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Action, reaction, introspection, rectification
Ammu Joseph

The notorious, brutal gang-rape of a young woman in New Delhi, India in December 2012 received imme-
diate and copious media coverage, sparked off nationwide protests, attracted international attention and 
led to speedy official action to improve the legislative response to crimes involving sexual assault1.

The gang-rape of a teenaged tribal girl by three police constables in the toilet of a rural police station in 
Maharashtra, India in 1978 went unnoticed by the media and the public until four lawyers came across the 
infamous 1979 judgement of the Supreme Court of India in the case and wrote a critical open letter to the 
Chief Justice2. Their letter, widely circulated throughout the country (by snail mail), prompted a nationwide 
campaign which eventually resulted in amendments to the law relating to rape.

The two landmark gang-rapes are separated by over three decades and the legislative action they 
prompted by exactly 30 years. Much has happened and changed in the interim and yet much seems to 
have remained the same. In fact, judging by the relentless reports on rapes and gang-rapes from across 
India since December 2012, sexual violence against women appears to have intensified, if not increased.

The campaign against rape that began in 1980 is generally regarded as the catalyst which sparked off the 
contemporary women’s movement in India. Media coverage of rape and the campaign against it during the 
early 1980s was among the five topics included in the comprehensive and systematic gender analysis of 
Indian media content that resulted in the 1994 book Whose News: The Media and Women’s Issues (Joseph 
and Sharma, 1994).

When Kalpana Sharma and I revisited media coverage of sexual violence in India for the second edition 
of the book in the mid-2000s, we found that rape was back on the media agenda – a quarter of a century 
after it became a legitimate subject for media attention – thanks to a number of high-profile cases in the 
political and commercial capitals of the country, Delhi and Mumbai (Joseph and Sharma, 2006). Our review 
revealed that media coverage of rape in the new millennium was ‘something of a mixed bag, ranging from 
the serious, concerned and gender-sensitive through glib, superficial and celebrity-oriented to sensa-
tional, irresponsible and intrusive’.

That assessment is still applicable today, just under a decade later, although heightened competition in 
the burgeoning news media space has added new dimensions to the coverage. Privately-owned Indian 
television news channels – with their characteristic high-pitched reporting and confrontational panel dis-
cussions that invariably generate more heat than light – now play a dominant role in setting the public 
agenda. This has had an impact on the style and substance of news coverage in large sections of the print 
media as well.

For example, in the wake of the December 2012 gang-rape, sections of the Indian media spearheaded a 
vociferous crusade calling for capital punishment in cases of sexual assault, despite considerable, con-
sidered opposition from women’s organisations and other groups and individuals committed to human 
rights. A major daily broadsheet newspaper went so far as to publish a quarter page advertisement asking 
readers to cast their votes in response to the following, evidently problematic, multiple-choice question 
(Joseph, 2012a):

What’s the punishment for a man who takes away a woman’s life, while she’s still alive?
A. Life Imprisonment
B. Death Sentence
C. Bobbitization
D. Chemical Castration

There is little doubt that the relentless, emotive, campaign-style coverage and impassioned, impatient tele-
vision debates contributed to the apparent manufacture of consent among the vocal, media-consuming 
public about the desirability of the death penalty for rape, if only in high-profile cases.

Interestingly, a little over a decade ago, the media had responded quite differently to the repeated proposal 
by a veteran Indian politician and erstwhile cabinet minister that the death penalty was fit punishment 
for rape (Joseph and Sharma, 2006, p.104). At that time most news reports and opinion articles gave 

considerable play to the objections raised by women activists and lawyers, who opposed the proposal on 
the ground that it was not only wrong in principle but also unlikely to work in practice, especially in terms 
of reducing the incidence of sexual assault or increasing the conviction rate in rape cases or both.

Today the media often determine, directly or indirectly, which cases ‘outrage the nation’ and which sink 
without a trace in public consciousness. In fact, media coverage of rape (and many other forms of violence 
against women) generally conforms to a predictable, episodic pattern: long spells of routine reports regu-
larly, if randomly, culled from police hand-outs, broken by brief periods of intensive and extensive coverage 
catalysed by one or more cases that happen to grab the imagination of the media and the public – usually 
in that order (Joseph and Sharma, 2006, p.101).

The rape cases most likely to become causes celebres today are exceptionally violent crimes committed 
in one of the metropolitan cities (especially Delhi and Mumbai with their high density of nationally influential 
media establishments), involving victims from the urban middle or upper classes and perpetrators from 
the socio-economic underclasses. As commentators have pointed out time and again, both the media 
and their target audiences tend to get particularly agitated when crimes, including sexual assault, affect 
‘people like us’, while equally horrific crimes against the poor, the powerless and the distant tend to receive 
less media and public attention.

Ironically, media fury over selected cases does not necessarily result in sensitive, responsible coverage. 
In the case of another gang-rape that grabbed media and public attention in India in 2013, despite wide-
spread public shock and anger over the audacious crime, some of the reporting – while largely sympa-
thetic – was unacceptably intrusive (Sharma, 2013)3. 

The intense competition between multiple forms of media as well as multiple players within each media 
sector, and the resulting need to be one up on other publications and channels, have undoubtedly led to 
the blurring of lines between the legitimate pursuit of news and views in the public interest and attempts 
to attract audiences with so-called scoops or exclusives (often before information is verified). As a result, 
a certain amount of sensationalism and insensitivity – even dramatisation – mark some of the coverage, 
especially but not only on television. In addition, the legal and professional tenets mandating the protection 
of the privacy of survivors of sexual crimes are all too frequently flouted4.

