ABSTRACT

Title of Dissertation: NEWS OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE: ASSESSING
THE EFFICACY OF FEMINIST
INTERVENTIONS ON JOURNALISTIC
PRACTICES

Dinfin Koyonjo Mulupi,
Doctor of Philosophy, 2024

Dissertation directed by: Professor Linda Steiner, Philip Merrill College
of Journalism

This dissertation intervenes in news coverage of sexual violence by examining pathways
to better journalistic practices from a feminist perspective. This is accomplished through a
transnational multi-method approach combining qualitative data analyses and experimental
surveys. The study begins by examining recommendations for better news coverage of sexual
violence as articulated by feminist scholars, feminist NGOs and anti-gender violence activists.
This is followed by analysis of feminist media coverage of sexual violence to determine to what
extent they adhere to the best practices recommended by feminist scholars and activists. The
dissertation then employs experimental surveys to test the effectiveness of feminist best practices
in altering audiences’ attitudes toward victims and perpetrators.

The data analyzed in this study include scientific/academic journal articles, book chapters

and books grounded in feminist theories (N =42), institutional reports published by feminist



NGOs and other anti-sexual violence collective groups (N =25), news and commentary of sexual
violence (N = 122) published by five feminist media outlets (Jezebel, Ms., The 19th, New African
Woman, and gal-dem), and surveys administered to participants in the US and South Africa (N
=496). The study focuses on three feminist theories that prescribe alternatives to normative
journalistic practices; advocates argue that intersectionality, feminist ethics of care, and Feminist
Standpoint Epistemology (FSE) potential could reform news coverage of sexual violence and
other important social issues. A fourth feminist concept, counterpublics, is used to theorize the
journalism produced by feminist media outlets serving subaltern communities/audiences.

This dissertation advances journalism theory and practice. The majority of extant
literature has pointed at what is wrong in news accounts of sexual violence (Ndhlovu, 2020;
Noetzel et al., 2023; Mulupi & Blumell, 2023, 2024). This study deviates from the norm by
focusing on solutions and “highlighting steps toward improved coverage” (Cuklanz, 2022,
p.322). By emphasizing on recommendations made by feminist scholarship/activism (as opposed
to say everybody that has something to say about journalistic guidelines), the study crystallized a
feminist vision of how to achieve better journalism on sexual violence. The best practices
recommended by feminist scholars and anti-gender violence activists articulated an alternative
model of journalism — a feminist, trauma-informed, decolonial, survivor-centered praxis
committed to social justice goals. Furthermore, this dissertation contributes to the theory and
literature on feminist counterpublics by illuminating how feminist media offer discursive arenas
to challenge dominant ideologies on sexual violence and gender norms.

The study also contributes to feminist theorization of journalism by demonstrating the
applicability of feminist theories in the everyday journalism practiced by feminist media.

Furthermore, findings of the quasi-experimental surveys administered to participants in the US



and South Africa support the effectiveness of applying feminist perspectives in news coverage of
sexual violence: news coverage that includes feminist best practices (e.g., survivor centered
framing, diverse sources, intersectionality, use of statistics etc) may indeed help audiences
believe the complaints of victim-survivors, be less likely to victim-blame, and have greater levels
of empathy toward the victim.

This dissertation also offers practical contributions by compiling and presenting
recommendations for news coverage to journalists, copy editors and editors. Overall, this study
advances knowledge and theory about journalism practice, and demonstrates practical

application and effectiveness of feminist theorizing in improving journalistic practices.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

When an unnamed victim complained that 2023 that an ex-NBA athlete raped
her, a US news outlet published a quote by the athlete’s lawyer stating that the
anonymous victim “maintains a provocative and sexualized social media presence.”
The quote, which subtly invoked rape myths such as “she wanted it,” went
uncontested; no other sources or contextual information was added to explain why
this victim’s social media history should not automatically invalidate her complaints.
In Nigeria, when a congregant accused a famous pastor of rape in 2019, a national
newspaper published a story based entirely on a statement issued by the church, in
which the rape complaints were referred to as an “unprovoked satanic campaign of
calumny orchestrated...by agents of darkness...against the ministry that God gave”
the accused pastor. The news article dismissed the victim’s complaints and accused
her of malicious intent. These two examples, drawn from news organizations
operating out of two separate continents, demonstrate the type of news coverage that
has been criticized by feminist and anti-violence activists for tacitly endorsing sexual
violence and relations of subordination. Critics hold that these representations
influence how societies come to know and understand sexual violence (Soothill,
1991; Carll, 2003).

News coverage of sexual violence has been researched extensively,
particularly since the 1970s anti-rape movement, when second wave feminist
activism politicized personal experiences of sexual violence and redefined how acts

of sexual violence were socially and legally understood (Alcoff, 2018; Brownmiller,



1975; Loney-Howes, 2019). Historically, research has shown that news coverage of
sexual violence is replete with distortions and stereotypes that excuse the perpetrator
while blaming the victim, absolves society of any responsibility, and ultimately
perpetuates male supremacist ideology (Heath, Gordon & LeBailly, 1981; Soothill,
1991; Benedict, 1993; Lule, 1995; Cuklanz, 2000; Meyers, 1997; Franiuk et al.,
2008a; Meyer, 2010; O’Hara, 2012; Bonnes, 2013; Cuklanz, 2022; Mulupi &
Blumell, 2023). There have been notable improvements in news coverage of sexual
violence over time (Worthington, 2008; Sacks et al., 2018; Starkey et al., 2019;
Aroustamian, 2022; Noetzel et al., 2023).

However, some problematic reporting patterns persist such as sensationalism,
ignoring the voices of victims, ignoring or overemphasizing the race/class of victims
and perpetrators, empathizing with the perpetrator by focusing on how a complaint
affects their reputation, job, family etc., and individualizing sexual violence.
Cumulatively, this frames what is a societal problem as merely acts committed by
random “beastly” or “sick” persons (Sacks et al., 2018; Nilsson, 2019; Ndhlovu,
2020; Hindes & Fileborn, 2020; Noetzel et al., 2023).

Historical research on news coverage of sexual violence has often focused on
the shortcomings of the news media. Recently, Lisa Cuklanz (2022, p.322)
challenged scholars to break away from the “mold of traditional scholarship on news
framing and rape myths” and instead focus on projects that will “highlight steps
toward improved coverage.” This dissertation is driven by ambitions to meet that
challenge. This project broadly examines how feminist knowledge and activism can

contribute to better journalism on sexual violence. For decades now, feminist scholars



have articulated the principles of better news coverage of sexual violence (Byerly,
1994; Meyers, 1997; Waterhouse-Watson, 2016; Guha, 2021; Cabas-Mijares, 2023;
Cuklanz, 2022). They have encouraged journalists to frame individual instances of
SV as part of a widespread problem, to illuminate how systems of inequality (e.g.,
patriarchy) enable SV, and to diversify news sourcing practices in order to give space
to the voices of victims, women, and anti-rape advocates. Similarly, feminists have
produced their own media (such website, e-zines, blogs, podcasts) acting as
counterpublics (Felski, 1989; Fraser, 1990; Travers, 2003), where they have
demonstrated alternative discourses and narratives of sexual violence (Cabas-Mijares,
2023). Deviating from the “mold of traditional scholarship on news framing and rape
myths” (Cuklanz, 2022, p. 322) this dissertation instead shines a spotlight on
solutions by collating, analyzing and testing recommendations for better journalistic

practices. Specifically, this project examines these three questions:

Research Questions

RQ1: What best practices do feminist scholars and activists recommend for better
media coverage of sexual violence?
RQ2: To what extent do feminist media implement these best practices in their
reportage and commentary of sexual violence?

RQ2a: How do feminist media describe their journalism?

RQ2(b): To what extent do feminist media coverage of SV align with feminist

theorization of journalism?



RQ3: To what extent does coverage that features feminist best practices impact on
participants’ beliefs on sexual violence and attitudes towards victims and

perpetrators?

Dissertation organization and overview of chapters

In the next chapter (chapter 2) I will synthesize various strands of literature in
journalism and media studies; that literature review will include an overview of trends
and patterns in news media coverage of sexual violence. As | have mentioned
already, a rich body of research on this field exists that for the most part suggests
press coverage of sexual violence needs improvement (Meyers, 1997; Meyer, 2010;
O’Hara, 2012; Bonnes, 2013; Sacks et al., 2018; Nilsson, 2019; Ndhlovu, 2020;
Noetzel et al., 2023; Blumell & Mulupi, 2022a; Mulupi & Blumell, 2023). A range of
theories have been offered to explain why journalists and their news organizations
continue to report sexual violence in ways that critics says undermines efforts to
eliminate the problem. Accordingly, the literature review will include analysis of the
objectivity paradigm in journalism (Tuchman, 1972; Jukes, 2018), the relationship
between journalists and news sources (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014; Berkowitz, 2019)
and gendered practices in newsrooms (North, 2016; Jamil, 2020; Blumell & Mulupi,
2021, 2020). I will discuss these concepts using the hierarchy of influences model
(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014), which features a comprehensive framework for
understanding the various forces that shape news content.

Chapter 3 will synthesize the theoretical framework employed in this
dissertation, drawing from three feminist theories that prescribe alternatives to

normative journalistic practices which advocates argue hold the potential to reform
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news coverage of sexual violence and other important social issues. These three are
intersectionality, feminist ethics of care, and feminist standpoint epistemology. In
brief, intersectionality (Crenshaw,1989, 1991) demands that discourses of sexual
violence must go beyond gender dynamics and account for differences along the lines
of sex, race, class, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religion etc. (Meyers, 1997; Patil &
Purkayastha, 2015; Wigger, 2019; Guha, 2021). Intersectionality, in the context of
news coverage of sexual violence challenges racialized, imperialist, and class-based
reportage that often pathologizes Black and Brown men as savage and either ignores
the abuse of poor and racially minoritized women (Meyers, 1997, Guha, 2021) or
represents sexual violence among immigrants in the West (Nilsson, 2019; Wigger,
2019) and among formerly colonized societies in the global south as evidence of
primitivity, barbarism, and racial/nation inferiority (Durham, 2015; Patil &
Purkayastha, 2015). In essence, intersectional critiques of news media coverage make
visible how “race, class and other power relations beyond those of gender ... shape
dominant notions of rape, victimhood and perpetrators in media and society at large”
(Patil & Purkayastha, 2015, p. 601).

Meanwhile, feminist media ethics (Steiner, 2020), particularly the ethics of
care, challenges the subordination of women (and other marginalized groups) in the
newsroom and in news content. Furthermore, “feminist approaches to
ethics...prescribe morally justifiable ways of resisting oppressive practices, and
envision morally desirable alternatives that promote emancipation” (Steiner, 2020, p.
377). Applied to journalism on sexual violence, feminist ethics of care demands that

journalists “ask questions about power,” actively oppose sexism, sexual harassment,



and sexual violence, fairly represent different groups (without trivializing, exploiting
or objectifying them), and consider the implications of their news stories (Steiner,
2020, p. 377). A care approach to media ethics calls on journalists and news
organizations to privilege the concerns and perspectives of society’s most vulnerable,
such as the victims of sexual violence (Steiner, 2020, p. 374).

Lastly, feminist standpoint epistemology (Harding,1992; Durham 1998;
Steiner, 2018) challenges the paradigm of objectivity in news coverage of sexual
violence, positions journalists as embodied rather than disembodied actors, and
demands that coverage must start off from, and privilege, the perspectives of
marginalized groups. Standpoint theorists argue that objectivity — as is commonly
understood by journalists — and its particular versions of balance and fairness, act as a
“blocking device” that hinders rigorous examination of power in journalistic
reportage of sexual violence (Durham, 1998, p. 126). Applied to journalism, feminist
standpoint epistemology requires that journalists abandon objectivity as they know it,
instead acknowledge their status as embodied actors, and examine how their social
standpoints, and experiences, illuminate or hide from view what they can and cannot
see (Durham, 1998, Steiner, 2018). It also demands that journalists diversify their
sources to include victims of sexual violence, anti-violence activists, and other
stakeholders (e.g., representatives of women’s shelters, professionals such as
therapists) directly involved in the caring for victims, and in the fight against sexual
violence.

Since | am also interested in the reporting tactics employed by feminist media

outlets, I theorize the role of alternative media using the concept of counterpublics,



which also emerged from feminist scholarship in response to Habermas’s
overgeneralized theorizing about the public sphere. As applied here, counterpublics
theory articulates how feminists use the media to advance alternative discourses of
sexual violence (Fraser, 1990), highlighting perspectives that may sometimes not
appear in mainstream news media. In the pre-digital era, print women's magazines
(some feminist, some not) served as discursive arenas to articulate feminist ideals and
women’s issues that were then excluded in the mainstream press, such as the
experiences of sexual harassment and sexual violence.

In the digital era, counterpublics theory has been instructive in understanding
how women and feminists use online hashtag communities and movements such as
#BringBackOurGirls, #Endrapeculture, #WomensMarch, #YesAllWomen,
#SlutWalk, and #MeToo to challenge dominant stereotypes on sexual
harassment/violence, and make visible enduring systems of domination (see Jackson
& Banaszczyk, 2016; Keller et al., 2018; Mendes, Keller & Ringrose, 2019; Jackson
et al., 2020). However, it cannot be taken for granted that counterpublics will always
articulate a liberatory politics only. As research on recent hashtag movements have
demonstrated, feminist counterpublics still reinforce dominant ideologies of race,
sexual orientation, nation, and class — even as they wage war against some forms of
inequalities (Khoja-Moolji, 2015; Jackson & Banaszczyk, 2016; Patil & Puri, 2021;
Jackson et al., 2020). Thus, the communicative practices of feminist counterpublics
still warrant critical scholarly inquiry.

Chapter 4 will discuss the methodology and methods used here, including

Reflexive Thematic Analysis, Codebook Thematic Analysis, and surveys. In this



chapter, I will justify the use of a feminist research strategy, including the value of
feminist mixed methods research. | offer a brief explanation of my own
positionalities, and how my identities and lived experiences influenced the research
process. | will then explain the study’s design, data collection, and data analysis. I
will do this by focusing on each of the three main research questions and explaining
how data were collected and analyzed. | will then conclude the chapter with a brief
reflection of the ethical considerations that influenced my decision making and the
dilemmas | encountered.

In Chapter 5, the first findings chapter, I present my findings from the analysis
of scientific/academic journal articles, book chapters and books grounded in feminist
theories (n =42), as well as institutional reports published by feminist NGOs and
other anti-sexual violence collective groups (n =25). This chapter will answer RQ1 by
examining what feminist scholars and activists recommend to journalists as better
ways of reporting on sexual violence. | show that feminist scholars and anti-gender
violence activists encourage journalists reporting on sexual violence to use
appropriate language in reportage, incorporate diverse sources in news, apply an
intersectional approach in reportage, engage with victim-survivors in ethical non-
extractive ways, and illuminate solutions to sexual violence. | describe how the
recommendations put forth by feminist scholars and activists illuminate various
alternative models of journalism rooted in notions of “resistance,” “trauma-
informed,” and “feminist, survivor-oriented” coverage. Lastly, I describe the different

mentality and praxis that is expected of journalists who implement the innovative,



alternative and liberatory approaches to news coverage recommended by feminist
scholars and anti-gender violence advocates.

Chapter 6, the second findings chapter, answers RQ2a by evaluating how five
sampled feminist websites describe their journalism in order to understand the context
within which media coverage of sexual violence is produced. I will show that the five
feminist websites (Jezebel, Ms., The 19th, New African Woman, and gal-dem)
demonstrate what I characterize as a pattern of embracing “transparent feminist
watchdog journalism.” I will explain how the five websites accomplish this through
their commitment to reporting on feminist social justice issues (e.g., abortion rights,
workplace inequality, government and corporate malfeasance) and supporting
feminist movements/goals, as well as highlighting the voices and perspectives of
diverse marginalized communities while maintaining a transparent relationship with
news audiences and welcoming collaboration and community-building with
audiences.

Chapter 7, the third findings chapter, answers RQ2b by examining to what
extent feminist media implement best practices recommended by feminist scholars
and activists in their reportage and commentary of sexual violence. | will present my
findings based on analysis of 122 articles published by Jezebel, Ms., The 19th, New
African Woman, and gal-dem. | show how coverage by the five websites aligns with
feminist best practices; they use diverse news sources including victims, experts and
anti-rape advocates, challenge rape myths, apply an intersectional lens, and give
space to a wide variety of carceral and non-carceral solutions to sexual violence. |

describe how the analyzed feminist media resist some of the normative journalistic



practices, such as by discarding both-sideism and detached reporting, going beyond
routine events orchestrated by bureaucratic institutions. I also show that, regarding
language choices, sometimes feminist coverage mirrors traditional press norms, such
as use of legal terms (e.g., “allege” and “claim”) that are contradictory to what
feminist scholars and activists recommend as ideal ways of reporting the complaints
made by victims.

In Chapter 8, the fourth findings chapter, | present findings of a quasi-
experimental survey administered to participants in South Africa and the US. In this
chapter | describe results of tests conducted to measure whether or not news stories
with feminist best practices impact participants’ evaluation of blame attribution for an
incident of SV, evaluations of empathy toward the victim and perpetrator, as well as
the extent to which participants rate how much they believe the victim and perpetrator
of SV. My analysis shows there were statistically significant differences in survey
participants’ perceptions toward victim and perpetrator depending on the story they
read. Overall, participants who read news stories with feminist best practices (such as
diverse sources, use of statistics, thematic framing) were less likely to blame the
victim. They were also more likely to believe the victim, less likely to state the victim
deserved punishment, and expressed higher levels of empathy for the victim. The
opposite was true for participants who read news stories that did not include feminist
best practices.

In chapter nine, the final chapter, | review the major findings and how they
connect with extant literature and feminist theorization of journalism. | briefly

summarize the key findings, followed by a reflection on the theoretical and practical
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implications of this study. I conclude that the advice offered to journalists by feminist
scholars and anti-gender violence activists represents an alternative model of
journalism — a feminist, trauma-informed, decolonial, survivor-centered praxis
committed to social justice goals. | show that this alternative media praxis is
applicable to everyday reportage of SV and other gender-related issues, as evidenced
by the analyzed feminist media. | present a condensed version of recommendations
for media coverage of sexual violence that I hope will be useful to journalists, editors
in their reportage. | conclude the chapter with directions for future research related to

media coverage of sexual violence and feminist theorization of journalism.

Contributions

This dissertation advances journalism theory and practice. Unlike the majority
of research which has pointed at what is wrong in news accounts of sexual violence;
this research has highlighted solutions by collecting, synthesizing, and categorizing
knowledge from feminist scholarship and activism on principles for quality reportage
of sexual violence. By emphasizing on recommendations made by feminist
scholarship/activism (as opposed to say everybody that has something to say about
journalistic guidelines), the study crystallized a feminist vision of how to achieve
better journalism on sexual violence. This project also illuminates what
recommendations feminist are making within this contemporary political and media
environment by focusing on social scientific and institutional documents
disseminated in the 12-year period between 2012 and 2023 — an important timeframe
because of intense feminist hashtag activism, transnational movements (e.g.,

#WomenMarch), important political events (e.g., the 2016 election of Donald Trump
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in the US), and a revolutionized digital media environment that has flattened modes
of communication.

Furthermore, this dissertation contributes to the theory and literature on
feminist counterpublics. While significant scholarly labor has been spent on
researching hashtags as feminist counterpublics, this dissertation focused on feminist
media, operationalized as online feminist news sites. This study examined how five
feminist media outlets describe their journalism, how they report on sexual violence,
and to what extent they actually exemplify the reporting principles recommended by
feminist scholarship and activism. In doing so, this dissertation contributed to
counterpublics theory by illuminating how feminist/women-led media offer
discursive arenas to challenge dominant ideologies sexual violence, gender norms and

varied social justice issues.

Reflexivity and Positionality

The concepts of reflexivity and positionality emerged out of feminist critiques
that disputed age old assumptions about scientific knowledge being objective and
universal. Instead, scholars such as Sandra Harding (1992, p. 442) argued that
“knowledge claims are always socially situated” such that the social locations of
researchers are just as important as that of their objects of research. For feminist
scholars doing international fieldwork and/or researching third world subjects, these
concerns about the social identities of researchers and its influence on knowledge
production are compounded by critiques of Western biases, neocolonial
representations, and the epistemic violence enacted by silencing subaltern voices

(Ortner, 1996; Mohanty, 1984; Spivak 1988). To this end, feminist social scientists
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embraced reflexivity and positionality by writing themselves into their research,
reflecting on their identities, social situatedness, and power relations with research
subjects, and how these impacted on the knowledge production process.

| approached this dissertation project as a feminist scholar, a forever
journalist, and a budding journalism educator committed to social justice ideals. |
know that signposting myself as a “Black woman born and raised in Africa...” would
be to risk criticism of “navel gazing” and perpetuating tropes that are “deployed as
badges” to legitimize the researcher (Nagar, 2002, p.149). Yet, I must acknowledge
that who I am does impact what | see (and therefore what is rendered invisible). Like
many other women, | too can say #MeToo to various forms of sexual harassment in
the newsroom when | was a journalist, in the streets, in public transit etc. As a woman
journalist, who chose to quit active practice, | too have experienced and was
frustrated by the systems of inequality in media workplaces. It is no coincidence that
my previous scholarship concerns gender inequalities and sexual harassment in
newsrooms (Blumell & Mulupi, 2021, 2022b; Steiner & Mulupi, 2022), the
(in)effectiveness of anti-sexual harassment policies in the news industry (Blumell &
Mulupi, 2023), and the news coverage of various sex crimes (Blumell & Mulupi,
2020, 2022a; Mulupi & Blumell, 2023).

While | occupy various positions of marginality, | must also acknowledge the
privileged positions of having graduate-level education and of being affiliated with a
respected R1 university in the US. People like me, Patricia Hill Collins argues (1986),
ocCupy an “outsiders-within” status (p. s16). And that can be a valuable resource,

because outsiders-within are able to see oppressive forces that are often invisible to
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people who are only outsiders or only insiders (Collins, 1986). All this is to say, | am
an embodied actor — my research topics, the questions that fascinate me, the
contributions I hope to make to journalism and feminist scholarship, are a product of
my identity, my lived experiences, my gendered, classed, and raced positions in
society. These identities and social positions are not weaknesses, if anything they can
be meaningful resources for this dissertation project.

As a feminist scholar, I am familiar with the many feminist critiques of
“scientific research” and the “neoliberal academy” (Longino, 1989; Res-Sisters,
2017; Acker & Wagner, 2019). As such, I have grappled with the how of
implementing a research project on news coverage of sexual violence; an important,
sensitive (and sometimes triggering) social problem that is objectively a global
concern, and yet experienced very differently on account of gender, race, class,
nationality, disability etc. | have struggled with how to name things and experiences
without reproducing totalizing and universalizing narratives. This dissertation
incorporates survey data collected in South Africa, another source of concern. Long
ago, Chandra Mohanty (1984) detected a “colonialist move” in how Western feminist
scholarship perpetuated ethnocentric and paternalistic discourses that produced the
category of an “average third world woman” who is positioned as inferior to Western
women (Mohanty, 1984, p. 337). Furthermore, Mohanty (1984) criticized Western
feminism for erroneously assuming that all women in postcolonial societies have
similar problems, interests and goals.

Instead, Mohanty (1984) insists that analyses of these issues and groups of

women should not be based on universalistic and ahistorical assumptions that create a
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false sense of global sisterhood in oppression. “Beyond sisterhood there is still
racism, colonialism and imperialism!” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 348). How then do you
research a problem so global while paying attention to particularity? As a corrective,
Mohanty (1984) advocates for feminist analyses and practices that attends to the issue
of difference, and how it manifests in different contexts, systems, structures and
histories. According to Mohanty (1984, p. 339) “male violence must be theorized and
interpreted within specific societies, both in order to understand it better, as well as in
order to effectively organize to change it.” I have attempted to make clear the impact
of “difference” and “context” by comparing journalistic recommendations produced
by scholars and organizations in the Global North vs Global South, and by drawing
from intersectionality theory. | have also considered how historical social and
political processes intersect with the findings observed in this project.

“Who are we writing for, how, and why?”” (Nagar, 2002, p. 179) is another
question | have wrestled with, especially in respect to my choice of topic (SV) and the
countries | have focused on. This question is especially pertinent for scholars like
myself who are situated in academic institutions in the Global North and engage in
research with communities in the South. As Nagar (2002) argues, our scholarly work
“cannot be productive unless feminist academics based in Western/Northern
institutions produce research agendas and knowledges that do not merely address
what is theoretically exciting or trendy here, but also what is considered politically
imperative by the communities we work with or are committed to over there (p. 184,
emphasis in original). At the heart of this critique is the sad reality that while feminist

academics in the North are often more interested in theory, feminist activists in the
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South are more interested in the political and strategic implications of research. The
challenge, for us, then is to produce and share knowledge in “theoretical languages
that are simultaneously accessible and relevant to multiple audiences here and there”
(Nagar, 2002, p. 184, emphasis in original).

I have endeavored to honor this goal by producing a comprehensive
journalistic guideline for news coverage of sexual violence that | hope will be
meaningful there, and for audiences outside the academy. In doing so, | would like to
reach reporters, copy editors, news editors, and other stakeholders who are involved
in reportage of sexual violence. | also offer recommendations to gender rights
organizations and anti-rape advocacy groups who monitor news coverage of sexual
violence and other forms of gendered violence, and are interested in intervening in
journalistic practices. Furthermore, this study will be meaningful to stakeholders in
the Global South, particularly in South Africa and Nigeria where | struggled to locate
media guidelines for news coverage of sexual violence. I hope to inspire feminist
scholars and anti-gender violence organizations in African countries, for instance, to
build on the recommendations articulated in this dissertation to develop media
guidelines that fit different local contexts and realities.

In the next section of this introduction chapter, | will describe the extent of the
problem of sexual violence within society and clarify some terminologies. I will also
discuss feminist theorization of sexual violence and rape, offer a brief history and
status of current feminist anti-rape activism, and explain why news coverage of
sexual violence has always been, and remains, an important concern for feminist

media scholars.
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Background of the Problem

Many stereotypes continue to circulate on the rate of sexual violence, where
and when it occurs, and who constitutes “legitimate” victims and likely perpetrators.
These stereotypes render sexual violence invisible. Sexual Violence (hereafter, SV) is
a broad term used to describe a range of sexual acts or attempts to procure sexual acts
through violent and coercive methods (Krug et al., 2002; Kelly, 1998). The term
encompasses various sexual acts including rape by strangers or acquaintances, rape
within marriage or other intimate relationships, forced marriage, child marriage,
sexual slavery, sexual abuse, sexual abuse of mentally or physically disabled people,
and rape and sexual abuse of children (Kelly, 1988; World Health Organization
[WHOQY], 2012). The above definitions of SV exclude abuses that are typically defined
as sexual harassment which include verbal and physical advances (e.g., catcalling).
Nonetheless, feminist theorizations of SV sometimes refer to a “continuum” (Kelly,
1987) which situates violent acts like rape as parts of other forms of male violence
such as verbal, emotional, and physical abuses (Teo 1996; Henry & Powell, 2015).

The true prevalence of SV is difficult to determine because not all cases are
reported to law enforcement. Legal systems and cultural norms impact victims’
willingness to report to police (Boateng, 2015; Holmberg & Lewenhagen, 2020). In a
comparison of 27 European countries, researchers noted that the propensity to report
rape to police is “liked with ideas that can be considered desirable, such as gender
equality, confidence in the criminal justice system, lower tolerance of sexual offences
and greater empathy for victims of sexual offences” (Holmberg & Lewenhagen,
2020, p. 65). Nonetheless, research in several countries including Ghana (Boateng,
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2015), Sweden (Davidsson, 2009), South Africa (Mgolozeli & Duma, 2020), Canada
(Johnson, 2017), the US (Goodman-Williams, Volz & Fishwick, 2023), and Scotland
(Brooks-Hay, 2020) indicate some victims are hesitant to report SV to police for
various reasons.

In the US, for instance, it is estimated about 25% of victims who undergo
forensics examination to provide a Sexual Assault Evidence Kit (SAEK) opt to not
report the abuse to police at the time of evidence collection (Campbell et al., 2021;
Goodman-Williams, Volz & Fishwick, 2023). Among explanations offered by such
victims include concerns that engaging with the law enforcement system would not
yield any benefits (e.g., doubted police efficiency), would harm them (e.qg.,
emotionally) and would harm others, such as the victim’s own family and the
perpetrator’s family (Goodman-Williams et al., 2023). Some victims stated they
wanted more time to consider their options, while others said they participated in
SAEK to ensure their medical well-being; the next step is to “forget this happened”
and “move on” (Goodman-Williams et al., 2023, p. 1916).

Differences in how countries define various forms of abuses and report their
national statistics also affect national comparison. For instance, Sweden has a higher
per capita rape than many of her European neighbors; but this is partly because
Sweden defines rape more broadly (all non-consensual sex) than some of her
neighbors who classify rape as incidents that involve some manner of violence or
threat of violence (Holmberg & Lewenhagen, 2020, p. 65). The non-profit Sonke
Gender Justice (2017) argues it is a myth to refer to South Africa as “the rape capital

of the world,” a phrase that has appeared in media and academic publications, often
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backed by grim statistics of SV in the country (Powell, 2013; Govender, 2023). Sonke
Gender Justice (2017, p.15) acknowledges that “South Africa has very high levels of
rape,” but the “underreporting and differing definitions of rape and methods of
recording incidents of rape makes this international comparison impossible.”

Furthermore, legal scholars in the US argue that even cases reported to police
sometimes disappeared from official records to manufacture a lesser crime rate on
paper (Yung, 2014; Brownlow, 2019). Yung’s (2014, p. 1197) analysis of US police
department records between 1995 and 2012 found “substantial statistical
irregularities” suggesting 22% of the 210 studied police departments undercounted
rape; an estimated 796, 213 and 1,145,309 reported by women were hidden by police
from public record. Police undercounted rape via tactics such as “designating a
complaint as ‘unfounded’ with little or no investigation; classifying an incident as a
lesser offense; and, failing to create a written report that a victim made a rape
complain” (Yung, 2014, p. 1197).

Nonetheless, the existing data on prevalence of SV indicates it is a widespread
problem. According to UN Women (n.d.), 6% of women across the globe have
reported experiencing SV from a non-intimate partner such as a husband. Among
girls and women aged between 15 and 19, at least 15 million “have experienced
forced sex,” often at the hands of a “current or former husband, partner, or boyfriend”
(UN Women, n.d.). In a study of 195 countries and regions Borumandnia et al. (2020)
reported a prevalence rate of 2,816.1 per 100,000 persons for women and 1,193.9 per

100,000 persons for men in 2017 alone.
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SV is perpetrated by both strangers and people who have an existing
relationship with the victim such as intimate partners, friends, colleagues, neighbors
and family (Duwe et al., 2008; WHO, 2012). SV occurs in all types of private and
public settings including work, home, school, prison, and streets (Colombino et al.,
2009, 2011). In the US, the 2022 crime statistics published by the FBI indicate the
majority of reported rape occurred at “residence home” (69%), while fewer incidents
happened at places typically stereotyped as more dangerous such as parking garages
(3%), and sidewalks, alleys and highways (4 %). Furthermore, people known to the
victim (e.g., friend, intimate partner, family member) were the majority of
perpetrators (78%), with strangers accounting for 7% of reported incidents (FBI, n.d).
The South African Police Service also report that the majority of rape incidents (62%)
happen at the homes of victims or perpetrators (Cele, 2022).

SV is perpetrated by people of all genders and sexual orientations. But
cisgender men account for the majority of perpetrators (Mellins et al., 2018). Studies
of US populations indicate the rate of SV is higher among nonheterosexual adults
than among heterosexuals (Stotzer, 2009; Rothman et al., 2011; Chen et al., 2020)
while transgender people have higher odds of experiencing SV compared to
cisgender men and cisgender women (Coulter et al., 2017). Furthermore, research in
the US indicates experiences of SV are racialized, classed, and gendered such that
people from minoritized groups such as women of color, transgender people, gay men
and lesbians, the poor, and those living in conflict regions are at higher risks of being
victimized and are less likely to have access to support systems (Mellins et al., 2018;

Chen et al., 2020; Hawkey et al, 2021; McKinley & Knipp, 2022). Similarly, in South
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Africa, “lower levels of education, poverty, and living in areas of poor infrastructure
are associated with women’s vulnerability to rape” (Abrahams et al., 2020, p.1).
How most societies view SV is distorted, unsupported by the realities of the
lived experiences of those who often are the victims. Feminist scholars have long
defined these falsehoods as “rape myths,” although they refer to many other acts of
SV besides rape (Burt, 1980). Psychologists Diana Payne, Kimberly Lonsway and
Louise Fitzgerald (1999) categorized rape myths into seven groups: ‘‘she asked for

2% ¢¢

it,”” “‘she lied about it,”” “‘she wanted it,”” “‘he didn’t mean to,”” ‘‘rape is a trivial

29 ¢¢

event,”” ‘‘not really rape,”’ and ‘‘rape is a deviant event.”” Endorsement of these rape
myths has been observed among police officers (Parratt & Pina, 2017; Garza &
Franklin, 2021), among healthcare professionals who provide services to victims of
SV (Munala et al., 2018), among jurors (Dinos et al., 2015), and among teachers,
religious leaders, and parents (Tavrow et al., 2013). The implication is that at every
turn, victims of SV are at risk of being ostracized, disbelieved, and blamed for their
abuse. The media are implicated in reinforcing these rape myth (Meyers, 1997,

O’Hara, 2012; Sacks et al., 2018; Mulupi & Blumell, 2023). I will discuss these

patterns of news coverage of SV in detail in Chapter 3.

What is Feminism?

Prior to discussing how feminists broadly view SV, articulating my
understanding of feminism is important. In the introduction of their 2015 book,
feminist scholars Laura Mulvey and Anna Backman Rogers briefly discuss why they
settled on the plural title Feminisms. They acknowledge that “feminisms may be

united in an aim to end patriarchy, but as a movement it encompasses manifold ways
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and means of achieving this end” (Mulvey & Rogers, 2015, p. 11). The major strands
of feminism — e.g., liberal, radical and socialist — bear ideological differences on how
to resolve social problems and advance gender equity (see Hoffman, 2001). The
different “waves” of feminism also prioritized different issues, perspectives and
solutions (Gillis & Munford, 2004; Gilmore, 2008; Malinowska, 2020). As such,
feminism, as a heterogeneous movement and philosophy, has always been plagued
with disagreements. For example, many feminisms emerged in the 1900s to articulate
the struggles of non-white, heterosexual western women. These include Lesbian
feminism, Black feminism, Chicana feminism, transnational feminism, US Third
World feminism, trans/feminism etc. that speak to the experiences of women of color
and non-binary people marginalized on multiple accounts beyond gender.

As an example, the infamous feminist sex wars of the 1970s and 1980s in the
US demonstrate how different strains of feminism understood sexual politics. Sex
radical feminists (e.g Gayle Rubin and Carole Vance) resisted state and societal
enforced “vanilla” heterosexuality and endorsed seemingly unconventional sexual
practices, including pornography, as part of the agenda for women’s liberation. But
antipornography feminists (e.g. Catherine MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, and Gloria
Steinem) argued that pornographic content dehumanized and objectified women
(Bracewell, 2021). Meanwhile, Black antipornography feminists (e.g. Audre Lorde,
Alice Walker and Patricia Hill Collins) added an intersectional perspective in their
view that pornography anchored not just gender violence but also racial oppression

because pornographic material dehumanized people of color by representing them as
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“subhuman beasts” and sustained white supremacy by “fusing sexual desirability with
whiteness” (Bracewell, 2021, p. 16).

This begs the question: can one really talk of a thing called ‘feminism’ or
describe a person or idea as ‘feminist’? And which feminism? In the essay Defining
Feminism, John Hoffman (2001, p. 193) argues that “there is both one feminism and
many feminisms.” Hoffman (2001) recommends that we don't have to pick between
whether feminism is a multiple or singular ideology. In fact, “to argue that there is no
‘feminism’ but only multiple feminisms is as unsatisfactory as contending that there
is only one feminism and all the ‘rest’ are counterfeits or fraudulent” (Hoffman, 2001,
p. 193). Instead, we are urged to see the different strands, philosophies and ideologies
of feminism as belonging “within a single body of argument unified by its
commitment to the emancipation of women” (Hoffman, 2001, p. 193).

Returning to my earlier example on the feminist sex wars, Lorna Bracewell
(2021, p. 21) found some shared beliefs among anti-pornography and sex radical
feminists — they agreed on anti-essentialism, opposed imposing normative
heterosexuality, and were committed to “politicizing sex and sexuality in ways that
ran counter to the hegemonic liberalism of their day.” I use this example to
demonstrate Hoffman’s (2001) point about feminism as both a multiple and singular
ideology — despite the divisions, at the end of the day, it is possible to articulate a
vision shared by all feminisms; dismantling sex-based hierarchies and emancipating
women. However, Reginald Oh (2003, p. 467) encouraged feminists to “construct
feminist theories that validate and affirm the truth of women'’s lived experience, in all

their multiplicity and diversity.” This means acknowledging biases beyond gender
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such as race, class, sexual orientation, disability, nationality etc., to create a feminist
umbrella big enough to fit women of color, transwomen, gender-nonconforming
people, lesbians, the incarcerated, the undocumented, the financially destitute, the
religious minorities etc. While feminists and feminism(s) might not always live up to
this standard, the recognition that there is no singular “women’s experience” has

become the dominant view in contemporary feminism.

Feminist understanding of sexual violence

From a feminist perspective, SV is both a reflection of, and a means for, reinforcing
power structures and unequal relations such as the domination of women by men
(patriarchy), the domination of one racial group over another (racism), and the
reification of certain ideologies on sex (heterosexism), wealth (capitalism), and nation
status (colonialism). This is because “power inequalities enable sexual violence and
its erasure, which in turn reproduces and solidifies inequalities” (Armstrong et al.,
2018, p. 100). Sexual violence has been used historically as a weapon of enforcing
power over others — such through the abuse of Native women and enslaved women in
the US, lesbians in South Africa, colonized women in the global south, people living
in migration camps, prisons, and war/conflict settings etc. (Sanday, 1992; Seifert,
1996; Koraan, 2015; Smith 2015; Heath, 2016; lyakaremye & Mukagatare, 2016).
Armstrong, Gleckman-Krut and Johnson (2018, p.99) conceptualize SV as “a
mechanism of inequality” arguing that “sexual violence reproduces inequalities of
gender, race/ethnicity, class, age, sexuality, ability status, citizenship status, and

nationality.”

24



Feminist scholars debate whether people who have experienced SV should be
referred to as “victims” or “survivors.” The label “survivor” is associated with
positive traits such as strength, agency and recovery while the term “victim” is tied to
passivity, weakness, and lack of agency (Thompson, 2000). The identities of “victim”
vs “survivor’ are often presented as diametrically opposite (Dunn, 2005). However,
experiences of SV are complex (Kelly, 1988), and some people who have
experienced SV use the label victim and survivor interchangeably. In one study, the
majority of respondents identified as both victims and survivors (44%), with only
11% identifying only as victims and 25% self-identifying only as survivors (Boyle &
Rogers, 2020). While I concur with scholars and activists about the need to view
people who have experienced sexual violence as active survivors rather than passive
victims (Kelly, 1988), | also see value in using the term victim because it
acknowledges the harm caused by SV. As argued by Durham (2020, p. 13), “the fact
of victimization calls out the reality of a perpetrator, an assailant who deliberately
sexually violated and harmed another being.”

Furthermore, people who have experienced SV sometimes experience a range
of conflicting emotions and coping mechanisms, oscillating between victim/survivor
categories. Aly Raisman (2017), the US gymnast who was sexually abused by a
disgraced doctor, and who identifies as a survivor, demonstrated these shifting
emotions in an essay where she stated, “some days I feel happy and protected for
sharing my story,” and “other days I . . . either feel traumatized from [his] abuse or
fear something else will happen in the future.” It can be inferred that some people

don't fit neatly into the victim vs survivor binary. As such, | am electing not to
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discard the term victim. Instead, I will follow Durham’s (2020) approach and use a
mix of the terminologies: victim, victim-survivor, and survivor, and in so doing,
honor the fact that SV causes real harm and trauma while also speaking to the

strength and resilience of (some of) the people who have experienced SV.

Feminist Anti-Rape Activism

Feminist anti-rape activism has always given primacy to storytelling.
Feminists have always created spaces for women to give personal accounts of their
experiences of violence, and the ways in which the perpetual fear of violence shapes
other aspects of their lives as individuals and collectively as women (Serisier, 2007).
This documentation and validation of individual women’s experiences of SV has
been instrumental in “producing a history of rape, and of gender and power” (Serisier,
2007, p. 87). Susan Brownmiller’s (1970) groundbreaking book Against Our Will,
credited as “the foundational text of feminist anti-rape politics,” features dozens of
women’s accounts of rape that legitimated the claim that rape was a serious problem
that impacted the everyday experience of all women (Serisier, 2007, p. 90).
According to Serisier (2007, p. 87) this “commitment to the epistemological primacy
of women’s experiences has been an important feature in the development of feminist
theory and academic work around rape.” Serisier (2007) points at other seminal texts
such as Susan Griffin’s Rape: The All-American Crime (1971) and Susan Estrich’s
Real Rape: How the Legal System Victimizes Women Who Say No (1987) that drew
on the authors’ experience of rape or fear of rape to stake crucial political and

theoretical claims. As Tanya Serisier (2007, p. 89) writes:
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“Without feminist activism and theory around rape and sexual violence, these
women’s stories would never be told. In important ways also, without the raw
knowledge of experience, with all its contradictions and limitations, feminist
anti-rape discourse and practice would not exist in its present form.”

Many accounts of feminist anti-rape activism in the US claim that the
movement emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. Rachel Loney-Howes (2020) observes
that this historization erases early protests staged by African Americans in the US
(see Davis, 1978). In particular, Loney-Howes (2020, p.19) argues that the
“experiences and practices of resistance carried out by women of colour...are often
glazed over in historical reflections on anti-rape activism ... [which position] rape as
something that was seemingly discovered in the late 1960s and early 1970s following
the arrival of second-wave feminism.” Writing in 1978, Angela Davis (p. 25)
observed that “it was black women, after all, who conducted many decades ago the
very first organized protest against sexual abuse. Their eighty-year-old tradition of
organized struggle against rape is a reflection of the fact that for black women, the
threat of sexual abuse has always been unconcealed.”

What was unique about the 1960s and 1970s era instead, was the recognition
of the notion that — to paraphrase the famous slogan— the personal is political (Loney-
Howes, 2020). Women mobilized to change rape laws, organized marches, and
produced texts such as the ones mentioned earlier that reframed the then-dominant
hegemonic understandings of rape (Serisier, 2007; Loney-Howes, 2020).
Transnational movements such as reclaim/take back the night marches began in the
US and Canada at the time, and later spread across the globe. These night vigils were

staged on college campuses and other public spaces, with “attendees carrying candles

and chanting feminist and antiassault slogans” (Kretschmer & Barber, 2016, p. 285).
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Feminist ant-rape activism has been reinvigorated in the digital age. In Africa,
for example, feminist activists have organized around campaigns such as
#MyDressMyChoice in Kenya, #EndRapeCulture and #MenareTrash in South Africa,
#Nopiwouma which translates to “I will not shut up,” in Senegal, and #ArewaMetoo
in Nigeria. Digital technologies have also revolutionized transnational feminist
activism through hashtags such as #YesAllWomen, #SlutWalk and #MeToo. These
hashtags have enabled women across geographical boundaries to continue the
practice of sharing personal stories of victimization and building discursive
communities to resist dominant discourses about sexual harassment and rape.
According to Baer (2016, p.18), these forms of digital activism constitute “a
paradigm shift within feminist protest culture.” Feminist activists perceive digital
media platforms as liberatory communicative spaces for feminist discourse, citing
benefits such as “global reach, speed, immediacy, dialogue, visibility, engagement,
contact, connection, collectivity and shared understanding” (Mendes, Ringrose &
Keller, 2018, p. 240). Participants of hashtags such as #BeenRapedNeverReported
and #MeToo say they experienced catharsis after their experiences were validated by

others (Mendes et al., 2018).

The historical battles within feminism have continued to play out in digital
feminist anti-rape activism. In their comparison of #YesAllWomen and
#YesAllWhiteWomen, Jackson and Banaszczyk (2016) observed historical tensions
between White women and racially minoritized women. The hashtag #YesAllWomen

reflected the traditional feminist stance against hegemonic narratives about SV.
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Meanwhile, #YesAllWhiteWomen reflected an oppositional discourse challenging the
historical pattern with feminism of universalizing women’s experiences along the
lines of gender and ignoring other axes of oppressions such as race, sexuality,
nationality etc. Transnational digital feminist movements such as #MeToo,
#YesAllWomen, SlutWalk and FEMEN have also been accused of making
“universalizing assumptions about sexual violence and the sexualization of women’s
bodies” by excluding the voices of women of colour, people with disabilities, and
LGBTQ+ and trans communities (Baer, 2016, p. 29). Similarly, feminist scholarship
on these movements has also been challenged for fostering a universalist genealogy
that frame US movements such as #MeToo as the “progenitor of a global upheaval”
(Tambe, 2021, p. 352). Ashwini Tambe (2021, p. 353), for instance, gives credit to
multiple other feminist digital campaigns across the globe since the 2000s, arguing
that the MeToo hashtag “did not inaugurate activism abroad so much as provide an
inflection point in ongoing activism.”

Nonetheless, evidence suggests that contemporary offline and online feminist
activism against SV has delivered measurable changes, shifting public debate, and
inspiring legislative and policy interventions (Noetzel et al., 2023; Carroll, 2021). In
the US, for example, the state of New York expanded the statute of limitations for
rape from five to 20 years (Frehse & del Valle, 2019). Later, the 2022 Adult
Survivors Act (ASA) granted adult victims of SV in New York the right to file,
within 12 months, lawsuits that would otherwise have fallen outside the statute of
limitations. This enabled over 3,000 victims, including musician Cassie Ventura, to

come forward and seek justice (Rosenthal, 2023). Likewise, media studies research
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show that news organizations in some countries altered their reporting patterns to
incorporate the counterhegemonic narratives articulated by online anti-rape activists
(Starkey et al., 2019; Noetzel et al., 2023; Mulupi & Blumell, 2023).

Despite these gains, online feminists anti-rape activism has its own challenges
and weaknesses; any optimism must be measured. Overall, online feminist activism is
often undermined by counter-movements that detract and co-opt their message
(Jackson et al., 2020; Okech, 2021). Trott’s inquiry of #MeToo (2021) indicated a
problematic pattern of right-wing white men and men’s rights activists making fake
#MeToo testimonials that sometimes labeled the perpetrator as Black. These trolls
weaponized race to divide White and Black feminist communities while
simultaneously discrediting the legitimate claims of real victims/survivors (Trott,
2021). In South Africa, students, many of them Black women, engaged in offline and
online anti-rape activism through the #nakedprotests campaign experienced the very
thing they were protesting, victim blaming! (Orth, Andipatin & van Wyk, 2021). The
students were accused of inviting rape, although for decades women in Africa have
used public displays of naked bodies as a form of resistance (Mandada, 2023).
Furthermore, the student’s demands were trivialized through accusations that they
were either using the protests as cover to skip class or were exaggerating the
pervasiveness of campus sexual abuse (Orth et al., 2021).

The affordances of digital technologies as discursive arenas for emancipatory
feminist politics are also complicated. It is akin to, to paraphrase Audre Lorde (1984),
attempting to dismantle the master's house using the master's tools. In the book Data

Feminism, D'Ignazio and Klein (2020) discuss the inequalities embedded within data
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science that are reinforced by technology companies. Notably, social media platforms
were designed by mostly White men in the West, and their biases influence these
platforms in ways that weaponize data against some marginalized groups.
Furthermore, governments are using data to preserve an unequal status quo while
corporations perpetually scramble “to see what behaviors—both online and off—
remain to be turned into data and then monetized” (D'ignazio & Klein, 2020, p. 12).

As such, online anti-rape feminist activism is undermined by the design
priorities of technology companies which are often motivated by profitability and the
need to expand and/or maintain a large user base (Renninger, 2015; Jackson, Bailey
& Welles, 2020). The ill-intentioned bots and trolls who frustrate rational discourse
are essential to the business model of social media platforms — keeping users engaged
online (fighting each other) as long as possible (Lewis, 2021; Chen, 2022).
Furthermore, online feminist activism can be exclusionary for some because of class
differences and (lack of) literacy. This is because certain social groups do not have
access to devices and/or to the internet, lack the digital literacy to engage in the
practice of hashtagging, and lack the language skills/vocabulary associated with
online feminist discourse (such as WoC, cis and TERF) (Latina & Docherty, 2014).
So, while the internet and social media platforms have unveiled new possibilities for
feminist ant-rape activism, challenges abound. Why feminists care about journalism
and news coverage of SV

Feminist media scholars view the mass media as “one of the most important

institutional sites for hegemony” (Bachman, Harp & Locke, 2018, p. 4). The media

act as a space for contestation of gender norms and power relations (Galdi, Maass &
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Cadinu, 2014; Raddlfsdottir & Jéhannsdottir, 2018; Santos et al., 2022). Analysis of
media content from a feminist perspective emerged in the 1970s with an initial focus
on gender ideology and the representation of women (Bachman, Harp & Locke,
2018). Gaye Tuchman’s (1979) seminal text described the exclusion, trivialization
and stereotyping of women in the mass media as “symbolic annihilation.” From a
feminist perspective, such mediated representations communicated that women were
second class citizens, and women’s issues were unimportant (Bachman, Harp &
Locke, 2018). Feminist media scholarship has continued to interrogate the media;
examining the processes of production, distribution, and consumption, as well as
actual media content and the messages they circulate in society (Cerqueira,
Cabecinhas & Magalhées, 2016). In the context of journalism, for example, the
Global Media Monitoring Project has tracked the presence of women as journalists,
sources and news subjects for decades, beginning 1995. Feminist theorization has
illuminated how the news media can both normalize ideologies that are harmful to
women (Bachman, Harp & Locke, 2018), and also advance alternative discourses and
narratives that favor feminist interests (Byerly & Hill, 2012; Byerly, 2020).

Feminist media scholarship has also taken seriously how the press covers
issues that are central to women such as gendered violence, reproductive health, and
women’s participation in the public sphere as politicians and professional athletes etc.
Feminist media analyses are grounded on the assumption that news coverage of
gendered violence can reinforce patriarchal structures, for example, by conditioning
women to adopt certain acceptable behavior to prevent violence (Meyers, 1997,

Clinnick, Ison and Hooker, 2023). As observed by Gabriella Nilsson (2019, p. 1191),
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“a rape report in the news media is never simply a rape report.” News stories about
SV can perpetuate harmful ideologies on the lines of sex, race, class, religion; and
sustain the very status quo that feminists have long sought to dismantle. As Garraio
(2023, p. 14) argues, “writing and speaking about rape implies not only struggling
with perspectives over the meaning of the event and selecting or privileging some
perspectives over others, but also navigating in entrenched social imaginaries
regarding sexuality, masculinity and femininity.” Furthermore, because of their scope
and reach, how the news media report on highly publicized incidents of rape has
potential to affect not only how people understand an individual case, but how
audiences may understand all other cases, and SV in general (Waterhouse-Watson,
2016).

It is no wonder then that feminist activists have been active in repositioning
various forms of violence against women as newsworthy public issues rather than
domestic affairs to be dealt with privately as was the norm. According to Byerly and
Hill (2012, p. 17) second wave feminist anti-violence activism “provided a new
language for talking about rape” and “successfully embedded feminist ideology in
American journalism by the end of the 1970s, at least in the U.S. agenda-setting
newspaper, the New York Times.” Tracking the New York Times, Byerly and Hill
(2012, p. 12) noted that the newspaper increased its reportage of rape at the same time
feminists were mobilizing to create awareness about rape and reform rape laws across
the US. Byerly and Hill add (2012, p. 17):

“That early coverage sparked by feminism created the journalistic

mechanisms for both routine coverage of local cases, as well as high
profile cases like the Navy’s sexual harassment scandal of women
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officers by men at the Tailhook convention in the 1980s, the Catholic

church scandal involving the sexual abuse of boys by clergy (in the

U.S., Ireland and other nations) that broke in the early 1990s, and the

most recent case in 2012 of former Penn State coach Jerry Sandusky’s

abuse of boys over a period of years (and the university’s cover up).”

In contemporary times, the news media hold an important role in helping
society understand emerging forms of gendered violence happening over the internet
and virtual worlds (Gleave and Waller, 2023). For example, image-based sexual
abuse (IBSA) and virtual rape (occurring in the metaverse where people present as
avatars) are becoming pervasive, yet the public might not yet view these internet-
based abuses as types of SV (Gleave & Waller, 2023). Thus, news coverage of SV
remains an important area of research and intervention for feminist media scholars. In

the next chapter | will synthesize various strands of literature in journalism and media

studies.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

The dissertation is anchored on various strands of literature in journalism and
media studies. This chapter begins by exploring extant literature on news coverage of
sexual violence to identify weaknesses scholars have observed in past research. To
explain why problematic reporting patterns persist in news coverage of sexual
violence, | theorize normative journalistic practices by drawing on the hierarchy of
influences model, focusing on a mix of compelling factors, such as the norm of
objectivity, systemic sexism and sexual harassment in newsroom, and societal

ideological beliefs on gender relations.

News Media Coverage of Sexual Violence

An extensive body of literature is dedicated to understanding how news media
report on sexual violence (hereafter, SV). Scholarly interest in news media coverage
is predicated on the assumption that the mediated representation of social issues can
impact both public perceptions and policies. According to Waterhouse-Watson (2016,
p. 986), how news organizations report on rape cases “has the potential to undermine
or reinforce stereotypes that feed disbelief in all complainants, presenting a barrier to
justice and disincentive for complainants to come forward.” Historically, press
coverage of SV have encompassed distortions, falsities and stereotypes that excuse
the behavior of perpetrators, absolves society of any responsibility in ending SV, and
ultimately disguise and perpetuate imperialist White hetero-patriarchal power
ideology (Meyers, 1997; Meyer, 2010; O’Hara, 2012; Bonnes, 2013; Sacks et al.,

2018; Nilsson, 2019; Ndhlovu, 2020). In recent years, some studies have noted
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improvements (Starkey et al., 2019; Aroustamian, 2022; Noetzel et al., 2023; Mulupi
& Blumell, 2023) often crediting improvements to feminist and anti-rape activism.
The feminist scholar Carolyn M. Byerly (2020, p. 304), for example, found evidence
that feminist activism “has influenced the language of journalism” in the context of
news coverage of sexual aggression and violence among involuntary celibates
(incels). I will discuss in detail some of the improvements noted in recent research,
after offering a broader account of some of the weaknesses historically observed in
news coverage of SV.

