49 years have been subjected to different forms of violence perpetrated by an intimate

partner at least once in their lives. Men and women may experience domestic violence, but

women experience it more often and in far more severe forms than men (Black et al., 2011).

The prevalence of violence against women has been found to be high in South Asian

countries. According to quantitative longitudinal research conducted in India, 40% of women

suffer IPV (Konde, 2021). In the Maldives, Nepal, and Bangladesh, around 50% of women

reported having suffered various forms of violence in domestic and intimate settings, which

also affects children in a relationship (Jejeebhoy et al., 2014). It is important to be mindful of

the fact that domestic violence presents itself differently in different societies owing to

different regional histories, cultural norms, attitudes, and laws (Menjívar & Salcido, 2002).

For example, in South Asian countries the prevalence and cause of domestic violence has

cultural roots in asymmetrical gender expectations, gender roles and dowry practice (Khan et

al., 2014). Socioeconomic status, cultural beliefs, cultural norms and past experiences have

been found to influence behaviour and attitudes toward domestic violence (Sami & Ali ,
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2012). To summarise, domestic violence is a known issue internationally, with the extent of

the problem clearly documented and reported.

My motivation to pursue this very feminine topic through research derived from

personal experiences and professional convictions as a former television news journalist and

a male from a well-established patriarchal country, Pakistan. In 2005, I began my journalistic

career as a sub-editor for a local Urdu newspaper Daily Waqt (translates to Daily Times), in

the city of Lahore, Pakistan. In the mornings I would go to University of the Punjab as a

student studying for an Honors degree in Communication Studies. In the evenings I would

work at the newspaper. After a few months of exertion and learning on various desks such as

the international news, sports and entertainment news, city and crime news desk, I finally

made it to the main desk. As suggested by the name, journalists working on the main desk are

responsible for editing important news stories for the most important pages - front and back.

Considered the backbone of the newspaper, these two pages are a reflection of its editorial

policy. Advertisements placed here are more expensive than on other pages. Similarly,

headline stories and exclusive news materials, including impactful pictures, were reserved for

these sections of the newspaper.

During my two and a half years’ experience of print journalism, I was never really

made aware of what the editorial policy of the newspaper was. Nothing was given to me in

black and white regarding policy or guidelines for reporting. If there were special instructions

about any news, the chief news editor would announce it verbally. Also, I did not receive any

form of professional training while working as a sub-editor except for the on-job-learning.

Interestingly, my experiences are not uncommon and were also shared by colleagues. I

remember frequently asking my chief news editor why we did not publish social issues as

front or back page news. The usual answer was social issues are not that important; readers

want to read political news and controversies on front and back pages.
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In 2007 I switched from print journalism to electronic news media and joined Express

News television news channel as associate producer. I worked there for almost ten years and

was rewarded with multiple promotions - reaching the position of senior producer, in-charge

of eight hours of morning shift transmission. Strangely again, no orientation was provided to

the editorial policy of the news channel. Most of the time instructions were passed on

verbally on important matters and, on occasion, were displayed on the newsroom

noticeboard. Also, I was never offered the opportunity to engage in skill development

training. Again, these experiences were shared by other colleagues.

At the television news channel, there was also a black landline phone sitting on the

table of the executive producer with a white sticker pasted on its receiver displaying the word

“hotline” written in bold. This was an exclusive incoming communication line from the

channel's owner who would call every now and then to pass instructions regarding political

content and advertisements. This was his innate fashion of exerting direct influence and

control over news agenda and, in doing so, often overriding the professional agency of

journalists. Interestingly, none of us would ever challenge or oppose these interventions. In a

nutshell, the owner’s dictation would set the direction of editorial policy and news agenda.

While working as senior producer, people close enough to me disclosed that they had

been facing persistent domestic abuse for years. Not only was I emotionally affected by these

disclosures, they also drove home to me the deficiencies in how the news media covered

domestic violence. Some of my relatives recounted that apart from social pressures,

stereotypical media reporting of IPV also kept them from disclosing abusive experiences

earlier on. I tried to bring these issues up with my journalist colleagues, with the intention of

finding ways to improve media coverage on incidents of violence against women, but I could

not get much traction. This is attributed, in part, to the frantic nature of the newsroom that

does not permit such discussions as staff are always on the go. It is hard for them to find time
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for reflexive practices unless facilitated by the organisation. Hence, I decided to pursue an

academic inquiry into this topic to scope the nature of representation of domestic violence in

television news and how audiences were interpreting this reporting. I hope that the findings

of this research may assist in bringing about a positive change in domestic violence news

coverage in Pakistan.

In the next section, I will describe the standard organizational structure, hierarchy, and

operations of news channels in Pakistan. This serves as a frame of reference to understand the

hierarchical decision-making structure of a Pakistani news channel. I wrote the following

section drawing on my decade-long experience as a senior television journalist in Pakistan.

1.1. The Media Landscape and Structure of Pakistani Television News Channels

According to the Pakistan Media Regulatory Authority’s (PEMRA) Annual Report 2018, in

2018 there were 88 television channels in Pakistan including 26 national news and current

affairs channels. However, in 2019 an additional 48 licenses were issued which brought the

number of television channels to 135 and which increased the capacity of national, regional,

and city-based news reporting. There are many role conceptions that professional journalists

may follow (Donsbach, 2008).

Based on the role conception and performance model of journalism explicated by

Mellado and Dalen (2014), Pakistani journalists incline toward the watchdog,

loyal-facilitator, and the infotainment models of journalism. The watchdog model of

journalism holds powerful entities accountable through criticism, accusations, investigative

reporting on official matters, and extensive coverage of trials. In comparison, the

loyal-facilitator model materialises in two ways: In its first variation, it seeks to support and

collaborate with de facto power structures. In the second variation, it tends to promote the
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concept of a nation-state by promoting the image of the country and comparing it with other

states/ regions/ countries. Unquestionably, the infotainment model of journalism -

highlighting scandals, emotions and presenting news sensationally - has dominated news

reporting in Pakistan since 2000 which saw an influx of private news channels.

Generally, in every news channel, the chief executive officer and chief operating

officer holds the top managerial and administrative post. In most cases, this designation is

held by the owner(s) of the news channel, who tends to be a business tycoon. Shabir et al.

(2020) found empirical evidence of owners’ interference in Pakistani news channels’ editorial

policies through the manipulation of news content for their personal interests. In a survey

with 200 journalists from 10 Pakistani news channels, 58% of respondents aligned with this

perspective. Constant interference in editorial policy may lead to compromise in journalists’

agency and professional independence, and editorial competency. Therefore, it is little

wonder that 60% of Pakistani journalists have also reported self-censoring to avoid the risk of

losing their jobs due to a conflict with news organisation owners and their interests (Shabir et

al., 2019).

In terms of operations and editorial policy implementations, all Pakistani news

channels can broadly be divided into two sections: news and programming. The news

section/department primarily deals with news gathering, processing, and broadcasting. News

is gathered through the reporters, correspondents (local/ international), and numerous other

online sources of information. Then the raw information and relevant visuals are processed in

the newsroom by news producers. The final step involves broadcasting the news and

headlines at scheduled hourly bulletins. Whereas the programming section/department

manages hourly progammes, talk shows will often offer more insightful analysis on news

stories. Due to the focus of this research, I will next detail the function of the news

department - often referred to as the newsroom.
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Typically, in Pakistan, news departments are headed by a Director of News (DN) who

holds all the executive power and authority to implement the channel’s editorial policy. Under

the authority of the director of news, one or two news controllers manage the daily flow of

news and its transmission in morning and evening shifts. Their job is primarily to take critical

editorial decisions on behalf of the DN. Under the news controllers, one executive producer

takes on the responsibility of one shift (morning/evening/night) and reports back to the news

controller directly.

From a hierarchical perspective, the positions outlined above are primarily involved in

decision making, setting the news agenda, giving directions, planning, and setting deadlines

for the rest of the staff including reporters. Further down the line, senior producers or shift

in-charges, are responsible for one full eight-hour long shift. Their place of work in the

newsroom is called the rundown desk. Their obligations include designing hourly news

headlines, the execution of hourly news bulletins, and news updates every thirty minutes.

They also manage the flow of incoming information in the form of tickers running at the

bottom of the television screen. Senior producers have this completed by three to four

producers working in each shift under their supervision. Shift-in-charges also keep in touch

with different reporters from various bureaus, correspondents from small cities, and special

correspondents from different countries by giving them deadlines for new stories and asking

for follow-ups on events already reported.

The rundown desk is considered the most important, critical, and busiest section of a

newsroom as information landing on the rundown desk is processed quickly by producers and

broadcast on-air through the Master Control Room (MCR). All sub-departments in the

newsroom fall under the rundown desk. For instance, the assignment desk manages the

network of reporters, correspondents, and special correspondents to stories. The assignment

desk is responsible for providing the relevant news story or information demanded by the
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rundown desk while the copy desk is where copy editors edit the news stories. The packaging

department modifies news stories into news packages by enriching the content and adding

sound bites as per requirements of the rundown desk. Designing graphics, animations and

virtual layovers is the main job of the creative department. The ticker’s desk is responsible

for displaying new information related to news stories in the form of tickers running across

the bottom of the screen. Ticker operators must inform the rundown desk immediately about

all important tickers so that the information can be presented as breaking news to the

audience. Finally, the monitoring desk keeps a close watch on other national/international

news channels regarding the latest updates and unfolding events which might have been

missed out by the news network.

In Pakistan, all nationwide news channels broadcast live throughout the day. Every

hour begins with news headlines and every thirty minutes brings fresh news updates.

However, after the midnight hours, many progammes and talk shows are aired as repeat

telecasts. The structure of the 24 hours broadcast is known as Fix Point Chart (FPC),

indicating time slots for news bulletins, fresh progammes, and repeat progammes. Normally,

7pm till through to 11pm is considered primetime – a time which guarantees the greatest

viewership and commercial benefits through peak advertising rates. Primetime is the most

crucial asset for every news channel as viewership trends (Target Rating Point/ TRP) are

determined during these hours. For holding the maximum commercial value, the 9pm news

bulletin is regarded as the jewel in the crown. Therefore, all resources are utilized in

preparing the 9pm news broadcast to gain maximum ratings and commercial benefits.

The preceding section provides the context in which this research is set. In the next

section, I provide the research questions that guided this research inquiry, which is followed

by rationale for each study.
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1.2. - Thesis Rationale

Pakistan’s first television station, a state-owned enterprise called PTV, was launched on 26

November 1964 and maintained its dominance till 1990 (Pakistan Ministry of Information

and Broadcasting, 2019). The Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA)

was established in 2002 and has awarded more than 135 television licenses. Currently, in

Pakistan, almost 140 channels are on-air, of which, 35 channels are completely news-based

(The Nation, 2023).

There is significant viewership of Pakistani television news in Pakistan. In Pakistan,

72% of viewers claim to watch television up to 2 hours daily (Gallup Pakistan, 2019), and

44% claim to watch news channels regularly (Gillani Research Foundation, 2017). A survey

of viewership trends in 2021/2022 identified an increase in television news consumption in

previous years (Aurora, 2023). With the advent of dozens of private news channels,

newspaper circulation has been on a consistent decline in Pakistan (Achakzai, 2022). While

domestic violence is reported on other forms of media in Pakistan, this thesis focused on

television news given its significant reach and audience base. Examining the representations

across multiple mediums would have prevented me from fully exploring factors that

influence news production which can be unique to one form of the media

The broad aims of this thesis were to: investigate Pakistani television news

journalists’ processes for reporting and portraying domestic violence; explore how Pakistani

women’s rights activists’ view television news channels’ representation of domestic violence;

and finally, examine how Pakistani audiences view and respond to television news reporting

and activists’ campaign representations of domestic violence. The following research

questions formed the basis of this scholarly inquiry:

RQ1: How do Pakistani journalists understand domestic violence and represent it in news

media?
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RQ2: What professional ethics are followed by Pakistani television news journalists while

reporting incidents of domestic violence?

RQ3: How do Pakistani women’s rights activists assess mainstream media reporting of

domestic violence in Pakistan?

RQ4: Do activists have alternative explanations for domestic violence in Pakistan to those

represented by the mainstream media, and if so, what are they?

RQ5: How do Pakistani audiences respond to domestic violence television news content and

social justice activists campaign materials?

In the context of Pakistan, there has been limited scholarly investigation into

representations of domestic violence produced for television news broadcasts. Equally, we

know little about how Pakistani audiences respond to news coverage of domestic violence or

campaigns designed to prevent such violence. This research seeks to fill this gap in the

literature by providing the perspectives of journalists, women’s rights activists, and Pakistani

audiences on these matters.

This thesis was designed from the outset to be a PhD with publication. This means

that parts, not all, of it were submitted for publication and as conference papers as the

research was being written up. Because of this approach and the need for papers and

publications to represent stand-alone projects, this thesis comprises five research studies

which, when combined, answer the research questions detailed above.

One of the consequences of completing this thesis through the ‘with publication’

model was that reviewers could request revisions to a manuscript submitted for publication

that took the work in a slightly different direction than originally envisaged, and indeed in a

different direction than the larger thesis. This was the case with Chapter 4 of this thesis.

When the original manuscript draft of that chapter was submitted to the Journal of Media

Ethics, one of the reviewers strongly recommended that the work should draw on the notion
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of a feminist ethics of care in considering how journalists reported on domestic violence in

Pakistan. This was duly done in the process of revising and resubmitting the manuscript to

the journal. However, this is the only place in the thesis that feminist ethics of care is referred

to, and readers might wonder why it did not feature more widely in the thesis. As I suggest in

the concluding chapter, future research into news coverage of domestic violence in Pakistan,

could draw to a much greater degree than I have here on research and theorising around

feminist ethics of care to make a case for how such reporting could better represent the

experiences and perspectives of the victims of such violence.

In the next section, the rationale for each of the five studies is described in more

detail.

1.2.1. - How Do Pakistani Television Journalists Represent Domestic Violence News (Study

1)

Violence against women is a global social and public health problem with every third woman

above the age of 15 having been the victim of either physical or sexual violence by an

intimate parter or non-partner violence or both (World Health Organization [WHO], 2021).

Even countries highly ranked on Gender Equality indices demonstrate this phenomena. For

example, it is estimated that over one-fifth of European women and one quarter of women in

the United States have experienced physical and/or sexual violence ( WHO, 2021). Globally,

more than a third of murdered women were killed either by a current or ex-partner (United

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2018). According to a nationally representative survey

in Pakistan, 28% of women between the ages of 15 and 49 reported having experienced

physical violence. Spousal violence ranging from physical, emotional to sexual abuse was

reported by 34% of married women (National Institute of Population Studies, 2019).

Scholarly interest in media reporting on violence against women has been growing

(Carlyle et al., 2008; Custer & Van den Bulck, 2013; Morgan & Simons, 2018; Richards &
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Gillespie, 2011; Michelle & Weaver, 2003; Sutherland et al., 2016). The media represents a

major source of information while issues visible in the media are considered important by the

public (McCombs, 2014). It means that underreporting of certain forms of violence against

women and overreporting of others may impact the public’s understanding regarding the

problem and its urgency (Carlyle et al., 2008). International studies suggest that the more

individuals are aware of domestic violence, the more likely they are to intervene and/or

support the victims of domestic violence (Ghafournia et al., 2021; Palazzolo & Roberto,

2011). Research also suggests that biased or stereotypical representation of domestic violence

may undermine women’s ability to recognise it (Flood & Pease, 2009) and encourage victim

blaming (Estes & Webber, 2017; Michelle & Weaver, 2003; Savage et al., 2017). On the other

hand, women can learn to escape dangerous situations through sensitive media reporting

(Carlyle et al., 2014; Franiuk et al., 2017).

News reporting on violence against women in the West has been criticised for

depicting victims experiences in a sensational manner (Comas-d’Argemir, 2014, End

Violence Against Women Coalition, 2012), with the tendency toward victim blaming (Berns,

1999, Custers & Van den Bulck, 2013; Meyers, 1994). In the Pakistan context, a few studies

have examined the depiction of crime news. For instance, researchers found that Pakistani

news broadcasts use attention grabbing words and headlines and often contain sensational

dramatisations of crimes (Ahmed, 2014; Hassan, 2018; Raza et al., 2012). Bhatti and Hassan

(2016) caution that the use of violence and sensational imagery can lead to desensitisation

towards crime among youth. Given the alarming rates of violence against women in Pakistan,

how the media represent this prevalent problem is important to understand (Meltzer, 2023).

While research has examined the proportion of different types of violence against women

covered in Pakistan in newspapers and news channels (Ahmed, 2012, 2014; Agha & Ahmed,

2018); the representation of women in crime news stories in Urdu newspapers (Ali & Pasha,
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2022); the discursive representation of domestic violence and the portrayal of women in

dramas (Ahmad, 2023; Ahmed & Wahab, 2019; Dutoya, 2018; Kareem et al., 2021), there is

a scarcity of data on how Pakistani television news channels represent domestic violence. To

investigate this the first study in this thesis (Chapter 3) explores how Pakistani journalists

understand domestic violence and then represent it in news media.

1.2.2. - Ethical Guidelines and Practices for Pakistani Television News Journalists

Reporting on Domestic Violence (Study 2)

In the second study, (Chapter 4), an examination is conducted into the ethical guidelines and

code of ethics practiced by Pakistani television news journalists in their reporting of domestic

violence. Journalism ethics are concerned with how journalists and the news media should

function according to their perceived roles and responsibilities in society (Ward, 2019).

Feminist media scholars argue that stereotypical and sensational depictions of domestic

violence can reinforce victim blaming and gender stereotypes (Estes & Webber, 2017;

Michelle & Weaver, 2003; Savage et al., 2017). On the other hand, if media portrayals of

intimate partner violence contextualise the crime and emphasise the abuser’s responsibility,

not only can it encourage victims to seek help but also motivate public support for them

(Carlyle et al., 2014; Franiuk et al., 2017)

Indigenous Pakistani media scholarship reflects a trend toward sensational reporting

of crime (Arshad & Ashraf, 2014). News organisations regularly broadcast dramatised

depictions of crime to increase viewership (Yousaf et al., 2019). Re-enactments of the event,

fast-paced editing, and loud emotive music with voice over narrations are frequently

employed (Hassan, 2018) which makes the distinction between news and entertainment

difficult to process (Abdullah, 2017). These trends in coverage may be a result of limited

professional training on the part of journalists and news producers. Statistics show that there

are around 20,000 journalists in Pakistan, of which around 70% have neither a formal
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journalism degree nor professional training (Siddiqi, 2016). No study has investigated the

ethical guidelines and ethical reporting practices involved in domestic violence coverage in

Pakistan. Therefore, the second study in this thesis (Chapter 4) investigates what, if any,

professional ethics are followed by Pakistani television news journalists while reporting

incidents of domestic violence.

1.2.3. - Journalistic Imperatives Involved in Television News Reporting of Domestic

Violence in Pakistan (Study 3)

To date, media researchers and theorists have identified several news values that guide

reporting across different news topics (Donsbach, 2004; Salgado & Stromback, 2012). In

their seminal work, Galtung and Ruge (1965) listed twelve factors determining the selection

of a story: frequency, threshold, unambiguity, meaningfulness, consonance, unexpectedness,

continuity, composition, reference to elite nations, reference to elite people, personification,

and negativity. Since then, multiple theorists have revised the list (e.g., Conley & Lamble,

2006, Harcup & O’ Neill, 2001; McGregor, 2002). For example, Harcup and O’Neil (2001)

proposed a set of news values such as the power elite, entertainment, celebrity, surprise, good

and bad news, relevance, magnitude, follow-up (i.e. stories already in the news), and news

agenda (i.e. stories that fit the news organisation’s coverage priority). They argued that stories

must satisfy one or more of these criteria to become newsworthy.

With respect to stories of violence against women, research shows that incidents

involving fatalities and homicides (Carlyle at al., 2008; Simeunovic-Patic, 2018) and

involving celebrities (Hayes & Kwiatkowski, 2015; Heuva, 2016) tend to be prioritised.

While researchers have examined what types of violence against women tend to be reported

more in Pakistani news (Ahmed, 2012; Agha, 2018; Agha & Ahmed, 2018), none have

explored the imperatives behind journalists and news organisations selection of domestic
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violence news stories. Hence, the third study reported in this thesis, (Chapter 5), examines the

news imperatives embedded in television news reporting of domestic violence in Pakistan.

1.2.4. - Pakistani Women’s Rights Activists Campaigns and Views on Television News

Reporting of Domestic Violence (Study 4)

Campaigns for equal rights, the elimination of discrimination and oppression of women, and

to end violent practices against women have become a global phenomenon (Mohajan, 2022;

Tax, 2022). Women’s rights activists have been highlighting the magnitude of this problem

using a variety of media platforms for decades (Weaver et al., 2013; Feigenbaum &

McCurdy, 2015; Mahoney, 2022; Rohlinger, 2014). Recently, “hashtag feminism” has started

to play a pivotal role in raising awareness about domestic violence (Bowles Eagle, 2015;

Williams, 2015). Women’s rights activists have been working for women’s rights since the

inception of the country (Rafay et al., 2016; Serez, 2017). These activists note several

obstacles to their making progress in raising awareness about and campaigning against

domestic violence. They identify social norms, an unstable economic and political

environment, and lack of state will to bring about change as prime factors that contribute to

the continuing prevalence of domestic violence (Critelli, 2010; Critelli & Willet, 2013).

In Pakistan, human rights activists use the media to highlight various social issues by

participating in news bulletins, special programmes and content production (Khan, 2016; Rafi

et al., 2015; Sahar, 2022; Shahid et al., 2023). At the same time, Pakistani activists have

expressed concerns about the media’s market-driven approach and its use of sensationalism

when covering violence against women (Huda & Kamal, 2017; Talib et al., 2012). The fourth

study in this thesis, Chapter 6, therefore seeks to explore how Pakistani women’s rights

activists view television news coverage of domestic violence; what alternative explanations

they offer for the prevalence of this violence, and what platforms they use to raise awareness

about it.
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1.2.5. Pakistani Audience Responses to News Reporting and Women Rights Activists

Content about Domestic Violence (Study 5)

The fifth study in this thesis examines how Pakistani audiences respond to news reporting

and social justice campaign content about domestic violence. “Media messages are powerful”

(Nettleton, 2011, p. 142), and it is argued that exposure to media content can impact

individual and societal beliefs (Kellner, 2011; Slater et al., 2006). Research evidence shows

that media can have an effect on perception about gender roles and behaviours (e.g.,

Greenwood, 2007; Greenwood & Lippman, 2010; Taylor & Setters, 2011), improve

patriarchal attitudes (Lapsansky & Chatterjee, 2013) and increase awareness of women’s

rights (Chatterjee & Pillai, 2018; Dasgupta, 2019; Fazal, 2009).

A person’s understanding of violent crime is often based on mediated experience

(Surette, 2018), as most people get to know about crime incidents from the media (Davies et

al., 2018; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). Therefore, inaccurate media portrayals may leave

the audience misinformed about reality (Silveirinha, 2007). Scholars have identified a trend

of sensationalistic framing of domestic violence across all media platforms (Sutherland et al.,

2016; 2017), overwhelming emphasis on physical abuse and murder incidents over emotional

forms of abuse (Caryle et al., 2008; Easteal et al., 2018; Sutherland et al., 2016) and victim

blaming (Estes & Webber, 2017; Michelle & Weaver, 2003; Savage et al., 2017). Hence, it is

important to examine how the audience engages with the media content on domestic

violence.

International studies have examined audience engagement with portrayals of domestic

violence on the media (e.g. Adekoya & Olaseinde-Fayomi, 2021; Anastasio & Costa, 2004;

Olaseinde & Ogwuche, 2022; Weaver, 1995; Yue et al., 2019) . For example, there is research

evidence documenting the effectiveness of entertainment-education to raise awareness about

domestic violence (Yue et al., 2019). Studies show that framing to emphasise responsibility of
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the perpetrator and provision of background information about the victim increases the

likelihood of blame attribution to the perpetrator (Anastasio & Costa, 2004; Carlyle et al.,

2014; Palazzolo & Roberto, 2011). This fifth study, Chapter 7, performs the important

function of exploring how Pakistani audiences respond to domestic violence news on

television and activists materials related to it.

Given the focus of this thesis on domestic violence representations on Pakistani media

and Pakistani audience engagement with it, it is important to note the socio-cultural landscape

of Pakistan relevant to this thesis topic. Therefore, in the next chapter, I provide information

regarding the prevalence and contributing factors of domestic violence in Pakistan as well as

historical and current trends in women’s rights activism in Pakistan. I also provide an

overview of literature on media representation of domestic violence and audience response.

Finally, it is important to again note that this thesis is submitted as a thesis with

publication. As such, the chapters, with the exception of Chapters 1, 2 and 8, are written in

the format of a journal article, handbook chapter or conference paper. Chapters based on the

studies start with a bridge that links the chapters. The publication approach adopted has

inevitably resulted in some repetition of content across chapters. In particular content related

to: causes and consequences of domestic violence in Pakistan; the representation of domestic

violence in the media; and the explanation of the methods used to conduct research

investigations.
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Chapter 2: Domestic Violence: Contributing Factors and Research Literature

This chapter begins by providing information about the prevalence of domestic violence in

Pakistan and outlines domestic violence psychological and physiological effects. This is

followed by an account of socio-cultural, religious and institutional factors that contribute to

the incidence and maintenance of domestic violence in the country. The chapter then briefly

accounts for the struggle for women rights in Pakistan, both historically and contemporarily.

Following this, the focus shifts to outlining previous research literature that has explored the

representation of domestic violence in the media and audience responses to such

representations.

2.1. - Domestic Violence in Pakistan

The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan is the supreme law of the country. It

outlines the overarching principles to guide federal and local governance of the country. It

articulates fundamental human rights of the people of the country, state’s constitutional laws

and orders, and the constitutional structure and establishment of the institutions (PakVoters,

2023). The Constitution of Pakistan in its Article no. 25 (1 & 2) states: “All citizens are equal

before law and are entitled to equal protection of law.” Additionally: “There shall be no

discrimination on the basis of sex” (National Assembly of Pakistan, 2012, p. 15). Further,

Constitutional Article 34 states: “Steps shall be taken to ensure full participation of women in

all spheres of national life” (National Assembly of Pakistan, 2012, p. 18). Pakistan is also a

signatory of the United Nations convention on the elimination of discrimination against

women (CEDAW, 1996). Despite these constitutional and other safeguards, the Global

Gender Gap report 2023 (World Economic Forum, 2023) places Pakistan at142nd position of

146 countries in terms of inequalities between men and women across the domains of

Economic Participation and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival, and
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Political Empowerment. Also, while Pakistan has a female population of 107 million, women

have the lowest representation in managerial, legislative, and senior roles (only 4.5%)

compared to other countries and regions. According to a Pakistan Demographic Health

Survey (2017-18), 34% of ever-married women have experienced IPV. Twenty-six percent of

women report experiencing emotional violence and 23% report experiencing physical

violence. Six percent of married women report experiencing sexual violence. Due to spousal

violence, 26% women sustained injuries with cuts and bruises being the most reported.

Despite that, 56% of women who have been subjected to IPV neither sought help nor shared

their plight with anyone.

Adding to the work being conducted by health and social services, academic studies

present a similar picture of the scope of domestic violence in Pakistan. For example, a

systematic review of 23 studies conducted in Pakistan from 1999 to 2012 found that around

28 to 35% of Pakistani women had experienced physical violence while estimates for

psychological abuse ranged from 42 to 84%. Within the studies reviewed, there was

discrepancy in the statistics reported by some studies due to differences in sampling, data

collection tools and procedures (Ali et al., 2015), which signifies the need for more robust

and deeper data on the subject.

Domestic violence and IPV in Pakistan have often also been associated with a number

of mental and physical health issues for victims (Haqqi & Faizi, 2010; Zakar et al., 2013). In

terms of mental health, it can result in depression, lowered self-esteem, lack of confidence

and self-belief. Many studies have also reported an association between domestic violence

and suicidal ideation and death by suicide. For instance, victims of domestic violence are up

to four times more likely to report suicidal ideation (Derives et al., 2011) and one out of every

four victims in Pakistan attempt suicide (Ellsberg et al., 2008). A study of pregnant women

showed that 16% of women who have been victims of IPV during or before their pregnancy
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considered suicide as a response (Karmaliani et al., 2008). Being abused at home can also

impact a person’s trust in the people and world around them, leaving them vulnerable, with a

sense of hopelessness and helplessness (Salcioglu et al., 2017).

Domestic abuse can also result in fatality or chronic disability (Websdale, 2021).

Physical abuse may cause reproductive health issues (Nasrullah, et al., 2014). For instance,

during pregnancy violence might cause serious risks to the health of mothers and infants

(Fikree et al. 2006). Sadly, if a victim of violence does go to a hospital, she would probably

be referred to the forensic department and then onto the police, courts, or other related

institutions without the provision of much needed health care (Mumtaz et al., 2005). In the

next section, I outline the cultural factors that contribute to the prevalence of domestic

violence in Pakistan.

2.2 - Factors Contributing to the Prevalence of Domestic Violence in Pakistan

2.2.1 - Patriarchal Society

Patriarchal ideology represents the strongest social power dynamic that has legitimised the

subjugation of women to men throughout the ages (Dobash & Dobash, 1979). In Pakistan,

Ali and Gavino (2008) suggest that the history of domination over women by males is

deep-rooted in the feudal-dominated agricultural economy of the country. Violence is used to

establish and maintain control over women (Fikree et al., 2005). Over a minimum period of

12 months, Fikree et al. (2005) studied 176 married men belonging to three different

socioeconomic backgrounds (low, middle-income, and high) in Pakistan. Almost half of the

respondents (46%) were of the view that it is the right of the husband to beat his wife, and

around 88.6 % believed that society is tolerant of domestic violence. The prevalence of

physical and verbal abuse was self- reported at 49.4% and 94% respectively, while 65% of
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the participants witnessed their mother being physically abused (Gillani Foundation Report,

2017).

According to cultural family norms men are the main income earners and decision

makers, while women's roles are primarily concerned with household duties. Men are

expected to start earning as soon as they are able to - on reaching physical maturity in rural

areas and low income families, and after completing education in middle-class families

(Batool et al., 2023). Women are expected to concern themselves with the household

responsibilities in middle-class and upper-class families in the country. Hence, they are

expected to leave their academic and career pursuits after marriage, committing themselves to

household chores and raising children (Ali et al., 2020). In rural areas, women engage in

labour outside of their homes as well as taking care of the house (Amin et al., 2009).

Women leave their childhood home after marriage and go to live with their husband

and, typically,his family (Nadeem & Malik, 2021). These practices and limited economic

independence can cause women’s identity to become attached to their marital status, and they

can end up feeling more pressure to make the marriage work (Bhatti et al., 2011; Shah, 2022).

The power imbalance between men and women makes women more susceptible to domestic

violence (Batool et al., 2023; Bhatti et al., 2011). The use of force from men may be taken as

a legitimate practice to discipline women (Akram, 2021). Different emotional and

behavioural characteristics are valued in men and women. With strength, toughness and

independence valued in men, the characteristics of softness, submissiveness and deference

are encouraged in women (Nadeem & Malik, 2021). Such socialisation can foster tolerance

towards abuse because women are expected to submit to the will of men and show a

forgiving attitude (Wendt, 2014). Families are considered sacred spaces and whatever

happens in intimate relationships is regarded as a private matter. This may explain why
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women tend to remain silent in the face of abuse due to social conditioning, fear of

judgement and shame (Nadeem & Malik, 2021; Bhatti et al., 2011; Rabbani et al., 2008).

Historically, patriarchal norms are stronger in rural areas (Zakar et al., 2013), where

about 63% of the Pakistani population live (World Bank, 2011). Women in these areas are at

increased risk of violence (Koenig et al., 2003), especially psychological violence (UN

Women, 2014). The lower socioeconomic position, lower literacy rates and lower levels of

awareness about social and legal rights among rural women are further factors that contribute

to the likelihood of their being victims of domestic violence (Peek-Asa et al., 2011). Rural

women also lack access to legal services and community support with regards to IPV.

Usually, they are more dependent on male relatives due to lack of economic opportunities in

villages (Koenig et al., 2003).

Early marriages are also more common in rural areas. Women, who marry in their

teenage years also experience higher levels of spousal violence in Pakistan as it increases

their dependence on their husbands, which in turn increases their vulnerability to exploitation

(Nasrullah et al. 2014). Again, this dependence can severely limit a woman’s capacity to

escape abuse. Low education among both victims and perpetrators is also a significant

predictor of spousal violence, which additionally contributes to a lack of awareness of basic

rights and access to resources for seeking help (James et al. 2013). There are also certain

practices in the institution of marriage in Pakistan that further put women at a disadvantage,

which are detailed in the following subsection.

2.2.1.1 - Practices in Marriage

A patriarchal mindset also manifests itself in various cultural institutions, beliefs and

practices that further weaken women’s autonomy and promote gender-based violence. For

example, some practices in marriage further disadvantage women, such as watta satta,
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walwar, vani, dowry and marriage to the Quran. Although these practices are not approved by

the law, they are sanctioned through the normative culture.

Watta Satta or exchange marriage is a simultaneous marriage of a brother-sister pair

from two different households. This is common in both rural and urban setups. Usually, the

stability of one marriage depends on the other, and it can be the cause of abuse and

retribution for women involved in such relationships (Niaz, 2004). Similarly, Walwar (bride

price) is a common custom in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. In this custom an

amount of money is given to the father of the girl to be married by the bridegroom’s family.

Sometimes rich older men exploit poor parents of young girls through the power of money. In

the event of abuse in these relationships, the bride is discouraged from leaving the house of

her husband because her parents cannot afford to pay back the bride price money to the

perpetrator, or they may not want to (Niaz, 2004). The custom of vani is also illegally

practiced in some parts of Punjab and Sindh. This involves women, predominantly minor

girls, being forcibly married off to settle personal, tribal, or family disputes (Akhtar &

Metraux, 2013). In the province of Punjab and Sindh, some girls are married to the Muslim

holy book, the Quran, preventing them from marrying any man for the rest of their life. This

illegal practice is performed to protect assets and properties from being distributed outside

the family as Islam gives women the right to inheritance (Akhtar & Metraux, 2013).

In Pakistan, dowry is also a common practice through which the bride’s family gives

money and/or other goods in the form of a gift to the bridegroom or his family. This can put

undue pressure on the bride’s family. Sometimes in-laws exploit this tradition and make

excessive demands on the bride and her family. These demands may continue after the

marriage, and the bride may be abused if the demands are not met. Scholars also found

empirical evidence suggesting a link between dowry and violence in Pakistan. Khan &

Hussain (2008) conducted interviews with middle-class and upper-class Pakistani women and



24

found that dowry practices and social and cultural beliefs, such as discriminatory legislation,

have been contributing towards violence against women. In other research, dowry demands

and the husband’s addiction to alcohol and other substances have been cited as common

determinants of violence against women (Ali & Khan, 2007). Every year, about 2000 dowry

related deaths have been recorded in Pakistan - the highest rate in the world (Khattak &

Bezhan, 2021). Sometimes, the death of a wife - falsely attributed to accidental kitchen

explosions - can be used by the husband as an opportunity to pursue another marriage and,

consequently, more dowry (Niaz, 2003). Apart from these practices in marriage that

disadvantage women, certain aspects of how honour is construed in Pakistan also contribute

to domestic violence, which is discussed in the following subsection.

2.2.1.2 - Notions of Honour

It is estimated that every year around 5,000 women and girls are killed in the name of honour

in different countries (Honour Based Violence Awareness Network, n.d.). Amnesty

International (2012) and the United Nations General Assembly (Manjoo, 2012) conclude that

women of different ages, locations, religions, social background, education, and wealth are

all susceptible to becoming victims of horrific honour crimes. In some sections of Pakistani

society, especially tribal and feudal cultures, there is acceptance of violence in response to

notions of dishonour and those who bring it (Perveen, 2010). According to the Human Rights

Commission of Pakistan, more than 470 cases of honour killings were reported in 2021.

Fathers, brothers, and uncles have been identified as the most likely perpetrators of honour

killings (Lima et al., 2020). Since honour killings are considered a private matter, many are

never reported to the police (Kulczycki, 2011).

Women are considered the honour of the house in Pakistani culture. This notion

involves taking care of women in the family, protecting them and treating them with respect

(Hamid et al., 2011). This notion also places restrictions on women to ensure protection of
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their chastity (Fatima, 2019). This protection, however, can take the form of control and can

lead family members to use violence to prevent women from going on the “wrong path” and

compromising the honour of the family (Niaz, 2003). The acts through which a family’s

“honour” can be tainted (by a woman) include a woman’s involvement in a pre- or

extra-marital affair and/or pregnancy out of wedlock, being a victim of sexual assault or rape,

their wanting to marry out of choice, or demanding divorce from an abusive husband (Lari,

2011).

Honour killing is one the most extreme manifestations of honour related crimes which

might be intended as a warning to women of all ages, especially younger women (Singh &

Bhandari, 2021). Zafar and Ali (2020) interviewed 25 individuals who had been closely

related to female victims of honour killings. According to the accounts of one man, he

murdered his wife because she asked for a divorce. Apparently, her “immoral demand” hurt

the masculinity of her husband and brought shame to his family. Therefore, he killed his wife

after accusing her of being promiscuous (Zafar & Ali, 2020). The custom of honour killing in

Pakistan is thought to have been initiated from Pashtun and Baloch tribal culture and from

there spread to Sindh and Punjab (Lari, 2011).