At the same time, of the many prevalent forms of violence against women, rape is one that does get cov-
ered by the media, almost always with outrage on behalf of and sympathy for the victim, and often with 
due seriousness. And, to give the devil its due, sections of the media have at various times demonstrated 
a sense of responsibility in highlighting the injustice often suffered by victims/survivors of rape in addition 
to the trauma of sexual assault.

The good news is that, while there are alarming levels of over-confidence – bordering on arrogance – and 
intolerance of criticism among many media professionals today, there is also a parallel, healthy trend within 
sections of the profession towards self-examination, self-evaluation and self-correction. The growing 
number of journalists critiquing different aspects of media practice, using platforms such as the medi-
awatch website, The Hoot, is one indication of this5. Debates such as the one concerning media coverage 
of the August 2013 gang-rape in Mumbai are encouraging signs of professional engagement with the issue 
(see, for example, NWMI, 2013a). Statements and petitions calling attention to inappropriate coverage 
also help raise consciousness and sometimes lead to apologies or corrections or both (see, for example, 
NWMI, 2013b).

At another level, when Mumbai-based members of the Network of Women in Media, India (NWMI), called 
the attention of newspaper editors to certain reports on the August 2013 gang-rape in the city, which 
included information that could reveal the identity of the survivor, and requested that such details be 
removed at least from their online editions, the editors concerned responded promptly and positively.

This favourable response was possibly influenced by earlier efforts to improve media coverage of sexual 
assault. For example, after a complaint of gang-rape by an international student in Mumbai in 2009 gen-
erated controversial coverage in some newspapers, NWMI members initiated a dialogue with the editors 
of three city dailies whose coverage of the case had been the most problematic. Two of them cooperated, 
facilitating informal, in-house interactions on issues concerning coverage of sexual crimes against women.

A large number of the editorial staff of both newspapers, including senior editors, reporters and sub-ed-
itors/copy editors, participated in the separate sessions anchored by two members of the NWMI, both 
experienced journalists. In the lively discussion that followed the opening presentation on the rationale 
for the initiative and the problems with the style and substance of the coverage given to that particular 
case, journalists working with the newspapers raised many questions about the practical difficulties and 
ethical dilemmas faced while covering such controversial and potentially sensational issues in an intensely 



64 65

competitive media environment. According to the NWMI members who conducted the sessions, ‘in some 
ways, they seemed relieved to actually have an opportunity to raise such questions’ (Joseph, 2012b, p.125).

The sessions certainly indicated the need for more sustained efforts to raise awareness among journalists 
about the complex professional and ethical issues involved in covering crimes against women, particularly 
those involving sexual violence. The efficacy of such efforts was demonstrated when another case involving 
the kidnap and sexual assault of minor girls, including the 13-year-old daughter of an actor (whose tempo-
rary abduction had been earlier covered by the media), was handled with far more sensitivity by the staff 
of one of the newspapers concerned. According to senior reporters of the paper, when sexual assault of a 
minor was added to the kidnap charge, they were more mindful of the need to be careful about identifying 
details and took the initiative to remove the name of the actor-father from the copy filed by a junior reporter.

These experiences were subsequently incorporated into a chapter on reporting sexual violence in the 
2010 book Missing Half the Story: Journalism as if Gender Matters, a collaborative venture of five women 
journalists (all NWMI members) (Khan, 2010, pp.83-118). The idea behind the book was to provide practical 
guidance on how to integrate gender concerns into media coverage of a wide range of subject areas, 
including politics, economics, conflicts and disasters (Sharma, 2010). 

The tricky reporting of the August 2013 gang-rape in Mumbai reaffirmed that such attempts to sensitise 
media professionals and evolve self-regulatory guidelines and codes to improve standards and ethics have 
to be on-going and institutionalised. Since that particular case also raised questions about the safety of 
journalists on work assignments, members of the NWMI in Mumbai initiated a discussion on issues con-
cerning both safety and ethics, and submitted the main conclusions and suggestions to the Press Council 
of India (NWMI, 2013c).

A reassuring sign of the seriousness and responsibility with which sections of the media are now responding 
to the need for improvements in reporting violence against women is the training workshop for young jour-
nalists on the theme “Women and Safety: How can the Media tell that Story Better?” organised by Time 
Out India in Mumbai in October 2013, to coincide with an edition focussing on women’s safety in the city 
(Khan, 2013, personal communication, 4 October; Time Out Mumbai, 2013).

It is obviously best if guidelines and codes for media practice evolve organically out of such discussions 
and programmes, with journalists themselves participating in the process of creating them. Of course, any 
effort of this kind would serve its purpose only if the resulting guidelines were then disseminated to and 
taken seriously by institutions of media education and training, professional associations, networks, clubs 
and unions and, of course, media houses themselves (print, broadcast and online). This may well be the 
most effective way to ensure that all journalists in all media are aware of ethical principles and standards 
in covering various events and issues, including gender-related ones, and try to comply with them. Such 
awareness and attempts are clearly important to ensure that victims/survivors of rape and other forms of 
sexual and gender-based violence, and their families, feel confident about seeking justice without fearing 
further, media-induced trauma.
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