One of the main critiques of press coverage of SV is that mediated
representations feature many myths, falsehoods, and stereotypes that essentially work
to render SV invisible. Psychologists Diana Payne, Kimberly Lonsway and Louise
Fitzgerald (1999) categorized rape myths into seven groups: ‘‘she asked for it,”” “‘she

2% ¢¢

lied about it,”” ‘‘she wanted it,”” ‘*he didn’t mean to,”’ “‘rape is a trivial event,”” ‘‘not
really rape,”” and ‘‘rape is a deviant event.”” These myths function to deny, excuse,
and minimize acts of rape, such that any rape incident can be re-defined as ‘not real’
and victims cast a liars. Many studies demonstrate that these myths, falsehoods, and
stereotypes often seep into news coverage of SV (Cuklanz, 2022; Mulupi & Blumell,
2023). For example, SV is rendered invisible in news accounts that suggest that a
complaint of SV is grounded on malicious intent. In my study of African press
coverage of sex crimes implicating prominent clergy and politicians, | found

narratives that dismissed rape complaints as fabricated lies, “organized blackmail”

and “extortion” plots (Mulupi & Blumell, 2023, p. 154). These narratives denied the
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veracity of complaints made by victims, and instead reframed the powerful accused
perpetrators as the victims of political and religious persecution.

Narratives questioning the motives of victims are especially common in
coverage of SV involving high profile perpetrators such as celebrities and politicians.
High profile personalities (often men) accused of sex crimes are typically represented
in the news as the victims of lies and extortionist plots by women (Franiuk et al.,
2008a; Silveirinha Simdes & Santos, 2020; Mulupi & Blumell, 2024). For example,
in the cases concerning rape complaints against US basketball star Kobe Bryant,
Portuguese footballer Cristiano Ronaldo, and former South African president Jacob
Zuma, researchers observed news reporting that implied the complainants were either
liars, scorned women, gold diggers or props used by others with malicious intent
(Franiuk et al., 2008a; Silveirinha et al., 2020; Worthington, 2010).

Furthermore, the news media delegitimize the complaints made against these
famous men by shifting attention to their stardom as public personalities, and the
public support they continued to enjoy. Experimental research shows that when
audiences are exposed to news coverage bearing these rape myths, they are more
likely to believe the victim is lying and the perpetrator is not guilty (Franiuk et al.,
2008b). Sometimes the press don't dismiss a victim's complaints entirely; instead they
shift blame away from the perpetrator by suggesting that the victim must be
responsible for the abuse. This ‘double victimization’ manifests in the press through
narratives that cast the spotlight on the victim’s behaviour, dressing, and sobriety in a
way that implies they must have done something to prompt their abuse (Meyers,

1997; Meyer 2010; Ndhlovu, 2020). The majority of this literature focuses on
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women/girls as victims-survivors. In Zimbabwe, for example, Ndhlovu (2020)
observed that news coverage of SV perpetrated by religious leaders shifted blame
onto women by suggesting they are at fault for having consulted “dubious self-styled
prophets,” (Ndhlovu, 2020, p. 810). Similarly, O’Hara (2012) found press coverage
of the gang rape of an 11-year-old focused on her choice of dressing, use of makeup,
and frequent interaction with teenage boys, thereby seeming to justify the SV. The
implication was that a child had somehow seduced her rapists and was therefore to
blame for their abuse of her. Likewise, Meyer’s (2010) analyses of newspaper
coverage of rape cases involving alcohol noted that victims are delegitimized, and
responsibility for the rape is placed on women who binge drink rather than on male
violence. Thus, SV is framed as the consequence of women’s “irrational, unwise”
behavior” (Meyer, 2010, p. 31).

Criminologist Nils Christie (1986, p. 18) used the concept of the ‘ideal victim’
to theorize how some crime categories of individuals are most readily “given the
complete and legitimate status of being a victim” when they are hit by a crime. Ideal
victims are narrativized as pure, innocent and blameless (Christie 1986). Mediated
representations of victims of SV often rely on this ideal victimhood framework.

9% ¢

Victims are assessed through the “virgin or vamp,” “good or bad,” and “ideal or non-
ideal” dichotomies that situate some victims as blameworthy and others as blameless
(Benedict 1993; Meyers, 1997; Fadnis 2023; Clinnick et al., 2023). Through these
“virgin-whore” and “good girl-bad girl” binaries, the press assumes most victims

(especially women) are to blame for their victimization, unless they happen to be too

young or too old, or they have experienced gruesome torture, particularly at the hands
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of a serial rapist/killer or a mentally ill perpetrator (Meyers, 1997). Australian news
media, for example, drew on the ‘ideal victim’ stereotype to blame victims of drug
and drink-spiking related rapes (Clinnick et al., 2023). Similarly, Divya Ayra (2015,
p. 64) critiqued journalists in India for allowing “themselves to be susceptible and
pliant to the widespread stereotypes of “real rape” and "true victim" [by] privileging
stranger rapes that are but a miniscule proportion of reported cases.” Even in
instances where the news media do not overtly blame victims they still signal
innocence (and blame) through language that implies certain victims are deserving of
sympathy and therefore others are not (Sacks et al., 2018).

A common, and rather surprising element of news coverage of SV, relates to
the extent to which the press go to silence, mute, and exclude the voices of victims
(Meyers, 1997; Cuklanz, 2022). For starters, the voices, perspectives and opinions of
men typically dominate the news courage of SV even though this a social issue about
which women and other gender and sexual minorities are likely to possess more
expertise and personal experience (Jackson, 2013; Mulupi & Blumell, 2024).
Likewise, news reporters over rely on police as news sources, whom they perceive as
more authoritative and neutral, and undervalue special interest groups such as anti-
rape activists whom they perceive to be inherently biased (Meyers, 1997). However,
the assumption that police are neutral is false since the official perspective of police
officers “may be marked by prejudice, bigotry, and misogyny,” (Meyers, 1997, p.
100). Meanwhile, victims are rarely quoted directly, and instead speak in the news
through quotes attributed to prosecutors and attorneys who are mostly interested in

building a case against a perpetrator than defending the victim, thus echoing
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“historical legal approaches to victims as witnesses in rape trials,” (Cuklanz, 2022,
p-321) and anxieties about the truthfulness of women’s speech about SV.

Swati Bhattacharjee (2021, p. 143) argues there is a pattern of “media’s
refusal of uptake of women’s speech acts.” In cases where the victim is a woman, SV
occurs because of a “refusal of uptake of women’s speech acts” on the part of the
perpetrator and the news media sustain a culture that condones rape when they
“refuse to record or report women’s speech” (Bhattacharjee, 2021, p.143).
Waterhouse-Watson’s (2016, p. 961) writes that court reporting of incidents of SV
often don’t “allow for women’s testimony about rape to be considered reliable.” In
addition to the absence of a victim’s voice, court reporting in particular focuses on
police and official documents as the means to ascribe authority on a rape complaint,
such that a victim’s “speech about rape is not recognized as authoritative in its own
right” (Waterhouse-Watson, 2016, p. 961).

Sinalo (2023, p. 31) noted a “striking absence of Congolese women’s voices”
when online newspapers reported about Congolese gynecologist Dr. Denis Mukwege
who was awarded the 2018 Nobel Peace prize for his work in eradicating the “use of
sexual violence as a weapon of war.” Even though newspapers reported how Dr.
Mukwege has treated more than 30,000 rape victims in Congo, those same
newspapers rarely featured any Congolese women as news sources (Sinalo, 2022, p.
33). Instead, newspapers objectified Congolese women; their bodies compared to
battlefields that had been “demolished by the war.” The press used “graphic,
spectacularized details of the violence inflicted on the women, all the while

maintaining their silence” (Sinalo, 2023, p. 33).
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In Australia, Oldfield and McDonald’s (2022, p. 234) analysis of a high
profile rape complaint showed that “media coverage serves to reinforce cultural
notions that male perpetrators are the most important figures in stories of sexual
assault, once again sidelining victims and their voices.” In an incident involving an
18-year-old woman and a 21-year-old man, Oldfield and McDonald’s (2022, p. 234)
noted that the victim was “absent in the story of her own assault” and did not “exist as
a fully formed person in reportage on the case” until she participated in a national
broadcast. In India, Deepa Fadnis (2018, p. 1761) observed that men journalists in
particular privilege official sources, “rarely approach the victim or her family
directly,” and instead refer to official documents “to gain access to information about
the victims”.

When combined with framing strategies that simultaneously question the
veracity of a rape complaint while leaving the perpetrator’s position unchallenged, the
silencing of victim’s voices perpetuates the myth that “women’s testimony about rape
is unreliable” (Waterhouse-Watson, 2016, p. 961). By sidelining the voices of
victims, the majority of whom are women, journalists miss out on important
perspectives about SV. Recent online feminist movements against gendered violence
such as #metoo — in which many women articulated their experiences of being
violated — laid bare important details about the emotions, cultural norms, and
complexities related to experiencing SV (Mendes et al., 2018; Keller et al., 2018;
Jackson et al., 2020). These are the perspectives that are often missing when news

coverage ignores the voices of victims.
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Critics have also questioned how the news media represent the people accused
of committing acts of SV. Perpetrators of SV are often pathologized in the news
through inflammatory descriptions drawing on satanic and animalistic tropes such as
monster, devil, beast, fiend, sick and freak. These descriptions distance perpetrators
from ordinary men by positioning them as ‘Other’ (O’Hara, 2012; Boshoff &
Prinsloo, 2015; Nilsson 2019). Underlying these terminologies and frames is the false
implication that SV is not a societal problem but the random action of a few bad
individuals and devious monsters overcome by uncontrollable lust (O’Hara, 2012;
Nilsson 2019). In contrast, US and South African police statistics indicate SV occurs
frequently, and is typically perpetrated by people who are known to the victim such
as intimate partners, friends, acquaintances, and other family members (FBI, n.d;
Cele, 2022). When they are not pathologized, press accounts of perpetrators
sometimes feature narratives that mobilize support and empathy for accused
perpetrators (Silveirinha et al, 2020). Sometimes, the passive language employed by
journalists makes the perpetrator entirely invisible. Barca’s (2018) inquiry of news
coverage of the highly publicized Steubenville incident in which two male 16-year-
olds raped a 16-year-old girl showed patterns of “perpetrator-aligned framing” and
“verb transitivity” in which journalists used passive language that hid the
perpetrators’ guilt or shifted responsibility to the victim. Barca (2018, p. 280) found
that “the grammatical subjects of sentences pertaining to the crime frequently
referenced either the victim or impersonal forces, and when the assailants were

mentioned, it was generally in prepositional phrases following passive verbs.”
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News media coverage of SV is also sometimes laden with stereotypes
grounded in racist, class-based, and colonial ideologies. In race-stratified societies,
news accounts of SV are shaped by the race of victims and perpetrators (Meyers,
1997; Bonnes, 2013; Jackson, 2013; Durham, 2015; Wright & Watts, 2022). News
coverage typically features white privilege such that men of color are overrepresented
as crime offenders while white women are normalized as sympathetic victims (Dixon,
2007, 2008; Wright & Watts, 2022; Cuklanz, 2022). In Europe, for instance, news
coverage of SV cases involving migrant men convey a “racialisation and
‘islamicisation’ of sexual violence” (Wigger, 2019, p.1; see also Nilsson, 2019).
German newspapers frame SV and subordination of women as “a characteristic
feature of Muslim migrant men” and Islamic culture such that “the Arab Muslim male
migrant represents an altogether different and threatening type of man compared to
‘civilised’ (secular) European men” (Wigger, 2019, p.19).

On the other hand, the victimization of women of color and poor women is
typically ignored by the mainstream media. Among US news media, there is
emphasis on SV “as it affects (white) women or as an effect of black masculinity”
(Moorti, 2002, p. 213). In South Africa, the press normalize rape involving Black
rapists and Black victims and perpetuate “the false belief that white women are not
likely to be victims of rape... [whilst failing] to treat the rape of black women with
adequate seriousness and concern” (Bonnes, 2013, p. 221). Similarly, Western press
reporting of SV in conflict settings, such as of Yazidi women oppressed by ISIS, has
been critiqued for perpetuating a colonialist gaze and offering simplistic narratives to

explain otherwise complex processes of violence while obscuring the acts of
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resistance forged by Yazidi women (Minwalla, Foster & McGrail, 2020). Likewise,
Western news coverage of rape in formerly colonized states such as India, features an
ethnocentric lens that inscribes the global south “as a primitive and undisciplined
place populated by savage males and subordinate women,” while obscuring the
reality of sexual violence in the global north (Durham, 2015, p.175).

Which instances of SV receive coverage has also been examined. Generally,
the news media ignore everyday acts of violence, in preference for cases involving
high profile personalities and cases that are especially gruesome (Meyers, 1997,
Nilsson, 2019; Cuklanz, 2022). Cuklanz (2022, p.320) argues that while celebrity
perpetrators such as Larry Nassar deserve significant coverage, there is risk that
“subsequent cases with fewer victims, taking place over a smaller period of time, and
with less institutional influence may seem insignificant.” Coverage of celebrity cases
also typically feature episodic framing, where the emphasis is on the “on the
individual, not on the issue and certainly not on sexual violence as a gendered matter”
as was the case when Portugues footballer Cristiano Ronaldo was implicated in a rape
complaint (Silveirinha et al, 2020, p. 221). Furthermore, the news media’s emphasis
on extremely gruesome cases has the unintended effect of making it difficult for
audiences to understand the nature of SV in which majority of cases do not have the
shock element of, say, serial rape, gang rape or stranger rape (e.g., assault by an
acquaintance in a domestic setting) (Cuklanz, 2022).

Lastly, recent studies have examined the extent to which news coverage has
shifted as a result of intensified online feminist activism (e.g., #metoo,

#beenrapedneverreported). Some studies show that the counterdiscourses articulated
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by counterpublics are seeping into the mainstream. Some US newspapers altered their
reporting after the #metoo hashtag went viral and started including a wide range of
SV beyond physical acts (Noetzel et al., 2023). Unlike in the pre #metoo era, US
newspapers did not engage in victim blaming, and instead increasingly assigned
blame on alleged perpetrators, negatively evaluated case mishandling by officials and
positively evaluated legal and policy interventions to the problem of SV.

Furthermore, news coverage recommended systemic change and shifts in
societal attitudes thereby shifting the responsibility for fixing SV away from
individual survivors and on to the greater society (Noetzel et al., 2023). Another study
indicated that news media in some countries changed their framing of SV due to
public outrage and push back from #metoo counterdiscourses (Starkey et al., 2019).
Eckert and coauthors (2022) found hope in student journalism in their study which
showed that student papers reporting on sexual misconduct on US campuses engaged
in investigative reporting and used data to produce stories that positioned individual
cases of misconduct as part of a pattern of systemic abuses and failings.

My study investigating news coverage of sex crimes committed by politicians
and a religious leader in Nigeria, Kenya and South Africa found evidence of some
progress. South African and Nigerian online newspapers advanced narratives that
supported victims’ complaints as credible, made visible the pattern of abuse within
religious and political systems, and acknowledged the “significance of the material
and the institutional power” that emboldens abusers and frustrates victims’ pursuit for
justice (Mulupi & Blumell, 2023, p. 160). However, as this study showed, those

same newspapers still allowed rape myths and narratives that dismissed SV, framed
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victims as liars, and mobilized sympathy for the accused perpetrators. Nigerian
newspapers, for example, employed religious sources who managed to shift blame to
the victim by focusing on how her rape complaint against a prominent pastor was
damaging to the Church as an institution (Mulupi & Blumell, 2023). Given the
incremental progress and the persistence of problematic patterns, it is important to
continue interrogating how the press represent SV — while also probing better
examples of news coverage and how they manifest in order to “highlight steps toward

improved coverage” (Cuklanz, 2022, p. 322).

Explaining News Coverage Patterns

The Hierarchy of Influences Model

Many news organizations and journalists ascribe to the idea that the work of
the press is to “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable,” the famous phrase
by American humorist and journalist Finley Peter Dunne (Shedden, 2014, para 6).
Why, then, does a profession committed to exposing injustice, giving a voice to the
voiceless, advancing the interests of the underprivileged, and holding the powerful
accountable get it so wrong when reporting on SV? Several rationales have been
offered to explain the misleading, distorted, and false accounts of SV in the press.
These range from the definition of news and news values, to the sexist environment
within which news is produced, to societally held rape myth endorsing attitudes. The
Hierarchy of Influences Model (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014) offers a comprehensive
framework for understanding the various forces that shape news content. The model,
developed by Pamela Shoemaker and Stephen Reese, proposes an improvement of
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early research on the socialization of news professionals in the newsroom (Breed,
1955) and gatekeeping theory (White, 1950) which explains the process through
which media messages are sifted and filtered as they pass through different editorial
gates (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). The hierarchy of
influences model identifies forces at five different levels from micro to macro
namely; individual, routines, organizational, social institutions, and social systems
levels (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Forces at the five levels can work separately and
simultaneously to influence news content (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014).

When applied to news coverage of SV, the hierarchy of influences model can
explain some of the patterns described earlier. Starting from the micro level, analysis
at the individual level interrogates how the demographic identities of news
professionals impact on how they report the news (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Some
studies show women journalists report differently than men (e.g., they use more
women as news sources) (Rodgers & Thorson, 2003; Sutcliffe, Lee & Soderlund,
2005), but other studies show no gender differences in how reporters utilize news
sources (Cann & Mohr, 2001; Freedman et al., 2007; Mulupi & Zirugo, 2022).

In my study examining news coverage of a high-profile rape and femicide in
Kenya, | observed a gender divide in how editors perceive newsroom conversations
on SV, and their evaluation of how their news organization reports on SV (Mulupi &
Blumell, 2024). Nearly all the men editors interviewed in that study engaged in
victim blaming, while women editors were critical of their news organizations’
reporting patterns and stated their efforts to improve coverage were often shot down

in editorial meetings. However, content analysis of news articles showed similarities
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in how men and women journalists reported the incident. Among journalists in India
reporting SV, Fadnis (2018) noted that men journalists were more likely to focus their
coverage on the accused perpetrator and his family, than did women journalists.

Relatedly, the Washington Post infamously banned Felicia Sonmez, a woman
journalist who publicly discussed her own experience of sexual assault, from covering
stories involving sex crimes (Donegan, 2021) implying that identity (i.e., being an SV
survivor) may impact on how journalists report on certain issues or how readers
perceive the journalists’ (lack of) bias. Whether or not the gender (and other identities
e.g., race, class, sexual orientation etc.) of journalists impacts their reporting patterns,
critics have argued that newsroom diversity will produce better journalism, expand
the range of perspectives and issues that get covered, and offer more accurate

representations of society (Stewart, 2022).

Objectivity, News Values and News Sources

Journalists do not make decisions at a whim; they have a shared understanding
of what constitutes ‘news’ and what is most likely to appeal to news audiences.
Research at the routines level of the hierarchy of influences model focuses on the
“patterned, routinized, repeated practices and forms that media workers use to do
their job” (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014, p.105). Forces at the routines level enable a
diverse group of journalists to make uniform decisions due to ideals such as
objectivity, story framing tactics and news values (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014).
Obijectivity in particular has come under intense criticism as a journalistic paradigm

(Merrill, 1984; Durham, 1998; Cohen-Almagor, 2008).
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Journalists deploy objectivity as a defensive tactic; by showing both sides of
an argument, using direct quotes attributed to sources, focusing on facts and events,
and using neutral language that allows them to sidestep accusations of bias or
impartiality (Tuchman, 1972; Jukes, 2018). Much has been written about the
weaknesses of journalistic objectivity—that it is an illusion, it reduces journalists to
moral spectators, it stifles critical thinking and undermines the potential for
progressive politics, it obscures truth through issue dualism, and renders invisible the
media’s powerful impact on society (see summary in Ryan, 2001). The weaknesses of
objectivity are especially obvious in science reporting, such as in news coverage of
climate change and global warming, where journalistic attempts to offer competing
claims (balance) have unwittingly resulted in biased coverage and distorted narratives
about the cause and remedies of the problem (Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004).

In news coverage of SV, journalists employ objectivity through the “he said-
she said” narrative which casts doubt, intentionally or not, on the veracity of the
complaints made by victims and undermines a better societal understanding of the
problem (Blumell & Huemmer, 2021; Santos et al., 2022). As Santos and colleagues
(2022) argue: “If today’s societies are based upon generalized (even if at times
shifting) patriarchal structures, ‘objective-based’ sexual violence coverage is more
prone to choose the side of the perpetrator” (p.300). In an inquiry of court reporting
of an incident of SV involving a footballer, Waterhouse-Watson (2016) found
Australian newspapers used framing strategies that repeatedly called into question the
testimony of the complainant while leaving the accused footballer’s side virtually

unchallenged. This demonstrated that “even when journalists strive for objectivity,
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the selection and presentation of events remains subjective.... No evidence is
neutral,” (Waterhouse-Watson, 2016, p. 986).

Journalists are also guided by news values when deciding which incidents of
SV are worth reporting on (Meyers, 1997). It has been argued that journalists cannot
actually define what news is, but they know it when they see it; it’s a gut feeling
(Schultz, 2007; Harcup & O’Neill, 2017). Harcup and O’Neill’s (2017) content
analysis of news published by mainstream media offers clarity on how journalists
decide what is news. Their research indicates that published news content often
features some characteristics. News stories tend to concern bad news, the power elite,
celebrity, conflict, drama, surprise, and relevance to the targeted audience.
Furthermore, events that make it into the news, also tend to have some entertainment
value, they include audio-visuals such as arresting photographs, and are likely to be
shareable on social media (Harcup & O’Neill, 2017).

Harcup and O’Neill (2017, p. 1471) concluded that “potential news stories
must generally satisfy one and preferably more” of these characteristics. These news
values are also evident in which types of SV instances receive intense coverage. For
example, the pattern of prioritizing coverage of what are usually rare instances of SV
(e.g., serial rapes, cases involving strangers in dark alleys, celebrity cases) while
ignoring the more common forms of SV (such as everyday violence committed by
non-celebrities, happening in homes, and where the perpetrator has an existing
relationship with the victim e.g., acquaintances), is grounded on journalistic news
values that privilege unusualness, surprise, celebrity and drama (Meyers, 1997,

Worthington, 2008, 2011).
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Shoemaker and Reese (2014) identify external news sources as both routine
level and social system level forces. News sources are routine level forces when we
look at their routinized relationships with journalists. Journalists typically privilege
official/institutional news sources; government and corporate bureaucrats (Berkowitz,
2019). In male dominated societies, elite officials tend to be men, hence the
dominance of men in news coverage of SV and other sex crimes (Jackson, 2013;
Blumell, 2019; Mulupi & Blumell, 2024). Yet, research shows men sources are more
likely to defend an accused abuser and present rape myth supporting statements while
women sources are more likely to defend the victim-survivor and present anti-rape
discourses (Blumell, 2019; Mulupi & Blumell, 2024), although women sources too
can present rape endorsing statements (Mulupi & Blumell, 2024).

Nonetheless, reliance on elite men as news sources can explain some of the
myths and stereotypes that emerge in news content. In the context of news coverage
of crimes such as SV, journalists privilege institutional sources, such as
representatives of law enforcement agencies, (Meyers, 1997; Santos et al., 2022),
falsely assuming that the official police account is neutral (Meyers, 1997).
Institutional sources, such as police, are media savvy and routinize their relations with
journalists. They provide tips and information on background, hold choreographed
events such as press conferences, and release statements to journalists, remaining
cordial with friendly reporters and ignoring hostile reporters (Meyers, 1997,
Shoemaker & Reese, 2014).

Everyday victims of SV are usually unlikely to have this kind of media savvy,

or the power to maintain such pull-and-push relations with journalists. Hence voices
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of victims are largely absent in news coverage of SV (Cuklanz, 2022). Furthermore,
in cases involving celebrities, the work routines of journalists reinforce the use of
easily accessible sources who are sophisticated at dealing with the press (e.g., defense
lawyers, publicists, image consultants), who then weaponize their media savvy to

discredit the victim and defend the alleged perpetrator (Blackmon, 2018; Hod, 2017).

Gender Relations in the Newsroom

At the organizational level, the hierarchy of influences model recognizes that
news is created in an organizational and bureaucratic setting. Of interest are the
structures of media ownership, the target audience, the platform, competition, the
setting of media organizations as work environments, and influence from advertisers
(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Considering that SV is a highly gendered experience,
the gender relations within news organizations are pertinent. Journalism has
historically been a male dominated industry (Steiner & Mulupi, 2022), and this
pattern persists even though there have been changes in recent years (Weaver et al.,
2019; Ireri, 2017). The Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (2022) surveyed
240 major news outlets in five continents and found women account for only 21% of
the top editors. There is also evidence of sexism in newsrooms which impacts on
hiring, promotion, and task allocation (North, 2016; Melki & Mallat, 2016; Rao &
Rodny-Gumede, 2020; Blumell & Mulupi, 2022b; Khamis & El-Ibiary, 2022). For
the most part, men still “dominate the topmost rungs of journalism’s hierarchy”
(Steiner & Mulupi, 2022, p. 112).

Furthermore, news organizations, as workplaces, are spaces where forms of

SV have been enacted on news workers, particularly women. While autobiographical
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accounts and anecdotal evidence have always indicated the presence of sexual
harassment within news organizations, the #metoo movement inspired revelations
that exposed systemic abuse in newsrooms across the globe (Steiner, 2018). Plenty of
research conducted after 2017 has provided evidence of the pervasiveness of sexual
harassment in the news industry, suggesting that newsrooms are not safe workplaces
(Sreedharan, Thorsen & Gouthi, 2020; Blumell & Mulupi, 2021; Khamis & El-Ibiary,
2022). In Egypt, women journalists perceive sexual harassment to be “one of the
worst challenges” they face, “in the workplace from bosses or colleagues and/or in
the public sphere from sources or security forces” (Khamis & El-Ibiary, 2022, p.
1246). In Kenya, nearly 80% of women survey respondents reported having
experienced workplace sexual harassment at least once (Blumell & Mulupi, 2021).

In India, one study found workplace sexual harassment was so normalized
that many women journalists were unsure if their experiences qualified as harassment.
Still, women described their work environments as hostile, even if they could not
name their experiences as abuse (Sreedharan et al., 2020). In Pakistan, Jamil (2020)
noted that women, who are the majority of the victims of workplace sexual
harassment, “feel unable to report the matter or lodge a formal grievance because of
societal conservatism and religious extremism” in the country (p. 165).

Overall, news organizations do little to punish perpetrators and create a safe
working environment for women and other journalists from minoritized groups
(Blumell & Mulupi, 2021; Sreedharan et al., 2020; Jamil, 2020). This
overwhelmingly male dominated work environment where sexual harassment is rife

is the context within which news on SV is produced. In my study of Kenyan news
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coverage of a high-profile rape and femicide, women editors described facing
resistance when they tried to improve how incidents of SV are reported in their news
organizations (Mulupi & Blumell, 2024). These women editors lacked material power
— they were a minority in male dominated editorial meetings where decisions on news
selection and framing are made, yet their male colleagues undervalued SV as a
problem, endorsed rape myths, and some were known to be sexual harassment
abusers (Mulupi & Blumell, 2024). It can be argued that sexist beliefs among news
professionals, and a culture of sexually abusing women in the newsroom, might also
explain the rape myths and other patterns that emerge in news coverage of SV. As
other studies have shown, people who uphold hostile sexist beliefs and/or sexually
objectify women also tend to endorse rape myths (Chapleau, Oswald & Russell,

2007; Poerwandari et al., 2021).

Ideological and Cultural Impact on the News

Individual journalists, their work routines, and their news organizations
function within the broader society where ideological, cultural, economic, and
political subsystems can influence news coverage of social issues (Shoemaker &
Reese, 2014). In the context of SV, ideologies and cultural beliefs such as patriarchy,
gender role stereotypes, racism, and anti-LGBTQI+ sentiments can impact news
coverage to favor the interests of dominant groups. In some African countries, for
instance, there are tight restrictions on sexual behaviour due to culture and religion
which prohibit/frown upon “indecent dressing”, pre-marital sex, sex work, divorce
and same-sex relations etc. Thus victim-survivors who are deemed to have violated

these societally accepted morals (e.g., wearing a mini-skirt or doing sex work) are
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likely to be victim-blamed. This logic echoes what psychologists describe as “just
world” beliefs (Furnham & Boston, 1996). The just world perspective “allows
individuals to believe that nothing like this could ever happen to someone who didn’t
clearly deserve it or ask for it; essentially pacifying their own fears about sexual
victimization. Conversely, the just world hypothesis can also be employed by
perpetrators of sexual crimes as a means of justifying their behavior” (Sacks et al.,
2018, p. 1240). Journalists too, and their news sources, like the rest of society, may
endorse just-world beliefs, and other ideologies, and cultural and religious beliefs that
place blame on SV victims. For example, Franiuk et al. (2008b, p.303) opine that the
presence of myths and stereotypes in news coverage of sexual violence does not
necessarily represent malice on the part of journalists. Instead, “it could be a
reflection of that author’s internalization of our culture’s beliefs about sexual assault,”
(Franiuk et al., 2008b, p.303).

Scholarship on social system level forces on news content also suggests that
the mass media typically naturalize power relations, serve the interests of the elite,
and reinforce dominant ideologies (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). “Not only is news
about the powerful, but also the news paradigm structures stories so that events are
interpreted from the perspective of powerful interests,” (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014,
p.65). For example, scholarship has shown the news media undermine the interest of
workers in favor of corporations, and frame wars in ways that serve the interests of
governments and corporations (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). This is in part
accomplished through use of powerful news sources who transmit ideas, narratives,

and interpretation of events that favors the status quo. As social system level forces,
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“powerful sources act in their own interests, not as individuals, but as a class that
transcends any one organization, industry, or place,” (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014,
p.65-66). News coverage of SV too upholds certain ideologies and power structures.
The racializing of victims and perpetrators of SV reinforces White supremacist ideals
(Moorti, 2002), blaming women for their abuse can reinforce patriarchy (Meyers,
1997), while reportage of “corrective rape” of lesbians that does not engage with
power relations can bolster heterosexism, and reinforce class and race hegemonies
(Roskic, 2022). Having discussed the problematic patterns in news coverage of SV,
and offered rationale for some of the reporting practices using the hierarchy of
influences model, I will now turn to the interventions feminist have sought to make

on journalism.
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework: Feminist Interventions on
Journalism

Since feminists view the media as a space for contestation of gender norms and power
relations, feminist scholars and activists have long sought to intervene in media
practices. They have critiqued the representation of women in the news (Tuchman,
1979), lobbied for more diversity within newsrooms (Correa & Harp, 2011; Eckert &
Assmann, 2022), advocated for reporting practices grounded in feminist ethical ideals
(Durham, 1998; Waterhouse-Watson, 2016; Steiner, 2020), and proposed an
alternative to the paradigm of objectivity in journalism (Durham 1998; Steiner, 2018).
This chapter will discuss relevant theories advanced by feminist scholars that hold
potential of improving news coverage of SV. These include intersectional feminism,
feminist standpoint epistemology, counterpublics theory and feminist (media) ethics

of care.

Intersectionality

Officially coined by feminist legal scholar Kimberle Williams Crenshaw
(1991), the theory of intersectionality explains how inequalities based on identity
categories such as race, gender, religion, sexual orientation, disability, and class
intersect to produce distinct forms of marginalization. Intersectionality emerged as a
critique of both feminist and antiracist movements for their tendency to treat race and
sex as mutually exclusive. In the essay Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and
Sex, Crenshaw used the metaphor of a basement to demonstrate how

antidiscrimination policies fail Black women because of how laws intersect with race
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and gender hierarchies. Crenshaw (1989, p. 151-152) invited us to imagine a
basement full of oppressed people marginalized on different axis (e.g., race, gender,
religion) stacked on each other with those with maximum multiple marginalities at
the very bottom while those with a single disadvantage brushing up the ceiling.
Crenshaw adds that we imagine this ceiling as in fact the floor above which society’s
privileged (those who are not disadvantaged in any way) occupy. To rectify aspects of
oppression:

“Those above the ceiling admit from the basement only those who can

say that ‘but for’ the ceiling, they too would be in the upper room. A

hatch is developed through which those placed immediately below can

crawl. Yet this hatch is generally available only to those who—due to the

singularity of their burden and their otherwise privileged position relative

to those below—are in the position to crawl through. Those who are

multiply-burdened are generally left below unless they can somehow pull

themselves into the groups that are permitted to squeeze through the

hatch” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 151-152).

The implication for Black women is that they remain stuck at the bottom of
the basement, unable to climb up the hatch, or receive the benefits of
antidiscrimination policies, because they cannot convincingly say “but for their race”
or “but for their gender” they too would receive protected status in society
(Crenshaw, 1989, p. 152). While Crenshaw (1989; 1991) is credited with originating
the term intersectionality, the idea emerged decades earlier among Black feminists
who resisted the multiple forms of oppressions they encountered as a result of
belonging to more than one oppressed group. The "Ain't I a Woman?" speech
delivered by anti-slavery activist Sojourner Truth in 1851 at the Ohio Women's

Convention at Akron, Ohio, described how Black women were treated different than

White women. According to one account of the speech, Truth stated: “That man over
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there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to
have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-
puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t [ a woman?” (U.S. National Park
Service, n.d.). An awareness of intersectionality is also evident in the famous 1977
manifesto put out by Combahee River Collective, a coalition of Black women
activists, in which they proclaimed:

“The most general statement of our politics at the present time would be

that we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual,

heterosexual, and class oppression, and see as our particular task the

development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that

the major systems of oppression are interlocking,” (Taylor, 2017 p.15).

While intersectionality originated as a construct to explain the double
marginalization of Black women in the US, it is a useful interpretive framework for
analyzing overlapping identities beyond gender and race. According to Collins (1998,
p. 208), “the existence of multiple axes within intersectionality (race, class, gender,
sexuality, nation, ethnicity, age) means neither that these factors are equally salient in
all group's experiences nor that they form uniform principles of social organization in
defining groups.” Shuddhabrata Sengupta (2006, p. 629) describes intersectional
identities as “negotiated minefields” where one's status as victim or oppressor shifts
depending on the equation. Thus, we must assess “identities as fields of intersection”
and “of contestation” to evade binary assumptions (Sengupta, 2006, p. 633).

Intersectionality has traveled beyond the US. Black feminist struggle, and has
become a dominant theoretical construct, analytical paradigm and methodological

tool used by social scientists in diverse fields. However, it has also been the site of

contestation among feminist scholars, sparking what Jennifer C. Nash (2017, p. 117)

59



dubbed the “intersectionality wars” — encapsulating contests over everything from the
true origins of intersectionality to its connection to identity politics, to its efficacy.
Some feminists have criticized the institutionalization of intersectionality within the
neoliberal academy for defanging its radical potential in favour of “ornamental
intersectionality” (Bilge, 2013, p. 3) that does not engage with how power interacts
with race and class (Bauer et al., 2021; Salem 2018). In the book Black Feminism
Reimagined: After Intersectionality, Nash (2018) takes issue with how
“intersectionality has been rhetorically and symbolically collapsed into diversity”
within academic institutions and especially how “intersectionality has become
women’s studies’ primary program-building tool and institutional goal.”
Intersectionality is a meaningful construct in understanding sexual and
gendered violence. In race-stratified societies such as the US, the historical
understanding of sexual violence and definition of victim and perpetrator is rooted on
race. As Patil and Puri (202, p. 708) observe: “These histories complicate any simple,
binary approach to victims and perpetrators.... [They complicate] which
“perpetrators” are constructed as dangerous, which are disappeared into privilege, and
which victims are visible and which are not.” For example, Patricia Hill Collins
(2000) identified the “Jezebel” stereotype as one of four controlling images of Black
womanhood historically used to sustain the subordination of African American
women in post-slavery US. The function of the Jezebel stereotype was “to relegate all
Black women to the category of sexually aggressive women, thus providing a
powerful rationale for the widespread sexual assaults by white men typically reported

by Black slave women (Collins, 2000, p. 81).
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In her analysis of violence against women of colour, Crenshaw (1991)
outlined how racism and sexism (as well as poverty, immigration status etc) intersect
to shape the experiences of women of colour, often compounding their risk of
experiencing rape and battery, while making it impossible for them to benefit from
remedies against gender-based violence. Crenshaw (1991) criticized feminist and
antiracist policies around rape and battery for ultimately reproducing the
subordination of women of colour. Antiracist rhetoric silenced and minimized the
reality of violence against women in racial minority communities to forestall the
racial stereotyping of Black men. Meanwhile feminist rhetoric ignored the
experiences of minority women instead focusing on politicizing domestic violence as
a reality within White middle-class communities. As a result, Crenshaw (1991)
argues: “the reformist and rhetorical strategies that have grown out of antiracist and
feminist rape reform movements have been ineffective in politicizing the treatment of

Black women,” (p. 1269).

The Utility of Intersectionality to Journalism and Media Studies

Journalism scholars have applied intersectionality to theorize the experiences
of journalists, news subjects, and news audiences. Peterson-Salahuddin (2021)
conceptualized a framework of “intersectional journalism” that differs from
normative journalism in how practitioners implement inclusive practices in their
gatekeeping, staff hiring, news selection, and understanding of their audience. For
example, intersectional journalists approach Black women as a heterogenous group,

not a monolith. They pursue a news agenda that makes visible how events impact a
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variety of Black women rooted in the understanding “that Black women hold a
myriad of ethnic, religious, economic, and sexual identities” (Peterson-Salahuddin,
2021, p. 398). Intersectional journalists also employ praxis that illuminates systems of
domination by engaging in reporting that goes beyond an individual event or person.
Instead, they focus on how “different systems of oppression came to bear on how an
event transpired or its impact” (Peterson-Salahuddin, 2021, p. 400). To determine
newsworthiness, intersectional journalists incorporate a mix of traditional news
values with other principles such as assessing how a story will impact intersectional
communities. Furthermore, intersectional journalists conceive of the audience as
active participants in the news making process. Thus, they incorporate feedback, story
ideas, and suggestions from the public, particularly by using social media as a tool to
engage the audience in the gatekeeping process (Peterson-Salahuddin, 2021).
Intersectionality research on news audiences also reveals important
perspectives for news practitioners and scholars. Sandar Banjac’s (2022) inquiry of
South African news consumers revealed how class, race, and gender impact how
audiences perceive journalism and what audiences expect of journalists and
journalism. For example, class and race minoritized communities demanded
journalism that laid bare the “systemic solutions to challenges facing their
communities, through sustained, empathetic, in-depth reporting that empowered and
instilled hope” while high-income white audiences envisioned journalism that
incorporates solutions “through accountability, and a sense of law and order, as well
as feel-good stories” invoking imaginations of post-Apartheid reconciliation (Banjac,

2022 p. 142). Furthermore, race and class minoritized communities expressed
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dissatisfaction with how low-income Black people are framed as inherently violent,
and complained that quality journalism is too expensive and inaccessible to them
(Banjac 2022). The study demonstrated a need to reorient both reportorial and
economic realities of journalism — to shift how marginalized communities are
represented in the news, what issues are prioritized, and address the inaccessibility of
quality journalism for low-income communities of color (Banjac, 2022 p. 142).

While Kelsey Mesmer (2022) employs an intersectional framework to
illuminate hostility toward journalists, the racially minoritized reporters she
interviewed for her study offer meaningful insights into how news organizations
should engage with communities of color who might be suspicious of the news
media. Two Black journalists interviewed by Mesmer (2022) recommend that news
professionals cultivate relations with local activists and leaders in communities of
color, join community social media groups, and maintain sustained relationships with
community members. Editors too are encouraged to treat “community development
as a legitimate use of reporters’ time” and reward reporters for their efforts “even if
that time does not result in a news story” (Mesmer, 2022, p. 206). This would ensure
that journalists don't only interact with intersectional communities during a breaking
news event in which those communities are more likely to receive negative coverage
(Mesmer, 2022).

Scholars have also employed intersectionality to theorize both (social) media-
enabled anti-rape activism as well as traditional news coverage of SV. Many of these
studies demonstrate that systems of inequality along the lines of sex, class, religion,

disability, sexual orientation, ethnicity, nationality, and urban vs rural identities are
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important within the context of feminist activism and in mediated representations of
SV (Nilsson, 2019; Guha, 2021; Bhandari, 2021; Fadnis, 2023). Specific to news
coverage, for example, studies show that various marginal identities beyond gender
influence the discursive construction of SV, ideal victims, and likely perpetrators.
These patterns hold true even beyond the US where intersectionality originated. In
South Africa, intersectional analysis has shown that incidents of SV are reported
differently in the news depending on the race of perpetrators. Differential coverage
suggests “that it is “typical” for black men to rape but “atypical,” and thus more
newsworthy, for white [men] to rape,” (Bonnes, 2013, p. 223).

Similarly, Swedish media use class, immigration, and culture to explain SV
(Bernhardsson & Bogren, 2012; Nilsson, 2019). In cases involving immigrants as
perpetrators, one study showed news coverage oscillated between blaming migrant
boys for lacking “knowledge about Swedish values of gender equality” and excusing
perpetrators by articulating their marginalized position as poor boys raised by
powerless single mothers and lacking male role models. Meanwhile, “the connection
between “Swedish” men and rape [was] simultaneously left unmentioned in the
articles, [implying] that immigration is a problem that can explain rape,”
(Bernhardsson & Bogren 2012, p. 7).

In India, demographic identifiers such as caste, social class, and religion also
impact on the mediated representation of victims of SV (Guha, 2021; Bhandari, 2021;
Fadnis, 2023). For example, Indian media ignore the violation of women from lower
caste and Muslim communities, instead prioritizing the experiences of upper

caste/upper class Hindu women (Bhandari, 2021; Fadnis, 2023). Journalists
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rationalize this by asserting that poor women are “habituated to and hardened by
experiences of physical violence and abuse because they encounter domestic violence
more often than their upper-class counterparts,” (Fadnis, 2023, p.143). Furthermore,
journalists politicize religion to render invisible the victimization of Muslim women.
Analysis of Indian media coverage of the gang rape of Bilkis Banu, a Muslim woman,
found newspapers refused to acknowledge her victimhood, and emphasized her
religion thus “insinuating her anti-India intentions, while downplaying narratives
about the accused and avoiding any mention of [the accused perpetrator’s] identity or
political affiliations” (Fadnis, 2023, p.143). Guha (2021) also positions location as an
important factor in intersectional identity alongside caste, religion, and class.
Location matters for which stories are given space in Indian media coverage; slums,
rural areas, and small cities are generally ignored (Guha, 2021).

Scholars have also employed intersectionality to expose ethnocentricism and
heterosexism in the media coverage of anti-violence feminist online movements such
as #YesAllWomen, #SlutWalk and #MeToo. For example, news media coverage of
#MeToo and #YesAllWomen erased the labor of Black women (both were originally
started by women of color), centered the experiences of white women, particularly
wealthy white celebrities in the case of #MeToo, and presented counternarratives
from women of color (such as via #YesALLWhiteWomen) as destructive division
rather than legitimate demands for a more inclusive movement (Trott, 2020).
Furthermore, #MeToo in particular was originally framed by celebrity activists and
the press as a movement that united all the women thus excluding “the experiences of

men, transmen, and nonbinary folk, with the latter groups experiencing a higher rate
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of sexual violence” (Trott, 2020, p. 1136). Similarly, Guha (2021) found that the
experiences of Dalit (lower caste) and rural activists were excluded on social media
and mainstream media coverage of #MeToolndia. Intersectionality will be a useful
framework in this dissertation in assessing to what extent feminist recommendations
for journalists, and feminist media (news sites and podcasts) coverage of SV account

for differences along the lines of sex, class, religion, disability, sexual orientation etc.

Feminist Standpoint Epistemology (FSE)

Feminist Standpoint Epistemology (FSE) has been advanced as a replacement
for the objectivity paradigm in journalism (Durham 1998; Steiner, 2018). FSE is a
feminist theoretical perspective and method grounded in the assumption that all
knowledge, scientific or otherwise, is socially situated (Harding, 1992). The genesis
of FSE is rooted in Hegelian analysis of the master/slave relationship, and Marx and
Lukécs’ conception of the ‘standpoint of the proletariat’ (Harding, 2004). The
Hegelian and Marxist analysis advanced the notion that the social position, or
standpoint of the marginalized (such as slaves or workers), is more effective as a
starting point for knowledge projects that seek to understand and fix systems of
oppression. Feminist scholars took on this idea of standpoint theory and added a
gender element.

Feminist standpoint theorists hold that some social locations, or standpoints,
have epistemic advantage because of their marginality, and therefore “starting oft”
knowledge seeking projects from the lives of marginalized groups such as women,
will generate “less partial and distorted accounts” of the lives of those marginalized

as well as that of the lives of dominant groups and “the whole social order,” (Harding,
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1992, p. 445). For standpoint theorists, oppressed classes, such as women (who
account for the majority of SV victims/survivors) have a richer, more nuanced
understanding of power and oppression than people within the dominant elite. As
such, new knowledge and critical analyses can emerge from knowledge seeking
projects that start off from the perspectives of women, and other marginalized groups
(Harding, 1991b; Steiner, 2012; 2018).

At the heart of FSE is a critique of positivism and objectivism, the
assumption that real scientific knowledge (as distinguishable from mere claims) can
only emerge from research conducted by disinterested rational subjects who are
immune from all the polluting influences of their social, cultural and historical
surroundings (Harding, 1991a, 1991b, 2004). This value-free objectivity, or the “god-
trick of seeing everything from nowhere,” (Haraway, 2007, p. 115), has been
challenged by feminist theorists (and others) who argue that objectivism produces
only a partial and distorted account of humanity, and in fact advances the self-
interests of the dominant elite (Harding 1991b, 1992, 2004). Standpoint theorists
argue that value neutrality is to blame for the sexist, androcentric, ethnocentric and
imperialist outcomes of traditional scientific research conducted by scientists, mostly
men, who failed to critically examine their advantaged social situation and its impact
on their ability to generate knowledge (Harding, 1991b; 1992).

As a remedy, FSE foregrounds experience, partiality instead of universality,
the socio-historical location of knowers, and a view from below (Harding, 1992).
Rather than discard the notion of objectivity, Harding (1991a, 1992, 2004) advocates

“strong objectivity” as a better method for evaluating knowledge claims (1991a,
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1992). To maximize objectivity, standpoint theorists recommend turning the social
situatedness of knowledge seekers into a resource, as opposed to being viewed as a
liability, such that knowledge seekers are embodied rather than disesmbodied
(Harding, 1992). Lastly, the subjects and agents of research in FSE are conceived as
multiple, heterogenous and sometimes contradictory (i.e there are many feminisms,
many marginalized types of women with sometimes contradictory interests and goals)
(Harding, 1991b, Steiner, 2012). Yet, no marginalized perspective is more dominant,
hence knowledge claims have to be intersectional and critically analyze the multiple
axes of oppression such as race, disability, class in addition to gender. To “start off
thought” from women’s lives therefore demands that research starts off from
“multiple lives that are in many ways in conflict with each other, each of which itself

has multiple and contradictory commitments,” (Harding, 1992, p. 455).

FSE Theorization in Journalism

While FSE originated from critiques of objectivity in scientific research, the
theory has been touted as a potential replacement for the objectivity paradigm in
journalism (Durham, 1998; Steiner, 2018). Both Durham (1998) and Steiner (2018)
take issue with journalistic objectivity as currently practiced. While strategic rituals of
objectivity can shield journalists from accusations of bias (Tuchman, 1972), detached
methods of fact gathering and presentation of multiple points of view produces
journalism that serves the interests of the dominant elite (Durham 1998; Steiner,
2018). As Durham observes (1998), journalistic objectivity acts as a “blocking
device” that hinders rigorous examination of power in journalistic practice. The

notions of balance and fairness which underpin objectivity ultimately help to preserve
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the status quo by failing to “acknowledge or address the ideological bases of various
truth-claims presented by supposedly impartial journalists,” (p. 126). In societies
stratified along the lines of race, gender, sexuality, class and religion, it is the
questions, stories, ideologies, moral values, and perspectives important to the elite
that are legitimated in the press. Furthermore, by offering multiple points of view
without reflection — often implying that competing sides of an argument are equally
justifiable — journalists who make claims to operate by the standard of objectivity fail
to make clear “how close news accounts are to the truth,” (Steiner, 2018, p. 1855).

When applied to journalism, FSE demands that journalists abandon objectivity
as they have usually understood it, a method that focuses on erasing (the appearance
of) bias. Instead, journalists would have to conceive of knowledge as socially situated
and embrace the method of “strong reflexivity” which acknowledges and incorporates
bias (Durham, 1998). While this sounds controversial, bias already exists in
journalistic practice and content. Journalists are “insiders” in the dominant social
order on account of their profession (and often their level of education, income status,
race and gender), and news content is produced by these insiders, and often prioritizes
the perspectives of other insiders while excluding the knowledge claims of those
outside the dominant elite (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Strong reflexivity demands
that this bias be acknowledged and fixed by beginning with, and centering, the
perspectives of oft-marginalized communities (Durham, 1998).

In applying FSE, journalists would also have to acknowledge their status as
embodied actors, and examine how their social standpoints, and experiences,

illuminate or hide from view what they can and cannot see (Durham, 1998, Steiner,
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2018). This again is quite contrary to how journalists typically think of themselves.
While journalists are aware that social positions and experiences influence other
people’s perspectives, they often see themselves as immune from embodied
subjectivities (Steiner, 1995, 2018). With the exception of Black journalists who are
more likely to view their personal experiences as instructive in what they can and
cannot see, other journalists, including white women, present themselves as
“reporters first,” and unlike other humans, “disembodied, colorblind, and sexless,”
(Steiner, 2018, p.1858). Instead of the pretending to be disembodied impartial
reporters, FSE encourages journalists to “acknowledge that they, too, are social actors
in their stories, using their own experiences to aim for the less false version, but also
demystifying their practices and their privileged position in knowledge production,”
(Steiner, 2012, p. 1858).

By combining FSE’s notion of embodied reflexive knowledge seekers with
“starting off thought” from the perspectives of the marginalized, what emerges is a
praxis in which journalists look at themselves (and their news institutions) in the
mirror, through the eyes of the people most likely to be impacted by the news content
they produce (Durham, 1998). This means that journalists, who are “insiders”, have to
re-fashion themselves into outsiders, and be empathetic and caring towards the people
likely to be marginalized in the context of the stories they produce. While journalists
might not be able to adopt a “traitorous identity,” (Harding, 1992) they can embrace
“perspectives contrary to their own and ask the important critical questions that FSE
predicts will come from strangers and outsiders,” (Steiner, 2018, p. 1862). The

standpoint journalist will therefore have to be guided by a liberatory goal as they
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evaluate competing knowledge claims, and critically examine and make visible the
ideologies and power structures that underlie different representations of truth
(Durham, 1998). The news content emerging out of this ‘view from below’ produced
by reflexive journalists, would be “less partial and relativistic than the kind of
knowledge that is presented by the journalistic/insider as value free,” actors
aggregating different pieces of information (Durham, 1998, p. 132).

FSE, when applied to journalism, requires that reporters remain cognizant of

the fact that social identities are heterogeneous and complex, and that there is no
universal marginalized experiences or standpoint (Durham, 1998; Steiner,
2018). Thus, journalists have to be careful not to confuse experience with
knowledge. The trick lies in being “able to decide on the validity of a knowledge
claim regardless of who speaks it, while understanding that who speaks does have a
bearing on what is made known,” (Durham, 1998, p. 134). So, what does this look
like in everyday reporting? The first step for standpoint journalists entails
diversifying their sourcing strategies to incorporate and center the voices of the
people most likely to be marginalized within the context of a story (Durham, 1998;
Steiner, 2018). This means going beyond the voices that currently dominate the news,
such as police and defense attorneys in the case of SV news coverage, who are often
more easily accessible to reporters because of their media savvy (e.g., staging events,
issuing press releases) and resources (Meyers, 1997; Berkowitz, 2019; Shoemaker &
Reese, 2014; Santos et al., 2022).

Beyond democratizing their sources, standpoint journalists would have to

reshape how stories are constructed to incorporate how strategic discourses advanced
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by various groups on an issue such as SV, are structured across gender, racial, class,
nationality, caste or other lines of power and domination. Furthermore, news content
has to be constructed in ways that also account for the social and political location of
the journalist and their sources, acknowledging the biases that emerge out of their
race, gender, caste, religion, and sexuality (Durham, 1998; Steiner, 2018). And as
Steiner (2018, p.1862) observes, journalism as a collective will only be able to
harvest the fruits of FSE, of being able to “to ask better questions and reject more
false answers,” if news organizations diversify their workforce. Ultimately, what
Steiner (2018) and Durham (1998) propose is a “radical transformation of news
writing” and a “radically new pedagogy of journalism,” (Durham, 1998, p. 137), one
they acknowledge will not be easy to implement. However, there are examples of
alternative media, especially feminist media, that have adopted principles of FSE
(Steiner, 2012; Durham, 1998).

In Argentina for instance, recent research indicates feminist journalists and
editors are incorporating FSE’s concept of strong reflexivity in reporting about
abortion rights, and sexual and gender-based violence (Cabas-Mjiraes, 2023).
Journalists are accomplishing this by centering voices of women and other
minoritized communities, overtly expressing their personal identification with the
topics they report on, and explicitly applying feminism to interpret the causes of
complex issues such as the rape of indigenous women. Rather than take the
disinterested value-free approach to reporting, Cabas-Mjiraes (2023) noted that
women journalists at two feminist news outlets used a collective “we” voice in their

reporting, acknowledging their own experiences with sexual and gender violence, and
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engaging in the collective struggle for justice. “By leveraging the insights and
knowledge construction methods of FSE... these feminist outlets made news-making
openly political, exploring journalism’s role in the symbolic and material vindication
of the marginalized,” (Cabas-Mijares, 2023, p. 14). | will employ FSE in this
dissertation to examine to what extent feminist scholarship and feminist media
incorporate alternative journalistic principles of strong objectivity, diverse news
sources/news professionals, and starting off thought from the position of the multiply

marginalized in news coverage of SV.