In Pakistan, a typical form of honour killing, commonly known as Karo Kari, is

openly practiced in some parts of the provinces of Balochistan and Sindh. This brutal act,

despite being declared illegal and unconstitutional by the Supreme Court of Pakistan, is often

sanctioned by local tribal councils (Khan, 2018). “Karo” means “black man” and “Kari”

means “black woman”. These labels are given to individuals who engage in illicit

relationships. The punishment for this “sin” is death which is usually carried out by male

family members. Since men have more economic resources, they are often able to flee the

punishment or pay to buy forgiveness from the family of the Kari. Therefore, women are

more likely to fall victim to Karo Kari (Patel & Gadit, 2008). According to Patel and Gadit



26

(2008) the perpetrators of this form of honour killing may also have ulterior motives such as

family revenge and property confiscations. For example, in the city of Jacobabad in 2011,

province of Sindh, an 18-year-old school teacher named Khanzadi Mehboob was detained by

her extended family who wanted her to marry against her will so that they could occupy the

school she had been running. After running away and marrying out of her own choice, her

family declared the couple Karo Kari (Khan, 2018). Patel and Gadit (2008) found that

victims of Karo Kari were mostly married females while many of the perpetrators were

husbands or the brothers of the victims. In some instances, under-aged male members of the

family were asked to carry out the honour killing as juveniles, usually get lesser sentences if

convicted for an honour killing crime. To sum up, domestic violence has been a prevalent

issue in Pakistan and some socio-cultural practices have a role to play in this incidence and

maintenance.

2.2.2 - Religious Interpretations

Religion is an important part of the lives of Pakistanis. Hence, what Islam says about conduct

at home is important. The use of physical violence in marriage has been a subject of debate

among Islamic scholars (Ammar, 2007). To provide justification for violence, some

individuals turn to Verse 4 in Chapter 34 of the Quran:

Men are the maintainers of women because Allah has made some of them to excel
others and because they spend out of their property; the good women are therefore
obedient, guarding the unseen as Allah has guarded; as for the women who show
rebellion, you shall first enlighten them, then desert them in beds, and you may beat
them as a last resort. Once they obey you, do not seek a way against them; surely
Allah is High, Great. (Translation by Shakir, 1974).

There are different translations for this verse, which have formed inspiration for

different interpretations (Ammar, 2007). According to one group of scholars, use of violence

is permissible if a wife disobeys her husband. This interpretation also draws from another

Quranic verse, 2:228, which places husbands a degree over their wives (Shaikh, 1997). This
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position is not endorsed by major religious scholars (Ammar, 2007). A second group of

scholars emphasises that hitting a wife is only allowed in the case of serious misconduct and

disloyalty, only to be used as the last resort (Abu Shaqah, 1994; Al-banna, 1998; Badawi,

1971). According to Badawi (1971), such measures should only be used in extreme situations

where marriage breakdown is likely due to the wife’s misconduct. This symbolic hitting is

considered an extreme measure to be used rarely as wife beating has never been condoned by

Islam (Sulaiman, 2015). Early Islamic scholars also believed that the husband was only

allowed to beat his wife using a “Miswak”, a small natural toothbrush not thicker than the

index finger (Al- Qaradawi, 1982; Ibn Kathir, 1996).

A third group of scholars state that use of violence is against the spirit of Islam. That

is, it goes against the teachings of Islam, Hadith (which are sayings of Prophet Mohammad)

and Sunnah (actions of Prophet Mohammad). They cite examples from Prophet Mohammad

where he never raised a finger against any one of his wives (Alkhateeb, 1999) and also

discouraged women from choosing suitors who had temper issues (Sahih Muslim, Book 009,

Number 3512, 2007 ). In relation to this, Douki et al., (2003) cautions that this verse is

misinterpreted to mean that violence is desirable. Finally, a fourth group states the verse is

linguistically misinterpreted, and it does not mention using violence against the wife

(Mernissi, 1999). They bring attention to different translations of this verse because of the

lack of consensus on a proper equivalent of certain keywords in the verse (Ammar, 2007).

The discrepancy in these interpretations also exists among the Pakistani religious

figures. Many eminent scholars such as Javed Ahmad Ghamidhi,Tariq Jamil and Muhammad

Ali Mirza agree to emphasise the relationship of immense love and respect between spouses

and propose that hitting the wife lightly is permitted in extreme cases. However, these steps

should be preceded by efforts to reconcile (Ghamidi Centre of Islamic Learning, 2020;

Molana Tariq Jameel Bayan, 2020; RAAH-e-HIDAYAT [Engineer Muhammad Ali Mirza],
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2019). On the other hand, other religious figures such as Imams at mosques put greater

emphasis on women's roles in ensuring marital harmony and permit the use of violence in

case of routine disagreement provided it does not result in injury (Zakar et al., 2013). In the

next section, I detail the legal frameworks meant to protect women’s rights in Pakistan. I also

draw on the literature to critically examine the effectiveness of the legal system.

2.2.3 - Pakistani Law

Violence against women is a punishable offence in Pakistan conforming with international

law. The national assembly and four provincial assemblies have recently passed legislation to

provide a wider scale of protection for women from abuse. Regarding domestic abuse, the

first law was The Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act 2013 which was passed

by the provincial assembly of Sindh. The next year, The Balochistan Domestic Violence

(Prevention and Protection) Act 2014 was enforced. After two years, The Punjab Protection

of Women against Violence Act 2016 was enacted. In 2021, two anti-domestic violence

legislations were passed in the national assembly and the Khyber- Pakhtunkhwa assembly.

These were referred to as the Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act 2020, and

the Khyber- Pakhtunkhwa Domestic Violence Against Women (Prevention and Protection)

Act 2021, respectively. All this legislation regards physical, psychological, economic, and

sexual violence as domestic violence and sanctions imprisonment and hefty fine(s) on/against

the offender(s). However, the Council of Islamic Ideology, a federal institution to review

different legislations merits in accordance with Islamic principles, has been opposing such

laws (Yousuf, 2023).

The Council of Islamic Ideology also staunchly opposed the Punjab Protection of

Women against Violence Act passed in 2016 (Khan, 2016). This law provides women with

increased protection from abuse and aims to promote gender equality. It set up a women’s

task force in the province to respond to women’s grievances about psychological, financial
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and/or physical abuse (The Punjab Commission on the Status of Women, 2019). It gives the

task force the right to enter any property for the enforcement of women’s protection. The law

also includes approval of funding for the establishment of women’s shelters and empowers

courts to restrain offenders from entering these homes. Last but not least, the Act includes a

plan to set up a toll-free telephone line to report abuse (The Punjab Commission on the Status

of Women, 2019). Importantly, the law does not criminalise domestic violence, rather it seeks

to promote reconciliation between the victim and the perpetrator (Khan, 2016). However,

when first introduced in early 2015, orthodox religious scholars and a few politicians opposed

it, calling it a threat to the traditional family system. In their view, the bill was contrary to the

teachings of the Quran as it was seen as promoting divorce. They threatened to launch a

series of protests and, consequently, there was a delay in passing the law by the provincial

assembly (Hanif, 2016; Ahmad, 2023). Pakistan’s Council of Islamic Ideology proposed a

“model" women's protection bill in its place which allowed a husband to ‘lightly’ beat his

wife ‘if needed’ (Khan, 2016).

Honour killing was not punishable in Pakistan until 2004 (Dawn, 2014) when the

national assembly of Pakistan passed the Honour Killings Act. According to this law,

offenders were liable to seven years imprisonment. However, the law contained a loophole

allowing the family of the victim to pardon the murderer. In October 2016, The Anti-Honour

Killing Laws (Criminal Amendment Act) 2015 was enacted. This also provided an escape for

the murderer according to the Islamic practice called Diya. In Diya if the perpetrator was

given capital punishment, the heir of the victim’s family can still withdraw the prosecution

resulting in all charges against the perpetrator being dropped(Gondal,2017). Even though

honour killing is a punishable crime in Pakistan, the parallel illegal justice system such as

Jirga (Tribal council), and Panchayat (Village council), stemming from misinterpretation of
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religion and patriarchal cultural ideology, has been permitting committal of high level of

femicides in Pakistan (Rafi, 2019).

The legal system in Pakistan has also been ineffective in delivering social justice to

women. Even when women break their silence to report domestic abuse, law enforcers and

formal institutions still treat it as a private matter, preferring to initiate mediation between the

couple instead of acting against the perpetrator (Bibi et al., 2014). Women are also likely to

get similar reconciliation advice from the family elders when they share their abusive

experiences and request a divorce (Siddiqui, 2021). In such scenarios, usually the fate of

children is decided by the court of law. Here again, rich men can afford to sway the law and

claim custody of the children. This can be an additional trauma for the woman after going

through spousal abuse and an acrimonious divorce (Anderson et al., 2010; Bibi et al., 2014).

Due to the weak justice system, dominating cultural norms and fear of shame, the

tendency to seek help and report abuse among female victims is very low (Bibi et al., 2014).

Anderson et al. (2010) analysed the 2004 national survey of abuse against women in Pakistan

and found that nearly one third of the 23,430 women interviewed had experienced physical

violence. Yet only 14% had reported it to the police. They also explained that reporting

violence may exacerbate the situation for Pakistani women, leading to separation or divorce

and loss of children.

In addition to the social stigma attached to divorce, loss of children and family

pressure, inadequate social services or victim support networks also keep women from

disclosing violence committed against them (Malik et al., 2021). In Pakistani society,

divorced women may be blamed for bad marriages and face sexual harassment (Nawaz et al.,

2022). Pakeeza (2015) found discrepancies in the theory and implementation of laws meant

to protect Pakistani women from violence. In her opinion, these laws have been implemented

from a traditional, cultural, and patriarchal mindset that encourages the devaluation and
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disempowerment of women. In the next section, I trace the trajectory of women’s rights

struggle in Pakistan to provide an understanding of attempts to end violence against women

and its cultural condoning.

2.3 - The Emergence of Women’s Rights in Pakistan

The feminist movement surfaced right after the independence of Pakistan, primarily centring

around the objectives of achieving equality in political, economic, social, and legal rights for

women without discrimination (Batool et al., 2018). In 1947, the state gave women the right

to vote. The same year, through the vision of Fatima Jinnah (the sister of the founding father

of Pakistan), the Pakistan Girl Guides Association was established and was acknowledged by

and rewarded membership of the World Association of Girl Guides and Girl Scouts

(WAGGS) in 1948. During the same year, women’s rights groups convinced the government

to pass the Muslim Personal Law of Shariah, legalising inheritance rights for women

(Shabbir & Mahmood, 2020). In 1949 Begum Rana Liaqat Ali Khan, wife of the first

Pakistani prime minister, founded the All Pakistan Women Association (APWA) (Awan,

2020). During the same year, she established a craftsman colony in Karachi to create

economic opportunities for women.

Through consistent campaigning of women’s rights advocates, the Muslim Family

Ordinance Law (MFOL) was enacted in 1961. According to this legislation, women were

permitted to divorce their husbands, and husbands were legally bound to seek permission

from their existing wife before taking another spouse. Property inheritance laws were made to

ensure that women got their share of inheritances (Rathore, 2015). Women could also demand

an amount of maintenance if husbands had failed to take good care of them.

In 1956 and 1973, 3%, and 5% of seats respectively were reserved for women in the

national and provincial assemblies (Rasul, 2014). It was a major political gain for women to
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participate in the electoral process and have agency over governance structure and policy

making. Women’s political participation seemed at its peak when, in 1965, Fatima Jinnah

contested for the highest public office of the presidency against the then military dictator,

general Ayub (Iqbal et al., 2004). Despite her enormous contributions to Pakistan’s liberation

movement, her critical role as the sister of the founder of Pakistan, and extreme popularity

among the people, she lost the election due to rigging and state harassment (Saiyid, 2001). To

counter her wave of support among all social segments of the country, maligning campaigns

were launched against her (Saiyid, 2001).

Women’s engagement with social, political, and economic activities were drastically

reduced to the confinements of the four walls of their homes as a strict state policy under the

excuse of Islamisation during the prolonged and oppressive regime (1977-88) of military

dictator general Zia (Ahmad & Aman, 2021). Dictator Zia used discriminatory legislation

against women to quell their fundamental rights, suppressing them through imposing checks

on their mobility, and limiting the socialisation opportunities for women. Such activities were

portrayed as Westernised and against Islam. With the support of rigid and ultra-orthodox

religious scholars, the veil was strictly imposed on women (Imran et al., 2020). In 1979, the

applicability of a discriminatory Hudood ordinance practically denounced women as

second-class citizens. According to the law, if a woman was raped then she had to produce

four witnesses otherwise she could be charged with false accusation of adultery, a severely

punishable offence (Lau, 2007). In 1984, the law of evidence (Qanoon-e-shahadat) was

implemented. According to this law, testimonies of two women were considered equivalent to

a man’s testimony (Lau, 2007).

Since the enactment of Hudood Ordinance in 1979, there have been a few cases that

made headlines locally and globally highlighting it as a tool to persecute women rather than

providing them justice (Sabir, 2020). For example, in 1983, a blind 18-year-old girl was raped
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by her landlord and his son in Sahiwal, Punjab, and she became pregnant with a child. A case

was registered with the police, and the victim was ordered by the court to recognise the

rapists and produce four male witnesses testifying that she was raped, which she could not

do. Her failure in identifying culprits brought her a sentence of three years in prison, 15

lashes, and a 1,000 rupees fine. Ironically, the judge also gave remarks that the girl was given

light punishment because she was young and blind (Sabir, 2020).

The enactment of Hudood laws brought backlash from across Pakistan. Numerous

feminists, scholars, and women’s rights organisations demanded it be revoked. In 1981,

prominent feminists of Pakistan such as Fareeda Shaheed, Nighat Khan, Khawar Mumtaz and

others, founded the Women Action Forum to resist anti-women legislations. As a result, in

1997 an inquiry commission was set up to review the law. Finally in 2002, certain sections of

the Hudood law were rescinded on the recommendations of the National Assembly’s

Commission on the Status of Women (Freedom Network, undated).

Another prominent case which was a testament to discrimination against women in

Pakistani law was reported in 1994 in a village near Attock, Punjab. A local priest of the

village mosque, Qari Sharif inflicted severe physical torture on his wife, Zainab Noor. Tying

her to the bed, he inserted iron rods in her vagina and anus and gave her electric shocks

(Dawn, 2003). The victim survived torture but lost her three organs. On the directives of the

then female Prime Minister, Benazir Bhutto, Zainab was sent to London for surgery (Dawn,

2003). On February 19, 1994, the trial court sentenced the culprit to 30 years imprisonment.

On appeal, the culprit’s sentence was reduced to 10 years by Lahore High Court. However,

after spending only six years in jail, Qari Sharif was given remissions in sentence and was

released by the jail authorities (Dawn, 2003).

Feminism in Pakistan can be delineated into two categories: Secular feminism and

Islamic feminism. Secular feminist ideology advocates total separation of religion and the
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state to achieve complete freedom for women in the social sphere. It also espouses the agenda

of equality between men and women in every aspect of socioeconomic and cultural domains.

The conception of liberty, equality, and empowerment of women and/or beyond Islam has

marked the fundamental disagreement between discursive ideology of secular feminists and

Islamic feminists groups in Pakistan. Modern Islamic feminist groups do not seek the ideals

of equality and freedom for Muslim women that have been achieved by the women in the

West (Barlas, 2019; Serez, 2017). Rather, they tend to embrace the principle of women’s

empowerment within the boundaries of Islamic teachings, and through promoting

non-patriarchal interpretations of the Holy Quran (Barlas, 2019; Hebert, 1998).

Undoubtedly, the #MeToo movement encouraged women around the world (Kunst et

al., 2018; Mendes et al., 2018) to share their experiences of sexual abuse and harassment on

social media. Pakistan also felt the impact of this global movement. Consequently, the debate

and divide between secular liberal and modern Islamic feminists intensified with a series of

Aurat March (women’s marches) in Pakistan (Akhtar et al., 2021; Nusrat 2018). According to

Wasif (2018), on account of the #MeToo campaign, a 40% increase in complaints of sexual

harassment across Pakistan was observed. Students at the university of Balochistan also took

to the streets to protest sexual harassment by male academic staff (Siddiqui, 2019).

Having touched upon the various manifestations of domestic violence in Pakistan, its

consequences, and risk/contributing factors, I now move to outline how media construct

social realities and affect opinions, and how violence against women has been represented in

Pakistani media, especially on television news channels.

2.4 - Domestic Violence and Media

Media representation may be a major determinant of how domestic violence is perceived

(Bullock & Cubert, 2002; Carlyle et al., 2008). They are not passive reflections of reality but
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are the sites of contestation as well as constructions of social values, beliefs and relations

which may eventually shape the perception of the audience (Carter & Steiner, 2004;

Fairclough, 1995, 2001). Unfortunately, there have been misrepresentations of domestic

violence in media coverage internationally (Berns, 1999; Carll, 2003, Meyers, 1994). To

elaborate, Batanchiev (2008) analysed two well-known American movies portraying

domestic violence - Enough and Sleeping with the Enemy. It was stated that the female

protagonists were shown as stereotypically weak and only able to get out of a relationship

with the help of other men. This, according to the author, could encourage the audience to

rationalise the abuse that the female victims went through and blame them for remaining in

such abusive relationships for a very long time. In addition, female voices were not given

their due share in the production of these two movies. Batanchiev (2008) further analysed

seven segments of US news from NBC and found that the news of domestic violence was

framed in a way to blame the victim for not “solving” the problem.

According to Carll (2003), from analysis of three news stories of domestic violence

involving homicide in America from 1995 to 1996, misrepresentations of women and

violence against them in news media are more problematic than in movies as the former is a

reflection of real life. In two cases where the husband fatally shot the wife, the headlines

included an excusable reason while no excuse was given in the headline where the wife shot

the husband. Rather, the headline was written as “blasted the spouse with the shotgun.”

Interestingly, the news story later described the woman as being disabled. Carll (2003) further

stated that domestic violence incidents involving female perpetrators were more likely to

make headlines. Carlyle et al. (2008) also analysed daily newspaper stories (randomly

sampled to represent all the media outlets in the USA) (n = 395) involving IPV and found it

was framed as episodic rather than as a continuing experience. In addition, more coverage
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was given to news on homicides related to domestic violence, which the authors argued,

discourages domestic violence victims from leaving their abuser(s) due to fear for their lives.

Some critical questions have also been raised about how domestic violence has been

represented in documentaries (Michelle & Weaver, 2003). Michelle and Weaver (2003)

analysed three New Zealand television documentaries presenting personal case studies of

domestic violence. Victims narrated their stories, which, according to the researchers, put the

burden of explanation and rationalising what happened to them on themselves. Perpetrators

were not called upon to explain their behaviour. Michelle and Weaver (2003) concluded that

the case studies also privileged personal explanations over socio-cultural explanations.

Also included in these patterns of media coverage, sources of information are largely

restricted to law enforcement authorities, with other experts (such as social workers,

counsellors, activists) not being given as much airtime (Bullock, 2008; Michelle & Weaver,

2003). Moreover, information on seeking help is seldom provided alongside media

representations of domestic violence (Bullock & Cubert, 2002). One quarter of newspaper

articles examined by Bullock and Cubert (2002) in the USA mentioned either options for a

legal course of action, domestic violence intervention or support related programmes, or

domestic violence statistics. How domestic violence is represented in the media may distort

viewers’ perceptions of it. For example, domestic violence portrayed as an isolated incident

may cause audiences to view this problem as less severe and less likely to reoccur (Hilton,

1993). It may also contribute to ambiguity in responses of the parties involved including the

victim, abuser, social circles, and professionals, which could result in lower numbers of

reporting, court cases and conviction rates (Lyoyd & Ramon, 2017).

2.4.1 - Representation and Reporting of Domestic Violence in Pakistani Media

Media coverage of domestic violence has garnered interest from international sociological

and media researchers for several decades now. In Pakistan, however, only a handful of
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studies have investigated representations of violence against women in the media (Agha,

2018; Ahmed, 2012, 2014; Ahmed et al., 2022; Sadia et al., 2022). It is worth noting that the

focus of some of these studies has not exclusively been on domestic violence. Sadia et al.

(2022) analysed the 9pm headlines of the Geo News channel. Employing thematic discourse

analysis in news headlines they found that women have been depicted as victims and

disempowered in headlines. Also, female expert opinion and sources are considered less

credible compared to male sources. Ahmad (2014) conducted a content analysis on domestic

violence news broadcasts of The Dawn and Express news television channels from January to

April 2013. They found that both news channels represented incidents of sexual violence

(rape) and physical torture the most, followed by honour killing news stories. It was also

noted that news stories of violence against women were represented sensationally with little

background information.

Similarly, Ali and Khalid (2021) examined newspaper articles published between

March to August 2020 in three newspapers: The Dawn, The News and The Express Tribune to

analyse domestic violence coverage during the COVID-19 lockdown period. They found that

domestic violence was presented as a condemnable social problem, directly linked with

financial restraints, poor social services, and inadequate support and response from the

government. Ahmed et al. (2022) analysed crime news representation of women in five daily

English newspapers: The Daily Times, The Dawn, The News, The Nation, and The Express

Tribune. Researchers described that female victims of crime, domestic and IPV were always

constructed with respect to their marital status and age. Ahmed (2012) did a comparative

analysis of English (Daily News) and Urdu (Daily Khabrain) newspapers from 1993 to 2003

using systematic sampling techniques. The results showed the incidents of sexual harassment

were reported the most followed by physical violence. On the other hand, content analysis of
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the regional Sindhi language newspaper spanning six months revealed that the incidents of

honour killing were reported the most followed by physical violence, rape, and kidnapping.

Besides analysing television and newspapers reportage of domestic violence,

portrayal and representation of domestic violence in television drama serials have also

become an important area of inquiry for researchers. Ahmad (2023) critically examined the

discursive representation of domestic violence in Pakistani drama serials. She found liberal

humanist instrumentalism and socio-systematic discourses were used to assert and maintain

control over women. The former conceptualises domestic violence as ways of attaining and

maintaining control over women while the latter relates the incidence of domestic violence to

societal structures (O’ Neills, 1998; 2000). Kareem et al. (2021) examined female characters

in television dramas during three political eras: 2001-2008, 2008-2013, and 2013-2018

respectively. The study found a similar pattern of assigning women with more domesticated

roles and less professional roles across three eras. Mostly women were shown as housewives,

and dependent on their husbands or other male characters in the family. Similar findings were

reported by Ahmed and Wahab (2019) - that women are portrayed as weak and submissive in

Pakistani dramas in comparison to men. However, Dutoya (2018) explored a transformative

trend in female characterisation in four Pakistani dramas. The researcher argued that the

Pakistani dramas: Rehaai (Deliverance), Kankar (Pebble), Chup Raho (Remain Quiet), and

Zindagi Gulzar hai (Life is a Bed of Roses) have not only adequately highlighted the

struggles of Pakistani women but also attempted to alleviate their status and outlook from

victims to survivors and from dependents to independent decision-makers.

Apart from domestic violence, few studies have assessed the issue of divorce and

gender construction in textbooks (Jadoon, 2015; Khan et al., 2014). Jadoon (2015) analysed

five novels, three with Indian and two with Pakistani female authors, using feminist analysis

to assess the issue of divorce. The author argued that the topic of divorce was highly
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stigmatised. Based on hardships faced by divorced women, experience of divorce was not

presented as a free choice but as a last resort for women. Few studies have analysed

representation of gender and identities in Pakistani textbooks (Agha et al., 2018; Jabeen et al.,

2014; Khan et al., 2014). Researchers found textbooks content and pictorial representation to

be stereotypical and heavily biased against women with important roles given to males,

which may promote the conception of patriarchal ideology among young learners.

2.5 - Audience Response

Early media audience research scholar, David Morley (1980, p. 11) defined reception as a

process through which “audiences differently read and make sense of messages which have

been transmitted, and act on those meanings, within the context of the rest of their situation

and experience.” For several decades, interest in media audience studies and reception has

been growing across a wide range of academic disciplines (Kirkland-Ives, 2021). Several

models of audience reception have been proposed (e,g., Hall, 1980; Neuman, 1982;

Richardson & Corner, 1986). However, the turning point in media research in general and in

audience research particularly came with Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding model, initially

published in 1973 and then republished in 1980. He suggested a relationship between

socio-demographic context and audiences’ ability in decoding media messages (Hall, 1980).

Literature on news audiences confirms that interpretation is a subjective phenomenon

that cannot be predetermined (Bird, 1992; Kellner, 2011; Morley, 1980). It is influenced by

multiple factors including the text itself and the ideological surroundings that shaped it

(Philo, 1990), pre-existing beliefs (Bird, 1992), socio-demographic determinants (Morley,

1980), and exposure to and reliance on the news media (Madianou, 2009). Moreover,

audience researchers acknowledged that “the power of viewers to reinterpret meanings is
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hardly equivalent to the discursive power of centralized media institutions to construct the

texts which the viewer then interprets” (Morley, 1992, p. 31).

The media can provide audiences with a forum to debate social issues, including

violence against women (Silveirinha, 2007). It has been said that they tend to rely on media

and journalists accounts of matters of social concern, especially when it comes to

understanding complicated social issues such as domestic violence (Scheufele & Tewksbury,

2007). Therefore, media audience research provides a significant opportunity to understand

how viewers make sense of mediated messages (Jenkins, 2000).

Some media scholars have examined the influence of local television news viewing

and its relationship with fear of crime (Gross & Aday, 2003; Romer et al., 2006). For

instance, Gross and Aday (2003) explored how viewers may identify crime as a problem, but

they are not likely to be afraid of becoming the actual victim. Similarly, Romer et al. (2006)

analysed US audience responses to violent dramatic primetime programming. Results of their

study indicated that local television news may increase the concern about and fear of crime.

Empirical data also suggests that frequency of viewing violent mediated content could lead to

desensitising effects and change in viewers perception (Curry, 2001).

It is important to be mindful that the effects of media messages may not flow

unidirectionally from producers to text to audience. That is, producers may draw on different

frames of meanings present in society to produce content (Doyle, 2006). Overall, there has

been a scarcity of scholarship on how audiences and viewers respond to, and make sense of,

domestic violence in television news. A few studies from the US involving undergraduate

students found that victim blaming was less likely if more information was provided to

highlight the responsibility of the perpetrator (Carlyle et al., 2014; Palazzolo & Roberto,

2011) and more information was offered regarding a victim’s personality, ethnicity, location,

profession, etc (Anastasio & Costa, 2004).
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2.5.1 - Audience Research in Pakistani Context

Despite the prevalence of domestic violence in Pakistan, we know very little about how

viewing news about domestic violence impacts on audience understanding of this endemic

social problem. Research that does exist has examined psychological effects of watching

violence on television (Bhatti & Hassan, 2014), influence of Cable TV on female viewers

social attitudes (Zia, 2007), and views about television news reporting ( Hassan, 2018; Khan

& Tahir, 2021; Raza et al., 2012). Bhatti and Hassan (2014) examined the psychological

effects of television news violence on youth and found that 76% became desensitised due to

repeated exposure to violence while an almost equal number reported experiencing fear

because of watching violence on television news.

Zia (2007) assessed 432 women aged 18 to 40 years to see how exposure to cable TV

in Pakistan influenced female viewers, including their social views. Three levels of cable TV

consumption - heavy (four or more hours per day), moderate (more than two but less than

four hours a day) and light (one to two hours a day) - were compared to assess its effect on

participants' routines, social behaviours, cultural practices, and expenditure habits. Data was

collected from Lahore, as it is the traditional capital city of Punjab, the biggest province of

Pakistan, and hosts a diverse population comprising all the major ethnicities and religions

across the country. The data analysis revealed no association between demographic

characteristics and viewership patterns. The research confirmed that heavy viewing of cable

TV had more impact on the participants' daily activities, social behaviours, cultural practices,

and shopping habits than moderate and light viewers; it made their views less traditional.

That is, they were more likely to hold views that household responsibilities and decision

making should be shared between husband and wife and women should have a say in their

marriage and pursue a career.
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Almost half of the respondents were of the view that television channels are highly

entertaining in their presentation while 70.67% labelled reporting as unfair and only

moderately informative. Around 44% described news presentation styles as unappealing.

Hassan (2018) noted that predominant styles of reporting included sensationalist imagery and

rhetoric. Raza et al. (2012) found that 75% of Pakistani viewers considered there to be

sensationalism in mainstream news channel reporting. Around 57% of viewers agreed that

news channels use breaking news to create hype and excitement, while 46% strongly agreed

that news and current affair programmes use presentation tactics that intend to shock.

In summary, domestic violence is a prevalent issue in Pakistan perpetrated and

maintained by societal norms, values and practices, religious interpretations and unresponsive

legal systems. Women’s rights activists have challenged the status quo since Pakistani’s

inception and have faced many challenges. International studies have identified a number of

issues in the portrayal of domestic violence in news which is problematic as media serves as

one source of information on social issues. However, research in Pakistan is scarce - both in

terms of how domestic violence is represented in news and how the audience responds to it.

This research aimed to address this gap through a qualitative inquiry. The research drew on

data from interviews with eleven television journalists, five activists and four focus groups of

Pakistani television news viewers. Since this is a thesis by publication, details of methods

employed can be found in each article.
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Chapter 3: Domestic Violence as News: Television Journalists’ Discursive

Understanding and Reporting of Domestic Violence in Pakistan (Study 1)

This chapter consists of an inquiry into how domestic violence is represented in television

news media in Pakistan, and journalists’ understanding of domestic violence. During the

early planning phase of this research project, analysing a sample of domestic violence news

stories was considered. However, since journalists are the decision-makers, it was deemed

appropriate to pose the questions regarding the representations of domestic violence in the

news to them directly. Doing so enabled me to gain access to journalists’ views about

domestic violence as it is commonly reported in the news, and also to ask about factors such

as organisational priorities, commercial imperatives, values and ethical guidelines that

influence the way domestic violence is represented. The questions about the ethical

guidelines, values and imperatives that influence reporting are explored in Chapters 4 and 5.

This chapter was first submitted as a full paper proposal to the Journalism Studies

Division of the 71st International Communication Association’s Annual Conference,held in

2021 in Denver, United States. Following the reviewing process, the paper was accepted for

presentation. Some changes were made in line with the recommendations of the reviewers

prior to its presentation. Due to COVID and travel restrictions imposed to and from New

Zealand, the paper was presented remotely to the conference. Following the ICA conference

presentation an invitation was received from Dr. Sudeshna Roy to submit the work as a

chapter for the proposed Routledge Handbook of Communication and Media in the Global

South. Following that invitation the manuscript was further polished and reworked to fit the

Handbook chapter format. At the time of writing, the editors have stated that the Handbook

will be published in early 2024. Omer Bin Nasir is the first author of this publication, C. Kay
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Weaver, the second, and Gareth Schott the third. Full details of the authorship contributions

to this paper are provided in Appendix J.

3.1 - Abstract

In 2018, a nationwide study of Pakistan (population of 207.7 million) found that at least 28%

of women report experiencing physical, sexual and/or emotional violence in domestic

partnerships. With high levels of unreported incidents posited, domestic violence in Pakistan

is very likely much more widespread than this. Television news coverage of domestic

violence plays a central role in representing this social problem in Pakistan, yet reports are

often presented in a sensational manner covering vicious incidents outside of official charges

or court proceedings. This research set out to investigate Pakistani television news

journalists’ knowledge and understanding of domestic violence in light of their power and

influence in the representation of this particular social problem. The chapter reports on

interviews conducted with Pakistani news journalists (n=11). Domestic violence was

conceptualised as a problem resulting from, and maintained by, Pakistan’s patriarchal social

structures. However, news reporting largely presents domestic violence in terms of isolated

events with no reference to wider contributory contextual or societal factors. The study did,

however, identify an implied mode of journalistic advocacy based on attempts to prompt

police intervention in domestic violence cases in response to news reporting. Yet, journalists’

commitment to social justice rarely extended beyond the context of criminal convictions to

include broader efforts to change violent behaviour or attitudes towards behaviours.

3.2 - Introduction

Domestic violence is socially endemic in Pakistan (Ali et al., 2020). A Thomson Reuters

Foundation (2018) survey consisting of 550 experts on women’s issues ranked Pakistan fifth
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highest in the world for rates of non-sexual violence that included domestic violence. A

national survey in Pakistan in 2017/18 (National Institute of Population Studies, 2019)

reported that 28% of women between the ages of 15-49 have experienced physical violence

with an additional 6% having experienced sexual violence. Among married women, 34%

reported experiences of spousal violence ranging from emotional to physical and sexual

violence. The most common forms of violence committed against married women have been

identified as emotional (26%) and physical violence (23%). Seven percent of women reported

suffering violence during pregnancy. Yet the prevailing patriarchal structure of Pakistani

society reinforces the belief that domestic violence is a private matter (Lari, 2011) creating a

powerful barrier against victims speaking out, seeking help or change (Niaz, 2003). Research

shows that one in three men living in urban areas believe it is their right to beat their wives to

“discipline” them, with 20% of women endorsing this “right” (World Justice Project, 2018).

Among Pakistani women who have reported experiencing violence, 56% neither sought help

nor revealed their abuse to anyone else (National Institute of Population Studies, 2019).

In Pakistan audiences for mainstream broadcast television news programming

continue to remain sizable. A 2017 study involving a nationally representative sample

showed that 44% of the population continue to watch television news daily, 32% watch it

three to four times a week, and 18% watch it at least once a week (Gillani Research

Foundation, 2017). This level of television news viewership in Pakistan is significant, as the

manner in which domestic violence is discursively framed by news journalists is likely to

reflect or reinforce opinions on its nature, extent and causes and the degree to which it is

considered a serious social issue (Bullock & Cubert, 2002; Carlyle et al., 2008). What

Pakistani audiences view in television news media may also constitute one of the few forms

of social acknowledgment or responsiveness to domestic violence. With this in mind,

Chesney-Lind and Chagnon (2017) state: “such media representations [can often] constitute a
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hegemonic patriarchal ideology, which obfuscates the issue of domestic violence, as well as

the underlying social relations that create the phenomenon” (p. 50).

To date, there has been little research on domestic violence reporting within Pakistan.

A handful of studies have quantified the proportion of coverage of violence against women in

Pakistan print and television news media (Ahmed, 2012, 2014; Agha & Ahmed, 2018), but

this did not extend to include consideration of how violence is discursively represented. The

present research therefore set out to form a better understanding of Pakistani television news

journalists’ knowledge and understanding of domestic violence taking into account the

proclivity for incident-reporting on domestic violence.

3.2.1 - News Reporting and Treatment of Domestic Violence

Feminist media researchers have long highlighted how news media largely ignore the

fundamental nature and forms domestic violence can take - for example, emotional,

psychological, and sexual abuse (Caringella-MacDonald, 1998; Meyers, 1997; Weaver et al.,

2013). Carlyle et al’s (2008) analysis of 395 news stories involving IPV, published in a

representative sample of newspapers in the USA, found that news coverage predominantly

required domestic violence to result in a fatality for it to constitute a news item. In Pakistan, a

content analysis of a regional Sindhi newspaper (a province of Pakistan) similarly found that

among the 70 incidents of violence against women covered over a six-month period in 2016,

incidents of honour killing received the greatest coverage (Agha, 2018). The impact and

gravity of focusing on loss of life in such reporting has been cited as likely to further

discourage victims of violence from seeking help for fear for their lives (Carlyle et al., 2008).

The examination of incident-driven news coverage of domestic violence has identified

the prevalent use of police commentary, often in preference to other forms of expertise such

as counsellors and social workers (Bullock, 2008; Michelle & Weaver, 2003). Police tend to

regulate their articulation of domestic violence at an ‘incident’ level, rather than classify the
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episode as symptomatic of a larger endemic issue. This manner of news reporting is

inadequate to address an enduring mode of treatment of women (Bullock, 2008; Surette,

2007) and/or the social structures that underwrite it (Sacco, 1995). In cases where domestic

violence has received news coverage, research has revealed a tendency to blame victims

(Berns, 1999; Meyers, 1994; Carll, 2003). Victims are portrayed as either ‘deserving’ or have

their lived experiences undermined (Custers & Van den Bulck, 2013). In an analysis of seven

segments of US news on NBC, Batanchiev (2008) found that victims were blamed for not

solving the threat of violence. Similarly, in their analysis of New Zealand documentary

coverage of domestic violence, Michelle and Weaver (2003) identified how the burden of

explaining perpetual abuse was placed firmly on victims, quizzed as to why they did not

leave the relationship earlier. In contrast, perpetrators of violence often have aggressive

behaviours casually explained as an acceptable masculine response to frustration (Carll,

2003) or the result of individual behavioural flaws or pathologies (Bullock, 2007; Kozol,

1995; McDonald, 1999).

The research outlined above indicates a tendency for domestic violence to go

unacknowledged as a socio-political issue. As news, domestic violence is rarely attributed to

male power and dominance within patriarchal societies (Kozol, 1995; McDonald, 1999).

Instead, domestic violence is frequently framed as a single isolated event and an exception to

the norm, rather than as an ongoing lived experience for many women, affirmed by certain

societal patterns and systems that support it. Framing violence against women in this way

fails to register it as a significant social problem necessitating action and change (Hilton,

1993). Carlyle et al. (2008) suggest an increase in public support for initiatives to prevent

domestic violence is unlikely to result from reporting of this nature, with Lloyd and Ramon

(2017) suggesting a detrimental effect on crime reporting, referral to court cases and

conviction of domestic violence offenders.
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In Pakistan, news reporting of violence against women is highly dramatised,

presenting women’s victimisation as entertainment (Alat, 2006; Cuklanz, 2000). Sensational

language is used (Ahmed, 2014; Alat, 2006; Comas-d’Argemir, 2014, End Violence Against

Women Coalition, 2012) and it is common for reconstructions to be included in news stories

to dramatically depict events (Hassan, 2018; Raza et al., 2012). Half of the respondents in a

study conducted by Hassan (2018) were of the view that Pakistani television channels are

highly entertaining in the way that they present news. A tendency to sensationalise news ties

in with the tendency to report incidents of violence that result in fatalities. Bhatti and Hassan

(2016) conclude that frequent exposure to violent and sensational imagery in Pakistani news

have been found to contribute towards feelings of desensitisation to violence amongst

Pakistani youth.

3.2.2 - The Perceived Role of Media and Journalists in Pakistan

Understanding the role of Pakistani media in advocacy and social change is important if we

are to analyse how journalists perceive and articulate their core social roles and

responsibilities. In the context of Pakistan, constitutional clause Article 19 provides the

guiding and governing principles that lay down the foundation of press freedom. It states:

Every citizen shall have the right to freedom of speech and expression, and there shall be
freedom of the press, subject to any reasonable restrictions imposed by law in the interest
of the glory of Islam or integrity, security or defense of Pakistan or any part thereof
friendly relations with foreign states, public order, decency, or morality, or in relation to
contempt of court, [commission of] or incitement to an offence. (Constitution of Pakistan,
Article 19)

In line with these principles, Siraj and Hussain (2016), in their survey of 170 Pakistani

journalists, found that cultural and social improvement was identified as their foremost

professional responsibility. Similarly, Memon (2011) reported that 67.6% of Pakistani

journalists rated ‘public advocacy’ to be the most significant role of the media -

comparatively higher than British journalists (56%) and US journalists (48%) (Mwesige,
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2004). Public advocacy refers to providing a platform to voice public opinions and problems.

In a nationwide survey the majority of participating Pakistani journalists reported satisfaction

with the role of media in creating awareness and providing information to the public (Hanan

et al., 2016). The study’s findings also challenged the common perception that journalist

practices are likely to be governed and influenced by news corporation owners. These are

useful perspectives to keep in mind when considering the under investigated issue of how

journalists report domestic violence in Pakistan. In light of the prevalence of this form of

violence in the country, we set out to answer the following questions:

1. How do Pakistani television news journalists understand domestic violence?

2. How do Pakistani television news journalists represent domestic violence in news

reporting?

3.3 - Method

This research examines, from a constructivist perspective, the way journalists talk about

domestic violence and its news reporting. In doing so, it draws on critical discourse analysis

(CDA) (Fairclough, 1995; Janks, 2006). The specific concerns of CDA are how culture,

power and economics affects the construction and privileging of certain discourses over

others, and how discursive practices create and perpetuate social inequalities (Fairclough,

1995). To elaborate, according to Fairclough (1995), socio-cultural practices can be explored

across three dimensions: (1) cultural, dealing with values and culture in which the message is

embedded; (2) economics, relating to the financial business models of, for example the media

companies; and (3) political, concerning issues of ideology and power structures. In this

research our concern has been to identify the discourses that Pakistani journalists align with

in their understanding of domestic violence, and whether those understandings are reflected

in their reporting or are at variance with their journalistic practices and outputs.
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In line with the constructivist and CDA approaches that underpin this investigation,

qualitative research methods were used to explore how journalists in Pakistan understand

domestic violence and how that relates to current methods of reporting it. Specifically, a semi

structured interview method was deployed to help build up a deep and rich understanding of

the phenomenon being researched (Creswell, 1998).

We approached television news journalists via the primary author’s network of

contacts and former colleagues through email, phone and in person. The topic of study was

explained to them and their participation in the project was requested. A total of 11 Pakistani

journalists were interviewed, including seven males and four females, across three

professional categories within the television news media industry: Directors of News,

Producers, and Crime/Social Reporters. Interviewees were recruited using a purposive

sampling approach. Eight journalists were interviewed from six national news channels with

the highest viewer ratings. Two journalists were affiliated with the BBC and one with Voice

of America (VOA) at the time of their interview. All the interviewees had a minimum of 13

years experience with seven having undertaken overseas assignments. Eight participants held

Master’s degrees in Mass Communication Studies, three had completed an M. Phil in Mass

Communication and one was undertaking a PhD (see Table 3.1 below). Efforts were made to

secure an interview with the only female Head of News and Current Affairs appointed to a

state television news channel in Pakistan as well as the only female Bureau Chief associated

with a private national news channel in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Both declined

to participate in the research. One turned down the request via mobile text message, stating

that she was not the right person to say anything on “the over-exaggerated issue of domestic

violence”.

Of the eleven interviews, seven were conducted in the city of Lahore where the head

offices of most Pakistani television news channels are located. Six of these interviews were
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carried out in news channels offices and one at the private residence of the reporter. The

remaining four interviews were conducted in the federal capital Islamabad – all in the

participants’ offices.

The semi-structured interview protocol designed for this study ensured consistency of

questions and structure for each interview (see Appendix A). All the interviewees used

bilingual expressions in their interview responses. The interviews lasted between 25 and 45

minutes, were audio recorded with interviewees permission and then transcribed (and

translated from Urdu to English language). This provided 117 pages of interview data.

Transcripts of the interviews included pauses, emphasis, and notes on non-verbal gestures to

help provide a sense of context for the response. A thematic analysis was conducted on the

interview transcripts. Both paper and pen and NVivo 12 were used to generate codes and

themes. In reporting on this analysis, we have quoted extracts from the participants’

transcripts verbatim, but have been careful to remove any information that could lead to the

interviewees, or their employer organisations being identified. We have identified each

person in terms of their general news reporting role and gender.
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Table 3.1

Demographic Details of the Journalist Participants

3.4 - Findings and Discussion

In this section, we report on how the findings answer our two research questions. We first

turn to how the journalist interviewees understand domestic violence.

3.4.1 - Pakistani Journalists Understanding of Domestic Violence

From the interviews we sought to establish the extent to which journalists’ personal views

and understanding of domestic violence can be seen as shaping news coverage. Researchers

have argued that journalistic interpretation of a news event is more significant than hard facts

(Patterson, 1993; Salgado & Strömbäck, 2011), cautioning against regarding journalism as a

passive form of communication. In the case of our respondents, we first established their

broad understanding of what constitutes domestic violence. Responses included defining

domestic violence as a mode of interpersonal violence that takes place in domestic settings

between husband and wife, parents and children, in-laws, and daughters-in-law. Domestic

violence was also considered as occurring between employers and domestic helpers. All

participants indicated that domestic violence is “rampant” in Pakistani society and were

highly critical of the legal justice system for its inability to prevent it. State institutions were

Designation and Identifier Gender Age
(yrs)

Education Experience
(years)

Director News A Male 55 Masters 25
Director News B Male 52 Masters 24
Director News C Male 45 Masters 18
Director News D (Former) Male 50 Masters 22
Controller News Male 39 M. Phil 18
Producer A Female 43 M. Phil 19
Producer B (Senior) Male 38 PhD (on

hold)
13

Reporter A Male 47 Masters 24
Reporter B Female 35 Masters 13
Reporter C Female 33 Masters 20
Reporter D Female 43 Masters 14
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described as “weak” in terms of providing safeguards for victims (News Controller, Male),

and the police were cited as “specifically afraid of getting these matters out in public” so they

try “to resolve these matters under the table either by arranging reconciliation between

partners or through granting bails to perpetrators” (Reporter A, Male). This comment was a

reference to a ‘bribe culture’ within police departments and the weakness of the judicial

system, through which resourceful abusers manage to escape punishment. Journalists

provided general accounts of the way they believed the police would put forward weak cases,

for example, including bail clauses for non-bailable offences. Accounts were also given of

police pressure being used to suppress or prevent key witnesses supporting cases against

abusers, or persuading victims of abuse to drop all charges against the perpetrator.

All eleven respondents regarded physical violence perpetrated by men on women as

domestic violence. A male Director of News provided examples of domestic violence news,

as the “husband gets angry and breaks his wife’s leg; angry husband throws down 3-month

old baby after fighting with his wife; a woman tired of husband’s beating jumps in canal

along with two children” (Director News D). Another Director of News offered examples

when defining domestic violence, stating that: “heads are shaved off; faces are burnt for not

heating up food. In areas where the feudal system is strong, if the person has more than one

wife, then a disgruntled husband may throw acid on one of his wives for misbehaving”

(Director News B, Male). The same interviewee considered any kind of violence that occurs

in the domestic setting to be domestic violence and extended the definition to include the

beating of children, which, according to him, is otherwise considered an acceptable practice

in Pakistani society. He explained “although, in New Zealand, England, America and some

other Western countries, parents cannot beat their children, doing so is not taken as a big

issue in Pakistan” (Director News B, Male).
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Among high income countries knowledge of, and data on, child abuse is generated

and publicly disclosed, together with strategies to identify it and prevent its occurrence

(Barth, 2009; Mikton & Butchart, 2009). However in Pakistan, either due to lack of priority

or its acceptance, there is a lack of data outlining the nature and extent of child abuse. Results

from one study that included 274 Pakistani university students revealed that 57% experienced

physical abuse while 53% suffered emotional abuse during childhood. A high percentage

(41%) also disclosed sexual abuse perpetrated by parents (20%), teachers (14%), and friends

(16%) (Abbas & Jabeen, 2020).

It can be argued that the prevalence of child abuse in Pakistan stems from the strict

hierarchical nature of relationship between parents and children. Parents consider themselves

responsible for a proper upbringing of their children, where there is little to no room for

learning from experience. Resultantly, some end up using harsh words and occasional force

to discipline them. However, for others it may escalate into abuse (Irfan & Cowburn, 2004).

It appears that a long-held acceptance of violence against dependents contributes to a general

normalisation of violence within domestic relationships and settings in Pakistani society. As

Zakar et al. (2013) have already indicated a “life-long process of gender socialization,” exists

in Pakistan, “where the role of wife is projected as submissive and docile” (p. 246) in which

men are perceived to be logical and responsible, defining their legitimate authority to control

women (Ali et al., 2011).

3.4.1.1 - Psychological and Emotional Abuse

Three female and two male participants acknowledged that domestic violence also includes

psychological and emotional abuse. One female News Producer believed that “99.9% of

women in Pakistan experience such abuse”, explaining it as the actions of “hurting

somebody’s emotions through painful and insulting words” (News Producer A, Female). Two

female respondents were able to give specific examples of how emotional abuse is
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manifested and they spoke about the way in which female choices are limited and men

‘negate’ their experience (News Producer A, Female). Examples included: “psychological

torture when a husband or in-laws prohibits a woman from visiting her mother’s house”;

minimising the distress that arises from such treatment; or “not allowing someone to dress up

or do the work by choice” (News Producer A, Female). ‘Mental torture’ was identified as the

beginning stages of domestic violence, acknowledging that “for some people, shouting can be

a violent act” (Reporter B, Female). One male respondent referred to ‘forced marriages’

(Rauf, et al. 2013) as domestic violence. This is corroborated by the USAID-sponsored

Pakistan Demographic and Health Survey (National Institute of Population Studies, 2013)

that revealed from the 13,500 ‘ever-married’ women between the ages of 15 and 49, one in

five women had experienced abuse in the year leading to the survey.

When discussing domestic violence, the majority of participants were preoccupied

with describing its more visible physical manifestations, failing to really acknowledge or

discuss violence as a constant everyday pattern of behaviours that form abuse. The focus of

responses matched the emphasis given in the majority of domestic violence news stories on

homicide or severe physical attack. The research therefore acknowledges that journalist

responses to questions on the nature and form of domestic violence were likely influenced by

participants’ recall of extreme examples of physical abuse covered within their professional

role.

3.4.1.2 - Marital Rape

Tied in with discourses reinforcing male authority and rights over women, marriage as an

‘absolute defense’ to rape (Klarfeld, 2011) employs similar reasoning for the continuation of

domestic violence. Over the past three decades, international campaigns (e.g. UN’s 1993

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women) against both domestic violence

and martial rape have attempted to challenge those dominant social discourses and power
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structures that condone these forms of violence. Despite this, both crimes remain vastly

underreported, in part, due a lag in the implementation of national laws that safeguard women

(Dalton & Schneider, 2001). Globally, and in Pakistan, legal systems have responded more

swiftly to the need for laws criminalizing domestic violence than they have to marital rape

(Schelong,1994).

In our interviews journalists were asked to consider marital rape as domestic violence.

In a response, one male respondent offered “it is quite possible that thousands of such

incidents are happening in Pakistan. Unfortunately, if a husband forces himself on his wife, I

do not think that in our society any wife would come forward to complain about it” (Director

News B, Male). A female respondent more definitively declared that the “concept of rape

does not even exist in marital relationships in Pakistan. No women would ever go to report

marital rape because no one would believe in her story and that is the end of the story”

(Reporter B, Female).

When asked if they would cover news stories on marital rape, all except one

respondent said they would not, mainly because of the contentious nature of this issue.

Journalists indicated that there were real obstacles to the acceptability of such news stories as

the concept of marital rape is “debatable,” functioning to counter “religious” discourse and is

therefore “blasphemous” and too “sensitive.” One respondent opted to close their argument

by suggesting that “as a society, we have not reached that level yet” (Producer A, Female).

Another female respondent explained “You really do not have any idea when the content

becomes blasphemous, and you don’t want to be blasphemous as it entails serious

consequences in our society” (Reporter D, Female). Here the interviewee was explaining how

customary journalistic practices - such as driving value changes (Hanusch, 2019) - run the

risk of presenting views that run counter to established religious positions such as those that

give men sexual rights over women. If reporting were to be in direct opposition to Islamic
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teachings and to the sanctity of marriage, they would then fall under the category of being

blasphemous (Susila, 2013).

Even though male and female respondents were aware of the socio-cultural norms and

beliefs that condoned marital rape, none identified it as a criminal and punishable offence in

Pakistan. To provide some context for this, before 2006 Section 6 of The Offence of Zina

(Enforcement of Hudood) Ordinance (1979) defined rape as “a man having sexual intercourse

with a woman who is not his wife without her consent” (p. 5). However, in 2006, an

amendment was made to the law and a new section (375) was added in the Penal Code of

Pakistan, which says, “a man is said to commit rape who has sexual intercourse with a

woman without her consent and there is penetration” (p. 422; Article 375). The discursive

features encapsulating sexual abuse in laws enacted in the provinces of Sindh and Khyber

Pakhtunkhwa contradict laws promulgated in other provinces. For instance, according to

clause 5l(i) of the Sindh Bill, “compelling the wife to cohabit with anybody other than the

husband” is classified as sexual abuse. This clause discursively and materially situates

women and their sexuality as the property of the men with whom they share an intimate

relationship.

Similarly, according to the definition of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Domestic Violence

Bill (2018) “sexual abuse does not include ordinary and natural relationships amongst

husband and wife so committed in accordance with injunctions of Islam” (p. 4). This rests on

interpretation of the law on religion. This contradiction between provisional laws may have

influenced journalists’ to be extremely wary of including marital rape within the scope of

news reporting, or, indeed, to completely ignore it.

3.4.1.3 - Violence against Domestic Helpers

In addition to physical violence against intimate partners and children, eight of the

respondents (six males, two females) included the beating of domestic helpers under the
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category of domestic violence. In Pakistan, child work is normalised. The majority of young

workers are employed within an informal economy that falls outside labour laws (Khan,

2019), which renders them vulnerable to exploitation (Khaliq, n.d.).

Notably, five respondents discussed covering a news story of a female domestic

helper who was abused by a judge and his wife. Not taking away from the gravity of abuse

against domestic helpers in Pakistan, Pakistani journalists’ tendency to classify this as

domestic violence does not match how it has been defined in the federal and provincial laws,

with the exception of one province of Pakistan, Balochistan (The Balochistan Domestic

Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act, 2014). The Domestic Violence (Prevention and

Protection) Act (2020) passed by the Pakistani national assembly, for example, states:

Domestic Violence shall mean all acts of physical, emotional, psychological, sexual
and economic abuse committed by a respondent against women, children, vulnerable
persons, or any other person with whom the respondent is in or has been in a domestic
relationship that causes fear, physical or psychological harm to the aggrieved person
(p. 3).

The act defines domestic relationships as relationships “… between persons who live,

or have at any point in time lived, together in a household and are either related by

consanguinity, marriage, kinship, adoption, or are family members living together” (p. 2).

3.4.2 - Explanations for the Persistence of Domestic Violence in Pakistan

Having outlined what participants identified as domestic violence we now turn to examine

how journalists explain its continued prevalence in Pakistan. Socio-systemic discourses were

prominent in journalists’ responses, with the majority of participants stating that domestic

violence is a product of a patriarchal society. They highlighted the role of familial, social, and

institutional structures in explaining the lasting incidence of domestic violence. For example,

seven journalists noted that families minimise its negative effects on a victim’s well-being.
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Families silence victims because they fear stigma and/or regard it as a private matter. One

respondent stated:

It is so hard to get access to victims of violence, whether it is their homes or hospitals.
Because families of victims tend to consider such incidents as a private matter, and
hence, they tend to resist outside mediation and media’s attention in that matter. Due
to which, if a female victim is willing to say something, she cannot say that.
(Reporter C, Female)

Most journalists pointed out that Pakistani society and its practices are structured in a

way that maintains domestic abuse - marginalising females by not giving them equal

educational and employment opportunities. They stated that women in general are

disempowered, and they also fear losing their children, so they do not end abusive marriages.

For example, one respondent commented:

In Pakistan, due to illiteracy and financial dependency, most women are suffering at
the hands of their partners. Men feed their dependent women and in return, their
women keep on suffering violence. As parents might not be able to afford having their
daughters back. (Reporter B, Female)

Respondents spoke of how women are raised to rely on male members of their

families and not to have determinations and aspirations of their own. For example, one

participant stated that “women are groomed as submissive creatures. They are trained to

tolerate man’s anger and make sacrifices in life choices, especially when they get married”

(News Controller, Male). Interestingly, two female and one male journalist contended that

educated women are also especially vulnerable to domestic violence because they seek to

avoid shame and stigma. One female interviewee stated that:

Sometimes, I think educated women … would never speak up. They would always
feel “why to wash out dirty linen in public? It is better to stay quiet.” I know there are
many women who just do not speak up out of fear and public shaming. (Reporter C,
Female)
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A male respondent provided a similar explanation as to why educated women would

not want to disclose domestic violence “due to family and social pressures.” He stated:

“There are many educated women, who get beaten up at night by their husbands, but in the

daylight, they never reveal it to anyone” (Reporter A, Male). Thus, it goes unreported and

undeterred due to the negative social consequences that speaking out about it can bring.

3.4.2.1 - Journalistic Activism

As discussed earlier, another commonly offered explanation as to why domestic violence

remains prevalent in Pakistan was linked to police corruption. Three male respondents talked

about how police avoid registering cases of domestic violence, demand bribes from the

victims, and allow perpetrators to settle disputes outside the court. Interestingly, journalistic

pressure on authorities was cited as the main reason for covering domestic violence: “99%

domestic violence stories are broadcasted … so that authorities may act” (Director News D,

Male). That is, journalists sought to provoke action from police by reporting domestic

violence news stories that are not part of a formal criminal investigation. Journalists indicated

that they do not wait for police to register the case before they put it on-air if they have

enough circumstantial evidence. Discussion with journalists suggested that a core rationale

behind much of domestic violence reportage is guided by a mode of activism that attempts to

stimulate a socio systemic response. That is, the journalists expressed an appreciation for the

difficulties victims of domestic violence face in getting their complaints registered.

Six of the respondents (including two female participants) held the view that female

journalists were more sensitive and understanding of issues attached to domestic violence. In

part, such comments served to query the conviction and suitability of some journalists that

currently cover domestic abuse stories. Amongst these participants a need was expressed for

more female voices covering this social issue, as it could likely result in a more nuanced

understanding and account of domestic violence. One female participant was of the view that
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while some male journalists can genuinely be concerned about domestic violence as a social

problem, “generally they are not” and only report it as part of a work assignment. A Director

of News confirmed: “domestic violence involving husband, wife and in-laws are not our

priority” (Director News A). A female participant identified why some news channels give

domestic violence a lower profile and importance status: “For instance, I do not want to name

anyone, but some shift in-charges consider it [the] routine tantrum of women, and they do not

want to run such stories” (Producer A, Female). This interviewee explained that women are

typically seen as exaggerating such issues and ascribed traits such as being overly-sensitive.

She further claimed that “in our office, many male journalists themselves are abusers”

(Producer A, Female). It is worth noting that in Pakistan less than 5% of journalists are

female. Research on this male-dominated profession and industry has highlighted the sexual

harassment, verbal abuse, and discrimination faced by female journalists (Jamil, 2020;

Nusrat, 2018).

Consistent with international research on domestic violence, our study also revealed

instances of victim blaming in accounting for incidences of domestic violence in Pakistan.

Five respondents (including three females) drew on victim blaming discourses, with one male

respondent attempting to justify honour killing in response to adultery:

In some cases, husbands warned their wives before exercising extreme acts of
violence which resulted in femicides. In some cases, parents have also done the same
things with their daughters for the same reasons. Therefore, we need to obey, not only
the law of our country, but also should follow social practices and cultural norms.
(Reporter A, Male)

Such comments were expressed despite the Parliament of Pakistan having

unanimously approved an anti-honour killing bill in 2016 after the death of the Pakistani

model, Qandeel Baloch. Under the 2016 law relatives are no longer able to pardon the killer

that person is sentenced to capital punishment.
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3.4.3 - Incident Based Reporting as Indirect Advocacy

In contrast to some of the more nuanced accounts that journalists provided of their

understanding of domestic violence, this level of thought did not seem to align with how they

reported on the issue in newscasts. Most journalists stated that their reporting of domestic

violence was largely incident based. For example, one participant noted that he had “never

done an in-depth inquiry of this phenomenon of domestic violence…I do not think that

anyone has gone the extra mile to do something about it.” (Director News B, Male).

However, the same participant went on to state that: “ideally speaking, every domestic

violence story should cover [the] incident and [the] previous history of relationship as well.”

Interestingly, whilst discussing domestic violence as a social problem related to social and

cultural structures, several respondents stated that their coverage of incidents of domestic

violence did educate the public and identified it as a social problem.

As stated, respondents indicated that in covering domestic violence stories they were

at times attempting to pressurise the police to act in relation to the case. However, as one

respondent added, journalists quickly move on and forget about individual stories and rarely

follow up on judicial outcomes due to the enormity of their workload:

We forget about that news story after its police report gets registered. Because, we
have always got a huge news flow to look after. And in most of the cases, abused and
abuser reconcile and then perpetrator comes out of the jail. (Controller News, B)

This excerpt indicates the typical trajectory of domestic violence news coverage.

Interestingly, the incident in which a domestic helper was abused by a judge and his wife

constituted one of the most frequently recalled incidents of domestic violence by participants.

In referring to this example, journalists tried to expose and criticise deep-rooted social and

institutional power structures. One male journalist reported that he took ‘pride’ in covering

stories on domestic helpers, stating that “they are beaten, burnt with iron and their wages are

withheld” (Director News D). Given what the study revealed about the risks of challenging
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patriarchal rights, systems and structures, journalists appeared to suggest that addressing the

abuse of domestic helpers posed less of a risk as it went beyond the private confines of

familial relationships.

3.4.4 - Sensationalism and Tabloidisation

Eight interviewees, including four female journalists, reflected on an increasing level of

tabloidisation of Pakistani television news media and the heightened levels of dramatisation

and sensationalism within news reporting. Three Directors of News (A, B & C) addressed

this, with one acknowledging: “Unfortunately, adding fiction into facts is the kind of

sensationalism being committed by the majority of news channels in Pakistan, which is

wrong '' (Director News A, Male). Another pointed to the insensitivity of broadcasting news

in a dramatised manner to the point that it becomes entertaining and perhaps, fascinating to

viewers; he gave an explicit warning in his comment:

If it is being sensationalised or glamourised, or instead of crime-deterrence, its
coverage happens to motivate others, then it is problematic. Such intricacies around
coverage of crime have been grossly overlooked in Pakistan (Director News C, Male).

A third Director of News attributed the pervasive nature of this approach across

Pakistan television news channels as meeting audience needs. The sensational depiction of

crime news and programmes “somehow [reflects how] we do have atrocious tendencies deep

down in ourselves, which make us curious to watch and to know about shockingly cruel and

inhumane incidents” (Director News B, Male). Similarly, two female reporters (B and D)

described ‘ratings’ as the fundamental reason behind the sensationalised representation of

crime and domestic violence news. While interviewees may have been concerned about how

violence is reported and its possible effects, many felt under pressure to sensationalise stories:

“such a sentimental display is adopted to arouse feelings in viewers. In addition to that,
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emotional linguistic expressions are also used to capture the attention of viewers” (Producer

A, Female).

A male Senior Producer criticised the use of adjectives in domestic violence news

stories: “Instead of saying that a husband turned into a brutal animal and tortured his wife, we

should simply say that a husband tortured his wife. I think by using adjectives, people might

feel attracted to that. But for me, it would be very distasteful to hear something like this”

(Senior Producer C, Male). Shamsi (2005) has argued that reporters emphasise the use of

adjectives and adverbs over facts to make their stories more attractive. The use of name

calling such as in the example given above - “brutal animal” - also privileges a medical

pathology discourse on domestic violence (O’ Neill, 2000). In this discursive approach

domestic violence is explained as perpetrated by someone who lost his ability to think and

became an irrational monster. This then conveys to audiences that domestic violence is an

aberration rather than a daily occurrence.

Given the socio-systemic foundations underpinning domestic violence, this research

explored the expectation that news stories would seek to incorporate views of experts able to

elucidate on the socio-cultural structures that need to be dismantled or reformed. However,

participants stated that it is normal to only use testimonies from victims and their families,

perpetrators, and police. On one hand, journalists showed concern with the corrupt practices

of police, yet on the other, they overly relied on police sources when it came to reporting

domestic violence. Voices from experts were only given space when the focus was on

explaining the phenomenon of domestic violence to “educate viewers” (Producer B, Male)

which, according to the respondents, only occurs in programmes produced specifically to

commemorate special days such as Women’s Day. One respondent (Director News C, Male)

did state that in circumstances where the violent perpetrator provides a religious justification,
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then religious scholars are sometimes invited to provide their opinions. However, the practice

is infrequent.

3.5 - Conclusion

It was clear that the journalists interviewed for this research understand domestic

violence as a crime that social and cultural structures largely condone. Physical abuse was the

most frequently cited type of domestic abuse. While half of the participants also considered

emotional manifestations of domestic violence, almost all the respondents were of the view

that marital rape is a highly contentious topic in Pakistan due to religious perspectives and is,

consequently, a topic to be avoided in news reporting. The majority of journalist participants

admitted that reporting on domestic violence is not among their priorities despite the personal

and societal consequences of the prevalence and persistence of this crime in Pakistan. Their

hesitancy in reporting is likely to be linked to social and cultural ideologies that whatever

happens between couples and families in the home is a private matter. Covering domestic

violence, and especially marital rape, could put journalists at risk of being accused of

violating the sanctity of marriage, the family and dominant religious beliefs.

Where journalists were motivated to report on domestic violence, sometimes they

were attempting to put pressure on the police to act on domestic violence cases. However, the

reporting was mostly incident based with limited follow-ups. This can best be described as

indirect and inconsistent advocacy, which lacks real depth of effort to challenge existing

patriarchal power structures. Providing limited understanding of the causes and consequences

of domestic violence, these stories may only work to further discourage victim(s) of such

violence from breaking their silence and coming forward to expose their victimisers and the

social structures and beliefs that perpetuate this very common, often lethal, and always

traumatising form of criminal violence.
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In terms of the limitations of this study, there was large imbalance between the

number of male and female respondents – though this does reflect the gendered nature of the

journalism profession in Pakistan. In addition, we were not able to interview female

journalists holding director news positions as the only female in such a role in Pakistan

declined to participate in the study. Another limitation was that due to the fast-paced nature of

Pakistani news businesses and their demanding schedules, a couple of participants holding

senior positions provided rushed answers to questions. A final limitation is the number of

respondents interviewed; a larger study might draw a larger range of responses to the research

questions.
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Chapter 4: Ethical Guidelines and Practices for Pakistani Television Journalists

Reporting on Domestic Violence (Study 2)

In the previous chapter, I conducted an inquiry into how Pakistani television news journalists

represent domestic violence. I also explored television news reporters, newsroom producers,

and news directors’ understanding of domestic violence. I further attempted to understand

whether and how their understanding of domestic violence guides patterns of reporting and

representation on the issue. This chapter, which reports on Study 2, examines the ethical

principles that guide the reportage of domestic violence in Pakistan.

This chapter was first submitted as a full paper proposal to the Journalism Studies

Division of the 72nd International Communication Association’s Annual Conference, held in

May 2022 in Paris, France. The paper was accepted for presentation with some

recommendations for revision from the reviewers. These revisions were duly made and, due

to the first author’s financial status and consequent inability to travel from New Zealand to

France, the paper was presented at that conference by the Chief Supervisor of the thesis and

the paper’s second author, C. Kay Weaver. Following the conference presentation, further

revisions were made to the manuscript and it was submitted to the Journal Of Media Ethics in

July 2022. Following comments from two anonymous reviewers, the manuscript went

through a further round of revisions and was resubmitted to the journal. The manuscript was

accepted for publication in June 2023. It was subsequently published in the Journal of Media

Ethics, volume 38, edition 3 (pp.146-16), in July 2023. Omer Nasir is the first author of this

publication, C. Kay Weaver, the second, and Gareth Schott the third. Full details of the

authorship contributions to this paper are provided in Appendix J.
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4.1 - Abstract

This project investigates the ethical frameworks in place for Pakistani television news

journalists reporting cases of domestic violence. It also examines the provision and structure

of training for Pakistani media professionals to support accurate and balanced reporting of

such violence. The research comprised in-depth semi-structured interviews with a small

group of television journalists. The findings reveal that there was no formalized code of

ethics guiding how journalists represent incidents of this crime, its victims, or perpetrators.

Moreover, it was revealed that due to a paucity of formal professional development

opportunities, journalists negotiate the challenges of reporting domestic violence on-the-job,

resulting in instances of irresponsible reporting practices.

4.2 - Introduction

News reporting on violence against women raises awareness and can influence public

perceptions and responses to a significant social problem (Easteal et al., 2018). The media

can influence public opinion through what and how they report incidents of violence as news

(Lynch, 2002; Taylor, 2009). In doing so, they are able to shape public discourse and

stimulate action around gender issues (Berns, 2004; Silveirinha, 2007). The way violence

against women is reported matters (Gillespie et al., 2013). This is especially so given that

audiences have been found to rely on the media when they lack experience with and

understanding of any social issue (Brossoie et al., 2012). Additionally, news discourses and

visual representations of domestic violence can affect victims and perpetrators of violence

against women as the framing of such violence can contribute to victim-blaming and

stigmatization of the victim, and minimization of the abusive actions of perpetrators (Bullock,

2007; Lynch, 2002). Thus, ethical guidelines and practices in reporting domestic violence are

an important domain of inquiry.
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A broad definition of domestic violence includes physical, verbal, sexual,

psychological, and/ or financially abusive actions that occur in domestic settings, which can

also result in fatalities. Domestic violence can occur between intimate partners or among

family and extended family members – for example between parents and their children (Cox,

2015; Sleep, 2019). In Pakistan, domestic violence was recognized as a criminal offense after

66 years of the country’s inception, yet it remains prevalent with low conviction rates for

perpetrators (Perveen-Rakhshinda, 2020). More than one-third (34%) of married women in

Pakistan who participated in a national survey reported having experienced domestic abuse

(National Institute of Population Studies, 2019). This included, but was not limited to

physical, psychological, sexual, and economic violence, threats to life, stalking, and

cybercrime. A rich literature is available on representations of domestic violence in print and

broadcast media especially as it presents in the Western world (Berns, 2017; Lloyd & Ramon,

2016; Meyers, 1996; Michelle & Weaver, 2003; Nettleton, 2011; Richards et al., 2014;

Schlesinger et al., 1992). However, little research exists focusing on media producers or

content creators in particular, including journalists and their perceptions of their reporting of

violence against women, and none in Pakistan. The aim of this study is to begin to fill this

gap by investigating Pakistani television journalists’ ethical frameworks for approaching the

reporting of domestic violence in Pakistan.

In the following sections, we first provide a scholarly account of media ethics,

particularly the feminist media ethics approach applied in our research, before outlining

codes of ethics that comprise best journalistic practices that the public might expect or

assume are being applied in domestic violence news coverage practices. We then provide an

overview of the state of crime news reporting in Pakistan, which is followed by details of

existing ethical news reporting guidelines in that country. These sections are followed by an
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explanation of the methods we used to investigate Pakistani journalists’ ethical approaches to

reporting domestic violence in television news and our research findings.

4.2.1 - Journalism Ethics and Domestic Violence Reporting

Media ethics have been a significant focus of attention for media scholars, communication

practitioners, and feminist scholars (Christians et al., 2020; Wilkins et al., 2020). Plaisance

(2013) defines ethics as “a form of inquiry concerned with the process of finding rational

justifications for our actions when the values that we hold come into conflict” (p. 10). Ward

(2019) broadly emphasizes the same features stating that ethics involves the “analysis,

evaluation and promotion of what constitutes correct conduct and virtuous character in light

of the best available principles” (p. 295). For Ward (2019), media freedom can only occur

when journalists are responsible for the consequences of their reporting.

Broad agreement exists on the basic guiding ethical principles for professional

journalists working in media organizations. Principles include truth telling, objectivity,

neutrality of reporting, accountability, independence, minimization of harm and protection

and privacy of news sources (Detenber & Rosenthal, 2014; Plaisance & Skewes, 2003; Ross

& Cormier, 2010). Ethical reporting of gendered issues can promote justice and

socially/culturally admonish the subordination of females. The work of feminist media ethics

scholars urges journalists to engage in news reporting on gendered issues in ways that are

beneficial to society (Steiner, 2011; 2020) and which inspire a feeling of obligation in the

audience (Steiner, 2020). Feminist media ethics calls on journalists to be self-reflective in

their practice and to be mindful of their assumptions around the subject and their own

assumed “authority” when interacting with those connected with a story and its reporting.

Emphasis is placed on journalists listening carefully to victims, giving space to sources “who

speak in the vocabulary of care” (Steiner, 2020, p. 445). While there is no desire to see

journalists forgo accuracy, feminist scholars do warn that reliance on fact-based reporting and



71

objectivity can result in journalists avoiding the time-consuming process of considering

context and incorporating multiple perspectives in news stories (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006).

The claim is made that under-developed practices place marginalized individuals at a further

risk because their stories are not fully presented (Steiner, 2020, Steiner & Okrusch, 2006).

Feminist media ethics scholars argue for a sense of communal obligation among

journalists to withstand any pressures from their media organizations that compromise ethics

(Bowers et al., 2004). There are multiple forces at play in media organizations which

influence news reporting, including political and ideological preferences and the commercial

interests of the corporate entity that journalist works for. Commercial pressures, for example,

can result in sensationalist reporting of news, and particularly of crime and violence, to

achieve or maintain high ratings (Callanan & Rosenberger, 2011; Vettehen et al., 2008;

Weaver et al., 2013). Sensationalist depictions in news stories are particularly problematic

because repeated use of violent imagery in news reporting can demobilize the audience by

inducing compassion fatigue (Tester, 2001). In the next section, we identify some of the

guidelines for domestic violence reporting used in different countries by media professions,

and their purpose, before exploring the nature of crime news reporting in Pakistan.

4.2.2 - Existing Ethical Guidelines on Domestic Violence News Reporting

To ensure responsible news coverage of domestic violence, media professionals, government

regulatory bodies, international organizations, media councils, and news organizations across

many countries have created specific ethical guidelines for journalists reporting on this issue

(for some examples see Autonomous Women’s Centre, 2016; Guajardo, 2012; McGuinness,

2007). For example, in New Zealand in 2007 the Ministry of Social Development launched a

nationwide public communication campaign IT’S NOT OK aimed at raising awareness about

domestic violence (Michelle & Weaver, 2003). The campaign also provided training for

journalists across New Zealand and formulated ethical guidelines for sensitive and accurate
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reporting that was designed to dispel myths about domestic violence (McGuinness, 2007).

Similarly, in 2010, the Australian government launched its national plan to reduce violence

against women and children. One of its many aims was to help journalists deliver better news

coverage of domestic violence (Guajardo, 2012).

Broadly, the purpose of these types of national guidelines rests on principles for

encouraging responsible news coverage to prevent the perpetuation of myths and

misconceptions around domestic violence and developing community intolerance against it

(Edmond & Hann, n.d.). They also function to ensure that factual dissemination of

information occurs in a manner that does not compromise the safety of victims (Sutherland et

al., 2016). It is also a common recommendation that violence against women should be

connected to its wider social context and that, therefore, statistics on the prevalence of such

violence be included to convey the scope and extent of the problem (Ryan et al., 2006).

Research also shows that media portrayals of intimate partner violence that

contextualize abuser responsibility can generate public support for victims and encourage

victims of abuse to seek help (Carlyle et al., 2014). Palazzolo and Roberto (2011) argue that

the addition of information that helps humanize victims of domestic violence in news may

function to reduce victim blaming and produce public empathy. In contrast, reporting

practices that dehumanize victims can serve to normalize violence and hinder attempts to stop

it (Anastasio & Costa, 2004).

In the next section, we discuss literature related to crime news presentations in the

Pakistani media. That is followed by an overview of legal guidelines for broadcast media

pertaining to news and crime depictions formulated and monitored by government regulatory

authorities in Pakistan. We also discuss the code of ethics regarding crime news coverage

practiced by some of the television news channels and guidelines developed by professional

journalists’ bodies.
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4.2.3 - Crime News Reporting in Pakistan

A survey of Pakistani journalists showed that news media organizations tend to have an

overrepresentation of young inexperienced news reporters with little to no training (Pintak &

Nazir, 2013). This appears to be because such employees are cheaper to employ than more

experienced journalists. Linked to this, a lack of professionalism has been cited as a major

challenge for the Pakistani media industry (Pintak & Nazir, 2013). Indigenous literature

shows a tendency toward sensationalist reporting in Pakistan. Arshad and Ashraf (2014)

argue that due to a lack of organizational checks in the Pakistani media, news is not only

dramatized but also designed to grab the audience’s attention (Yousaf et al., 2019). Mezzera

and Sial (2010) argue that the “Urdu media greatly relies on sensationalism . . . In the

electronic media landscape, this trend of sensationalism can also be explained by the pressing

need to be the first to deliver breaking news, thereby getting better ratings and winning

popularity” (p. 39). Pakistani crime news and shows are especially presented in a way that

makes it difficult to differentiate between entertainment and reality (Abdullah, 2017).

Features such as the reenactment of events, fast-paced editing, eyewitness camera

perspectives, and the use of music and voice-over narration are common (Hassan, 2018). In

Pakistan, domestic violence is rarely covered but, when it is, the coverage is dramatic,

reinforces sexist stereotypes, and encourages victim blaming (Fatima, 2017). The nature of

the news reporting of such violence suggests that ethical guidelines are either

under-formulated, not followed, or not regulated properly (Arshad & Ashraf, 2014).