Feminist (Media) Ethics of Care

Carol Giligan’s (1982) book In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and
Women'’s Development, laid an alternative framework to moral thinking and moral
judgment centered on a care perspective. In this seminal work, Gilligan (1982)
criticized the male bias in Lawrence Kohlberg's stages of moral development which
privileged ideas of rights and justice. According to Gilligan (1995, p. 33), her studies
of pregnant women considering abortion and college students juggling moral conflicts
and choices found evidence that a “different voice often guides the moral judgements
and actions of women.” This landmark observation exposed inconsistencies in
previous theorization of moral judgment, such as Kohlberg’s work which initially
relied on male-only participants and equated “justice reasoning with moral judgment”
(Gilligan, 1995, p. 34). Jaggar (1991, p. 83) observes that many feminists were
inspired by Gilligan’s work suggesting a “feminine approach to morality” that formed

the basis for “a distinctively feminist ethics”.
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Other scholars such as Nel Noddings, Annette Baier, Virginia Held, Sara
Ruddick and Joan Tronto further developed the framework of an ethics of care. Nel
Noddings (1984) for instance, articulated an intimate model of care, exemplifying
maternal caring. While Gilligan (1982) was faulted for universalizing women,
Noddings’ (1984) theorization was challenged for essentializing women and for
conceptualizing care as a limited resource that would be inapplicable in the public
domain (see Steiner & Okrusch, 2006; Card, 1991). While early scholarship
positioned justice and care as oppositional paradigms, this view changed in later
years. For example, Virginia Held (1995) argued that the justice moral reasoning
which prioritizes liberty, rights and equality can be compatible with the care
paradigm which privileges relationality, interdependence and trust. However, she
positioned care as the superior moral value within which justice should be subsumed.
According to Held (1995, p. 131), “within a recognized framework of care we should
see persons as having rights and as deserving justice...but we should embed this
picture...in the wider tapestry of human care.”

It is impossible to review here the wide-ranging literature, controversies and
theorization of care ethics that has emerged since the 1980s. Notable though, is Joan
Tronto’s (1993) important contribution to the theory which framed caring as relevant
outside of domestic and interpersonal one-on-one contexts such as the mother-child
relationship that Noddings (1984) articulated. Tronto (1995) re-positioned care ethics
as “a systematic framework for moral and political thought” (p. 141). Fisher and
Tronto (1990, p. 40) define care as a “species activity that includes everything that we

do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world' so that we can live in it as well as
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possible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of
which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web" (Fisher & Tronto,
1990, p. 40). They categorized care into four phases namely: caring about; taking
care of (caring for); caregiving; and care receiving. These phases have different
associated virtues namely: attentiveness, responsibility, competence, and

responsiveness (Fisher and Tronto, 1990).

Theorization of Feminist Ethics of Care in Journalism

In the book Ethical Journalism: Adopting the Ethics of Care, Joe Mathewson
(2022, p. 2) argues that embracing the ethics of care is necessary for a journalism that
can lead the way as society grapples with multiple “systemic threats” such as racial
inequality, the Covid-19 pandemic, global warming and economic disparity
(emphasis in original). Traditional journalistic norms and ethics simply can't meet the
moment. For Steiner and Okrusch (2006, p. 103) dominant journalistic norms that are
grounded on Kantian principles are either “a thin ethic” or “ethically empty”. They
propose the ethic of care — as opposed to the ethic of justice — as “an alternative or at
least a complementary model for ethical practice in journalism”. Mathewson (2022, p.
2) appears to agree, observing that the journalism codes of ethics upheld at many
leading news organizations which tend to skew “on the rational moral philosophy”
are largely defensive, designed to avoid errors, embarrassment and legal troubles. To
be clear, Mathewson (2022) holds that the ethics of care are compatible with
journalism’s codes of ethics. “The ethics of care takes no issue with journalism’s

worthy standards of truth, facts, honesty, fairness, sensitivity and transparency. It
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simply asks more of the human species. Could that include journalists?” (Mathewson,
2022, p. 2).

Proponents of ethics of care hold that it is compatible with journalism, and
with the motivations of most journalists. Steiner and Okrusch (2006) observe that
journalists care about their professional values as well as their role in a democracy.
“They tell stories that move us to care about the struggles of people, groups, and
communities” (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006, p. 118). Similarly, Joseph Jones (2021)
points at Pulitzer Prize winning reporting and high quality local journalism as proof
that (at least some) journalists do bring a care perspective to their daily practice.
Indeed, empirical research about the conditions of newswork offer ample evidence.
Afterall, as many studies have shown, journalism is not a financially lucrative career
(Ireri, 2016; James-Garrod, 2023), often involves harassment and danger (Bartman,
2018; Kim & Shin, 2022; Miller, 2023), can be incompatible with family life
(MacDonald, 2016; Rao & Rodny-Gumede, 2020) and can be exclusionary to gender
and race minoritized professionals (Newkirk, 2000; North, 2012; Byerly, 2013,
Douglas, 2022).

Furthermore, news organizations often do little to protect their staff from
workplace harassment and abuse, and the news industry faces a myriad of challenges
from economic precarity to declining public trust (Luengo, 2017; Fink, 2019;
Waisbord, 2019). And yet, many people continue to be drawn to journalism training,
reporters continue to volunteer for risky assignments covering warzones, violent
protests and autocratic regimes; and journalists continue to perceive theirs as a

“calling”, not just a job (Mathews, Bélair-Gagnon & Carlson, 2023). As concluded by
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Mathewson (2022, p. 143), “it’s fair to say that journalists care.” It has therefore been
argued that incorporating the feminist ethic of care into journalism is not a radical
proposition (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006; Jones, 2021). Instead, it is an alternative
approach that gives journalists permission to do what most of them want and often try
to do— ““to care about problems and to acknowledge that they care that their work has
impact, produces caring responses and actions,” (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006, p. 115).
Instead of acting as bystanders and stenographers, an ethic of care empowers
journalists to be both moral agents and ethical decision makers (Steiner & Okrusch,

2016).

Practical Applications in Journalism

An ethics of care bears implications for many aspects of news production. It
is relevant in how newsrooms are staffed and managed (Mathewson, 2022). It is
relevant to how journalists select issues, events and people to report on; which
sources are allowed to speak in news accounts, and how stories are written (Steiner &
Okrusch, 2006; Rosas-Moreno, 2023). And, it is relevant in how news organizations
and journalists choose to include, listen to, and be responsive to their news audiences
(Hossain & Aucoin 2018). A “politicized version of care” demands that journalists
“privilege the problems, concerns, stories, and counterstories of marginalized or
subordinated people and others who need care and pity” (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006,
p.115). Scholars argue that a care perspective to journalism would translate to more
humane coverage of pressing social issues such as racial inequity, wars, climate
change, human trafficking, the migrant crisis, crime and economic disparity to name a

few (Hossain &Aucoin 2018; Jones, 2021; Mathewson, 2022; Rosas-Moreno, 2023).
77



Ethics of care are also applicable to news coverage of mundane issues such as food
and fashion, as well as to both hard news and soft news (Jones, 2021).

Several media scholars have offered practical advice and guidance on how
journalists can apply the feminist ethics of care (Pech & Leibel, 2006; Vanacker &
Breslin, 2006; Steiner & Okrusch, 2006; Hossain & Aucoin, 2018; Steiner, 2020;
Jones, 2021; Mathewson, 2022; Rosas-Moreno, 2023). Joe Mathewson (2022, p. 168)
for example, developed a 13-point ‘journalists’ code of caring ethics’ that includes an
acknowledgement of ethics of care as a “personal professional commitment”. For
Mathewson (2022), caring newsrooms must reflect the diversity of the communities
they cover. Furthermore, news managers (who tend to be older, male and/or White)
must listen to the differing perspectives of younger and race/gender minoritized
reporters and incorporate their voices in decision making.

In terms of the news agenda, Mathewson (2022, p. 161) recommends that a
caring newsroom would focus on “those in need”, such as poor neighborhoods that
are often ignored by all, including politicians and elected officials. But, Mathewson
(2022, p. 163) also argues for an “affirmative aspect of the ethics of care” that goes
beyond just problems. A caring newsroom should not talk only about “events or
trends or pain or problems or shortcomings or needs in the community—all legitimate
stories—but reach higher to enhancements, ameliorations, solutions, and how to
achieve them (Mathewson, 2022, p. 163). Furthermore, a caring newsroom has to
engage in follow-up coverage that assesses if things are indeed improving or getting
worse, what is changing, and what more can be done (Mathewson, 2022). Lastly,

caring newsrooms are challenged to actively engage with the communities they report
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on; building relationships, seeking feedback on the quality of their reportage, and
welcoming ideas and suggestions (Mathewson, 2022). In his ‘journalists code of
caring ethics,” Mathewson (2022, p. 168) obligates journalists to “go beyond
reporting events, problems, societal needs, to seek solutions, to mobilize public
opinion and resultant public and private remedial action, and then to report the
sufficiency of results.” This is a vision of a 360-degree journalism that exposes
problems in society, incorporates community perspectives, applies pressure on those
who hold the power to fix issues, and makes visible the utility of the interventions
applied to remedy society's problems.

Applying the ethics of care to news coverage of victims of crime, Vanacker
and Breslin (2006) make recommendations for how journalists should engage with
news subjects who have been unexpectedly thrust into the spotlight. Vanacker and
Breslin’s (2006) ‘care-based approach to crime reporting’ asks journalists to eschew
tactics that exploit victims (e.g., use of embarrassing photos or private details) or
stereotype victims. They warn journalists against engaging in quid pro quo
arrangements with crime victims, especially making promises about the impact of
media exposure (e.g., getting justice). Furthermore, Vanacker and Breslin (2006)
recommend that journalists get informed consent from news subjects and sources,
making sure that crime victims are aware of their best interests especially as it relates
to the negative effects of media exposure (e.g., retaliation from a perpetrator).
According to Vanacker and Breslin (2006, p. 212) “the more vulnerable a crime

victim is as the unexpected subject of a news story, the more the values of
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compassion and dignity from a care-based approach should trump traditional
journalistic values, such as objectivity and truth telling.”

Meanwhile Hossain and Aucoin (2018) draw directly from the set of virtues
identified by Fisher and Tronto (1990) in the four phases of care to demonstrate how
journalists and news organizations can apply care in news coverage. Hossain and
Aucoin (2018) argue that journalists reporting on issues such as the European migrant
crisis can embody attentiveness (caring about) by caring about people “even those
who are most unlike themselves” such as the migrants from different countries, and
“nurture the relationships borne of the common humanity that one has with others in
the world” (Hossain & Aucoin 2018, p. 205). Attentiveness can also be expressed
through reportage that inspires compassion and empathy toward migrants by making
visible the “lives and struggles of the migrants seeking homes in regions and
countries that offer safety” (Hossain & Aucoin 2018, p. 205).

Likewise, journalists can demonstrate responsibility (taking care of ) by being
mindful about the quality of their reporting, by giving migrants a voice as news
sources, by engaging in truthful, balanced, fact-based reporting that includes
solutions, and by treating news subjects—the migrants in this case— with respect,
instead of “assuming they are terrorists or threats to the journalists’ societies and
cultures (Hossain & Aucoin 2018, p. 205). Furthermore, journalists can apply the
virtue of competence (care-giving) by producing news reports borne out of thorough
research, use of diverse news sources beyond bureaucratic officials, and giving space
to narratives about the emotions and hardships of migrants fleeing danger. This type

of “reframing” would yield “compelling articles about policy, but also about human
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suffering,” (Hossain & Aucoin, 2018, p. 205). Lastly, the virtue of responsiveness
(care-receiving), demands that journalists be willing to listen to and receive feedback,
corrections, additional information, and comments from their news audiences
(Hossain and Aucoin, 2018, p. 206). In support of this point, Jones (2021) also
recommends that news consumers demonstrate care toward journalists either “in the
form of material compensation, courtesy toward [journalists], or constructive
criticisms that [drives] journalists to be better” (p. 77).

Applied to journalism on SV, feminist ethics of care demands that journalists
“ask questions about power,” actively oppose sexism, sexual harassment and sexual
violence, fairly represent different groups (without trivializing, exploiting or
objectifying them), and consider the implications of their news stories (Steiner, 2020).
An ethics of care also demands that journalists abandon the “formalist, rights-based
insistence on neutrality, distance, and objectivity,” and instead embrace “a politicized
care” that resists oppressive practices and promotes the emancipation of “needy
strangers and deserving communities,” (Steiner, 2020, p. 371). To do so, caring
journalists have to listen attentively, and listen more closely, to marginalized voices
(Steiner, 2020; Hossain & Aucoin, 2018).

A care approach to media ethics thus calls on journalists and news
organizations “to privilege the problems, stories, and counter-stories of marginalized
or subordinated peoples and others who deserve care and compassion,” (Steiner,
2020, p. 374) such as the victims of SV, including the multiply marginalized
demographics whose truth claims are often erased or silenced in news coverage. But

journalists must be careful in how they engage with and treat victims of SV as news
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sources, to avoid exploitative practices that may place vulnerable people who lack
media savvy into more harm (Vanacker & Breslin, 2006, p. 209). Overall, caring
journalists have an obligation to produce enough stories about SV in a way that will
“enlighten and mobilize public opinion to bring sufficient pressure on politicians,
business leaders and other policy makers so they will move the ball perceptibly
toward the goal of improvement and ultimately resolution” (Mathewson, 2022, p.
166). | will employ ethics of care in this dissertation to examine to what extent
feminist scholarship and feminist media incorporate alternative ethical principles in
regard to objectivity, news sourcing, framing of stories, journalists’ interaction with
news (marginalized/victimized) subjects, and the role of the press in leading the way

toward solving the problem of SV.

Counterpublics Theory

The notion of counterpublics emerged as a critique of public sphere theory as
conceptualized by the German philosopher and sociologist Jirgen Habermas in his
seminal book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989). Habermas
(1991) conceptualized the public sphere as characterized by several features including
the assumption that access was guaranteed to all, and citizens engaged in rational
critical deliberations in which the weight of an argument rather than one’s identity is
what mattered. A major critique to the bourgeois public sphere centers around
selective access that privileged property-owning white men and excluded oppressed
classes such as women and working-class men. These subordinated groups reacted by
constructing alternative forms of political speech (Felski, 1989; Fraser, 1990; Negt &

Kluge, 1993). The term counterpublic was coined by Rita Felski (1989) to describe
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the oppositional discursive spaces and communicative practices of feminist women in
gender stratified societies. Drawing on the model of the bourgeois public sphere,
Felski conceived of a feminist counterpublic sphere that served two goals. Internally,
it generated a gender-specific identity and solidarity among women around their
shared experience of oppression, and externally it disseminated feminist ideas
throughout society and challenged existing structures of subordination.

In her seminal article Rethinking the public sphere: A contribution to the
critique of actually existing democracy, Nancy Fraser (1990) further developed the
concept of counterpublics. Fraser punched holes into key assumptions that undergird
Habermas’ “masculinist-conception” of the public sphere. Fraser (1990) argued that
women, plebeian men, and racial minorities were historically excluded from the
bourgeois public sphere and therefore could not participate as peers. Furthermore, the
exclusion of issues deemed “private” disadvantages women for instance, since
important matters like wife battering would be labelled domestic/private matters and
discarded from general public debate. And in gender, class, and race stratified
societies, democracy is best served by a plurality of competing publics than by a
single overarching public (Fraser, 1990, p.60).

In actually existing democracy, access to the public sphere is not granted to all
citizens, hence subordinated social groups respond by constituting alternative publics
that Fraser (1990) defined as “subaltern counterpublics.” These counterpublics serve
as “parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent
and circulate counterdiscourses, so as to formulate oppositional interpretations of

their identities, interests and needs,” (Fraser, 1990, p. 67). Citing the example of
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feminist subaltern counterpublics, Fraser (1990) noted that feminist women in the US
have historically created alternative communicative spaces —such as books,
magazines, films, physical meeting locations, film distribution networks— and in this
discursive arena they have invented new terminologies such as sexism, sexual
harassment and date rape to explain their lived experiences (Fraser, 1990).

In the 21« century, the concept of counterpublics has been useful in analyzing
how feminists have leveraged cyberspace to generate and promote feminist ideology
via e-zines, blogs, email lists, websites, alternative online news sites, SNS platforms,
and hashtags (Travers, 2003). In the last decade, networked activism through hashtags
has been especially potent as an organizing tool and space for gender and race
minoritized groups, “moving debates about identity politics, inequality, violence, and
citizenship from the margins to the center,” (Jackson et al., 2020, p. xxxii). Through
hashtags such as #Whylstayed, #MeToo and #BeenRapedNeverReported, women
have built discursive communities articulating shared experiences of oppression while
challenging dominant discourses about gendered violence. These issues, traditionally
labeled as private and domestic (Fraser, 1990), have entered the mainstream public,
inspiring both change and backlash, as marginalized voices continue to “create
compelling, unignorable narratives,” (Jackson et al., 2020, p. 185).

Multiple studies have examined the counterdiscourses advanced by networked
counterpublics to challenge normative ideologies about SV (Okech, 2021; Salter,
2013; Jackson et al., 2020). These studies typically frame networked counterpublics
positively, as arenas that empower marginalized groups to articulate a collective

political voice, turning individual experiences of violence into a public issue therefore
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complicating the private/public dichotomy. Furthermore, networked counterpublics
are hailed as transformative for expanding public discourse on complex issues such as
consent and power differentials (Okech, 2021; Salter, 2013; Jackson et al., 2020). For
example, feminist counterpublics also used the #YesAllWomen to expose ideologies
and societal norms that condone SV by articulating issues such as victim-blaming, the
fear of rape, and rape prevention strategies (e.g., carrying pepper spray and rape
whistles) that place the burden and blame on women (Jackson & Banaszczyk, 2016).

Similarly, in South Africa, counterpublics using various hashtags to protest
campus sexual violence (e.g., #Endrapeculture, #nakedprotests, #RUReferenceL.ist,
#endpatriachy), inspired and sustained news media coverage and public discussions
on the concept of rape culture, an important contribution in a society that has an
unusually high rape incidence rate (Orth et al., 2021). The concept of counterpublics
has also been instructive in exploring how multiply marginalized groups use hashtag
activism to make visible their unique and intersectional experiences of victimization.
For example, through the hashtag #FastTailedGirls, Black women contested dominant
narratives that assume Black girls are more mature than their peers, a victim blaming
assumption held both within and outside the Black community. In doing so,
#FastTailedGirls counterpublics enacted an intersectional politics that resisted the
exclusionary and narrow emancipatory tactics often deployed by Black men and
white women (Jackson et al., 2020).

However, some studies show that feminist counterpublics too, can undermine
certain feminist ideals, such as intersectionality. Vrushali Patil and Jyoti Puri (2021)

researched the infamous Ansari-Grace encounter, and observed colorblind
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perspectives among #metoo counterpublics even though this was the first high-profile
#MeToo case involving a Brown (Muslim) man and a racially unmarked (read white)
woman. While feminist counterpublics foregrounded gender and the complexities of
heterosexual relations, they elided discussion of race, religion and other hierarchies
(Patil & Puri, 2021). Who gets rendered visible in feminist counterpublics is a
“whitened and privileged feminist subject,” (Patil & Puri, 2021, p. 708). Hence, the
counter-hegemonic narratives emerging out of networked feminist counterpublics
create a false homogenized, flattened, universal ‘women’s’ experience. To address
these exclusions, scholars have been urged to incorporate other constructs emerging
from the liberatory politics of WoC and women in the global south such as
intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991). In fact, Patil and Puri (2021) state that future
research on networked counterpublics must incorporate intersectionality to account
for oppressive forces beyond gender which are interlocking such as race, class and

nationality.

Feminist Media as Counterpublics

While significant scholarly labour has been dispensed in researching hashtags
as feminist counterpublics, this dissertation focuses on feminist media,
operationalized as online feminist news sites. In the pre-digital era, print women's
magazines (some feminist, some not) served as discursive arenas to articulate feminist
ideals and women’s issues that were then excluded in mainstream press. Some of
these publications migrated online after the advent of the internet, while many other
online feminist sites emerged during the digital media revolution. Plenty of

scholarship has examined the role women’s magazines played in articulating counter
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hegemonic discourses about gender norms and gender roles (for examples see,
Masurier, 2007; Schlenker, 1998; Mansson, 2014).

The motivation to examine feminist online news sites is rooted in the
understanding that we cannot take for granted that counterpublics will always
articulate a liberatory politics only. As critics of recent hashtag movements have
demonstrated, feminist counterpublics still reinforce dominant ideologies of race,
sexual orientation, nation, and class — even as they make public and wage war against
some forms of inequalities (Khoja-Moolji, 2015; Jackson & Banaszczyk, 2016; Patil
& Puri, 2021; Jackson et al., 2020). Early research on feminist magazines noted
similar mixed patterns, suggesting that communicative spaces for marginalized
groups can still foster dominant narratives even as they create space for
counterhegemonic discourses (Busby & Leichty, 1993).

For example, historical research shows that between 1954 and 1982 the US
women’s magazines Good Housekeeping and Ladies’ Home Journal substantially
reduced their coverage of themes related to women as wives and homemakers, but
“traditional sex role models [continued to] ... dominate the pages of most women’s
magazines,” (Demarest & Garner, 1992, p. 357). Other studies examined how media
targeted at women represent gendered violence. For example, Berns (1999) analyzed
the representation of domestic violence in women’s magazines such as Essence,
Glamour, Good Housekeeping, Ladies’ Home Journal, Mademoiselle and Vogue.
Berns (1999) found women’s magazines framed domestic violence as a private matter
and placed the responsibility for ending violence on the victim. Recent analysis of

fictional and non-fictional crime shows broadcast on US “Women’s” TV Networks
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found six rape myths in majority of the sampled programming including “stranger-
danger.” The authors observed that even though some programs featured storylines
that debunked rape myths, “these storylines remain less prevalent than those that
perpetuate rape myths,” (Merken & James, 2020, p. 1187). Counterpublics is thus an
essential framework in this dissertation in terms of assessing to what extent feminist
media actually employ a liberatory politic that challenges the mainstream discourses
on SV that are dominant among the mainstream press.

In this chapter | have discovered the patterns observed in historical media
coverage of SV, victims and perpetrators. | have discussed improvements noted in
recent scholarship, which have been attributed to feminist organizing against anti-
women violence. However, as | have shown, some of the problematic reporting
patterns observed decades ago still manifest in recent coverage, despite intense digital
anti-rape activism of the last decade. | have discussed four feminist theories
(intersectionality, feminist standpoint epistemology, feminist (media) ethics of care,
and counterpublics theory) which emerged out of scholarship that placed women’s
experiences, discourses, ways of knowing and means of resolving moral dilemmas as
meaningful knowledge. These theories offer alternative ways of thinking about
journalism and how it is practiced. They prescribe alternative approaches to
objectivity, news sourcing, role of audiences, framing of stories, selection of news,
and the composition of and management of newsrooms. These feminist theories can

be instructive in reforming news coverage of sexual violence and other social issues.

88



Chapter 4: Methodology

This dissertation uses a multimethod approach combining qualitative and
quantitative data analysis to answer three related research questions. This chapter
provides an overview of the epistemological principles and methods of data collection
and analysis that were applied in this research project. | begin by justifying the use of
a feminist research strategy, including the combination of qualitative and quantitative
data analysis in feminist research. | then explain in detail how each of the three
research questions were tackled, and the methods applied in data collection and
analysis. Finally, I discuss the ethical considerations that influenced my decision

making and the dilemmas | encountered.

Justifying a feminist research strategy and methodology

This dissertation straddles the fields of feminism and journalism research. |
deliberately employed a feminist strategy and methodology for several reasons. |
identify as a feminist, and | view feminist research as an effective tool in
championing the feminist ambitions for an inclusive and egalitarian society. Feminist
research is intertwined with feminist struggles. As argued by Brooks and Hesse-Biber
(2007, p. 4):

By documenting women'’s lives, experiences, and concerns, illuminating

gender-based stereotypes and biases, and unearthing women’s subjugated

knowledge, feminist research challenges the basic structures and ideologies
that oppress women. Feminist research goals foster empowerment and
emancipation for women and other marginalized groups, and feminist

researchers often apply their findings in the service of promoting social
change and social justice for women.
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Sandra Harding (1987) defined a research method as the technique for
gathering evidence such as interviewing participants or observing phenomena, which
is different from research methodology, defined as “a theory and analysis of how
research does or should proceed” (Harding, 1987, p. 3). Meanwhile, “epistemology is
a theory of knowledge” concerned with issues like who can be legitimized as a
knower, what counts as knowledge, and what can be known (Harding, 1987, p.

3). According to this definition, Harding (1987) argued there is no particular method
of feminist research, although there are distinct feminist epistemologies, namely
feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint, and feminist postmodernism.

Feminist scholars have been at the forefront of critiquing and remodeling how
research is conducted. One important contribution to research methodology is the
feminist critique of positivism and objectivism, both of which are grounded on the
assumption that real scientific knowledge (as distinguishable from mere claims) can
only emerge from research conducted by disinterested rational subjects who are
immune from all the polluting influences of their social, cultural and historical
surroundings (Harding, 1991a, 1991b, 2004). This value-free objectivity, or the “god-
trick of seeing everything from nowhere” (Haraway, 2007, p. 115), has been
challenged by feminist theorists who argue that objectivism produces only a partial
and distorted account of humanity, and in fact advances the self-interests of the
dominant elite (Harding 1991b, 1992, 2004).

For Harding (1991a; 1992, Steiner, 2012), objectivism conceptualizes
objectivity too narrowly. This is because rigorous scrutiny is only applied to

procedures for testing already defined hypotheses and research problems — the
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context of justification. Meanwhile, the context of discovery, where those hypotheses,
research questions and problem statements are identified and defined goes
unexamined. To this end, Abigail Brooks and Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber (2007, p.
14) pose a compelling question in the introductory chapter of the book Feminist
Research Practice where they ask: “Why do researchers who could study any number
of topics, from any number of angles, end up selecting a particular topic?” This
rhetorical question is central to how many feminist researchers approach knowledge
seeking projects. We pick the topics we pick because they matter to us, and we
happily concede this point. | have been researching gender, journalism and sexual
harassment/violence for more than six years. | was drawn to these topics by my own
experiences as a woman and a journalist in Kenya.

As a mid-20s journalist living in Nairobi, Kenya, | hated being sexually
harassed every evening when taking public transport home!! And yet, | could never
speak up or shut down the verbal and physical abuse from these men | saw every
single day because | knew that would only make matters worse. In a shocking but not
rare incident in 2014, many men stripped, robbed, and sexually assaulted a woman at
a bus station because she dared to wear a miniskirt (Wambui-Soi, 2014; Santos &
Seol, 2015). A recent study found 80% of women using public transport in Kenya
experience “verbal, sexual and emotional abuse” (Kinyanjui & Kirwa, 2022). Like
many women, | have lived my life managing the risk of (potential) male violence. |
therefore view SV, and the risk of SV, as a form of control that reifies patriarchal

gender systems (Meyers 2007). For me, this topic is personal and political. Feminist
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researchers view such personal connections to their research topics as a resource, not
a weakness (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007).

In designing this study, | adhered to some of the main methodological features
feminist researchers have championed for decades (Harding 1987; Doucet &
Mauthner, 2006). Feminist scholars hold that research “should be not just on women,
but for women and, where possible, with women,” and should be concerned with
“broader social change and social justice” issues (Doucet & Mauthner, 2006, p. 40).
My research topic aligns well with the goals of feminist research. Sexual violence is
central to women’s experiences of everyday life, is a social injustice, and is a key area
of women’s and feminist activism for change.

Feminist scholars also advocate that researchers are embodied actors and must
be subjected to the same scrutiny as the people they research (Doucet & Mauthner,
2006). As such, feminist scholars reject the positivist notion of “an invisible,
anonymous voice of authority” and acknowledge that “the cultural beliefs and
behaviors of feminist researchers shape the results of their analyses no less than do
those of sexist and androcentric researchers” (Harding 1987, p. 9). As such, I employ
reflexivity here by revealing and taking seriously my experiences, interests, beliefs
and assumptions. In the next section | offer justification for the methods of data

gathering that | selected for this project.

The case for a feminist mixed methods approach

| use a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods in this
dissertation. Feminist researchers historically favored qualitative approaches to

explore women’s experiences. However, many feminist researchers have embraced
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quantitative as well as a combination of data collection methods (Shapiro, Setterlund
& Cragg, 2003; Hodgkin, 2008). According to Suzanne Hodgkin (2008, p. 314), some
feminist research questions are best answered through a mixed methods approach. A
feminist mixed methods approach can provide a big picture view of an issue
alongside intimate personal stories, bringing both “depth and texture to a study”
(Hodgkin, 2008, p. 296). Mixed methods research can be especially effective when
researchers seek to influence policy and therefore must convince decision makers
who may not share a feminist identity; this type of audience may hold higher regard
for quantitative than qualitative methods (Shapiro et al., 2003; Hodgkin, 2008).

This dissertation employs both mixed-methods and multimethod approaches. |
answer the first and second research questions using qualitative (thematic) data
analysis, and address the third research question using a quantitative, survey-based
quasi-experiment. According to Anguera and colleagues (2018, p. 2765), a
multimethod study is “driven by a common overall research goal [and] uses a series
of complementary methodologies” regardless of whether it is of a qualitative or
quantitative variety. Meanwhile, they define mixed methods research as that which
contains qualitative and quantitative portions that “must be integrated to ensure the
mixing of the information they carry” (Anguera et al., 2018, p. 2765). Creswell and
Plano Clark (2018) insist that researchers must justify the value added by integrating
research methods. The most valuable outcome for me was being able to use findings
from the reflexive thematic analysis employed to answer the first research question
(RQL1 henceforth) to design a codebook to answer RQ2 and design the survey

instruments that | used to answer RQ3. Furthermore, | was able to probe media
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coverage of SV from different perspectives, thus generating a more wholesome
understanding of the research issue.

RQ1 focuses on what feminist scholars and anti-rape organizations, many of
them women and/or feminist, propose as best practices for reporting on SV. Many
organizations could or have said something about news coverage of SV, but |
intentionally focused on feminist and anti-rape organizations. RQ2 focuses on how
feminist media outlets, all of them founded by women with majority women authors
and editors, report on SV. Again, many media organizations report on SV, but | chose
to focus on media platforms produced by women for women (and other marginalized
groups). In doing so, I align with a key tenet of feminist philosophy and epistemology
mentioned earlier—the idea that women (who were historically excluded from
scientific research), and other marginalized groups, have a richer, more nuanced
understanding of power and oppression than people within the dominant elite
(Harding, 1991b).

RQ1 and RQ2 are rooted in the belief in the immense value in using “women's
lives as origins for scientific problematics, sources of scientific evidence, and checks
against the validity of knowledge claims” (Harding, 1991b, p. 123). Meanwhile, RQ3
tests the efficacy of feminist recommendations for news coverage of SV in helping
people better understand the problem. This question is therefore focused on solutions,
addressing the weaknesses in coverage that feminist scholars and activists frequently
point out. Again, this research question aligns with feminist goals of doing research
that benefits women and other marginalized groups. In the next section I will explain

in detail the methods applied to answer these questions.
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Systematic Review of Feminist Knowledge

RQ1: What best practices do feminist scholars and activists recommend for better

media coverage of sexual violence?

| used a systematic review to answer RQL1. A systematic review is a
comprehensive synthesis of all relevant research on a specific topic (Aromataris &
Pearson, 2014; Gopalakrishnan & Ganeshkumar, 2013). While more common in the
sciences, journalism scholars too have utilized systematic reviews to synthesize
knowledge on various topics (Hanusch & Vos, 2020; Van Krieken & Sanders, 2021;
Salido-Fernandez & Mufioz-Mufioz, 2021). Researchers have also employed
systematic reviews to investigate topics of interest to feminists and feminist
scholarship. For example, Quan-Haase and colleagues (2021) conducted a systematic
review of research on #MeToo published between 2006 and 2019. That inquiry
revealed gaps in literature; most studies focused on the Global North, few studies
used qualitative methods, and many studies did not directly engage individuals who
either participated or did not participate in #MeToo. Thus, they were able to map out
which geographical contexts, methods of inquiry, and research questions should be

prioritized in future research of the #MeToo movement (Quan-Haase et al., 2021).

To understand the best practices feminist scholars and activists recommend
for better journalism on sexual violence, | compiled and analyzed feminist-grounded
scientific data and media guidelines published by feminist collectives and anti-rape
organizations. The scientific data comprised journal articles, book chapters, and
books focused on news coverage of SV that incorporated feminist perspectives.
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Meanwhile, the media coverage guidelines analyzed included mostly reports (and
occasionally reportage tips posted on websites dedicated to the media) produced and
disseminated by feminist groups and anti-rape/gender violence organizations.
Systematic review was suitable in this dissertation because it helped me set
parameters on data collection (e.g., based on language, location, timeframe) which
helped me manage the risk of becoming overwhelmed or unable to determine when

and where to stop.

Data Collection

Feminist scientific data

I searched for scientific/academic data sources that engaged with the topic of
news coverage of SV. The search was guided by the following inclusion criteria: (a)
does the scholarship engage with the topic of news coverage of sexual violence? (b)
does the scholarship reference feminist theories? I collected my data by searching
scientific electronic databases that are relevant to journalism, media and feminist
research namely: Google Scholar, Project MUSE, EBSCO, JSTOR and
ResearchGate. | used a combination of the following keywords as my search terms:

99 <6 99 ¢6y

“sexual violence,” “rape,” “journalism,

99 ¢

news coverage,” “feminist,” and

“feminism.”

The search was restricted to English language books, journal articles and book
chapters published within the 10-year period between 2013 and 2023. | prioritized

English since it is the most widely spoken language in the world, and it is a language
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prioritized by academic journals. As it has been argued in Inside Higher Ed, “English
is the global academic lingua franca” (Curry & Lillis, 2018). The selected timeframe
—2013 to 2023 — was useful to capture recent knowledge. Furthermore, this timeframe
was deemed important because it included a period of intense feminist hashtag
activism, transnational movements (e.g., #WWomenMarch), important political events
(e.g., the 2016 election of Donald Trump in the US), and a revolutionized digital
media environment that has flattened modes of communication.

In addition to searching online databases, | combed through the reference
sections of the collected data to check for articles that may have been missed in initial
searches. | also searched journalism and gender-specific journals such as Feminist
Media Studies, Journalism Practice, Journalism Studies, Journalism, Journalism and
Mass Communication Quarterly, Women's Studies in Communication, and Violence
Against Women. The intent was to spot any missing relevant data. All data were then
assembled onto a spreadsheet where | carefully screened for duplicates and data that
did not meet the eligibility criteria. For example, if an article mentioned sexual
violence or journalism in passing but did not actually engage with the topic, |
discarded it. In all | gathered 45 journal articles, book chapters, and books focused on
media coverage of SV in the US, the UK, India, Portugal, South Africa, Canada,

Congo, Israel, Sweden, and Australia.
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Media guidelines published by feminist organizations and anti-
violence advocacy groups

Since | was also interested in the recommendations advanced by feminist
activists, | collected media reportage guidelines disseminated by feminist
organizations and other anti-sexual violence collectives. | conducted a systematic
online search for non-scientific documents on the search engine Google (google.com)

29 ¢¢

using the key terms “sexual violence media report,” “guidelines for media coverage

99 ¢¢

of sexual violence,” “sexual violence media guidelines,” and “guidelines for media
coverage of rape.” I prioritized reports and guidelines disseminated by organizations

that explicitly identify as feminist (e.g. Zero Tolerance:

http://www.zerotolerance.org.uk/), organizations working with victims of sexual

violence (e.g., National Sexual Violence Resource Center: https://www.nsvrc.org/),

organizations that advocate for gender equity ( e.g. UN Women:

https://www.unwomen.org/en), and task forces that are focused on eradicating SV

and gendered violence ( e.g., Maine Sex Trafficking and Exploitation Network,
Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault).

Since the Google search engine typically produces millions of results, |
prioritized six countries, namely South Africa, Nigeria, the US, Canada, Australia and
the UK. I therefore used the key terms outlined above and specific country names in
each search (e.g., sexual violence media report + South Africa). | also searched
google.com for feminist organizations and anti-sexual violence collectives in each
country and looked through their websites to see if they had disseminated any media

reporting guidelines. This search for journalistic guidelines was limited to English
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language documents published between January 2013 and December 2023. | chose
that timeframe because it spans the period both before and after the prominent
emergence as a news topic of #MeToo, which raised many issues, including how
sexual violence and harassment should be reported. I noticed that some anti-violence
organizations did not have PDF reports of media guidelines, but they had pages on
their websites targeted at the press where they gave detailed instructions on how
journalists should report on SV. | copied these pages on a word document and
considered them as part of the data. This search yielded 25 guidelines published by 16
organizations based in Nigeria (n=1), South Africa (h=1), Australia (n=2), Canada

(n=3), the UK (n=6), and USA (n=12).

Thematic analysis of systematic review data

| analyzed the feminist scientific data (journals, books, and book chapters)
together with the media guidelines/reports disseminated by feminist activists and anti-
gender violence organizations. | used Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Reflexive TA), a
popular method for qualitative data analysis that entails an unstructured and iterative
coding process (Clarke & Braun, 2018; Braun & Clarke, 2021). A reflexive TA
approach was best suited for answering RQ1 because it allowed for inductive, open
and organic coding without the use of any coding framework. It also allowed me to
code both overt and implied underlying meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2021). When
applying a reflexive TA approach, researchers do not see “evidence for pre-
conceptualised themes,” hence the coding process is central to theme generation

(Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 332).
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A code is understood as “an analytic unit or tool” which captures a singular
observation whereas themes are multi-faceted, patterns of shared meaning bringing
together multiple observations that convey a central idea (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p.
340). The analytic process when conducting a reflexive TA involves “immersion in
the data, reading, reflecting, questioning, imagining, wondering, writing, retreating,
returning” (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 332). Theme development during reflexive TA
demands that the researcher deploy significant analytic and interpretive effort (Braun
& Clarke, 2020). Hence, “themes cannot exist separately from the researcher—they
are generated by the researcher through data engagement mediated by all that they
bring to this process (e.g., their research values, skills, experience and training)”

(Braun & Clarke, 2020, p. 39).

Theme development

My reflexive thematic analysis was guided by two goals. | sought to (a)
identify the best practices feminist scholars and activists propose for better journalism
on sexual violence, and (b) map out the unity (or lack of) in the recommendations put
forth by feminist scholars and activists in the Global South and Global North. In other
words, | wanted to establish to what extent feminist scholars/activists in the Global
South and Global North make similar or dissimilar recommendations. | followed the
six steps recommended when implementing a reflexive TA. These recursive steps
include “familiarization with the data; developing initial codes; generating initial
themes, reviewing and developing themes; refining, defining and naming themes; and

writing up the findings” (Braun & Clarke, 2020, p. 39).
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First, I read and re-read all the academic papers and reports to familiarize
myself with the data. For the academic papers | focused specifically on the abstract,
findings, discussion and conclusion sections because | wanted to understand what
those specific studies had concluded as better ways of reporting on SV. For media
guidelines published by anti-violence organizations, | looked at what they
recommended as better reportage of SV and other forms of gendered violence. | used
an excel sheet and a word document to code the data, which helped me organize
specific recommendations and examples of good or bad coverage of SV. | also copied
and pasted onto a word document the relevant codes and portions of the analyzed data
that I intended to use as illustrative quotes, and merged codes into eleven main
themes. Throughout the process | kept going back to the data, to seek clarification of
my interpretation, find out if there were patterns | had missed during earlier coding,
and collect more examples of illustrative quotes.

Braun and Clarke (2021) discourage use of language that implies themes were
“discovered” or they “emerged” from the data because of the centrality of the
researcher in the analytic process. It cannot be assumed that researchers simply
extract themes from data because this denies the active role researchers play in
identifying which themes they deem important (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Thus, |
conducted my analysis with the understanding that themes are provisional “when first
developed” (they were not pre-existing before | began my analysis), and an
acknowledgement of my role in the “creative and active process” of theme generation
(Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 343). Following the advice of Braun and Clarke (2021, p.

334), I do not make claims here to demonstrate “accuracy or reliability of coding”
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because such efforts are founded on positivist assumptions. Braun and Clarke (2021,
p. 334-335) argue that attempts to avoid researcher “bias” are in fact:
illogical, incoherent and ultimately meaningless in a qualitative paradigm and
in reflexive TA, because meaning and knowledge are understood as situated
and contextual, and researcher subjectivity is conceptualised as a resource for

knowledge production, which inevitably sculpts the knowledge produced,
rather than a must-be-contained threat to credibility.

Thematic Analysis of Feminist Media Content

RQ2: To what extent do feminist media implement best practices recommended by
feminist scholars and activists in their reportage and commentary of sexual violence?

| used a two-pronged approach to answer RQ2. | specifically focused on the
following questions:

RQ2(a): How do feminist media describe their journalism?

RQ2(b): To what extent do feminist media coverage of SV align with feminist

theorization of journalism?

| elected to split the main RQ2 into two to allow iniquity of both feminist
media content of SV and analysis of how feminist media describe their institutional
goals, role in society and commitment to their audiences. This allowed me to assess
both feminist media content as well as the context within which feminist media
content is produced. | drew on the four feminist theories described in earlier sections
of this dissertation to assess how the sampled media outlets align with feminist
theorization of journalism.

| used a Codebook Thematic Analysis (Codebook TA) to answer RQ2 (Braun

& Clarke 2020; 2021). Data was collected from four feminist media websites and one
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women’s magazine website. A Codebook TA entails use of a structured coding
framework, including a codebook that can be developed early in advance of the
coding process (Braun & Clarke 2020; 2021). It is also possible for researchers to
refine and add new themes by inductively engaging with some of the data (Braun &
Clarke 2021). However, Codebook TA does not demand multiple coders or tests of
intercoder reliability. Hence the purpose of a codebook is not to determine “the
reliability and accuracy of coding but to chart or map the developing analysis” (Braun
& Clarke 2020, p. 39). | will explain in detail later in this section how | developed my

codebook.

Selection of feminist media websites

The five media websites | focused on to answer RQ2 include Ms., The 19th,
Jezebel, gal-dem, and New African Woman. | selected these websites for several
reasons. The target audience for the five websites are women and/or feminists. Thus,
they are counterpublics, in the sense that they write about, for and to audiences that
are typically marginalized in the mainstream press (Fraser, 1990). Literature on
counterpublics theory (Felski, 1989; Fraser, 1990) suggests that subaltern
communities create discursive arenas such as blogs, books, magazines, podcasts, and
hashtag communities, through which they articulate liberatory politics. I also selected
the five websites to have some geographical variety. Ms. The 19th, and Jezebel are
US-based and focused media outlets, while the other two either have a global
perspective (gal-dem) or African focus (New African Woman). Obviously, these

websites can be accessed by anybody anywhere in the world. Nonetheless, it is
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logical to assume that these websites will tend to report and comment on issues that
are relevant to their geographical location.

It is worth stating that not all five media organizations explicitly identify as
feminist, but I categorize them here as “feminist media” for a number of reasons.
Patricia Martin (1990, p.184-185 cited in Farrell, 1994) described a feminist
organization as one that embraces “feminist ideology, values or goals.” Using
Martin's definition, Farrell (1990) argues that an organization’s goals and purpose are
meaningful in determining whether or not that organization is feminist. As such,
looking at the goals and purposes of the five media outlets, it is not a stretch to
consider them feminist because they deliberately produce and circulate media content
for women (mostly written by women), often filling a gap ignored by the mainstream
media because of gender biases.

It is also safe to say, having reviewed the “about us” page of all five websites,
that these media outlets are committed to advancing women’s interests, a core
feminist mission. However, | am not ignorant of the fact that media targeted at
women and/or feminists sometimes publish narratives and discourses that undermine
some feminist goals. For example, patterns of reinforcing myths and stereotypes on
SV and other forms of gendered violence have been observed in US-based women’s
magazines and women’s TV networks (Berns, 1999; Merken & James, 2020). It is
also likely that other people might not view some or all of these five media outlets as
feminist. This would not be unusual. In fact, the feminist credentials of Ms. have been
contested by some people even though others might view it as a legitimately feminist

media organization (Phillips, 1978; Willis, 1978). During its print era, Ms. was often
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criticized for being either “too feminist or not feminist enough” (Lefevre, 2009, p.

44).

Data collection and codebook development

| searched each of the five media outlets for news and commentary that

9 ¢¢

addressed the topic of SV using the key terms “rape” “sexual assault” and “sexual
violence.” I restricted the timeframe of interest for this sample to January 1, 2023, to
December 31, 2023. Since gal-dem stopped publishing news articles in March 2023, |
collected all relevant data they published in 2022 in addition to their 2023 coverage.
The sampled timeframe would capture the fifth and sixth-year anniversary of the viral
2017 #MeToo hashtag movement. The hashtag went viral on October 2017, in part
because of coverage in The New York Times and New Yorker magazine that
documented multiple complaints of sexual harassment against Hollywood producer
Harvey Weinstein, lifting the veil on decades-long pattern of workplace abuses across
different industries.

| collected 122 articles distributed as follows: Ms. (n =33), The 19th (n=22),
Jezebel (n=44), gal-dem (n= 17), and New African Woman (n= 6). In addition to
collecting news and commentary on SV, | also copy-pasted the “about us” page of
each of the five media outlets (n=6), and where possible the author profiles of the
reporters/commentators who authored the sampled articles on SV. I collected the
information about the feminist news outlets and their reporters/opinion writers
because feminist theorization on journalism considers the goals of news
organizations, and the diversity of news professionals, as crucial in how social issues

are reported in the press.
105



To develop my codebook, | was guided by the eleven themes | generated
when answering RQ1. I then refined my codebook (Braun & Clarke 2021) by
engaging again with the theories of feminist media ethics of care, feminist standpoint
epistemology, and intersectionality, specifically looking at how these theories
intervene in journalistic practices (Durham, 1998; Steiner, 2018, 2020; Hossain &
Aucoin, 2018; Peterson-Salahuddin, 2021). I also broadly engaged again with
literature on media coverage of SV, and inductively analyzed a subset of the sampled
feminist media coverage.

Some of the questions that guided my codebook refinement process included:
What types of stories are reported? What types of sources are granted spaced in news
coverage of SV? From an intersectional perspective, which victim-survivors and
perpetrators do feminist media report on? How do feminist media use language in
describing events and people? Who authors these SV stories? What do stories about
SV tell us about victim-survivors and perpetrators? How do authors situate
themselves when writing about SV? Do news stories of SV go beyond individual
instances of abuse? How do stories on SV engage with issues of power, institutions
and systems of domination? How are rape myths treated in news and commentary of
SV? How do feminist media engage with solutions to SV? What do the feminist
media that produce these stories say about themselves (in the about us page or
elsewhere) in relation to SV, gender and feminism? The goal of this process was to
develop a codebook that would capture my interpretation of a feminist perspective

that would lead to better news coverage of SV.
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Coding of feminist news and commentary on sexual violence

| began by familiarizing myself with the data. | read a subset of the data so |
could understand the breadth and depth of the sampled feminist media. | also read and
re-read the “about us” page of each of the five media outlets to understand their goals,
mission, and institutional identity. To code the sampled data, | assembled the
coverage of each publication onto its own word document and used color highlights
to assign codes, document patterns, and mark quotes or sections | considered to be of
interest. When | became overwhelmed with staring at my computer screen, | printed
out some of the data and used a highlighter and a pen to code and make notes
(Trainor & Bundon, 2021). To ensure that | could easily organize my work, I used an
excel sheet to record the title of the news article or commentary, the publisher, name
of the author, and date of publication.

| also noted down the observed codes, for example, | recorded the type of
victim-survivors and perpetrators (e.g., celebrity or ordinary people) who were central
in the story, the type of violence described (e.g., gang-rape, stranger rape, date rape)
how the violence was described (e.g., rape, abuse, sexual assault, sex, kiss, grope),
how the subjects were described (alleged perpetrator, accuser, victim, victim-
survivor), the use of statistics, academic/scientific reports, polls, and other resources
that would suggest the violence is part of a pattern rather than isolated etc. The intent
of this process was not to count things (as is common in quantitative analysis), but to
aid in staying organized, particularly because many of the stories were long, and 1 did
my coding over the course of several months. Throughout my coding process | took
notes, combined codes into specific topic theme summaries, and assembled portions
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of stories and quotes that | intended to use as illustrative of specific themes in the
writing phase. | also kept a journal where | reflected on my interpretation and

decision-making.

Experimental Design

RQ3: To what extent does coverage that features feminist best practices impact on
participants’ beliefs on sexual violence and attitudes towards victims and
perpetrators?

The third research question in this dissertation is answered through a survey-
based quasi-experiment designed to assess the causal impacts of exposure to news
coverage featuring feminist best practices. My goal was to establish if reportage of
SV from a feminist perspective actually influences how participant’s evaluate
victims, perpetrators, and the social issue of SV. Experimental designs involve
manipulation of an independent variable to test if the alteration has an effect on
another variable (Cook & Wong, 2008). I implemented a quasi-experiment which
differs slightly from a true experiment because my study did not entail complete
randomized selection (Cook & Wong, 2008). Experimental designs are common
within research that examine issues of interest to feminists. For example, researchers
have used experimental designs to test audience perceptions of sports articles
authored by men vs women journalists (Boczek et al., 2023), and to test if abusive
comments on news articles/commentary impacts audience’s perceptions of the
credibility of women journalists (Searles et al., 2020).

| used findings from the analysis of feminist recommendations for better

reportage of sexual violence (RQ1) to develop the stimuli (manipulated stories) that



were then tested in the quasi- experimental design. I manipulated a story initially
published by the Associated Press on October 26, 2023, reporting about former NBA
star Dwight Howard refuting a sexual assault complaint made by a man from
Georgia, US. | changed this story to include elements of better coverage observed in
feminist scholarship and activism such as use of active language, use of diverse
sources including the victim and anti-rape experts, contextual information including
statistics showing the magnitude of SV in society, victim-aligned framing, and
countering of rape myths. I manipulated the original story to include the opposite
elements drawn from actual coverage of other SV cases that were prominent in the
news such as the cases involving Danny Masterson, Bill Cosby, Harvey Weinstein in
the US, and a 2022 gang rape in South Africa. The intent was to ensure that
manipulated stories contrasted each other as much as possible (see appendices).

Since the quasi-experiment involved participants based either in the US or
South Africa, | again manipulated the two stories to fit a specific national context.
The stimuli administered to US participants was situated in Atlanta, cited FBI
statistics, and used generic names that are common in the US. Similarly, the stimuli
administered to South African participants was situated in Pretoria, cited SAPS data
(South African Police Service), and used common Afrikaner names that would be
familiar to a South African audience. | used generic names in the contexts of the US
(e.g., John Smith for the accused and Nancy Williams for the victim-survivor) to
avoid activating racial biases and stereotypes among participants.

In the case of South Africa, | used only Afrikaner names for the victim and

perpetrator (Anna Jacobs and Johan Kruger respectively), again to avoid activating

109



common stereotypes about Black people and SV in South Africa (Bearak, 2016). |
chose Afrikaner names because | could not find names that would be considered
sufficiently neutral or fail to suggest ethnic/racial identification; hence it was safer to
signal that both perpetrator and victim-survivor were members of the same
racial/ethnic community. Overall, there were four stories in total; two featuring
feminist-inspired reportage principles and two that did not; two customized for a US
audience and two customized for a South African audience. This study was guided by

the following research questions and hypotheses:

Table 1. Overview of research questions and hypotheses

RQla | Does exposure to news stories with feminist best practices impact how
participants evaluate (a) victim responsibility), (b) perpetrator

responsibility for the reported incident of SV?

H1(a) | Exposure to news stories of SV with feminist best practices will decrease

perceived victim blame

H1(b) | Exposure to news stories of SV with feminist best practices will increase

perceived perpetrator blame

RQ1(b) | Does exposure to news stories with feminist best practices impact how
participants evaluate (a) victim believability, (b) perpetrator

believability?
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H12(c)

Exposure to news stories of SV with feminist best practices will increase

perceived victim believability

H2(d)

Exposure to news stories of SV with feminist best practices will decrease

perceived perpetrator believability

RQ1(c)

Does exposure to news stories with feminist best practices impact how
participants evaluate (a) victim deserving punishment (b) perpetrator

deserving punishment?

Hi(e)

Exposure to news stories with feminist best practices for news coverage
of SV will be associated with participants’ perception of victim deserving

punishment

H1(f)

Exposure to news stories with feminist best practices for news coverage
of SV will be associated with participants’ perception of perpetrator

deserving punishment

RQ2

Does exposure to news stories with feminist best practices impact how
participants evaluate (a) perceived empathy for the victim (b) perceived

empathy for the accused perpetrator?

H2(a)

Exposure to news stories with feminist best practices for news coverage

of SV will increase perceived empathy for the victim

H2(b)

Exposure to news stories with feminist best practices for news coverage

of SV will decrease perceived empathy for the accused perpetrator
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Data collection for the quasi-experimental design

Background of USA and South Africa

The data analyzed in response to RQ3 was collected through an online survey
distributed to adults living in the US and South Africa. The two countries bear some
similarities and differences. Race is central to how rape is understood and contested
in both countries. Historical studies suggest a pattern of SV perpetrated by white men
against Black/African American women during the slavery and the Jim Crow era in
the US, while Black men were routinely falsely accused of, and lynched, for raping
white women (Jennings, 1990; Thompson-Miller & Picca, 2017; Feinstein, 2018).

In South Africa, where the rates of SV are among the highest in the world, a
culture of rape and gendered violence has been blamed on the “racially ranked
hierarchies endorsed and enforced” during the apartheid regime (Moffet, 2006, p.
131). According to Sue Armstrong (1994, p. 35), “a culture of aggression and
domination” intensified during apartheid leading to high rates of “rape as a means of
asserting male power over women” among both black and white communities as they
each escalated “their specific male-dominated power systems.” Many studies concur
that “rape was intertwined with the racial injustice of the apartheid era” (Armstrong,
1994, p. 35) because the repressive regime overseen by a white minority government
encouraged “a culture of violence to thrive” in South Africa (Anderson, 2000, p.

791). However, Helen Moffet (2006, p. 132) has argued that discourse on SV in
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contemporary South Africa must go beyond “the justificatory narratives rooted in
apartheid discourses.”

Both the US and South Africa are considered democratic societies. According
to Freedom House, which “rates people’s access to political rights and civil liberties
in 210 countries,” South Africa (79 out of 210) and the US (83 out of 210) are rated
as “free.” Freedom House rankings take into account freedoms related to “the right to
vote, to freedom of expression and equality before the law” to designate countries as
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either “free,” “partly free,” or “not free”

(https://freedomhouse.org/countries/freedom-world/scores). Both countries have a

vibrant news industry, with large print, digital, and broadcasting outlets controlled by
major conglomerates. In the post-apartheid era, the South African press have played a
watchdog role through investigative reporting that has exposed corruption
(Wasserman, 2020). However, they have also faced criticism for privileging the
interests of the elite and perpetuating “the continuing severe socio-economic
inequalities in the rest of South African society” (Wasserman, 2020, p. 464).
Meanwhile, the press in the US faces a mix of challenges including declining
public trust, loss of local newspapers, and hemorrhaging of news professionals
(Fischer, 2023; Fu, LaForme & Jones, 2023). Gender and racial inequalities persist in
the news industry in both countries (Rao & Rodny-Gumede, 2020; Geertsema-Sligh
& Vos, 2022). In terms of press freedom, South Africa was ranked 25 out of 180
countries while the US ranked 45 out of 180 countries in the 2023 annual World Press
Freedom Index compiled by Reporters Without Borders (RSF). According to RSF,

“South Africa guarantees press freedom and has a well-established culture of
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investigative journalism” but journalists have recently experienced frequent “verbal

attacks from political leaders and activists” (https://rsf.org/en/index). Meanwhile,

RSF notes that violation of freedom of the press has declined in the US since 2020
when there was a sharp rise, “but major structural barriers to press freedom persist” in

the country (https://rsf.org/en/index).

Use of crowdsourcing platforms for survey data collection

| recruited survey participants via crowdsourcing platforms. | used Amazon
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and CloudResearch (MTurk Toolkit) to recruit participants
in the US, and Clickworker to recruit participants in South Africa. These
crowdsourcing platforms are commonly used in survey data collection.
Crowdsourcing platforms such as MTurk, CloudResearch and Clickworker function
like a “marketplace” by bringing together researchers and research participants
(Chandler et al., 2019, p. 2023). Crowdsourcing platforms have revolutionized
academic research, enabling scholars to quickly recruit many participants at a low
cost (Stewart et al., 2015; Stewart, Chandler, & Paolacci, 2017; Chandler et al.,
2019). For example, searching for articles with the phrase “MTurk” on Google
Scholar produced 116,000 results in March 2024, with 16,700 results for studies

published since 2020.

Despite their popularity, scholars have raised various concerns about the
effectiveness of crowdsourcing platforms as research recruitment tools. One critique
focuses on the actual size of participants available to complete studies. MTurk claims

to have “500,000 Workers across 200 countries” but it doesn't “have specific
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demographic information statistics for Workers available to disclose” (email
communication, January 16, 2024). The actual number of MTurk workers who
complete surveys is believed to be much lower. Stewart and colleagues (2015, p. 486)
estimated that “if a laboratory used the MTurk population, you were sampling from a
population of about 7,300 workers.”

Questions about the size of the MTurk population that actually complete
research studies matter because of concerns about “non-naivete”; the argument being
that the small proportion of MTurk workers who complete the many studies published
on the platform have become highly familiarized with academic research (Stewart et
al., 2015; Chandler et al., 2019; Meyers et al., 2020). However, other studies suggest
that “non-naivete” does not diminish data quality. For example, Peer et al. (2021, p.
1652) noted that among MTurk survey populations, “the more participants used the
site, the higher their data quality was.” Similarly, Douglas, Ewell and Brauer (2023,
p.1) observed that CloudResearch survey participants “who completed the most
surveys per year, had among the highest quality data.”

Researchers have also raised concerns about the diversity of the population of
survey-takers available on crowdsourcing platforms. For example, Chandler et al.
(2019) argue that while MTurk offers a more diverse sample than, say, recruiting
college students, MTurk workers do not reflect the US population (Chandler et al.,
2019). MTurk workers in the US tend to be young, with people below the age of 40
accounting for about two-thirds of the MTurk population when they only account for
just 35% of the US population (Chandler et al., 2019). There is limited research on

Clickworker’s population. However, this dissertation’s survey completed in South
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Africa included a majority of participants who identified as Black (62% vs the
national population share of 81%). Nonetheless, unlike student populations which
were more common in previous decades, data from crowdsourcing platforms can be
generalized to a broader population (Kees et al., 2017).

Despite these shortcomings, there are many reasons why crowdsourcing
platforms remain popular for academic research. It is much easier and time efficient
to collect data via MTurk, CloudResearch and Clickworker. Compared to recruiting
student samples or panel samples managed by professional marketing companies, one
study ranked MTurk as “easiest” in terms of ease of data collection, and “fastest” in
terms of the total time it takes researchers to collect the data (Kees et al., 2017).
Secondly, many studies have demonstrated that data collected via crowdsourcing
platforms are reliable. For example, Hauser and Schwarz (2016, p. 405) found MTurk
survey takers are “more attentive to instructions” than undergraduate college
students.

Similarly, an experiment by Kees et al. (2017) compared the quality of data
collected through either MTurk, college students, or panels managed by professional
marketing research companies. They measured five data quality variables including
participant involvement, manipulation checks and attention checks, and concluded
“that response quality for MTurkers is generally better than, or at least as high as, the
response quality for student participants, and the response quality is generally
superior to participants from professional panels” (Kees et al., 2017, p. 152). There
are steps researchers can take to maximize the quality of data collected through

crowdsourcing platforms. For example, researchers can use filter questions, attention

116



checks and manipulation checks, all of which were employed in this dissertation

(Kees et al., 2017).

Procedure

| designed a quasi-experiment hosted online on Qualtrics. I applied for and
received IRB approval from the University of Maryland, College Park, prior to data
collection. I recruited 937 participants in the US (n =594) and in South Africa (n
=343). Of these, 496 were determined to be valid responses, with slightly more
participants from the US (n =262) compared to South Africa (n = 234). Eligibility to
participate in the online survey was restricted to adults aged 18 years and above, who
resided in either the US or South Africa. Participation was voluntary. The online
survey link was distributed online to prospective participants through Amazon
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and CloudResearch for US participants and Clickworker
for participants based in South Africa. Participants recruited via MTurk and Cloud
Research received compensation of $0.50 cents and the option to be randomly
awarded one $25 amazon gift card upon conclusion of data collection. Participants
recruited via Clickworker received $0.60 cents compensation. Table 2 below offers

an overview of the demographics of the sampled participants (N =496).

Table 2. Demographics of all survey participants (N= 496).

N % Mean

Age 37.57

Country South Africa 234 47.2
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USA 262 52.8

Gender Man 230 46.4
Woman 258 52

Non-Binary 2 04

Did not answer 6 1.2

Race/ethnicity Black/African American 172 34.7
Indian/Asian 36 7.3

White 247 49.8

Other (coloured, Native Americanetc) 34 6.9

Did not answer 7 14

Completed education Advanced degree (Master’s/PhD) 64 12.9
Bachelor's degree 231 46.6

National diploma/Associate's degree 60 12.1

Some college but no diploma 62 125
High school or less 78 15.7

Marital status Divorced/Separated/Widowed 47 95
Never Married 233 47
Married 212 42.7

Divorced/Separated/Widowed 47 95

Prefer not to say 4 08
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Participants

Potential participants were first shown an IRB-approved consent form which
broadly stipulated the goals of the study (without priming them), their rights as
research participants, and instructions to offer consent or exit the study. Participants
who granted consent were then asked to proceed to a questionnaire where they
answered a few questions (pre-measures) before they were instructed to read a
randomly assigned news article on SV. Half the participants were exposed to a typical
news story on a sexual violence incident while the other half were exposed to a news
article detailing the same incident of sexual violence but manipulated to feature the
feminist recommendations for better reportage of SV generated in response to RQL1.
After reading the news story participants were asked to respond to a series of
measures. Upon completion of their responses, participants were debriefed and given
a list of publicly available resources for mental health and sexual violence recovery

support (see appendices H and I).

Stimuli

Participants were exposed to one of four news stories reporting an incident of
SV (see appendices C through F). The four stories described the same event. Two
news stories resembled a typical news account of SV incidents while the other was
manipulated to feature the feminist best practices identified in the systematic review
of feminist academic and scientific data (RQ1). Participants were then randomly

assigned to one of these four fictitious articles about an incident of SV. The stimuli
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were pre-tested with a sample of graduate students at the Philip Merrill College of

Journalism and journalism professionals based in the US and Africa.

Measures

The pre-exposure measures include the participants’ news consumption
habits, and their responses to the Rape Excusing Attitudes and Language (REAL)
Scale (Hahnel-Peeters & Goetz, 2022) which measured their agreement or
disagreement with common forms of stereotypes and falsehoods related to SV. The
REAL Scale includes 20 items such as “When a woman comes out about being raped
many years after the alleged incident occurred, she is probably making it up,” and “If
a guy takes a woman on a nice date, he deserves to have sex with her.” | created a
shorter version of the REAL scale comprising seven items measured on a 5-Likert
scale (o =.85). Post exposure measures included manipulation check and
comprehension check. I measured participant’s attribution of responsibility for the
incident of SV described in the stimuli using two items adapted from Harsey and
Freyd (2020, p. 901) that asked: “How responsible do you think the victim is for what
happened?,” and “How responsible do you think the perpetrator is for what
happened? (1 = not at all responsible, 4= very responsible). I also tested participants’
perception of the victim’s and accused perpetrator’s believability (e.g., How
believable do you think [accused perpetrator] side is in the news story?) measured on
a 4-Likert scale (1= not at all believable, 4= very believable).

To measure participants' level of empathy towards the victim, I borrowed
from the eight-items empathy scale developed by Gabbiadini and colleagues (2016).

Their empathy scale asks participants to rate on a 7-point scale (1 =notatallto 7 =
120



very much) whether they feel “sympathetic, moved, compassionate, tender, warm,
softhearted, disregarded (reverse-coded) and indifferent (reverse-coded)” toward the
victim (Gabbiadini et al., 2016, p. 14). | created a shorter version of this scale
comprising three items (sympathetic, compassionate, and unconcerned) (o =.83). I
used the same three items to measure empathy toward the accused perpetrator (o
=.87).

To measure participant’s beliefs about punishment for the victim and
perpetrator, | adopted two items from Harsey and Freyd (2020, p. 905) that asked

99 ¢¢

participants to respond “yes,” “no,” or “not Sure” to the questions: “Do you think [the
victim] should be disciplined or punished for her actions?” and “Do you think the
[perpetrator] should be disciplined or punished for his actions.” Participants were
also asked a series of questions to examine if they perceived SV as an individual
problem or a societal problem. Items included: How adequate are support services
for victims of sexual violence in your country? How much do you agree with the
statement ‘sexual violence is a societal problem’? How much do you agree with the
statement ‘sexual violence is the individual wrongdoing of a few bad people’? (1 =
not at all to 7 = very much). Lastly, participants were asked to provide demographic
information (age, gender, race, education, marital status, and political affiliation).

Overall, participants were asked to respond to 35 items (see “Appendix G: Survey

Items™).

Ethical dilemmas and reflection

I grappled with several ethical concerns during the process of data collection

and analysis. The qualitative analysis of feminist media coverage of SV meant | had
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to criticize the practices of those who authored those stories and the media
organizations that published them. | was concerned about my place in making these
critiques, especially because | had no way of fully knowing the context within which
journalists and opinion-writers were operating, and also because some of the analyzed
media content was written by survivors of SV. What were the pressures on their jobs?
Who else influenced their reporting of a specific story? Why did they use certain
language in some stories and not in others? How did their personal experience of SV
shape their reportage and commentary?

When designing the news stories that | manipulated for the survey experiment,
it was imperative that the stories that featured feminist best practices were different
enough; that they could be distinguished from the stories that did not include those
feminist best practices. This meant that while | excluded rape myths in one story, |
injected rape myths in the other story. I lifted actual quotes and statements from
published news stories (featuring these rape myths), but I still felt uncomfortable
knowing that | was deliberately exposing survey participants to a news story that |
knew featured rape myths. | also asked participants to rate to what extent they agreed
or disagreed with several rape myth endorsing statements. Again, | needed to measure
participants’ baseline beliefs and attitudes before exposing them to the manipulated
stories.

While I used a scale (and questions) that were tested and confirmed by other
researchers (Hahnel-Peeters & Goetz, 2022), | worried again about the potential
impact of exposing participants to rape myths. Would they leave the survey believing

some of the statements | asked them to rate? | reconciled these dilemmas by drawing
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some comfort in the hope that this dissertation’s findings will advance our
understanding of how to improve news coverage of SV. In hindsight, I should have
provided a link to resources debunking common rape myths. However, I did provide
a debriefing statement at the end of the survey where | explained to survey
participants that they had been exposed to a manipulated news item. | apologized in
the debriefing statement for the deception and explained why it was essential in this
study. I also included a list of mental health and sexual abuse support resources freely
available in South Africa and USA in case participants needed professional support.

The next chapter will discuss the findings of RQ1.
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Chapter 5: Feminist Best Practice Recommendations to
Journalists for Better News Coverage of Sexual Violence

This chapter addresses the first research question: What best practices do
feminist scholars and activists recommend for better media coverage of sexual
violence? This is accomplished through analysis of scientific/academic journal
articles, book chapters and books grounded in feminist theories (n =42), as well as
institutional reports published by feminist NGOs and other anti-sexual violence
collective groups (n =25). For decades now, feminist scholars and activists have
intervened in journalism by producing and disseminating scientific papers as well as
general reporting guidelines articulating a feminist-oriented vision of what constitutes
better journalistic practices (Byerly, 1994; Meyers, 1997; Waterhouse-Watson, 2016;
Guha, 2021; Cabas-Mijares, 2022; Cuklanz, 2022). They have also explicitly offered
advice of what journalists should do or not do when reporting on SV (see Benedict,
1992; Meyers, 1997; Cuklanz, 2022). | analyzed these documents to identify and
categorize best practices for reportage of SV that are rooted in feminist theories and

ideals. Table 3 below describes the organizations and the documents analyzed.

Table 3. Non-Academic Reporting Guidelines

Title Organization Country | Year

1 [ Use the Right Words: Media | Femifesto Canada 2023a
Reporting on Sexual
Violence in Canada

2 | Use the Right Words: Sexual | Femifesto Canada 2015
Violence Reporting Guide
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3 | Use the Right Words: Femifesto Canada 2023b
Checklist for Reporting on
Sexual Violence

4 | Media Guidelines on Zero Tolerance UK 2022
Violence Against Women
(National Edition)

5 | Media Guidelines on Zero Tolerance UK 2023
Violence Against Women
(Broadcast Edition)

6 | Reporting on Minnesota Coalition | USA 2013
Sexual Violence: Against Sexual
A guide for journalists (1st | Assault (MNCASA)
edition)

7 | Reporting on Minnesota Coalition | USA 2017
Sexual Violence: Against Sexual
A guide for journalists (2nd | Assault (MNCASA)
edition)

8 | National Sexual Violence National Sexual USA 2015
Resource Center_ Info & Violence Resource
stats for journalists Center (NSVRC)

9 | NSVRC TIP SHEET National Sexual USA 2017
Reporting on Sexual Violence Resource
Violence: Tips for Center (NSVRC)
Journalists

10 | Media Toolkit for New Jersey Coalition [ USA Not clear
Professionals (Link) Against Sexual

Assault (NJCASA)

11 | Reporting on Sexual Maine Sex USA 2022
Violence Trafficking and
A Media Guide for Maine Exploitation Network
Journalists (old)

12 | Reporting on Sexual Maine Sex USA Not clear

Violence: A Media Guide
for Maine Journalists
(updated, link)

Trafficking and
Exploitation Network
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https://njcasa.org/media-toolkit/
https://www.mecasa.org/uploads/1/0/1/7/101776612/mecasa_media_guide_-_updated_2022.pdf

13 | Tips for Reporters Covering | Boston Area Rape USA No date
Sexual Assaults (Link) Crisis Center
(BARCC)
14 | Covering Sexual Assault: A | Kentucky USA No date
Primer for Journalists (Link) | Association of Sexual
Assault Programs
15 [ Journalism Resources — Welsh Women’s Aid | UK 2021a
Interviewing Survivors
(Link)
16 [ Journalism Resources — Welsh Women’s Aid | UK 2021b
Reporting on Sexual
Violence (Link)
17 [ Journalism Resources — Welsh Women’s Aid | UK 2021c
Checklist for Publishing
Story on VAWDASYV (Link)
18 Chicago Taskforce on | USA 2012/2013
) Violence Against
Reporting on Rape & Sexual | Girls & Young
Violence: A Media Toolkit | \women
to Better Media Coverage
19 | Tips for Interviewing RAINN USA No date
Survivors (Link)
20 Gender Equal Media | UK 2020
Scotland/Rape Crisis
How to Report Sexual Scotland)
Assault Trials Responsibly
21 UN Women and US-based | 2022
) UNICEF & global
10 Essentials for Gender and
Age-Sensitive Media
Reporting of Violence
Against Girls
22 Stand To End Rape Nigeria 2022

Combating Media Narratives
That Fuel Sexual and
Gender-Based Violence
(SGBV) and Impede Access
to Justice

Initiative (STER) &
WITNESS Africa
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https://barcc.org/assets/docs/Media-Kit-Covering-Sexual-Assault.pdf
https://www.kasap.org/media-resources/
https://welshwomensaid.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Journalism-Resources-Interviewing-Survivors-ENG.pdf
https://welshwomensaid.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Journalism-Resources-Reporting-on-Sexual-Violence-ENG.pdf
https://welshwomensaid.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Journalism-Resources-Checklist-for-Publishing-Story-on-VAWDASV-ENG.pdf
https://www.rainn.org/articles/tips-interviewing-survivors

23 Sonke Gender Justice | South 2017
and Africa

Reporting on Gender-Based Health-E News.

Violence: A Guide for
Journalists and Editors

24 OurWatch Australia | 2019a

Tips for Reporting on
Violence Against Women
and Their Children (2-page
tip sheet)

25 OurWatch Australia | 2019b

How to Report on Violence
Against Women and Their
Children

| analyzed journalistic guidelines (N=25) published by 16 anti-violence
organizations based in Nigeria (n=1), South Africa (n=1), Australia (n=2), Canada
(n=3), the UK (n=6), and USA (n=12). While some reports were authored by
consultants, I have elected to use the name of the organization and country or state
when referring to specific reports to make it easier for readers to distinguish which
organization endorsed what types of reporting strategies. This is also the reason why |
do not use abbreviations when referring to organizations. | also analyzed feminist
scholarship (n =42) based on research examining news professionals and news
coverage in the US, the UK, India, Portugal, South Africa, Canada, Congo, Israel,
Sweden, New Zealand. | reference these academic materials by citing the surnames of
the authors and the year of publication as is customary in research.

My analysis was guided by: (a) what feminist scholarship and reporting

guidelines issued by anti-rape organizations clearly spelled out as advice to
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journalists, and (b) what they praised as exemplars of better coverage of SV. In some
instances, feminist scholarship did not explicitly state an alternative reporting
approach, but made clear what was a wrong reporting technique and why that
author(s) thought so. I therefore considered these arguments because they bolstered
what other feminist scholarship and reportage guidelines clearly marked as advice to
journalists as better ways of reporting on SV. In this chapter I will outline eleven
main themes that manifested in the analyzed data. In sum, feminist scholarship and
media guidelines published by anti-rape/ anti-violence organizations articulated
alternative journalistic practices grounded in notions of a feminist, survivor-centered,
trauma-informed, critical reporting, advanced by radical resistance journalism. Prior
to discussing the findings, I list below the 11 themes generated from my analysis of
feminist scholarship and media guidelines published by anti-rape/ anti-violence

organizations:

« Be mindful of language choices

e Resist and counter rape myths in reportage of SV

e Incorporate the voices and perspectives of victim-survivors

o Implement a trauma-informed and care-based approach when interviewing
victims/survivors

e Apply an Intersectional lens in reportage of SV

e Incorporate diverse sources in reportage of SV

e Adopt thematic framing that illuminates the widespread nature of SV

« Illuminate solutions so SV is not represented as inevitable
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o Use a survivor-centered approach in news coverage of SV
o Embrace alternative feminist-oriented resistance journalism practices

o Embrace a justice oriented and collaborative mentality

1. Be mindful of language choices

Advice to journalists on which language is suitable in news coverage of SV
was one of the dominant themes that emerged in the analyzed data. Language has
always been a key concern in feminist scholarship and activism. Early anti-rape
activism led by feminists created “a language to name their experiences of
victimization — sexual assault, date rape, wife battering, date rape, sexual harassment,
and sexual violence — and they set these words into circulation by seeking news
coverage of the problems as well as their legislative and legal efforts to address them”
(Byerly, 2020, p. 304). Recent studies show journalists have made more progress in
the language they use when reporting on SV (Byerly, 2020; Tranchese, 2023).
However, the way journalistic guidelines analyzed in this dissertation emphasized
linguistic choices made by journalists suggests that language remains central to
reforming news coverage of SV. This is perhaps because feminist scholars and
activists still consider “the language of the media...[as] both a site and vehicle for the
production, reproduction, and possible disruption of dominant patriarchal discourse”
(Tranchese, 2023, p. 393).

I use this theme of language here to include concerns and recommendations
relating to a variety of things including grammatical choices, sentence structure, and
the actual words and phrases used to describe people and different forms of abuses in

the context of reportage of SV.
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The media guidelines disseminated by feminist organizations and anti-rape
collectives (n=25) especially focused on the phrases journalists should or should not
use when reporting on SV. They emphasized that journalists should use language that
accurately names a form of abuse, places responsibility on the perpetrator, and is
respectful to victim-survivors (Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017; Minnesota
Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2017; Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria 2022;
Maine Sex Trafficking and Exploitation Network 2022; Femifesto Canada 2015,
2023a, 2023b; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023). For example, when describing SV,
the UK charity Zero Tolerance (2022, p. 14) advised journalists against using phrases
that minimize the severity of an incident such as “sex, sex scandal, sex case, affair,
fondle or caress.”

Instead, the US-based Maine Sex Trafficking and Exploitation Network
(2022, p. 3) advised journalists to “call it what it is: rape, sexual assault, etc.” In
instances of SV in which children are violated, journalists were also discouraged
against using phrases that hide the fact that children cannot consent to participating in
sex (e.g., “child sex charges” or “sex with minor”); and instead prioritize direct
language that categorically states “child sexual abuse” (Zero Tolerance, 2022, p. 14)
or “sexually molested a child” (Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria, 2022, p. 12).

Journalists were also offered recommendations on how to best name and
describe the people who have either experienced or perpetrated an incidence of SV.
When referring to perpetrators, especially in the context of incidents that are going
through the judicial process, some analyzed guidelines recommended use of phrases

such as the “accused perpetrator” instead of “alleged perpetrator” (Chicago Taskforce
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on Violence Against Girls & Young Women, 2013, p. 11). Some guidelines
discouraged use of labels such as “monsters,” “fiend,” “sex-beast” “brute,” and
“pervert” which imply that perpetrators are somehow different from other human
beings (National Sexual Violence Resource Center, 2015, p. 16; Sonke Gender
Justice 2017, p. 15; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, p. 15). Instead, Zero Tolerance UK
(2023, p. 17) advised journalists to refer to perpetrators as “man, perpetrator,
offender, abuser, rapist, husband, father, son, etc.” Journalists were urged to refer to
victim-survivors as a “complainant” but not as “an accuser” (Minnesota Coalition
Against Sexual Assault, 2017, p. 8; Femifesto Canada 2023b) because the term
accuser implies that the victim (or a witness to the abuse) is “the aggressor” (Zero
Tolerance UK, 2023, p. 15).

Notably, there was no consensus on the use of the word “victim” vs
“survivor”; reflecting the unsettled debate among feminist scholars (Dunn, 2005;
Boyle & Rogers, 2020; Durham, 2020). For example, in its recommendations to
journalists, a report by the US-based Women’s Media Center (2018 p. 14) encouraged
use of “empowering language” specifically “survivor” rather than “victim.” Some
guidelines used the phrase “victim-survivor” or the two phrases interchangeably
(Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2017; Stand To End Rape Initiative
Nigeria 2022; Zero Tolerance UK 2022). Meanwhile, other guidelines encouraged
journalists to use the terminology an individual chooses (Femifesto Canada 2015;
Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2017; Sonke Gender Justice South
Africa 2017; Zero Tolerance UK 2022) especially in coverage outside of legal

contexts where “victim” is the dominant language. Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 9)
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noted some victim-survivors might prefer to be described as ““person who has been
subjected to sexual assault’ because it doesn’t define an individual solely in relation
to an experience of sexual violence.”

The analyzed reportage guidelines were categorical that journalists avoid
using phrases that may signal disbelief of the victims' complaints or suggest that the
victim is embellishing information. For example, journalists were discouraged from
using phrases such as “alleged,” “accused,” “claimed,” “confess,” or “admits” when
referring to complaints made by victims (Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against
Girls & Young Women 2013, p. 11; Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault,
2017, p.8; Femifesto 2023a, p. 13). Instead, journalists were encouraged to state that a
victim “reported,” “said,” or “complained” (Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against
Girls & Young Women 2013; Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017; Minnesota
Coalition Against Sexual Assault, 2017).

Guidelines published by the Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault
(2017, p. 8) disavowed phrases such as a victim “claimed to be raped” and instead
recommended directly stating a “victim reported being raped” or simply asserting that
a victim “was raped.” Reportage guidelines also discouraged use of phrases such as
“her assault” and “her rape” when referring to victims because such language implies
“that the rape belongs to the survivor and removes the perpetrator’s accountability”
(Femifesto Canada, 2015, p. 10; Sonke Gender Justice 2017). Journalists were also
discouraged against using phrases such as the victim was “unharmed” or “the
survivor was not physically hurt” because they downplay the severity of experiencing

SV (Femifesto, 2015, p. 10; Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young
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Women, 2013, p. 13). Instead, journalists were encouraged to consider the full
spectrum of harm caused by SV beyond physical scars such as the emotional harm
that victims experience.

Regarding grammar, journalists were encouraged to use direct, active tenses
and verbs when describing instances of SV in ways that place responsibility on the
perpetrator (Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young Women 2013;
Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017; Barca 2018; Stand To End Rape Initiative
Nigeria 2022; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023). For example, the scholar Lisa A.
Barca (2018) urged journalists to avoid the use of verb transitivity that passivates the
accused perpetrator. Barca’s (2018, p. 265, p. 270) advice followed from her
“grammar-based analysis of transitivity and agency in news” coverage of a highly
publicized rape in the US in which journalists used “passive verb constructions...and
described perpetrators sympathetically, e.g. as “star football players” and “good
students.”

Instead, journalists were encouraged to use active voice, structure sentences
in ways that place the accused as the subject, and assign the verb to the accused, such
as ““The perpetrator forced the survivor to do....””” (Sonke Gender Justice South
Africa 2017, p.19; Zero Tolerance UK 2023, p. 7). The reporting guidelines published
by the Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls and Young Women (2013, p.
12) stated that use of passive tense in news accounts of SV “makes the rapist
invisible...[and] fails to make explicit that there was a person responsible for sexually

assaulting the victim.”
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Lastly, journalists were encouraged to use simple language that can be
understood by the audience when describing legal issues (Minnesota Coalition
Against Sexual Assault 2013), and to avoid using “clickbait headlines,” “overly
dramatic language” (Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021; Zero Tolerance UK, 2022, p. 7)
and unnecessary “salacious details” (Femifesto Canada, 2015, p. 11; Stand To End
Rape Initiative Nigeria, 2022, p. 12). In her analysis of court reporting of SV,
Waterhouse-Watson (2016, p. 963-964) noted that it is essential that journalists be
aware of “the possible consequences of representational choices and thus equipped to
make ethical decisions.”

While journalists might assume that neutral language achieves balance, many
linguistic attempts at balance ultimately favor the status quo. The Maine Coalition
Against Sexual Assault (2022, p. 3) instead recommended that journalists “use
language that puts the burden of action on the reported perpetrator.” Waterhouse-
Watson (2016, p.963-964) noted that the representational choices made by journalists
are “an inherently creative act rather than a means of (potentially) transmitting neutral
facts.” As such, news professionals ought to be aware of “the power of representation
and its consequences” and the need to place “greater consideration of what constitutes

“fairness’ and ‘balance’” (Waterhouse-Watson, (2016, p.963-964).

2. Resist and counter rape myths in reportage of SV

Journalists were advised to resist and challenge rape myths in their reportage
of SV. This theme is closely related to the one on language, considering that language
is a key vehicle through which rape myths are transmitted. Rape myths are a major

concern for feminists and anti-rape activists because age-old distortions and
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falsehoods around rape undermine public understanding of the problem of SV. The
feminist-grounded scientific data (n = 42) and journalistic guidelines issued by anti-
rape organizations (n =25) analyzed in this dissertation included recommendations on
how journalists can resist and counter rape myths in news coverage of SV. Scholars
and anti-gender violence collectives urged journalists to guard against rape myths
such as victim blaming and narratives that appear to express empathy for the accused
perpetrator (Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017; Minnesota Coalition Against
Sexual Assault 2017; Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021; Stand To End Rape Initiative
Nigeria 2022; Zero Tolerance 2023, Femifesto Canada 2023a).

How much information about an incident of SV should be included in a news
report emerged as an area of intervention. For example, journalists were discouraged
from including details about a victim’s “physical appearance” or what the victim
“was wearing,” if they were “being flirtatious” or “intoxicated,” if “they had an
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affair,” “their physical and mental health”, etc because such details can lead to
victim-blaming (Zero Tolerance UK, 2022, p. 7; Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual
Assault, 2017, p. 16; Femifesto Canada, 2023b, p. 9; Welsh Women’s Aid UK,
2021b, p. 1). Journalists reporting on SV were also encouraged to avoid focusing on
details that may signal sympathy toward the perpetrator or bias readers toward
believing that the perpetrator does not fit the stereotype of a “real” abuser (Chicago
Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young Women 2013; Sonke Gender Justice
South Africa 2017; Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021b; Stand To End Rape Initiative

Nigeria 2022; Femifesto Canada 2023b). For example, Femifesto Canada guidelines

stated (2015, p. 10) told journalists to avoid “unnecessary emphasis on a perpetrator’s
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community standing, race, religion, mental health struggles, class position,
employment” because it “may suggest a bias towards their innocence.” Likewise,
Zero Tolerance UK (2022, p.19) discouraged reporting that suggest a perpetrator
“will have their careers, or lives, ruined by sexual assault allegations.”

Journalists were also urged to not report false stereotypes about how SV
occurs (e.g., only happens to women, or is only committed by strangers). Journalists
were warned that news coverage such containing falsehoods and stereotypes “can
give the reader a false sense of security” (Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual
Assault, 2017, p. 16). Journalists were encouraged to push back against common rape
myths (Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017; Zero Tolerance 2023; Femifesto
Canada 2023b). For example, the stranger-danger myth is based on the false belief
that most perpetrators are strangers to the victim. To set the record starting, some
reports included statistics indicating that in fact the majority of perpetrators are
known to the victim (Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017; National Sexual
Violence Resource Center 2017). Zero Tolerance UK (2022, p. 9) cited data showing
that in Scotland “only 9% of rapes reported to the police are committed by a
stranger.”

Furthermore, Zero Tolerance UK (2022, p. 8) encouraged journalists to
mention “the current or previous relationship between the survivor and perpetrator
[since] most violence is perpetrated by someone the victim-survivor knows.”
Likewise, when reporting incidents that actually fit the “stranger rape” paradigm,
journalists were advised to “emphasize the fact that it is an anomaly” (Zero

Tolerance, 2023, p. 10). Journalistic guidelines issued by anti-violence organizations
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also urged journalists against using narratives in their reportage that freeze either
victim or perpetrators as permanently damaged. This was perhaps a remedy to the
stigma that many victim-survivors face which can negatively impact healing,
psychological well-being, and one’s standing in some societies (Schmitt et al., 2021;
Jewkes et al., 2022). For example, Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 15) recommended that
journalists should not “imply the survivor is tarnished, ruined, or has ‘lost their
innocence’” Meanwhile the US-based National Sexual Violence Resource Center
(NSVRC, 2017, p. 2) urged reporters to:

“Highlight resilience and healing among survivors to avoid perpetuating the

myth that sexual violence irrevocably ruins the lives of those who experience

it. Explore the possibility of rehabilitation and reintegration for those who
commit sexual offenses.”

Academic scholars Clinnick, Ison and Hooker (2023, p. 14) touted the benefits
of “a shift away from focusing on individual responsibility and how women should
modify their behaviour to avoid” becoming victims of drug and alcohol-spiking SV.
Similarly, Hindes and Filebon (2020) praised news coverage that shifted blame away
from the victim and onto the accused perpetrator, and successfully illuminated the
patriarchal notions that reinforce rape myths. The authors listed several examples that
highlighted gender bias in sexual communication where the responsibility is placed
on women to do the gatekeeping, and the societal norms that then inhibit women’s
communication around sex (Hindes & Filebon, 2020). They noted one example in
The Guardian (January 19, 2018) where coverage probed the “power imbalance
between men and women in sexual interactions recognizing ‘that men never have to

say ‘no means no’ or even ‘yes means yes’. They’re the ones posing the question, not

answering it’” (Hindes & Filebon, 2020, p. 651). This type of coverage pushed back
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on common rape myths that question the veracity of a victim’s complaints by
highlighting the societal norms and gender role stereotypes that govern typical sexual
communication between men and women. Likewise, in their analysis of news
coverage of rape complaints filed against Portugues footballer Cristiano Ronaldo,
Silveirinha and co-authors (2020) identified a small sample that incorporated
narratives which countered rape myths. These news articles highlighted the
“seriousness of the allegations by scrutinizing the accused, deconstructing rape myths
or emphasizing the complainant’s vulnerability” (Silveirinha et al, 2020, p. 281-219).
Furthermore, a handful of opinion pieces resisted rape myths by placing the spotlight
on Ronaldo as a perpetrator, thereby questioning his “moral character” (Silveirinha et
al, 2020, p. 281-219).

Rape myths sometimes enter news reports through statements made by
sources, which are sometimes treated by journalists as indisputable facts. This is
especially common in the context of court coverage, where journalists regurgitate
statements made by pro-defense witnesses on the stand or defense attorneys in court
filings. To address this, Waterhouse-Watson (2016, p. 963) proposed “a feminist
ethics of court reporting” where journalists are cognizant of news “representation as
an inherently creative act rather than a means of (potentially) transmitting neutral
facts.” In the court case analyzed by Waterhouse-Watson (2016, p. 961-962), she
demonstrated how coverage emphasized rape myths by focusing on legal details
about DNA evidence and the victim’s mental health. “While mental illness could
suggest that the complainant was vulnerable, and therefore doubly victimized, in the

context of a rape case mental illness resonates with myths about the unreliability of
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women’s rape testimony” (Waterhouse-Watson, 2016 p. 961-962). Thus what appears
at face value as just a neutral recounting of court events, can in fact malign a victim
and perpetuate rape myths. In this context, Waterhouse-Watson (2016, p. 963)
recommended an “increased awareness of the power of representation and its
consequences, particularly gendered rape myths and stereotypes...for journalists,
editors, and sub-editors, as all of these can be responsible for headlines, lead

paragraphs, and cutting out content.”

3. Incorporate the voices and perspectives of victim-survivors

Journalists were also advised to include the voices and perspectives of victims
of SV in news coverage (Sonke Gender Justice 2017; Welsh Women’s Aid 2021;
Zero Tolerance UK 2022, Femifesto Canada 2015, 2023b) This advice was perhaps in
response to the frequent silencing and erasure of victims’ voices in news accounts of
sexual violence, a pattern well-documented in extant research (Meyers, 1997;
Cuklanz, 2022; Sinalo, 2022). Feminist scholarship perceives the exclusion of women
in news content as a form of symbolic annihilation (Tuchman, 1978).

In the context of news coverage of SV, this “symbolic annihilation is a
systemic silencing of victims and takes power from those who have already had so
much taken from them” (Deavours, 2023, p. 12). Femifesto Canada (2023b, p. 17)
discouraged journalists covering SV from relying “primarily on the voices of law
enforcement and officials,” a sourcing pattern that is common according to extant
literature (Meyers 2007). Instead, South Africa-based Sonke Gender Justice (2017 p.
20) encouraged journalists reporting on SV to ensure that victim-survivors “are

included and given the space to speak on the issue” while Femifesto Canada urged
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journalists “consider centring the voices of survivors” and other people (2023b, p.
17). Similarly, the journalistic guidelines by UK-based Welsh Women’s Aid (2021a,
p.3) advised journalists that:

“Survivors are experts, not only by experience but in the ways they have

recovered, engaged with services and empowered themselves. They will also

have various life experiences, knowledge and careers; therefore, they are
invaluable to messaging and awareness raising. Treat their stories and views
with the same respect that you would any other expert you were
interviewing.”

Feminist-grounded scientific data and journalistic guidelines issued by anti-
rape organizations analyzed in this dissertation touted the benefits of incorporating
victim-survivors’ voices into news coverage of SV. It was argued that the
“compelling and heartbreaking stories” from victim-survivors are important because
they “reveal the realities” of experiencing SV (Gleave &Waller, 2023, p. 12). In their
analysis focused on Indian news media, Diwanji, Saleem & Lee (2021 p. 355) praised
the Bangalore Mirror, whose coverage of a mass molestation event in the country
“appeared to have a direct and stronger contact” with a range of sources including the
victims. “This direct connection seemed to have helped [Bangalore Mirror], and as a
result it had access to greater and more reliable information to report” (Diwanyji,
Saleem & Lee, 2021, p. 355).

Similarly, Oldfield and McDonald (2022) commended news coverage in
Australia where some reports and headlines drew heavily from the victims’ court
impact statement. Oldfield and McDonald (2022, p. 232) cited one exemplary
headline by The Sydney Morning Herald which stated: ‘A part of me died that day’:

Victim of sex assault by Luke Lazarus tells court of her trauma.” Oldfield and

McDonald (2022, p.232) noted that “such resistance to the symbolic annihilation of
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[the victim] suggests progress” although they warn “that advances remain
incremental” because such examples are still few and far between.

The advice to include voices and perspectives of victims in news coverage of
SV aligned with some of the principles of the feminist ethics of care and feminist
standpoint epistemology which place value on giving voice to the voiceless, empathy
and active listening (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006; Hossain & Aucoin 2018; Mathewson,
2022). For example, the Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young
Women (2013, p. 9) advised journalists to not be dismissive of victims’ stories that
“only make partial sense,” and instead to employ “active, non-judgmental listening”
when interviewing victims of SV (2013, p. 8). The UK-based Welsh Women’s Aid
(2021a, p. 3) also encouraged journalists “to listen and believe” the accounts of
victims of SV. Journalists were also encouraged to be cognizant of the emotional toll
that may impact how much and what victims recall about instances of SV (National
Sexual Violence Resource Center 2015; Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria 2022;
Femifesto Canada 2023b). For example, the Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against
Girls & Young Women (2013, p. 9) told journalists that “incomplete and
contradictory accounts are not prima facie evidence of deception, but rather of the
struggle interviewees may experience in making sense of what happened to them.”

Nonetheless, some guidelines articulated the value of fact-checking, arguing
that it can in fact make the victims’ accounts more credible (Stand To End Rape
Initiative Nigeria 2022; Femifesto Canada 2023). For example, OurWatch Australia
(20194, p.2) encouraged journalists to inform victims “about what happens after an

interview, including fact-checking and right of reply.” Femifesto Canada (2023a)
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further encouraged journalists to inform victim-survivors that fact-checking is not a
sign of disbelieving the victim’s accounts. The reporting guidelines published by
Femifesto Canada (2023b, page 39) stated:
“It’s also important to explain that as a journalist your job is to thoroughly
investigate their story. That may include asking to read emails, text messages,
police reports and medical records. You may want to interview their family
and friends. Be clear that a journalist is supposed to be skeptical. Thoroughly

verifying their version of events makes their story more credible. Failing to do
SO can cause serious harm.”

Lastly, journalists were encouraged to consider keeping a victim-survivors
identity anonymous unless the victim chooses otherwise (Sonke Gender Justice South
Africa 2017; National Sexual Violence Resource Center, 2015; Welsh Women’s
Aid2021c; Femifesto Canada 2023a). In situations where victims speak to the news
media as anonymous sources, journalists were urged to be even more careful
(Femifesto Canada 2023a; Zero Tolerance UK 2023). For example, the report
published by UN Women and UNICEF (2022, p. 126-127) warned journalists to
remember:

“[T]n many societies, rape is the ultimate taboo. A woman who has been raped

is often considered disgraced and shameful to her family. She will therefore

often be stigmatized, rejected by her husband and sometimes even killed by
him as a show of power. To avoid being rejected or killed, some victims try to
hide what has happened to them.... [But sometimes] they agree to testify to
expose the situation, but only if their anonymity is strictly respected. The

journalist must therefore take great care to ensure that they cannot be
identified.”
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4. Implement a trauma-informed and care-based approach when

interviewing victim-survivors

Beyond urging journalists to include the perspectives of victim-survivors in
news coverage of SV, the analyzed academic scholarship (n =42) and reportage
guidelines published by anti-violence organizations (n =25) also offered
recommendations on how journalists should best engage with victims as news
sources. In fact, advice on how to engage with victims as news sources was a
prominent feature in nearly all of the analyzed reporting guidelines (n =25) published
by organizations focused on ending SV and other forms of gender-based violence.
For example, Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young Women (2013,
p. 8) urged journalists to not “coerce, cajole, trick or offer remuneration” to victim-
survivors they intend to interview for a news story.

The analyzed guidelines included recommendations for how journalists should
deal with victim-survivors before, during and after the interview (Sonke Gender
Justice South Africa 2017; Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021a; Stand To End Rape
Initiative Nigeria 2022; UN Women and UNICEF 2022; Femifesto Canada 2015,
2023a; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023). Some guidelines recommended that
journalists reflect on their beliefs and assumptions about SV before interacting with
victims of SV (Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2013, 2017; Femifesto
Canada 2015). As noted in the guidelines published by the Minnesota Coalition
Against Sexual Assault (2013, p. 9), “journalists, like anyone else, may hold false
assumptions.” As such, Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 16) advised journalists:

“Before an interview, it’s important to become informed about the impact that
the trauma of sexual violence has on survivors. How do you know what you
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know about sexual assault? Do not approach the interview with negative

assumptions about an interviewee who may be healing from trauma (e.g. that

they’re making it up, want attention, or should be over it already).”

Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 17) recommended that journalists should “ask
how the interviewee would like to be identified (e.g. person who experienced
violence, survivor, victim” as well as if they “would they like to be identified by
name, pseudonym, or remain anonymous.” Similarly, journalists were encouraged to
allow victim-survivors decide if they would prefer to be anonymous or named in
news coverage and to get informed consent for use of images of the victim (Maine
Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2017; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023). The
guidelines published by Zero Tolerance (2022, p. 7) urged journalists to report “in a
way that upholds the victim-survivor’s right to dignity and does not compromise their
safety or anonymity.”

In general, the advice offered to journalists by anti-rape organizations
articulated a journalist-source relationship grounded on respect, inclusion, agency,
and co-production of knowledge. Rather than an extractive process where journalists
make the key decisions on which questions to ask, how the story is drafted, and the
ways in which issues are framed, many of the analyzed guidelines urged journalists to
allow victim-survivors’ active participation in the interviewing and writing processes
(Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017; Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021a). For
example, the Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault (2017 p. 39) encouraged
journalists:

“Allow the survivor to have some control over the interview, in terms of

where it is held and what is going to be discussed. Make sure that they know
that while you are there as a reporter, not as their friend, your goal is to help
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them tell their story. Be responsive to the victim’s need to stop or to take a
break.”

Likewise, Femifesto Canada (2015, p.17) recommended providing questions
in advance of the interview and letting the interviewee decide which topics and
personal details they would like to avoid discussing, such as: “is it okay to mention
their queer identity?” Journalists were advised against posing “why” questions when
interviewing victim-survivors (Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2013;
National Sexual Violence Resource Center 2017; Sonke Gender Justice 2017). The
US-based National Sexual Violence Resource Center (2017, p. 16) explained that
“why” questions can suggest that “the victim somehow provoked the incident,” and
instead encouraged journalists to “ask open-ended, nonjudgmental questions that
allow survivors to share their stories.” Some guidelines included examples of
questions journalists could ask during interviews and those they should steer clear
from (Femifesto Canada 2015, p.19; Sonke Gender Justice 2017, p. 31; Stand To End
Rape Initiative Nigeria 2022, p. 15-16; Femifesto Canada 20233, p. 25; Zero
Tolerance UK 2023, p. 29).

Cognizant of the emotional anguish and trauma that victim-survivors may
experience, reportage guidelines also offered pointers on how journalists can reduce
likely harm to interviewees while posing questions that may be triggering or
distressing. For example, Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 18) advised journalists to take a
“few minutes to explain why those difficult questions have to be asked.” Some
guidelines encouraged journalists to do a pre-interview (Sonke Gender Justice 2017;
Femifesto Canada 2023a, Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021c¢) to help victims become

more comfortable, confident, and emotionally prepared for what may be a triggering
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and intrusive conversation. Journalists were also advised to engage respectfully and
openly with victim-survivors during the interview process (Sonke Gender Justice
2017; OurWatch Australia 2019b; Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021c; Zero Tolerance
2022, 2023). The US-based National Sexual Violence Resource Center (2017, p. 16)
encouraged journalists to be transparent and frankly answer questions victims may
have such as: ““When will the interview air/publish?’ ‘Will photos/video be taken?’
‘How long will coverage last?”” Furthermore, when interviewing a victim-Survivor on
a topic unrelated to SV (e.g business, sports, politics), Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 17)
advised journalist against adding “in questions about sexual assault” because “having
been subjected to sexual violence is not the sole identity of a survivor.”

Regarding the drafting of news stories, journalists were encouraged to let
victims review the story, or portions of the story before publication (Chicago
Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young Women 2013; Sonke Gender Justice
2017; Femifesto Canada 2015; 2023a; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023). Letting
victim-survivors review quotes or portions of a story before publication/broadcasting
is essential to ensure that interviewees are “happy with how they’ve expressed
themselves” (Zero Tolerance UK 2023, p. 30) and can also “lessen the impact of
public exposure and help catch factual errors” Chicago Taskforce on Violence
Against Girls & Young Women (2013, p. 10). Journalistic guidelines also encouraged
journalists to maintain contact with victims after publication of a story; doing follow-
ups and checking in with victim-survivors to see how they’re doing in the aftermath

of the interview or media coverage (Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017,

146



Femifesto Canada 2015; Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young
Women, 2013).

The interviewing tips posted on the website of the US-based anti-sexual
violence organization Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (n.d.) encouraged
journalists to be upfront with victim-survivors about fact-checking and other editorial
processes. Journalists were encouraged to be upfront with victims about their plans to
also interview “the perpetrator, law enforcement, or other individuals™ as well as the
possibility that other people will be involved in editing news footage or written drafts.
“Be clear about these requirements up front, so they have an opportunity to decline if
they are uncomfortable with the process” (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network,
n.d., para 11-12). Lastly, journalists were encouraged to have support resources
available to the victim during the interview, or to have a list of mental health and
psychosocial support services they can recommend to the interviewee (Stand To End
Rape Initiative Nigeria 2022; Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2017; Zero

Tolerance 2022).

5. Apply an Intersectional lens in reportage of SV

Journalists were urged to “apply an intersectional lens” when reporting on SV
(UN Women & UNICEF 2022, p. 1). This theme is rooted in concerns that identities
along the lines of race, class, caste, sexuality, religion, disability, immigration status,
age, etc. are implicated in how people experience SV. Furthermore, it was argued that
systems of domination along these overlapping identities determine which instances
of SV are deemed worthy of coverage by the press, how those stories are reported,

and how victims and perpetrators are represented (Hart & Gilbertson, 2018; Sonke
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Gender Justice South Africa 2017; Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2017;
Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021b; Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria 2022; Zero
Tolerance 2022). As such, journalists were encouraged to “consider how oppression
and inequality make people in marginalized communities more vulnerable to sexual
violence and poses challenges to their accessing supports” (Femifesto Canada, 2015,
p. 14).

The South Africa-based Sonke Gender Justice (2017, p. 10) reiterated this
point in its guidelines which stated that “some people are more vulnerable to abuse
and have less access to services based on their race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, gender
identity, citizenship status (e.g. refugees), criminalization of profession (i.e. sex
workers), disability, and religion.” Journalists were therefore urged to report on SV as
experienced or perpetrated by diverse groups of people and communities (Femifesto
Canada 2015, 2023a; OurWatch Australia 2019b; Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021b;
Zero Tolerance 2022). Furthermore, journalists were advised to incorporate “an
intersectional approach” in their reportage (Femifesto Canada 2023a, p. 19) that

b

accounts for the “power differentials between the perpetrator and the victim/survivor’
(UN Women & UNICEF 2022, p. 1).

Specific to victim-survivors, journalists were especially encouraged to
incorporate the experiences and perspectives of diverse communities, and to avoid
reportage tactics that situate only a narrow group of people as victims. In Canada for
example, Femifesto (2023a, p. 19) lamented that “many marginalized communities
remain shut out” of media coverage on SV, particularly Indigenous Peoples, Black

women, “sex workers, criminalized people, and people with precarious immigration
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status” (Femifesto Canada, 2023a, p. 21). A tip sheet published by the US-based
National Sexual Violence Resource Center (2017, p. 1) encouraged journalists to
include the stories of “survivors of color, male and female survivors, LGBT
survivors, and other underrepresented voices.”

Similarly, UK-based Zero Tolerance (2022, p. 7) urged journalists to represent
the experiences of diverse women including those who are not typically “seen, heard
or read about in news and current affairs” such as “older women, minority ethnic
women, disabled women, etc.” Likewise, Sonke Gender Justice South Africa (2017)
and Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 15) warned journalists against assuming that
“members of some communities are less affected by sexual assault” such as men,
married women, people with disabilities, and the incarcerated. Many of the
journalistic guidelines issued by anti-violence organizations included statistics that
made clear the prevalence of SV statistics amongst different groups, including
marginalized groups (Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young Women
2013; Femifesto Canada 2015; National Sexual Violence Resource Center, 2017). For
example, the Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault (2017, p. 20) cited data
showing that Native American women in Minnesota experience rape or attempted
rape at higher rates than white women (42% to 25%).

While the data presented by anti-violence organizations indicate that people
who are multiply marginalized have higher chances of experience SV, journalists
were warned against using narratives that may “suggest that people in marginalized
communities are themselves to blame for experiencing disproportionately high levels

of sexual violence” (Femifesto Canada, 2015, p. 14).
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Beyond incorporating diverse experiences of SV, journalists were also offered
guidelines on how to report on instances of SV among marginalized communities.
Journalists were discouraged from perpetuating negative stereotypes about
marginalized communities (Femifesto Canada 2015, 2023; Zero Tolerance UK 2023).
For example, Zero Tolerance UK (2023, p. 23) recommended that journalists
reporting on SV and other acts of violence against women should avoid implying that
gendered violence is “a part of any community’s culture or religion.” Meanwhile, the
Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault (2013, p. 18) clarified that “perpetrators
represent all races, ethnicities, faith and socioeconomic groups, and can be women as
well as men.” The recommendations on how to represent accused perpetrators was
perhaps in response to the fact that men from marginalized communities are more
likely to be pathologized in the press and in the justice system as abusers (Femifesto
Canada 2015, 2023). These men (e.g. Black, poor men) have historically been more
likely to be falsely imprisoned or punished on suspicion of SV (Femifesto 2015).
Journalists were therefore encouraged to adopt an intersectional approach to how
perpetrators too are represented in the press.

Similarly, reportage guidelines published by Australia-based OurWatch
(2019b, p. 9) warned journalists reporting on violence against Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander women to not make “assumptions about the ethnicity of the
perpetrator, keeping in mind that non-Indigenous men are also responsible” and are in
fact the majority of perpetrators in urban settings. Likewise, Femifesto Canada (2015,

p. 14) told journalists to avoid “suggesting [that] newcomers to Canada who commit
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sexual violence do not know any better, that it’s a part of their ‘culture’ or that that
sexual violence is an ‘imported’ problem.”

Feminist-grounded scientific data and journalistic guidelines issued by anti-
rape organizations analyzed in this dissertation also recommended the use if an
intersectional approach in mediated discourses of SV. That is, journalists were
encouraged to illuminate systems of power and domination, and how they are
implicated with patterns of SV in society (Hart & Gilbertson 2018; Femifesto Canada
2015, 2023a; OurWatch 2019b). For example, Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 14)
recommended that journalists should “contextualize sexual assault as a result of
systems, oppression, and attitudes that exists in all communities and cultures.”
Likewise, the OurWatch Australia’s (2019b, p. 9) guidelines quoted a journalist who
urged other reporters to connect with Australian history, which would show that
violence is “symptomatic of colonisation, disadvantage and poverty, not race and
culture.”

Academic scholars Hart and Gilbertson (2018) recommended a “subversive”
media praxis that incorporates counter discourses on women’s experiences of
gendered violence and how those experiences intersect with race and class. They used
news coverage of Australian Indigenous woman Lynette Daley who was raped and
murdered by two men in 2011, in which some coverage subverted mainstream
discourses that disvalues the experiences of marginalized women’s experiences with
male violence. “In practice, this kind of media praxis looks much like the counter
discourse presented by Indigenous feminist commentators in describing the case of

Lynette Daley. This coverage sought to render Daley's life meaningful by asserting
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that she was loved by her community and family,” and described her as a successful
and strong woman (Hart and Gilbertson, 2018, p. 12).

Furthermore, Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 35) noted that SV is “is not a single-
issue struggle; it is connected to oppressive systems in our society, such as
colonialism, transphobia and ableism, that inform violence, the justice system and
access to power. Using an intersectional approach in reporting...allows for a more
complex and contextual understanding of violence that addresses the reality of
people’s ‘multi-issue’ lives.” Discussing the 2012 rape and murder of Jill Meagher,
an Irish woman living in Australia, Hart and Gilbertson (2018) pointed at “traces” of
“subversive discourse” which connected “the violence against Meagher with a
general public disregard for violence against street sex workers.” By using “nuanced
and critical frames” news coverage acknowledged “a life as lost, and crucially,
represented a relation between violence against women and hegemonic norms of
gender, race and class in Australian society.” (Hart and Gilbertson, 2018, p. 12).