A UNESCO and Media Action Against Rape report (Sreedharan & Thorsen, 2021)

focusing on the neighbouring country of India revealed similar challenges regarding the lack

of ethical guidelines for news reporting in that country. From the journalists’ interviewed (N

= 257) in India, around 14% said they did not have access to any kind of guidelines at all,

while only 13% of respondents reported having access to written editorial guidelines. Verbal
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instructions were regarded as editorial guidelines by 41% of respondents, whereas 14% had

developed their own informal guidelines according to their professional experiences.

4.2.4 - Formalized Codes of Ethics in Pakistani News Media

In 2002, the Pakistani government adopted a policy of supporting a relatively independent

and liberalized media (Gul et al., 2017). Through the enactment of the Freedom of

Information Ordinance 2002, two independent regulatory bodies were set up: The Press

Council of Pakistan, and the Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA).

PEMRA was created to facilitate and regulate private media channels in Pakistan and has

been mandated to monitor and ameliorate broadcasting standards of media broadcasters and

cable television operators.

PEMRA has revised its code of ethics twice, first in 2009 and later in 2015. Despite

these revisions, PEMRA has never provided specific guidance on reporting violence against

women. Its code of ethics does, however, address portrayals of crime and violence in broad

and generic perspectives. Table 4.1 details PEMRA rules pertaining to television news

broadcast in relation to crime and violence.
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Table 4.1

Relevant Clauses in Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority’s Code of Ethics
(Ministry of Broadcasting and National Heritage, 2015)

Clause
(Subclause)

PEMRA Guidelines on Television News

4 (4) News shall be clearly distinguished from commentary, opinion, and
analysis.

4 (5) Unnecessary details and footages [sic] of gory scenes including bloodshed
and dead bodies shall not be aired.

8 (3) Scenes with violence or suffering such as close-up shots of persons brutally
tortured or killed shall not be shown.

8 (6) Identity of any victim of rape, sexual abuse, terrorism or kidnapping or such
victim’s family shall not be revealed without prior permission of the victim
or victim’s guardian where victim is a minor.

8 (13) Licensee shall provide necessary protection gear and training to its reporters,
cameramen and other crew deployed for coverage of any crime incidents or
conflict zone.

20 (2) Licensee shall arrange for regular training of its employees that may be
helpful in performing their duties better.

Besides the government regulatory body PEMRA, four major media organizations of

Pakistan, namely Geo Television Network, Dunya TV, Dawn Media Group, and the Express

Media Group, have codes of ethics detailed on their respective websites as a demonstration of

their public responsibility in news coverage. However, these codes of ethics address the

reporting of crime incidents in general and are not focused on domestic violence specifically.

Professional journalist groups, such as the Federal Union of Journalists, the Pakistan

Broadcasters Association, Coalition for Ethical Journalism, Press Foundation of Pakistan,

Press Council of Pakistan, and Agahi (which translates into “awareness”), have established

professional codes of ethics through consultation with journalists representing numerous

media enterprises. They broadly cover professional integrity, unbiased and accurate reporting,

working for public and state interests and crime reporting. Again, none of these codes of

ethics are specifically concerned with the reporting of violence against women except for that
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of the Pakistan Broadcasters Association (see Table 4.2). Table 4.2 below outlines the

voluntarily established ethical guidelines related to crime reporting by one association, the

Pakistan Broadcasters Association, and the four media groups: Geo Television Network,

Dunya TV, Dawn Media Group and Express Media Group. Mostly, the emphasis in these is

on not showing faces and revealing the names of victims of crime and violence.

Table 4.2

Ethical Guidelines Related to Crime and Violence Coverage in Pakistan

Pakistan Broadcaster
Association (see
Pakistan Broadcasters
Association, n.d.)

In reporting of violence (whether collective or individual) the act
of violence must not be glamorized, because it may have a
misleading and desensitizing impact on viewers.

News channels will ensure that no woman or juvenile, who is a
victim of sexual violence, aggression, trauma, or has been a
witness to the same is shown on television without due effort
taken to conceal the identity.

In reporting all cases of sexual assault, or instances where the
personal character or privacy of women are concerned, their
names, pictures and other details will not be broadcast/divulged.

Geo Television
Network (see Geo TV
Network, n.d.)

Violence in any form will be discouraged, or condemned, and
where not possible to do both, we should rather be silent about
propagating violence.

Dunya TV (see Dunya
TV, n.d.).

H(d) We will not use Dunya screen to create a traumatic,
desensitizing or dehumanizing effect that could lead to
psychological disorders or unsocial attitudes or behavior,
particularly among minors.
I(c) Close camera shots which focus on and highlight of gory
images of bloodshed, corpses and human organs and severely
injured persons, live and or edited will be avoided.

Dawn Media Group
(see Dawn, n.d.)

A journalist shall not glorify the perpetrators of any illegitimate
acts of violence committed under any grab or cause, including
honour, and religion.

A journalist shall not print or upload gory images of violence,
mutilated bodies, and victims of any tragedy unless this is
inevitable and in the public interest.

The Express Tribune
(Express Media
Group) (see Express
Tribune, n.d.)

The press must not identify victims of sexual assault or publish
material likely to contribute to such identification unless there is
adequate justification, and they are legally free to do so.
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As detailed above, government and non-governmental media organizations and some

media channels in Pakistan have developed codes of ethics that broadly cover the news

reporting of crime. However, there is little to no research on the active application of these

ethical codes in the course of Pakistani journalists’ professional practice. Therefore, this

study aims to examine whether or how ethical codes are translated or interpreted in

professional practice when reporting domestic violence. The purpose of this project is not to

contest the nature of ethical concerns that should underpin the reporting of domestic violence,

but to understand Pakistani television journalists’ ethical perceptions and practices in

domestic violence reporting. This research investigates the following two research questions:

RQ1: What forms of professional ethics are followed by Pakistani television news

journalists while reporting incidents of domestic violence?

RQ2: How are Pakistani television news journalists trained to report on cases of

domestic violence to ensure factual, fair, and ethical representation of this social

problem?

4.3 - Method

As a first step, a preliminary content analysis of Pakistani television news stories of domestic

violence was undertaken to determine the nature of reporting and ethical considerations. The

findings from the content analysis informed the questions we posed to journalists in

addressing our research questions. Content analysis examines the quantitative frequency of

topics, sequence, and language and key themes along with qualitative aspects, such as the

choice of images, language employed across words, captions, titles, etc (Graneheim et al.,

2017; Herman & Chomsky, 1988; White & Marsh, 2006). To complete this stage of research,

news archives were requested from two Pakistani news channels: Express News and Geo
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News. Express News provided archived 9 p.m. news bulletins for the entire month of

September 2019. Geo News supplied domestic violence news stories from various bulletins

between January to October 2019. This material provided valuable insights into reporting

practices in terms of what types of crime, content, sources, and visuals are used in domestic

violence reporting stories on Pakistani television channels.

Reporting of domestic violence by the two television channels (see Table 4.3, below)

revealed that more than 80% of news stories disclosed the identities of the victims and

abusers. Furthermore, in more than half of the reports, full faces were shown and not

disguised in any way. Only 3.2% of the news stories included information on sources of

social support and only 22.5% outlined the legal aid available to victims of domestic

violence. None of the stories included local or national statistics on domestic violence. In

some cases, domestic violence news was reported only in the news headlines, with no further

coverage given to the story in the rest of the news bulletin.

Table 4.3

Ethical Issues in Domestic Violence News Reportage, 2019

Ethical issues Percentage of domestic
violence news stories (N = 31)

Identity revealed 80.6
Victim only 0
Perpetrator only 12.9
Both victim and perpetrator 80.6

Mention of police report 90.3
Mention of court proceeding 67.7
No visuals blurred 51.6
Parental guidance advised 6.4
Mention of social support 3.2
Mention of legal support 22.5
Mention of medical report 29.0
Mention of DV statistics 0
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We used the content analysis of Pakistani television news reporting to inform what we

asked journalists about how they cover domestic violence news stories. We also asked for

their views on the patterns of reporting we had identified.

The collection of primary data for this project was approved by our university’s

institutional ethics committee. The first author’s experience as a television journalist in

Pakistan from 2007 to 2017 and acquaintance with media professionals enabled a tentative

list of interviewees to be identified. Interviewees were selected using a purposive sampling

approach aimed at recruiting journalists working at different levels in news organizations

including news directors, producers/shift in-charges, and crime/social reporters. This

selection was guided by the professional experience of the first author that ethical and

journalistic practices pertaining to news gathering and dissemination are formulated and

enforced by news directors in their respective organizations, while producers and reporters

have to follow the guidelines working in newsrooms and in the field.

The recruitment of journalists to participate in the research began with informal

correspondence between the first author and Pakistani television news reporters in November

2019. Potential participants were contacted through emails and telephone with initial

conversations outlining the research project and determining journalists’ general willingness

to participate (See Appendix B). The first author traveled from New Zealand to Pakistan to

interview participants in person between February and April 2020. It should be noted that the

outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic interfered with the research plans and made it

extremely difficult to recruit and interview participants beyond this period due to increased

pressure on news production routines.

Eleven journalists were recruited to participate in the project. While this is a smaller

number than we had originally hoped for, it was judged adequate for the research goals as it

surpasses the eight interviews that McCracken (1988, p. 17) deemed sufficient for long
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interview studies. The sample included seven males and four females – a gender imbalance

reflective of the over-representation of men in Pakistani journalism. Seven male and one

female journalist belonged to six Pakistani national news channels. Three additional female

journalist participants were affiliated with the British Broadcasting Company (BBC), and

Voice of America. Participants were all between 33 and 55 years old and had between 13

years and 25 years’ experience working in news.

To examine the ethical practices of Pakistani television journalists’ in covering

domestic violence, we developed a semi-structured interview schedule (see Appendix A). A

semi-structured interview is useful in facilitating discussion between the interviewer and

participant (Galletta, 2013), giving the interviewer flexibility to ask follow-up questions

based on participants’ responses (Kallio et al., 2016; Polit & Beck, 2010). The interview

schedule comprised 18 questions covering journalistic codes of ethics, news presentation, and

the representation of domestic violence, reporters’ views on domestic violence as a social

issue, and the effect of gender on reporting, as well as asking the journalists to give their

recommendations for improving coverage of domestic violence. We should add that this

study is part of a larger research project that examines domestic violence representations in

Pakistani news media (see Nasir et al., in press) and the news values that dictate the selection

of news stories in domestic violence reporting. In this paper, we specifically address issues of

ethics around domestic violence news reporting in Pakistan.

Respondents were given a choice of being interviewed in Urdu (the national language

of Pakistan) or English to aid their understanding and interpretation of the questions being

asked. Seven interviews were recorded in the city of Lahore and four in the capital of

Pakistan, Islamabad – all in the journalists’ offices. The interviews were audio recorded with

the participants’ permission, and each was fully translated from Urdu to English and

transcribed, producing 117 pages of transcripts.
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To identify key themes from the interview transcripts, a thematic analysis was

employed and undertaken both manually using pen and paper and using the computer

software NVIVO 12 Plus. Thematic analysis involves identifying, analyzing, and reporting

the central themes emerging through qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It focuses on

anything that carries meaning, including textual and visual material (Silverman, 2020). The

transcribed interviews were read multiple times to gain familiarity with the wider underlying

meaning. Then, after an initial coding, refined codes were developed, which were further

collated to generate the thematic findings from the research. After comparing, and refining

eight themes related to ethics, we progressed to name, define, and explore the underlying

meaning emerging from the interviews. In the next section, we discuss the findings of the

study.

4.4 - Findings and Discussion

The analysis identified five dominant themes and two sub-themes related to the ethics of

domestic violence reporting on Pakistani television news channels: editorial guidelines and

codes of ethics; journalist’s professional training; the impact of existing reporting practices;

sources, statistics; experts; and avenues of support for victims of domestic violence. In

presenting the findings, we explore each theme by quoting excerpts from the interviews and

then unpacking them.

4.4.1 - Editorial Guidelines and Code of Ethics

When asked about ethical guidelines, eight participants from the national news channels were

not able to identify any written rules and/or established principles that covered domestic

violence reporting. There were some contradictions in their responses, however, especially

relating to the matters of revealing or concealing the identities of victims and/or perpetrators.

For instance, one male participant explained that “we do not have any carefully drafted
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ethical guidelines . . . Usually, we do not disclose victims’ names and avoid showing their

faces as it may put them at further disadvantage or in risky situations” (Senior Producer B,

Male). However, one female interviewee revealed that “in domestic violence stories, victim’s

name and face are shown to establish torture” (Producer A, Female). This interviewee

explained that this meant victims’ faces are shown to highlight physical injuries and to alert

the audience to the intensity of the abuse, and that this results in the visual identity of the

victim being revealed. A male participant presented a different view stating: “we don’t hide

names but if bruises on body parts are shown in visuals, then we blur it, and in case of blood,

we turn the footage into black and white” (News Controller A, Male). However, another

respondent (Reporter B, Female) stated that “in most of the cases, victims’ faces are easily

recognizable even in blurred footage,” while agreeing that revealing the names of victims is

normal practice.

This is also in line with the findings of our preliminary content analysis of domestic

violence news stories from Pakistani news broadcasts. That analysis found that the identities

of both the victim and perpetrator were revealed in more than 80% of news reports and that

their faces were shown in full in more than half of the news stories (see Table 3 above).

While showing bodily injuries can establish the intensity of abuse, repeated exposure to such

imagery can also result in compassion fatigue on the part of the audience (Kinnick et al.,

1996; Tester, 2001). In addition, revealing the identities of domestic violence victims can put

their life at risk as the perpetrator may be able to locate them and/or cause their further

stigmatization (Driskell, 2009). Specifically, in a traditional conservative society such as

Pakistan, revealing the identities of domestic violence victims can lead to a backlash from

their families. It can also hurt their prospects in terms of marriage and employment.

Interestingly, participants mentioned instances when journalists’ decisions were overridden

by their supervisors in relation to ethical reporting practices. One interviewee explained:
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I do consult and try to convince my seniors . . . not [to] reveal . . . names and faces of
victims of domestic violence. Sometimes, they do agree with me and sometimes they
do not. So, there are no written ethical guidelines that exist in black and white.
Therefore, it depends on person to person and varies from organization to
organization. (Senior Producer B, Male)

This interviewee did not elaborate on the circumstances under which his managers

would decide to reveal the identity of the victim. However, it can be speculated based on the

interviews that media organizations are more concerned about not revealing the identities of

victims of sex crimes such as rape, sexual abuse, or kidnapping compared to victims of

domestic violence as there are clear legal guidelines from PEMRA (Ministry of Broadcasting

and National Heritage, 2015) concerning such cases.

It is common for higher management in Pakistani media organizations to have the

final say in how news is presented (Bowers et al., 2004). In Pakistan, the lack of formalized

guidelines regarding reporting domestic violence stories in national news channels leaves it

ambiguous as to whether the identities of victims of domestic violence should be revealed.

Ultimately this decision falls to the discretion of the media organization. A female journalist,

who had experience working for both national and international media organizations was

critical of this lack of ethical guidelines in national news channels. She said:

In national television news media of Pakistan, ethics are only discussed in debates but
not practiced. They vary from news to news and event to event. And ethics can also
be moulded as per one’s convenience. There are just [a] couple of basic
understandings that bloody visuals will not be shown. Or if someone’s nose is cut off,
then visuals will get blurred. Otherwise, no ethics are followed. (Reporter B, Female)

Unlike journalists working in national news channels, the three interviewees affiliated

with international broadcasting networks were comparatively better informed about their

organizational guidelines and code of ethics. However, they did not have a set of journalistic

ethical guidelines specific to domestic violence reportage. Rather, they have some broadly
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defined principles to guide them through the coverage of familial matters and issues

concerning minors. A female reporter from the BBC stated:

We have editorial guidelines which are available on Google as well. It is a big fat
book, sort of a public document around 700 to 800 pages. So, in [the] BBC, editorial
guidelines are reinforced consistently. Although, they are not directly related to
domestic violence, rather they revolve around [a] range of issues like how to cover
rape cases, and how to work with families and children. These guidelines guide us
through almost all sorts of things. (Reporter D, Female)

In summary, like the neighbouring country of India (Sreedharan & Thorsen, 2021),

the responses of interviewees working in Pakistani national news channels demonstrate a lack

of concrete professional guidelines to refer to when covering domestic violence. This is likely

to influence their journalistic practices and contribute to incident-based reporting and

sensationalist representations (Edmond & Hann, n.d.; Sutherland et al., 2016). What is often

considered a basic code of conduct of not revealing identities (Steiner, 2020) is also

sometimes ignored by Pakistani journalists. This research also identified differences of

understanding between journalists associated with national and international news

organizations in terms of domestic violence reportage. In the next section, the focus is on the

sub-theme of consent that was significant in the findings by its absence.

4.4.1.1 - Consent

Asking for consent before reporting on domestic violence cases from victims did not appear

to be a priority among eight interviewees representing Pakistan's national news media. Only

two female reporters who were working for international media organizations described the

importance of consent in their work practices. One of these respondents stated that “In [the]

BBC, first, we ask for consent. Because in [the] BBC, we must work according to

international journalistic standards as consent is very important for filming, featuring, or

profiling someone’s story” (Reporter D, Female). Another female participant who had
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worked in a range of national news channels also reflected on the lack of any practice of

asking for consent while reporting on domestic violence incidents. She commented:

If I took the consent before reporting an incident of domestic violence, another
reporter from a different news channel who is in hurry and could not contact the
victim or his family to ask for consent is likely to rely on my report and pass it on to
his news channel. This can be damaging for them [reporters and/or victims]
sometimes. (Reporter C, Female)

From this interviewee’s response, it was evident that some reporters do not see the

need to gain consent from those involved in a domestic violence incident before it is reported.

This is contrary to the recommended ethics of care (Vanacker & Breslin, 2006) that requires

taking informed consent from a victim before reporting their stories. That is, journalists

should inform victims about the consequences of making their stories available to the media

and engage the victim in a dialog to determine what is in their best interests (Vanacker &

Breslin, 2006). Awad (2006) argues that journalists’ objectivity and understanding of their

jobs as transmitters of facts can impair their sense of ethical responsibility. It causes

journalists to view “communication as transmission of messages rather than of constitution of

the social world” (Awad, 2006, p. 935). In our study, two interviewees stated that if a victim

of domestic violence has shared their story with one reporter, then it might be shared with or

picked up by other media organizations as well, and in most cases, without the victim’s

consent. This leaves victims with no control over the sharing of their stories. The reporters to

whom the stories are relayed do not interview the victim(s) and/or affected families to gather

information about the case and simply pass the details to their own news channels. Not only

are these practices unethical, but they also fail to give victims a chance to tell their own

stories as they have experienced them. In addition, the opportunity to present the incident

within the broader social context is lost as minimal background information is gathered about

the case. One respondent stated of this practice:
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This is a very serious issue. Only if people from [a] newsroom push reporters to go
out [into the field] and find something then they might do it and bring hidden angle on
the surface. Otherwise, the whole coverage will be limited to that incident only.
(Controller News, Male)

This practice of using content gathered by another reporter in a news story is referred

to as journalistic plagiarism. We discuss this in more detail in the next section.

4.4.1.2 - Journalistic Plagiarism

In the interviews, Pakistani crime reporters in general were criticized by senior newsroom

staff members for what they described as journalistic plagiarism. Journalists were accused of

using the same content and visuals of domestic violence stories in their reporting which had

been gathered by other reporters, sometimes without the source news channel’s consent and

acknowledgment. For example, one interviewee stated, “crime reporters have made

WhatsApp groups on their smartphones, and they share stories on these groups. That is why

every other channel is showing the same content and visuals of crime stories'' (News Director

B, Male).

Interestingly, when interviewees talked about these practices, their concern primarily

related to not seeking another media channel’s consent to reproduce content; they did not

focus on how it might be unethical to share stories of victims with other channels without the

consent of the victims themselves. Nor did they comment on how victims could be distressed

to find their personal stories being shared across multiple news platforms and how this could

lead to increasing feelings of shame and vulnerability on the part of those victims.

In terms of international journalistic practices, journalistic plagiarism is considered a

serious violation of journalistic ethics and fundamental principles (Wasserman, 2006).

However, from the accounts of two respondents, it is evident that information gathering and

sharing through smartphones, other digital devices and messaging apps is frowned upon but

not penalized or regulated in Pakistan. This might be due to a lack of will, as one respondent
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suggested: “Frankly speaking, reporters don’t go to the place of incident. They remain in

[their] offices and file news stories from there” (Controller News A, Male). It could also be

that lack of proper editorial guidelines and deficiencies in training opportunities are implicitly

encouraging such news gathering and dissemination practices. We explore the issue of

training in the next section.

4.4.2 - Professional Training for Journalists

Section 20 and Clause 2 of the Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA)

code of conduct (Ministry of Broadcasting and National Heritage, 2015) states, that the

“licensee shall arrange for regular training of its employees that may be helpful in performing

their duties better” (p. 8). However, eight of our 11 interviewees said that they had not

received any kind of professional training from their respective news organizations during

their journalistic careers. One interviewee (News Director A, Male) described such training

as a “luxury.” Another (News Director D, Male) described this lack of training as a “sad part”

of Pakistani journalism. It was also stated that the normal training for a newly hired journalist

is typically on-the-job learning regardless of whether individuals have been hired as a

reporter or to serve in the newsroom. One respondent stated, “I do not know if any news

channel has arranged professional training for its employees” (Senior Producer C, Male).

Similar experiences were shared by a female reporter:

I have worked in two national news channels for years. I can assertively tell that no
initial training courses were organized there. It is quite rare . . . for news organizations
to train reporting staff through seminars, workshops, or refresher courses, unless they
have received funding from somewhere else, which is highly unlikely. (Reporter B,
Female)

This is in line with a previous study which concluded that Pakistani news channels

have an over-representation of untrained and inexperienced staff (Pintak & Nazir, 2013).

Contrary to the experiences of those of our interviewees working for national news channels,

three female participants who were working for international news organizations stated that
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the BBC and the Voice of America offer a variety of skills development and career

enhancement training courses to all employees relevant to their specialization. They

explained that they had spent several hours in paid professional development training

courses. A female reporter put it this way:

In Voice of America, we must enroll ourselves into various online training
progammes, which are counted as our normal working hours. These training
progammes are online because our head office is in Washington, and we are scattered
in different parts of the world. Training topics are wide ranging, from copyright issues
to ethics and around ongoing and unfolding happenings. (Reporter C, Female)

These contrasting accounts of journalists working in national and international news

media illustrate the discrepancy in the quality of journalism practices in Pakistan. Despite the

national media regulatory body PEMRA’s clear instructions for arranging regular staff

trainings, from what the interviewees state in this research, this legal obligation has been

grossly overlooked. In the next section, we discuss how this lack of journalistic training,

together with unfamiliarity with a professional code of ethics, can lead to problems in how

domestic violence is reported.

4.4.3 -The Impact of Existing Reporting Practices

Some of our research interviewees did reflect on how a lack of training and understanding of

news reporting ethics could lead to irresponsible practices that can put the lives of people at

risk who reach out to the media for support. For example, a director of news recounted an

incident in which identity disclosure in news reporting led to the murder of a couple:

A young couple got married out of love against the will of their elders and spent three
years in hiding from one place to another because of life threats. Then they came to
media and news channels gave them coverage but also disclosed their identities. As a
result, the couple got police protection and [apparently] reconciled with their
threatening families. Not ten days had gone by when both the husband and wife were
shot dead. In this case, in my opinion, media and the couple, both were responsible
for whatever happened. (News Director B, Male).
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This tragic example reflects the consequences of journalists and news organizations

not considering societal norms while reporting domestic violence. In this case, the couple had

been receiving threats to their lives before they approached the media for help. However,

discounting threats to the couple, and ignoring the fact that love marriages are considered a

transgression against family honour by some conservative sections of Pakistani society, their

identities and whereabouts were broadcast on national news.

In another example, a female interviewee from the Voice of America recounted how

she had been forced by the newsroom of a national news channel to invade the privacy of the

victims of domestic violence in hospitals:

On multiple occasions, when victims were lying on hospital beds in extremely
vulnerable conditions and their family members were in shock, I was directed to talk
to victims and their families. I was even forced to get undercover to gain information
from hospitals. These are not ethics but insensitive demands of newsrooms. (Reporter
B, Female)

This example highlights the gaps in understanding the severity of domestic violence

and sensitivity needed to cover it, not only among reporters but among wider newsroom staff

in relatively senior decision-making positions. Such information gathering practises

revictimise the victim, making them feel not heard (Tandon, 2007). Such practice also sets

the wrong precedent for reporters to follow in the future.

In relation to insensitive reporting, another female reporter from the BBC who had

previously worked for a national news channel stated:

Due to lack of ethical practices in our local news channels, this kind of coverage can
be expected. Because media persons are very insensitive, and they are quite unaware
about that. They think that they are helping victims by raising their voices . . . Being
insensitive, they overlook its social impact on [the] victim as if the person is not even
a human being. All they ... care about is the story. (Reporter D, Female)

These examples show that sometimes newsrooms push reporters to get involved in

unethical and irresponsible journalistic practices. Reporters may also make irresponsible
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decisions independently. This is not to imply that the journalists’ intentions are bad, rather

they can be misguided because they lack training in how to appropriately collect information

and report domestic violence news. Another interviewee recalled a harrowing incident of

intimate partner violence that was insensitively reported:

I can never forget the way we broadcasted visuals of a burnt wife who gave [a]
statement to police [from her] hospital bed [stating] that it was her husband who did
this to her. Ignoring all precautions, we did air that visual statement of a burnt woman
as it is. That incident was very unfortunate as the woman could not survive and
expired in the same hospital bed. (Director News D, Male)

Previous research has also documented sensationalist crime news reporting styles on

Pakistani news channels (Abdullah, 2017; Hassan, 2018; Mezzera & Sial, 2010). None of the

research participants were able to recall instances where journalists faced consequences for

ethical violations. In the next section, I explain the circumstances that might influence

Pakistani journalists’ practice of ignoring authorized and authentic sources, and instead,

relying on their own journalistic instincts.

4.4.4 - Sources

As domestic violence incidents usually occur in private settings, journalists are extremely

unlikely to witness these incidents. Apart from interviewing victims, their relatives, or

neighbours, journalists may require evidential factual confirmation gained through the police,

hospitals, or the courts about the incident. However, in Pakistan, where the police are

reluctant to register cases of domestic abuse, and sometimes even ask for a bribe from victims

to register the case (Sattar et al., 2022), journalists tend to initially report these stories based

on their own investigation of circumstantial evidence. Nine of our interviewees confirmed

that they reported domestic violence incidents without engaging with authorities such as

hospitals, police, or the courts. For instance, one stated:

In some cases, if bruises on victim’s body and circumstantial evidence is clearly seen
then reporter(s) may take the lead to report the incidents even without waiting for



91

police to get involved and register the case in the first instance. In such a situation,
any other news channel would also be doing the same thing. (News Director B, Male)

This quote demonstrates the pressure to be the first to report a crime story. This raises

the question of how and why such reporting practices are not viewed as unethical by

Pakistani journalists. The answer appears to lie at the intersection of wanting to be the first

channel to report the incident and wanting to pressure police into action. One respondent

shared his reflections on this thus:

We act swiftly and try to report such incidents even before police . . . media criticism
brings police under pressure and sometimes courts will take Suo Moto [on its own
motion] notices on such cases. I think due to [the] media, many police reports have
been registered and victim women got the justice they deserved. (Producer A, Female)

Here, it appeared as if the journalists’ perception of ethical coverage of domestic

violence is positioned within the concept of exposing the violence and drawing police

attention to it. This could be considered a form of media activism, which has its own set of

ethical guidelines. Interestingly, such media activism may hold a different meaning for some

journalists due to the absence of concrete journalistic codes of ethics. For some, interrogating

the police department was seen as a form of ethical media activism, though others might view

it as interference in police business. One interviewee stated:

In most cases police do not register cases; either they demand a bribe from the victim,
or they try to settle the matter by dealing with an influential perpetrator. And quite
frankly, it happens most of the time and then we forget about that news story after its
police report gets registered because we have always got a huge news flow to look
after. (News Controller A, Male).

In this excerpt, the interviewee is highlighting corruption in the criminal justice

system and disclosing his news channel’s inconsistent patterns of not following up on

domestic violence stories. Such inconsistent approaches may contradict the principle of

media activism that would ideally involve an ongoing focus on the case.
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4.4.5 - Statistics, Experts, and Avenues of Victim Support

Seven interviewees discussed ignoring the inclusion of the latest statistics (regional and/or

national) and avenues of support for victims while reporting domestic violence stories. They

also reflected on the practice of ignoring the opinion of experts to help contextualize such

incidents. As a result, domestic violence is very rarely presented in its broader social and

cultural context in Pakistani television news reporting. One interviewee stated that it is

“unfortunate that neither media organizations provide such information, nor do we have any

research about it” (News Director D, Male). Another interviewee recounted: “we don’t

mention these details in all stories as [a] domestic violence story is usually [only] 30 seconds

long” (Producer A, Female).

Our preliminary content analysis of television news coverage of domestic violence

found no mention of domestic violence statistics in any reporting, while avenues of support

and the use of experts to contextualize the violence were included in less than 5% of the

domestic violence news stories (see Table 3 above). However, one respondent mentioned the

possibility of incorporating these details by saying, “Yes, we do it only when we do have

time, and we want to project and highlight some issue then we do add this information in

content” (News Controller A, Male). The practices reported by those working in international

news channels were very different. For example, one stated:

In Voice of America, we do include these elements. That is the reason, we frequently
talk to Human Rights Commission of Pakistan and Punjab Commission on the status
of women to get [the] latest statistics and figures for our reports. Punjab government
has also launched 1043 free helpline for women. We also include legal information
such as relevant laws and applicable clauses in such news stories. (Reporter C,
Female)

In summary, local journalists are far more likely not to provide contextualizing

statistics, incorporate expert opinion, or provide information about support available to

victims in reporting on domestic violence, unless they were planning a special report on the
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issue. Yet these are standard reporting practices for media practitioners from international

news organizations operating in Pakistan. Including perspectives from experts helps the

audience understand the socio-cultural factors that contribute toward violence against women

(Steiner, 2020) and should be encouraged.

.

4.5 - Conclusion and Recommendations

The use of ethical reporting practices when covering violence against women can help

prevent further marginalization of victims and encourage audiences to engage with the story

in ways that promote criminal and social justice (Steiner, 2011; 2020). It is clear from the

responses of research participants that domestic violence news stories are normally reported

in Pakistan with barely any ethical considerations. At most, the emphasis is on hiding

identities, blurring faces, and not showing graphic images, though these practices were

generally not consistently followed across new channels. Pakistani television journalists

working for national news channels do not have clear guidelines to follow. As a result, ethical

decisions involved in reporting domestic violence also fall on the discretion of the higher

management in news organizations. This prevents best practices from being established such

as of listening to the victim, ensuring their well-being, including multiple perspectives, and

non-sensational coverage (Bowers et al., 2004, Steiner, 2020, Steiner & Okrusch, 2006,

Tester, 2001). Training is mostly on-the-job and the lack of training opportunities and limited

formalized ethical guidelines regarding the reporting of violence against women not only

hampers journalists’ understanding of how best to report domestic violence, but also leads to

irresponsible and insensitive reporting practices.

The widespread lack of adherence to a code of ethics around news gathering and

reporting of domestic violence in Pakistani national news channels can have serious

consequences. Not gaining the consent of domestic violence victims before covering their
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stories, intruding into their private spaces, broadcasting sensitive information, and sharing

their stories with reporters from other news channels without permission, can further

endanger already vulnerable and at-risk individuals. This goes against a feminist media ethics

of reporting on gender issues that calls for victims to be treated with care and to benefit the

society (Steiner, 2011; 2020). The failure to provide information on support services may

further isolate and marginalize victims. Additionally, with many journalists having cultivated

a “journalistic tradition” of not including regional and/or national statistics, and expert

opinion in their reporting, domestic violence is not contextualized as a significant social

issue. Consequently, the reporting of domestic violence tends to reinforce stereotypical

narratives, negating any effort to promote intolerance against this endemic problem and

help-seeking behaviours among victims and their families.

We must acknowledge that this study is limited to the responses of 11 Pakistani

television journalists and that further studies are needed that would include a greater number

of participants to produce more generalizable results. Future research might also include print

media journalists; this could provide a broader understanding of how domestic violence is

reported across the news media in Pakistan. To address the ethical issues identified in this

research around domestic violence, PEMRA should emphasize developing specific guidelines

around reporting of violence against women. This may encourage news channels to allocate

resources for staff professional development training and to develop their own code of ethics

for more ethical and responsible journalism practices especially in relation to the reporting of

domestic violence.
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Chapter 5: Journalistic Imperatives Involved in Television News Reporting of Domestic

Violence in Pakistan (Study 3)

5.1 - Introduction

The previous two chapters focused on how Pakistani television journalists represent domestic

violence news stories, and what principles and ethical guidelines influence their reporting of

domestic violence. The findings highlighted that Pakistani television news journalists engage

in sensationally depicting domestic violence, often overlooking the need to put the crime into

perspective and follow up on the story. Lack of training opportunities for media professionals

and scarcity of an overarching code of ethics have been contributing to these reporting

practices. In this chapter, I expand the scope of the research to examine another crucial

element of journalistic practice: the values that govern the selection of domestic violence

news stories in Pakistani news media. This chapter has not been presented at a conference or

submitted for publication. It therefore follows a standard format for a thesis chapter.

The mass media is an effective tool in shaping public understanding of social issues

such as domestic violence (McLaren, 2010). Editorially, news has the power to summarise or

select what are key events and issues. However, it may choose to report certain stories and

ignore others (Palmer, 2000). Within stories selected, the news media is also likely to

highlight certain voices and perspectives while ignoring others, and include or exclude

contextual information, which may have an impact on how audiences perceive an issue

(Barker-Plummer, 2013). Media critics have argued that, historically, journalism has been a

profession drawn towards violence, giving rise to the journalistic cliché of if it bleeds, it leads

(Hunt, 2014). As Hartley (2000, p.40) states, “truth is violence, reality is war, news is

conflict… journalism is combat”. That is, the media tends to prioritise stories of violence.
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In the journalistic process, news values dominate practice, strongly influencing what

stories get selected for reporting (O’Neill & Harcup, 2009). Harrison (2008, p. 136) describes

news values as “a form of content-based research which makes judgments about the

production process by attempting to identify the way in which a property of an event

increases its chance of becoming news”. Apart from being governed by a general set of news

values, news selection and reporting may also have a “subjective” element to it, with

journalists taking directions for reporting from superiors and colleagues (Allern, 2002;

Meadows & Ewart, 2001).

Significance attached to a news story by the journalists, nature of coverage or

exclusion of certain stories from the broadcast will have an impact on viewers’ understanding

and attitudes about domestic violence (Sutherland et al., 2016, 2017). Lately, there has been a

rise in the scholarly examination of the media’s positionality in the prevention of violence

against women and impact of reporting (Breen et al., 2017; Comas d’Argemir, 2015; Gius &

Lalli, 2014; Michelle & Weaver, 2003). News coverage that gives space to stories about

domestic violence, avoids episodic framing, contextualises abuse, discusses contributing

factors, and tells how and where to get help from, is beneficial in combating domestic

violence (Breen et al., 2017; Sutherland et al., 2017). Some media scholars think that

constructive coverage of domestic violence is rare as it is not aligned with the news values of

journalists (Lindsay-Brisbin et al., 2014; Sutherland et al., 2016).

Pakistan is an important site of inquiry into news coverage of domestic violence. It is

a country struggling with endemic domestic violence and has a large news media industry

with statistics suggesting that 44% of television viewers watch news regularly (Gillani

Research Foundation, 2017). The Global Gender Gap 2023 index ranked Pakistan 142nd

out of 146 countries in terms of gender equality (World Economic Forum, 2023). A national

survey conducted in 2017-18 in Pakistan found that every third woman between the age
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15-49 who had been married had experienced physical and/or sexual violence at least once

(National Institute of Population Studies, 2019). A Gallup Pakistan (2017) survey reported

that 31% of males think that they are entitled to beat their wives, and 20% of women endorse

a man’s right to do so. Research has shown that most Pakistani media organisations lack any

policy and ethical guidelines for the reporting of domestic violence, while journalists receive

little if any professional training on how to report on this significant social issue (see Chapter

3).

Since the role of journalists is important in the coverage of domestic violence (Simons

& Morgan, 2018), the primary objective of this chapter is to investigate how Pakistani

television journalists select domestic violence news stories to report on. Broadly, research has

shown that stories on violence against women are more likely to be selected in broadcast

when public figures are involved (Byerly, 2019). Other news values include, but are not

limited to: unusualness, impact, conflict, the number of people affected, and titillation

(Harcup & O’ Neill, 2001; Galtung & Ruge,1965; McGregor, 2002). In the following

sections, we provide a brief overview of the literature on news values and then review

research literature that examines news reporting of domestic violence and intimate partner

violence. This is followed by an explanation of our research method and the discussion of the

research findings before, finally, making recommendations for future research.

5.1.1 - Journalism and News Values

In journalism literature, news values are considered to exist external to the text of the news

story. They exist: in the minds of journalists (Donsbach, 2004; Salgado & Stromback, 2012);

as ideological constructs (Hall, 2019; Herman & Chomsky, 2010); as “routine and highly

regulated procedures” (Golding & Elliot, 1979, p. 114); and as criteria central in the decision

making process as to what will or will not be selected as news (Palmer, 2000). “News stories

must generally satisfy one or more of the following requirements to be selected” (Harcup &
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O’Neill, 2001, p. 278). Walter Lippmann (1922) was the first person who suggested attributes

for news selection. However, the most cited work on news values has been produced by

Galtung and Ruge (1965) in the form of a list of twelve interdependent factors determining

news selection: frequency, threshold, unambiguity, meaningfulness, consonance,

unexpectedness, continuity, composition, reference to elite nations, reference to elite people,

personification, and negativity. They argued the more an incident meets these criteria, the

more it is likely to be reported as news.