Lastly, journalists were also encouraged to consider how their identities may
impact their reporting. For example, Sonke Gender Justice South Africa (2017, p. 20)
advised journalists to “take into account and reflect on your own position as
interviewer and reporter relative to the identity of the people whose stories you are

telling, e.g. a white cis-gendered person writing about black LGBTQIA persons.”

6. Incorporate diverse sources in reportage of SV

The analyzed academic scholarship (n =42) and reportage guidelines
published by anti-violence organizations (n =25) also recommended that journalists

incorporate diverse voices and perspectives in news coverage of SV. This was
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perhaps a remedy to dominant journalistic sourcing practices that often privilege the
voices and perspectives of men and bureaucratic officials as news sources (Meyers,
1997; Cuklanz, 2022; Sinalo, 2022). In a US-focused study, Deavours (2023)
observed that the over-utilization of men as news sources led to less support for
complainants and more support for accused perpetrators in news discourses, and
concluded that when journalists fail to include the voices of women in news accounts
of SV and gendered violence, it leads to biased coverage. Hence, journalists were
advised to reach out to a wider array of sources, both formal and informal, across
different genders, professions, and communities (Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023;
OurWatch Australia 2019a; Femifesto Canada 2015). For example, US-based
National Sexual Violence Resource Center (2017, p. 1) urged reporters to: “consider a
diverse pool of sources, including law enforcement, community members, medical
and mental health professionals, sexual violence prevention advocates, survivors,
families, and perpetrators.”

The benefits of diverse news sourcing were noted in some of the academic
sources analyzed. Santos et al. (2022) analyzed Portuguese news coverage of the
controversial judicial outcome in which two men were offered a suspended sentence
after they were found guilty of sexually assaulting an unconscious woman at a
nightclub bathroom in northern Portugal, in 2016. Santos and colleagues (2022, p.
310-311) lauded reporting by the Portuguese daily newspaper Pablico which
“challenged patriarchal conceptions of gender identities, sexual violence, and rape” in
part because the newspaper made “an effort to go beyond institutional sources

and...[provided] new voices, parts and perspectives on the topic.” Santos and
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colleagues (2022, p. 311) add that Publico’s coverage democratized news
construction by incorporating “different perspectives and voices beyond institutional
ones thus, amplifying the number of voices heard.”

Sources can be effective in injecting certain discourses into news coverage,
hence the type of sources that journalists privilege in news coverage emerged as an
important consideration (Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria 2022). Particularly in
complaints in which high profile personalities are implicated, news sources can
advance destructive narratives about sexuality, gender roles, and sexual relations. For
example, in news coverage of the complaint against US comedian Aziz Ansari,
Hindes and Filebon (2020) observed “the majority of sources worked to construct
sexual violence/non-violence as binary, mutually-exclusive categories, and
simultaneously normalized the use of coercion, pressure and the absence of clear
communication or negotiation of consent as aspects of ‘acceptable’ heterosexual
encounters.” Similarly, in the case of Portuguese football star Cristiano Ronaldo,
Silveirinha et al (2020, .215) took issue with how the Portuguese press used “quoted
information sources” to essentially rally “around Ronaldo’s innocence.”

Therefore, journalists were encouraged to rely on experts and anti-violence
organizations who can expand the normative discourses around SV (Zero Tolerance
UK 2022, 2023; Femifesto 2015; OurWatch Australia 2019b; Welsh Women’s Aid
UK 2021b; Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria 2022) For example, academic
scholar Lisa A. Barca (2018, p. 279-280) who analyzed a highly publicized rape case
involving athletes in Ohio, US, recommended that journalists should “cite experts

rather than rely on football coaches, attorneys, and partisan locals as main sources.”
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Likewise, South Africa-based Sonke Gender Justice advised journalists to speak to “a
diversity of sources, especially [gender-based violence] experts” and to not “focus
solely on police, legal or perpetrators’ voices.” Similarly, guidelines published by the
Nigeria-based Stand To End Rape Initiative (2022, p.18) stated to journalists that
“talking to experts gives a balanced analysis of the case rather than testimonies of
friends and relatives of the perpetrator which may be biased towards the innocence of
the perpetrator.”

Journalists have historically perceived organizations that work to end gender-
based violence as biased sources, and therefore less reliable than, say, the police, who
are falsely presumed as neutral and objective (Meyers, 1997). However, the reliance
on law enforcement officials as news sources gives only a partial view of
SV. According to Santos et al. (2022, p. 310) “resorting to security forces as the only
pivotal specialized voices perpetuate[s] myths.” Furthermore, the National Sexual
Violence Resource Center (2017, p. 1) argued that “expanding sources is especially
important [because] most sexual violence incidents are never reported to the police.”
Santos et al (2022, p. 307, 308) further argued that incorporating the perspective of
experts and people who can contest normative views is especially important because
“the status quo is patriarchal and to deconstruct it, engaging different enunciation
locus, experiences and knowledge is fundamental.”

Perhaps cognizant of the tight deadlines in news work which incentivize
journalists to rely on a smaller pool of easily accessible news sources (Berkowitz,
2019), journalists were encouraged to cultivate long-term relationships with anti-

violence experts and organizations (OurWatch Australia 2019b; Femifesto 2015,
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2023a). The Canadian organization Femifesto (2015, p. 20) recommended that
journalists should maintain a roster of “a number of frontline workers, researchers,
and counsellors who work in the sexual violence support field so”” who can “provide
context and strengthen your story, even on short notice” (Femifesto Canada, 2023, p.
26). Furthermore, Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 20) encouraged news organizations to
offer “media training to sexual assault centres that includes both survivors and
frontline workers” so as to “demystify speaking to the media, increase media literacy,

and provide much needed media sources.”

7. Adopt thematic framing that illuminates the widespread nature

of SV

Journalists were also advised to adopt thematic framing — a reporting
approach that frames instances of SV as widespread rather than random or rare
individual cases (Barca, 2018; Santos et al. 2022; Deavours, 2023; Diwanji, Saleem
& Lee, 2021; Seear & Fraser, 2023; Hindes & Filebon, 2020; Clinnick, Ison &
Hooker, 2023; Gleave & Waller, 2023). In journalism scholarship and practice, the
notions of thematic vs episodic framing are used to demonstrate how social issues can
be presented as either individual or systemic. Episodic and thematic framing can
impact on how society and public officials react to social issues (lyengar, 1991;
Gross, 2008). As Mark Boukes (2021, p. 376) explained, theoretically, “when people
are exposed to a news story focusing on one particular case (episodic framing) rather
than an abstract story that presents broader societal/political patterns (thematic

framing), cognitions that deal with ‘a bigger picture’ become less readily available.
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Therefore, people will focus their thoughts—and the responsibility of the issue—on

the portrayed individual.”

In the context of news coverage of SV, thematic framing situates rape as
widespread and systematic, whereas episodic framing situates rape as an isolated,
individual event and thus places responsibility on the involved individuals (Sonke
Gender Justice South Africa 2017; Femifesto Canada 2023a; Zero Tolerance UK
2022, 2023). The implication is that wider power structures that enable SV such as
patriarchy are hidden from view in episodic framing. As argued by Santos et al.
(2020, p. 308), the “construction of ‘rape’ as an isolated media narrative, ellipses
patriarchal social imaginaries and relations from the public debate and invisibilizes
the need of public policies and social change to tackle sexual violence and promote
gender equality.”

Thus, feminist scholarship and media guidelines disseminated by feminist
organizations and anti-rape collectives analyzed here encouraged journalists reporting
on instances of SV to contextualize their stories in ways that would illuminate
structural forms of oppression such as patriarchy, gender-based violence and male
violence (OurWatch 2019b; Barca 2018; Santos et al, 2022; Gleave and Waller 2023).
For example, Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 13) advised journalists to “contextualize
sexual assault as part of the larger problem of sexual violence and gender-based
violence.” Meanwhile, scholars Gleave and Waller (2023, p. 12) outlined “critiquing
cultures that allow for abusive behaviours [and] contextualising the abusive acts as
gender-based violence” as ways in which future reportage of SV could be improved.

Likewise, OurWatch Australia (2019b, p. 1) told journalists that “individual incidents
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occur within a broader social context where the unequal distribution of power and
resources creates a gendered power imbalance.”

Adopting a thematic framing approach does not mean that journalists have to
turn every news story into an “academic report” — the inclusion of statistics, quotes
from experts, and a few sentences that make clear that SV is widespread can be
sufficient in providing context (Zero Tolerance UK, 2022, p. 23). Individual stories of
SV are “not one-off events,” stated the UK-organization Zero Tolerance (2022, p.
8). Hence journalists should “use statistics to show” that SV and other forms of
violence against women occur “frequently, and that individual incidents are part of a
much larger problem” (Zero Tolerance, 2022, p. 8). In fact, many of the analyzed
journalistic guidelines published by anti-violence organizations included statistics of
various forms of SV, and other forms of gender-based violence, the perpetrators,
victims, the conviction rates etc. For example, guidelines provided by the National
Sexual Violence Resource Center (2017) and Zero Tolerance (2022) and Stand To
End Rape Initiative (2022) included national statistics relevant to the US, UK and
Nigeria respectively, while guidelines by the Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual
Assault (2017), and Maine Coalition Against Sexual Assault (2022) included
statistics and trends related to Minnesota and Maine, respectively.

The researcher Santos and colleagues (2022) praised coverage by Portuguese
newspaper Publico which used statistics and investigative articles to provide context
in its coverage of a controversial court ruling related to the highly publicized 2016
nightclub rape. The newspaper was able to use “statistics to show that this was not an

isolated story but rather suggestive of a pattern.... It covered the events while also
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giving the floor to the processes that give rise to sexual violence, and was able to
render visible gender-based power relations underlying sexual violence, promoting
social change” (Santos et al., 2022, p. 311). They commended one Publico article
which showed “that the rape which happened (this time) in Gaia is no exception, but
rather a standard. It also refers to the data of the [government] and reaches out to
academics aiming at debunking the ‘tradition’ and ‘history’ argument that
conventionally intends to explain or even excuse rape” (Santos et al., 2022, p. 308).

Journalists were advised that they can also add context to news reports about
individual instances of SV by “explaining the law in layperson’s terms,” clarifying
distinctions between various forms of abuses, and highlighting “intersectional issues”
such as “racism, sexism, classism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, economic
disparity” that enable SV and other forms of gendered violence (Minnesota Coalition
Against Sexual Assault 2017, p. 13). Journalists’ intent on framing SV stories
thematically were also encouraged to employ investigative reporting and scientific
knowledge in their stories. For example, Gleave and Waller (2023) stated that
practice of incorporating academic literature in news coverage, which is more
common among science journalism, can be effective in news coverage of other social
issues. They stated that the absence of academic literature in news coverage of SV “is
a missed opportunity to provide context and to avoid misrepresentation” (Gleave &
Waller, 2023, p.11).

Diversifying news sources, especially including experts and anti-gender

violence activists, was also described as another approach journalists could

implement to ensure their stories are thematically framed. For example, Barca (2018,
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p. 279-280) advised that “the citing of experts...[is] conducive to framing stories
thematically rather than episodically.” In the case Barca (2018, p. 279-280) analyzed,
where journalists relied on “football coaches, attorneys, and partisan locals as main
sources,” resulted in coverage in which “rape was presented as atypical rather than as
one of many such offenses committed regularly in the U.S ” Similarly, Minwalla,
Foster and McGrail (2022, p.760) noted that “civil society actors are useful resources
to explain context” in the coverage of SV perpetrated during conflict and genocide.
Furthermore, Deavours (2023, p. 13) noted that overreliance on men as news sources
might undermine efforts to report SV cases thematically. In Deavours’ (2023)
research, which examined a high-profile case of sexual abuse at the height of the
#MeToo movement, found that journalists privileged the voices of men, who in turn
were less likely to discuss the #MeToo movement or bring up instances of SV
involving other victims. The author thus concluded that “reporters should consider
ways to cover [SV] cases more thematically in the future” (Deavours, 2023, p. 14),

including by incorporating the voices of more women in news coverage.

8. lHluminate solutions so SV is not represented as inevitable

Journalists were advised to also highlight solutions to SV rather than
presenting the problem as inevitable. The analyzed reportage guidelines advised
journalists to write and broadcast about diverse solutions (OurWatch Australia 2019a;
Femifesto Canada 2023b) which can include community-based approaches as well as
“prevention strategies, [which] can help shift perceptions of sexual violence from
risky, random inevitabilities to a focus on rates, prevention, and causes of violence”

(National Sexual Violence Resource Center, 2017, p. 1; OurWatch Australia 2019a).
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The US-based National Sexual Violence Resource Center (2017, p. 1) advised
journalists to ask questions such as:

“How is the community working to prevent violence? Is it effective? What do

local stakeholders think should be done? What would make those strategies

work? Provide references to concrete and context-specific examples of
programs, policies, and other measures.”

Analyzed feminist scholarship touted described elements of thematic framing
as one of the ways that journalists could nudge public officials and society to address
broader issues such as “gender inequality, stigmatisation of survivors, and continued
impacts of systemic failures in handling” of SV and other acts of gender-based
violence (Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria, 2022, p. 18). It was argued that
thematic framing can also illuminate a wider array of potential interventions to
address SV. For example, Femifesto Canada (2023b, p.16) encouraged journalists to
consider “frameworks that centre on systemic change to address the root causes of
sexual violence, including the need for transformative justice and community-based
solutions that prioritize healing and accountability over punishment.” Similarly, the
US-based National Sexual Violence Resource Center (2017, p. 2) advised journalists
to “help the audience see beyond criminal justice and understand that sexual violence
is also a public health and social justice issue.”

Academic Scholars Clinnick, Ison and Hooker (2023, p. 13) who examined
reportage of SV related to drug and alcohol-spiking, also stated there is “need for
increased media responsibility that positions drink spiking as a serious public health
issue.” Their study had shown that news coverage focused more on the victims’

actions, which not only individualized what is in fact a systemic issue, but also placed

minimal responsibility on authorities to curb the problem. “This lack of accountability
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maintains the idea that drink spiking is not an issue of gendered violence, but an issue
around an individual’s ability to look after themselves. The media could play an
important role at addressing what is a systemic issue” (Clinnick, Ison & Hooker,
2023, p. 13). Similarly, Santos et al (2022, p. 307) observed that providing space for
“context, nuances or policies aimed to change the status quo” is essential for news
coverage to “deconstruct patriarchy as structure and to approach pivotal issues
concerning sexual violence, such as ‘rape’, ‘consent’, ‘masculinity’, ‘femininity’, and

‘justice.””

Baker, Williams and Rodrigues (2020, p. 202) described as a “positive shift,”
coverage in the US, UK and Australian media that “critiqued the systemic sexual
violence in the music industry and called for gender equality in pay rates, work,
educational and career opportunities.” This exemplary coverage used thematic
framing to not only position SV as a widespread and systemic problem in the music
and media industries, but also to highlight structural changes that could solve the
problem. Likewise, Hart and Gilbertson (2018, p. 11) who researched news coverage
of women in Australia who were raped then murdered, recommended that mediated
“representations must come to terms with the fact that women are not safe from
violence through their proximity to white, middle class norms and men.” As such,
they advocated for news coverage on SV and gender-based violence that would
correctly frame incidences of violence as part of a broader culture of male violence.
This “strong media praxis would also represent a shared proximity to gendered
violence, and thus a collective ethical responsibility for violence against women”

(Hart & Gilbertson, 2018, p. 11).
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9. Use a survivor-centered approach in news coverage of SV

Arguably, the overarching critique of journalistic representations of SV is that
the media do a disservice to victim-survivors through reportage tactics that ultimately
favors perpetrators, and reifies the very systems of power that enable SV (such as
patriarchy, misogyny, racism etc.). Hence, reforming journalistic reportage of SV,
must include a deliberate effort on journalists and news organizations to be on the
side of victims and of the fight against SV and other forms of gender-violence. To
this end, guidelines issued by feminist scholars and anti-violence organizations
encouraged journalists to take a “survivor-centered” approach in their reportage of
SV (Minwalla, Foster & McGrail, 2022, p. 75).

This theme emerged in guidelines that urged journalists to emphasize how SV
impacts victims, recommended ethically sound interactions between victims and
journalists, and suggested reportage that prioritizes the interests of victims more
broadly (UN Women and UNICEF 2022; Minwalla, Foster & McGrail, 2022; Zero
Tolerance 2023). For example, the UK-based Zero Tolerance (2022, p. 8)
recommended that journalists should “put the victim-survivor at the center of the
story by focusing on how the violence has affected them.” This approach would
remedy typical representations that often focus on how a complaint of SV might
append the career, reputation, or status of the perpetrator.

Academic scholars Minwalla, Foster and McGrail (2022, p. 759) emphasized
the need for “a feminist, survivor-centered approach to journalism when reporting on
rape and genocide” in which the “safety and dignity of survivors are prioritized over

other considerations such as the public’s right to know.” In an earlier study, Foster
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and Minwalla (2018) raised concerns about interactions between journalists and
Yazidi women victims of SV during the 2014 genocide carried out by the Islamic
State. Yazidi women had to recount their experiences to mostly male journalists and
translators. Furthermore, Yazidi women had limited agency when interacting with
journalists; “they were often pressured at some level into complicity with local and
global media institutions that profit from the sensationalization of violence against
women in the Global South in familiar tropes of passive women needing rescue”
(Foster & Minwalla, 2018, p. 59). Minwalla, Foster and McGrail (2022, p.759)
defined a “feminist, survivor-centered approach” as:

“one that would both protect survivors’ identities and rights. Journalists would

aim to portray women as full human beings with experiences and views

worthy of sharing beyond their rape trauma, and would seek to emphasize acts
of resistance and courage by survivors against perpetrators. Such an approach
could change internal and external perceptions of survivors and open up
opportunities to fully participate in healing and recovery as well as
reconciliation and stabilization efforts.”

Media guidelines published by anti-rape organizations also echoed these
elements of a survivor-oriented approach to journalism on SV (without naming it as
such). Recommendations in this context appeared to address ethical concerns that
victims dealing with a traumatic event are sometimes treated by journalists in ways
that may be disrespectful, intrusive, clinical, and exploitative (Femifesto Canada
2015; Minwalla et al., 2022). A survivor-centered approach to journalism on SV was
articulated as one which prioritizes the welfare of victims over that of news
audiences, news organizations or any other stakeholders. To this end, journalists were

to consider how their stories might affect a particular victim, with the implication that

sometimes news coverage may actually harm the victim.
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For example, the Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & Young
Women (2013, p.8). urged journalists to “tread carefully,” and especially consider the
fact that “in some societies, just being suspected of having been raped, can lead to
humiliation, being ostracised, and even to further violence.” As already discussed,
many of guidelines published by anti-violence organizations analyzed in this
dissertation recommended an attitude of empathy and care during the interview
process. For example, Femifesto Canada (2015, p. 16) recommended that journalists
interviewing victims of SV should have “support and crisis line numbers on hand,”
while the US-based National Sexual Violence Resource Center (2017, p. 16) advised
journalists to have a “therapist or a trained sexual assault counselor/advocate present”
on hand during interviews.

Journalists were also urged to consider the broader implications of any single
story they publish/broadcast, and how it could impact other victim-survivors (not just
the subjects of their news stories). For example, Zero Tolerance (2022, p. 8) told
journalists that a story on SV might affect other people “who have experienced or are
experiencing the same violence that you are reporting on. [Hence,] providing sources
of support can encourage [victim-survivors] to seek help.” As such, several guidelines
issued by anti-violence organizations advised that news stories of SV should always
include a shirttail- a phone number or helpline that victims can use to access help
(OurWatch Australia 2019; Welsh Women’s Aid UK 2021b; UN Women and
UNICEF 2022; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023). As explained by the Maine
Coalition Against Sexual Assault (2022, p. 3):

“Survivors and their families will read articles about sexual violence in
newspapers, hear them on the radio, and read them on online platforms. These
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stories may result in retraumatization, or may ‘trigger’ other kinds of post-

traumatic stress. It is important to include a shirttail at the end of each story

pertaining to sexual violence.”

A survivor-centered approach that incorporates the tenets discussed here could
impact public understanding and responses to SV. As argued by Gleave and Waller
(2023, p. 12), “as we have better examples of the media empathising and connecting

with victims, and amplifying their voices without augmenting their harms, both the

public and policymakers will be better equipped to” address the problem of SV.

10. Embrace alternative feminist-oriented resistance journalism

practices

In articulating alternative journalistic norms and practices for reportage of SV,
the feminist scholarship and anti-rape activism analyzed in this dissertation also made
legible an alternative form of feminist-oriented resistance journalism. Some of the
shortcoming identified in typical news coverage of sexual violence were attributed to
the “straight jacket dominant journalism canon imposes” (Santos et al., 2022, p. 311).
As such, “it is important to explore resistances and essential to discuss journalism
models that render ‘rape’ visible as sexual violence and that (de)constructs the
imaginaries regarding masculinity and femininity which make rape (im)possible”
(Santos et al., 2022, p. 311). | use this theme to incorporate alternative and innovative
forms of journalistic practices that were proposed in the analyzed data.

Some of the models of journalism noted in the analyzed data included
“decolonizing approaches” (Femifesto Canada 2023a, p. 20) that account for
intersectionality, and “trauma-informed journalism” that mitigates harm on victims,

news audiences and journalists which (Femifesto Canada, 2023a, p. 13; Welsh



Women’s Aid UK 2021b; Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria 2022). Also observed
were the notions of a “feminist, survivor-centered approach to journalism,” (Minwalla
etal., 2022, p. 759) “feminist watchdog journalism,” (Minwalla et al., 2022, p. 760)
and “resistance journalism” (Santos et al., p. 311) which I discussed in the previous
theme. Journalists were offered instruction on how they can implement some of these
models of journalism. For example, Femifesto Canada (2023a) encouraged journalists
to employ “a trauma-informed journalism approach” when reporting on SV.
According to Femifesto Canada (2023a, p. 14):

“Viewing journalism through a trauma-informed lens protects those involved

in the story and the integrity of the work. Working from a trauma-informed

framework means considering the human at the heart of the story, the comfort,
safety, and empowerment of everyone involved.”

Santos and colleagues (2022) wrote about “resistance journalism practices”
that they observed in coverage by the Portuguese daily newspaper Publico which was
exceptional in comparison with other Portuguese news outlets. This type of
journalism was evident through publishing of investigative articles and use of
statistics to situate a prominent case as part of a pattern. This strain of resistance
journalism was also evident in a more democratized sourcing strategy that
incorporated diverse voices and perspectives, going beyond the typical institutional
voices. “With these options, [Publico] covered the events while also giving the floor
to the processes that give rise to sexual violence, and was able to render visible
gender-based power relations underlying sexual violence, promoting social change”
(Santos et al., 2022, p. 311). However, journalists who wish to incorporate these

approaches shouldn't worry that they would be betraying some of the normative
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journalistic principles. In the resistance journalism observed in Pablico, it was noted
that the newspaper was exemplary “not [by] openly denying western journalism
guidelines, but [by] embracing public service and negotiating journalism practices
within the established order of things” (Santos et al., 2022, p. 310-311).

While Gleave and Waller (2023, p. 11) saw value in “amplifying the voices of
victims,” they added that victims’ “experiences still need context to advocate for
solutions and make the argument that more can be done to support victims.” They
advocated the use of academic knowledge in journalistic reportage, and demonstrated
the effectiveness of using innovative approaches to provide audiences a
comprehensive experience of SV. In particular, Gleave and Waller (2023) touted the
benefits of interactive storytelling as an effective way of combating victim blaming.
The researchers demonstrated this thorough an interactive storytelling project they
implemented called [Can’t] Delete that used fictionalized accounts of instances of
internet-based sexual abuse and SV and incorporated important context by drawing
from academic research. They were motivated to experiment with a model of
journalism about internet-based SV that “simultaneously informs the public and
encourages empathy and understanding of the victim experience” (Gleave & Waller,
2023, p. 11). While some might be suspicious of such an approach (e.g fictionalized
details), Gleave and Waller (2023) see things differently.

“We argue it is acceptable to fictionalise key details of a story to protect
victims from further harm if the fictional accounts are based on research of what
could and has occurred and the reader is informed from the start that this approach

has been used. In this way, [Can’t] Delete takes an experimental approach that is
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ethical, best described as an act of alternative journalism...that sits outside a
conventional journalism practice but is able to strive for one of journalism’s higher
ideals — to give a voice to the marginalised...” (Gleave & Waller, 2023, p. 10).
Overall, the vision of journalism articulated in the data analyzed here
suggests that journalists must be committed to dismantling systems of oppression,
which requires that they constantly probe the ideologies different societies uphold. In
the context of SV, this applies especially to gender norms, and our understanding of
femininities, masculinities, consent etc. As Bhattacharjee (2021, p.143) writes, “a
journalist who wishes to do a better job of representing rape needs to push
consciously the discursive frames of the media beyond their current boundaries.” This
requires that journalists go beyond stories that “allow for only a narrow range of
‘plausible narratives to be brought forth to the public, leaving out important voices
and contexts” (Bhattacharjee, 2021, p.143). This potentially infers that journalists
need to expand the types of SV, victims and perpetrators they report on, as well as the

kinds of truths about SV that are reinforced by such stories.

11. Embrace a justice oriented and collaborative mentality

The data analyzed also articulated advice on a different mentality that is
expected of journalists who are truly committed to the alternative “resistance,”
“trauma-informed,” and “survivor-oriented” journalism models described in previous
themes. Accomplishing the changes proposed by feminist scholars and anti-violence
activists will demand more of journalists, news organizations and other stakeholders
committed to ending SV and other forms of gender-based violence. For example, the

“feminist ethics of court reporting” proposed by Waterhouse-Watson (2016, p. 963)
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demands that journalists possess a “critical understanding of the way language,
narrative, and genre operate [which] is lacking in everyday journalism.” To fill this
gap and ensure a shift in how journalists report, Waterhouse-Watson (2016, p. 963-
964) recommended the inclusion of “a cultural studies approach to language into
journalism courses.” Similarly, the “feminist, survivor-centered approach” that
Minwalla, Foster and McGrail (2022) propose requires collaboration between
multiple stakeholders. In the context of conflict and genocide especially, this
approach to journalism on SV would require that “local and global actors,”
“governments and humanitarian organizations,” and “civil society actors” work with
journalists “to protect traumatized populations’ rights and safety” (Minwalla et al.,
2022, p.759-760).

Many of the analyzed guidelines issued by anti-violence organizations also
acknowledged the benefit of collaborations. For example, some guidelines published
by anti-violence organizations provided journalists with names and contact details of
stakeholders engaged in different aspects of responding to SV. These included names
and contact details of local and national sexual assault/rape resource centres, crisis
lines, advocacy groups, research centres, law enforcement agencies, law centres,
women’s rights organizations, and professional organizations for journalists) etc.
These also included contacts of organizations that offer specialist support to men,
children, LGBTQ+communities, women of colour, recovering sexual abusers etc.
(Femifesto Canada 2023a; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023; Minnesota Coalition

Against Sexual Assault 2017; Sonke Gender Justice South Africa 2017).
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Beyond asking more of journalists, the analyzed media guidelines published
by anti-violence organizations also acknowledged the sacrifices and emotional
impacts on journalists who report on SV (Femifesto Canada 2015; Sonke Gender
Justice South Africa 2017; OurWatch Australia 2019a). Femifesto Canada (2023b, p.
4) stated that the topic of SV “can take a toll on journalists through vicarious trauma
or based on individual experiences. [Thus we] encourage journalists to practice self-
care and be attentive to their mental health.” Similarly, the interviewing tips US-
based Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network gave to journalists also included an
important acknowledgement that journalists too are human, and require support to
effectively report on SV. Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network urged journalists to
take care of themselves and lean on others where possible. The organization’s media
guidelines stated (n.d., para 23):

“It can be difficult to listen to survivor stories and to help those in need.

Practicing self-care can help ease the stress that may come with helping

others. Spend time with your own support system, such as loved ones or pets.

Takg time for the tbings you enjoy, such as photography, watching a funny

movie, or running.

Furthermore, the innovative, alternative and liberatory approaches to news
coverage of SV articulated here demand an investment in training journalists “on the
fundamentals of journalistic ethics and feminist approaches to” SV and gender-based
violence (Minwalla et al., 2022, p. 759) As argued by Bhattacharjee (2021, p.143),
“even the smallest of changes in the representation of rape is likely to require
tenacity, courage, and a lot of preparedness.” Some of the recommendations

discussed earlier, such as the need for journalists to reflect on their own biases, be

willing to give more and agency to victims, and to invest in relationships with
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survivors and anti-violence organizations, speak to the “tenacity” and “preparedness”
that Bhattacharjee (2021) advocates here.

These recommendations demand that journalists invest more time, effort and
thought (including self-critique), which may not always be consistent with daily
journalism that is constrained by deadlines and the commercial incentive to produce
clickbait friendly stories. To harmonize the conflicting goals and practices between a
feminist-informed approach to SV and the norms of mainstream media, requires
effort from journalists, mainstream media and feminist counterpublics, as well as
support for feminist media/journalism. Minwalla, Foster and McGrail (2022, p.759-
760) articulated this point better, writing:

“Journalists have a vital role to play in establishing a more ethical field and

practice. Despite the shift to a corporatized fragmented news-entertainment

media landscape, there is the possibility for more participatory, collaborative,
and democratic engagement in media production. Support of feminist
independent media is essential, as is the cultivation of feminist citizen
journalists who can seek accountability. The expansion of a new era of
feminist watchdog journalism to challenge traditional patriarchal reporting

will be critical to transform global corporate media attitudes and practices at
both the macro and micro levels.”

Conclusion

In this chapter | have discussed the eleven themes that emerged as advice to
journalists on how to report on SV. It is worth mentioning that media guidelines
published by anti-violence organizations bore many similarities. In fact, some of the
documents referenced each other and borrowed entire sections from each other. As
such, the two guidelines published by organizations in the Global South (Nigeria and
South Africa) referenced similar ideas to those found in guidelines published by

organizations based in the Global North (UK, US, Canada, Australia). Regarding the
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analyzed scientific data, there was little regional variance. Six out of the 42 analyzed
materials were based off scholarly inquiry of media coverage in the Global South.

Scientific data focused on media coverage in the Global South addressed
issues of intersectionality, particularly the exclusion of multiply marginalized women
in press coverage of SV, and encouraged more diverse voices and perspectives in
reportage (Vrushali Patil & Bandana Purkayastha, 2015; Guha, 2021; Fadnis, 2023).
For example, Fadnis (2023) addressed the erasure and unfair representations of
Muslim women in the Indian press that delegitimize Muslim women’s status as “real
victims” of SV. Other scholars discussed how local patriarchal structures, and gender
norms shape news production processes and news coverage of SV (Fadnis, 2018;
Bhattacharjee, 2021).

A few articles examined Western media coverage of incidents of SV in the
Global South. These studies mostly criticized patterns of imperialism, ethnocentrism,
and unethical representations of Global South women who have experienced SV
(Sinalo, 2023; Frost, 2018; Foster & Minwalla, 2018; Minwalla, Foster & McGrail,
2020). For example, Sinalo (2023, p.41) critiqued local and international media
(France, UK, Congo) coverage for engaging in “ethnocentrism” in reportage of SV
experienced by Congolese women. Sinalo (2023, p. 41) argued that “the Othering of
both women and Africans” persists in press coverage, and concluded that “the media
do indeed make sexual violence ‘Congolese.”” Likewise, Frost (2018) analyzed local
and international media coverage of the high-profile gang rapes and murders of
Anene Booysen in South Africa and Jyoti Singh in India. Frost (2018, p. 192)

challenged the use of “colonial tropes” in media coverage by Western media. Frost
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(2018, p. 190) noted that “South Africa and India were pornotroped as rape cultures
in order to evoke a vision of the Western subject/reader as reasonable, sympathetic,
and intolerant to gender inequality.”

| struggled to locate media guidelines published by anti-rape/gender violence
NGOs in some of the sampled countries, especially in the global south. This suggests
there is a gap to be filled; collaboration between feminist scholars and anti-rape
advocacy groups to develop culturally specific media guidelines for reportage of SV.

Overall, journalists reporting on SV were encouraged to use appropriate
language in reportage and incorporate diverse sources in news accounts of SV
including the perspectives of victims, experts and anti-violence
activists/organizations. Journalists were also encouraged to implement an
intersectional approach in reportage, engage with victim-survivors in ethical non-
extractive ways, employ a thematic framing approach, and illuminate solutions to SV.
The analyzed feminist scholarship and media guidelines published by anti-rape

organizations also made legible alternative forms of feminist-oriented journalism.
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Chapter 6: “More Than a Magazine”: How Feminist Media
Describe Their Journalism

This dissertation broadly focuses on news media coverage of sexual violence.
This chapter addresses the first part of RQ2 which seeks to understand how five
feminist news organizations describe their journalism, their workforce, their
institutional goals, and their relationship with audiences. The sampled feminist
websites include Jezebel, Ms., and The 19th, which are based in the US, as well as
New African Woman, and the UK-based but globally focused gal-dem, which stopped
publishing new content in March 2023. gal-dem s content remains accessible online. |
examined the websites of those five feminist media organizations, looking
specifically at the “about us” page, profiles of editorial and management staff, and
sampled articles on SV that were relevant. This inquiry is pertinent because it sheds
light on the context within which news content on SV is produced. | was able to
evaluate how the sampled feminist media describe their organizational structures,
missions and goals; and how they align (or don't) with feminist theorization of
journalism.

Examining the organizations and individuals who produce media content can
expand our understanding of why the media report various issues as they do. Daniel
Kreiss (2019, p. 27) has argued that the social identity of journalists “has significant
consequences for the institution’s legitimacy in the eyes of publics.” In the United
States, for instance, journalists working for national media are frequently dismissed
as being out of touch. Kreiss (2019, p. 28) noted that U.S. journalists are a “high

status social group” in part because they are often more educated than the general
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public, and tend to be physically situated in cosmopolitan cities where elite media are
based than in the more neglected rural or fly-over parts of the country. The precarity
in the U.S. news industry is well documented, evidenced by frequent layoffs and
media shutdowns. Yet, within this context, journalists who have institutional and
material privilege (e.g., being able to take unpaid internships) are able make “safe
passage through the tumult” (Kreiss, 2019, p. 28). Many studies and scholars have
evidenced this class problem; the graduates of highly selective vy League
universities and people from economically well-off backgrounds dominate US
newsrooms (Wai & Perina, 2018; Pressman, 2022; Benton, 2024). It is unclear if
feminist media too have a class issue. However, some feminist media have taken
steps to ensure socioeconomic diversity (Chapin, 2020; Scire, 2020). For example,
founders of The 19th say when they were recruiting staff they “didn’t want journalists
clustered in the East Coast media bubble,” so they deliberately “hired staffers based
in places like Orlando, Des Moines, and New Orleans who understand their
communities” (Chapin, 2020).

Beyond class, many critics have warned about the under representation of
gender and racially minoritized people in mainstream media. Across many countries,
news professionals tend to be men, White, from middle- or upper-class upbringing
etc. when the population is not, of course, all White men from middle- or upper-class
upbringing (Byerly, 2013). The homogeneity of people from privileged backgrounds
and social identities in newsrooms negatively impact the quality of reporting on
issues that affect marginalized communities (McNeil, 2021; Mathewson, 2022;

Khafagy, 2023). Hence the social identities of journalists are pertinent to how the
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media report on SV and other gendered forms of violence. Scholars suggest that
diversifying the workforce and management of newsrooms can lead to coverage that
better reflects the voices, struggles, interests, and perspectives of women, working
class people, Black people, LGBTQ+ communities, and other minoritized groups
(Velloso, 2023; Khafagy, 2023). As such, I evaluated how the five feminist media
described their workforce and their organizational policies on diversity and inclusion.

| also paid attention to how the five sampled feminist media describe how
they perceive their audiences, and their commitment to report on the issues that
matter to their audiences. This was important because of critiques targeted at
mainstream media organizations; that they are beholden to the interests of their
advertisers and wealthy owners. News organizations in several countries are owned
by wealthy individuals and private corporations that also have interests in other
industries. This opens up the media to critiques that they serve the interests of this
elite class (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). The organizational structures of feminist
media organizations is therefore pertinent, especially how they discuss their
ownership status, and their financial structures, and the ways in which their
organizational structures and financial situations potentially impact their coverage of
SV and other issues.

After briefly summarizing each feminist media site, I discuss below the four
principles | noted in my analysis. In brief, the five media organizations articulated a
commitment to audiences who are typically marginalized in the mainstream press,
and expressed interest in building community with their audiences. They appeared to

have diverse teams of journalists and commentators, stated their attentiveness to
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maintaining inclusive and diverse work environments, and touted the benefits of
having diverse teams. Some of them also exemplified transparency with their
audiences, including discussing their financial structures and how they manage
financial conflicts of interests. Overall, | observed what |1 am describing as a pattern
of embracing “transparent feminist watchdog journalism.” This is exemplified by the
media outlets’ commitment to reporting on feminist social justice issues (e.g.,
abortion rights, malfeasance among governments and corporations), highlighting the
voices and perspectives of marginalized communities, while maintaining an open
relationship with news audiences and welcoming collaboration and community-

building with audiences.

Overview of sampled feminist media

The 19th (https://19thnews.org/about/) is a US-based nonprofit newsroom that

employs a gender lens to its coverage of politics and policy issues, and everyday
experiences of women and LGBTQ+ people. The 19th is named after the 19th
amendment to the US constitution which gave women the right to vote (Owen, 2020).
The media outlet features an asterisk on its logo because it considers the 19th
Amendment “unfinished business,” as evidenced by the many people, particularly
racially marginalized communities who are still “omitted from our democracy”

(https://19thnews.org/about/). The 19th official launched in August 2020 with $8.5

million in donations (Scire, 2020). In an interview, editor-at-large Errin Haines said
The 19th’s coverage is not grounded on the assumption that women are a monolith.

Instead, according to Haines, The 19th reports on women as “issues voters, as rural

178


https://19thnews.org/about/
https://19thnews.org/about/

voters, as educated voters, as blue-collar workers, as Southerners, and as
Midwesterners” (Chapin 2020).

Ms. emerged as a one-time insert in the New York magazine in December
1971 and later became a regular issue magazine in July 1972 (Steiner, 1988; Farrell,

1994; Lefevre, 2009). Ms. (https://msmagazine.com/) made history by becoming the

“first commercial magazine in the United States to unambiguously claim a feminist
perspective” and quickly became “synonymous, for many Americans, with the
movement itself” (Farrell, 1998, p. 1). Founded by leading feminist activists Gloria
Steinem and Patricia Carbine, Ms. magazine has been the subject of previous research
(Steiner, 1988; Farrell 1994; Lefevre, 2009). According to its websites, “Ms. was the

first national magazine to make feminist voices audible, feminist journalism tenable

and a feminist worldview available to the public” (https://msmagazine.com/about/).
Launched in 2007 by Gawker Media Network, Jezebel

(https://www.jezebel.com/ ) has been described as a “pioneering feminist website”

(Robertson, 2023, para 1) that “brought a brash new kind of internet writing to
feminist issues” (Robertson, 2023, para 5). Jezebel’s founding editor Anna Holmes
has stated that the US-based site was created to provide women, “many of whom had
been taught to believe that ‘feminism’ was a bad word or one to be avoided—with a
model of critical thinking around gender and race which felt accessible and

entertaining” (https://www.jezebel.com/about). Jezebel is partly credited with

transforming other media targeted at women, including women’s fashion magazines
that have since embraced coverage and commentary of gender and power (Olson,

2023).
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Meanwhile, gal-dem (lower case only) emerged as a volunteer-led
organization in 2015 and stopped publishing new content in March 2023 after eight

years due to financial difficulties (https://gal-dem.com/about/). Based in the UK, gal-

dem sought to produce content that would “create new ways of thinking and

contribute to social movements” (https://gal-dem.com/about/). gal-dem was founded

by Liv Little, a Black British woman, while she studied politics and sociology at the
University of Bristol, UK (Buchan, 2023). On its website, which is still live online,
gal-dem says its goal is to disrupt “tired stereotypes” that persist “in a whitewashed
media environment” by showcasing the work and perspectives of diverse
marginalized communities (https://gal-dem.com/about/). gal-dem also outlines six
“editorial aims.” These include telling “people-focused stories that represent the
diversity of the human experience and spotlight unheard voices,” prioritizing “quality
content over clickbait,” and seeking “the truth” while applying “journalistic rigour”
through its media production processes (https://gal-dem.com/about/).

Lastly, the New African Woman (https://nawmagazine.com/) is targeted at

women in Africa and Black women in the diaspora. New African Woman says its goal
is to produce media content that will “truly speak to and resonate with the modern

Black woman” https://nawmagazine.com/?page id=12260). Established in 2009, New

African Woman previously circulated print copies across “English-speaking countries
in Africa, the US, Europe and the Caribbean.” In the aftermath of the Covid-19
pandemic, the media outlet transitioned to mostly digital editions, with print versions
“limited to subscription only.” The New African Woman says it offers “intellectual,

meaningful, and inspirational” coverage, including interviews and features with
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influential Black/African women “diverse fields ranging from politics, public service,
the creative and entertainment industries|,] civil society and sport”

(https://nawmagazine.com/?page_id=12260). In the next section | answer RQ2(a):

How do feminist media describe their journalism?

Commitment to marginalized audiences

The five feminist media say they are committed to serving an audience of
people who are multiply marginalized and typically ignored by the mainstream press.
For example, gal-dem states on its website that it is “committed to telling the stories
of people of colour from marginalised genders" and notes that the purpose of the
magazine is to address “inequality and misrepresentation” in the media industry by
“platforming the creative and editorial work of our community.” The 19th says its
goal is to “empower women and LGBTQ+ people — particularly those from
underrepresented communities — with the information, resources and tools they need

to be equal participants in our democracy (https://19thnews.org/about/#content). The

19th explains that its founders Emily Ramshaw and Amanda Zamora started the
publication because they “believed the news was not representative enough.” Jezebel

notes that its goal is to publish “standard-setting journalism that challenges, exposes,’

and calls out those in power (https://www.jezebel.com/about).

Meanwhile, New African Woman explains its goal is to offer “insight into the
life of African and black women,” adding that it “deliberately slants its coverage with
a deep focus on women’s rights, leadership and empowerment, business and

careers...” (https://nawmagazine.com/?page_id=12260). Collectively, the five sites

identify women, LGBTQ+ communities, and people of colour as their target
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audiences. They articulate a commitment to tell stories of these marginalized groups,
to empower them with information, and to hold those in power accountable for their
politics and policies that impact race, gender and sexually minoritized communities.
The five feminist sites also criticize lack of diversity in both the workforce
and media content of the mainstream media. For example, Jezebel says its founder
Anna Holmes created the website as “an alternative to traditional women’s
publications...that at the time, lacked diversity, avoided politics, pretended the word
“feminism” didn’t exist, and photoshopped the shit out of any female body that dared
to have a wrinkle or a bump.” Similarly, Ms. explains that when it was founded in the
1970s, “most magazines marketed to women were limited to advice about finding a

husband, saving marriages, raising babies or using the right cosmetics”

(https://msmagazine.com/about/). Likewise, The 19th argues that the exclusion of
women and LGBTQ+ people “in policy journalism and in newsroom leadership”
impacts “what stories are told, how the news is covered and whose voices are
elevated.” Meanwhile, gal-dem states:
While gal-dem makes decisions on content based on relevance and quality, we
also recognise the under-representation of people of colour in journalism and
we welcome and encourage contributions from people with a lived experience
of what it means to be of that demographic. The current [British] journalistic
landscape is 94% white and 55% male and gal-dem is actively trying to
redress this imbalance in media more broadly through both our editorial and
commercial work. We believe that taking control of the way we are portrayed
in the media is essential.
Overall, the five feminist sites described their primary role in the media as

addressing the needs of an audience that has long been ignored by the mainstream

press. This commitment was evident in the news and commentary published by the
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five sites. Scrolling the website landing page of The 19th, Ms., New African Woman,
and Jezebel in April 2024, 1 observed content on issues affecting women and
LGBTQ+ communities. This included news and commentary on abortion rights,
doulas, domestic violence, sexual violence, fertility treatments, birth control,
childcare, anti-gay legislation, workplace inequalities etc. For example, New African
Woman published articles addressing gender inequality in politics, banking, and
STEM. Its digital magazine ran with the splash, “Women and Work: Why do so many

companies STILL LACK women leaders?” (https://nawmagazine.com/).

The five media sites also featured coverage that highlighted the voices and
issues of concern for racially marginalized women and LGTBQ+ communities. For
example, The 19th website featured a news article on US law enforcement violating
Muslim women by forcing them to take off their hijabs, an interview with African
American politician Stacy Abrams, and a news story on Beyoncé's latest album and
its implications for Black country music fans. In all, the media content published by
the five sites aligned with their institutional mission of serving the needs of women,

women of colour, and LGBTQ+ communities.

Commitment to diversity within the media organization

The five news organizations exemplified a commitment to organizational
diversity in several ways, judging by their workforces described online. On its “meet
the team” section, gal-dem features names and avatars of 12 people who appeared
multiracial, and visually presented as women--although | am uncertain about their
preferred gender identities because they do not include pronouns (https://gal-

dem.com/about/#pitch). Likewise, The 19th’s website includes names, photos and
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brief profiles of their staff, including their team of reporters. The 19th’s editorial team
seems to be a racially diverse group of women and LGBTQ+ people. The practice of
publishing bios and contact information of news professionals has been described as
useful in building trust with audiences by humanizing otherwise faceless media
organizations (Scire, 2024).

Beyond employing a diverse team of news professionals and media
executives, the analyzed feminist media also overtly state their commitment to
diversity on their websites. For example, The 19th states that it serves its audiences
through a “newsroom that reflects the racial, ideological, socioeconomic and gender
diversity of American voters, and is devoted to covering everyone with empathy.”
Furthermore, some of The 19th’s editorial team are designated as “LGBTQ+
reporter,” demonstrating presence of a beat focusing on gender and sex minorities.
Similarly, Jezebel says part of its mission is to foster “a space dedicated to
championing diverse voices” (https://www .jezebel.com/about ). The New African
Woman explains that the magazine is published by a “HER MEDIA GROUP — an all-
female publishing and communications company”

(https://nawmagazine.com/?page_id=12260). Likewise, gal-dem ’s “about us” page

provides a link to a diversity statement (https://gal-dem.com/diversity-policy/) which

discusses its “pride in nurturing and supporting a diverse and unique workforce.”

Transparency with audiences and other stakeholders
Feminist theorization of journalism encourages news organizations to be open
and transparent with their audiences and other stakeholders. This is crucial in giving

“readers confidence in the journalists and their methods” (Mathewson, 2022, p.164).
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The five feminist media exemplify transparency by providing information on their
websites about their mission and goals, their workforce, and how audiences could
contact them. For example, The 19th provides a list of all its editorial and
management staff (including photos and mini profiles) as well as names of its board
members. Similarly, Ms. provides a list of “a diverse group of feminist scholars” who
serve on its “Committee of Scholars” that draws from research and theories to advice

on both editorial and strategic vision of the magazine (https://msmagazine.com/ms-

committee-of-scholars/).

Ms. also offers links to three sister organizations it works with that are
involved in feminist advocacy. Transparency is evident in how feminist media
provide information about their financial situation on their websites, and how they
address potential concerns around how their finances may impact editorial decisions.
For example, The 19th provides its financial statements and discusses its funding
structure, explaining that the non-profit website relies on “a mix of membership,

philanthropy and corporate underwriting.” The 19th, (https://19thnews.org/about/)

further states on its website:
“All of the money we raise goes back into our journalism — and we list all
donors and corporate sponsors who’ve given $25,000 or more on our website.
Any donor or sponsor at this level who’s mentioned in a story will be
identified in that story. Donors and sponsors don’t get a thumb on the scale;

they play no role in our journalism, in our storytelling or in the planning and
execution of our events.”

The 19th thereby makes visible how it handles potential conflicts of interest,
explaining that its donors do not participate in editorial decision making, and

pledging to disclose its relationship with donors who are mentioned in its coverage if
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they have donated more than $25,000. Some of the outlets also address the financial
challenges they face as independent feminist media. For example, Ms. discussed the
“financial instability and advertiser resistance” it faced over several decades before
the organization Feminist Majority Foundation acquired the publishing rights in 2001.
Similarly, Jezebel addressed the website's shutdown in November 2023 (calling it an
“awkward month”) which the then publisher attributed to economic reasons. Jezebel
resumed publishing barely a month after its announced shutdown, after it was
acquired by a different owner (Robertson, 2023).

Likewise, gal-dem published a goodbye letter to readers following its

shutdown in March 2023 after eight years (https://gal-dem.com/gal-dem-goodbye-

letter/). The letter states that gal-dem s business operation as “a small, independent
media company” had become untenable. gal-dem s goodbye letter states:

“There was always a delicate balance to strike in marrying our values, rooted

in our beginnings as a volunteer-led organisation, with profitability that was

needed to sustain and reinvest in the business, all while delivering ground-
breaking creative work that served our community with an organisational
structure that works. It’s a balance we committed to navigating carefully and
responsibly, and while we’re incredibly proud of the projects that we created,
it also came with its own set of challenges.”

Overall, The 19th, Ms., Jezebel, and gal-dem are transparent about their
financial structures, and their efforts to balance their commitment to producing social-
justice oriented coverage and ensuring their own institutional financial stability. The
case of Jezebel’s near-shutdown and gal-dem s eventual shutdown highlight the

precarity that feminist media face. Of course, financial instability is not unique to

feminist or small independent media only; well-established local newspapers and
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large media organizations are struggling too in many countries (Luengo, 2017;

Waisbord, 2019; Bauder, 2023; Grynbaum et al., 2024).

Collaboration and building community with audiences

Feminist theorization of journalism also encourages news organizations to
engage with their audiences, by building relationships, and seeking feedback and
ideas from the public (Peterson-Salahuddin 2021; Mathewson, 2022). A commitment
to including audiences in the news making process is evident in how some of the
feminist media describe their mission and goals, and in the content they choose to
publish. Describing its seven values, The 19th states that its readers “will be our
community” adding that “we don’t believe in one-way conversations, and engaging
with our audience is in our DNA.” Ms. runs a series called “Banned! Voices from the
Classroom” where it features content authored by “educators and students being
impacted by [US] legislation attacking public education, higher education, gender,
race and sexuality studies, activism and social justice in education, and diversity,
equity and inclusion programs.” Ms. encourages readers to “submit pitches and/or op-
eds and reflections (between 500-800 words) to” a contribution editor whose contact

details are provided (https://msmagazine.com/tag/banned-series/). Likewise, New

African Woman also encourages submissions and gives authors and photographers
instructions on what type of content they can contribute, and the financial

compensation to expect (https://nawmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/The-

NAW-Submission-Guidelines-2020.pdf).

Similarly, gal-dem’s website features instructions on how contributors can

pitch articles, and provides a link to a style guide (https://gal-dem.com/style-guide/ )
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and pitching guide (https://gal-dem.com/about/#pitch), as well as tips on how to pitch
effectively and what to expect when engaging with editors. Gal-dem ’ site also
provides information on the various sections of its magazine, including what kind of
content is expected in each section, and gives examples of good articles/commentary

(https://gal-dem.com/about/#pitch). In addition to welcoming collaboration with their

audiences, some of the sample feminist media also welcome feedback, including
criticism and corrections from its readers. For example, gal-dem includes contact
details and encourages readers to reach out if they have “concern about editorial

content (articles, photography, illustrations or other journalistic content) that has
appeared on gal-dem.com or would like to make a correction to a piece.”

Lastly, the feminist media I studied exemplify collaboration and community
with their audiences by encouraging readers to support their journalism. For example,
The 19th urges readers to become members, giving them the option to either donate
money or volunteer their time once a month by “offering feedback or sharing our

journalism” (https://19thnews.org/membership/). Similarly, Ms. describes itself as

“more than a magazine—it’s a movement!” It urges readers to offer financial
contributions, become members, as well as support Ms. in sending magazine copies to
women in prisons and domestic violence shelters. Ms. states that it sends magazine
copies to “5,096 federal, state and county prisoners, and to hundreds of shelters” in

the US (https://secure.everyaction.com/aXZulBW2PEGTPvpCce 1rQ2).

Likewise, gal-dem tells readers they can support the magazine by “becoming a
gal-dem member today.” It is unclear what gel-dem membership entailed because the

link provided now leads to a page announcing that gal-dem shut down in March 2023
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after eight years. gal-dem’s goodbye letter states that “while we’re passionate about
our membership model, it’s been difficult to sustain the level of growth needed here
to support our work in the long term” (https://gal-dem.com/gal-dem-goodbye-letter/).
After its shutdown, gal-dem archived 3,750 posts authored by more than 350
contributors. In its goodbye letter, gal-dem directs readers to 17 UK-based
independent media outlets and urged readers to keep “underrepresented storytelling

and independent media alive” https://gal-dem.com/gal-dem-goodbye-letter/).

Conclusion

This chapter addressed RQ2(a): How do feminist media describe their
journalism? The goal of this inquiry was to understand the context within which
media coverage of SV is produced. | specifically examined the websites of the five
sampled feminist media organizations, and looked at their “about us” page, profiles of
editorial and management staff, and some of the sampled articles on SV that were
relevant. | focused on how the five sites describe their organizational structures,
missions and goals, as well as their relationships with various stakeholders. This
analysis established that the five sites align with some of the tenets of feminist
theorization of journalism, particularly in how they describe their editorial goals. This
chapter included fewer examples on New African Woman because its website featured
comparatively less detail abouts its mission, goals, workforce, and relationship with
audiences.

Overall, the five sites articulate a commitment to audiences who are typically

marginalized in the mainstream press, including women, people of colour and

189


https://gal-dem.com/gal-dem-goodbye-letter/

LGBTQ+ communities. They situate themselves as counterpublics (Felski, 1989;
Fraser, 1990), describing their editorial goals and practices as different from that of
the mainstream media which have been critiqued for excluding the voices and
perspectives of marginalized groups, and for giving space to narratives that may be
harmful for historically marginalized communities (Capuzza, 2014; Farris & Silber
Mohamed, 2018; Lopez, 2020).