The list of news values included in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Communication

has been increasing, “many of which overlap with each other in terms of the aspects of

newsworthiness they deal with and only differ in their labeling/naming practices” (Caple,

2018, p. 10). McGregor (2002) states that the presence or absence of visuals, or pictures of an

event may determine its selection as news. McGregor also contends that celebrification of

journalism means that if a story is covered by a renowned journalist, then it is more likely to

be broadcast as news. This is linked to the commercial motivations of news organizations as

this is one of the ways “television networks have branded themselves through journalistic

ownership and identity” (p. 7). Several other sets of news values have been proposed. For

example, Conley and Lamble (2006) identified eight news value criteria: conflict, currency,

impact, prominence, proximity, usual and the human interest. Harcup and O’Neill (2001)

proposed their own set of news values: the power elite, entertainment, celebrity, surprise,

good and bad news, relevance, magnitude, follow-up, and agenda. Next, I review the

literature on news values that govern coverage of domestic violence stories.

5.1.1.1 - Fatal Incidents

Although media coverage can be effective and impactful without being violence-centric and

sensationalised, in domestic violence news coverage, research points to the tendency of

reporting to predominantly feature incidents involving fatalities and homicides (Carlyle at al.,
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2008; Simeunovic-Patic, 2018). Carlyle at al. (2008) analysed 395 news stories involving

IPV published in a sample of newspapers in the USA. They found that relatively more

coverage was given to incidents of domestic violence resulting in fatalities, which, they

argued, caused other forms of domestic violence, such as emotional and verbal, to go

underrepresented. The researchers claimed that this emphasis on domestic violence

homicides could discourage victims from seeking help fearing that doing so would endanger

their lives. In Middle Eastern countries such as Kuwait, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and Turkey,

domestic violence fatalities have found to be reported in such a way that encourages

sympathy with male perpetrators who kill women in the name of honour (Halim & Meyers,

2010). Carll (2003), in her analysis of news stories involving homicides in the USA from

1995 to 1996, found that stories involving female perpetrators were given more coverage and

were more likely to be published on the front page, while incidents with male murderers were

covered less extensively. Considered more transgressive, deviant, and thought provoking than

violence of males (Naylor, 2001), violence inflicted by women fitted with the value of

novelty in news (Anastasio & Costa, 2004; Carll, 2003; Easteal et al., 2015). Giving more

coverage to homicides committed by women belies epidemiological reports and prevents

domestic violence from being recognised as a gender issue with a socio-systematic basis

(Carll, 2003).

Other researchers have found that news of domestic violence is often reported from

the police perspective where the focus is on ‘facts’ (McManus & Dorfman, 2005), and the

perspectives of victims, their families and/or advocates are ignored. In Canada, domestic

violence coverage often portrays domestic violence as an isolated event rather than detailing

what preceded the incident and/or the history of abuse in the relationship (Lee & Wong,

2020).
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5.1.1.2 - Incidents Involving Celebrities

Research has found that journalists are more likely to report cases of femicide where the

victims or perpetrators are celebrities or famous personalities (Hayes & Kwiatkowski, 2015;

Heuva, 2016). This reflects “the commodification of crime (femicide) and the exploitation of

celebrity fame” (Heuva, 2016, p. 1) which has the potential to increase viewership and, with

that, profits for the news organisations. It also fits with the news value of reference to elite

people (Galtung & Ruge, 1965). The victims and/or perpetrators are powerful and rich but

still not immune to domestic abuse (Pepin, 2016). Manganello (2008) contends that young

people are more likely to construct their views about IPV through celebrity news, as

compared to general reporting on domestic violence. With the pervasive reach and

importance given to celebrities, these cases may have an impact on public perception

regarding IPV. That is, the audiin pressence may be left with the impression that domestic

violence is not commonplace and occurs only in families who are famous (Hayes &

Kwiatkowski, 2015).

5.1.1.3 - Social Media Influence on Mainstream News Selection

Journalists and their professional practices have also been influenced by digital advancements

of the past decade (Skogerbø et al., 2015). Social media is now integral to journalism

(Nordheim et al., 2018). The reach of social media enables the rapid dissemination of

information. Stories are picked up from social media and stories running on mainstream

media are disseminated through social media (Whiting et al., 2019). Victims advocate

organisations are also using social media platforms to disseminate their messages and

different perspectives on news (Crocket, 2017). These online voices may also bring about

subtle complexities regarding matters of violence, which might otherwise be represented in

mainstream news as one episode of violence and/or a private matter between partners or

between perpetrator and victim (Cravens et al., 2015). It is argued that it is a powerful public
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platform to hold perpetrators accountable (Crocket, 2017, Rentschler, 2014) for example in

the case of the #MeToo movement where perpetrators were named and shamed online

(Hillstrom, 2018). Having considered factors that may influence selection of domestic

violence news stories, in the next section we discuss underrepresentation of female

perspectives in news media.

5.1.2 - General Underrepresentation of Female Perspectives in News Media

Although women are three times more likely than men to be featured as victims of

violence and/or discrimination in news stories, the Global Media Monitoring Project (2015)

found that across all media, women were the central focus of just 10% of news stories. This

could also be related to the underrepresentation of women in the journalism profession

(Byerly, 2011; Gallagher, 2014). Feminist media scholarship also indicates that, typically,

news presents a masculine narrative and undermines women-centered and pro-feminist ones,

as these might be taken as a challenge to the system of male supremacy (Erdem, 2022;

Nettleton, 2011). For instance, it has been argued that in television news stories female

sources are only used to report the problem, but not to offer opinions or solutions from a

woman’s perspective (Rakow & Kranich, 1991). Research on media structures also shows

that women are rarely given opportunities to hold powerful decision-making positions in

news and entertainment media (Byerly, 2011), and few women make it to influential positions

in large digital media conglomerates (Byerly, 2014).

5.1.3 - Research on Media and Domestic Violence in Pakistan

Several Pakistani studies have addressed news coverage of domestic violence in

Pakistan. Ahmed (2012) conducted a comparative analysis of English (Daily News) and Urdu

(Daily Khabrain) newspapers from 1993 to 2003 using a systematic sampling technique. The

results showed that incidents of sexual harassment were reported the most followed by those

of physical violence against women. On the other hand, content analysis of the regional
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Sindhi (a language spoken in Sindh – a province of Pakistan) newspaper conducted over a

span of 6 months (January to June 2016) found that among 70 incidents of domestic violence

reported, those of honour killings were reported the most, followed by physical violence,

rape, and kidnapping (Agha, 2018). Ahmed (2012) raised concerns that Pakistani newspapers

are providing less news coverage about violation of women’s rights than other crime news

and that the stories were reported negatively. She did not go into the details of how stories

were negatively reported. Similar concerns were raised following the same author’s (2014)

analysis of two television news channels - Dawn News and Express News - from January to

April 2013. In line with her previous findings (Ahmed, 2012), sexual harassment was

reported the most within the context of violence against women, followed by physical

violence and honour killings. Ali and Khalid (2021) analysed print media articles published

in Pakistan during the COVID-19 lockdown, and Mirani et al. (2021) examined social media

users' experiences during the pandemic. Both studies identified a spike in domestic violence

cases and the government’s failure to do anything to prevent such escalation during the

pandemic.

While researchers have explored coverage of violence against women in Pakistani

news, none have explicitly explored the imperatives behind journalists and news

organisations’ selection criteria in the reporting of domestic violence. The current chapter

seeks to fill this gap in the literature and make an important contribution to our understanding

of news reporting of domestic violence in Pakistan. It investigates the question: How do

Pakistani television news journalists select domestic violence news stories? The next section

provides an account of the method used to collect data for this research.
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5.2 - Method

To investigate Pakistani television journalists’ imperatives regarding domestic violence

reporting, a qualitative inquiry was used to gain an in-depth understanding of how journalists

select, or elect not to select, such stories to present as news (Schultze & Avital, 2011;

Schwandt, 2001). To “enter into the other person’s perspective” (Patton, 2002, p. 341) and

build “thick descriptions of a given social world, analyzed for cultural patterns and themes”

(Warren, 2002, p. 85), semi-structured interviews were used (see Appendix A). More than

just information gathering, semi-structured interviews facilitate making sense of the meaning

interviewees attach to their experiences (Mahama & Khalifa, 2017). Before developing the

semi-structured interview schedules for the research, we conducted a preliminary content

analysis of two Pakistani news channels - Geo News and Express News. Our aim in doing this

was to identify some common and contrasting features in primetime news reporting of

domestic violence that we could explore in the interviews with journalists. In the content

analysis, we found unusually lengthy headlines (16.24 minutes long on average) and long

commercial breaks (18.81 minutes long on average) in an hour long bulletin. Therefore, we

incorporated questions into the interviews about the rationale for the long headline segments

and the lengthy commercial breaks.

Email correspondence aimed at recruiting Pakistani television news journalists began

in 2019. We recruited television journalists due to the high proportion of television news

viewership in Pakistan (Gillani Research Foundation, 2017). The correspondence for

recruiting interviewees was initiated by the first author, who is a Pakistani national with 10

years experience as a television news journalist. In the first phase, 35 Pakistani male and

female television news journalists were approached via email and phone calls/texts. Only

fifteen participants, including five female journalists, showed interest in the study. All

potential participants were formally contacted again in February 2020 and invited for an
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interview when the first author flew to Pakistan. Consent forms were shared before talking to

the interviewees who were informed about their rights when participating in the project,

including their right to withdraw from the study (see Appendix C).

Eleven Pakistani television journalists (seven males and four females) finally

participated in the research study. Four participants were Head of News/ Director of News,

four crime reporters and three newsroom producers which included one participant with the

designation of controller news. Eight of these participants, including one female journalist,

were from six national Pakistani news organisations: Geo News, Express News, Samaa TV,

Dawn News, GNN News and Neo News. Three more female participants were working with

international news organisations based in Pakistan. At the time of interview, two of the

female participants were associated with the BBC, and one with the Voice of America (VOA).

All participants had a minimum of 13 years of professional journalism experience and all

held university degrees in journalism and mass communication studies. All interviewees had

reported on domestic violence incidents during their journalism careers.

The interviews took place between March and April 2020, and were conducted face to

face. Seven interviews took place in Lahore and four in Islamabad. Ten were conducted at

participants’ respective news channels and bureau offices, one interview was conducted at the

interviewee’s house. The interview schedule consisted of 18 questions inquiring about a

range of issues related to domestic violence reporting. One of the main priorities was to ask

journalists to identify if they had any specific criteria for covering domestic violence news

stories and what were these; when and why would they include domestic violence news in

news bulletins; and when and how could such stories make the news headlines. Their answers

would lead to other questions such as whether they covered domestic violence stories based

on a specific area, city, or group of the population, and why or why not. All interviews were

audio recorded with the participants consent. The participants switched between Urdu and
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English to answer the questions. Responses given in Urdu were translated to English.

Transcription of the interviews generated 117 pages of data.

A thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview transcripts, initially using a

pen and paper technique, and then the computer software programme NVIVO 12 Plus. Braun

and Clark (2006) describe thematic analysis as a “constructionist method, which examines

the ways in which events, realities, meanings, experiences and so on are the effects of a range

of discourses operating within society” (p. 81). The thematic analysis process enables

researchers to move beyond simply restating the accounts of interviewees to offer themed

interpretations of their expressions. To achieve this, the interview transcripts were read

multiple times to detect key themes and issues brought up by the research participants.

Sub-theme categories were developed as the analysis proceeded, allowing us to formulate an

authentic analytical framework (Lobo & Cabecinhas, 2010) for the presentation of the

findings. NVIVO 12 Plus was also used to create nodes and nodal groupings through the

process of codification to illustrate and refine recurrent themes.

5.3 - Findings and Discussion

Five dominant themes and three sub-themes arose from the thematic analysis of the interview

transcripts. We elaborate on each of these separately below and critically evaluate similar and

conflicting viewpoints around these themes. To increase the transparency of our data analysis

and reporting of the findings, we have identified each participant through their position in the

organisation, and a letter (A-K). Our aim in presenting our findings is to offer contextualised

interpretations of Pakistani journalists practices with respect to their reporting of domestic

violence news. The first theme focuses on the elements of shock, severity, and novelty that is

likely to capture the attention of Pakistani television news journalists as they cover domestic

violence.
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5.3.1 - Shock, Severity and Novelty

Shock, severity, and strangeness were the most common and convincing influences for

television journalists and newsroom producers to report on and broadcast domestic violence

stories. Six participants opined that the degree of shock value and strangeness of the crime

provide the strongest determinant for a domestic violence incident to become a news story,

headline, or both. One male respondent stated that “It depends on the severity of the report…

and if severe incidents happen when victims are hospitalised, only then [do] we give attention

to that. Otherwise, we do not” (Director News A, Male). Another interviewee shared his

reflections that “heinous crime becomes part of a news bulletin. For example, if there is a

novelty or strangeness involved in the crime, or incidents that may have resulted in a

femicide” (News Controller, Male). This is in line with previous research which has found

that domestic violence incidents involving fatalities are more likely to be reported (Carlyle at

al., 2008; Simeunovic- Patic, 2018). The focus on fatalities skews the representation of risk

and can also deter victims from seeking help and overestimating (Carlyle et al., 2008).

According to one male interviewee a “domestic violence incident can become news if

it is shocking - if [a] crime has been committed” (Director News C, Male). One news director

was of the view that “a story of abuse will automatically become [a] headline … if it contains

something very graphic or heinous in nature. Also, if there is any twist or deliberate

negligence involved in the implementation of law to that crime” (Director News D, Male).

Similar responses were expressed by the other respondents regarding strangeness, severity

and shock as being crucial to the coverage of domestic violence. Clearly, Pakistani journalists

conform to the standard and cliched norm of “if it bleeds, it leads” (Hunt, 2014). These news

values of novelty, strangeness and shock are in line with traditional news values identified by

different theorists (Harcup & O’ Neill, 2001; Galtung & Ruge, 1965; McGregor, 2002).

There is expectedly no space for stories of low and continuous domestic violence, which is
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the dominant manifestation of domestic violence. This approach to reporting, however,

frames the perpetrator as a social outsider and deviant individual, creating impressions that

their abusive actions are rare and not part of a widespread social problem (Easteal et al.,

2015). In the next section, we explore celebrity status and fame factors, which are considered

important to media coverage of domestic violence.

5.3.2 - Celebrity Status and Fame

Four interviewees explained the significance of celebrity status and fame factor in their news

reporting and coverage of domestic violence incidents. One male respondent was of the view

that “a story of abuse will automatically become headline if it involves a well-known person”

(Director News D, Male). He further stated that “if a domestic violence incident gets reported

in a house of a senior politician, then its news value will be higher as compared to domestic

violence case of an unknown person” (Director News D, Male). Another respondent stressed

this trend across the Pakistani broadcast media stating “if they are important figures such as

politicians, singers, or cricketers, then such incidents will definitely become headlines due to

news value attached with these people. And such incidents have happened in the past in

Pakistan” (News Controller, Male). One senior broadcast journalist came up with an

interesting question about how the Pakistani media might cover news of domestic abuse

implicating the former Prime Minister of Pakistan. When invited to respond to his own

question, the interviewee predicted the response of media in these words:

If Imran Khan [Former Prime Minister of Pakistan] is accused of domestic violence
by Reham Khan [his ex-wife], then all news channels would dedicatedly and
exclusively focus only on this issue, by analysing all angles and aspects. So, if a
domestic violence story revolves around a political or celebrity marriage, it is
highlighted. Otherwise, simple reporting is enough to cover such incidents (Director
News C, Male).

In short, this approach to news reporting translates to “extraordinary coverage for

extraordinary people; ordinary coverage for ordinary people”. A female interviewee endorsed
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this perspective but took it a step further in explaining that such cases are so high in the news

value matrix that they would not even warrant fact checking before being broadcast. She

stated that “if it involves a celebrity, then there is no need [for] police investigation or to wait

for official confirmation of the story prior to reporting it” (Reporter C, Female). She also

quoted an example to illustrate her point:

Exactly the same happened in [the] ‘me too’ campaign between male singer Ali Zafar
and a female singer Meesha Shafi. Both individuals accused each other on social
media and mainstream media highlighted the incidents from every aspect without
checking its authenticity and waiting for police to intervene (Reporter C, Female).

Here, the sensational opportunity to include news about celebrities and conflict

between celebrities and the rush to report such stories overrides any journalistic professional

expectation for meaningful reporting. Indeed, the emphasis placed on ‘scooping’ a celebrity

story seems to override other news value of unambiguity, indicative of the priority ‘celebrity’

has taken in news selection. Here, the celebrity angle of a story is what made it newsworthy

coupled with domestic violence, rather than domestic violence having any news value alone.

This finding corroborates past research which states that news involving celebrities is

prioritised (Hayes & Kwiatkowski, 2015; Heuva, 2016). Prioritising domestic violence

stories involving celebrities can communicate to the audiences that domestic violence only

occurs in households with famous people. In addition, it highlights the lack of importance

given to experiences of common people (Hayes & Kwiatkowski, 2015). While the news

values of celebrities dominate the reporting in relation to domestic violence news, social

media was also a prominent theme of discussion among our interviewees. It is this, which we

turn to in the next section.

5.3.3 - Social Media Influence on Mainstream Media

Whether reporters are searching for stories, or producers are looking for ways to come up

with creative news agendas, their reliance on and monitoring of social media has become an
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integral part of the journalistic function. Perhaps that is why five interviewees drew attention

to the ever-increasing domestic violence related content being produced on social media and

its growing influence on Pakistan’s mainstream media. One interviewee explained that

“before social media, when reporters would go out, they would hardly find such stories,

unless an NGO would give them information about any domestic violence incident”

(Reporter D, Female). Another interviewee stated that “now victims themselves upload their

stories on social media and on Facebook, and mainstream media can pick it up from there and

start a debate over it. And it has been happening quite often now” (Director News B, Male).

The effect of social media trending is also having a significant influence on television

news priorities in Pakistan. A female respondent explained this phenomenon thus: “these

days, we are experiencing [a] new trend on Pakistani television news media that if any

domestic violence incident or story is trending on social media, then we will take it into

headline” (Producer A, Female). Another female respondent stated “if an ordinary female is

victimised then we might run her story for once. But, if an incident of domestic violence is

setting trends on social media or it involves a celebrity then it will be covered extensively”

(Reporter C, Female). An example multiple respondents gave was of a famous Pakistani

couple, Fatema Suhail and her husband, which was covered and followed-up extensively on

social media and mainstream news media. The popularity of the story on social media kept

this issue alive on mainstream media.

Indeed, social media has emerged as an important news source in the past decade or

so. (Schifferes et al., 2014). If a news story is trending on a social media platform, it means

people are interested in it so mainstream news media also picks it up to leverage that interest

(Hanusch & Tandoc Jr, 2019) In the next section, we discuss how domestic violence reporting

is driven by commercial imperatives.
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5.3.4 - Commercial Imperatives

All eleven participants in this research agreed that they must align their news reporting

priorities with the commercial interests of the media organisation they work for. In relation to

this, they spoke about the use of lengthy headlines and excessive use of breaking news.

5.3.4.1 - Lengthy Headlines and Commercials

A phenomenon has developed in Pakistani television news broadcasts where news

programmes will feature long headline bulletin segments, but many of these bulletined stories

will not feature in the subsequent extended news reports. These headline stories are either

skipped entirely or assigned to later news bulletins. Consequently, contextualisation of the

news story, including domestic violence stories, through investigation from different angles

and in-depth analysis is entirely absent. All the participants in this research study commented

on this practice. One respondent openly criticised it stating:

Span of headlines can be 20 to 22 minutes and normally, we do have 23 minutes [of]
commercials in primetime bulletin which makes almost 43 minutes in total. Now you
tell me how we can possibly cover the entire Pakistan in just 17 minutes? (Director
News B, Male).

Ten of the interviewees were critical of this use of long headline bulletins, describing

it as “bad planning and cheating with viewers” (Director News C, Male) and a “senseless

herd race” (Director News B, Male). Nevertheless, they could not risk shifting away from this

model because of commercial imperatives associated with it. One respondent referred to

market research statistics that indicated a positive link between the length of headlines and

the increase in television rating points (TRPs):

It was started by Geo News and then we all followed it one by one… Upon further
inquiry and narrowing it down by a rating company, it was made clear that [the]
majority of the viewers only watch headlines and then they switch the channel. So,
this was the idea to grab the attention of viewers by extending the duration of
headlines. (Controller News, Male)
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Nine respondents expressed staunch opposition to the lengthy use of news headlines

and cited it as a potential cause for the decrease in coverage of social issues including

domestic violence. On average, the headline segment in a primetime news bulletin of the

Express News channel was 16.24 minutes for the month of September 2019. In the words of a

female respondent “with overly stretched headlines and abundance of advertisements, social

issues coverage has been further marginalised and compromised” (Producer A, Female).

However, two interviewees regarded it as a reflection of viewer preference. One stated “It is

beneficial for the people who do not have time to watch news after the first commercial

break. Our headlines give them a breakdown of important events and social stories are also

included in headlines” (Director News A, Male). A female journalist offered an interesting

explanation of the long news headlines:

They present it with music, and it is more direct which helps it in getting registered -
you know a lot of drama. Now, they usually try to give [the] story in three to four
lines. Which is a good way of giving more information in less time (Reporter C,
Female).

In Pakistan, an hour long primetime news broadcast is filled with advertisements,

which, according to one interviewee, “makes it even more difficult to broadcast social news

and packages” (Director News C, Male). Dropping the commercials seems out of the

question unless newsroom decision makers are asked to do so by the owner of the media

organisation. Therefore, under such circumstances the remaining news stories either get

skipped or placed in the waiting queue for upcoming bulletins. This is how one respondent

explained this complex situation:

Normally, we have 22 to 23 minutes of advertisements to run in [the] 9pm bulletin.
Now if you add headlines and commercials … It takes around 40 minutes, and we are
left with only 20 minutes. Now tell me, in those 20 minutes, how much news can be
broadcast? (News Controller, Male).
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Next, we discuss how producers manage to deal with tricky scenarios when domestic

violence content must go in limited airtime.

5.3.4.2 - Breaking Stories of Domestic Violence

All interviewees reflected on the excessive use of breaking news for showing domestic

violence content because of the limited space for domestic violence news in the main news

bulletin. One female journalist stated that “we create 15 seconds long breaking or news alerts

of such issues and swing it on screen to get it registered to viewers” (Producer A, Female).

That is, the breaking news slide is presented on screen using fast-moving animations.

Although the span of breaking each news story is only a few seconds, the rapid pace at which

this is done is designed to grab the viewer’s attention. One male senior producer described it

as a tool for gaining maximum ratings simply by emphasising the immediacy of a story, even

when there is no such immediacy. In this way the television news media are implicitly,

though falsely, using immediacy as a news value and imperative to underpin reporting. He

explained this thus:

Our media has grasped this tradition of breaking news to get maximum ratings which
is true by the way… You would watch many news stories which are not breaking
news in any way. But still they will be shown to viewers as breaking news… After
doing so, we think that we have done our work and the person (reporter/news source)
also feels happy that his/her story has been flashed (Senior Producer C, Male).

Undoubtedly, increasing viewer attention and ratings drives television news priorities

and the excessive use of breaking news reporting in Pakistan. In these terms a female reporter

stated that even “domestic violence coverage is ratings driven” (Reporter C, Female). A male

interviewee confirmed that “domestic violence incidents and crime stories are sensationally

represented which produce[s] ratings” (Director News B, Male). He went on to use the

typical Pakistani newsroom jargon of the ‘Phata’ - a word that substitutes for ‘breaking

news’. The interviewee verbalised it exactly the way it is stated in Pakistani newsrooms that

“Phatta mar kay nikal jao” (Director News B, Male) which translates to ‘show swinging
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breaking news on screen and then get out of it’ . Shown in this way, the news headlines clips

are brief and provide no explanation or context for any crimes included. This episodic

coverage is problematic as it not only limits understanding of the true nature of the social

issue of domestic violence, but also makes viewers less likely to hold authorities accountable

for the existence of the problem or its resolution (Meyers, 1994).

5.3.5 - Gender Imperatives in the News Reporting of Domestic Violence

Eight participants including five males were of the view that domestic violence reporting

could probably be one of the few things on which female journalists are preferred over males

in Pakistan, without relegating it to being a “female issue”. Sometimes this dependency

exceeds to the extent that news organisations tend to call female journalists back from their

homes to cover such incidents. One female reporter explained the reason behind this reliance

on female staff:

Female reporters are preferred over male reporters when it comes to covering an
incident of domestic violence. Reason being to make it more feminine, emotional, and
sentimental… If something happens in [the] evening shift with no female reporters
around, then they would be called back from home and forced to be present at the
crime scene (Reporter C, Female).

Male interviewees also acknowledged the vital role of Pakistani female journalists in

covering domestic violence. One interviewee stated that “feminine sensitivity is very crucial

to treat these stories. Mind of a male or a female reporter is very important for the coverage

of domestic violence incidents” (Director News A, Male). That is, the interviewee was of the

opinion that women and men think and respond differently to situations especially those

involving women - with women reporters handling the coverage with more sensitivity.

Another Director News also attributed some good coverage skills to female reporters by

saying that “it is also quite possible that a female reporter might make a good and detailed

news package out of an incident of domestic violence, covering all human angles, as

compared to a male reporter” (Director News C, Male). One respondent identified that
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“female crime reporters might have an edge in terms of talking and getting information from

female victims” (Director News D, Male). Another reflected on the same argument by saying

that “because women tend to hesitate meeting stranger males rather than females” (Producer

B, Male).

Pointing to the socially constructed gendered beliefs, norms and expectations of

Pakistani society, one journalist opined that “the kind of norms and traditions that we have in

Pakistan, in such a society, if [a] female becomes the victim of domestic violence, then a

female reporter may cover the incident way better than male reporters” (News Controller,

Male). Despite the expression of support and recognition for female journalists, specifically

in relation to domestic violence coverage, subtle critique was also made by one male reporter

that “female reporters sometimes become extremely emotional and sentimental while

covering incidents of violence. And to them, such incidents should be highlighted more than

any other incident” (Reporter A, Male).

Some respondents were confident in asserting that Pakistani female journalists have

shifted the focus of mainstream media toward more social issues - including domestic

violence. Three interviewees specifically said that they would favour having a female head of

news - which is uncommon in the Pakistani mainstream media. One interviewee said that “I

think females are more compassionate than males and they can feel much more than males

can… And I think having more females in newsrooms can result in better coverage of

domestic violence” (News Controller, Male). Another male respondent was of the view that

“the more women hold decision making positions in media houses, the more sensitised and

sympathetic coverage of domestic abuse will be” (Director News D, Male). He not only

criticised the tendency of hiring fewer Pakistani female staff but also described the situation

as unfortunate as female journalists were rarely promoted to positions of influence in media

organisations. On the other hand, a female journalist was of the opinion that it would not be
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useful to promote women to senior positions because their decisions may not hold the same

power and authority as their male counterparts. Her concern was that if females' opinions

continued to be marginalised by dominant male colleagues “then you know it’s not going to

help” (Reporter D, Female). Participants also expressed a desire to ensure justice and build

wider public awareness about domestic violence. More details are explained in the next

section.

5.3.6 - Social Justice and Awareness (Advocacy Journalism)

All participants described social justice, promoting public awareness, and advocacy

journalism as their prime motivation behind the coverage of domestic violence news stories.

This stands in contradiction to participants' arguments that their reporting practices are mostly

ratings driven. One male participant said “99% of domestic violence stories get broadcast

with [the] aim of bringing justice to victims. We air these stories so that authorities may act”

(Director News C, Male). Another interviewee emphasised that domestic violence stories are

broadcast “to ensure justice, raising voices, spreading awareness and to sensitise our viewers.

By doing all this, we basically encourage silent victims of violence to come forward”

(Director News A, Male). One interviewee suggested that “if 100 people watch such news

stories, maybe ten out of them will understand the problem and they might self-correct

themselves if they would be going in the same path” (News Controller, Male).

From the accounts of interviewees, there seemed a deep sense of agreement that

domestic violence reportage should be aimed at bringing about social awareness and justice

for the victims. Pakistani journalists’ interviewees were aware of the pressures that victims

may face in challenging their abusers. However, their statements were in contradiction to the

findings of the content analysis. Results from the content analysis of domestic violence news

stories (see Chapter Four) showed that in prime time news reports on domestic violence 80.6

percent of stories revealed the identities of victims and perpetrators while 51.6 percent were



116

broadcast with unblurred visuals. Also, parental guidance advice was only attached to 6.4

percent of stories. Such journalistic practices are sensational in nature. In addition, when

domestic violence was covered, only 3.2 percent of stories mentioned avenues of social

support and none reflected on the national or local statistics detailing the prevalence of

violence against women or the punishment of abusers.

Philip and Gerrard (2020) found that journalists tend to see themselves as advocates

of change. Generally, however, Simons and Morgan (2018) claim that domestic violence

stories lack victim advocacy. Three respondents revealed some added pressures on journalists

caused by owners of news organisations. One female interviewee stated that:

Our owners don’t have a journalistic background. Even then, if you are broadcasting a
news story related to 10 murdered women, for example, … they will ask you to
show[a] live speech of the prime minister, being “more important” news to him, and
we must follow their orders. (Producer A, Female).

Similar stories were presented by two other respondents. This illustrates how journalists’

news imperatives, values and priorities can collide with the demands of the owners of media

organisations. With their agency compromised and editorial authority challenged, journalists

are left with no choice but to comply with the news agendas and commercial and profit

driven imperatives of their employers.

5.4 - Conclusion & Recommendations

In this chapter, we have shown how Pakistani male and female journalists follow particular

news imperatives in how they select, report on - or indeed, not report on - and then broadcast

domestic violence news stories. This study seeks to contribute to the body of knowledge on

news values and imperatives that guide the decision making of Pakistani journalists.

Journalists explained that they are likely to follow up on a story if it has shock value or if the

intensity of the crime is severe. This is problematic because extreme stories are likely to
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pathologise the perpetrator and/or victim and can deter victims from seeking support out of

fear that doing so might attract an even greater level of violence from their abuser. Pakistani

journalists are also likely to report on incidents of domestic violence if it involves a celebrity.

Social media was also highlighted as an important source of information for finding

domestic violence news stories - and again, the greatest interest was in reporting those related

to celebrities.

Primetime news broadcasts are a representation of a news channel’s editorial

positioning toward a range of subjects. Entire news bulletins on Pakistani news channels are

designed and produced to support a channel’s economic and commercial needs. Hence, news

bulletins in Pakistan normally have long headlines and commercial breaks. In this regard, the

research interviewees made it clear that reporting domestic violence is not one of their

priorities unless the story is sensational enough, or involves known figures, to the extent that

the item will help maintain ratings.

Discrepancies were found between the male journalists’ reflections regarding their

preconceived advocacy role ideals and their reporting practices. Contrary to their claims of

advocating for domestic violence victims, male participants’ accounts revealed that domestic

violence mainstream coverage largely consists of episodic framing. More often domestic

violence stories are restricted to headlines or flashed for a few seconds in a breaking news

style without providing details or contextual background to the incident of the social norms

that support such treatment of women. Most domestic violence news stories were reserved for

the “next” news bulletins, and respondents disclosed how the expectations of news media

owners interfered in the affairs of news reporting and created conflict between business and

journalistic imperatives. This could also potentially limit journalists’ creativity by introducing

a culture of compliance in the newsroom, where journalists are not doing journalism but

marching to the demands of media owners and tycoons.
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There are clear limitations to this study. It included a sample of eleven television

journalists from three metropolitan cities of Pakistan, representing eight broadcasting

organisations (national and international). Moreover, only four female journalists participated

in this research study. More journalists, especially female journalists, should be recruited in

future studies to produce generalisable findings. In relation to the gender bias of our sample,

however, almost all the participants acknowledged that Pakistani newsrooms are

predominantly occupied by male journalists, and very few women make it to

decision-making positions in newsrooms. Nevertheless, all participants did agree that if there

were more females in news organisations, then coverage of social, feminine, and domestic

violence related issues could be significantly improved.
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Chapter 6: Pakistani Women’s Rights Activists Assessment of Mainstream News

Reporting on Domestic Violence and Their Representations of Domestic Violence

(Study 4)

6.1 - Introduction

This chapter addresses the research questions related to activists’ views about mainstream

news media representation of domestic violence and their own views about the prevalence

and occurrence of domestic violence in Pakistan. This chapter has not been presented at a

conference or submitted for publication. It therefore follows a standard format for a thesis

chapter.

Women’s rights activists have been at the forefront of the pursuit for equal rights and

freedom for women from violence, suppression, and discrimination (Mohajan, 2022; Tax,

2022). Globally, feminists and women’s rights activists have been actively utilising media

platforms to highlight marginal voices and issues such as violence against women (Mahoney,

2022). In Pakistan, feminist campaigns and movements have been pushing the agenda of

women’s empowerment in one form or the other since the inception of the country in 1947

(Serez, 2017). They have been working to raise awareness of women’s issues, creating

networks of support for survivors and victims of gender-based violence, and demanding

non-discriminatory legislation using different mediums such as mainstream media, social

media, public protests and rallies, activity on legal front, etc (Mahoney, 2022).

Pakistan ranks sixth on the list of ten most dangerous countries for women to live in

the world (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2018). Ever-increasing incidents of violence against

women and cases of femicide at the hands of intimate partners have mobilised Pakistani

women to fight for their human rights (Ali et al., 2020). Despite the work of women’s rights

and feminist movements, and legislation designed to protect women from violence, Pakistani
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women continue to face the potential risk of harm (Gill et al., 2017). In 2022, a report

demonstrating harrowing details of violence against Pakistani women between 2019 to 2021

was presented to the National Assembly. According to the report, based on police records, a

total of 63,367 cases of violence against women were reported in this 3 year period. This

included 3,987 femicides perpetrated in domestic household contexts and 1,025 honour

killings. There were 5,171 cases of physical torture registered by women. It should be

stressed that these statistics will not reflect the actual number of cases of violence against

women in Pakistan as female victims often consider violence a private matter and tend to stay

quiet and keep suffering instead of reporting the abuse due to shame, stigma, and fear of

causing family breakdown and further retribution (Madhani et al., 2017). Moreover, because

of the country’s institutional patriarchy, law enforcement authorities and police tend to

overlook domestic violence victims’ experiences and complaints (Chowdhury, 2009; Khan,

2014).

Empirical evidence indicates that mainstream media representations are highly likely

to influence and shape public perceptions regarding domestic violence (Maydell, 2018; Smith

et al., 2019, Schlesinger et al, 1992). At the same time, women’s rights campaigners may also

be trying to influence attitudes – through the media and other activities - that represent

domestic violence as unacceptable and damaging not only to its victims but families and

wider communities (Mohajan, 2022; Tax, 2022). Some scholars also argue that since activists

and protesters spend considerable effort strategising their media campaigns to target

audiences, their perception of news media routines shapes their activism (Feigenbaum &

McCurdy, 2015; Rohlinger, 2014).

One of the aims of this research is to understand how women’s rights activists might

see mainstream media as contributing to combating domestic violence or reinforcing its

social acceptability. Therefore, this chapter seeks to explore: a) How do Pakistani women’s
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rights activists assess mainstream media reporting and the discourses used to explain

domestic violence in Pakistan?; b) Do activists have alternative explanations for domestic

violence in Pakistan than those represented by the mainstream media. If so, what are they?;

and c) How do Pakistani women’s rights activists communicate discourses of domestic

violence aimed at reducing the prevalence of such violence in Pakistan?

Pakistan, a country of 229 million people, having a dynamic mediascape of more

than a hundred television channels, and numerous women rights activists’ and feminists’

organisations represents a unique context to explore this phenomenon. In the next section, we

provide a brief description of the state of women’s rights and women’s rights activism in

Pakistan since its inception. This chapter draws on the literature regarding women’s rights

and feminist movements in Pakistan and the numerous challenges they face through media

censorship, state oppression, prosecution, and threats (Masood, 2019; Moghadam & Sidiqi,

2006). It also offers an opportunity to see how feminists and activists have been engaging

with media, specifically social media, to promote women rights.

6.1.1 - Women Rights Activism in Pakistan

Women’s rights activism began with the inception of Pakistan. The formation of the

All-Women’s Pakistan Association in 1949 can be attributed to the beginning of a culture

where it became acceptable to have women calling for their empowerment in Pakistan (Iqbal,

2021). Pakistani women were also politically active during the presidential election of 1965

(Hassan et al., 2021) when the military dictator, Ayub Khan, defeated Fatima Jinnah, sister of

the founding father of Pakistan, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, in a rigged election. This election

demonstrated that the Pakistani nation was tolerant at least towards the political idea of being

governed by a woman – even if she did lose the election. Eventually, a woman would be

elected as Prime Minister in 1988 – Benazir Bhutto - who would lead the country for a total
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of five years over two terms. On her return to Pakistan in 2007 from a decade long self-exile

to contest the next year’s elections, she was assassinated.

Before Benazir Bhutto came into power, the rule of the military dictator Zia

(1977-1988) effectively positioned Pakistani women as second-class citizens with few rights

as the country moved towards political Islamisation. Zia laid the foundation for the Council

of Islamic Ideology, which formulated discriminatory and misogynistic legislation such as the

Hudood Ordinance 1979 (Jamal, 2005), which later enforced the Law of Evidence in 1984

further marginalising Pakistani women socially, politically, and economically (Jamal, 2005).

The Law of Evidence required women who made allegations of rape to produce four

eyewitnesses. If the victim was not able to produce four witnesses, then she could be charged

with committing adultery and become guilty of false accusations (Lau, 2007). To resist such

legislation, The Women’s Action Forum (WAF) was established in 1981 (Gardezi, 2008).

Several commissions and review committees examined the Hudood Ordinance. The Law of

Evidence was finally revoked in 2002 on recommendations from a committee constituted by

the National Commission on the Status of Women (Human Rights Commission of Pakistan,

undated). However, the Council of Islamic Ideology continued to exercise power to restrict

women and established laws to cease women’s protests in public (Cheema, 2012).