Furthermore, the analyzed feminist media appear to have diverse teams of
journalists and commentators (including women and people of colour), state their
attentiveness to maintaining inclusive and diverse work environments, and tout the
benefits of having diverse teams. This commitment to give space to news
professionals from diverse communities aligns with feminist scholarship which has
argued that journalists and media executives from diverse communities can help
reshape how news organizations report on various issues and communities
(Nishikawa et al., 2009; Mathewson, 2022). For example, journalists from gender and
racially minoritized groups state that they are able to easily build trust with sources
from similar backgrounds, able to identify newsworthy stories where others might
not, and they may have a personal stake in producing content addressing issues such
as racism and sexism which they have personally experienced (Velloso, 2023).
Furthermore, journalists from multiply marginalized groups state that they are able to
“capture the nuances of complex, heterogeneous, and underreported issues” (Velloso,
2023, p. 123).

However, it is worth mentioning that in a PDF document explaining how

writers and photographers can pitch to New African Woman, the publication says it
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welcomes the work of “both female and male contributors,” thus suggesting a binary
view on gender which is inconsistent with feminist theorizations which consider
gender identities to be infinite (Pujari, 2019; Brubaker, 2021). This goes to show how
counterpublics don't always advance a liberatory politics only. As other research on
women’s media and women’s activism have shown, it is not unusual for
organizations, projects, and movements that seek to advance the interests of women
(and other minorities) to sometimes endorse other systems of domination or exclude
some categories of marginalized people (Berns, 1999; Merken & James, 2020; Patil
& Puri, 2021).

Three of the five sites analyzed here express interest in building community
with their audiences. The 19th, gal-dem, and Ms., feature various initiatives on their
websites that advise members of how they can become “members” as well as how
they can participate in the editorial process (e.g, giving monthly feedback to The
19th) or support an organization's advocacy (e.g financially supporting making Ms.
copies available to incarcerated women). Thus, they appear to conceptualize
audiences as active participants in editorial and institutional goals, rather than passive
consumers. Feminist scholarship endorses such efforts of including audiences’ voices,
perspectives, and feedback in the newsmaking process (Mathewson, 2022). It has
been argued that actively engaging with members of the public and seeking their
feedback and ideas, can improve how journalists report various social problems as
well as improve trust between journalists and their publics (Peterson-Salahuddin,

2021; Mesmer, 2022; Mathewson, 2022).
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Three of the five also exemplified transparency with their audiences,
including discussing their financial structures and how they manage financial
conflicts of interests: Jezebel, Ms., and gal-dem addressed the financial difficulties
they have faced, and the tough balancing act of managing their editorial missions with
financial stability. The case of Jezebel’s near-shutdown and gal-dem ’s eventual
shutdown highlighted the precarity that feminist media face; although this is a
predicament shared by many other news organizations across the world (Bauder,
2023; Grynbaum et al., 2024). Overall, | observed what | characterize as a pattern of
embracing “transparent feminist watchdog journalism.” This is exemplified by the
media outlets’ commitment to reporting on feminist social justice issues (e.g.,
abortion rights, workplace inequality, government and corporate malfeasance) and
supporting feminist movements/goals, as well as highlighting the voices and
perspectives of diverse marginalized communities while maintaining a transparent
relationship with news audiences and welcoming collaboration and community-

building with audiences.
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Chapter 7: Coverage of Sexual Violence in Feminist Media

This chapter answers the second research question: To what extent do feminist
media implement best practices recommended by feminist scholars and activists in
their reportage and commentary of sexual violence? This is accomplished through
Codebook Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke 2020; 2021) of news and commentary
of SV published by five feminist media outlets. The sampled feminist websites
include Jezebel (n =44), Ms. (n=33), and The 19th (n=22), which are based in the US,
as well as New African Woman (n=6), and the now defunct UK-based but globally
focused gal-dem (n=17), which appears online and in print.

This findings chapter discusses 12 themes | observed in analyzing a sample of
122 articles. These themes were generated from the findings of RQ1, as well as
knowledge drawn from feminist theorization of journalism (e.g., intersectionality,
ethics of care, standpoint theory), literature on news coverage of SV, and preliminary
analysis of the sampled news articles and commentary. Some of the findings observed
include use of diverse sources including survivors and anti-rape and women’s rights
activists, and discussion of a wide variety of carceral and non-carceral solutions to
SV. The analyzed coverage also illuminated the role of institutions (e.g., legal
systems, private corporations) and systems of domination (e.g., patriarchy, ableism)
in perpetuating SV. Furthermore, the sampled media resisted some normative
journalistic practices such as both-sideism, detached reporting, and overreliance on
routines imposed by bureaucratic news sources.

I will discuss these themes in detail later in this chapter. However, | wish to

clarify that I am not suggesting the themes observed here are exclusive to feminist
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media. Much of the literature (often critical of coverage patterns) has focused on the
mainstream press. But some studies also suggest that mainstream press have made
improvements such as by eliminating overt victim blaming narratives (Noetzel et al.,
2023) and incorporating language aligned with feminist definitions of various
gendered violence (Byerly, 2020). My goal then is to show how the analyzed feminist
media report on SV, and to which extent their journalism aligns with or deviates from
what feminist scholarship recommends.

I use illustrative quotes throughout the chapter. When referencing articles
published in New Africa Woman | use numbers (e.g., New African Woman 01)
because this outlet did not include the dates (including year) of articles when
published. In all other cases | mention both the author and the media organization that
published the article. I complete the chapter with a summary of the findings. Prior to
discussing the findings, I list below the 12 themes I observed in my analysis of

feminist media coverage of SV:

Highlighting the courage and resistance of survivors

e Illuminating the role of institutions in perpetuating SV

« Highlighting the role of patriarchy in reinforcing SV and male violence

e Incorporating the voices and perspectives of victim-survivors

e Highlighting progress and a variety of solutions

e Use of language in describing abuses and those involved in perpetrating it
e Incorporating diverse voices and perspectives

e Applying a survivor-centered approach to news coverage of SV

e Resisting and countering rape myths
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e Reporting SV from an intersectional lens
e Framing SV as a longstanding and widespread social issue

e Applying a resistance approach to normative journalistic practices

Highlighting the courage and resistance of survivors

Mainstream discourses of SV sometimes frame victim-survivors as passive,
voiceless, and weak (Foster & Minwalla, 2018). While the experience of SV inflicts
physical, emotional, and mental harm on victim-survivors, feminist media
theorization takes issue with the notion of freezing people who have experienced SV
in a permanent state of victimhood. Feminist scholars and anti-violence activists
recommend that media coverage of SV should also “emphasize acts of resistance and
courage by survivors” (Minwalla et al., 2022, p.759). The analyzed feminist news and
commentary featured this theme by making visible the many ways people who have
experienced SV are actively engaged in efforts to expand public discourse on SV,
change legislation, support survivors, and hold perpetrators accountable. For
example, The 19th and Ms. credited the activism of survivors as instrumental to
several recent legislative wins such as the Adult Survivors Act (ASA) in New York,
which gave adult survivors an extra one-year window to file cases that otherwise fell
outside the statute of limitations.

An opinion piece in Ms. by Alyssa Burgart and Arghavan Salles (2023)
mentioned a woman abused by a Columbia University physician as among the
“sexual assault survivors” who “pushed for passage of the ASA.” Barbara
Rodriguez’s (2023b) reporting in The 19th noted that “survivors of sexual assault and

advocates helped pass” the ASA and cited a survivor who was described as one
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“among a group of survivors of sexual assault who volunteered their time for years to
help” get the ASA passed. Several articles in Jezebel discussed efforts by rape
survivors to convince local legislators to pass news legislation such as criminalizing
spousal rape and including rape exceptions in anti-abortion laws (O'Neil, 2023a,
2023b). For example, Kylie Cheung (2023b) reported that an Ohio woman had
testified before the state House that local police had refused to help when she
complained to them that her husband repeatedly raped her; police dismissed her
complaints and denied that it was rape. The Jezebel article quoted the woman asking:
“I told him to stop over and over again.... [W]hy should him being my husband have
any difference?” (Cheung, 2023b).

Beyond pushing for legislative changes, courage and resistance was also
presented in coverage that featured victim-survivors who have since become activists
and advocates for ending SV. A Ms. article authored by Christina Carrega (2023)
quoted a Black sex trafficking survivor who has “conducted two-day training sessions
for nearly 500,000 individuals and professionals on how to aid sex trafficking
survivors.” Collectively, these articles highlighted the resistance and courage forged
by victim-survivors who drew on their painful experiences to become agents of
societal change. In another Ms. article, Eleanor J. Bader (2023) interviewed Maya
Golden, a journalist and SV survivor who also authored a memoir and founded a
Texas-based nonprofit organization that “support survivors of sexual assault.” Ms.
described Golden’s book The Return Trip as “personal and political,” offering a “no-

holds-barred look into the sexual abuse” the author faced from the age of five while
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zeroing in “on the ways religious institutions, educational systems and familial denial
continue to intersect and allow the perpetuation of violence.”

The analyzed articles featuring acts of resistance undertaken by victim-
survivors also illuminated the remarkable ways that individuals have succeeded in
dismantling age-old structures among powerful institutions. Mariel Padilla (2023c)
reported in The 19th how one “sexual battery and assault” survivor, a member of the
US military, had “successfully challenged” a 1950s doctrine that barred US “service
members from suing the government for injuries arising from activities...incurred
while on active duty.” The article noted that since a broad interpretation is applied in
determining injury suffered while on active duty, this Feres doctrine prevented
service members from accessing justice for “virtually every injury” including rape.
Sources quoted in the story described the significance of the new court opinion
allowing SV survivors in the US military to file lawsuits as “potentially massively
significant,” likely to put “pressure on the military to make changes,” and a “huge
win” for military sexual assault survivors that “could have broader ripple effects” by
inspiring more victim-survivors to come forward and inspire action from other courts
and the US Congress (Padilla, 2023c).

The analyzed feminist media also highlighted ongoing acts of resistance
among survivors and activists seeking change. These included acts of protest,
lobbying and organizing among survivors and activists seeking to change policies,
create awareness, overturn structures that condone abuse, and punish individual
perpetrators. Reacting to a trend of accused perpetrators using defamation laws to

target victim-survivors, Michelle Onello (2023b) reported in Ms. how a group of
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advocacy organizations had developed a “Survivors Speaking Out Toolkit” to help
survivors navigate if and when to speak out, and “how to respond to a defamation
lawsuit.” In the story referenced earlier about the Feres doctrine, The 19th reported
how lawyers and activists were strategizing to challenge the doctrine in other
jurisdictions with the goal of prompting the US Supreme Court to take a stance on the
Feres doctrine (Padilla, 2023c). These articles demonstrated that much remains to be
done to address SV, and victim-survivors are working strategically and collectively to

address the problem.

Illuminating the role of institutions in perpetuating SV

Feminist theorization of media recommends that journalists should situate SV
as a societal problem, enabled by societal structures and systems. | looked at how the
sampled articles illuminated how various systems and processes are implicated in
enabling perpetrators and frustrating victim-survivors’ pursuit for justice. The
sampled articles highlighted the role of institutions, exposing weaknesses in law
enforcement, judicial systems, the military, religious institutions, education systems,
health institutions, and among private corporations. For example, Alyssa Burgart and
Arghavan Salles (2023) wrote in Ms. about an OB-GYN at Columbia University
“who sexually assaulted patients across decades”; they blamed Columbia for failing
“to launch an independent investigation into the university’s colossal failure to
protect patient safety.” This article highlighted how a venerated medical institution in

the US failed to protect patients from decades of abuse.
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Law enforcement and the justice system were also represented as sites of SV.
Several articles discussed instances of SV perpetrated by law enforcement officers
and within premises managed by law enforcement such as prisons. For example,
Jezebel’s Kylie Cheung (2023p) reported that a London police officer had been laid
off after pleading guilty to 24 counts of rape against at least 12 women. Cheung noted
that multiple victims had filed nine complaints with police between 2000 and 2021
before that officer was finally held accountable. Jezebel added that the officer was
just one “among hundreds” of other police that were expected to be dismissed after
they were implicated in “almost 2,000 cases of alleged sexual and domestic violence
involving over 1,000 police officers and other staff in the last decade” (Cheung,
2023p). The 19th’s coverage of New York’s ASA law quoted a lawyer who had filed
630 cases of which 600 cases “were on behalf of women who were sexually abused
by correctional officers while they were incarcerated” (Norwood & Gerson, 2023a).
These examples highlighted how some officials in the law enforcement and justice
system routinely use their professional authority to perpetrate SV with impunity.

The sampled feminist media coverage and commentary highlighted other
failures within institutions, including reluctance to believe survivors. For example,
Ashton Kroner (2023) stated in Ms. that “as a Marine” she had heard many stories of
abuse and seen firsthand the impact of such abuses; yet, when several Marines
reported rape or sexual assault, they were discharged from the military or “were
slapped with their own assault charges.” This case demonstrated how institutions

sometimes retaliate against victims of SV.
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Institutions were also implicated in frustrating survivors' quest for justice.
Michelle Onello (2023c) reported in Ms. that the Archdiocese of Baltimore was one
of 36 Catholic organizations in the US that filed for bankruptcy “to avoid potential
civil lawsuits and minimize financial compensation to victims.” The article cited a
state government report that had found “decades of abuse of over 600 children by 156
Catholic clergy and others” including evidence of “church leadership’s efforts to
cover up the abuse” (Onello, 2023¢). The implication was that the Church not only
allowed widespread abuse of children for decades, but it was also actively frustrating
victims’ efforts to receive fair compensation and an opportunity to share their stories
publicly.

The analyzed coverage also highlighted shortcomings in law. Several articles
highlighted low conviction rates to demonstrate the ineffectiveness of judicial
systems in delivering justice to victim-survivors. For example, gal-dem reported
about the “high impunity” rate for “rapists and sexual abusers in Chile,” citing data
indicating that in 2020 in Chile “only 26% of sexual crime cases resulted in legal
prosecution.” Other articles highlighted how the law is used to silence and harm
victim-survivors, such as through (threats of) defamation suits. For example, a Ms.
article referenced changes made by the Trump administration in May 2020 revising
regulations in ways that placed more burden on survivors to prove their complaints
(Onello, 2023b). That article noted that these revisions were at the heart of a new
court ruling that allowed a former Yale University student accused of sexual assault
to file defamation charges against the woman who said he abuser her. Ms. speculated

that court decision would “have a chilling effect on sexual assault survivors’
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willingness to come forward” (Onello, 2023b). These examples show how the law
can work against victims of SV; on one hand, perpetrators are rarely prosecuted, yet a

victim who reports their abuse is at risk of being punished through defamation laws.

Highlighting the role of patriarchy in reinforcing SV and male violence

Feminist scholars and anti-violence activists recommend that news coverage
of SV should illuminate how violence is connected to gendered power imbalances in
society (OurWatch 2019b; Barca 2018; Santos et al, 2022). Furthermore, journalists
are encouraged to critique “cultures that allow for abusive behaviours [and
contextualize] abusive acts as gender-based violence” (Gleave & Waller, 2023, p.
12). Feminist discourse on gendered power imbalances typically employs the phrase
“patriarchy,” which is theorized as male control in society and evidenced in both the
material and symbolic ways men dominate society. | therefore looked at ways in
which feminist media engaged with the notion of patriarchy, misogyny, sexism etc in
discussing causes, solutions, and cultural understandings of SV.

The analyzed media used different strategies to highlight the role of patriarchy
in reinforcing SV. They accomplished this by positioning men, male dominance in
society, and a culture of male violence, as central causes of SV and other forms of
gendered violence in society. Carrie N. Baker’s (2023) Q&A in Ms. quoted Harvard
Law professor Diane Rosenfeld describing “male sexual violence” as a form of
“patriarchal violence” which she defined as “the prevalence and variation of male

sexual coercion necessary to maintain a patriarchal social order.” However, Rosenfeld
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clarified that “a critique of patriarchy is not the same as a critique of men” because
men too are “absolutely harmed in horrible ways in a patriarchy” (Baker, 2023).

Feminist media also spotlighted the role of patriarchy by situating SV as part
of a continuum of gendered abuses inflicted on all people, but especially women. This
was evident in SV coverage that discussed or mentioned other forms of gender-based
violence such as sexual harassment, child marriage, stalking, domestic violence,
online violence, Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) etc. Describing an advocacy
campaign in Sierra Leone called “Hands Off Our Girls,” New African Women [02]
stated the campaigns’ work focuses on “the scourges that hold women and girls back,
such as child marriage, sexual abuse and rape, and domestic violence.” Writing in
Ms., Emmaline Kenny and Jules Hanisee (2023) reported that the US Coast Guard
had hidden, for four years, an inquiry on “systemic sexual misconduct” that had
“exposed more than 60 reports of rape, sexual assault, and sexual harassment.” These
examples demonstrate how sampled coverage framed SV as part of a broader pattern
of gendered abuses.

The analyzed articles also connected male dominance in society and across
various industries to the prevalence of SV. For example, a Ms. article featured an
interview with US music producer Drew Dixon, a Black woman, who discussed
sexism in the hip-hop industry, including rape complains against Black men who are
revered in hip-hop legacy. Dixon noted that discourse on hip-hop’s 50th anniversary
should include conversation on “the way Black women are treated in hip-hop, by both
Black men and Black women who enable the toxic patriarchy” (Hobson, 2023).

Dixon is one of three women who told the New York Times in 2017 that hip-hop
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producer Russell Simmons raped them (Coscarelli & Ryzik, 2017). Similarly, an
opinion piece published in New African Woman [03] addressed “African traditional
patriarchal cultures” noting that stories “abound” of abuse perpetrated by “powerful
African men.”

Discussing the Carroll vs Trump suit in Ms., E. Scott Osborne (2023) argued
that male dominance in publishing, advertising, arts, photography, theater, film etc. is
partly to blame for why men disbelieved Carroll and women found Carroll’s story
believable. Osborne (2023) concluded that men “exist by and large in a protective
bubble of male narratives,” where “their views and experiences” are “treated as
default human experiences.” The implication is that many men lack insight into the
reality of women’s experiences. The author urged women to “keep telling your
stories” and encouraged men to “watch women’s movies, read their books, see their
artwork. You might just learn something about half the population” (Osborne, 2023).

Lastly, the analyzed articles also illuminated how legal systems rooted on
patriarchal logics impact how rape is understood within the law and frustrates
survivors’ efforts to access justice. Audra Heinrichs’ (2023c¢) article in Jezebel quoted
a playwright who previously worked as a human rights attorney discussing gender
stereotypes in how consent is understood in society, and in law. The source was
quoted saying: “When I was at law school, I remember thinking that it was really
strange that everyone seemed to think it was OK to focus on whether the men
believed there was consent rather than whether there was or wasn’t.” Similarly, Ms.
news coverage of child marriages in India noted that the practice remains pervasive

despite laws prohibiting the practice. Arundhati Nath (2023) quoted a woman’s rights
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activist who described “the disease of child marriage” as “steeped in tradition.”
However, the source made clear to not essentialize Indian/Hindu culture by clarifying
that she does not consider child marriage as “part of culture because no form of
culture or religion should exploit women and children” (Nath, 2023).

Overall, the sampled feminist represented instances of SV as connected to
gender inequalities in society. This was accomplished through reportage and
commentary that framed various forms of gender-based violence as part of a
continuum, and highlighted how male dominance impacts the prevalence of SV as

well as how societies understand related issues such as consent.

Incorporating the voices and perspectives of victim-survivors

Feminist scholars and activists recommend that news coverage of SV should
include the voices of victims (Sonke Gender Justice 2017; Welsh Women’s Aid 2021;
Zero Tolerance UK 2022, Femifesto Canada, 2023b). One of the main critiques
against mainstream news coverage is that it excludes the voices of women, and
victims of SV in reportage (Meyers, 1997; Cuklanz, 2022; Sinalo, 2022). The
silencing of victims in news coverage of SV “takes power from those who have
already had so much taken from them” (Deavours, 2023, p. 12). Thus, | looked at if
and how the sampled feminist media included victims, including women, as news
sources.

| found it notable that the most dominant news sources, especially in The 19th
and Ms., were women's rights activists, and representatives of advocacy groups
working to end SV. Some of these sources were also survivors of SV. The sourcing

practices of Jezebel and gal-dem were different because of their publishing style.
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Jezebel mostly repurposes articles published by other news sites, while gal-dem
featured several first-person essays. Nonetheless, these platforms found different
ways to give space to victim-survivors that aligned with their publishing style. For
example, gal-dem included first person accounts of victim-survivors who narrated
their experiences through commentaries published under headlines such as: | was
silenced when I spoke out about the abuse I faced in underground music circles,” and
“l thought sex parties would free my sexuality. The reality was more dystopian than
utopian.”

In one such first-person narration, Yousra Imran (2022), a woman who lived
in Qatar for 15 years, described how the then impending football World Cup in Qatar
triggered memories of a sexual assault. Imran observed that the run-up to the 2022
Qatar World Cup had “reopened old wounds,” and wondered if she would be able to
watch the football matches, speculating that perhaps it would bring “back a flood of
memories” including a “painful” and “traumatic” rape. In addition to personal essays,
the sampled feminist media also included perspectives of victim-survivors by using
them as news sources. Some of the coverage used the voices of victim-survivors to
represent the resilience demonstrated by individuals in their pursuit for justice after
violation. For example, Barbara Rodriguez (2023a, 2023b) reported in The 19th that
the author E. Jean Carroll had filed the civil suit against former US president Donald
Trump “to get my life back,” and reposted the comment Carroll made on Twitter after
the jury verdict declaring “WE WON.”

The voices of victim-survivors were especially crucial in illuminating how

they were violated and how the experiences of SV impacted their lives. Emily Leibert
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(2023) reported in Jezebel about model Sara Ziff who filed a civil suit against a
movie producer for raping her in 2001 described the emotional impact of the abuse.
Ziff was quoted in Jezebel saying, "It's taken over 20 years to process this,” adding
she “couldn’t even talk to anyone about it for the first few years, let alone imagine
taking legal action” (Leibert, 2023). A separate Jezebel article on the conviction of
disgraced Hollywood actor Danny Masterson included a statement from one of three
anonymous women he had raped. After he was found guilty of rape, one of the
survivors was quoted in Jezebel saying, “I am experiencing a complex array of
emotions — relief, exhaustion, strength, sadness — knowing that my abuser, Danny
Masterson, will face accountability for his criminal behavior” (Heinrichs, 2023d).

A separate Jezebel article used the voices of victim-survivors to illuminate the
hostility rape survivors face when they share their experiences. Lorena O'Neil
(2023a) interviewed survivors who had testified before the Louisiana’s House
Criminal Justice Committee which was considering adding rape exceptions to its
abortion ban. The victim-survivors told Jezebel they encountered a “hostile”
reception; some Republican legislators ignored their testimony, one rolled their eyes,
others walked out of the room, while a man with a rosary hovered near the witness
table reciting bible verses (O'Neil, 2023a). One survivor quoted in the story explained
that the experience was “super disrespectful.” A different survivor quoted in the
article described the experience as “pretty crappy” adding that legislators “voted
against abortion access for raped children but apparently couldn’t stomach our three

minute statements” (O'Neil, 2023a).
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In explaining how they were abused, victim-survivors dispelled certain rape
myths, thus demonstrating the value of giving voice to victims in news accounts of
SV. For example, a Jezebel article about the Carroll v Trump civil suit included
quotes of Carroll’s testimony as she responded to questioning in court that featured
rape myths about how victims should behave during an attack. Caitlin Cruz’s (2023e¢)
article included Carroll’s exchanges with a defense attorney, in which Carroll was
questioned on why she did not scream or “fight back” when Trump raped her in the
dressing room of a New York retail outlet. Jezebel quoted Carroll saying: “Women
who come forward, one of the reasons they don’t come forward is because they are
always asked why didn’t you scream.... Some women scream. Some women don’t”

(Cruz, 2023e).

Writing in Ms. about a gynecologist formerly employed by Columbia
University convicted for sexually assaulting his patients, Alyssa Burgart and
Arghavan Salles (2023) quoted two former patients who explained how a perpetrator
who differs from what society mythologizes as a perpetrator was able to abuse his
patients over decades. One victim-survivor stated that the gynecologist, who has since
been convicted, was such an “expert groomer” that she “trusted him more than I’ve
trusted almost anybody.” Another victim-survivor was quoted explaining that when
“your predator is not scary or seemingly dangerous” you let “your guard” down and
“you squash your instincts” (Burgart & Salles, 2023). Overall, the analyzed coverage
gave space to victim-survivors who were able to highlight their painful experiences,
as well as dispel rape myths and shine light on the retaliation and hostility many

victims experience when they share their experiences.
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Highlighting progress and a variety of solutions

A feminist ethics of care perspective to news coverage of social issues
demands that journalists go beyond highlighting problems to also evaluate past
interventions, signs of progress, and proposed solutions (Mathewson, 2022). |
therefore looked at how the sampled articles and commentary represented previous
efforts and current and future proposals to address SV. The sampled feminist media
coverage featured a variety of solutions, representing aspects of justice and healing in
many different forms. The quote below, from Lisa Shannon, CEO of the women’s
rights advocacy group Every Woman Treaty, who was interviewed by Michelle

Onello in Ms., offers a succinct summary of this theme:

“The world has been tempted to frame violence against women as this
horrible, sad, culturally-specific, inevitable thing. Wrong. The necessary
evidence-based interventions are very clear. Strong law. Training and
accountability for police, judges, doctors, nurses. Services for survivors
and prevention education. That’s it. You do this and you’re going to
have a massive reduction in rates of violence against women and girls,
but you need money and you need to track relevant data. It’s actually
not that complicated, but is a question of commitment” (Onello, 2023d).

One way that analyzed coverage paid attention to solutions was by
highlighting progress, specifically indicating examples of efforts that appear to be
effective. For example, New African Woman [02] reported that the “Hands Off Our
Girls” campaign in Sierra Leone had prompted changes in healthcare and legislation,
including helping pass more severe anti-rape laws and training physicians how to care
for rape patients. Similarly, Amanda Hernandez (2023) reported in The 19th about a
rape kit tracking system being implemented across dozens of states in the US to

address “historical” lapses in “forensic evidence handling.” The 19th article reported
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some of the positive outcomes of the tracking system, mentioning that in Ohio, for
example “state investigators plowing through a backlog of 13,931 kits found 5,349

hits in a DNA database. The state has now cleared its backlog entirely” (Hernandez,

2023).

The analyzed feminist media also paid attention to solutions by presenting
some of the interventions advanced by victim-survivors, anti-rape organizations,
government agencies and women’s rights activists. Some of the solutions reported on
by the analyzed feminist media focused on the justice system/law enforcement, such
as new legislations in Sierra Leone, Chile, Malawi, New York, California, Maryland,
and Maine in the US. For example, Ms., The 19th and Jezebel reported on the
landmark ASA law in New York that inspired thousands of survivors to come
forward; it was the basis for the Carroll v Trump civil suit.

Coverage also included legislative and criminal justice focused solutions in
other parts of the US. For instance, Michelle Onello (2023e) reported in Ms. about
new laws in Maine to “reduce commercial sexual exploitation.” Ms. described the
news laws as marking a “paradigm shift,” making “Maine the first U.S. state to adopt
a survivor-centered model” in addressing exploitation and trafficking in the sex trade
industry by providing “greater support for prostituted individuals and hold[ing]
exploiters and sex buyers more accountable” (Onello 2023¢).

Meanwhile, gal-dem reported how a legislator cum-women’s rights advocate
in Chile had been inspired to draft laws against stealthing — “taking off a condom
during sex without consent” — after watching the TV series “I May Destroy You.”

The series about sexual consent was produced by British filmmaker and rape survivor
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Michaela Coel. Charis McGowan (2022) wrote that the legislator, Maite Orsini, was
“unfamiliar with the term stealthing until she watched” a scene depicting stealthing in
the TV show and the character realizing that what she had experienced was in fact a
criminal act in the UK. gal-dem reported that Orsini was then inspired to research her
country’s laws and discovered that while there were many women who had
experienced stealthing, the act was not criminalized in Chile. This example
demonstrates how a survivors’ creative work illuminated a less talked about form of
SV, and inspired a legislator to draft laws that would criminalize that abuse.

The analyzed feminist media coverage also included solutions beyond
throwing perpetrators into prisons and jails. For example, Candice Norwood and
Jennifer Gerson’s (2023) coverage of New York’s ASA law in Ms. included
discussion of how civil cases are better in serving victim-survivors’ interests as
compared to criminal cases. A source quoted in the story explained that in civil suits
the victim-survivor decides how they want their case handled, whereas in criminal
cases, the victim-survivors “lose all control” once a case is in the hands of the
prosecutor and many are often “disappointed with how a prosecutor pursues or
doesn’t pursue a case” (Norwood & Gerson, 2023a). One of The 19th’s articles on
New York’s ASA law quoted a survivor who described additional benefits that
survivors have accessed from that law, such as the seeking justice “through
mediation” (Rodriguez, 2023b).

The analyzed coverage also represented a variety of solutions beyond carceral
notions of justice and the judicial system/law enforcement as primary enforcers of

justice. For example, New African Woman [01] reported that “a strong and
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autonomous feminist movement” is crucial in addressing SV and other forms of
gendered violence, and argued for increased “financial support for women’s rights
organizations” which are currently “severely underfunded.” That article positioned
women’s rights organizations that are at the frontline of fighting SV as crucial in
addressing the problem. Meanwhile, Nadra Nittle’s (2023b) coverage in The 19th
featured a variety of non-carceral solutions to campus sexual assault in the US. The
proposed solutions included bystander training, policies on consent, and prevention
education (Nittle, 2023b).

Furthermore, Michelle Onello (2023a) reported in Ms. about the US
government's efforts to tackle IPV from a public health issue perspective. The article
noted that the US Department of Justice’s Office on Violence Against Women
(OVW) had issued a new protocol on “how health professionals can provide
comprehensive, trauma-sensitive care to patients experiencing IPV” (Onello 2023a).
The new clinical guidance recognizes clinicians as “the first line of defense” and
provides them “guidance for holistic, culturally-sensitive and patient-specific
evaluation and treatment” (Onello 2023a). Likewise, The 19th reported about a new
map and tool rolled out in 750 colleges and universities in the US by the advocacy
group End Rape On Campus (EROC) that supports survivors of campus SV by
aggregating resources, information, and policies (Nittle 2023c). The above examples
demonstrate how feminist media legitimized interventions and stakeholders outside
the law and order system (such as physicians, anti-rape activists) as important in

addressing SV.
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Overall, by giving space to sources who articulated solutions to SV, feminist
media succeeded in framing the problem as one that can be solved, rather than a sad
inevitable fact of life. They demonstrated diversity of what activists and survivors
consider as remedies to SV, by giving space to solutions that go beyond the

carceral/justice system.

Use of language in describing abuses and those involved

Feminist scholars and anti-rape activists recommend that journalists should
use language that accurately names a form of abuse, places responsibility on the
perpetrator, and is respectful to victim-survivors. | looked at specific language
choices in the sampled coverage, particularly the description of instances of SV and
people who experienced or perpetrated the abuse. | also looked at the use of language
that may cast doubt on the complaint made by victim-survivors (such as accused,
alleged, claimed), as well as language that may be insulting to victim-survivors (e.g.,
claiming one is permanently tarnished) and infantilizing language (e.g., calling a
victim weak). Overall, the sampled stories featured some of the language that has
been endorsed in feminist scholarship and reporting guidelines published by anti-rape
collectives (Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault 2017; Stand To End Rape
Initiative Nigeria 2022; Zero Tolerance UK 2022, 2023).

Notably, multiple stories used the word “survivor” to refer to people who have
experienced SV. Other stories used the word “patients” when describing victim-
survivors in the context of healthcare. Other articles used the phrase victim, such as

“sexual assault victim,” especially when describing the harm that SV inflicts on
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victim-survivors. For example, Amanda Hernandez (2023) reported in The 19th that
“it can take hours for a sexual assault victim to undergo” a rape kit exam and later
quoted an official from the Louisiana attorney general’s office who argued that
reforms to the rape kit tracking system would help people go “from being a victim to
being a survivor” because it would help them take “some of the control and power
back into their lives” ( Hernandez, 2023).

The range of terminologies used across the five outlets included phrases such

29 ¢c 29 ¢¢ 29 ¢

as: “survivors,” “victims of sex crimes,” “child sex trafficking victims,” “rape

99 ¢¢ 99 ¢

victims,” “victims of sexual violence,” “victims of sexual assault and harassment”

“survivors of sexual assault,” and “survivors of childhood sexual abuse.” Since this is
an analysis of media content, | am unable to determine if journalists asked
victims/survivors to choose what words should be employed in describing them in
news coverage.

When describing an incident of SV, feminist scholars and anti-rape activists
recommend that journalists accurately name the act of violence, avoiding phrases
such as “sex with minor” or “had sex with” because such language hides or

minimizes the abuse. The sampled coverage featured words such as “sexual abuse,”

29 ¢ 99 ¢¢ 99 ¢ 99 ¢

“rape,” “child sexual exploitation,” “sexual assault,” “sexual trauma,” “sexual

9% ¢ 29 ¢ 99 ¢¢ b

misconduct,” “sexual trafficking,” “sexual harassment and assault,” “sexual battery,’

9% ¢

“marital rape” “spousal rape,” and “‘statutory rape.”
Some of the analyzed coverage also used direct language in ways that
indicated the act of abuse, and the identity of an abuser without use of legal terms

such as allege or claim. For example, Ashton Kroner’s (2023) article in Ms. about
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military sexual assault stated that a woman Marine had “reported being raped in 2015
by her supervisor” while a second woman Marine had “said she was raped by a
fellow Marine.” Similarly, Audra Heinrichs (20231) reported in Jezebel about a
woman who said a famous US musician “lured her into a bedroom at his apartment
and raped her.” These examples demonstrate how some of the coverage used simple
and direct language to show that an abuser perpetrated a specific abuse on a
victim/survivor.

However, in some instances, particularly in court coverage, these feminist
outlets used phrases that did not adhere to the recommendations made by feminist
scholars and anti-rape advocacy groups. This pertains to language that casts doubt on

the veracity of complaints made by people who have experienced SV. This includes

29 ¢¢ 99 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢

words such as “claim,” “allege,” “allegations,” “allegedly,” “accusations,” and
“accuser.” The media guidelines published by gender rights and anti-rape
organizations propose use of words such as “said” “reported” or “complained”
instead of “accuse” or “allege.”

Jezebel coverage included use of the words “rape accuser” and “rape
allegations” in several articles. For example, Audra Heinrichs’ (20230) article
described Trump as “a man whose rape allegations are now well into the double
digits.” Caitlin Cruz’s (2022e) article stated that E. Jean Carroll “is alleging that
Trump raped her.” Sometimes words such as allege and allegedly were introduced

into news content by news sources. For example, a women’s rights advocate

interviewed in Ms. by Michelle Onello (2023d) described the case of a woman in
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Mogadishu who was arrested after informing journalists “about allegedly having been
gang raped by government soldiers.”

The use of “allege” and “claim” was especially common in court reporting.
For example, Barbara Rodriguez’s (2023a) reporting on the verdict of the Carroll v
Trump civil suit in The 19th stated that Carroll “claimed in 2019 Trump raped her in a
dressing room” and noted that Carroll had testified in court about the “alleged sexual
assault” and ““alleged rape.” Yet, a separate story published two days later and
authored by the same reporter did not use the word “claimed”; it simply stated,
“Carroll said Trump raped her in a dressing room.” (Rodriguez, 2023b). It is unclear
why the use of the word “claim” was deemed appropriate in the first article but not in
the one published two days later.

Even after the verdict, Mel Leonor Barclay (2023) reported in The 19th that
Carroll had “accused Trump of raping her in the 1990s and of defaming her after she
made public allegations” adding that while a “jury did not find sufficient evidence to
validate her rape claim, she was awarded $5 million in damages stemming from
sexual battery and defamation.” It is worth mentioning that a judge clarified in July
2023 (two months after the verdict) that indeed “Trump was found to have raped E.
Jean Carroll” (Blake, 2023). By December 2023, The 19th’s coverage was more
direct about Trump’s abuses, reporting that “a jury found that Donald Trump sexually
abused and defamed writer E. Jean Carroll” (Norwood & Gerson, 2023a).

Overall, it appears that journalists reporting on SV have concerns about legal

99 ¢¢

implications, hence the widespread use of words such as “claim,” “allege” and

“allegations.” Lastly, gal-dem was the only organization that included trigger warning
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language at the beginning of news and commentary concerning SV. It was also the
only organization to include contact details and resources for survivors at the end of
analyzed coverage of SV. In sum, the language choices observed in the analyzed
feminist media coverage of SV show progress in terms of how violence is accurately
and directly named, and in how victim-survivors are described. However, the use of
language that may cast doubt about the veracity of complaints made by victim-

survivors remains pervasive.

Incorporating diverse voices and perspectives

Feminist scholars and activists recommend that journalists should incorporate
diverse voices and perspectives in news coverage of SV. Many studies have shown
dominant journalistic sourcing practices often privilege the voices and perspectives of
men and bureaucratic officials as news sources and public commentators (Meyers,
1997; Cuklanz, 2022; Sinalo, 2022). Thus, feminist theorization of journalism
recommends that news coverage should give space to a wider array of sources, both
formal and informal, across different genders, professions, and communities (Zero
Tolerance UK 2022, 2023; OurWatch Australia 2019a; Femifesto Canada 2015).

Hence, | looked at which types of news sources the sampled coverage relied
on, but also who was given space to write opinion pieces and first person essays. |
also evaluated the perspectives these news sources and commentators brought to
media coverage, that is, the value of diverse sources and perspectives in news
coverage of SV. The sampled news and commentary overwhelmingly featured the

voices and perspectives of activists who labor every day to advance women’s rights,
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document abuses, support survivors, challenge institutional failures, hold public
officials accountable, and create awareness about SV.

The dominant voices and perspectives in the sampled coverage came from
sources affiliated with organizations involved in fighting against SV, advocacy
groups representing survivors, and organizations involved in promoting equity in
different fronts (e.g., anti-racist and LGBTQ+ advocacy groups). The analyzed
coverage included comments from representatives of advocacy groups such as End
Rape On Campus (EROC), Survivors Network of those Abused by Priests (SNAP),
National Child Welfare Anti-Trafficking Collaborative, New York State Coalition
Against Sexual Assault, Trans Pride Initiative, League of United Latin American
Citizens, UN Women, Pennsylvania Coalition to Advance Respect, 1 in 3
Foundation, National Foster Youth Institute, Human Rights Campaign, Model
Alliance and Women In Need. The representatives of these organizations addressed
the topic of SV from various angles.

Ms. and The 19th also incorporated diverse voices by publishing interviews in
a Q&A format where they gave space to various stakeholders including authors,
lawyers, academic scholars, survivors and women’s rights activists. These included
articles in Ms. titled: “Surviving Hip-Hop: The Ms. Q&A with Drew Dixon,” “The
Bonobo Sisterhood: The Ms. Q&A With Ashley Judd and Diane Rosenfeld,” “Why a
global treaty would help end violence against women and girls,” and “Breaking the
silence around sexual abuse: The Ms. Q&A with Maya Golden about new memoir
‘The Return Trip’.” Examples in the 19th include the articles “What it means for the

Biden administration to combat domestic violence” and “How podcasts about R.
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Kelly played a pivotal role in elevating Black survivors’ stories.” These Q&A articles
gave sources, all of them experts in various fields, space to discuss in detail the
impact of SV on survivors, the pervasiveness of SV in various industries, evaluate
current efforts to solve SV, and propose solutions to addressing SV.

Beyond citing representatives of anti-rape organizations and advocates of
marginalized groups, the sampled feminist media also published opinion articles,
commentary, and letters authored by these stakeholders which highlighted their
experiences, perspectives and advocacy. For example, there were many opinion
pieces published by the sampled feminist media, especially, Ms., gal-dem and New
African Woman. New African Woman published articles attributed to representatives
of UN Women and Human Rights Watch.

Likewise, Ms. published opinion articles such as: “The Violence Against
Women Act turns 29. There’s more work to do,” “Caring for Ethiopian women in
conflict-affected communities,” “How to prevent child sexual abuse during the
holidays,” “As the New York Adult Survivors Act nears expiration, survivors of Dr.
Robert Hadden are left in the dark” and “Believing—or not—E. Jean Carroll’s story:
Why it matters.” Among those who authored these listed commentaries were a
physician, academic scholars, a book author, representatives of an anti-sexual
violence advocacy group, and officials from organizations advocating for gender
equality.

Similarly, gal-dem included first person essays, including some authored by
survivors, which | discuss in detail in a separate theme in this chapter titled,

“incorporating the voices and perspectives of victim-survivors.” In addition to
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evaluating whose voices are afforded space in coverage of SV, it is also crucial to
interrogate the perspectives advanced by these sources and public commentators.
Feminist scholars argue that representation alone is not sufficient to dismantle
systems of domination because even marginalized people, including survivors of SV,
can advance harmful ideas. This point is perhaps made clearer by the rise of
conservative women leaders in various countries who actively pursue an antifeminist
agenda and support their male colleagues accused of or convicted of rape (Norocel,
2018; Benen, 2024).

My analysis found that the wide variety of news sources and opinion writers
featured in the sampled coverage highlighted an understanding of SV, survivors, and
perpetrators that went beyond the kind of narratives that typically emerge from the
speech of men, law enforcement officers and bureaucrats/official sources. Feminists
for instance, offered feminist perspectives to understanding rape as an act of power
and domination rather than “unbridled sexual desire” (Filipovic, 2023). Judy Amunga
Ndibo’s opinion piece in New African Woman (03) featured a definition of sexual
abuse that aligns with feminist theorization of SV as being about power rather than
sex. Ndibo explained that “when someone rapes, assaults, or harasses, the motivation
stems from the perpetrator’s need for dominance and control.”

Likewise, Naomi Larsson Pifieda’s (2023) coverage in gal-dem included an
interview with the Chilean feminist collective LASTESIS (The Thesis), whose
presentation “Un violador en tu camino” (“A Rapist in Your Path”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aB7r6hdo3W4) “became a global feminist

anthem within days.” In the performance, the feminists, “blindfolded and wearing the
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green scarves of the Latin American abortion rights movement,” call out “patriarchal
and state violence against women” by invoking the words: “It’s not my fault, not
where I was, not what I wore... the rapist is you. It’s the police, it’s the judges”
(Pifieda, 2023). That performance has since been replicated by other feminists in 200
cities across the world from Poland to Kenya, and translated to other languages (
Pifieda, 2023). gal-dem explained that the Chilean feminist collective was urging
people “to get a bit more angry,” invoking the historical importance of anger and rage
in feminist activism (Lorde, 1981; Orgad, & Gill, 2019). The LASTESIS members
were quoted in gal-dem stating, “thanks to rage we can mobilise ourselves, and also
mobilise the world.” This article highlighted a feminist understanding of rage as
useful in feminist activism against SV and other systems of violence/domination.
The inclusion of feminist voices and analyses of SV and gendered violence in
coverage of SV is especially notable because literature suggests feminist perspectives
are not always welcome in newsrooms and news content (North, 2009; Santos,
Cerqueira & Cabecinhas, 2022). Another bonus | observed in giving space to diverse
sources, was that it enabled the five feminist media outlets to critically evaluate and
discuss interventions to SV, offer explanations of different legal and medical
processes, and discuss the behaviour of victim-survivors and perpetrators as a means
of challenging common rape myths. This was especially evident in coverage that
relied on experts, including lawyers, physicians, mental health professionals,
academic researchers, and gender rights advocates. | have already discussed in detail

how these experts highlighted the role of institutions in perpetuating SV, how they
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challenged rape myths, and the variety of solutions to SV they proposed in other

themes in this chapter.

Survivor-centered approach to news coverage of SV

Feminist scholars and activists recommend that media coverage take a
“survivor-centered” approach in their reportage of SV (Minwalla, Foster & McGralil,
2022, p. 75). This theme is evident in news coverage and commentary that places “the
victim-survivor at the center of the story” (Zero Tolerance, 2022, p. 8) and
emphasizes how experiences of SV impacts victim-survivors, as well as in how
journalists ethically interact with victim-survivors as news sources (UN Women and
UNICEF 2022; Minwalla et al., 2022; Zero Tolerance 2023). The feminist media
analyzed in this dissertation adhered to a survivor-centered framing approach in how
they told stories of SV. This commitment to placing survivors at the center of the
story was present in multiple articles that focused precisely on the experiences of
survivors, their efforts to secure justice, their frustrations, and their activism.

| observed this in news and commentary that included headlines signaling
that survivors were the most important subject in the media content. Some of the
coverage by The 19th included headlines such as: “Sexual assault survivors can now
track their rape kits in most states,” “How podcasts about R. Kelly played a pivotal
role in elevating Black survivors’ stories,” and “When foster care kids are sex
trafficked, some states fail to figure it out.” Meanwhile, Ms. published articles under
headlines such as: “The legal system continues to fail Pieper Lewis, a survivor of sex
trafficking” and “How anti- ‘abortion trafficking’ laws actually *harm* youth

trafficking survivors.”
221



Likewise, Jezebel’s coverage included headlines such as: “Survivors testify
against bill requiring ‘proof’ of rape to get an abortion: ‘How dare you?’” and “A
Mississippi nurse questioned 13-year-old’s responsibility after she got pregnant from
rape.” Meanwhile, New African Woman published articles under headlines such as
“Too Young to Marry: End Child Marriage, because they are School girls, not
brides” while gal-dem ’s coverage included headlines such as “Queeries: when will
the pain of my sexual assault end?” These examples represent coverage that
approached the topic of SV from the perspective of survivors, a shift from typical
coverage that centers the perspectives (often denials) of accused perpetrators.

A survivor-centered approach to framing news coverage of SV was also
present in feminist coverage that began with the experience of survivors, hence
humanizing legal, medical and educational processes. For example, Amanda
Hernandez’s (2023) reporting in The 19th about reforms to rape kit tracking in the US
opened with the perspective of survivors, placing readers in the room where victims
of SV undergo rape kit exams. Hernandez (2023) begun the story:

“It can take hours for a sexual assault victim to undergo the multiple swabs,

hair samples, blood and urine collections, and other invasive procedures of a

sexual assault examination. And then it can take months, sometimes years, for
investigators to process that evidence kit.”

Likewise, Caitlin Cruz (2023b) kicked off one Jezebel article on abortion bans
in the US and the systemic challenges that Black girls/women face within that context
with the sentence: “A 13-year-old girl in Mississippi gave birth this month after she

was raped last fall, and just weeks before she will start 7th grade.” Through this
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description, the author invited readers to picture a child, a seventh grader, as a rape
survivor and a mother. In doing so, they humanized the contentious topic of abortion.

A “survivor-centered” approach also demands that journalists engage with
victim-survivors in ways that are ethically sound. Granted a content analysis is not the
ideal way to determine how journalists actually interacted with survivors, say, during
interviews. However, certain choices made by reporters and editors demonstrate that
the analyzed feminist media applied ethical principles when engaging with victim-
survivors. This was evident in coverage that used pseudonyms and anonymous
sources, presumably to protect the identity and privacy of victim-survivors. For
example, a long and chilling anonymous first-person account in gal-dem was
headlined “I was silenced when | spoke out about the abuse I faced in underground
music circles.” The author explained how she had been ostracized and attacked after
she complained on social media about being assaulted by a DJ.

Similarly, Cruz’s (2023b) coverage in Jezebel used pseudonyms to reference a
teenager and her mother in the news article about a 13-year-old girl in Mississippi
who gave birth after she was raped. There were also examples that suggested that
feminist media treated their news sources and subjects with respect. For example, The
19th editors included a note in a news story authored by Orion Rummler (2023)
explaining why they had withdrawn a quote from a student, demonstrating that the
outlet had chosen to respect the wishes of the news source and their family. The
editor’s note stated: “An earlier version of this article included comment[s] from a
student. While the reporting was accurate, mention of the student has been removed

from the article at the family's request” (Rummler, 2023).
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The sampled coverage also engaged with the issue of respect for victim-
survivors of SV, in relation to how they are represented in mainstream media. For
example, Nadra Nittle’s (2023a) reporting in The 19th’s on the then impending
release of the Hulu documentary on Freaknik quoted an official of the advocacy
group End Rape On Campus (EROC) who demanded that any retelling of the abuse
Black women experienced at Freaknik events in the 1990s must be respectful to
survivors. The 19th quoted the source rationalizing why filmmakers must obtain
consent from victim-survivors if they intend to include archival footage depicting SV:
“Some women who were able to go to Freaknik may want to share their stories now,
but some of them may not be ready to do that.... My hope is that [filmmakers are]
taking a respectful approach to this” (Nittle, 2023a).

In addition to how they framed stories and represented news sources, the
analyzed feminist media also exemplified a survivor-centered approach by reporting
on how policies, laws, procedures, and cultural norms impact survivors of SV. Kylie
Cheung (2023d) wrote in one Jezebel article that rape survivors, “who already face
staggering barriers in the medical system, are especially vulnerable to the rigidity and
brutality of [abortion] bans.” In a separate article, Cheung (2023n) reported that even
in US states where legislators are proposing to include rape exceptions to abortion
bans, anti-abortion laws could still discourage rape victims from reporting or seeking
healthcare because of fear they would end up in jail. Cheung (2023n) stated, “Who
would stake three years of their life on the statistically low chance of being believed
and supported by law enforcement? Fewer than 1% of rapes lead to felony

convictions.”
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Lastly, the analyzed coverage also highlighted efforts to center the
experiences of victim-survivors, particularly the emotional pain that lingers after
experiencing SV. For example, gal-dem published an advice column in which a
victim-survivor who narrated their enduring struggle three years after they were
sexually assaulted sought help on how to overcome the trauma (Mirza, 2022). Other
coverage illuminated the experiences of SV survivors by focusing on depictions of
victim-survivors in popular culture. For example, coverage by gal-dem, Ms. and
Jezebel included reportage on a TV show, a play and a movie that highlighted

survivors' experiences of SV (McGowan, 2022; Heinrichs 2023c; Meek, 2023).

Resisting and countering rape myths

Feminist scholars and activists recommend that journalists should resist and
counter rape myths in news coverage of SV (Stand To End Rape Initiative Nigeria
2022; Zero Tolerance 2023, Femifesto Canada 2023a). | therefore examined how the
sampled coverage dealt with rape myths, specifically looking at if they framed
coverage in ways that promoted stereotypes, if they included comments from news
sources that are laden with rape myths, and if/how they challenged rape myths
introduced by news sources. Firstly, the sampled feminist news articles and
commentary rarely included statements that would be considered rape myths. There
were some exceptions, such as in coverage of cases involving celebrities who made
negative comments against victims, either directly or through surrogates. Also notable
was the fact that the sampled feminist media coverage challenged such statements, or

at least flagged statements and actions that could be categorized as rape myths.
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For example, Mel Leonor Barclay’s reporting (2023) about a speech Trump
gave deriding Carroll after the conclusion of their New York civil suit stated that
Trump had used “a sexist line of attack” when he questioned “what kind of a woman’
would meet a man and take him to a dressing room” (Barclay, 2023). In this case, The
19th labeled Trump’s slut-shaming comments as “sexist.” The same story also
described Trump’s infamous “grab ‘em by the pussy” comment as a “vulgar
description of sexual assault and exploitation of power” (Barclay, 2023), again clearly
labelling as harmful the infamous comments that many of Trumps’ supporters have
downplayed as harmless locker room talk.

The 19th and Ms. rarely quoted perpetrators, perhaps because their coverage
rarely centered on specific cases. Instead, the majority of their news and commentary
aligned with what scholars theorize as thematic framing (Boukes, 2022), representing
multiple victims, probing processes that enable abuse, highlighting new research and
the work of activists etc. This meant that the types of sources who typically inject
rape myths into news coverage — such as defense attorneys, perpetrators and their
surrogates, random strangers interviewed about whether or not they believe some
beloved celebrity really did rape “that woman” — did not fit in the news and
commentary. Meanwhile, Jezebel’s coverage included more high-profile cases (e.g.
complaints against athletes, politicians, Hollywood celebrities etc.), and featured
comments from perpetrators and their surrogates which were laced with rape myths.

However, Jezebel did not leave these comments unchallenged. Instead,
Jezebel’s coverage presented falsehoods and negative attacks alongside facts and

counterstatements made by victims and expert sources disputing those rape myths.
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For example, in coverage of rape and sexual harassment complaints against former
New York mayor Rudy Giuliani, Jezebel’s Laura Bassett (2023) used facts to
establish the veracity of the complaints which Giuliani’s representatives had
dismissed as “extortion”. Basset (2023) noted that the victim had preserved 23,000
emails that support her complaints adding: “Her allegations are so plentiful, so
stunning, and so heavily backed up with receipts that they are impossible to
adequately summarize here.” In this case, the author resisted Giuliani’s assertion that
the complaints were lies, an extortionist attempt, by clarifying that the victims'
complaints had merit. In other instances Jezebel countered rape myths by highlighting
the questionable character of news sources and perpetrators (e.g., as abusers, proven
liars) who had used false stereotypes to dismiss women’s experiences of SV.

The sampled feminist media and commentary also drew from the narratives of
victim-survivors, either as news sources or opinion writers, to challenge rape myths.
A common rape myth is the assumption that if a victim waits “too long” to make a
complaint of SV it is because they are lying or imagining the whole thing. In her
essay published in gal-dem, Yousra Imran (2023) offered a detailed explanation for
why she waited six months to inform her family about the abuse. In part, Imran
waited until after completing her university education because she feared if her father
found out immediately he would have forced her to quit school. This example
demonstrates how what many people might consider to be straight-forward decisions
can indeed be very complicated minefields to navigate for victims.

The analyzed coverage also challenged rape myths by making legible the

widespread nature of SV, as experienced and perpetrated by diverse groups of people.
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These intersectional accounts challenged assumptions about who is validated as “a
real victim” by showing that all people can/are victimized including men, LGBTQ+
people, Black women, disabled people etc, across various locations in the US, Chile,
UK, Malawi, Sierra Leone, Qatar, Ethiopia, Israel etc. By expanding narratives about
“real” victims, the analyzed feminist media subverted myths that position a narrow
range of people as victims (mostly white, upper middle-class women in Global North)
while ignoring abuses inflicted on other groups. Some of the sampled articles also
acknowledged the disbelief that victims of SV face as a result of their identity. Sarah
Luterman’s article in The 19th highlighted how such disbelief is steeped in
stereotypes, such as the assumption that SV victims who are disabled should “feel
grateful” that an abuser found them “sexually appealing” (Luterman, 2023).

The analyzed feminist news also resisted common myths and stereotypes
about rape by drawing on experts, victim advocacy groups, academic researchers, and
statistics. In the Ms. opinion piece discussing the Carroll v Trump case, author E.
Scott Osborne (2023) noted that Carroll’s complaint and her trauma after the rape
“are completely routine.” Osborne (2023) cited data from the 1990s showing “barely
a third of all rapes were reported to the police,” to demonstrate that Carroll’s failure
to report to police back in the 1990s when it happened “is (unfortunately) firmly in
the mainstream.” Amy L. Bernstein’s (2023) opinion piece in Ms. titled “The false
tropes about rape we must destroy” also discussed and challenged rape myths that
still color judicial proceedings and certain courts of public opinion.

Lastly, how the media report on false rape complaints, and jury decisions that

imply a rape complaint was false, is crucial in dismantling the myth that women
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routinely lie about rape. While the sampled articles overwhelmingly presented victim-
survivors as believable, they also pushed back on claims of false rape. This was
evident in Audra Heinrichs’ (2023k) article in Jezebel on a case in which two US
football players were acquitted of rape and kidnapping charges in part because of
video played in court that showed the complainant giving verbal consent after the
sexual encounter. Jezebel included information that would have helped readers
question if indeed the video was irrefutable proof of a consensual experience. While
the accused perpetrators’ surrogates framed the video as proof of consensual sex,
Heinrichs (2023k) noted that they had not addressed the fact that the video actually
showed that “consent was confirmed only after what allegedly happened between" the
two athletes and the complainant (Heinrichs, 2023Kk).

In a separate article, Laura Bassett (2023b) reported in Jezebel about a woman
who was withdrawing her complaints of rape and physical abuse against US rock
musician Marilyn Manson (née Brian Warner), saying that she had been “pressured”
to make those claims by other people who had also filed charges against the Warner.
The article mentioned that another woman who had complained about Manson had
also opted for an out of court settlement. Bassett (2023b) pushed back on the idea of
widespread false rape, by including the fact that at least “16 women had accused the
musician of sexual abuse and battery” and explained that it is plausible that some
victims were choosing financial settlements out of court rather than the “demoralizing
legal process.” The above two examples show cases where Jezebel was able to push

back on false myths by highlighting appropriate consent (before, not after sex), and
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explanation for recanted complaints that went beyond the myth that victims routinely

lie.

Reporting SV from an intersectional lens

Feminist theories of intersectionality and ethics of care demand that news
coverage of social issues must consider how overlapping identities along the lines of
race, class, caste, sexuality, religion, disability, immigration status, age, etc. impact
everyday experiences for the communities that journalists cover (Crenshaw, 1989,
1991; Steiner, 2020; Peterson-Salahuddin, 2021; Mathewson, 2022). | therefore
examined how news coverage of SV incorporated an intersectional lens in regard to
which stories they told and whose experiences they legitimized.

An intersectional lens was evident in news and commentary that highlighted
how marginalized communities are more vulnerable to SV and less likely to receive
support or justice. Several articles cited polling results, government statistics and
academic reports that made evident the disparities in how SV is experienced by
people who are “multiply” marginalized. For example, Sarah Luterman reported in
The 19th that women with disabilities experience sexual harassment or assault in the
workplace (48%) at higher rates compared to women without disabilities (32%).

The analyzed feminist media also applied an intersectional lens by making SV
visible among communities whose experiences of SV have traditionally been
dismissed such as men, sex workers, Black women, queer people, the incarcerated
etc. Such coverage validated the often-ignored experiences of victim-survivors from

these communities. For example, several stories situated men as legitimate victims of
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SV, subverting traditional gender stereotypes that overlook men’s victimhood.
Michelle Onello’s (2023a) news article in Ms. about IPV, which they defined as
encompassing “emotional, sexual and/or physical abuse or aggression” between
romantic partners, cited statistics indicating that 26% of men experience IPV. This
coverage demystified the assumption of IPV as a “women issue” and validated the
oft-ignored experiences of men as victims of SV and other forms of gendered
violence.

The theory of intersectionality emerged from Black women’s activism and
scholarship, which demonstrated that US laws in particular did not account for their
experiences as both Black people in a racially hierarchized society and as women in a
patriarchal society (Crenshaw, (Crenshaw, 1989). Crenshaw’s theorization
demonstrated how both anti-racist and anti-rape activism in the US failed to address
Black women’s experiences with SV and other forms of gendered violence
(Crenshaw, 1989). Hence, | looked at how feminist media engaged with the
experiences of Black women as victims of SV. A first-person essay in gal-dem
authored by a survivor explained that the history of slavery and commodification of
Black bodies, and stereotypes about Black women’s perpetual strength impacted how
people reacted to her and other Black women who have experienced SV. The
anonymous author explained that people disbelieved her complaints of SV because
her race, gender, sexuality, class, and body size does not align with stereotypes about

“real” victims:

“In society’s eyes, I can’t be a victim. I’'m not small, 'm not blonde, I’'m not
cisgender, I’'m not white, I’m not straight and I’'m not middle class — | am so
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far removed from the binary that most of the people who engage with me on a
daily basis don’t know how to” (gal-dem, 01).

The above example speaks to the historical disbelief Black women encounter
when they experience SV, and the ways in which other categories of marginality
intersect with race and gender to demarcate which victims are believed or
disbelieved.

The analyzed coverage also featured an intersectional lens in discussions of
solutions to SV by giving space to critiques and arguments that evaluated how
different approaches might impact different communities. For example, Ms. coverage
of a new landmark law in Maine that seeks to “reduce commercial sexual
exploitation” (Onello 2023e) by criminalizing sex buying (as opposed to sex work),
included concerns raised by people in the trans community over fears that the law
would hurt transpeople who are forced into sex work because of workplace
discrimination (Onello 2023e).

Another Ms. article, an interview with the representative of a women’s rights
advocacy group, addressed the importance of including all nations in the process of
developing gender-focused treaties (Onello, 2023d). That article addressed the issue
of countries in the Global North dominating international policy making, and how the
exclusion of some Global South countries in the process impacts their (un)
willingness to adopt policies which are maligned as a Western “export.” The
women’s rights advocate quoted in the article explained that expecting countries in
Asia or the Arab region to sign treaties developed by Western nations is perceived
abroad as “colonial and borderline racist” (Onello, 2023d). The above two examples

represent how the analyzed media gave space to critical evaluation of solutions,
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demonstrating the importance of incorporating perspectives of oft-excluded
marginalized communities.

Lastly, feminist media also included narratives that illuminated how the fear
of SV is weaponized against members of marginalized communities. For example,
Candice Norwood’s (2023d) reporting in The 19th discussed how US lawmakers have
introduced “more than 500 anti-LGBTQ bills” fostering “hostility” against queer and
transgender people when it is transgender people (especially racially minoritized)
who face abuse. That article cited a 2021 report showing 44% of Black LGBT adults
say they “were physically or sexually assaulted.” An academic scholar quoted in the
story noted that quite often what “should be perceived as a normal expression of
Black queer culture” is instead “politicized and demonized because of the gender or
sexual orientation of the person trying to live their life” (Norwood, 2023d). That
article illuminated how sexuality, gender and race intersect in how society both
ignores the abuse suffered by Black LGBTQ+ adults while framing them as the
perpetrators.

Overall, the sampled coverage highlighted instances of SV as experienced by
diverse communities and made legible the ways in which identities of marginality
make some people more prone to experiencing abuse. They also validated the
experiences of people often excluded in normative discourse of SV (e.g., men and
people with disabilities as victims) while representing the views of marginalized

people as needed and meaningful in addressing SV.

233



Framing SV as a longstanding and widespread social issue

Feminist scholars and activists recommend that the news media should frame
individual instances of SV as part of a widespread societal problem as opposed to
random or isolated cases (Barca, 2018; Hindes & Filebon, 2020; Santos et al. 2022;
Deavours, 2023; Gleave and Waller, 2023). | looked at if/how the sampled coverage
went beyond individual instances of SV, and if/how they addressed the nature of SV
as a longstanding and extensive societal problem. | observed a range of strategies
such as the inclusion of contextual information highlighting the pervasiveness of SV,
use of statistics and scientific data, as well as citing experts who connected individual
instances of SV to larger social structures.

In some instances, the analyzed feminist media used language that directly
communicated the prevalence of SV. For example, Claire Kenny’s (2023) article in
Ms. stated women opera singers “face dangerous levels of sexual assault.” Jessica
Kutz (2023) reported in The 19th on a “pervasive culture of sexual harassment and
assault on research stations” in Antarctica, “one of the world’s most remote and
isolating places for field work.” In the Ms. opinion piece “How to prevent child
sexual abuse during the holidays,” Omny Miranda Martone and Yasmin Hung (2023)
wrote that “everyone thinks something like this would never happen in their family”
and then went on to cite statistics. Their article warned that “the risk of child sexual
abuse inevitably increases” during the holidays when friends and family get together.
Collectively, such coverage represented SV as commonplace, occurring everywhere
from homes to distant research field sites in Antarctica; and perpetrated by everybody

from friends and family to academic researchers.
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A few articles referenced “rape culture,” a phrase that emerged from 1970’s
US feminist anti-rape activism. New African Woman [06] published an article
attributed to UN Women titled “16 ways to stand up against the rape culture.” The
article defined rape culture as “the social environment that allows sexual violence to
be normalized and justified, fueled by the persistent gender inequalities and attitudes
about gender and sexuality.” New African Woman [06] further explained that “while
the contexts may differ, rape culture is always rooted in patriarchal beliefs, power,
and control.” Likewise, Nadra Nittle (2023c) reported in The 19th on a new map and
tool that documents cases of SV on 750 US colleges. Nittle’s (2023c¢) article cited a
source who stated that the map and tool would show “how severe this problem” is,
adding that it would “provide a wakeup call for university leaders who don’t realize
how prevalent rape culture is on their campus.” These articles that invoked “rape
culture” spoke to the deep-rooted and common nature of SV.

The analyzed coverage also relied on statistics to highlight the extensive
nature of SV. For example, New Africa Woman [01] quoted a 2023 UN Women
report showing “245 million women and girls continue to face physical and/or sexual
violence from their intimate partners each year.” An opinion piece in Ms. authored by
Wendy J. Fox (2023) quoted statistics from the US-based National Sexual Violence
Resource Center (NSVRC) suggesting “one in seven women have sought a new job,
changed jobs, or quit a job because of harassment or assault.” Orion Rummler’s
(2023) news article published by The 19th and Ms. stated “at least 20 to 25 percent of
undergraduate women experience sexual assault.” Meanwhile, Christina Carrega

(2023) reported in Ms. that “86% of women” in US jails have “experienced sexual
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violence in their lifetime” and they face revictimization during incarceration. The
statistics cited in these articles highlighted the magnitude of SV; it is experienced
everywhere, in multiple countries and social settings.

While statistics are useful in demonstrating that SV is common and
widespread, feminist scholars and activists warn against reportage that represents
victim-survivors as abstract. Instead, they recommend that coverage should also
include the voices and perspectives of local communities, victim-survivors, and
activists. Hence, | looked at how feminist media relied on their sourcing to offer
contextual information about SV that did not reduce victim-survivors to mere
statistics. Many articles and commentary quoted sources and experts who drew on
individual instances to discuss other cases. For example, Barbara Rodriguez's (2023a)
coverage in The 19th included a quote from E. Jean Carroll after the jury concluded
that Trump did in fact assault her, declaring: “This victory is not just for me but for
every woman who has suffered because she was not believed.” By using this quote
invoking “every woman,” The 19th endorsed Carroll’s point that the abuse
experienced by Carroll was something that many other women have also faced.

Another example in Jezebel featured model Sara Ziff, who filed a civil suit
against a movie producer for raping her more than 20 years ago. The article authored
by Emily Leibert (2023) discussed how other victim-survivors helped Ziff as she
agonized over coming forward. Ziff was quoted stating: “I’ve spoken to other people
who’ve gone through it and every single one of them says it’s a nightmare.” By
quoting survivors who went on to mention other instances of SV, feminist media

demonstrated that there are indeed many survivors of SV, and gave them a platform
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to share their pain and their quest for justice and healing. In doing so, feminist media
put human faces and voices to the “grim” statistics of SV.

Lastly, the analyzed articles also represented some accused perpetrators as
repeat offenders, thus demonstrating that these men had a pattern of abusing women.
For example, The 19th’s coverage included an article where Mariel Padilla (2023b)
used bullet points to list complaints made by 24 women against former US President
Donald Trump. Likewise, Jezebel’s coverage of complaints made against celebrities
such as Danny Masterson (actor), Luc Besson (film director), the Tate brothers (social
media influencers), Harvey Weinstein (Hollywood producer), Marilyn Manson
(musician), Nick Carter (musician), and Rusell Brand (comedian) highlighted the fact
that they had been implicated by multiple victim-survivors for crimes committed over
many years.

For example, Rich Juzwiak (2023) reported that four women had come
forward with rape and sexual assault complaints against British comedian Russell
Brand. The article published by Jezebel stated that “more women had come forward”
with additional complaints after the initial coverage of complaints against Brand
(Juzwiak, 2023). Such coverage subverted the stereotype that SV is about sex or
unbridled passion, by demonstrating that these men who held positions of power in
their respective industries maintained a pattern of sexually abusing women for

decades.

Applying a resistance approach to normative journalistic practices

Feminist scholars recommend that news coverage of SV should resist some of

the normative practices upheld in mainstream journalism such as neutrality, both-
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sideism, and detached reporting (Santos et al., 2022; Minwalla et al., 2022). | looked for
this theme in coverage of SV by examining how journalists engaged with their own
subjectivity (including their experiences of SV), how they implemented self-
reflexivity by assessing media practices as well as abuse within the news industry,
and how they presented competing claims from victims and perpetrators. | observed
this theme of resistance in coverage that appeared to sidestep objectivity as is
commonly practiced in mainstream journalism (neutral, detached reporting).

For example, instead of presenting competing claims as bearing equal weight,
some articles gave contextual information that illuminated the self-serving interests of
some news sources, and the power structures that underlie certain claims and
positions. For instance, Jezebel’s Kylie Cheung (2023b) reported about efforts to pass
a new bill that would help address marital rape in Ohio, one of eleven states in the US
that at the time had “marital exceptions to rape.” Cheung mentioned one Republican
politician who had frustrated similar efforts in 2018 and was now expressing
reservations that the law could criminalize consensual sex. The Jezebel article
included information showing that politician has been the subject of sexual
harassment complaints and previously “tried to obstruct legislation to protect
survivors of child sexual abuse in the church” (Cheung, 2023b). In doing so, Jezebel
provided readers a framework to consider the legislator’s concerns about the bill, not
just as any lawmaker trying to protect sex within marriage, but as an individual who
is implicated as a sexual harassment abuser and who has a history of undermining SV

survivors’ rights.
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In other instances, especially in Jezebel, authors took a stance on contentious
issues, or included their own experiences and perspectives in their reportage. In doing
s0, these journalists avoided the mainstream practice of distancing themselves from
the issues they report on by acknowledging and drawing from their subjectivity. For
example, Jezebel’s coverage of proceedings at Louisiana’s House criminal justice
committee where local legislators “voted against adding rape and incest exceptions to
the state’s abortion ban” included Lorena O'Neil’s (2023b) personal assessment.
O'Neil (2023b) concluded that “we’re living in hell” after describing “eyebrow-
raising” and “disheartening” proceedings in which legislators ignored rape survivors’
testimony and voted against rape exceptions to abortion.

In another Jezebel article about abortion bans, Cheung (2023k) pushed back
on claims made by one source who stated at a hearing that: “while a pregnancy might
have been difficult on a 10-year-old body, a woman’s body is designed to carry life.
That is a biological fact.” Cheung (2023k) noted that such language, framing “a child
victim as a woman” is “purposeful disinformation” used for “political
convenience.” Likewise, Audra Heinrichs (2023) included her own experience with
SV in a Jezebel article reviewing a play about a lawyer who prosecutes their own
rape. Heinrichs (2023c) described how she felt watching the play Prima Facie:

“When I attended the play in mid-May, it was this pivotal, painful moment—

stained by a certain kind of self-loathing and psychological torture known

singularly by survivors—that penetrated deeper than many other narratives
about sexual assault. Not because | can still vividly recall so many moments

of my own that look staggeringly similar. Rather...what’s done is done. There
can be reclamation after rape, but there is never remission. Not really.”

Elements of resistance journalism were also evident in coverage that went

beyond events orchestrated by bureaucratic institutions (e.g. arrests by police, press
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releases by defense attorneys, court testimonies etc.) which often result in framing
and sourcing strategies that favor the accused perpetrator. Instead, the sampled
feminist media gave space to longform articles, investigative features, as well as
articles that would have emerged from a journalists’ own initiative rather than from
the routines imposed by external news sources. The analyzed feminist media also
drew from scientific and academic research, published critical commentary and
conducted their own polls on issues related to SV. For example, The 19th reported on
several polls it had conducted in partnership with the survey company
SurveyMonkey. Meanwhile, Ms. published a regular series titled “War on Women
Report” which summarized policies, news events, research and other information
related to attacks on women'’s rights, including those concerned with SV.

The sampled articles also evidenced resistance to normative journalistic
practices by criticizing and self-reflecting on how the media report on SV. For
example, Jezebel critiqued hosts of a segment broadcasted by the US cable channel
Fox News who drew on rape myths to describe an “exploitative sexual relationship
between a 16-year-old high school student and his [female] teacher” as something
desirable for a teenage boy. Cheung (2023e) pushed back on the rape myth by stating
that ““it really doesn’t help abuse victims of any gender to suggest teenage boys are
categorically unrapeable” (Cheung, 2023¢). Caitlin Cruz’s (2023b, 2023c) reporting
in Jezebel also criticized rightwing media, particularly the Wall Street Journal, for
publishing an op-ed titled “An abortion story too good to confirm” which dismissed
the veracity of a high-profile case that emerged in 2022 about a ten-year old rape

victim in Ohio who was forced to travel out of state to get an abortion.
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Likewise, Candice Norwood (2023a) interviewed a media scholar who had
published an academic paper researching how Black-hosted podcasts discussed the
complaints against musician R. Kelly. The Q&A published by The 19th included
discussion on “where the media stands currently on its depictions of Black women
and girls.” Norwood (2023a) posed several questions to the interviewee related to
media coverage, including: “Where do you think we are now in the media landscape
in terms of depictions of Black women survivors?” By invoking “we,” The 19th
reporter appeared to engage in self-reflexivity, placing her own news outlets'
coverage of SV among Black women as part of the inquiry. Meanwhile, Max Fallon-
Goodwin’s (2023) article in Ms. about a Chinese journalist who was imprisoned in
China for her reportage of #MeToo also discussed sexual harassment and abuse in the
news industry, and citied data highlighting the fact that gendered abuses are common
in the news industry.

Lastly, resistance of normative journalistic practices was also present in
coverage that centered voices of anti-rape activists and women’s rights activists.
Mainstream media typically shun such voices due to the assumption that they are
biased (Meyers, 1997). The analyzed coverage also included opinion pieces and first-
person essays that challenged normative discourses of SV and gender relations. |
discuss this democratization of sourcing practices in separate themes titled,
“incorporating diverse sources and perspectives" and “incorporating the voices and
perspectives of victim-survivors. ” Overall, the resistance journalistic practices
embraced by the sampled feminist media allowed coverage that expanded beyond “he

said-she said” narratives, highlighted the power structures that undergird various
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claims made by news sources, challenged rape myths, and self-reflected on the

media’s role in perpetuating various narratives of SV.

Chapter Summary

| set out in this chapter to answer the following research question: To what
extent do feminist media implement best practices recommended by feminist scholars
and activists in their reportage and commentary of sexual violence? | examined news
and commentary on SV (n=122) published by five feminist media organizations. |
applied a codebook developed from findings to RQ1 as well as best practices for
coverage of SV gleaned from feminist theorization of journalism (e.g.,
intersectionality, ethics of care), literature on news coverage of SV and a preliminary
analysis of the sampled articles. | analyzed coverage by the following media
organizations: Jezebel (n =44), Ms. (n=33), and The 19th (n=22), which are based in
the US, as well as New African Woman (n=6), and the now defunct UK-based but
globally focused gal-dem (n=17).

This findings chapter discussed 12 themes | observed in analysis of a sample
of 122 articles. The analyzed feminist media frame SV as a longstanding and
widespread social problem, and highlight how larger systems of domination such as
patriarchy, racism, ableism, and imperialism are implicated in how SV is experienced
as well as how societies understand and address SV. The analyzed media challenged
common rape myths and framed victims’ accounts of SV as believable. They
expanded who is understood as a “real” victim by legitimating the experiences of oft-

ignored people such as men, people with disabilities, Black women, the incarcerated
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etc. The analyzed media employed an intersectional lens that clarified how identities
of marginality interconnect to make some people more prone to experience abuse, or
to be falsely stereotyped as perpetrators.

In contrast to mainstream public discourse that silences victim-survivors or
represents them as abstract, the analyzed media incorporated the voices of victim-
survivors in news content and highlighted their acts of courage and resistance. Such
reportage gave space to victim-survivors' accounts of their experiences and
demonstrated how some survivors have drawn from their abuse to become agents of
social change. Furthermore, the analyzed coverage highlighted solutions to SV,
including non-carceral approaches to justice and preventative measures. This
coverage was instructive in communicating that we don't have to accept SV as an
inevitable fact of life. The solutions articulated in coverage came from the diverse
sources that feminist media privileged, including women’s rights activists, academic
scholars, and anti-rape activists and experts.

Overall, what became evident is that the analyzed feminist media do in fact
resist some of the normative journalistic practices, such as by discarding both-sideism
and detached reporting, going beyond routine events orchestrated by bureaucratic
institutions. In Jezebel particularly, I noted cases where journalists took a stance on
debates, shared their experiences and perspectives, and exposed the motivations
behind some of the claims made by news sources and accused perpetrators. The
sampled feminist media also demonstrated a commitment to social justice by giving
space to investigative articles, commentary by activists and survivors, and conducting

their own polls as well as monitoring gender-related policies. Furthermore, they

243



reflected and criticized the media’s role in perpetuating various narratives of SV.
While they used recommended language in describing people and various forms of
abuses, the analyzed feminist coverage mirrored traditional press use of legal terms
such as “allege” and ““claim” that critics say casts doubt on victim-survivors’

complaints.
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Chapter 8: Experimental Design Results

This chapter discusses the findings to RQ3, which asked: To what extent does
coverage that features feminist best practices affect participants’ beliefs about sexual
violence and attitudes towards victims and perpetrators? The intent was to examine
the causal impacts of exposure to news coverage featuring feminist best practices. My
goal was to establish experimentally if reportage of SV from a feminist perspective
seems to actually influence how participants evaluate victims, perpetrators, and the
social issue of SV. This research question was addressed through a survey
administered to participants in the US and South Africa (N =496). The specifics of
this method are described in a previous chapter four, so I will not repeat that
discussion here. Since participants in the two countries differed slightly, I present the
demographics of each group separately to make visible the variations that would
otherwise be hidden if presented jointly. After presenting the demographics of
participants | will then present preliminary findings before discussing the main

analyses of hypotheses that were tested.

Participants

South Africa Participants’ Demographics

Of the 343 South African individuals, 234 were valid responses via
Clickworker. | removed 77 responses which failed manipulation checks and
comprehension checks, skipped many items, or exhibited straight-lining (Zhang &

Conrad, 2014; Hillygus & LaChapelle, 2022). An additional 32 responses were
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removed because of how long it took the participants to complete the study (Curran,
2016; Leiner, 2019). The mean time to complete the survey was 14.9 minutes and the
median time was 12.81 minutes. | removed participants who took less than half the
median time, or 6.43 minutes to complete the survey, as well as those who took two
and a half times the median time, or 32 minutes. The data cleaning steps employed in
this study are typical and essential in survey research to ensure data quality (Meade &
Craig, 2012; Curran, 2016; Leiner, 2019, Otis, 2022). All participants who completed
the survey were compensated even if their responses were removed during the data
cleaning process described above. The age of participants recruited in South Africa
ranged between 18 and 64, with a mean age of 32.23. Table 4 below outlines other

demographic information of participants from South Africa.

According to 2022 census data, South Africa has a population of 62 million
(Gumbi, 2023). Of these, South Africa’s national statistics agency Stats SA reported
51.5% were females while 48.5% were males. The median age of South Africa is 28
(Stats SA, 2022). Black Africans account for the majority of the population at nearly
82%, followed by coloured people (8.2%), white people (7.3%) and Indians/Asians
(2.7% ) (Stats SA, 2023). The majority of the male population was either single
(55.1%) or were either married or living with a partner (40.3%). Similarly, the
majority of the female population was either single (48.6%) or were either married or
living with a partner (38.1%). The sample recruited for this study reflects South
Africa’s youthful population; most participants were also women, Black Africans and
stated they were either never married or married. As such, the sample recruited for

this study is somewhat similar to the South African population.
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Table 4: Demographic details of South Africa participants (N=234)

N % Mean
Age 32.23
Gender Man 82 35
Woman 62
145
Non-Binary 1 04
Race/ethnicity Black 147 62.8
Indian/Asian 10 43
Coloured 24 103
White 44 18.8
Other 3 1.3
Completed Bachelor’s degree 83 355
education
Advanced Degree 14 6.0
Some College 38 16.2
High School or Less 57 244
National diploma/Associate's degree 41 175
Marital status Divorced/Separated/Widowed 15 64
Prefer Not to Say 4 17
Married 71 30.3
Never Married 144 615
Political Affiliation Democratic Alliance 76 325
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Economic Freedom Fighters 46 19.7
African National Congress 36 154
Other/None/Apolitical 41 175

Small Parties (Arise, Action, Nkatha 35 142
etc)

Note. Some categories in this table do not include participants who opted to skip

some demographic questions.

USA Participants’ Demographics

The U.S sample included 300 responses via Cloud Research. Some 84
responses were removed because they failed comprehension checks or exhibited
repetitive straight-lining of answers, including reverse coded questions (Zhang &
Conrad, 2014; Hillygus & LaChapelle, 2022). An additional 35 responses were
removed due to the time it took to complete the survey (Curran, 2016; Leiner, 2019).
The mean time to complete the survey was 10.3 minutes and the median 8.3 minutes.
Removing responses due to the insufficient time to complete the survey (less than
half the median time or 4.1 minutes or taking two and a half times the median time of
20.7 minutes), the sample yielded 181 valid responses.

Of the 295 U.S. MTurk responses, 84 were valid. 156 responses failed the
comprehension checks, manipulation checks or skipped many items, or exhibited
straight-lining. Another 60 responses were removed because of how long it took
participants to complete the study. Among U.S. participants recruited via MTurk who
passed all checks, the mean time to complete the survey was 16.91 minutes and the

median was 14 minutes. | removed participants who took less than half the median
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time, or 7 minutes to complete the survey, as well as those who took two and a half
times the median time, or 35 minutes. The combined valid U.S. responses was 262.
The data cleaning strategies employed in this study are essential to ensure data quality
due to concerns about careless and inattentive responses in online surveys (Meade &
Craig, 2012; Curran, 2016; Leiner, 2019, Otis, 2022). All participants who completed
the survey were compensated even if their responses were removed during the data
cleaning process described above. The age of all participants recruited in the US
ranged between 21 and 77, with a mean age of 42.20. Table 5 below outlines the

demographic profile of US participants recruited via Cloud Research and MTurk.

The samples recruited via MTurk and Cloud Research were similar in some
ways and varied in others. The MTurk sample was younger ( mean age of 32 vs 46
for Cloud Research) and had more men (70%) compared to Cloud Research which
had an almost equal split between men and women (50% vs 49%). The majority of
the sample identified their political affiliation as Conservative or Conservative
leaning on MTurk (46% vs 33% for Liberal and Liberal leaning) while there was an
almost equal balance between Conservative and Liberal ideologies on Cloud

Research (32% vs 33% respectively).

While the majority of participants stated they had a Bachelor's degree, this
group was more pronounced on both MTurk (88%) than on Cloud Research (41%).
Again, participants who stated they were married made up the majority of the sample
but they were more pronounced on MTurk (76%) than on Cloud Research (55%).

Overall, Cloud Research had a more diverse sample in the sense that even though
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White, married, people with a Bachelor's degree were the majority of the sample (just
like on MTurk), their share was much smaller compared than among participants
recruited via MTurk. In other words, Cloud Research had a bigger share of people

who did not identify as White, married, with a Bachelor's degree.

The US has a population of approximately 331 million with a median age of
39, according to the US Census Bureau (n.d.). The US population is mostly White
alone (58%) followed by Hispanics/Latinos (19.1%), Black or African American
alone (13.6%) and Asian alone (6.3%). There are other smaller racial communities.
Regarding education, 35% have a Bachelor’s or higher degree, 26% have a high
school or equivalent education, 19.1% have some college education but no degree,
and 8.8% have an Associate’s degree. The majority of the male population is
estimated to be either married (49.5%) or never married (37%). Similarly, the
majority of the female population is either married (42.6%) or never
married (31.2%) (US Census Bureau, n.d

https://data.census.gov/profile/United States?q=010XX00US#populations-and-

people). As of 2020, the US had a slightly bigger female population (50.9%) than

male population (49.1%) (US Census Bureau, 2023).

Unlike the US population, the majority of the sample recruited for this study
was mostly men (56.5%) and never married (61.8%), and a bigger share said they had
a Bachelors education or higher (75%). The sample reflected the US population by
age (median age of 38.5 vs 39) and was also mostly white (77.5% of the sample vs

58%). The share of Black/African American and Asian participants in the sample was
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also close to US Census data for those two demographic groups. While the sample
did not match the US population fully, it is not unusual for this to be the case in
survey research (see Grossman, Benjamin-Neelon & Sonnenschein, 2020; Lee &

Hancock, 2024).

Table 5: Demographic details of US participants (N=262)

N % Mean

Age 42.20
Gender Man 148 56.5

Woman 113 431

Other 1 04
Race/ethnicity Black 25 95

White 203 775

Asian 26 9.9

American Indian/Alaska Native 4 1.5

Other 7 12
Completed education Bachelor’s degree 148 56.5
Advanced degree 50 19.1
Some college 24 9.2
High School or less 21 8
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Associate's degree 19 7.3

Marital status Never Married 162 61.8
Married 71 26

Divorced/Separated/Widowed 32 12.2

Political ideology Liberal 70 26.7
Liberal-leaning 37 141
Independent 59 225
Conservative-leaning 33 126
Conservative 62 237

Note. Some categories in this table do not include participants who opted to skip

some demographic questions.

Preliminary Results

Regarding media consumption, 51.2% of respondents reported they consume
news almost daily, 29% said a few times a week, 17.3% said they consume media
every chance they get and 2.2% said they do not consume news at all. For the
independent variables, a comparison of the REAL Scale scores (o =.85) measuring
rape myth acceptance determined that U.S. participants endorsed rape myths at a
higher rate (M= 2.45, SD = 1.16) compared to South African participants (M= 1.74,
SD =0.68). Overall, the sample endorsed slightly moderate rape myth acceptance
attitudes (M=2.12, SD=1.02). Tables 6 to 10 outlines the differences in rape myth

acceptance attitudes among participants.
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Table 6: Mean of rape myth acceptance (REAL Scale) scores by gender (range = 1 to
5).

Mean N
Woman 1.806 258
Man 2.496 230

Non-binary/Other 1.214 2
Higher scores indicate greater agreement with rape excusing language and attitudes

Table 7: Mean of rape myth acceptance (REAL Scale) scores by education (range = 1
to 5)

Education Mean N

High school or less 2.011 78
Some college 1.670 62
Associate's degree  1.681 60
Bachelor's degree  2.405 231

Advanced degree  2.082 64
Higher scores indicate greater agreement with rape excusing language and attitudes

Table 8: Mean of rape myth acceptance (REAL Scale) scores by race (range =1 to 5)

Mean N

Black 1.774 172
White 2.362 247
Asian 2.261 36

Other 2.025 34
Higher scores indicate greater agreement with rape excusing language and attitudes
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Table 9: Mean of rape myth acceptance (REAL Scale) scores by marital status (range

=1to5)

Mean N
Never married 2427 233
Married 1.895 213

Divorce/Widowed/Separated 1.653 47

Prefer not to say 1.714 4
Higher scores indicate greater agreement with rape excusing language and attitudes

Table 10: Mean of rape myth acceptance (REAL Scale) scores by country (range = 1
to 5)

USA South Africa

Mean N Mean N

Gender Man 270 148 212 82
Woman 213 113 155 145
Other 114 1 1.28 1

Race White 246 203 189 44
Black 231 25 168 147
Asian 246 26 174 10
Other 238 7 119 27

Completed education Bachelor's degree 287 148 165 83
Advanced degree 220 50 166 14
Associate’s 162 19 170 41
Some college 158 24 172 38
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High school or less 215 21 195 57
Marital status Never married 220 68 175 144
Married 270 162 179 71
Divorced/Separated/Widowed 1.70 30 156 15

Prefer not to say 150 2 171 4
Higher scores indicate greater agreement with rape excusing language and attitudes

For the dependent variables, the victim empathy scale scores of three items (o
=.83) was slightly higher (M= 3.47, SD = 0.90) than the perpetrator empathy (o =.87)
scale scores (M= 2.53, SD =0.81). Victim empathy scores were higher among
participants who read the story with feminist best practices (M = 3.3148, SD = .874)
compared to participants who read the story without feminist best practices (M =
3.3148, SD =.900). Tables 11 to 15 outline participants' perceptions of empathy
toward the victim by various demographic categories depending on the type of stories
participants read. Overall, a comparison of means showed that participants who read
stories with feminist best practices reported higher levels of empathy for the victim

compared to participants who read stories without feminist best practices.

Table 11: Mean victim empathy scores by race (range = 1 to 5)

With feminist best practices Without feminist best practices Difference

Black 3.835 3.385 0.450
White 3.582 3.212 0.370
Asian 3.761 3.227 0.534
Other 3.740 3.480 0.260

Higher scores indicate higher perception of empathy toward the victim of SV
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Table 12: Mean victim empathy scores by gender (range = 1 to 5)

With_feminist best Withput feminist best Difference
practices practices
Woman 3.977 3.468 0.509
Man 3.391 3.090 0.301
Non-binary/ 3.666 3.666 0.000

Other

Higher scores indicate higher perception of empathy toward the victim of SV

Table 13: Mean victim empathy scores by marital status (range = 1 to 5)

With feminist Without feminist Difference

best practices best practices
Never married 3.657 3.286 0.371
Married 3.655 3.351 0.304
Divorced/Separated/Widowed 3.939 3.306 0.633

Higher scores indicate higher perception of empathy toward the victim of SV

Table 14: Mean victim empathy scores by country (range = 1 to 5)

With feminist best Without feminist best Difference
practices practices
USA 3.556 3.222 0.334
South 3.866 3.401 0.465

Africa
Higher scores indicate higher perception of empathy toward the victim of SV

Table 15: Mean Victim empathy scores by attained level of education (range = 1 to 5)
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With feminist best

Without feminist best

Difference

practices practices

Highschool of 3.720 3.235 0.485
less

Some college 3.757 3.158 0.599
Associate’s 3.920 3.474 0.446
degree

Bachelor's 3.616 3.307 0.309
degree

Advanced 3.666 3.406 0.260
degree

Higher scores indicate higher perception of empathy toward the victim of SV

Hypotheses Testing

Inferential statistics tested hypotheses related to whether news stories with

feminist best practices impacted participant’s evaluation of victim responsibility,

perpetrator responsibility, victim believability, perpetrator believable, victim

empathy, perpetrator empathy and belief about victim punishment and perpetrator

punishment. A summary of the results is provided in table 16.

Table 16: Summary of results

Hypothesis

Prediction

Supported

Effect

H1(a)

Exposure to news stories of sexual Yes

violence (SV) with feminist best practices
will decrease perceived victim blame

small

H1(b)

Exposure to news stories of SV with Yes

feminist best practices will increase

perceived perpetrator blame

small
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H1(c) Exposure to news stories of SV with Yes small
feminist best practices will increase
perceived victim believability

H1(d) Exposure to news stories of SV with Yes small
feminist best practices will decrease
perceived perpetrator believability

Hi(e) Exposure to news stories with feminist Yes Slightly
best practices for news coverage of SV moderate
will be associated with participants’
perception of victim deserving punishment

H1(f) Exposure to news stories with feminist Yes
best practices for news coverage of SV small
will be associated with participants’
perception of perpetrator deserving
punishment

H2(a) Exposure to news stories with feminist Yes small
best practices for news coverage of SV
will increase perceived empathy for the
victim

H2(b) Exposure to news stories with feminist Yes small
best practices for news coverage of SV
would decrease perceived empathy for the
accused perpetrator

H1(a): Exposure to news stories of SV with feminist best practices will

decrease perceived victim blame

H1a predicted that feminist best practices on a story about rape (1) would
decrease perceived victim blame (DV). | ran a Mann-Whitney U test to determine if
there were differences in perceived victim blame scores between participants
presented news stories with feminist best practices versus participants presented news
stories without feminist best practices. Mann-Whitney U is a non parametric test used

when data are not normally distributed (see more https://statistics.laerd.com/spss-
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tutorials/mann-whitney-u-test-using-spss-statistics.php). A visual inspection

concluded that the distributions of the perceived victim blame scores for news stories
with feminist best practices and without feminist best practices were not similar.
Victim blame scores for news stories without feminist best practices (mean rank =
267.96) were statistically significantly higher than for news stories with feminist best
practices (mean rank = 222.44), U = 24615, z = -3.683, p = <.001. The null

hypothesis was rejected.

H1(b): Exposure to news stories of SV with feminist best practices will

increase perceived perpetrator blame

H1b predicted that feminist best practices on a story about rape (V) would
increase perceived perpetrator blame (DV). A Mann-Whitney U test was used to
determine if there were differences in perceived perpetrator blame scores between
participants presented news stories with feminist best practices versus participants
presented news stories without feminist best practices. A visual inspection concluded
that the distributions of the perceived perpetrator blame scores for news stories with
feminist best practices and without feminist best practices were not similar.
Perpetrator blame scores for news stories with feminist best practices (mean rank =
284.84) were statistically significantly higher than for news stories without feminist
best practices (mean rank = 218.73), U = 38020, z = 5.531, p = < .001. The null

hypothesis was rejected.

H1(c): Exposure to news stories of SV with feminist best practices will
increase perceived victim believability
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H1c predicted that feminist best practices on a story about rape (I\V) would
increase perceived victim believability (DV). A Mann-Whitney U test was used to
determine if there were differences in perceived victim believability scores between
participants presented news stories with feminist best practices versus participants
presented news stories without feminist best practices. Perceived victim believability
for news stories with feminist best practices (mean = 3.24) were statistically
significantly higher than for news stories without feminist best practices (mean = 2.81

), U=238701, z =5.945, p = <.001. The null hypothesis was rejected.

H1(d): Exposure to news stories of SV with feminist best practices will

decrease perceived perpetrator believability

H1d predicted that feminist best practices on a story about rape (V) would
decrease perceived perpetrator believability (DV). | conducted a Mann-Whitney U
test to assess if there were differences in perceived perpetrator believability scores
between participants presented news stories with feminist best practices versus
participants presented news stories without feminist best practices. A visual
inspection concluded that the distributions of the perceived perpetrator blame scores
for news stories with feminist best practices and without feminist best practices were
not similar. Perceived perpetrator believability scores for news stories with feminist
best practices (mean rank = 216.62) were statistically significantly lower than for
news stories without feminist best practices (mean rank = 272.50), U =23352, z = -

4.624, p = <.001. The null hypothesis was rejected.
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H1(e): Exposure to news stories with feminist best practices for news
coverage of SV will be associated with participants’ perception of victim deserving

punishment

H1(e) predicted that the story type will be associated with participants’
perception of the victim deserving punishment. | ran a chi-square test for association
between the story type (with feminist best practices vs without feminist best
practices) and perception of victim deserving punishment (yes, no, not sure). All
expected cell frequencies were greater than five. Overall, among participants who
said the victim should be punished, 69.4% had been exposed to news stories without
feminist best practices while 30.6% had read stories with feminist best practices. As
shown on table 17 below, there was a statistically significant association between
story type and perception of victim deserving punishment, y(2) = 38.751, p = <.001.
The association was slightly moderate, ¢ = 0.280, p =< .001. Thus, the null
hypothesis was rejected, and participant’s perception that the victim deserved
punishment was concluded to be related to story type, with people who read news
stories that contained feminist best practices being more likely to recommend no

punishment for the victim.,

Table 17: Results of Chi-square test and participants’ perception of victim

deserving punishment by story type

Yes No Not sure

n % n % n %
With feminist best practices 30 13.8 151 69.6 36 16.6
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Without feminist best practices 68 24.4 116 416 95 34.1

Note. x = 38.751, df = 2, p = <.001.

H1(f): Exposure to news stories with feminist best practices for news
coverage of SV will be associated with participants’ perception of perpetrator

deserving punishment

HI1(f) predicted that the story type will be associated with participants’
perception of the perpetrator deserving punishment. A chi-square test for association
between the story type (with feminist best practices vs without feminist best
practices) and perception of perpetrator deserving punishment (yes, no, not sure). All
expected cell frequencies were greater than five. In general, among participants who
said the accused perpetrator should not be punished, 66.9% had been exposed to
news stories without feminist best practices while 33.1% had read stories with
feminist best practices. As shown on table 18 below, there was a statistically
significant association between story type and perception of the accused perpetrator
deserving punishment, y2(2) = 15.169, p = <.001. The association was weak, ¢ =
0.176, p =< .001. Thus, the null hypothesis was rejected, and participant’s perception
that the perpetrator deserved punishment was concluded to be related to story type
with people who read the stories that contained feminist best practices being more

likely to recommend punishment for the accused perpetrator.

Table 18: Results of Chi-square test and participants’ perception of perpetrator
deserving punishment by story type

Yes No Not sure
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n % n % n %
With feminist best practices 141 65.3 27 125 48 222
Without feminist best practices 132 47.8 47 17 97 35.1

Note. = 15.169, df =2, p=<.001.

H2a: Exposure to news stories with feminist best practices for news coverage

of SV will increase perceived empathy for the victim

H2a predicted that feminist best practices on a story about rape (1) would
increase perceived victim empathy (DV). An independent samples Mann-Whitney U
test was conducted to determine if there were differences in perceived victim empathy
scores of participants presented news stories with feminist best practices versus
participants presented news stories without feminist best practices. A visual
inspection concluded that the distributions of the perceived victim believability scores
for news stories with feminist best practices and without feminist best practices were
not similar. Perceived victim empathy for news stories with feminist best practices
(mean rank = 283.04) were statistically significantly higher than for news stories
without feminist best practices (mean rank = 221.83), U = 37767,z =4.770,p =<

.001. The null hypothesis was rejected.

H2b: Exposure to news stories with feminist best practices for news coverage of SV

would decrease perceived empathy for accused the perpetrator

H2b predicted that feminist best practices on a story about rape (1V) would
decrease perceived perpetrator empathy (DV). | ran Mann-Whitney U test to

determine if there were differences in perceived perpetrator empathy scores of
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participants presented news stories featuring feminist best practices versus
participants presented news stories without featuring feminist best practices. A visual
inspection concluded that the distributions of the perceived victim believability scores
for news stories with feminist best practices and without feminist best practices were
not similar. Perceived perpetrator empathy scores for news stories with feminist best
practices (mean rank = 214.97) were statistically significantly lower than for news
stories without feminist best practices (mean rank = 274.58), U = 22995, z = 4.639, p

= <.001. The null hypothesis was rejected.

Chapter Summary

It is not typical to analyze findings of quantitative studies in the results
chapter. However, given the mixed-methods approach employed in this dissertation, |
will interpret the key findings observed in RQ3 here. In this chapter, | presented
findings from a survey administered to participants (N=496) in the US and South
Africa. Comparison of means across various demographics indicated that the highest
levels of agreement with rape excusing language and attitudes was observed among
participants who identified as men, White, had a Bachelor’s degree, said they were
never married, and selected the US as their country of residence. Participants
generally indicated higher levels of empathy for the victims (3.47, SD = 0.90) than
they did for the accused perpetrators (M= 2.53, SD =0.81). Comparison of means
showed that participants who read stories with feminist best practices reported higher
levels of empathy for the victim than participants who read stories without feminist

best practices.
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A series of inferential statistics were conducted to test hypotheses related to
whether or not news stories with feminist best practices impact participant’s
evaluation of victim responsibility, perpetrator responsibility, victim believability,
perpetrator believable, victim empathy, perpetrator empathy and belief about victim
punishment and perpetrator punishment. There was a statistically significant
difference in perception that the victim was to blame for an the incident of SV; people
who read stories without feminist best practices assigned more blame to the victim
than participants who read stories with feminist best practices (U = 24615, z = -3.683,
p =<.001). In contrast, a separate test measuring perception that the accused
perpetrator was to blame for an incident of SV found people who read stories with
feminist best practices assigned more blame to the accused perpetrator than
participants who read stories without feminist best practices (U = 38020, z = 5.531, p
=<.001). Thus, there were statistically significant differences in how participants
attributed blame for an incident of SV. Participants who read stories with feminist
best practices blamed the perpetrator more, while participants who read stories
without feminist best practices blamed the victim more.

I also measured how participants rated the victim’s believability depending on
the story they read. There were statistically significant differences, with participants
who read stories with feminist best practices giving the victim higher scores than
participants who read stories without feminist best practices (U = 38701, z = 5.945, p
=<.001). In contrast, comparison of how participants rated the accused perpetrators'
believability, indicated participants who read news stories with feminist best practices

gave the perpetrator lower believability scores than did than participants who read
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stories without feminist best practices (U =23352, z = -4.624, p = <.001). As such,
there were statistically differences in how participants rated believability; participants
who read stories with feminist best practices believed the victim more, while
participants who read stories without feminist best practices believed the accused
perpetrator more.

This chapter also presented results of tests measuring participant’s perception
on punishment for the victim and accused perpetrator. Participant’s perception that
the victim deserved punishment was concluded to be related to story type (x(2) =
38.751, p = <.001), with people who read news stories that contained feminist best
practices being more likely to recommend no punishment for the victim. Likewise,
participant’s perception that the perpetrator deserved punishment was also concluded
to be related to story type (32(2) = 15.169, p = <.001) with people who read stories
that contained feminist best practices being more likely to recommend punishment for
the accused perpetrator.

Lastly, perceptions of empathy toward the victim and the perpetrator differed
depending on the stories participants read. Perceived victim empathy was higher
among participants who read news stories with feminist best practices than among
participants who read stories without feminist best practices (U = 37767,z = 4.770, p
=<.001). Conversely, perceived perpetrator empathy was lower among participants
who read news stories with feminist best practices than among participants who read
news stories without feminist best practices (U = 22995, z = 4.639, p = < .001).

Overall, the findings in this chapter indicate that participants who read news

stories with feminist best practices were less likely to blame the victim, more likely to
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believe the victim, less likely to state the victim deserved punishment, and expressed

higher levels of empathy for the victim.,
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Chapter 9: Conclusion

This dissertation intervenes in news coverage of sexual violence by examining
pathways to better journalistic practices from a feminist perspective. | approach the
topic from three different directions: | assess recommendations for better news
coverage of SV as articulated by feminist scholars and activists, the extent to which
feminist media adhere to these best practices, and the effectiveness of these best
practices in altering audiences’ attitudes toward victims and perpetrators.

The majority of extant literature has pointed at what is wrong in news
accounts of SV (Ndhlovu, 2020; Noetzel et al., 2023; Mulupi & Blumell, 2023,
2024). In contrast, this dissertation highlights “steps toward improved coverage”
(Cuklanz, 2022, p.322). For instance, as | show in Chapter 5, feminist scholars and
anti-gender violence advocacy groups encourage journalists reporting on SV to use
trauma-informed language in reportage, put survivors (not perpetrators) at the center
of the story, and to incorporate diverse sources including victim-survivors, experts
and activists. Journalists were also advised to apply an intersectional lens in coverage,
engage with victim-survivors in ethical non-extractive ways, place individual
instances of SV within a wider context that highlights how various power systems are
imbricated, and illuminate solutions to SV rather presenting the problem as natural
and inevitable.

In Chapter 7, | show how feminist media incorporate most of the

recommended principles in their reportage by giving space to diverse sources
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including survivors and anti-rape and women’s rights activists, and discussing a wide
variety of carceral and non-carceral solutions to SV. Furthermore, | describe how the
analyzed feminist media adhere to feminist best practices by illuminating the role of
institutions (e.g., legal systems, private corporations) and systems of domination (e.g.,
patriarchy, ableism) in perpetuating SV.

Later in Chapter 8, | demonstrate the effectiveness of incorporating feminist
best practices in news coverage of SV through experimental surveys administered to
participants in South Africa and the US. | show how participants' perceptions toward
victims and perpetrators differed depending on the stories they were exposed to.
Overall, participants who read news stories of SV that incorporated feminist best
practices (such as diverse sources, use of statistics, thematic framing, survivor-
centered) were less likely to blame the victim. They were also more likely to believe
the victim, less likely to state the victim deserved punishment, and expressed higher
levels of empathy for the victim. The opposite was true of participants who read news
stories that did not include feminist best practices. That analysis led me to conclude
that incorporating feminist best practices in news coverage of SV can in fact help
audiences have more empathy and less blame toward victims of SV. Overall, this
dissertation advances literature on news coverage of SV by focusing on solutions

from feminist perspectives.
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Theoretical Implications

Articulating alternative models of feminist-oriented resistance journalisms

This dissertation also extends literature on feminist theorization of journalism.
This study focused on three feminist theories — intersectionality, Feminist Standpoint
Epistemology (FSE), ethics of care— that prescribe alternatives to normative
journalistic practices. The best practices recommended by feminist scholars and
activists exemplified key tenets of feminist theorization of journalism. For example,
the advice offered to journalists by anti-gender violence organizations articulated a
journalist-source relationship grounded on respect, inclusion, agency, and co-
production of knowledge. Rather than an extractive process where journalists make
the key decisions on which questions to ask, how the story is drafted, and the ways in
which issues are framed, many of the analyzed guidelines urged journalists to allow
victim-survivors’ active participation in the interviewing and writing processes, to
treat them with respect and empathy. This journalist-source relationship echoes ethics
of care theories that discourage exploitation of news subjects, especially crime
victims who are inadvertently pushed into the media spotlight because they have been
victimized (Mathewson, 2022; Vanacker & Breslin, 2006).

Furthermore, feminist scholars and activists encourage journalists to consider
their own identities, social locations and biases before interacting with victims of SV
aligns and when reporting on SV among racial/ethnic communities they don't belong
to. This advice is consistent with FSE theorization which posits that journalists are
embodied actors, and cannot truly be neutral and detached observers as they often

claim to be (Steiner, 1995). Feminist scholars and activists also drew from
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intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Peterson-Salahuddin 2021) in their advice to
journalists regarding how to report on SV among diverse communities. Likewise, the
advice to journalists to adopt thematic framing, highlight solutions to SV, and
illuminate systems of power and domination also align with feminist theorization. As
such, feminist scholars and activists legitimated the applicability of feminist theories
in reforming news coverage of SV.

In their advice to journalists, feminist scholars and anti-gender violence
activists articulated an alternative model of journalism — a feminist, trauma-
informed, decolonial, survivor-centered praxis committed to social justice goals. This
model(s) of journalism demands that journalists attend to issues of power by holding
to account dominant institutions and ideologies that enable SV (e.g, patriarchy,
racism), while prioritizing the welfare, voices and perspectives of survivors. In
practice, this would demand that journalists be committed to dismantling systems of
oppression by constantly probing the ideologies different societies uphold.

In the context of SV, the media praxis articulated by feminist scholars and
activists advocates that journalists interrogate and expand public discourse on
ideologies around gender norms, sexuality, and our understanding of femininities,
masculinities, consent etc. As Swati Bhattacharjee (2021, p.143) writes, “a journalist
who wishes to do a better job of representing rape needs to push consciously the
discursive frames of the media beyond their current boundaries.” Collaboration is
touted as crucial in this endeavor; feminist scholars and activists advice journalists to

work with key public and private stakeholders including survivors, gender rights
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organizations, anti-rape advocacy groups and frontline workers who address SV
every day.

Findings of the quasi-experimental surveys administered to participants in the
US and South Africa offer support to the best practices recommended by feminist
scholars and activists. Recent studies in the Global North show that overt victim
blaming is rare in mainstream coverage, replaced by attempts at fairness and balance
that ultimately convey that a victim’s complaints are not true (Trachese, 2023).
Furthermore, studies show that the media continue to perpetuate “himpathy,” the
display of “excessive sympathy” shown to male perpetrators (Manne, 2017, p.197),
often expressed as concerns about how complaints of SV will impact their careers and
reputations (Mulupi & Blumell, 2023, 2024).

This study therefore advanced literature by examining how participants rate
believability, blame and empathy toward victims and accused perpetrators depending
on the type of story they are exposed to. The findings indicate that news coverage that
includes feminist best practices (e.g., survivor centered framing, diverse sources,
intersectionality, use of statistics etc), might help audiences believe the complaints of
victim-survivors. The findings also indicate greater levels of empathy toward the
victim and lesser “himpathy” for the accused perpetrator when participants read news

accounts of SV that include feminist best practices.

Embracing Transparent Feminist Watchdog Journalism

| employed the concept of counterpublics to theorize feminist media as

alternative communicative spaces (Fraser, 1990). The majority of recent research on
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counterpublics has focused on online feminist activism, particularly, hashtag
campaigns on social media (Okech, 2021; Salter, 2013; Jackson et al., 2020). Thus,
this study extends literature by focusing on online feminist media to understand how
they articulate their journalism, and how they report on SV. This study’s findings
demonstrated how feminist media perceive their role as alternative media for
marginalized groups. They overtly stated their commitment to multiply marginalized
publics and pursued an editorial agenda that serves that audiences’ needs (e.g.,
reproductive rights, gender rights). These media organizations also gave space to
journalists, opinion writers and sources from diverse marginalized communities.
Additionally, they embraced collaboration and building community with their
audiences, and were transparent about issues (e.g., affiliations, financial structures)
that may impact editorial content. This led me to conclude that feminist media are
embracing what | characterize as transparent feminist watchdog journalism.