6.1.2 - Dominant Strands of Feminism in Pakistan

Historically, Pakistan has been divided into two ideological camps: Islamic and secular

(Cheema, 2012), which has given rise to two threads of feminism: Islamic feminism and

secular feminism (Serez, 2017). Secular feminist theory tends to view feminism as a

fundamental extension of basic human rights and demands for equal rights between men and

women (Simga & Goker, 2017). They also advocate for separation between religious matters

and state affairs (Modood, 2022). In contrast, modern Islamic feminism does not believe in

equality and/or division of labour between men and women. Rather, it calls for the proper
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care and treatment of women according to principles laid out in the Quran (Hebert, 1998).

This form of feminism emphasises that women should be educated about their rights (Hebert,

1998), but without the eradication of gender roles or the institution of family. They want

women to be neither modern nor anti-modern (Ozcetin, 2009). In general, the Pakistani

population can be divided into three socioeconomic groups: upper, middle, and lower.

Research shows that Islamic feminism holds higher appeal among lower and middle

socioeconomic groups of Pakistani society, which forms by far the largest section of society

(Cheema, 2012; Jamal, 2005). Only a handful women’s rights organisations are purely

secular in nature (Critelli & Willet, 2013).

Pakistani activists have identified social norms and state failure as prime reasons

behind violence against women and specifically domestic violence. According to them,

patriarchal norms along with uncertain economic conditions prevent women from leaving

abusive families (Critelli, 2010; Critelli & Willet, 2013). Unstable political situations distract

governments from taking concrete steps to address violence against women (Critelli & Willet,

2013). Pakistani activists have also expressed concerns that governmental women’s welfare

organisations in Pakistan function in ways that only work to extend patriarchal norms. For

example, some women’s shelters engage in custodial constraint rather than providing care

and support. That is, women can come at will, but can only leave when shelters permit

(Critelli, 2010).

6.1.3 - Opposition to Women’s Rights Activism in Pakistan

There is substantial opposition towards women’s rights activism in Pakistan, where growing

religious fundamentalism and political instability disadvantage women and campaigns for

their rights (Critelli, 2010; Critelli & Willet, 2013; Sahar, 2022). Alam (2021) critically

analysed the content of opposition by anti-feminist bodies, religious parties, and men’s rights

groups against the annual Aurat March (Women’s March) in 2019. She argues that those
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against the march objected to the placards displaying messages such as “Mera jism meri

marzi” (My body my choice); “Khud khana garam kar lo” (Warm your food for yourself);

“Mujhy kia maloom tumhara moza kahan hai” (How should I know where your socks are?),

and “Divorced and happy.” They described these messages as socially and morally

inappropriate and an attack on traditional Pakistan Islamic values. Slogans used by the

marchers were misinterpreted and distributed on Whatsapp by anti-marchers in attempts to

incite public rage against the march. Such opposition attempts to delegitimise and divert

attention away from the debate about women’s rights in Pakistan (Kamal, 2022; Masood,

2019).

The leaders of the Aurat March were targeted with online bullying, harassment, and

even rape threats (Masood, 2019). Such online abuse of women works as a tool to silence and

erase women’s voices from public debate (Beard, 2015; Greig et al., 2017; Franks, 2010) and

is harmful to society and democratic norms (Jane, 2014). Like Pakistan, women’s rights

activists and feminists in other Muslim countries such as Egypt, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait,

Morocco, and Tunisia, are often accused of being “Western Puppets,” working to replace

traditional and normative cultural values with western ideals of women’s rights (Alam, 2021;

Gheytanchi & Moghaddam, 2014; Jamal, 2005). The opposition to women’s rights activism

can also have a knock-on effect of preventing women from reporting violence against them

(Human Rights Watch, 2020).

6.1.4 - Use of Media in Women Rights Activism

In Pakistan, human rights activists use the media to highlight various social issues by

participating in news bulletins, special progammes, and content production (Jabeen, 2023;

Khan, 2016; Rafi et al., 2015; Sahar, 2022; Shahid et al., 2023). They also have reservations

about how social issues are represented in the media. Pakistani activists have also criticised

the depiction of honour killing in the media for sensationalism (Huda & Kamal, 2017). The
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group South Asian Women in Media has been working since 2014 to raise awareness

regarding challenges confronting women working in the media and misrepresentations of

women in media (Talib et al., 2012).

6.1.4.1 - Social Media

There has been a proliferation in the use of social media for human rights activism globally

(Carty, 2014; Weaver & Scacco, 2013) and social media platforms have proven to be

effective across many campaigns (Carty, 2014). With regards to domestic violence, more than

90,000 Twitter users responded in a single day to a 2014 NFL domestic violence case

involving Baltimore running back Ray Rice hitting his then-fiancée, Janay Palmer, in an

elevator. Feminist scholars described this as “hashtag activism,” which has become

widespread on social media in recent years (Gunn, 2015). Hashtag feminism has also been

used to highlight oppressive discourses produced by news, entertainment, and commercial

media (Clark, 2014; Horeck, 2014; Meyer, 2014).

Recognising the significance of this new phenomenon, feminist scholars assert that

the discursive power of hashtag feminism is crucial for activism around violence against

women (Bowles Eagle, 2015; Thrift, 2014; Williams, 2015). Shaw viewed the use of social

media as a “mode of activism” (2012, p. 373) that can activate socio-political change with or

without any collaborative action offline. Multiple social media movements have sprung up in

Pakistan recently including #GirlsatDhabas, #AuratMarch and #MeToo. Their objective is to

ensure safety and respectability for women in public and/or private spaces (Ansari, 2018;

Bakht et al., 2021; Banerjee & Kankaria, 2022).

The previous sections provide a brief historical and contemporary overview about

women rights activism in Pakistan and its political and cultural challenges to build a picture

of contexts that Pakistani women rights activists operate in for the readers. In the next

section, we discuss the methods used to examine Pakistan women rights activists’ assessment
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of domestic violence representation in Pakistani electronic news media; the explanations they

offer for domestic violence and the platforms they use for raising awareness about domestic

violence.

6.2 - Method

This study uses a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research works with a

wide variety of data including verbal and visual data (Levitt et al., 2018). It allows for a

comprehensive and contextualised picture of a social phenomenon to be developed (Coyle,

2007). A qualitative approach is particularly useful when investigating how women rights

activists view domestic violence representations in news media, and the explanations they

offer for domestic violence in Pakistan. The research draws on critical discourse analysis to

explore women’s rights activists’ views of mainstream news representations of domestic

violence, as well as how they attempt to portray such violence through alternative discursive

lenses.

Critical discourse analysis concerns itself with “analysing non-visible and transparent

structural relationships of dominance, discrimination, power, and control as manifested in

language” (Wodak, 2011; p. 2). The “critical” requires that the researcher contextualise the

data, be politically committed and self-reflective in their work (Fairclough, 1995; Wodak,

2002). Critical discourse theory argues that language not only describes phenomena; it is

influenced by wider society and in turn, influences society (Wodak & Fairclough, 1997). The

way an issue is described, that is, what is included and excluded in the description, influences

community opinion (Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 1994). Van Dijk (2015) positions

language use at the micro-level of social order, while power and inequality belong to the

macro-level and both form part of an interactive system. For example, while a speech in
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parliament about women rights is an interactional event at the micro-level, it may be a

reproduction of gender inequality at the macro-level.

6.2.1 - Participants and their Recruitment

Before data collection began, ethics approval for this study was sought and granted by the

University of Waikato Research Ethics Committee. The first author interviewed five

Pakistani activists who have been advocating for women rights in Pakistan on public forums

such as through workshops, seminars, at rallies, and protests. The recruited activists were also

members of organisations providing shelter and legal representation to disadvantaged

women. They had also all made various mainstream news media appearances during special

transmissions, panel discussions and/or news bulletins in recent years.

To arrange the interviews with the women activists, email and telephone

correspondence began in November 2019. Attempts were made to establish contact with

potential interviewees directly or indirectly through their office staff. During the initial

contact, an information sheet was also shared with the participants (see Appendix E). If

participants agreed to participate, a time and place was set for the meetings. One interview

was recorded in the city of Lahore while two were undertaken in Islamabad. Another women

rights’ activist asked for the interview schedule when approached for participation. However,

she declined to be interviewed in person, and instead sent written responses to questions on

the schedule via email. Given that it did not align with the data collection strategy, which was

to conduct interviews, either in person, or using online platforms, her responses were not

included in the study. Similarly, another interview was not included in the analysis because of

the brevity of her responses as the interview was only 12 minutes long. Hence, at this time,

out of the four interviews, only two progressed to the data analysis stage. This occurred in

2020 when Covid-19 had spread around the globe including Pakistan. Due to strict

enforcement of pandemic management restrictions, travel bans and health concerns;
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conducting further interviews became challenging. At the same time, recruitment was also

complicated by the fact that the interviewer was not known to the activists, potentially

making them uncomfortable discussing a sensitive issue.

The remaining interviews could not be completed until September 2022. This long

delay primarily occurred due to the commitments made by several activists who failed to

respond to communications after requesting and receiving consent forms and information

sheets for the interview. It is also worth mentioning that during this time, these activists had

appeared on numerous occasions on Pakistani television news channels but did not respond to

me. Therefore, to arrange more interviews, I sought the assistance of friends and

acquaintances in the Pakistani television news industry. These journalists utilized their

professional networks in connecting me with Pakistani women’s rights’ activists who might

be willing to participate in this project. Then after establishing preliminary contacts with

potential participants, information sheets and consent forms were set out and, subsequently,

times were set for another three interviews that would be conducted via Zoom and over the

phone. See Table 6.1 below for details regarding the five participants - four of whom were

female, and one who was male.
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Table 6.1

Details of Participants Included in the Study
Participants Gender Professional

Expertise
Organisational/Professional
Affiliations

Activist A Female Sociologist & women
rights activists

United Nations & Shirkat Gah
(women rights organization)

Activist B Female Lawyer & human
rights activists

Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan & Dastak (women shelter)

Activist C Female Human rights activist
and academic

Quaid-e-Azam University & Women
Action Forum

Activist D Female Feminist and gender
researcher

Women Democratic Front

Activist E Male Public policy expert Salman Sufi Foundation (a social
welfare organisation)

6.2.2 - Interview Schedule

To examine Pakistani women’s rights’ activists’ views on mainstream media representation

of domestic violence and their explanations about domestic violence, I developed a

semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix D). Since the 1990s, semi-structured

interviewing has evolved as a comprehensive research strategy (Mclntosh & Morse, 2015),

and is now one of the most used data collection techniques in qualitative research (Taylor,

2005). Semi-structured interviews have the potential of generating in-depth information.

(Galletta, 2013). They provide the interviewer with the flexibility to ask follow-up questions

based on participants’ responses (Kallio et al., 2016; Polit & Beck, 2010).

A broad range of questions were asked of all interviewees. The researcher inquired

about their perceptions of representations of domestic violence in the television news media.

Questions were asked relating to the underlying causes of domestic violence in Pakistan and

how activists have been strategizing their campaigns to target this problem. While specific

questions were posed, indirect, and follow up questions were also asked such as, “Could you
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tell me something more about it?” These were framed to draw out complete narratives and to

further probe the interviewees on their views. . The interviewees were given the option of

being interviewed in Urdu or English. All five interviews were mainly conducted in English

with some use of Urdu, which was translated to English. The interviews were tape-recorded

and transcribed. This produced around 24,000 words.

6.2.3 - Analyses

The study employed thematic analysis to analyse the data. Thematic analysis is “a method for

systematically identifying, organizing and offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes)

across a data set” (Braun & Clark, 2012, p. 57). To generate themes, the researcher engages

in considerable analytical and interpretative work (Braun et al., 2014). Thematic analysis is a

multi-phase process (Braun & Clark, 2006). The first step in thematic analysis is

familiarization with data. In this phase, the transcriptions were read multiple times while

noting initial observations both in relation to the individual interview and the entire dataset.

In the next phase, codes were generated which captured important aspects of the data relevant

to the research questions. Next, broader patterns of meanings (themes) across the codes were

developed which were reviewed against the coded date and the entire dataset. After this, the

scope and focus of each theme were defined and refined (Braun & Clark, 2006).

6.3 - Findings & Discussion

6.3.1 - Pakistani News Media is Not Interested in Domestic Violence

All five interviewees agreed that domestic violence news reporting has not been the priority

of the Pakistani electronic news media. First, all women’s rights’ activists struggled to recall

domestic violence news broadcasts that they might have watched before the interview. After

thinking for a bit, four of them were able to respond to the question. One female activist

observed that “I don't remember actually seeing any news media reporting etc, which would
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focus on intimate partner violence” (Activist A, Female). She stated that when she would

hold a press conference or gather a few journalists to raise domestic violence issues, she

would get asked by journalists “What’s new in this all?”.

The male interviewee pointed out that “mostly, talk shows and news are about

politics” (Activist E, Male). Another female legal rights activist also commented that “I don’t

think mainstream media is even talking very much about domestic violence. When they talk

about gender-based violence they are picking up incidents of rape, especially child rape”

(Activist B, Female). This highlights the media’s endorsement of the social attitude that abuse

that occurs at home is a private matter. They are more likely to show stories of rape because it

normally involves a perpetrator who is not a family man.

Respondents attributed various other reasons for the limited coverage of domestic

violence. The news media was described as a market-driven institution by the majority of

interviewees: “I think newspapers and news media are driven by viewership” (Activist,

Female). These trends of coverage were said to go against the requirements of the Pakistan

Electronic and Media Regulatory Authority:

Looking at the PEMRA [Pakistan Electronic and Media Regulatory Authority] law, I
think every channel is supposed to allocate 10% time to public interest issues. But
nobody does that, and I think this [domestic violence] is part of the public interest
issue. (Activist C, Female)

Connected to the market-driven approach of news media, a preference for sensationalism and

generating controversy was identified by four activists.

6.3.2 - Preference for Sensationalism and Controversy

Three female and the male activist respondent criticised Pakistani television news channels’

inclination for sensational reporting of domestic violence incidents. One female activist stated

that, “It’s just only sensationalized you know. Media continue to report violence cases in a

very sensationalized manner” (Activist C, Female). She further added that “they will always
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show the victims’ faces and victims’ names” (Activist C, Female). Two women’s rights

activists were of the view that media organizations and television producers tend to pursue

news stories which manifest the severity of the crime and violence against women. One

respondent stated that “If it is regular domestic violence, they really don't appear, so you're

only talking about the most horrific cases that make it to the media in the first place”

(Activist A, Female). This particular focus on horrific cases of domestic violence discursively

frames perpetrators as deviant and an exception to the norm, rendering socio-systemic

explanations of domestic violence invisible (Easteal et al., 2015).

Three interviewees also voiced concerns over the tendency to generate controversy in

mainstream news media: “There's a tendency in our channels to have a lot of loud voices,

which don't necessarily give you information about which are points of views that are

bandied back and forth. So that… makes TV sell” (Activist A, Female). Four respondents

expressed frustration and dissatisfaction for the insensitive handling of this complex issue and

raised objections over the agendas of media organizations in Pakistan. According to them,

news programme producers often want to create hype by generating unpleasant arguments

between commentators on-air to attract more ratings. They accomplish this by inviting guests,

normally women, with polarised views on women issues, which escalate into arguments.

Such treatment of women’s issues in television programmes can invalidate women who have

experienced abuse and subjugation, making their concerns contestable and questionable, and

thus, maintaining gendered power imbalances.

One of the respondents stated this as a reason for avoiding mainstream news media: “I

don't want to sit and bring down another woman and let her tear me apart” (Activist D,

Female). Another female activist also revealed that she has stopped going to television

stations because “they would call you hurriedly and request for comments on news or

participation in the progamme without giving you a proper context” (Activist A, Female).
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The male activist had a different experience of talk shows. According to him, the talk shows

provided an opportunity to engage people who do not agree with them.

We try to engage them and answer their criticism on television, so they can also
understand where we are coming from. Rather than becoming like an opposing thing,
it becomes like a conversation and through conversation somebody achieves results.
(Activist E, Male)

The male activist had worked with the government in the past, which can help in

meaningful engagement with and use of media. This could be the reason behind this

disconnect between his views and the female activists’ views, though it might also be that his

experience of working with the media was different because of his gender. Pakistani women’s

rights’ activists were also critical of the incident-based reporting of domestic violence news

which fails to build awareness about this issue, which I turn to discuss next.

6.3.3 - Lack of Contextualisation of Domestic Violence

Four participants reflected that media coverage tends to be incident-based in which “domestic

violence is not framed as [a] violation of human rights and no context is given… focus is on

that specific case” (Activist A, Female). Similarly, another respondent declared that the news

media “will report it, but they are not interested in any kind of follow up… It’s very

challenging to keep the focus till the case of [a] woman gets justice. Because then people lose

interest, especially [the] media lose interest” (Activist C, Female). The male interviewee

offered his assessment on why the Pakistani media has been engaging in incident-based and

sensational reporting of domestic violence, suggesting that how the media represent such

violence is a reflection of dominant social discourses:

I think the media is only portraying what an average person sees or thinks when it
comes to domestic violence or any sort of violence against women ... Most of the
reporting and the news which becomes sensationalised… Because what I believe is
that the government and media are the extraction of [the same] society. (Activist E,
Male).



134

The interviewee is suggesting that the media portrays domestic violence incidents the way the

society largely sees them – as isolated incidents with little connection to larger societal norms

and gendered power structures. In line with their criticism of news media representations of

domestic violence, the activists themselves contextualised this social issue by connecting it

with wider political and socio-cultural structures.

6.3.4 - Socio-Systemic Explanations for Domestic Violence

6.3.4.1 - Cultural Norms and Religious Interpretation

All five activists shared their thoughts regarding the interplay of patriarchal cultural practices

and masculine religious interpretations that have not only been subjugating women, but also

suppressing the voices that support women’s rights in Pakistan. For example, one activist

stated that the “patriarchy continues to shape women’s life choices and to control them”

(Activist C, Female). Interviewees attributed the maintenance of the patriarchy in Pakistan to

socialisation - how male and female children are raised:

When a person grows up, especially a male child, he grows up with this idea that
women are supposed to be answerable to him, women are supposed to be seeking
permissions from him and he is supposed to control their lives. Because he is
supposedly the protector of women. So, that is the number one issue that we face.
(Activist E, Male)

According to the respondent, the problem lies in the way society cultivates children’s

understanding of gender and appropriate gender power relations. Through this socialisation

process, male children are transformed into “protectors” of females. As a result, they feel

entitled and privileged to control women’s lives. Instead of becoming their companions, they

become their masters. Three respondents also highlighted how a man’s honour is attached to

women. Therefore, if a man thinks “his wife should behave… in a culturally appropriate

manner. Then [if she does not] it will be his honour which will be blamed and all that”

(Activist C, Female). Therefore, any transgressions invite discipline from men in the form of

culturally condoned violence. One female activist described this as “an underlying contempt
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for women in this country and underlying misogyny that prevails in [the] social mindset…it

seems that people don’t even think this is in any way a condemnable practice” (Activist B,

Female).

According to the four female activists, religious interpretations and misinterpretation

keep the cycle of abuse going. One of them stated “Religion is also being used to say that

men have the authority over women and men are the Majazi Khuda (God on earth) of the

women” (Activist C, Female). From this perspective religious orthodoxy is silencing the

articulation of discourses that could spread a better understanding of how and why violence

against women is happening:

Another thing of course, is this whole question of censorship. When religion is
brought up, what do you say on television? When there are blasphemy laws in this
country, there are so many other things that it’s not under the regulations you cannot
say on the electronic media…These are some of the things - challenges that women
face, when they are talking about it, campaigners face, especially younger ones.
(Activist B, Female)

Here, the interviewee is referring to the perpetual pressures that women’s rights

activists and campaigners face not only in their own campaigns, but also on mainstream

media. Whenever women’s rights activists demand their legitimate, constitutional, and

Islamic rights, often they are confronted with religiously motivated counterarguments and

resistance that discursively align their movement and narrative with non-Islamic and immoral

agendas. Hence, activists receive life threats and/or are accused of being Western agents by

opponent forces or religious groups. Under such circumstances the state of Pakistan and the

mainstream media effectively silence opposition to the social acceptance of domestic

violence. This is discussed further in the context of the state in the next section.

6.3.4.2 - Unresponsive State

All activists asserted that the foundations of the Pakistani state and society have been laid

down on the principle of power imbalance. They highlighted the multiple manifestations of
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patriarchy that have been embedded in state institutions. Respondents were critical of the

state and its institutions’ role in protecting the rights of women. They were of the view that

these power dynamics always favour men with limited formal support structures available to

victims of domestic violence. Women’s rights movements have been systematically hindered

to maintain their subjugation as one respondent stated “The big issue here is that there is

absolutely zero state narrative that condemns domestic violence or violence of various sorts”

(Activist A, Female). Another female activist similarly voiced her view that the:

State exercises oppression; institutions exercise oppression; and then families repeat
the oppression because the state is already oppressive. There is impunity too. If [the]
state is not saying that hitting women is wrong then why would not they [the family]
hit women. (Activist D, Female)

The male activist framed his opinion thus:

Activists’ campaigns have been there for a long time but unfortunately, [the] majority
of them do not end in promising results...Because usually the people in power or the
people who control the narrative, through governance or through politics, I see them
as an opposing force. (Activist E, Male)

The male activist was highlighting how in Pakistan the state and institutional

patriarchy are intertwined. Thus, the whole system has been intrinsically designed to function

against women’s rights as well as against activists and campaigns whenever it evolves as a

challenge or threat to the existing social power structures.

6.3.4.2.1 - Inadequacy of Response from Criminal Justice Systems

All of the interviewees emphasised the limited nature of judicial and police support for

domestic violence victims. They were critical of limited legislation on domestic violence

which mostly positions what happens in the home as a private matter. A female legal rights

activist opined:

The judiciary has not done what it was supposed to do in order to make sure that
women’s right to dignity is preserved in this country. Their right to liberty; their right
to life; their right to personal security is not given the kind of seriousness that it
deserved. (Activist B, Female)
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According to this interviewee, the judiciary is limited by the society and their own social

biases, but she also acknowledged that senior judges have shown progress in this regard.

However, another activist critiqued the criminal justice system of Pakistan for its inability to

protect and give justice to women:

First of all, legislation and then implementation issues you know. And that is a lot
about sensitising the criminal justice system, which is very misogynist, very
masculine, very patriarchal. It is not only that it’s dominated by men, but it is
dominated by a very masculine and misogynist mindset as well… So, I think what we
are confronting in Pakistan, with regard to gender-based violence, is the
implementation of protective laws which we already have. (Activist C, Female)

In the excerpt above, the respondent not only criticised the biased and abusive

masculine power structure embedded within the legal justice system of Pakistan, but also

identified it as a fundamental factor responsible for women’s plight and suffering in the way

of getting justice, fair treatment, and legitimate rights. That is why she stated further “Look at

the conviction rate in this country in gender-based violence [which] is very insignificant. Like

0.5% conviction rate” (Activist C, Female). Another activist also pointed to the

dysfunctionality of [the] legal justice system by highlighting the fact that “Only 37% of the

women confronting violence ever shared this domestic violence with anyone…Less than 2%

approach any kind of formal institution, whether it’s the police, it’s the lawyers, it’s the civil

society or anyone” (Activist A, Female).

6.3.4.2.2 - State and Religion

The relationship between the state and religious fundamentalists groups who consider

women’s rights activism a threat to Islam and culture was also brought up by interviewees.

Four activists offered criticism of the fact that over the course of time, the connection

between the state and religious groups has forged an alliance against women’s rights activists

and campaigners. Interviewees referred to those discriminatory legislations against women

under the facade of “Islamisation”. Most of these legislations were enacted in the 1980s
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during the martial law of the military dictator Zia (Ahmad & Aman, 2021). The female legal

rights activist was of the view that those legislations had put women at further disadvantage:

So, this whole Islamisation process: raising religious extremism, targeting those who
think of a progressive change in the society, as against the religion of the majority of
the people, provoking and inciting violence against the campaigners themselves-
raising the religious lobbyist here as the opponents with a lot of hostility towards
women campaigners. (Activist B, Female)

It is important to mention that under the dictatorial regime of Zia, women’s social,

political, and economic liberties were restricted through discriminatory laws such as the

Hudood Ordinance and the Law of Evidence (Lau, 2007). This state narrative was crafted to

encourage women to stay within the four-walls of the house and it was linked with the honour

of the males in that house. This reinforced the rigid ideology of considering women as

“property of the male” (Ahmad & Aman, 2021). One activist interviewee also highlighted the

amalgamation of state, culture, and religion to marginalise Pakistani women as she

argued,“We of course have a very non-responsive state that has made certain religious and

cultural taboos and has raised these taboos as a part of the security policy of the country”

(Activist B, Female). The activists were critical of the fact that the state has been avoiding

responding to this social problem, and religious hardliners have been given a freehand to act

on the state’s behalf.

In summary, women rights activists offered socio-systemic explanations for domestic

violence (see O’Neill, 1998; 2000). They showed a nuanced critical understanding of the

multi-layered factors at familial, societal, and political levels involved in the perpetuation and

maintenance of domestic violence in Pakistan. Keeping with their understanding of domestic

violence, Pakistani women’s rights activists engaged in different activities to raise awareness

about domestic violence. From grassroots level activism to research to guide policy, holding

street protests and marches to using digital platforms. Pakistani activists involve themselves

on multiple fronts to push for social and legislative changes against domestic violence. This
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activism and its discursive challenges to dominant understandings of domestic violence is

discussed in the next section.

6.3.5 - Nature of Activism in Line with Understanding of Domestic Violence

6.3.5.1 - Grassroots Level Initiatives to Bring About Socio-Cultural Change

The four female respondents talked about how they have been campaigning at grassroots

level to promote a gender-sensitive culture and provide assistance to women and working

women’s groups/associations on the ground. These activists go from one city to another to

educate and train people with feminist concepts and to help them understand the benefits of

having a violence-free and harmonious family. One activist stated that:

Well, I think we have used community-based platforms because we feel what you
need is community embedded change… So, we run things like violence-free family
campaigns … We've been trying to train people on the ground in various districts.
(Activists A, Female)

Another women’s rights activist who has also been giving feminist-focused education

to adult students responded, “We try to understand why violence happens and why there are

no consequences for it…So, what we push for is, you know, in a way a collective change in a

consciousness raising of the society at large” (Activist D, Female). Such steps to combat

domestic violence effectively contextualise the issue as a pervasive social problem embedded

in socio-cultural values and attitudes. Concerned about the lack of support for victims of

domestic violence, a female activist has been providing victims with legal representation. The

experience of working with victims made her aware of the other problems facing these

victims so she started a refuge for them:

During the experiences that we gained in giving legal assistance we suddenly realised
that women were not only suffering gender-based violence but because of
gender-based violence, they had many other social issues that they faced. (Activist B,
Female)
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To reach wider audiences, activists also use social media platforms. In the next

subsection, I provide brief details of activism as discussed by the respondents on such spaces.

6.3.5.1.1 - Social Media for Activism

All four female activists described social media platforms as crucial to their campaigning

against domestic violence and violence against women across the country. One interviewee

stated that, apart from voluntary activities, “social media is another space which we use a lot

to raise issues and to build campaigns” (Activist C Female). Another female activist stated,“If

it’s an individual case of injustice or violence, then we do Twitter campaigns. We come up

with a hashtag and then we crowd that hashtag with tweets. We do campaigns online as well”

(Activist D, Female). Two activists also stated that they let their younger colleagues run the

social media campaigns as the young activists are acquainted with these media as one of them

stated, “I am a complete dinosaur. I don’t get into that” (Activist A, Female).

Pakistani women’s rights activists were on the same page regarding the significance

of employing social media to campaign against domestic violence alongside other platforms.

According to them, the wide reach of social media enables them to raise awareness about

domestic violence and also highlight individual cases. As one activist stated that they “build

pressure through social media” (Activist C, Female). It is evident from the last comment that

apart from raising awareness in the public, activists also understand the need to mobilise

authorities to take notice of domestic violence cases.

6.3.5.2 - Activism for Legal and Policy Reforms

Two female activists and the male activist talked about the need for more legislative

changes in favour of women’s rights in Pakistan. According to them, this can potentially lead

to women’s empowerment. However, respondents raised concerns over the lack of

implementation of such legislative modifications that would benefit women. In relation to

this, activists talked about organising public protests and marches to mount pressure on
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authorities for the eradication of discriminatory laws and to alter stereotypical perceptions of

women that label their gender as lower and deserving of lesser rights.

Four interviewees viewed public protests, marches, and rallies as a means of making

women’s rights issues visible in Pakistan. One, whose activism has been centred around

seeking justice for the victims of violence said that “We chose the forums where we are going

to make the issues visible. So, it’s either in the courts or in the streets when we protest”

(Activist B, Female). A second interviewee recalled her days of activism back in the 1980s

when she was part of the Women’s Action Forum and stated,t “We had rallies, we went out

on the streets to protest” (Activist A, Female). A third activist opined that “public protests are

becoming increasingly common, like not by NGOs but also by civil society. So, you give an

open call and people come and they protest like violence against children, things like that. So,

it’s mostly non funded” (Activist C, Female). One activist referred to women’s marches that

have been taking place since 2018 on International Women’s Day in Pakistan despite staunch

opposition to them, especially from religious parties. She reflected that “Women marchers,

organisers of this march have been prosecuted. They have all kinds of criminal charges

against them, but they have overcome it. And this is a challenge that we are very willing to

face and confront” (Activist B, Female). All female activists shared similar views and

determination to move forward with their mission of promoting women’s rights. According to

them, unlike inexpensive platforms of social media, organising public rallies, staging

protests, and holding marches have been a costly business. Despite that, they have been able

to keep the issue of domestic violence alive in Pakistan. On the other hand, the male activist

did not believe that marches and protests were effective tools for bringing about change. He

blamed feminist movements for creating division between genders:

Most movements fail because they create division between genders. Because, the way
the approach has been taken in Pakistan, mostly has been to show just one side, and
not making a serious attempt in bridging the divide… We make men our allies and we
make them our partner in establishing women rights across Pakistan. That is the
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approach that helps us in getting the case through and getting to make sure that laws
are passed and they are implemented. (Activist E, Male)

It is interesting to note how this male respondent discursively positions feminist

attempts to highlight women’s issues as only inhibiting the securing of rights for women, and

for him, likely because of his gender, it is easier and more beneficial to work with other men.

In the interview this respondent did not reflect on how his own gender might change the ways

and means he has to discursively and materially conduct his own activism.

Two female and the male activists also talk about policy-oriented research that they

have been carrying out to share the accurate, and factual findings with the relevant

government bodies. One respondent commented, “We try to ensure that the policy responses

are accurate and bring the voices of women from the grassroots through to the policymakers”

(Activist A, Female). The activists described research as an effective and unbiased way to

highlight the experiences of the public and highlight their needs with the aim of educating

policies to safeguard women’s interest.

6.4 - Conclusion

This chapter has analysed how Pakistani women’s rights activists view domestic

violence reportage on mainstream Pakistani media, their alternative explanations for domestic

violence, and their use of different platforms for their campaigning to address this issue.

Overall, the activists were of the view that domestic violence news reporting has not been the

priority of Pakistani news channels unless the nature of abuse inflicted on women is intense

and horrific. The news channels are market-driven and as a result prefer sensational content

and controversy because it increases viewership. Mostly, coverage is largely incident based

which does not work to discursively frame domestic violence as a social issue. These trends

of coverage reinforce misconceptions about domestic violence.
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The activists identified the macro power structures of socialisation, culture, religion,

and state as responsible for the perpetuation and maintenance of domestic violence in

Pakistan. These explanations are missing from coverage of domestic violence in the news

media. A masculine interpretation of religion backed by the state coupled with misogynistic

beliefs reinforces the widespread male domination and female suppression. With the silent

support of the state, religious hardliners frame legitimate feminist demands as anti-state, and

anti-Islamic propositions. Women’s rights activists are also in a vulnerable position as their

criticism is susceptible to accusations of blasphemy and they risk being classified as an

anti-state agent, which can put their lives in danger.

Consistent with their understanding of domestic violence, women’s rights activists

engage in activities to change both social attitudes and Pakistan’s legislation and policies.

They raise awareness about domestic violence in public and provide support to its victims.

Social media has also become a potent source of countering masculine narratives and

anti-feminist viewpoints in their efforts to keep the issue of domestic violence and women's

oppression alive in Pakistan. For legislative and policy reforms, they conduct research and

register their dissatisfaction and pressurise authorities by holding protests, marches and

highlighting specific cases on social media. While this study provides important information,

the number of participating activists is a limitation of the research. That the research was

conducted when Pakistan was in the grip of the COVID-19 pandemic, and because speaking

out against domestic violence and the researcher being not known to the activists may have

been perceived as risky, could have contributed to the difficulties recruiting participants to the

project.
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Chapter 7: Pakistani Audience Responses to News Reporting and Women Rights’

Activists Content about Domestic Violence (Study 5)

This thesis is built on the foundation that media has an effect on audience attitudes. The aim

of the research presented in this chapter, Study 5, was to understand how Pakistani males and

females from different socio-economic backgrounds understand and respond to domestic

violence content from television news and activists’ campaign materials designed to spread

awareness and prevent violence against women in Pakistan. I also want to clarify that my

objective is not to offer, or claim to offer, a definitive understanding of Pakistani audience

response to television news content or activists’ campaigns material on domestic violence,

but to lay down a base from which future scholarship can flow and constructive discussions

can draw on. This study uses data from four focus groups.

This chapter was first submitted as a full paper proposal to the Feminist Studies

Division of the 73rd International Communication Association’s Annual Conference, held in

May 2023 in Toronto, Canada. The paper was accepted for presentation with some

recommendations for revision from the reviewers. These revisions were duly made and, due

to the first author’s financial constraints which prevented him from travelling from New

Zealand to Toronto, the paper was presented at that conference by the Chief Supervisor of the

thesis and the paper’s second author, C. Kay Weaver. Since the conference presentation,

further revisions have been made to the contents of this chapter.

7.1 - Abstract

This paper reports on an investigation into how Pakistani audiences make sense of domestic

violence content broadcast by mainstream news media, as well as materials produced by

social justice activists campaigning to end such violence. A qualitative investigation, the
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findings are based on focus group research comprising two groups of women and two groups

of men from different socioeconomic backgrounds living in Pakistan. The findings reflect

differences in meaning making across these demographics, with socioeconomic background

playing a dominant role in shaping responses. In general, research participants were

frequently critical of misogynistic cultural practices in Pakistan and religious views that

restrict women’s rights. While a majority of participants critiqued the dramatisation of

domestic violence in Pakistani television news reporting, they were more positive in how

they responded to the social justice activist campaign materials. They considered this

informative and a good platform for women to voice their concerns about domestic violence.

Male participants of lower socioeconomic position were most likely to express conservative

views and, in some instances, provided justifications for violence against women.

7.2 - Introduction

News portrayals of domestic violence against women are often sensationalised and feature

victim blaming, gendered stereotyping and limited contextual explanation of the event

(Northcutt Bohmert et al., 2019; Moore, 2011; Slakoff & Brennan, 2019; Sutherland et al.,

2016). Such reporting patterns have been identified across many countries including Australia

(Sutherland et al., 2016), Canada (Gilchrist, 2010), the USA (Slakoff & Brennan, 2019),

Turkey (Alat, 2006), and Saudi Arabia (Halim & Meyers, 2010). This has led to calls by

scholars to change how the media represent domestic violence to aid better audience

understanding of its causes and consequences (Northcutt Bohmert et al., 2019; Moore, 2011;

Slakoff & Brennan, 2019).

Media depictions can impact how the public perceive social issues (Green, 2004;

Greenwood, 2007, 2010; Kellner, 2011; Slater et al., 2006) including violence against women

(Comas-d’Argemir, 2016; Easteal et al., 2015; Lapsansky & Chatterjee, 2013). Depending
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how they are framed, depictions can enhance public knowledge about violence against

women and its active prevention, as well as influence the development of policy related to its

prevention (Carll, 2003; Slater et al., 2006). Indeed, evidence exists that the media can be

effective in redefining masculinities and changing patriarchal attitudes through not only

fact-based reporting, but also through entertainment-based education (Lapsansky &

Chatterjee, 2013). In addition, some evidence suggests that access to the media has been

associated with increased awareness of women’s rights (Chatterjee & Pillai, 2018; Dasgupta,

2019; Fazal, 2009).

In Pakistan, domestic violence is prevalent and largely considered a private matter

(Amir-ud-Din et al., 2021). It is seldom reported to the police by its victims as the burden of

making a marriage work generally lies on women (Khan & Hussain, 2008). Women may

suffer abuse in silence due to their economic dependence on men and the stigma attached to

divorce (Bibi et al., 2014). A lack of familiarity with legal systems such as the police and

judiciary, concern for their children’s custody, and fear of their abuser contribute to the

likelihood that they will not report violence committed against them (Yoshihama et al., 2011).

Furthermore, in Pakistan customs and traditions do not allow women to live on their own

(Khan & Hussain, 2008; Yoshihama et al., 2011). In some cases, when women want to leave

abusive relationships, it can also result in their homicide/honour killing (Zafar & Ali, 2020).

Indeed, there is evidence that Pakistani men and women do not consider violence against

them as crime and may not be aware of it because of the religious, cultural, and social context

in which they live (Amir-ud-Din et al., 2021; Buriro et al., 2020; Niaz, 2004; Zakar et al.,

2013).

In Pakistan, media reporting of domestic violence has been identified as inadequate,

and journalists have been found to lack training in how to cover it sensitively (Cheema, 2016;

see Chapter 3). Yet we know little of how audiences engage with domestic violence content
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on either mainstream news media or in social justice campaigns. Research focused on

Pakistani television audience responses to any mediated materials about domestic violence is

rare. Therefore, this study sought to explore how Pakistani audiences respond to television

news reporting of domestic violence, as well as to social justice activist campaign materials.

We sought to examine if, and how, media content is encouraging particular cultural and

ideological understandings of domestic violence against women, and what it may, or may not

be doing to support the rights of its victims.