This dissertation also extends literature by demonstrating the utility of FSE,
ethics of care and intersectionality in the everyday journalism practiced by feminist
media. This is a crucial contribution. In the context of FSE, for instance, Steiner
(2018, p.1862) has argued that “the extent to which FSE offers prescriptive models
for good journalism requires considerable more articulation and development by
scholars.” This dissertation found evidence of feminist media applying tenets of
feminist theorization of journalism in their sourcing, news framing, and commitment
to feminist ideals, as well as how they described their organizational structures and
relationships with audiences. For example, feminist media demonstrated alertness to

the threats that their marginalized audiences face and the fact that the mainstream
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media has historically failed to fairly represent marginalized groups and their interests
(Dixon, 2008; Meyers, 2013; Rao & Wasserman, 2015; Musto, Cooky & Messner,
2017; DeJong et al., 2021). They situated themselves, not as neutral observers, but as
active social justice agents working in solidarity with their marginalized audiences to
dismantle systems of domination.

To fulfill this role, feminist media subverted some journalistic norms, such as
disregarding detached reporting and objectivity as is typically understood by
journalists. Rather than present “he-said-she-said” narratives that present competing
narratives as bearing equal merit, feminist media coverage of SV clarified the
falsehoods and myths in claims by some accused perpetrators and their surrogates.
For example, this was evident in Jezebel coverage quoting an activist who claimed it
is “is a biological fact” that “a woman’s body is designed to carry life” while talking
about a 10-year-old rape victim. Rather than presenting this claim as just another side
of the coin, Jezebel’s coverage clarified that indeed a 10-year-old is a child, called out
the disinformation advanced by that source including their use of language that
adultifies pregnant children, and discussed the “cruelty” of making a 10-year-old rape
victim travel across the country to access healthcare (Cruz, 2023c; Cheung, 2023Kk).

In many other instances, feminist media highlighted the weaknesses in some
arguments or articulated the vested interests of certain news sources, and the power
structures beneath claims made by those sources. Such tactics align with ethics of
care and FSE theories that urge journalists to “address the ideological bases of
various truth-claims” (Durham, 1998, p. 126). Furthermore, Jezebel featured elements

of “strong objectivity,” a key tenet of FSE (Durham, 1998), in coverage where
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journalists shared their subjectivities when discussing SV. This aligns with previous
research on feminist media in Argentina where Cabas-Mijares (2023) observed a
pattern of feminist media employing features of strong objectivity, solidarity with
their audiences, and questioning systems of domination.

Feminist media also exemplified feminist theorization of journalism by giving
space to feminist voices and feminist analyses of gendered violence. They situated
women’s rights activists, anti-rape advocates, and other sources who identified as
feminist as authoritative experts on SV. This is notable because feminist voices are
sometimes sidelined in the traditional press because of concerns that they are biased
or have an agenda, as if other sources don't have an agenda/bias. In line with
intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Peterson-Salahuddin 2021), the analyzed
feminist media coverage also paid attention to difference.

Unlike mainstream media coverage that has traditionally privileged the
experiences of young, white, and middle-and-upper class women as victims, feminist
media legitimated the experiences of diverse people as victims, including men, Black
women, LGBTQ+ people, the incarcerated, people living with disabilities
etc. Feminist media also applied an intersectional lens in their reportage to make
visible how racist, sexist, ableist, and homophobic systems of domination make some
communities more vulnerable to victimization and less likely to access justice. Unlike
the traditional press where women are underrepresented as reporters and editors, the
analyzed feminist media published content authored by mostly women, from diverse

racial and ethnic groups. In doing so, they aligned with ethics of care and
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intersectionality theories that demand that newsrooms diversify and reflect the
communities they serve (Mathewson, 2022; Peterson-Salahuddin, 2021).

Feminist media also exemplified the tenets of feminist theorization of
journalism through coverage that demonstrated a commitment to social justice. From
an FSE perspective, this is consistent with journalism’s liberatory goal of ‘comforting
the afflicted and afflicting the comfortable’ (Durham, 1998). While normative
journalistic practices favor the status quo through “balance” and “fairness”, feminist
media exemplified a bias toward survivors. They produced news and commentary
that highlighted the pain of experiencing SV, exposed how various social institutions
are implicated in perpetuating SV and undermining survivors’ interests, and
highlighting the courage and resistance of survivors who have become advocates for
change in their communities. It was evident that feminist media are on the side of
victim-survivors. As such, analyzed feminist media coverage exemplified the
“politicized care” prescribed in ethics of care theories that encourage journalists to
“privilege the problems, concerns, stories, and counterstories of marginalized or
subordinated people and others who need care and pity” (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006,
p.115).

Overall, this dissertation demonstrates the application of feminist best
practices for news coverage of SV in the journalism produced by feminist
counterpublics. The analysis of five feminist media sites indicates that indeed much
of what is proposed by scholars and activists can be applied in everyday reportage of
SV and other gender-related issues. However, recommendations around language

remain an unsettled issue. Feminist media used language recommended as best
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practices by feminist scholars and activities when describing people and various
forms of abuses. However, the analyzed feminist coverage mirrored traditional press
use of legal terms such as “allege” and “claim” that feminist scholars and activists say
casts doubt on victim-survivors’ complaints.

It is important to consider the impact of editors and news managers in
editorial decision making. Editors play an important gatekeeping role, determining
what events are worth covering, and influencing the sourcing, framing, and language
employed in reportage (White, 1950; Shoemaker &Vos, 2009). Journalists become
socialized in the newsroom (Breed, 1955); they learn which reporting styles, skills,
and norms are most appealing to their editors (Gravengaard, 2018). Furthermore,
editors manage “competing interests” (Duffy, 2021, p. 636). They balance journalistic
principles with the economic interests of their news organizations (Duffy, 2021). This
is an especially important point when thinking about the continued use of legal terms
(e.g., allege) in coverage of SV and the risk of defamation suits (which can cause
financial ruin). Perhaps journalists feel compelled to use legal terms to meet their
editors’ demands or expectations or individual journalists’ attempts to discard legal
terms are resisted by news managers and editors. Perhaps this is a matter of careless
routine by journalists and/or editors—at a time when many outlets can no longer
afford to employ copyeditors, who might have gone through copy more carefully.

Further guidance is needed on when journalists can or should use legal terms
such as “allege” and “allegations,” especially in the context of incidents of SV that
have not entered the legal process. | say this especially in light of recent examples of

accused (and convicted) perpetrators suing victim-survivors and journalists for
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defamation (Crowley, 2024; Darcy, 2024). Further clarity on this could give
journalists confidence to abandon unwarranted use of legal terms. Also notable was
the fact that most of the feminist media did not include contact details and resources
for survivors at the end of news and commentary on SV. Feminist scholars and
activists argue that including such resources is crucial to ensure support for audiences

who may be triggered by exposure to media content on SV, such as victim-survivors.

Practical Implications

As a business journalist in Kenya, where | worked for more than six years, |
attended various training sessions focused on how to report on the economy, the stock
market, monetary policies etc. Many of my colleagues on other beats attend
workshops on how to report on other topics such as elections and climate issues.
When | interviewed journalists from Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa six years ago
for a research project (unpublished), the majority of my interviewees stated they had
never received training on how to report rape/sexual violence. When | went looking
for media guidelines for coverage of SV, I struggled to locate documents published
by feminist NGOs and anti-rape/gender violence groups in the African countries |
wanted to focus on. To be fair, many organizations in Global North countries, whose
websites | looked at, did not appear to have guidelines for media coverage of SV.

My goal from the beginning of this project was to produce something that
would be meaningful to stakeholders outside the academy. As such, | have developed
a condensed version of recommendations for media coverage of SV that | hope will

be useful to journalists, editors in their reportage of SV. I also hope these
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recommendations will be meaningful and inspiring for feminist NGOs and anti-
gender violence advocates who may wish to improve upon it and develop culturally
specific guidelines for their local contexts. | have opted to present these guidelines in
the more accessible format of bullet points (see list below). | developed these
guidelines from the data analyzed in RQ1, the feminist theories used in this
dissertation, the literature on news coverage of SV, and my personal experiences as a

journalist and media scholar. (This list is not necessarily comprehensive).

Recommendations for News Organizations and Journalists

e Use a survivor-centered approach. Show the impact of SV to victim-survivors
and tell the stories of courage, resistance, and healing. Do not portray victim-
survivors as weak or permanently damaged. Do not portray victims as mere
numbers. Show their humanity.

o Use direct and clear language to describe events and people. Don't use
language that casts doubt on the complaints made by victims. Avoid
sensationalized details in stories and headlines as well as social media posts.

« Frame individual instances of SV as part of a widespread problem. Use
statistics and cite experts who can provide context

« Diversify your sources. Include the perspectives of victims, experts, gender
rights activists etc. Build relationships with advocates and local organizations
involved in tackling SV

e Avoid the practice of asking random individuals (who can’t offer eyewitness
accounts) if they believe a victim's complaints. Do not include rape myths. If
news sources use statements that feature rape myths, debunk those statements
or quote an expert who can help set the record straight

« Consider your social identities and how it impacts what you know/can know
about SV. Research, read, and expand your knowledge on myths and
ideologies that are dominant in your community/society. Reflect on whose
tales your coverage favors. Interrogate your own (organization’s) coverage:
whose stories are we telling? Where could we improve? How are our
identities/standpoints/ideologies shaping the narratives we tell?

e Avoid the false balance of he-said-she said narratives. Cite statistics and quote
experts to establish facts. Expose the power structures beneath the claims
sources make
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Include resources for sexual violence and mental health support at the end of
the story.

Beware of vicarious trauma. Exercise self care, seek help and talk to others
about your emotional experiences/reactions

Frame SV as a societal problem, a public health issue, a social justice issue, a
gender equity issue etc. Go beyond coverage that situates SV as an individual
problem. Show how institutions, laws, policies etc. make things better or
worse

Report on solutions, including local and community-based efforts. Help your
audiences think beyond the justice system by showing non-carceral notions of
justice and preventative measures. Show progress, and evaluate the
effectiveness of current interventions

Be respectful, transparent and collaborative when engaging with survivors.
Give them agency and share power by allowing them to make choices on
(anonymity), reviewing (parts of) the story, etc.

Listen with empathy when interviewing victims, and don't treat partial truths
as evidence of lies. Things might not always make sense to you/ an outside
observer. Be empathetic, and always bring a list of mental health and SV
resources you can share with your interviewee if need be

Seek feedback from the public including survivors and experts; what do they
think of latest coverage on the topic; what other ideas and topics are worth
reporting?

Use an intersectional lens - don't stereotype entire communities. Indicate how
identities affect different communities’ experiences with SV

Fact check. Seek sources who can corroborate details, explain inconsistencies
and fill gaps. Cite experts who can offer logical explanations for some
accounts that may not make sense to readers (e.g., reasons why some victims
wait years to report or why some survivors continue to stay in contact with an
abuser etc.)

If victim-survivors decide to go on the record with their real identity, offer
advice on the impact of media exposure and how they can protect themselves.
Do they have a public social media profile? How will they handle online
trolling? Keep lines of communication open, and again have a list of resources
for SV and mental support that you can offer if needed.
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Limitations

The four theories | applied here are seminal in feminist media studies, and
have been applied in previous scholarship in non-Western contexts (Banjac, 2022;
Cabas-Mijares, 2023; Mpofu,2022; Rodny-Gumede, 2022). That said, the western
bias in the theoretical foundations of this dissertation is a limitation. | focused on
intersectionality, counterpublics, FSE and feminist ethics of care, all of which
originate from the experiences and scholarship of women in the Global North. These
theories may not account for varied interpretations of ethics, gendered violence, and
subaltern communicative practices in the Global South. As feminist debates on
Female Genital Mutilation (FGC)/cutting and the hijab have shown us, cultural,
political and social contexts shape how various communities define gendered
violence and women’s liberation (Abu-Lughod, 2002; Davis, 2004; Wade, 2012).

Furthermore, in the context of journalism, western theories may not account
for how indigenous values such as ubuntu from South Africa influence ethical
decision making among local journalists (Rao & Wasserman, 2007). There was also
Western bias in the data analyzed for this dissertation. Majority of the scientific data
(journal articles, book chapters, books) and media guidelines published by feminist
NGOs and anti-gender violence advocacy groups emerged from research and
organizations located in the Global North. Since I focused specifically on scientific
work that relied on feminist theories, | was unable to include some data from Global
South (including my own previous work in Africa) because they didn't fulfill this
criterion. When sampling feminist media outlets, I also struggled to locate media
organizations in South Africa, Kenya and Nigeria that fit this definition. | located a
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few sites that would be better defined as blogs, and therefore their reporting approach
would not fit neatly in the sample alongside outlets such as M.s., The 19th, and
Jezebel. The implication is that a western bias overdetermines the findings | observed
in relation to the journalistic practices of feminist media. The journalistic practices of
feminist-oriented alternative media in the Global South, especially, in Africa, still
need further inquiry.

Lastly, | administered a survey to participants in the US and South Africa.
There are limitations related to this method. | had to exclude two-thirds of US
participants recruited via MTurk during the data cleaning phase because they failed
manipulation and comprehension checks, or spent too little time or too much time on
the survey. This speaks to the concerns around recruiting participants via
crowdsourcing platforms. Nonetheless, there was lower attrition of participants
recruited via Cloud Research and Clickworker. Another limitation is that | was unable
to run more complex parametric tests because the data did not meet certain criteria
(e.g., normal distribution). | therefore used the alternative non-parametric tests, which
are unfortunately “slightly less powerful” than parametric tests (Potvin & Rof, 1993
p.1625). Furthermore, the manipulated stories used in the survey presented incidents
of SV where the main subjects were presumed to be heterosexual and the names used
would have signaled to readers that the main subjects were white. Hence, the survey
findings may not indicate how participants’ perceptions might differ depending on
the race, sexuality, class etc of victims and perpetrators. Future studies can address

these gaps.
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Future Directions for Research

Future research related to media coverage of SV and feminist theorization of
journalism could go in many directions. | analyzed documents authored by feminist
scholars, feminist NGOs and anti-gender violence organizations. A future study could
examine the perspective of victim-survivors of SV, looking at victim-survivors'
experiences as news subjects and news sources, as well as, broadly, their
recommendations on improving news media coverage of SV. | struggled to access
media guidelines published by anti-gender violence organizations and feminist NGOs
in some countries. Future research could address this gap by conducting interviews
with representatives of anti-rape advocacy groups and gender rights organizations,
thereby shedding light on the perceptions and recommendations of frontline workers,
including critiques and advice that is relevant to specific geographical and cultural
contexts. It would also illuminate how such organizations engage with the press, and
their ability to collaborate with news professionals and intervene in journalistic
practices in their local contexts.

In this dissertation | analyzed coverage of SV produced by online feminist
media. Conducting interviews with journalists working in feminist media
organizations would offer a more in-depth understanding of the contexts within which
feminist journalism on SV is produced and the processes and the logics behind the
observed reporting practices. Another avenue for further research could entail
examining media coverage of SV among other alternative press, such as media
targeted at sex, religious and racially minoritized groups. This could include analysis
of reportage of SV in the Black press in the US, as well as media targeted at
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LGBTQ+ communities or Muslim women. Content analysis as well as interviews
could expand our understanding of the feminist citizen/watchdog journalism practiced
by other marginalized groups. Such research could also focus on counterpublics in the
Global South.

It would also be valuable to examine the reportage of feminist media and
other counterpublics on other genres, beyond print and online websites. For example,
podcasting has been billed as yet another medium that has expanded access to
communicative spaces for women and other groups that are historically marginalized
in the mainstream press (Vrikki & Malik, 2019; Smith, 2022). More specifically, a
researcher could compare narratives of SV that are privileged in podcasts produced
by feminists to with the narratives privileged in podcasts produced by the mainstream
press. It is important to continue probing the narratives advanced by counterpublics
because it cannot be assumed that they will always advance a feminist or liberatory
politic.

It is also worthwhile to examine news and commentary of SV on media
platforms operated by antifeminists. This dissertation examined feminist media, and
in doing so, aligns with the majority of counterpublics research on digital media
which has focused on groups rooted in emancipatory politics. However, privileged
groups that seek to reify the status quo are also using alternative media to position
themselves as counterpublics (Roggeband, 2018; Daniels, 2009). For example, right
wing and men’s right groups are using digital media platforms to circulate discourses
that perpetuate race and gender hierarchies in society. While these groups are

objectively privileged (as a collective), they perceive themselves to be (at risk of
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being) marginalized, for example by claiming that feminist activism (e.g., #MeTo00)
has gone too far. It is worthwhile to examine narratives of SV (and related concepts
e.g, consent, gender roles) among such media produced by “non-subaltern
counterpublics” (Holm, 2019; Rocha & Medeiros, 2021) who are pushing back
against feminist activism and feminist theorization of SV, and perhaps to test
experimentally the impacts of such accounts.

Lastly, I noted, with concern, the financial struggles experienced by feminist
media; Jezebel shut down temporarily and gal-dem ceased publishing new content in
March 2023. Much has been written about precarity in the mainstream press.
Precarity among alternative press such as online feminist media, the implications for
journalists and audiences that rely on these alternative communicative spaces, and
ideas for more sustainable economic models all warrant research. | urge feminist
activists and scholars to continue examining, critiquing, and theorizing journalistic
practices from a feminist perspective. We should continue to assess how feminist
theorization and feminist (citizen) media can continue to intervene in mainstream
journalism practices in coverage of SV and other important contemporary issues such

as war, immigration, poverty and climate change.
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Appendices

Appendix A. Overview of sampled feminist scientific data on news coverage of
sexual violence

Country
No. |Author Name(s) |Year Title Data

Do the Media Make Sexual Violence
‘Congolese’? Phallo- and

Caroline Ethnocentrism in the International France, UK,
1 Williamson Sinalo | 2023|Coverage of Dr Mukwege’s Story Congo

“Sluts and nuts”: Influences on the
symbolic annihilation of women

sources in sexual assault allegation
2 Danielle Deavours | 2023[news coverage USA

Understanding Multidimensionality of
Muslim Women’s Experiences of
Sexual Violence Through the News
Coverage of the Bilkis Banu Gang

3 Deepa Fadnis 2023 |Rape Case in India India

[Can’t] Delete: An intervention in
mainstream news media

Josie Gleave and representations of image-based sexual
4 Lisa Waller 2023jabuse Global
Forwards and Backwards: Sexual
Julia Garraio, Inés \Violence in Portugiese News Media,
Amaral, Rita book chapter in The Routledge
Basilio Simdes, and Companion to Gender, Media and
5 Sofia Jose 2023 |Violence Portugal

"This Type of Thing Doesn't Happen in
Small Cities” The Discursive Framing
Racism and Sexual Violence in
Lethbridge. (Book Title: Racism in
Southern Alberta and Anti-racist

6 Caroline Hodes 2023|Activism for Change) Canada

Making Australian institutions in
newspaper coverage of the #MeToo
Kate Seear and movement: exceptionalism, co-

7 Suzanne Fraser. 2023 |production and agency Australia

Our Hero and That Kind ofWoman:
Imaginaries of Sexuality, Masculinity
8 Julia Garraio 2023Jand Femininity in the Discussion of the [Portugal
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Rape Allegation against Cristiano
Ronaldo in Portugal

Inge Clinnick,
Jessica Ison, and

‘‘Paralysed and powerless”: A feminist
critical discourse analysis of ‘Drink

9 Leesa Hooker 2023 spiking’in Australian news media. Australia
From Fritzl to# metoo: Twelve Years
10 Alessia Tranchese | 2023|of Rape Coverage in the British Press |UK
A space to resist rape myths?
Sofia Jose Santos Journalism, patriarchy and sexual
11 and colleagues 2022|violence Portugal
Minwalla, Genocide, rape, and careless disregard:
Sherizaan, Johanna media ethics and the problematic USs, UK
E. Foster, and Sarah reporting on Yazidi survivors of ISIS  |(Yazidi
12 McGrail 2022 captivity Women)
Stine Eckert, Jade
Metzger-Riftkin,
Fatima Albrehi,
Najma Akhther, #MeToo Academia: News Coverage
Zalika Aniapam, of Sexual Misconduct at U.S.
13 and Linda Steiner | 2022|Universities USA
‘I Am That Girl’: Media reportage,
anonymous victims and symbolic
Jessica Oldfield and annihilation in the aftermath of sexual
14 Dave McDonald 2022 jassault Australia
Vaibhav Diwanji, A Night of Shame': A Quantitative
Shwetangbhai, Content Analysis of Newspaper
Awais Saleem, and Narratives of the Mass Molestation
15 Jaejin Lee 2021|Event in Bangalore, India India
Representing Rape in the News: Some |India and
16 Swati Bhattacharjee| 2021|Ethical Issues Global
Hear #MeToo in India: News, Social
Media, and Anti-Rape and Sexual
17 Pallavi Guha 2021 [Harassment Activism India
Meenakshi Gigi MeToo: The Impact of Rape Culture
18 Durham 2021|in the Media Global/USA
Incels online reframing sexual International
19 Carolyn M. Byerly | 2020|violence news
“Girl power gone wrong”: #MeToo,
Sophie Hindes and Aziz Ansari, and Media reporting of
20 Bianca Fileborn 2020|(grey area) sexual violence Australia
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# metoo 2.0 to# meNOmore: Analysing

Baker, Williams & \Western Reporting About Sexual Australia,
21 Rodrigues 2020|Violence in the Music Industry USA, UK
Ilicit Military Behavior as Exceptional
Megan MacKenzie, and Inevitable: Media Coverage of
Eda Gunaydin, and Military Sexual Violence and the “Bad
22 Umeya Chaudhuri | 2020|Apples” Paradox Australia
Maria Joéo
Silveirinha, Rita Him too? Cristiano Ronaldo and the
Basilio Simdes, and news coverage of a rape case
23 Thamara Santos 2020|allegation Portugal
““Anti-muslim Racism and the
Racialisation of Sexual Violence:
intersectional Stereotyping’ in Mass
Media Representations of Male Muslim
24 Iris Wigger 2019 Migrants in Germany”’ Germany
Rape in the news: on rape genres in
25 Gabriella Nilsson | 2019|Swedish news Sweden
Uncovering rape culture: Patriarchal
values guide Indian media’s rape-
26 Deepa Fadnis 2018 related reporting India
Feminist killjoys and women scorned:
/An analysis of news and commentary
on the sexual violence allegations
against Julian Assange. Feminist
27 Carol Harrington 2018|Criminology. USA, UK
"There's Plenty of Rapists Here":
"Rape Culture” and the Representation
of Anene Booysen's Rape in the Western
28 Frost 2018|International and South African Press |media
\When does violence against women
matter? Gender, race and class in
Chelsea Hart and IAustralian media representations of
29 Amanda Gilbertson | 2018 sexual violence and homicide Australia
The agency factor: neoliberal
configurations of risk in news
discourse on the Steubenville, Ohio
30 Lisa Barca 2018|rape case USA
Johanna E. Foster, \Voices of Yazidi women: Perceptions
and Sherizaan of journalistic practices in the reporting|International
31 Minwalla 2018/on ISIS sexual violence media
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Hiding in Plain Sight: Gender, sexism
and press coverage of the Jimmy Savile

32 Karen Boyle 2018 case UK
News media on trial: towards a
Deb Waterhouse- feminist ethics of reporting footballer
33 Watson 2016/sexual assault trials Australia
\Visibility and denial: Accounts of
sexual violence in race-and gender-
34 Lucia C. Lykke 2016 specific magazines USA
Vrushali Patil and Sexual Violence, Race and Media
Bandana (In)Visibility: Intersectional USA and
35 Purkayastha 2015|Complexities in a Transnational Frame |India
They Are All Good Boys: The role of
Revital Sela- the Israeli media in the social
36 Shayovitz 2015|construction of gang rape Israel
Scene of the crime: News discourse of
Meenakshi Gigi rape in India and the geopolitics of
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Appendix B. Articles referenced in the findings section (chapter 7)

Media Author + Title of article
outlet Citation

gal-dem Aisha Mirza Queeries: when will the pain of my sexual assault end?
(2022)

Ms. Alyssa Burgart | As the New York Adult Survivors Act Nears Expiration,
and Arghavan Survivors of Dr. Robert Hadden Are Left in the Dark
Salles (2023)

The 19™ Amanda Sexual assault survivors can now track their rape kits in most
Hernandez states
(2023)

Ms. Amy L. The False Tropes About Rape We Must Destroy
Bernstein’s
(2023)

gal-dem Anonymous | was silenced when | spoke out about the abuse | faced in

underground music circles

Ms. Arundhati Nath | No More Child Brides
(2023)

Ms. Ashton Kroner Another Suspicious Death at a Texas Military Base Shows
(2023) the Urgency of Addressing Military Sexual Harassment and

Assault

Jezebel Audra Heinrichs | “That 70s Show’ Star Danny Masterson Is Convicted of 2
(2023d) Counts of Rape

Jezebel Audra Heinrichs | Nick Carter Blames ‘#MeToo Movement’ in Countersuit
(2023I) Against Rape Accuser

Jezebel Audra Heinrichs’ | In ‘Prima Facie,” a Lawyer Puts Her Own Rape on Trial
(2023c)

Jezebel Audra Heinrichs’ | Former Ohio State Football Players Are Acquitted of Rape
(2023k) After They Filmed the Woman Saying She’d Consented

Jezebel Audra Heinrichs’ | Donald Trump Misidentified Rape Accuser As His Ex-Wife

(20230)

in Deposition
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The 19th | Barbara How a new law allowed E. Jean Carroll to seek justice
Rodriguez against Trump years later
(2023a)

The 19™ Barbara How a new law allowed E. Jean Carroll to seek justice
Rodriguez against Trump years later
(2023b)

Jezebel Caitlin Cruz A Mississippi Nurse Questioned 13-Year-Old’s
(2023Db) Responsibility After She Got Pregnant From Rape

Jezebel Caitlin Cruz Man Pleads Guilty to Rape of Ohio 10-Year-Old Who Fled
(2023c) to Indiana for Abortion

Jezebel Caitlin Cruz Trump Will Not Mount a Defense in E. Jean Carroll Rape
(2023e) Case

The 19th | Candice The 19th Explains: What’s next for New York’s Adult
Norwood & Survivors Act on sexual assault
Jennifer Gerson
(2023a)

The 19th | Candice How podcasts about R. Kelly played a pivotal role in
Norwood elevating Black survivors’ stories
(2023a)

The 19th | Candice Beyoncé’s ‘Renaissance’ celebrates Black queer joy. O’Shae
Norwood’s Sibley’s killer tried to strip that away.
(2023d)

Ms. Carrie N. The Bonobo Sisterhood: The Ms. Q&A With Ashley Judd
Baker’s (2023) and Diane Rosenfeld

gal-dem Charis How | May Destroy You is helping make stealthing a crime
McGowan in Chile
(2022)

Ms. Christina The Legal System Continues to Fail Pieper Lewis, a Survivor
Carrega (2023) of Sex Trafficking

Ms. Claire Kenny A Feminist in Frills: Why Sexism Is a Problem In Opera
(2023)

Ms. E. Scott Osborne | Believing—or Not—E. Jean Carroll’s Story: Why it Matters
(2023)

Ms. Eleanor J. Bader | Breaking the Silence Around Sexual Abuse: The Ms. Q&A

(2023)

With Maya Golden About New Memoir ‘The Return Trip’
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Ms. Emily Leibert Model Sara Ziff Accuses Harvey Weinstein Associate of
(2023) Rape, Sues Disney & Miramax

Ms. Emmaline Kenny | War on Women Report: New White House Research on
& Jules Hanisee | Women’s Health; N.J. Prison Closed After Sexual Abuse by
(2023) Guards

Ms. Janell Hobson Surviving Hip-Hop: The Ms. Q&A with Drew Dixon

The 19th [ Jessica Kutz Even Antarctica was unsafe: Women scientists want to make
(2023) fieldwork less hostile

Ms. Jill Filipovic Who Pays the Price for Men’s Wars?
(2023)

New Judy Amunga Africa’s forgotten #MeToo moment: Nafissatou Diallo vs the

African Ndibo/ New ex IMF boss, Dominique Strauss-Kahn

Woman African Woman
(03)

Jezebel Kylie Cheung Ohio Might Finally Make It lllegal to Rape Your Spouse
(2023b)

Jezebel Kylie Cheung Doctor Who Gave Abortion to 10-Year-Old Rape Victim
(2023d) Receives $3,000 Fine, Letter of Reprimand

Jezebel Kylie Cheung Fox News Host Calls Teacher’s Alleged Statutory Rape of
(2023¢) Her Male Student ‘Heroic’

Jezebel Kylie Cheung Anti-Abortion Activist on 10-Year-Old Rape Victim: ‘A
(2023K) Woman’s Body Is Designed to Carry Life’

Jezebel Kylie Cheung Tennessee Bill Adding Rape Exception to State Abortion
(2023n) Ban Will Probably Fail

Jezebel Kylie Cheung London Cop Pleads Guilty to 24 Counts of Rape as Hundreds
(2023p) of Others Face Investigation

Jezebel Laura Bassett Rudy Giuliani Accused of Rape and Sexual Harassment in
(2023a) Bombshell 70-Page Lawsuit

Jezebel Laura Bassett Marilyn Manson Accuser Rescinds Rape Allegations, Says
(2023b) She Was ‘Pressured’ to Make Them

Jezebel Lorena O'Neil Republicans Ignored Rape and Incest Survivors at Louisiana
(2023a) Abortion Hearing: ‘It Felt Like a Slap’
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Jezebel Lorena O'Neil Louisiana Republicans Kill Rape, Incest Exceptions to
(2023b) Abortion Ban After Unhinged Hearing

The 19th | Mariel Padilla Defend and deny: What we know about Trump and
(2023Db) accusations of sexual misconduct

The 19th [ Mariel Padilla The 19th Explains: How a recent court opinion could clear
(2023c) the way for military sexual assault survivors to find justice

Ms. Max Fallon- Sophia Huang Xuegin Won Awards for Her #MeToo
Goodwin Reporting. Today, Her Fate Remains a Mystery.

The 19th [ Mel Leonor Trump uses CNN town hall to insult a woman he assaulted
Barclay (2023)

Ms. Michelle Meek [ In Film ‘Miranda’s Victim,” Michelle Danner Explores the

Right to Speak Up and the Right to Remain Silent

Ms. Michelle Onello | Biden Administration Takes on Intimate Partner Violence,
(2023a) Releasing New Clinical Guidance

Ms. Michelle Onello | Sexual Assault Accusers Can Be Sued for Defamation. This
(2023b) Will Discourage Survivors from Coming Forward.

Ms. Michelle Onello | Archdiocese of Baltimore Files for Bankruptcy to Evade
(2023c) Sexual Abuse Cases

Ms. Michelle Onello | Why a Global Treaty Would Help End Violence Against
(2023d) Women and Girls

Ms. Michelle Onello | Maine Is the First U.S. State to Center Survivors of
(2023e) Commercial Sexual Exploitation in Legal Reforms

The 19th [ Nadra Nittle Freaknik united thousands of Black college students, but it
(2023a) posed risks for Black women

The 19th [ Nadra Nittle ‘They’re just not enough’: Students push to improve sexual
(2023b) assault prevention trainings for college men

The 19th [ Nadra Nittle College students have never had a roadmap for navigating
(2023c) sexual assault — until now

gal-dem Naomi Larsson | Their anti-rape performance went viral globally. Now what?
Pifieda (2023)

New New Africa Ending violence against women is severely underfunded — a

Africa Woman [01] new report reveals

Woman
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New New African Sierra Leone First Lady Fatima Maada Bio amplifies

Africa Woman [02] importance of Prevention of Child Sexual Exploitation

Woman

New New African The true state of the state of women’s rights in Africa

African Woman [06]

Woman

Ms. Omny Miranda | How to Prevent Child Sexual Abuse During the Holidays
Martone &
Yasmin Hung
(2023)

Ms./The Orion Rummler | Students and Advocates ‘Frustrated” With Biden

19th (2023) Administration’s Slow Response to Finalize Title IX

Changes

Jezebel Rich Juzwiak Russell Brand Performed in London to Applause, Cheers
(2023) After Report on Rape Allegations

The 19th [ Sarah Luterman [ Nearly half of women with disabilities report experiencing
(2023) sexual harassment or assault at work, poll finds

Ms. Wendy J. Fox What’s Next for #MeToo Legislation?
(2023)

gal-dem Yousra Imran I didn’t receive justice when I was assaulted in Qatar. This
(2022) year’s World Cup has reopened painful memories

Appendix C: USA Stimuli One

Award-winning tech entrepreneur denies sexual assault lawsuit filed by Atlanta

woman

ATLANTA (Atlanta News Daily) — John Smith, 37, an award-winning co-founder
of a company providing software for hospitals and one of Atlanta Business News

2 13

magazine’s “most eligible bachelors,” has denied accusations by a Georgia woman
that she was sexually assaulted by the businessman.

Nancy Williams, 24, filed a civil lawsuit against Mr. Smith last week, alleging sexual
assault, false imprisonment and intentional infliction of emotional distress.

294




In a response filed this week by his attorney, Mr. Smith described the July 2023
encounter at his home in the Atlanta suburbs as consensual and requested that the
case be dismissed. No criminal charges have been filed against Mr. Smith.

According to his attorney, Mr. Smith “emphatically denies any sexual assault” and
questioned the motives of the defendant, claiming “she maintains a provocative and
sexualized social media presence.” Smith also questioned why it took Ms. Williams
so long, three months, to report the alleged assault to police.

Ms. Williams' lawsuit says she was invited to Smith’s home on July 19, 2023, and
alleges that after dinner and a few drinks, Smith “pushed her to the couch, kissing her
while touching her waist, breasts and thighs without warning.” Ms. Williams claims
she tried to resist Mr. Smith, but he forced her into sexual activity.

In a statement released yesterday on the social network X (formerly Twitter), Mr.
Smith clarified that “sickening allegations have been made against me by an angry
woman seeking revenge. Let me be absolutely clear: | did not do any of the awful
things being alleged. I will fight for my name, my family and for the truth.”

A businesswoman and close friend of Mr. Smith, Angela Roberts, has defended him
against any allegations. In her post on Instagram, Ms. Roberts stated she has known
Mr. Smith for 10 years and described him as a “role model” who has “always treated
everyone with decency, equality, and generosity.” Roberts added, “I don't know why
that woman is making up stories; maybe she is motivated by financial gain or
something else.”

Roberts also noted, "Throughout our time together, John has been an amazing friend,
confidant, and, above all, an outstanding older brother figure to me. His caring nature
and ability to offer guidance have been instrumental in my growth both personally
and professionally. This is the John that | know."

Mr. Simon Cook, the Chairman of Atlanta Tech Entrepreneurs (ATE) has also come
out in support of Mr. Smith, who is a founding member of the organization. “John is
an inspiring and visionary business leader. His company provides services in the
healthcare industry that helps hospitals to literally save lives. The idea that he would
harm anyone, much less a young woman, is ridiculous. John has always prioritized
values that reflect integrity, compassion, and respect for others."

Speaking to Atlanta News Daily, Mr. Smith’s attorney stated the defendant’s true
desire was to “publicly humiliate” Mr. Smith because he “refused to be in a
relationship with her.” Mr. Smith requested a summary judgment, with court costs
and attorney fees to be assessed against Ms. Williams. “This claim is without merit
and we will vigorously defend against it,” said Mr. Smith’s attorney.

Mr. Smith is a father of two boys, ages 5 and 9, and a frequent volunteer at the
Atlanta Youth Charity, a local organization that provides support for underprivileged
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and at-risk youths. Kruger’s technology company was established in 2009, and
employs 200 people at its offices in downtown Atlanta and Savannah.

Appendix D: USA Stimuli Two

‘I want justice’: Defiant nurse who reported tech entrepreneur for sexual assault
speaks up

ATLANTA (Atlanta News Daily) —Nancy Williams, a 24-year-old nurse who filed a
civil lawsuit against prominent Atlanta businessman John Smith accusing him of
sexual assault, spoke exclusively with Atlanta Daily News about the “horrifying
attack™ and her quest for justice. Ms. Williams filed a lawsuit last week accusing Mr.
Smith of sexual assault, false imprisonment and intentional infliction of emotional
distress. Mr. Smith has denied the complaints. Yesterday he filed a response through
his attorney.

Ms. Williams told the Atlanta News Daily that she met Mr. Smith through Instagram
in May 2023, and the two developed a social relationship over the next two months,
which included several meetings at a coffee shop. Ms. Williams said she went to Mr.
Smith’s home on July 19, 2023, at his invitation. The two enjoyed dinner and a glass
of wine. After dinner, Ms. Williams said Mr. Smith unexpectedly reached over and
touched her waist, trousers and inner thighs. “I tried to resist, but he started kissing
me by force and wouldn't stop. I felt trapped in his house,” she said.

Mr. Smith has described the July 2023 encounter at his home in the Atlanta suburbs
as “consensual” and asked the court to dismiss the civil suit.

Ms. Williams filed the assault complaint with Gwinnett County police three months
later, on Oct. 15, 2023. At first, she said, she stayed quiet but changed her mind after
describing the “frightening experience” to a close friend who encouraged her to come
forward.

“I could not sit with this secret anymore knowing John could do this to another
woman in the future,” said Ms. Williams.

In a statement released yesterday on the social network X (formerly Twitter), Mr.
Smith defended himself against what he described as “sickening allegations,” and
vowed to clear his reputation. Mr. Smith also questioned why Ms. Williams waited
three months to report to police.

According to Dr. Elizabeth Richards, a researcher at Atlanta’s Gendered Violence
Project (GVP), it is not unusual for survivors of sexual assault to delay reporting their
abuse to law enforcement, or to fail to report altogether.
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The National Sexual Violence Resource Center describes rape as the most under-
reported crime, estimating 63% of sexual assaults are never reported to police. FBI
crime data show 102,947 rape incidents were reported to law enforcement in 2022.
While the victims included people of all genders, LGBTQ+ youth and women of
color were disproportionately more likely to experience rape.

“Survivors often say their experience of reporting rape to police is traumatizing,” said
Marion Whitaker, a psychologist who works with survivors of rape. “They are
subjected to a very intrusive process, and eventually the perpetrator is rarely
prosecuted.”

Dr. Richards noted people are most likely to doubt rape complaints if they do not
resemble what she referred to as the stranger rape paradigm. In contrast, FBI crime
statistics show more than 85% of all reported rape cases in 2022 involved a
perpetrator who was known by the victim, such as a friend, acquaintance or
boyfriend/girlfriend. Additionally, 69% of rape incidents occurred in a residence or
home, while just under 7% occurred in isolated locations such as sidewalks, parking
lots or alleys.

Since the incident, Ms. Williams told Atlanta Daily News that she lives in fear. She
wakes up in terror at night “feeling like someone is grabbing my arm, pinning me
down,” she added. “This is why I want justice.”

The National Sexual Assault Hotline is open 24 hours a day: 1-800-656-4673.

Appendix E: South Africa One

Award-winning tech entrepreneur denies sexual assault lawsuit filed by Joburg
woman

PRETORIA (Pretoria News Daily) — Johan Kruger, 37, an award-winning co-
founder of a company providing software for hospitals and one of Pretoria Business

News magazine’s “most eligible bachelors,” has denied accusations by a
Johannesburg woman that she was sexually assaulted by the businessman.

Anna Jacobs, 24, filed a civil lawsuit against Mr. Kruger last week, alleging sexual
assault, false imprisonment and intentional infliction of emotional distress.

In a response filed this week by his attorney, Mr. Kruger described the July 2023
encounter at his home in the Pretoria suburbs as consensual and requested that the
case be dismissed. No criminal charges have been filed against Mr. Kruger

According to his attorney, Mr. Kruger “emphatically denies any sexual assault” and
questioned the motives of the defendant, claiming “she maintains a provocative and
sexualized social media presence.” Kruger also questioned why it took Ms. Jacobs so
long, three months, to report the alleged assault to police.
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Ms. Jacobs’ lawsuit says she was invited to Kruger’s home on July 19, 2023, and
alleges that after dinner and a few drinks, Kruger “pushed her to the couch, kissing
her while touching her waist, breasts and thighs without warning.” Ms. Jacobs claims
she tried to resist Mr. Kruger, but he forced her into sexual activity.

In a statement released yesterday on the social network X (formerly Twitter), Mr.
Kruger clarified that “sickening allegations have been made against me by an angry
woman seeking revenge. Let me be absolutely clear: | did not do any of the awful
things being alleged. I will fight for my name, my family and for the truth.”

A businesswoman and close friend of Mr. Kruger, Amanda Rossouw, has defended
him against any allegations. In her post on Instagram, Ms. Rossouw stated she has
known Mr. Kruger for 10 years and described him as a “role model” who has “always
treated everyone with decency, equality, and generosity.” Rossouw added, “I don't
know why that woman is making up stories; maybe she is motivated by financial gain
or something else.”

Rossouw also noted, "Throughout our time together, Johan has been an amazing
friend, confidant, and, above all, an outstanding older brother figure to me. His caring
nature and ability to offer guidance have been instrumental in my growth both
personally and professionally. This is the Johan that | know."

Mr. Hendrik VVan Heerdent, the Chairman of Pretoria Tech Entrepreneurs (PTE) has
also come out in support of Mr. Kruger, who is a founding member of the
organization. “Johan is an inspiring and visionary business leader. His company
provides services in the healthcare industry that helps hospitals to literally save lives.
The idea that he would harm anyone, much less a young woman, is ridiculous. Johan
has always prioritized values that reflect integrity, compassion, and respect for
others."”

Speaking to Pretoria News Daily, Mr. Kruger’s attorney stated the defendant’s true
desire was to “publicly humiliate” Mr. Kruger because he “refused to be in a
relationship with her.” Mr. Kruger requested a summary judgment, with court costs
and attorney fees to be assessed against Ms. Jacobs. “This claim is without merit and
we will vigorously defend against it,” said Mr. Kruger’s attorney.

Mr. Kruger is a father of two boys, ages 5 and 9, and a frequent volunteer at the
Pretoria Youth Charity, a local organization that provides support for underprivileged
and at-risk youths. Kruger’s technology company was established in 2009, and
employs 200 people at its offices in downtown Pretoria and Johannesburg.
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Appendix F: South Africa Two

‘I want justice’: Defiant nurse who reported tech entrepreneur for sexual assault
speaks up

PRETORIA (Pretoria News Daily) —Anna Jacobs, a 24-year-old nurse who filed a
civil lawsuit against prominent Pretoria businessman Johan Kruger accusing him of
sexual assault, spoke exclusively with Pretoria Daily News about the “horrifying
attack™ and her quest for justice. Ms. Jacobs filed a lawsuit last week accusing Mr.
Kruger of sexual assault, false imprisonment and intentional infliction of emotional
distress. Mr. Kruger has denied the complaints. Yesterday he filed a response through
his attorney.

Ms. Jacobs told the Pretoria News Daily that she met Mr. Kruger through Instagram
in May 2023, and the two developed a social relationship over the next two months,
which included several meetings at a coffee shop. Ms. Jacobs said she went to Mr.
Kruger’s home on July 19, 2023, at his invitation. The two enjoyed dinner and a glass
of wine. After dinner, Ms. Jacobs said Mr. Kruger unexpectedly reached over and
touched her waist, trousers and inner thighs. “I tried to resist, but he started kissing
me by force and wouldn't stop. I felt trapped in his house,” she said.

Mr. Kruger has described the July 2023 encounter at his home in the Pretoria suburbs
as “consensual” and asked the court to dismiss the civil suit.

Ms. Jacobs filed the assault complaint with Pretoria West police three months later,
on Oct. 15, 2023. At first, she said, she stayed quiet but changed her mind after
describing the “frightening experience” to a close friend who encouraged her to come
forward.

“I could not sit with this secret anymore knowing Johan could do this to another
woman in the future,” said Ms. Jacobs.

In a statement released yesterday on the social network X (formerly Twitter), Mr.
Kruger defended himself against what he described as “sickening allegations,” and
vowed to clear his reputation. Mr. Kruger also questioned why Ms. Jacobs waited
three months to report to police.

According to Dr. Elizabeth Coetzee, a researcher at Pretoria’s Gendered Violence
Project (GVP), it is not unusual for survivors of sexual assault to delay reporting their
abuse to law enforcement, or to fail to report altogether.

The National Sexual Violence Resource Center describes rape as the most under-
reported crime, estimating 63% of sexual assaults are never reported to police. SAPS
crime data show 102,947 rape incidents were reported to law enforcement in 2022.
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While the victims included people of all genders, LGBTQ+ youth and women of
color were disproportionately more likely to experience rape.

“Survivors often say their experience of reporting rape to police is traumatizing,” said
Karima Ndlovu, a psychologist who works with survivors of rape. “They are
subjected to a very intrusive process, and eventually the perpetrator is rarely
prosecuted.”

Dr. Coetzee noted people are most likely to doubt rape complaints if they do not
resemble what she referred to as the stranger rape paradigm. In contrast, SAPS crime
statistics show more than 85% of all reported rape cases in 2022 involved a
perpetrator who was known by the victim, such as a friend, acquaintance or
boyfriend/girlfriend. Additionally, 69% of rape incidents occurred in a residence or
home, while just under 7% occurred in isolated locations such as sidewalks, parking
lots or alleys.

Since the incident, Ms. Jacobs told Pretoria Daily News that she lives in fear. She
wakes up in terror at night “feeling like someone is grabbing my arm, pinning me
down,” she added. “This is why I want justice.”

Lifeline South Africa hotline is open 24 hours a day: 0861322 322.

Appendix G: Survey Items
Rape Excusing Attitudes and Language (REAL) Scale

For the next seven questions, please indicate the extent to which you agree or
disagree with each statement.

Q1. A woman coming out about being raped several years after the alleged incident
occurred is probably making it up.

Completely Disagree (1)

Somewhat Disagree (2)

Neither Disagree nor Agree (3)

Somewhat Agree (4)

Completely Agree (5)

Q2. If two individuals are in a sexual relationship, it cannot be rape.
Completely Disagree (1)
Somewhat Disagree (2)
Neither Disagree nor Agree (3)
Somewhat Agree (4)
Completely Agree (5)

Q3. If the woman didn’t scream for help, it wasn’t as bad as she claims.
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Completely Disagree (1)
Somewhat Disagree (2)
Neither Disagree nor Agree (3)
Somewhat Agree (4)
Completely Agree (5)

Q4. Unless a woman audibly says “no,” she cannot claim that she was raped.
Completely Disagree (1)
Somewhat Disagree (2)
Neither Disagree nor Agree (3)
Somewhat Agree (4)
Completely Agree (5)

Q5. Because it’s true that many women have rape fantasies, some of them kind of
want it.

Completely Disagree (1)

Somewhat Disagree (2)

Neither Disagree nor Agree (3)

Somewhat Agree (4)

Completely Agree (5)

Q6. A woman is somewhat responsible for being raped if it happened while she was
drunk.

Completely Disagree (1)

Somewhat Disagree (2)

Neither Disagree nor Agree (3)

Somewhat Agree (4)

Completely Agree (5)

Q7. Women often report rapes to get even with men.
Completely Disagree (1)
Somewhat Disagree (2)
Neither Disagree nor Agree (3)
Somewhat Agree (4)
Completely Agree (5)

Blame Scores
Q1. How responsible do you think [the complainant] is for the incident described in
the news story?

Not at all, responsible (1)

Not very responsible (2)
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Somewhat responsible (3)
Very responsible (4)

Q2. How responsible do you think [the accused perpetrator] is for the incident
described in the news story?

Not at all, responsible (1)

Not very responsible (2)

Somewhat responsible (3)

Very responsible (4)

Believability Scores

Q1. How believable do you think [the complainant] side is in the news story?
Not at all, believable (1)
Not very believable (2)
Somewhat believable (3)
Very believable (4)

Q2. How believable do you think [accused perpetrator] side is in the news story?
Not at all, believable (1)
Not very believable (2)
Somewhat believable (3)
Very believable (4)

Punishment scores

QL. Do you think [the victim] should be disciplined or punished for her actions?
Yes (1)
No (2)
Not Sure (3)

Q2. Do you think [accused perpetrator] should be disciplined or punished for her
actions?

Yes (1)

No (2)

Not Sure (3)

Empathy Scale (Victim)

Q1. To what extent do you now feel sympathetic toward [the complainant]?
Not at all sympathetic (1)
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Slightly sympathetic (2)
Moderately sympathetic (3)
Very sympathetic (4)
Extremely sympathetic (5)

Q2. To what extent do you feel compassionate toward [the complainant]?

Not at all (1)

Slightly (2)
Moderately (3)

Very (4)

An extreme amount (5)

Q3. To what extent do you feel unconcerned about [the complainant’s] experience?
(reverse code 5)

Not at all (1)

Slightly (2) 4
Moderately (3)

Very (4)

An extreme amount (5)

Empathy Scale (Accused perpetrator)

Q1. To what extent do you feel sympathetic toward [the accused perpetrator]?

Not at all sympathetic (1)
Slightly sympathetic (2)
Moderately sympathetic (3)
Very sympathetic (4)
Extremely sympathetic (5)

Q2. To what extent do you feel compassionate toward [the accused perpetrator]?

Not at all (1)

Slightly (2)
Moderately (3)

Very (4)

An extreme amount (5)

Q3. To what extent do you feel unconcerned about [the accused perpetrator’s]
experience? (reverse code 5)

Not at all (1)

Slightly (2)
Moderately (3)

Very (4)

An extreme amount (5)
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Demographic Questions
Finally, just a few questions about you.

What is your age?

Q1. What is your gender?
woman
man
non-binary
prefer not to say
Other

Q2. With which race(s) do you identify? (for US participants)
White
Black or African American
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Other

Q2. With which race(s) do you identify? (for SA participants)

Black

White
Indian/Asian
Coloured
Other

Q3. What is the highest level of education you have completed? (for US participants)
Less than high school degree (1)
High school diploma (or equivalent including GED) (2)
Some college but no degree (3)
Associate’s degree/National diploma (4)
Bachelor's degree (5)
Master's degree (6)
Doctorate or terminal degree (JD, MD) degree (7)

Q4. How would you describe your marital status?
Married (1)
Widowed (2)
Divorced (3)
Separated (4)
Never Married (5)
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Prefer not to say (6)

Q5. Which political party best aligns with your beliefs? (for US participants)
Liberal (1)
Liberal-leaning (2)
Independent (3)
Conservative-leaning (4)
Conservative (5)

Q5. Which political party best aligns with your beliefs? (for SA participants)
Democratic Alliance (1)
African National Congress (2)
Economic Freedom Fighters (3)
Inkatha Freedom Party (4)
Freedom Front Plus (5)
African Christian Democratic Party (6)
Other

Appendix H: Debriefing Statements (USA)

Thank you for your participation in this study examining how news organizations
can best report on the important and sensitive topic of sexual violence. You were
exposed to a story originally published by the Associated Press on October 26,
2023, but manipulated to emphasize different framing and other reporting
techniques. We created two stories of the same length describing the exact same
incident of sexual violence, but manipulated to feature different framing, language
choices, sourcing and other journalistic features differed. The names of the
individuals mentioned in the story you read are not real.

We apologize for the deception, but the described modifications were necessary to
test whether different reporting strategies influence participants’ beliefs about
sexual violence and attitudes toward victims and perpetrators. We would
appreciate it if you do not share the purpose of this study with others who might
take the survey. Should you have any questions please contact the research team
at: dmulupi@umd.edu

If after reading the news story you need mental health or other support related to
sexual violence, please contact:

National Sexual Assault Hotline: 1-800-656-4673

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline
The Trevor Project: 1-866-488-7386
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If you wish to be considered for the $25 gift card to be randomly award after
the conclusion of this study, click here to access a separate screen to enter
your email so you can be contacted if selected to receive the card.

Appendix I: Debriefing Statements (South Africa)

Thank you for your participation in this study examining how news organizations
can best report on the important and sensitive topic of sexual violence. You were
exposed to a story originally published by the Associated Press on October 26,
2023, but manipulated to emphasize different framing and other reporting
techniques. We created two stories of the same length describing the exact same
incident of sexual violence, but manipulated to feature different framing, language
choices, sourcing and other journalistic features differed. The names of the
individuals mentioned in the story you read are not real.

We apologize for the deception, but the described modifications were necessary to
test whether different reporting strategies can influence participants’ beliefs on
sexual violence and attitudes towards victims and perpetrators. We would
appreciate it if you don't share the purpose of this study with people who might
take the survey. Should you have any questions please contact the research team
at: dmulupi@umd.edu

If after reading the news story you need mental health or other support related to
sexual violence, please contact:

South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG): (0800) 12 13 14
Lifeline South Africa: (0861) 322 322

Tears Foundation: Free SMS helpline: *134*7355# OR call 010 590 5920

Appendix J: Participant Recruitment Scripts (Cloud Research and
MTurk)
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Title: Journalistic Reporting on Important Social Issues

Description: Participate in an anonymous online study about media use and attitudes
about news reporting of sensitive issues.

Key words: survey, news, experiment, research, journalism

We invite you to participate in an anonymous online study about your media use and
attitudes about news reporting of sensitive issues of societal importance. This
research is being conducted by Dinfin K. Mulupi, a Ph.D. candidate in the Philip
Merrill College of Journalism at the University of Maryland, College Park.
Participants must be at least 18 years of age and participation is strictly voluntary.
The study should take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete.

Participants will be paid .50 cents for their time and also offered the option for a
randomly-awarded $25 amazon gift card to be awarded to one participant following
the study period.

Make sure to leave this window open as you complete the survey. When you are
finished, you will return to this page to paste the code into the box.

Appendix K: Participant Recruitment Script (Clickworker South
Africa)

We invite you to participate in an anonymous online study about your media use and
attitudes about news reporting of sensitive issues of societal importance. This
research is being conducted by Dinfin K. Mulupi, a Ph.D. candidate in the Philip
Merrill College of Journalism at the University of Maryland, College Park.
Participants must be at least 18 years of age and participation is strictly voluntary.
The study would take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. If you wish to
participate, please click the study link below to review the consent form.
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