Media audience research is designed to ask, “basic questions about how we make

sense of the [media] and what [it] means[s] in our lives” (Jenkins, 2000, p. 8). Audiences are

usually characterised as active social agents who are constantly producing meaning and

discourses from their media exposure (Fiske, 2010). Fiske (2010), drawing on Hall’s seminal

work on audience reception (1981; 2003), argues that audiences not only interpret media

content but can also engage with it critically and take a negotiated or an oppositional stance

in relation to its preferred dominant message. This research aims to contribute valuable

insights to audience reception scholarship in the field of media communication and

particularly into how audiences interpret and respond to content about domestic violence.

Specifically, the study focused on how Pakistani men and women from different

socioeconomic backgrounds perceive domestic violence media content presented in Pakistani

television news and activist campaign materials.

In the next section, we review literature focusing on how audiences make sense of the

mediated content, and especially news content about violence against women. We also

consider literature related to the influence of the media on gender roles and women’s

self-image to highlight the nature and degree of media’s impact within the domain of social

attitudes. We then explain the methods used in conducting this investigation, and finally

move to discuss the research findings.
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7.2.1 - Literature Review

There is an existing body of scholarship that examines how audiences engage with media

depictions of domestic violence and violence against women more broadly (e.g., Anastasio &

Costa, 2004; Carlyle et al., 2014; Palazzolo & Roberto, 2011; Schlesinger et al, 1992). This

research originates from a range of methodological approaches and adopts different central

foci of concern. In two similar studies in the USA, undergraduate participants were randomly

assigned to read news articles on intimate partner violence (Carlyle et al., 2014; Palazzolo &

Roberto, 2011). Palazzolo and Roberto (2011) noted that including or excluding information

about female victims and male perpetrators of physical abuse impacted participants’

emotional responses and influenced their decisions about attribution of blame and

punishment. Participants who were exposed to information intended to place increased

responsibility on the perpetrator, by indicating he had been drinking and had a history of

domestic violence, were more likely to attribute responsibility to the perpetrator and stress

punishment by jailing (Palazzolo & Roberto, 2011). Such mediated messages were more

likely to elicit feelings of sympathy for female victims of violence among the audience

(Carlyle et al., 2014). On the other hand, participants who were exposed to less information

regarding the victim and contextual information intended to decrease the perception of the

perpetrator’s responsibility such as lack of Argemirvisible injury and history of mental

illness, were more likely to be sympathetic toward that perpetrator, less likely to attribute

responsibility to them, and see less need for punishment (Carlyle et al., 2014; Palazzolo &

Roberto, 2011).

Anastasio and Costa (2004) found that personalising news stories also influenced

audience response. The authors found that if personal information such as the victim’s

personality traits, ethnicity, professional status or occupation, location of residence, family

and friends, hobbies or interests was disclosed, the audience was less likely to attribute blame
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to the victim and to have more empathy towards them. However, male victims were afforded

more empathy regardless of the level of disclosure about their circumstances.

In the context of Pakistan and media portrayals of domestic violence, the research that

does exist has largely focused on how that violence has been represented (Alat, 2006; Ali &

Khalid, 2021; Amjad et al., 2021; Awais et al., 2021). For instance, Amjad et al. (2021)

analysed television news clips of domestic violence, sexual harassment and workplace

harassment against women and concluded that Pakistani mainstream media is prone to

sensational portrayals which tend to blame women for their own victimisation. The use of

sensational language is common (Ahmed, 2014; Alat, 2006; Comas-d’Argemir, 2014) and

reenactments were included to dramatically depict events (Hassan, 2018; Raza et al., 2012).

This can increase women’s fear of becoming victims of violence and reduce the likelihood

that they would report their abuse to the police (Carlyle et al., 2008).

Altheide (2010) argues that “fear is the most commonly used emotion in the media

because it is an effective means of generating an emotional reaction in an audience” (p. 260),

and over time, it can build tolerance in the audience (Potter, 2014). Previous research has also

considered whether watching violence is linked with fear of crime (Callanan & Rosenberg,

2015; Dobash et al., 1998; Kort-Butler & Habecker, 2018; Weaver et al., 2000). Many people

believe that violence in the media affects others but not themselves; it is argued that the

audience form these beliefs to make them feel safe from crime (Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Potter,

2014). On the other hand, concern for crime has also been found to be associated with more

exposure to the crime news rather than exposure to crime (Intravia et al., 2017; Lowry et al.,

2003). Another study examined the representation of domestic violence in Pakistani

newspapers during the COVID-19 lockdown (Ali & Khalid, 2021). In these representations

women were portrayed as feeling scared and vulnerable and lacking in the ability to leave

their homes.
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While there is some research exploring how Pakistani audiences interpret current

affairs media content (Hassan, 2018; Khan & Tahir, 2021), there is no research that

specifically investigates how Pakistani audiences construct meaning out of, and respond to,

representations of domestic violence. It is this issue that this research seeks to investigate and,

in doing so, we aim to contribute to the growing feminist media literature on this matter of

significant social concern. To fulfill this aim, we posed the following two research questions:

RQ1: How do Pakistani audiences respond to domestic violence news content on mainstream

television news channels?

RQ2: How do Pakistani audiences respond to social justice activists campaign materials

about domestic violence?

In the next section, we discuss the methods used to investigate these research

questions.

7.3 - Method

The research adopted a qualitative methodological approach which allowed us to examine

how individuals make sense of social issues presented in the media (Creswell, 2009).

Qualitative research involves emerging questions and analysis of data that builds from

specific to general themes and allows the researcher to make sense of the data. How

individuals make sense of media content on domestic violence is a complicated process, in

which their demographics, beliefs and prior experiences are implicated (Kellner, 2011),

which is difficult to assess using close-ended questions. Therefore, qualitative methods were

identified as appropriate for this research. Specifically, we decided to use a focus group

method to collect the research data (see Appendix G).

Focus group research is “a technique involving the use of in-depth group interviews in

which participants are selected because they are a purposive, although not necessarily



151

representative, sampling of a specific population, this group being focused on a given topic”

(Thomas et al., 1995). Focus groups are said to “enable[.] diverse arguments and opinions to

come to surface regarding the issue being discussed" (Rosenthal, 2016) and “have become a

favored method among scholars engaged in reception analysis” (MacGregor & Morrison,

1995, p. 141). Focus groups also allow researchers to gain information from multiple

participants in a single group interview (Rosenthal, 2016).

The study did not follow a particular theory of audience reception but was informed

by Stuart Hall’s (1991) encoding/decoding model. This model theorises a process of encoded

verbal and non-verbal messages and meanings created by the content producer (Shaw, 2017).

It is the audience’s job to decode and interpret these messages, with research finding that

demographic positionality can significantly influence this process and how the audience

makes sense of the content they engage with (Shaw, 2017).

7.3.1 - Selection of Content to Screen for Focus Group Participants

To select news media content to screen to our research participants, archives were requested

from two of the most watched news channels in Pakistan, Geo News and Express News. Geo

News provided 42 news stories on domestic violence broadcasted in 2019 while Express

News provided 9pm bulletins for the month of September 2019. A total of six new stories,

approximately 9 minutes long, portraying physical and emotional violence were selected to

be screened to the participants. The stories included a range of incidents including honour

killings of a member of public and a celebrity, and violence due to dowry disputes. The

activist material included four videos, around 12 minutes in total, produced by BBC Urdu, an

Urdu language station of the BBC. These materials were part of a campaign called BBCSHE

aimed at highlighting the problems Pakistani women face, which are available online on

YouTube. BBC Urdu gave permission for our use of the materials for our research. One

prominent feature of the BBCSHE campaign was that all the speakers were young and
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educated females who spoke about a range of issues facing women in Pakistan including

domestic violence.

7.3.2 - Recruitment of Focus Group Research Participants

We aimed to discover views from participants of diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. In

Pakistan, the wealth disparity is significant and continues to grow. An individual’s low

socioeconomic status in Pakistan can severely limit their opportunities (Burki et al., 2020)

and has been found to affect social attitudes (Nasrullah et al., 2014). Therefore, we decided to

form four focus groups: two female groups and two male focus groups with one of each

gender group representing a different socioeconomic position.

Six females and five males belonging to the upper and middle socioeconomic

groupings were recruited. These participants were all educated beyond high school and some

of them had their own businesses. All of these participants were recruited through visits to

corporate offices in different localities of the city of Lahore. Potential participants were told

about the motivation behind the study and provided with information and consent forms to

sign. Six males and five females belonging to the lower socioeconomic group with a

comparatively lower level of education and professional skills were also recruited. Male

participants in this group were recruited through local market visits. Snowball sampling led to

the recruitment of the five female participants from the lower socioeconomic group. The age

of participants varied from 25 to 50 years. Table 7.1 below provides a breakdown of the

demographics of the focus group research participants.
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Table 7.1

Demographic Characteristics of Focus Groups Participants
Focus Group 1
(Female)
Upper
Socioeconomic
Group

Age
(yrs)

Marital
Status

Profession Focus Group 2
(Male) Upper
Socioeconomic
Group

Age
(yrs)

Marital
Status

Profession

Participant A 39 Divorced Corporate
employee

Participant G 35 Married Businessman

Participant B 28 Married Housewife Participant H 30 Married Small-scale
business
owner

Participant C 50 Never
married

Business
Owner

Participant I 28 Never
married

Businessman

Participant D 25 Never
married

Private job Participant K 45 Married Businessman

Participant E 48 Married Housewife Participant L 35 Married Unemployed
Participant F 30 Never

married
Government
officer

Focus Group 3
(Female)
Lower
Socioeconomic
Group

Focus Group 4
(Male) Lower
Socioeconomic
Group

Participant M 44 Married Casual
worker

Participant R 45 Married Watchman

Participant N 30 Married Housewife Participant S 44 Married Clerk
Participant O 44 Married Housewife Participant T 38 Married Clerk
Participant P 40 Married Housewife Participant U 38 Married NGO worker
Participant Q 46 Married Housewife Participant V 43 Married Fundraiser

Participant W 35 Married Fundraiser

7.3.3 - Conducting the Focus Group Interviews

Due to Pakistan’s socio-cultural norms and the sensitivity of the research topic, male and

female focus groups were conducted separately. This was designed to enable male and female

participants to fully engage with the topic of domestic violence without feeling the need to

censor how they talked about the topic. Single-gender groups are seen as facilitating better

sharing of ideas and experiences (Hollander, 2004). The first author moderated the male

focus groups. A female moderator with experience of conducting focus groups on sensitive
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social topics, and who was thoroughly briefed about the aims and rationale of the current

study, was hired to facilitate the female focus group discussions.

An unexpected challenge experienced while planning this research was the global

outbreak of COVID-19 and the uncertainties this pandemic brought with it. As a result of

such unprecedented circumstances, partial lockdowns were put in place in the city of Lahore -

the location for the focus groups. All the arrangements of focus groups which had been

finalised by this point had to be cancelled and reorganised.

When focus group participants arrived at the venue, they were introduced to each

other and again briefed about the aims of the project. At the venue, all seats were placed at

least two meters apart from each other. Interviewees were given free hand sanitiser, and face

masks to comply with health and safety standards set by the Health Ministry of Pakistan.

Health and hygiene standards were also taken into consideration while refreshments were

served to participants. All interviewees were advised in advance to not to come to the venue

if they were feeling unwell. It was explained that they would be watching six news stories on

incidents of violence against women, which might be disturbing to some viewers. They were

told that they could move to an adjoining room if they did not want to view the stories and/or

withdraw from the study. After the screening of news stories, participants were asked a series

of questions such as: how does the stories help them understand domestic violence as crime?;

and what role, if any, is television news playing in curbing such violence? Questions

regarding production elements were also asked such as whether such news stories hold any

appeal for them, and what attracts people to watch it. In the second phase of the group

discussion, after screening of the BBCSHE activist campaign content, similar questions were

asked. Participants were offered free of cost counselling support should they need it and

served with refreshments during the session.
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To ensure the smooth flow of discussion, one ground rule was established - that there

would be no time restriction on the focus group discussion. This was designed to avoid a

scenario where one or more participants dominated or steered the discussion away from its

intended topic and others left with no time or space to speak. Although, at times, respondents

did stray from the focus of discussion, these digressions often introduced interesting frames

of references in terms of how they were interpreting the materials screened to them.

Altogether, the four focus group interviews produced 9 hours and 31 minutes of audio

recorded data. Participants delivered responses in Urdu (Pakistan’s national language) which

were later translated and then transcribed into English that produced around 45,000 words

(118 pages) of data. Some participants expressed their views in English.

7.3.4 - Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the focus group data. The focus of the analysis was on

how the participants: 1) engaged with and interpreted the content of the news stories and

activists’ material; and 2) responded to production elements of the news content. In this

study, we employed thematic analysis proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) to understand

how Pakistani audiences make sense of mainstream domestic violence news stories and of

campaign material produced by BBCSHE. Thematic analysis involves analysing and

interpreting emerging themes in qualitative data (Braun et al., 2022). It begins with data

familiarisation, followed by initial coding and categorisation of emerging patterns in data.

Then, through focused coding, recurring and relevant themes are identified that connect codes

and categories. Thematic analysis is a deductive analysis, led by researcher’s theoretical and

analytical intentions (Clarke et al., 2015). In the next section I report on the findings of this

research.
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7.4 - Findings and Discussion

I present the findings from the analysis of the focus group discussions in two sections. The

first section focuses on responses to the mainstream Pakistani news coverage of domestic

violence. The second section deals with participants’ responses to the BBCSHE activist

campaign content.

7.4.1 - Responses to Domestic Violence News Stories

7.4.1.1 - Social and Cultural Norms

The dominant response after the focus group viewing of the television news stories was the

attribution of patriarchal social and cultural norms to the incidence of domestic violence in

Pakistan. Since the news stories were mostly circumstantial accounts of incidents of domestic

violence without mention of causes, the participants shifted their attention to focusing on

what was the probable cause. In total, across the groups, 14 participants pointed to

socio-cultural norms as implicated in these causes, with the two women’s groups stressing

this point more than the male groups. The tone of the participants’ voices, especially of

female participants, showed that they wanted things to change.

After viewing the mainstream television news stories, one female participant

vehemently recounted the violence that women can face in Pakistani society:

If a woman desires to marry with her own choice, she gets killed by her brother. If a
wife wants to visit her parents’ house, she gets shot by her husband. Sometimes,
women get killed for other reasons. What is this all? (Participant A, Female, Upper
Socioeconomic Group).

This quote identifies a hostile social environment where violence in different forms and of

various degrees seems to be the fate of Pakistani women who exercise any form of freedom

of choice. A male participant reflected on the social practices and expectations which

contribute to acts of domestic violence:
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If we talk about reasons of domestic violence described in these news stories which
are related to dowry demands and seeking permission to visit mother’s house - such
matters have now become important in our social lives. It has now become an obvious
fact that a girl would bring along dowry for the whole house after marriage. Later,
such demands and practices around dowry would become [the] underlying cause of
domestic violence (Participant I, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group).

After watching the news clips, another female participant reflected on the honour

killing of women, stating that families use women as scapegoats to resolve legitimate or

illegitimate desires or to settle feuds. She further stated that “If women are being killed in the

name of honour, then men should also be killed for the same reason” (Participant C, Female,

Upper Socioeconomic Group). In the view of another respondent, “In Pakistan, our cultural

values and social norms are structured on masculine beliefs and interpretations” (Participant

N, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group).

Similar views were shared by another female participant: “Some men would consider

women as inferior as their slippers. Unfortunately, the prevalence of such a notion is very

common among uneducated men” (Participant N, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group). A

male participant echoed similar sentiments, “Social prevailing norms and customs are to

blame for this. We live in a patriarchal and male dominated society. If challenged by females,

to satisfy male ego and legitimise its supremacy, physical force and violence is exercised to

control” (Participant L, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group). Contradictory to the sentiments

expressed by other participants, one female from the upper socioeconomic group blamed the

life choices of Pakistani women:

Women like to be dependent on somebody in our culture. Why?... Because we like to
be dependent, we tend to choose a powerful partner or a companion and then the price
of that dependency that women pay is actually in the form of violence. So, violence is
the price that women pay to men. This is the reason that women in our society are
accepting it as part of our culture to some extent (Participant C, Female, Upper
Socioeconomic Group).
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The participant was referring to what she perceived to be a common desire among Pakistani

women to be intimately involved with a “powerful man” who will also be a “perfect man” for

them in terms of happiness and security. To her, the desire to be protected by a man and enjoy

the material security of a marriage causes women to compromise their safety. Similarly, a

male participant from the lower socioeconomic group stressed that “we should endorse the

idea of empowered and honorable women, and we must change the culture of our households

which poses hindrances in the way of women to become strong and independent” (Participant

H, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). This participant was endorsing the idea of a woman

who is financially independent and emotionally strong, being able to withstand challenging

situations, but at the same time, adhering to religious and social norms.

Next, we talk about the inefficiency of the justice system in protecting women, which

was another theme raised by many participants in response to the news reports on domestic

violence.

7.4.1.2 - Inadequacy of Justice System

Fourteen participants across the four focus groups responded to the news stories by criticising

the justice system of Pakistan for its failure to prevent incidents of violence against women,

its inability to protect victims, and its failure to bring culprits to justice. While none of the

news stories provided reasons for the incidences of domestic violence in Pakistan, two news

stories did report on failures by the police and judicial system to provide protection and

justice to the victims of violence. This prompted the participants to highlight the inadequacy

of the justice system. All five female participants in the lower socioeconomic focus group

offered critical remarks in this regard. One of them commented “Despite facing abusive

situations, victim women never get any support or justice for being abused from relevant state

institutions. It is utterly depressing to watch the way these victim women had to prove that

they were abused” (Participant M, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group). Similar comments
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were made by participants in other groups. According to one male participant, domestic

violence incidents keep happening “because these abusers do not get the punishment that they

deserve, and our system is willing to grant them bails” (Participant G, Male, Upper

Socioeconomic Group). Reflecting on the pattern of releasing domestic violence perpetrators

from police or court custody, one female (Participant, C, Upper Socioeconomic Group)

described it as “unintentional violence” on the part of those judges who grant bail to such

culprits. Having the perpetrator on the loose was seen as undermining the victim’s safety and

discouraging others from seeking help because they fear they may face reprisals from their

partners after reporting them to the police.

Five participants described a bribe culture among police as contributing factors for

judicial litigations, and filling of weak cases that favor abusers. After viewing the domestic

violence news stories, two female participants stated that “instead of helping them out, police

sought bribes from victims which is shameless” (Participant M, Female, Lower

Socioeconomic Group); and “In all the news stories, including Qandeel Baloch murder case,

one theme has been common that all female victims were shown to be struggling alone to get

justice for themselves” (Participant Q, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group). Participants

demanded both reformation of the police department and the justice system dealing with

cases of violence against women for the better care and safety of women victims of abuse. In

addition, respondents shared their views about how the media covers incidents of domestic

violence.

7.4.1.3 - Insufficient Details and Lack of Contextualisation in News Reporting

Twelve respondents from across the four focus groups raised questions over the lack of

in-depth and investigative reporting around domestic violence on Pakistani television news

channels. Participants expressed their desire to watch detailed in-depth accounts of news on

domestic violence which is a news piece that gives full information rather than simply stating
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what happened. They identified the prevalent trend of skipping important details and

non-contextualisation of the incident of domestic violence while reporting it to viewers. This

is in line with previous research which states that news media tends to offer simplistic and

inadequate portrayals of domestic violence (Carlyle et al., 2008; Gillespie et al., 2013). For

example, one participant commented that “they do not properly cover stories from all angles

and sides. They do not give many details and background” (Participant B, Female, Upper

Socioeconomic Group). To the participants, the reporting was mostly incident-based and an

oversimplification of facts which left them wanting more information regarding the

relationship history and socio-cultural basis of the problem. In reference to the lack of

contextual background information in the news stories, a male respondent contested the idea

of spontaneous violent acts in domestic settings by stating, “I do not think it is a one-time

incident. It must have been going on for some time. I do not think such abusive episodes take

place so abruptly or just like that” (Participant K, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group).

Similarly, one respondent raised doubts about the facts explained as a reason for

violence in one of the news stories. By making his point that news media should produce

more detailed and thoroughly investigated domestic violence news stories, he asked:

What kind of a man [are you] for beating your wife for not dancing in front [of] your
male friends? In my opinion, these are not the actual and only reasons of violence
which have been mentioned in scripts. There must have been some other reasons too
which triggered this violence (Participant U, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group).

These responses show that some participants were cognisant about the fact that

incidents of domestic violence do not happen out of the blue and are usually preceded by

other acts of violence. Participants were not only critical of the fact the domestic violence

reportage tended to be abrupt and episodic and lacking in background information, but they

stated that it also often leaves the viewers curious about the fate of the victim(s), which
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prevents viewers from learning that there can be accountability for domestic violence. They

emphasised the need for follow-ups. For instance, a female respondent stated:

We see [the] media highlighting one issue or another, but we hardly get to see how
that issue was concluded…As an audience and viewers, we deserve to watch good
news too. For example, if a victim woman gets justice or any government
protection…Media should address and follow up the root cause of issues as well.
(Participant C, Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group).

Besides asking for more detail to be included in domestic violence news stories,

participants also reflected on domestic violence in the context of religion. Contrasting and

comparing points were made to defend and question religious ideologies in the context of

intimate relationships between men and women. We turn to this in the next section.

7.4.1.4 - Domestic violence in the Context of Religion

Among the female participants in both the upper and lower socioeconomic groups, watching

the television news stories prompted significant discussion about women’s rights and

freedoms in relation to religious expectations. They contrasted the lack of protection afforded

to females by the police or law in Pakistani society, with the protection given to them by

religion, All eleven female participants were eager to express their views on this so much so

that they could not wait for their turn to speak; this is despite the news stories containing no

mention of religion or comment from religious scholars.

One of the respondents said that “our religion states clearly that men are responsible

for feeding and protecting their women” (Participant E, Female, Upper Socioeconomic

Group). This statement reflected the dominant viewpoint based in popular religious discourse

in Pakistan that men should be the sole earner of the household and women should run the

house rather than engaging in paid work.

Female respondents from both the upper and lower socioeconomic groups also

emphasised that Islam does not advocate violence against women. They claimed that, instead,

patriarchal beliefs and social customs are to blame for reinforcing violence against women.
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Two male participants from the lower socioeconomic group also criticised the practice of the

dowry as not being Islamic. One said “…dowry exchange is not permitted in Islam. But we

still practice it because of our generations’ long exposure to Indian civilisation, as we have

adopted their customs and traditions including the dowry one” (Participant V, Lower

Socioeconomic Group). He further added that “we have failed to understand the status of

women in Islam.” A female participant also reflected on the issue of misperceived religious

beliefs:

We have been told through false religious interpretations that Islam advocates male
dominance over women and rewards men with superior rights in contrast with
women. Since men are raised with false religious doctrine to think of themselves as
superior beings and women as inferior and subordinate creatures. This ill-perception
of religion is causing a lot of problems for women (Participant N, Female, Lower
Socioeconomic Group).

This participant also critiqued experts who interpret religion and impose it on people. She

said “Religious scholars are always busy on television screens, promoting men and projecting

their religious superiority over women. I wonder why these male religious scholars criticise

women and glorify men?” (Participant N, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group). It is a

common observation that very vocal religious figures who have been offering consistent

opposition to the struggle for women’s rights in Pakistan have perhaps been overrepresented

in the Pakistani mainstream media (Biberman et al., 2016). Specifically, they have opposed

the Women’s Protection Bill and Women’s March on news media (Mumtaz, 2019). We

discuss such positions on violence against women in the next section.

7.4.1.5 - Justifying Violence Against Women

Most male participants in the lower socioeconomic group presented several

justifications in support of domestic violence as normal response to day-to-day stressors;

these justifications were not present in the news stories. They also tended to rationalise

domestic violence as an inevitable consequence of “feminine traits’. These justifications were
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mostly left unchallenged by other participants in the group. According to them “If women do

the right things, their men will never beat them” (Participant R, Male, Lower Socioeconomic

Group); “Language of women is the reason behind domestic violence” (Participant V, Male,

Lower Socioeconomic Group); “Women talk so loudly and argue so much in their houses.

Because their mothers seem to have transferred these habits in their daughters and their

fathers seem supportive of it” (Participant W, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). The

majority of male participants from the lower socioeconomic group expressed the view that

poverty has made life difficult for men, and when they come home, women make demands

which they are not able to fulfill, which can then escalate into violence.

Again, contrary to the responses of the men from the upper socioeconomic group,

male participants from the lower socioeconomic group showed reluctance in allowing women

in their family to pursue paid work, which in their view could also trigger a violent episode.

They also classified intimate partner violence as something which is associated with rich

people only, as one respondent argued: “domestic violence is a game of rich men. On the

other hand, poor men try to look after their wives. Their arguments or fights are for very tiny

things which are not even discussion worthy” (Participant V, Male, Lower Socioeconomic

Group). Three male respondents (Participants U, V & W) from the lower socioeconomic

group also blamed victims for not leaving abusive partners, blamed their parents for not being

able to find suitable matches for their daughters, and even criticised the trend of attaining

higher education among Pakistani girls. These conservative comments showed limited

awareness about various socio-cultural norms identified by other participants that prevent

women from leaving abusive relationships and which maintain power imbalances between

men and women. For instance, one respondent criticised women for staying in abusive

relationships:

I do not understand why women tend to live with abusive partners. That sounds
absurd to me…unlike illiterate women, educated women know their rights and they



164

can get separation or divorce from abusive partners, as nobody can stop them from
taking this step. (Participant U, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group)

Specifically, two male respondents from the lower socioeconomic group (Participants

V & W) associated the higher education of females as one of the causes of domestic violence.

According to them, when women marry less educated men it can be problematic for the

couple as both partners try to influence and resist and even violently respond to each other’s

domination. Quite strangely, for one male respondent in the lower socioeconomic group,

intimate partner violence was a normalised expression of love as he put it: “physical torture

happens because men consider their wives very special members of their family, and they are

not afraid of sharing their problems with them” (Participant V, Male, Lower Socioeconomic

Group). This comment reflects the discourse of romantic expressive tension, which suggests

the infliction of aggression and violence from one partner on another is an expression of

passionate love (O’Neill & Morgan, 2001).

In the next section we consider the research participants’ comments on the production

values of the news stories they watched.

7.4.1.6 - Production Elements of Domestic Violence News Stories

After watching domestic violence news stories from Pakistani mainstream television news

channels, 20 participants including 10 women referred to domestic violence news content as

dramatised, and often presented as entertainment. They were of the view that domestic

violence news is designed to increase ratings for the news organisations. Participants were

emphatic in these stances stating that “they are very dramatised” (Participant B, Female,

Upper Socioeconomic Group); “News channels use dramatisation to attract more audience”

(Participant D, Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group); “Basically, media tend to cover only

those news stories and issues which reward ratings” (Participant D, Female, Upper

Socioeconomic Group); “News channels dramatise and exaggerate the simple facts, so that
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they can create hype to attract more viewership” (Participant F, Female, Upper

Socioeconomic Group). In making these statements, the participants showed a good

understanding of the commercial imperatives of media in Pakistan. Pakistani journalists have

also emphasised that the media is ratings-driven (Chaudhary et al., 2023; Cheema, 2016;

Meer et al., 2015; see Chapter 3). Journalists state that news is sensationalised to generate

ratings (see Chapter 3). However, in the case of the participants in this study, it seemed to be

having the opposite reaction as participants were critical of it.

Three female respondents from the upper socioeconomic group talked about fear

inducing elements in mainstream domestic violence reporting. They expressed discomfort in

watching news depictions of domestic violence on Pakistani television. One respondent

remarked “very scary videos…I am surrounded with feelings of unhappiness and regret about

how much support there is in our society for domestic violence” (Participant C, Female,

Upper Socioeconomic Group). They also acknowledged that “no doubt that such videos have

a harsh impact on viewers - both physically and mentally…I feel blood rush” (Participant B,

Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group). Another respondent was of the view that domestic

violence news “should not be getting on the nerves of viewers” (Participant E, Female, Upper

Socioeconomic Group). One respondent emphasised the point that “media outlets should

focus on their content. They should be mindful of the fact that people from different age and

sex groups watch television news channels at the same time” (Participant I, Male, Upper

Socioeconomic Group).

In relation to the cultivation of fear, two male respondents from the lower

socioeconomic group were of the view that the dramatisation of domestic violence news

stories might also discourage victims from seeking help. One participant commented: “When

it comes to poor or mediocre neighborhoods, families, and parents do everything to resolve
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the issue in privacy and under pressure as they do not wish their daughters and their lives to

become part of television screens” (Participant T, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group).

Contrary to Pakistani journalists’ claims that by highlighting domestic violence news

stories they are providing a social service ( see Chapter 3), four participants, including two

females, blamed the Pakistani media for cultivating fear in women and promoting violence

against them. They brought attention to the regulatory feature of the media in terms of how it

shapes our perception of the world and behaviours in it (Kellner, 2011). For example, a

female respondent shared her thoughts that “people also get encouragement from watching

news on domestic violence. They think that the guy in [the] news just shot his wife and still

nothing happened to him. In this way, they feel encouraged to do the same” (Participant E,

Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group). One male respondent highlighted a similar issue

stating:

It is because these abusers do not get the punishment that they deserve, and our
[criminal justice] system tends to provide them relaxation. As a result of it, other
people develop some violent tendencies…By watching such content, they are not
getting on [the] back foot from committing violence. This is the very reason that
domestic violence incidents keep on happening as there is no system to stop it.
(Participant G, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group).

From the perspective of the male and female interviewees in this research, Pakistani

news depictions of domestic violence not only discourage victims from coming forward and

seeking support, but also reinforce the perpetual cycle of abuse. Interviewees also offered

suggestions for introducing changes in news reporting of domestic violence. We talk about

those recommendations in the next section.

7.4.1.7 - Viewers’ Recommendations to Mainstream News Media

Five male respondents from upper and lower socioeconomic groups criticised the practice of

revealing victims’ identities in news stories. One participant commented that “In Pakistan, if

[the] identities are revealed on media or social media, without [court] cases being concluded,
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people will draw their own conclusions. You know what I believe, despite all the education

and qualifications, females get zero-point-zero percent respect in Pakistan” (Participant V,

Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). Another male respondent remarked that the “Media

should not expose victims’ identities in any case. Their voices should be highlighted without

compromising their dignity and respect. After all, victim women are also daughters, sisters,

mothers, and wives. They should be treated with respect” (Participant G, Male, Upper

Socioeconomic Group).

Three interviewees strongly suggested that there should be no background music

incorporated into news stories as they equated it with sensationalism. One respondent stated

that “There should be no background music at all and with zero sensationalism” (Participant

K, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group). Participants were of the view that by omitting

background music, the degree of sensational portrayal can be minimised which is likely to

improve the outlook and objectivity of domestic violence content.

7.4.2 - Responses to BBCSHE Social Justice Activist Campaign Material

In the second half of the focus groups, the BBCSHE activist campaign material was screened

to participants. Five themes and four sub-themes emerged from the discussions following the

screening of this content. In these videos, a correspondent for BBC Urdu went to four

universities in Pakistan and talked with female students regarding a range of issues, including

domestic violence. Compared to the domestic violence news stories, the four campaign

videos received minimal critique from the participants. We first turn to the dominant theme in

the responses to these materials which relate to their awareness raising and educational

impact.

7.4.2.1 - Activist Content and Awareness Raising

All 22 participants including eleven females from four focus groups agreed that the BBCSHE

campaign material was educative and sought to promote awareness regarding the situation of
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women in Pakistan and the challenges they face throughout their lives. One male respondent

from the lower socioeconomic group stated “I have never seen Pakistani media running such

campaigns aiming to spread awareness and to raise [the] concept of women‘s empowerment”

(Participant I, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group). Another male respondent from the same

group commented “I am a supporter of such campaigns. In fact, these campaigns should be

running across the country. At least, it will raise our consciousness toward feminism”

(Participant I, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group). Two participants from both the male and

female lower socioeconomic groups endorsed this idea as they opined, “There must be a

nationwide campaign aimed at spreading awareness among boys and girls regarding

institution of marriage and family system at large” (Participant M, Female, Lower

Socioeconomic Group), “I am in the favour of such campaigns. In fact, [the] reach and scope

of such campaigns should be extended, and parents should also make best choices for their

girls'” (Participant S, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). One male participant asserted that

“I agree with pretty much everything I have seen on these BBCSHE campaign videos”

(Participant L, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group). One male respondent commented that

“issues like these do exist in my family, my neighborhood and in my relatives too. I think we

should change it altogether” (Participant H, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group).

Unlike other participants, one female from the upper socioeconomic group negated

the idea of empowerment in the campaign. She argued that “I do not think this campaign is

aimed at empowering women. It is aiming at highlighting issues faced by women…This is

creating awareness” (Participant C, Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group). Two respondents

from the male lower socioeconomic group agreed with the effectiveness of the campaign but

criticised the clothing worn by female students in the video. One respondent said that “I have

some objections to raise too. For instance, many girls in these videos were bare headed and

they were wearing unreasonable clothes. They should be more conscious of their reputation
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and impression that they are making on viewers through these campaign videos” (Participant

U, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). As is discussed in the next section, most participants

regarded this campaign as an effective platform for women.

7.4.2.2 - Providing a Supportive Platform for Content Focused on Pakistani Women

Twelve participants from the four focus groups endorsed the notion that BBCSHE has

provided a supportive platform to Pakistani women where they could express their

grievances, which was unlike anything they had seen before in the media. One respondent

from the upper socioeconomic female group expressed her gratitude by saying: “I liked

watching these videos, and glad to see that females are aware about their basic rights. At

least, they are expressing it” (Participant B, Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group). Another

from the same group commented “It is not that far ago when women had no liberty to express

themselves. But now they are speaking, and everybody is listening to them…By all standards,

it is unprecedented in a society like Pakistan where females were raised as silent creatures”

(Participant E, Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group).

Two respondents from the upper socioeconomic male group fully supported the

campaign by saying, “My thoughts are that in our society, females’ rights are not defined and

that is the reason they do not get their due rights” (Participant G, Male, Upper Socioeconomic

Group), “I think all the issues that women have raised are genuine, realistic and they exist in

our society” (Participant L, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group). On the contrary, one male

participant from the lower socioeconomic group did not think that BBCSHE provided an

appropriate platform: “This is not right. Girls are talking about boys and boys are talking

about girls. I do not consider it appropriate” (Participant R, Male, Lower Socioeconomic

Group). He also recommended that instead of passing judgement on others, people should

mind their own business. This comment is an example of how women are silenced in
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Pakistani society by limiting the spaces they can express themselves by referencing religious

and cultural norms (Zakar et al., 2013).

Nonetheless, most male participants were appreciative of the campaign. In the next

section we talk about double standards, an issue raised in response to BBCSHE campaign

material by female participants.

7.4.2.3 - Identifying Double Standards in Pakistani Society

For the majority of female participants, the BBCSHE campaign content brought the double

standards of the society into focus. For example, one female respondent from the upper

socioeconomic group asked:

If me and my brother share the same rights, then why are we being treated differently?
… The fact is that this discrimination begins from our own homes. If we talk about
female dress up [veil] and seclusion of which Muslim women have always been a soft
target, then why do not we ever talk about male gaze? Isn’t it the responsibility of a
male to have control over his sight? There is something else which I would like to
share here that instead limits its coverage to violence against women. (Participant F,
Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group)

Similar sentiments were reflected by another female participant from the upper

socioeconomic group, who said, “…We need to cut down double standards from our society.

As a female respondent in the video said that girls can be criticised for doing the same thing

for which boys would be appreciated” (Participant D, Female, Upper Socioeconomic Group).

In a similar vein, a female participant questioned “why do males have freedom to choose a

lifepartner? They are allowed to go anywhere at any time, but women are not?” (Participant

N, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group). Another female participant acknowledged that

even though double standards exist in Pakistani society: “Our holy book Quran gives equal

status and rights to both men and women” (Participant M, Female, Lower Socioeconomic

Group).
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While double standards were one of the central themes in the responses to the activist

campaign materials, comparison of responses from male and female participants showed that

these materials evoked more feelings of being discriminated against among female

participants. Only two male participants (from the upper socioeconomic group) reflected on

the issue of social double standards. However, one of them added, “sometimes, due to

ambiguities or unfavorable conditions of society, females are not allowed to decide for

themselves. Such restrictions are imposed on them for the sake of their own safety”

(Participant K, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group). In another focus group, a female

participant reflected on safety as being used as an excuse to not allow women to study:

I personally know many families who would not let their daughters study beyond
matriculation. Their excuse would be that the environment is unsafe for females.
Despite planning and policies to make the environment safer for girls and women,
families would prefer to close the doors of education on them. (Participant P, Female,
Lower Socioeconomic Group)

While reflecting on the appropriateness of campaigns for women’s rights, eight

participants referred to the Aurat March (women’s march), large gatherings of Pakistani

women being held on International Women’s Day in multiple cities, which have become quite

controversial (Zia, 2022). Men from both the upper and lower socioeconomic groups largely

opposed this trend of activism being employed by Pakistan women while a majority also

agreed with the principle that women must be given their fundamental rights. Three male

respondents from the upper socioeconomic group suggested that Pakistani women should

follow a BBCSHE style of campaigning. For example, one commented, “Look at BBCSHE! It

seems like a perfect way to launch an effective campaign for women’s rights. There must be

more campaigns like this” (Participant H, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group). Another

theme is response to the activist campaign material related to the need for social reform in

Pakistani society, which is discussed below.
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7.4.2.4 - Reforms To Support Women’s Equal Rights

7.4.2.4.1 - Social Reforms

Nine participants from the four focus groups raised concerns about the discrimination and

marginalisation of Pakistani women at every societal level. Male respondents from the upper

socioeconomic group espoused the notion of giving women equal rights and opportunities as

they considered it imperative for social progress. One participant stated that “Women are

criticised for working outside their homes, but men are admired for doing the same jobs

which is the narrow-mindedness of our society” (Participant G, Male, Upper Socioeconomic

Group). Another from the same group supported the concept of gender equality and

elaborated that “We do not oppose their right to education, choice of marriage and career”

(Participant K, Male, Upper Socioeconomic Group).

It is interesting to examine the responses of male participants representing the lower

socioeconomic group. They opted for more individualistic improvements and changes in

behaviour, instead of calling for social reforms to prevent violence against women. One of

them stated that “Men and women both must learn to control their anger and improve their

behaviour. Men must also learn to tolerate ‘no’ from their sisters and wives” (Participant S,

Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). Another respondent added “Yes, we need to learn the

art of politeness and patience to resolve our issues amiably and amicably” (Participant R,

Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). It is important to understand that by patience, these

participants were not encouraging the tolerance of abuse. They were referring to approaching

the matter with reasoning and logic rather than aggression and confrontation. To learn

self-control and the ability to handle issues calmly, education can be an effective tool. Next,

we talk about educational reforms as raised and discussed by participants.
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7.4.2.4.2 - Educational Reforms

Six participants described the educational system of Pakistan as flawed and linked to the

suppression of women. One interviewee commented:

Our educational system has failed to address this problem [domestic violence].
Therefore, people are not aware about the effects and consequences of domestic
violence. Even though educated men also beat their wives, it mostly happens in
impoverished and underdeveloped areas such as villages (Participant O, Female,
Lower Socioeconomic Group).

A male participant from the lower socioeconomic group introduced a focus on

economic issues here by stating: “If parents cannot afford expenses of their daughter’s

education and if they ask her to remain at home or do something else then it is also

justifiable. As having a daughter to go to university depends on [the] financial capacity of

parents” (Participant U, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). Some participants had the idea

that numbers of female victims of domestic violence have been increasing day by day

because of Pakistan’s inadequate legal system.

7.4.2.4.3 - Legal Reforms

The subject of institutional reforms was deliberated by seven participants. They were of the

view that the dowry, honour killings, forced marriages and other forms of suppression are

major obstacles faced by Pakistani women. In criticising laws to protect women, a female

interviewee exclaimed, “Governments have passed many legislations for women

empowerment and to stop domestic violence, but those legislations are meaningless until

executed and applied. [The] police sought bribes from the victims which is shameless. It

reflects flaws in our justice system” (Participant N, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group).

Two male respondents also criticised the role of police, with one saying, “To ensure justice,

first [the] police department must be transformed. So that culprits of domestic violence can

be made an example for others” (Participant U, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group).

According to another respondent, “the biggest hurdle is the corrupt behaviour and practices of
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police force” (Participant S, Male, Lower Socioeconomic Group). One participant shared her

feelings that“I have also seen how difficult it becomes for victim women to seek help from

police and/ or courts because these public institutions are never willing to help women by

filing their reports in the first instance” (Participant M, Female, Upper Socioeconomic

Group). As well as expressing grievances against the inadequacy of the justice system,

participants also called for the transformation of the media, which we turn to next.

7.4.2.4.4 -Media Reforms

Eleven participants from across the four groups emphasised the need for media reforms to

improve the reporting of domestic violence. They were of the view that instead of sensational

depictions, the media must guide the audience and victims about where to seek help to escape

from violent situations. One respondent stated, “Media outlets should consistently highlight

such issues without any disruption and offer solutions as well rather than only putting only

temporary focus on them” (Participant P, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group). Another

participant opined that the “Media should support them till the end. I think this will bring

about a real change than portraying them as weak victims” (Participant Q, Female, Upper

Socioeconomic Group). She further added that “there should be separate news channels

which can solely focus on such issues and help support victims of domestic violence through

its coverage. Instead of only asking for public opinion, [the] media should also ask people

how they can help these women'' (Participant Q, Female, Lower Socioeconomic Group). One

male respondent suggested that campaigns such as that run by the BBCSHE must be shown

on mainstream media platforms. He said, “Such campaigns on mainstream media give us

ideas to tackle and handle situations that may arise in our lives too” (Participant S, Male,

Lower Socioeconomic Group). Participants also stressed that besides reporting on domestic

violence cases, the media should also promote stories to empower Pakistani women, so that
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vulnerable women can gain inspiration and the audience at large can see them as independent

and capable professionals rather than dependent victims.

7.5 - Conclusion

In Pakistan, domestic violence is considered a private matter, leading to its normalisation and

tolerance (Ali et al., 2020). Most female victims hesitate to report it due to social stigma

(Madhani et al., 2017). We found that in this research the news stories that were screened to

the participants operated more as prompts for the participants to express their views on

domestic violence and their focus on individual new stories was limited. In response to the

mainstream news stories on domestic violence, most participants identified the role of

patriarchal social and cultural norms in contributing to the prevalence of domestic violence in

Pakistan. They also responded to the stories by highlighting the inadequacies in legal/justice

systems which makes it hard for women to report their victimisation and obtain justice. An

incompleteness in the news stories was also identified, in which incidents were shown as

one-off occurrences and with no follow-up reporting on the consequences of the violence for

the perpetrators or victims. This was seen as potentially encouraging others to perpetrate such

crimes because they had no fear of punishment.

While journalists produce sensational content to attract viewers (see Chapter 3), it

seemed to be having the opposite effect as the critique for dramatisation of news stories was

almost unanimous. For female participants belonging to the upper socioeconomic group, such

depictions provoked fear among female viewers while for males belonging to lower

socioeconomic groups, it prevented victims from seeking help. A majority from the male

lower socioeconomic group also gave justifications for violence against women. They stated

that women complain and taunt their husbands who are already under mental strain due to

financial issues, which escalates into violence. In response to the BBCSHE campaign
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material, their stance was less conservative. Most of them, like other participants from the

other groups, appreciated the campaign as educative and a good platform for the airing of

issues pertaining to women’s rights.

Overall, participants made recommendations to the media to tone down the

dramatisation of content, provide more contextual explanation for the violence, and protect

identities when reporting its occurrence. They also pushed for social, educational, and legal

reforms. Interestingly, in contradiction to their rather staunch point of view, males belonging

to lower socioeconomic groups encouraged exercise of patience in intimate relationships.
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Chapter 8: Conclusion

In countries like Pakistan, where patriarchal ideologies and traditional masculine beliefs are

common, men are more likely to endorse and internalize such beliefs (Malik, 2021).

Male-centric political, economic, and religious structures define, maintain, and reinforce male

supremacy over everything (Tabassum, 2016), especially women. Moreover, societal, and

cultural factors including the institutions of the family also play a part in dictating the lives of

women (Malik, 2021). In the context of Pakistan, diverse and multifaceted toxic masculinity

functions both ways. On one hand, its central focus lies on keeping women marginalized and

isolated in the social sphere. On the other hand, it also brings those men under hard scrutiny

who represent physical and/or emotional fragility, lacking spousal control, and wife

subordination, (Imtiaz & Kamal, 2023). Given the varied social and cultural complexities,

some Pakistanis regard feminism as an assault on religion and culture instead of perceiving it

as a resistance against patriarchal ideology, masculine beliefs, and violence against women

(Chughtai, 2020). Therefore, feminism is often regarded as a Western construct with a foreign

agenda (Khan et al., 1994), which is anti-religious, anti-male, and destructive to the family

system and social moral codes (Akhter, 2020). In such a situation the media plays a crucial

role in terms of how it represents women, violence against women, feminist concerns, and,

indeed, masculinity.

In recent years, legislative bodies in Pakistan have paid extensive attention to the

endemic nature of violence against women as a high priority public issue. Stringent

legislations have been enacted across the country to protect women from various forms of

violence. However, contrary to the popular belief that Pakistani people need to be more aware

about the harmful effects of domestic violence, such interventions have proven to be

ineffective in providing a safe and secure environment for women - half of the country’s
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population. Unchallenged cultural norms and reinforced patriarchal notions lie at the heart of

this social issue. In such a situation, the media plays a crucial role in terms of how it

represents women, violence against women, feminist concerns, and, indeed,masculinity.

Pakistani audiences and women’s rights activists were highly critical of how

television news channels report on and broadcast domestic violence content. Nonetheless,

domestic violence incidents are neither prioritised nor classified as newsworthy subjects in

Pakistani news transmission. Pakistani media practitioners - reporters, and newsroom

producers’ - practices usually align with the interests of their respective news broadcasting

networks and organisations. As a result, political news dominates the mainstream news

agenda around the clock, and especially during primetime hours whereas domestic violence

may not feature even at the bottom of primetime television news.

Professional training is a foundation of quality journalism. However, Pakistani

television news channels do not have structured training and skills development programmes

in place. After completing tertiary education, the only pathway of learning practical

journalism is on the job training. In comparison, skills enhancement through training is

common in international broadcasting networks operating in Pakistan such as the BBC and

Voice of America (VOA). Not only do these two international news organisations provide

their employees with up-to-date and tailored professional training routinely, but also the time

undertaken for those training sessions is counted as normal duty hours.

In conjunction with lack of training opportunities, Pakistani television news

journalists also expressed concerns for not having a clearly defined and well-documented

code of ethics to guide and support them while covering news of violence against women.

The maximum emphasis is on not showing identities and graphic imagery. Under such

circumstances, Pakistani television news journalists are largely left to their own devices when

domestic violence stories are selected for broadcast, which tends to be infrequently. The
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absence of appropriately designed frameworks for reporting domestic violence leads to

serious issues with reporting such as muting the victims’ experience, intrusion of their

privacy, and the revealing of their identity to the extent of putting their lives into danger.

None of the interviewees were able to recall any consequential actions ever taken against

reporters or producers for irresponsible reporting practices.

Due to lack of professional training, a formalised code of ethics, and guidelines for

appropriate coverage of domestic violence incidents, Pakistani television journalists often

represent such stories in a sensational and dramatised manner. Related to this, journalists

follow the news values of shock, novelty and celebrity when selecting stories of domestic

violence for broadcast. In addition, when exposed to domestic violence stories with fatalities,

victims can be discouraged from seeking help against it (Carlyle et al., 2008). They are also

likely to pick up stories that are going viral on social media. Reporting on domestic violence

has been overwhelmingly incident based, with limited background information and without

contextualising and linking it with the broader social structure. Media scholars have warned

that misrepresentation of domestic violence can contribute to victim blaming (Estes &

Webber, 2017; Savage et al., 2017). Not only could it reduce the desired outcomes of

spreading awareness about gendered crime, but it can also undermine the attempts and

strategies to control, prevent and eliminate violence against women by reinforcing the

existing patriarchal and stereotypical attitudes to this social, legal, and public health problem

(Savage et al., 2017).

Even though domestic violence is not the priority of journalists, they are neither

trained to report on it, nor do they include the perspectives of experts, or guide viewers

towards avenues of support. Pakistani journalists at times conceived themselves as activists

working to bring justice for domestic violence victims. Activism is a process intended to

highlight and end social injustice through continuous efforts. It requires vigorous actions,
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campaigning, and interventions along with prioritising the matter, which is not the case with

Pakistani journalists nor the media organisations they work for. My research revealed that

domestic violence stories are only covered when something shocking and horrible happens

and/or someone famous is involved. The domestic violence stories that are covered normally

appear in headlines for a few seconds and do not form a part of the news bulletin. Otherwise,

it is quite rare for such stories to appear in primetime news broadcasts. The stories are seldom

followed up. In addition, identities of victims were revealed in the majority of news stories

with more than half the stories being broadcast with graphic visuals unblurred. In addition,

avenues of social support were seldom presented. By imagining such reporting practices to be

activism - Pakistani journalists fail to highlight the lacunas in the legal and judicial system,

reinforcing discriminatory practices toward women. They deprive the audience from

understanding the causes and normative practices embedded in the social relationship

dynamics contributing to violence against women. Inconsistent reporting, fewer details, lack

of follow up, and the absence of expert opinion is essentially framing the issue as a non-issue.

Pakistani women’s rights activists’ critique on television news reporting on domestic

violence was also aligned with the issues identified with existing reporting practices. For

Pakistani feminists, domestic violence is a socio-systemic issue and campaigning against

domestic violence is a mission, whereas domestic violence incidents are nothing more than a

piece of news for Pakistani television news channels, which they are more likely not to

broadcast or broadcast in passing. Pakistani women’s rights activists raised concerns about

the censorship imposed on women’s rights advocates in Pakistan and referred to it as the

“security policy” of the state to keep the issue of women away from the public eye. That is

why domestic violence and social justice campaigns of Pakistani women activists do not get

coverage in news broadcasts.
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The audience reception analysis about domestic violence also offered rare and

distinctive insights into how viewers evaluate the content of mainstream news channels and

activists’ campaigns featured on social media. The majority of participants from varied

socioeconomic backgrounds critiqued the dramatisation and sensational depictions of

domestic violence on television news channels. The majority identified that more needed to

be done by television news media in its coverage of domestic violence. At the same time,

they admired the activists’ campaigns for being more informative, and relevant to Pakistani

women’s experiences. In some instances, male participants from lower socioeconomic groups

provided justifications for violence against women linking its incidence to fights that occur

between couples because husbands are not able to fulfill their wives’ wishes because of

financial challenges which their wives do not take account of. This speaks of the need to

improve the representations of domestic violence on the mass media to emphasise the social

nature of this problem.

This thesis is the first inquiry into the representations of domestic violence on

Pakistani television news channels. It addresses a gap in the current state of knowledge by

incorporating views from the news producers and reporters, that is journalists, and from

people who are actively working to combat domestic violence, that is women’s rights

activists. The research offers new insights into domestic violence news portrayals on

television news media; ethics that guide the reporting and the process of selecting domestic

violence news from the perspective of Pakistani journalists, while they also articulated their

own understanding of domestic violence. This thesis documented how Pakistani activists try

to prevent domestic violence, providing a point of reference to assess whether news media

representations of domestic violence are reinforcing domestic violence or discouraging it.

Since the thesis is grounded in the assumption that news media has an effect on viewers, this

thesis also assessed Pakistani audience responses to domestic violence news stories and
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activists’ material, which has not been investigated before. The research relied on data from

different professionals and members of the public collected using different methods:

interviews and focus groups.

The findings of this study not only contribute to the existing literature on television

news practices around domestic violence reporting, media representations, media ethics, and

audience responses to domestic violence news on Pakistani television, they also provide

potential scope for future research. More interviews/studies with a larger and more diverse

group of Pakistani women’s rights advocates could offer fascinating and insightful

recommendations on how to best employ mainstream media strategies for spreading

awareness about gender crimes and to their reduction. Knowing the on-going ideological

polarisation between liberal feminists and Islamic feminists’ conception of women’s rights in

Pakistan, and how best to ensure them, in-depth interviews and/or focus group discussions

involving both sides should be considered. It would also be extremely valuable to explore

how conceptions of masculinity and different masculinities in Pakistan, and their

intersections with religion and family ideals feed into cultural perceptions of domestic

violence, its representation, and its prevalence in the country.

This thesis focused on the code of ethics practiced by Pakistani journalists, which

largely deals with minimum standards of practice in line with societal expectations. Feminist

ethics of care extends the concept of ethics to more than just harm prevention. It calls on

media practitioners to report in ways that are beneficial to the society and encourages the

audience to work on the issue (Steiner, 2011; 2020). Feminist media ethics require journalists

to account for contexts and allow voices of victims to reach the audience (Steiner, 2020).

Since this thesis was the first study on the representations of domestic violence in Pakistani

media, it concerned itself with exploring presence and nature of code of ethics at a basic

level. It did not engage in analyses of domestic violence representations in terms of standards
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set by feminist ethics of care. Future studies should engage in analyses of Pakistani new

media using the framework of feminist ethics of care.

It should be acknowledged that there can be significant gaps between journalist’s role

perceptions and their role performance (Ryfe, 2020), that is, between what they say they do

and what they actually do when reporting news. Ryfe (2020) argues that journalists may

present their roles in socially desirable ways, or present what they do in terms of ideals, rather

than giving an accurate picture of their actual practice. To overcome this, in future research

the use of reconstruction interviews is advised, which invites journalists to explain the actual

production process involved in their reporting of a particular story. Through this process they

explain their reasoning behind reporting, stylistic and editorial decisions. This

methodological approach can help in exploring various levels of influences - social, political,

economic, and organisational - that impact on how journalists do their job (Brüggemann

2013). Future research should consider using this methodology to study the reporting of

domestic violence by journalists.

Future research should also take print media journalists on board - first to make a

distinction between print and electronic media reporting practices in relation to domestic

violence, and then to advise the most ethical and appropriate reporting practices across media

platforms including digital media. Mutually agreed conclusions can be shared with media

organisations, non-governmental organisations, public service institutes, and lawmakers to

formulate a comprehensive media policy that can transform the social perception towards this

condemnable crime rather than leaving it to flexible interpretations.
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Appendix A. Semi-Structured Interview Schedule for Interviews with Journalists

1. As a TV journalist, when and why would you include a domestic violence news story
in the news bulletin? and when such stories make headlines?

2. How much coverage is given to domestic violence stories? Has the number of such
stories increased or decreased over the period (and why is that)?

3. Are there any criteria for covering incidents of domestic violence stories based on
specific area, city or group of population or such incidents are covered regardless?

4. What journalistic codes of ethics are practiced for domestic violence coverage?

5. Do you cover domestic violence news after a police report is filled and/or when
judicial proceedings begin? Or it can get covered without that?

6. Can you talk about any experience in which ethical deviations resulted in any form of
consequences for producer, reporter, or news organization?

7. Did you get any professional training for reporting incidents of domestic violence? Do
you feel that such training can be helpful for journalists, organizations, and viewers
(in what ways)?

8. How are domestic violence stories presented generally? Are they treated like any
other news stories or differently? For instance, if any pre- or post-production elements
are used in script and/or visual?

9. In domestic violence stories, emphasis is only on incident or previous history and
relationship between victim/s and perpetrator/s are also explored?

10. Have you ever come across a news story related to marital rape?

11. Comments and responses from victim, perpetrator, eyewitness, and relatives of the
victim, police, lawyers, and doctors can be seen in domestic violence stories. Do you
think comments from psychologists and religious scholars should also be incorporated
to address this issue vigorously?

12. Are domestic violence statistics, health services and support networks for victims and
legal consequences for perpetrators mentioned in news stories or reports?

13. In what ways a news channel’s representation of DV can have more influence on
viewers? What are your views on sensational coverage of crime news?
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14. Primetime bulletins have ten to fifteen minutes long headlines and commercials –
Does it affect coverage of social issues? (Why breaking news is used for dv stories of
few seconds)

15. Sometimes domestic violence headlines and updates news stories do not become part
of that news bulletins, what could be the reason for that?

16. Does any change is made in the reporter's story (in terms of context, language, frame,
or perspective etc.)? And is the reporter consulted?Is there any agenda or motive
behind coverage of domestic violence stories or they are covered as routine incidents?
(Media influence people and create issues)

17. Can the gender of a reporter or producer play a role during information gathering
from various sources or news compilation? Do you think male or female journalists
may frame news differently?

18. Would you like to comment on media discourse and representation of domestic
violence on Pakistani news channels?
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Appendix B. Information Sheet (For Journalists)

I am Omer Bin Nasir, PhD student enrolled in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the
University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand. I am conducting research into the “Coverage
of domestic violence in the Pakistani news media and its audience reception” under the
supervision of Professor Kay Weaver and Associate Professor Gareth Schott. I want to
conduct interviews with 20 to 24 TV journalists. Since you are a TV journalist, I would like
to conduct an interview with you at the place and time of your convenience. The interview
will take about an hour, and will be audio recorded. I would like to ask questions related to
the factors that shape how television journalists in Pakistan report and represent domestic
violence?

You do not have to decide right now if you want to participate in this project. If you do not
wish to be recorded, then unfortunately, you would not be able to participate in this research.
You can take your time to think about it and/or discuss it with anyone you feel comfortable
with. Your valuable response will become part of my PhD thesis. In addition, I will publish
research articles and present the findings orally or through posters at academic conferences.
Please note that you will not gain any direct benefit by participating in this research.

You have the right to exercise your freedom of expression by choosing to answer or not any
question asked during the interview. You are free to ask as many questions as you like during
this process and/or give feedback directly to me through email, text or a phone call. You also
have the choice to view the transcript of your interview and/or request a summary of the
research findings. You can withdraw from study within three weeks after the interview or a
week after the receipt of the interview transcript (if you have requested it) by informing me
directly through email, text or a phone call.

Data (audio recordings and transcriptions of the interviews) and the associated manuscripts
will be stored in my password-protected laptop. Signed consent forms will be scanned first
and then also stored into my laptop. Data will be stored up until five years after the
completion of my PhD thesis. Only my PhD supervisors and I will have access to it.

Thank you so much for taking the time out to go through this document. Please let me know
if you have any questions.

"This research project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences. Any questions about the ethical conduct of this research
may be sent to the Secretary of the Committee, email fass-ethics@waikato.ac.nz, postal
address, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, Te Kura Kete Aronui, University of Waikato, Te
Whare Wananga o Waikato, Private Bag 3105, Hamilton 3240."
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Appendix C. Participant Consent Form (For Journalists)

I, ______________________________________, agree to participate in the research project

titled as “Coverage of domestic violence in the Pakistani news media and its audience

reception,” conducted by Omer Bin Nasir, who has explained the purposes, risks and

methods of the research to me in a clear manner. I understand that the purpose of this research

project is purely academic and the researcher is gathering information/data as a PhD student

enrolled in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the University of Waikato, Hamilton,

New Zealand.

I have been told that I will be one of 20 to 24 TV journalists, who will be interviewed. I have

asked questions related to research project and have received answers to my satisfaction. The

following has been explained to me:

1. My personal information and identity will remain confidential.

2. My right to withdraw from research during the interview and after that (within three weeks

of the interview or within a week after the receipt of the interview transcript if requested).

3. My right to decline to answer or to end the interview.

4. That I may not be directly benefited from participation in the research.

5. What am I expected to do as a research participant.

6. That my participation is completely voluntary.

7. I will be provided with a copy of interview transcript and/or research findings on request.

8. The contact to which I should make request and/or give feedback, if any.

9. The audio recording of my interview.

10. If I don’t want to be recorded, I would not be able to participate in the research.

11. Publication of research and results on the condition of anonymity to my identity.

12. I have been given a copy of this consent form.



249

When I sign this consent form, I give consent for the researcher to use the interview for the

purposes of the research outlined in the Information Sheet.

Please complete the following checklist. Tick the

appropriate box for each point.

YES NO

I wish to view the transcript of the interview.

I wish to receive a copy of the findings.

Participant : _______________________ Researcher : _______________________

Signature : _______________________ Signature : _______________________

Date : ____________ Date : ____________

Contact Details: _______________________ Contact Details: ______________________

_______________________ _______________________

_______________________ _______________________
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Appendix D. Semi-Structured Interview Schedule for Interviews with Activists

1. Can you tell me a bit about your background, why you got involved in campaigns to stop
domestic violence, and what your current role is in relation to campaigning against this social
problem?

2. How do you see the role of activists’ campaigns in addressing domestic violence?

3. What aspects of domestic violence are you highlighting in your campaigns to curb it?

4. In your opinion, what are the underlying causes of domestic violence in Pakistan?

5. What platforms do you use to campaign against domestic violence and why did you opt to
use those platforms in your campaign?

6. Can you talk about how your organisation has approached communicating about domestic
violence - how you represent it and what audiences you are trying to reach?

7. What are the challenges of campaigning against domestic violence and portraying it in the
way you have and to the audiences you have?

8. Are you able to talk about successes of your campaign, and how you judge its
effectiveness? For example, do you think the campaign has succeeded in changing public
attitudes to domestic violence?

9. Can you talk about how you use television news media to raise awareness about domestic
violence?

10. What challenges do you face in using television news media to promote awareness about
domestic violence?

11. What role do you think television news media plays in addressing domestic violence? Do
you think television news media is responsible for addressing this social issue?

12. What are your views about domestic violence representation in television news media?

13. What are the dominant discourses about domestic violence on television news media?
And generally, in society? What discourses do you highlight as an activist?

14. In what ways, activists’ campaigns representation is different than that of television
news?

15. What do you think are the broad challenges you face in changing attitudes to domestic
violence?
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Appendix E. Information Sheet (For Activists)

I am Omer Bin Nasir, PhD student enrolled in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the
University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand. I am conducting research into the “Coverage
of domestic violence in the Pakistani news media and its audience reception” under the
supervision of Professor Kay Weaver and Associate Professor Gareth Schott. I want to
conduct interviews with four to six women rights’ activists. Since you are working to
promote women rights, I would like to conduct an interview with you at the place and time of
your convenience. The interview will take about one hour and will be audio recorded. I
would like to ask questions related to how you represent domestic violence and the
challenges you face in encountering dominant discourses on domestic violence in Pakistan
through media.

You do not have to decide right now if you want to participate in this project. If you do not
wish to be recorded, then unfortunately, you would not be able to participate in this research.
You can take your time to think about it and/or discuss it with anyone you feel comfortable
with. Your valuable response will become part of my PhD thesis. In addition, I will publish
research articles and present the findings orally or through posters at academic conferences.
Please note that you will not gain any direct benefit by participating in this research.

You have the right to exercise your freedom of expression by choosing to answer or not any
question asked during the interview. You are free to ask as many questions as you like during
this process, and/or give feedback directly to me through email, text or a phone call. You also
have the choice to view the transcript of your interview and/or request a summary of the
research findings. You can withdraw from study within three weeks after the interview or a
week after the receipt of the interview transcript (if you have requested it) by informing me
directly through email, text, or a phone call.

Data (audio recordings and transcriptions of the interviews) and the associated manuscripts
will be stored on my password-protected laptop. Signed consent forms will be scanned first
and then also stored into my laptop. Data will be stored up until five years after the
completion of my PhD thesis. Only my PhD supervisors and I will have access to it.

Thank you for taking the time to read this document. Please let me know if you have any
questions.

"This research project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences. Any questions about the ethical conduct of this research
may be sent to the Secretary of the Committee, email fass-ethics@waikato.ac.nz, postal
address, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, Te Kura Kete Aronui, University of Waikato, Te
Whare Wananga o Waikato, Private Bag 3105, Hamilton 3240."
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Appendix F. Participant Consent Form (For Activists)

I, ______________________________________, agree to participate in the research project

titled as “Coverage of domestic violence in the Pakistani news media and its audience

reception,” conducted by Omer Bin Nasir, who has explained the purposes, risks and

methods of the research to me in a clear manner. I understand that the purpose of this research

project is purely academic and the researcher is gathering information/data as a PhD student

enrolled in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the University of Waikato, Hamilton,

New Zealand.

I have been told that I will be one of four to six women’s right activists, who will be

interviewed. I have asked questions related to research project and have received answers to

my satisfaction. The following has been explained to me:

1. y right to withdraw from research during the interview and after that (within three weeks

of the interview or within a week after the receipt of the interview transcript if requested).

2. My right to decline to answer any questions or to end the interview.

3. That I will not be directly benefited from participation in the research.

4. What am I expected to do as a research participant.

5. That my participation is completely voluntary.

6. I will be provided with a copy of the interview transcript and/or research findings on

request.

7. The contact to which I should make request and/or give feedback, if any.

8. The audio recording of my interview.

9. If I don’t want to be recorded, I would not be able to participate in the research.

10. Publication of research and results in the form of thesis and research articles.

11. I have been given a copy of this consent form.
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When I sign this consent form, I give consent for the researcher to use the interview for the

purposes of the research outlined in the Information Sheet.

Please complete the following checklist. Tick the appropriate box for each

point.

YES NO

I wish to view the transcript of the interview.

I wish to receive a copy of the findings.

Participant : _______________________ Researcher :

_______________________

Signature : _______________________ Signature : _______________________

Date : ____________ Date : ____________

Contact Details: _______________________ Contact Details:______________________

_______________________ _______________________

_______________________ _______________________
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Appendix G. Focus Group Interview Schedule

In the beginning, I will greet all participants and introduce myself as the moderator of the
focus group. Probably, a few minutes will be spent getting to know each other. Then I will
once again explain to them my research briefly and the purpose of conducting this focus
group. After which, I would get them to sign consent forms to make this process more formal
and academic. The focus group will consist of three steps: pre screening discussion, screening
of five news pieces followed by a discussion; and activists campaign followed by another
discussion. Screening of domestic violence content will take around 7 minutes and activist
video will be around 3 minutes long. Total 10 minutes will be spent showing the content to
participants. I am aiming to complete this whole exercise within a couple of hours as I have
already asked for this much time during my first conversation with a representative of
Pakistani student club at university of Waikato.

Here are some pre-screening questions mentioned below:

1. What is domestic violence to you and what does it include?

2. Where do you get your information about domestic violence – what it is and what its
causes are?

3. Do you think domestic violence is a problem in Pakistan?

4. Can you remember seeing much domestic violence on Pakistan television news or in other
TV programmes?

After which I will play domestic violence news on my laptop with the approval of
participants.

· First news package screened will be 2 minutes and 28 seconds long from the 9PM
bulletin in which two different stories themed around domestic violence were clubbed
together by the news channel. First part of the news report is based on a female who was
beaten up by her husband; her head was shaved off for not dancing in front of his friends.
Second part of the news report is about a newly wedded girl who was beaten up by husband
and in-laws for not bringing expensive dowry. In both cases, police allegedly took bribes for
registering FIRs .Both incidents took place in the city of Lahore, capital of Punjab which is
the biggest province of Pakistan in terms of population with more than 110 million people
living in it.

· Second news report shown will be 2 minutes 28 seconds long. It is a follow up of the first
domestic violence incident, in which the husband shaved off her wife’s head and beat her. In
the news, it was reported that the perpetrator husband is out on bail and the female victim is
talking about the recent threats of acid attack and murder that she has got from her husband.

· Third story will be a 19 second long breaking news story in which a brother killed his
sister and another man in the name of honor because they wanted to be married out of love.
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· Fourth story will be 28 seconds long in which a newly wedded wife was injured with
bullets fired in her legs by her husband because she wanted to visit her mother’s house.

· Fifth and last story will be 34 second long breaking news in which a woman was set on
fire by her husband and in-laws.

Here are some of the post-screening questions:

1. How do you immediately respond to what you have just seen? What are your thoughts on
it?

2. How do you feel in terms of explanation for these crimes?

3. How does it help you understand domestic violence as a crime?

4. Do you think Pakistani television news media are playing a role in curbing domestic
violence?

5. Does the way these news stories are produced hold any appeal for you?

6. Sometimes, domestic violence is shown as mini-drama or entertainment. Why is that?

7. What attracts people to watch domestic violence represented as entertainment on television
news?

8. If you were to change anything in these news pieces, what would you change?

At this stage, I will screen one of the videos from an activist campaign of BBC SHE aimed to
raise awareness about women issues including domestic violence in Pakistan after seeking
participants’ approval. This video will be 3 minutes 10 seconds long and is shot in Sardar
Bahadur Khan Women University Quetta.

Here are some of the post-screening questions:

1. How do you respond to that material? What are your thoughts about it?

2. What is your opinion about issues raised in the BBC SHE campaign?

3. Does it help you to understand issues faced by women in Pakistan?

4. Do you think such campaigns are spreading awareness and empowering women?

5. What appeals to the audience to watch such campaigns?

6. If you were to change anything in this campaign video, what would you change?

7. Have you seen any other campaigns addressing women related issues in Pakistan?
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8. Do you think there is a need for change in the discourses around domestic violence?
Should the media be involved in advocating for changes and if so what changes and how can
they do it?

After discussion, I will wrap up the focus group by checking in with each participant to see if
they are feeling alright. I will also offer them some refreshments with pleasure if they want it.
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Appendix H. Information Sheet for Potential Focus Group Participants

I am Omer Bin Nasir, PhD student enrolled in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the
University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand. I am conducting research into the “Coverage
of domestic violence in the Pakistani news media and its audience reception” under the
supervision of Professor Kay Weaver and Associate Professor Gareth Schott. Domestic
violence is a social issue in Pakistan, and my study aims to explore the coverage of domestic
violence on Pakistani TV news media from the perspectives of the journalists, women’s rights
activists and you, the audience members. You will be a part of one of the four focus groups
comprising five to six other members of the general audience (of the same gender). The
facilitator will be a female focus group composed of females. You might not be familiar with
what a focus group is. It is a gathering of people in which they have a discussion on a topic.
In addition, the facilitator will do a one-on-one interview with you after the focus group. Both
will be audio-recorded. The procedure is explained fully below.

I will invite you one day to participate in the focus group on a day of your convenience. I will
make attempts to keep the venue of these groups close to your locality to prevent
inconvenience. The venue is most likely to be an educational institution to make you
comfortable. On the day of the interviews, the facilitator will first screen five to seven
domestic violence news stories on topics of physical violence and honor killing, which will
take around 10 minutes. These news stories will be taken from Pakistani national news
channels and will not be different in any respect from what you normally see on Pakistani
news channels. I will only select those stories that meet the broadcasting standards, which
includes not revealing the identity of the victim or her family and presentation of the news in
a non-dramatized way and not with horrible visuals. In addition, the facilitator will also
briefly tell you about the content of each story before screening. Following the screening of
the news stories, the facilitator will invite you for discussion regarding what you think about
the news stories. This group discussion can take up to one to one and half hours.

After which the facilitator will show the activists material on women empowerment, which
will take around 12 minutes. After this, the facilitator will open a discussion on what you
think of the content that you have been shown. This group discussion is expected to last for
one hour. After which you will be invited to take part in one-on-one interviews with the
facilitator, where you can say what you felt you were not able to say during the group
discussions, clarify any point, change any statement and make any complaints. The whole
process is likely to take six hours.
Refreshments and lunch will be provided keeping in view your dietary preferences. In
addition, your travel expenses will be reimbursed.

Since you will be shown news on domestic violence, there is a chance that you might
experience distress. If you experience distress, I have made arrangements with qualified
clinical psychologists to provide you with counseling. Any travel expenditures incurred while
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you seek help will be borne by me. In addition, you will be provided a chance to talk about
any negative reaction after seeing the content during the one-on-one interview as well.

I guarantee that your identity will not be revealed during and after the completion of the
research project. You have the complete right to exercise your freedom of expression by
choosing to answer or to not answer any question asked during the interviews. You are free to
ask as many questions as you like during this process and/or give feedback. You also have the
choice to view the transcript of your interviews (both group and individual) and/or request
summary of the research findings. You can withdraw from study within three weeks after the
interview or a week after the receipt of the interview transcript (if you have requested it) by
informing me directly through email, text, or a call.

Data (audio recordings and transcriptions of the interviews) and the associated manuscripts
will be stored on my password-protected laptop. Signed consent forms will be scanned first
and then also stored into my laptop. Data will be stored up until five years after the
completion of my PhD thesis. Only my PhD supervisors and I will have access to it. Your
valuable responses will become part of my PhD dissertation. In addition, I will also publish
research articles based on my research project as well do oral and/or poster presentations in
academic conferences.

You do not have to decide right now that you want to participate in this project. You can take
your time to think about it. If you do not wish to be taped, then you would not be able to
participate in this research. Please note that you will not gain any direct benefit by
participating in this research project but what you say will give me valuable insight about this
topic.

Thank you so much for taking the time out to go through this document. Please let me know
if you have any questions.

"This research project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences. Any questions about the ethical conduct of this research
may be sent to the Secretary of the Committee, email fass-ethics@waikato.ac.nz, postal
address, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, Te Kura Kete Aronui, University of Waikato, Te
Whare Wananga o Waikato, Private Bag 3105, Hamilton 3240."
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Appendix I. Consent Form for Focus Group Participants

I, ______________________________________, agree to participate in the research project

titled as “Coverage of domestic violence in the Pakistani news media and its audience

reception,” conducted by Omer Bin Nasir, who has shared general purposes, risks and

methods of the research with me in a clear manner. I understand that the purpose of this

research project is purely academic and the researcher is gathering information/data as a PhD

student enrolled at Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, Waikato University, Hamilton, New

Zealand.

I have been told that I will be a part of one of focus groups consisting of five to six members

of the audience of the same gender, who will participate in focus group discussions and

interviews. I have asked questions related to research project and have received answers to

my satisfaction. Following has been explained to me:

1. My personal information and identity will remain confidential and secure throughout the

research process.

2. My right to withdraw from research during the interview and after that (within three weeks

of the interview or within a week after the receipt of the interview transcript if requested).

3. My right to decline to answer or to end the interview.

4. I may not be directly benefited by the research.

5. What am I expected to do as a research participant.

6. Nature of my participation is completely voluntary.

7. I will be provided with a copy of interviews’ (both group and individual) transcript and/or

research findings on request

8. The contact to which I should make request and/or give feedback, if any.

9. Audio recording of any part of or of overall research activity/activities.

10. If I don’t want to be taped, I would not be able to participate in the research.
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11. Publication of research and results on the condition of anonymity to my identity.

12. I have been given a copy of this consent form.

When I sign this consent form, I give consent for the researcher to use the interview for the

purposes of the research outlined in the Information Sheet.

Please complete the following checklist. Tick the appropriate box for
each point.

YES NO

wish to view the transcript of the group and individual interviews.

wish to receive a copy of the findings.

Participant : _______________________ Researcher :_______________________

Signature : _______________________ Signature : _______________________

Date : ____________ Date : ____________

Contact Details: _______________________ Contact Details: ______________________

_______________________ _______________________

_______________________ _______________________
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Appendix J. Co-Authorship Forms
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Wahanga Ratonga Matauranga Akonga 
The University of Waikato 
Private Bag 3105 
Hamilton 3240, New Zealand 
Phone +64 7 838 4439 
Website: http://www.waikato.ac.nz/sasd/postgraduate/ 

This form is to accompany the submission of any PhD that contains research reported in published or 

unpublished co-authored work. Please include one copy of this form for each co-authored work. 

Completed forms should be included in your appendices for all the copies of your thesis submitted for 

examination and library deposit (including digital deposit). 
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Nature of contribution 
by PhD candidate 

IP, research design, full data collection, full data analysis, primary author of complete first 
draft, and responsible for making revisions to the manuscript.  

Extent of contribution 
by PhD candidate (%) 

80 

 
 
 

CO-AUTHORS 
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Celia Kay Weaver Advising on the methodological approach, reviewing of write up of the research and 
drafts of the manuscript, editing of text. 
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Manuscript ready for submission 

Nature of contribution 
by PhD candidate 

IP, research design, data collection, data analysis, lead author and revisions 

Extent of contribution 
by PhD candidate (%) 
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CO-AUTHORS 
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Secondary Supervisor 
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