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Key Points:

• The discourse around the Aurat March has transcended into both public and private domains of Pakistani society. 
Its official manifestos, each year, cover a range of themes such as domestic violence, children’s rights, minority rights, 
economic inequality and injustice, institutional reforms, accountability, environmental justice, health care, gender 
inclusion, and peacebuilding

• While the agenda of the Aurat March is too wide and covers multiple gender and institutional inequalities, only few 
demands and placards have been highlighted disproportionately by popular media channels. 

• Through agenda setting techniques, media agencies feed selective information to their viewers to shape, propagate 
and construct a specific image; the same has been done with the Aurat March.

• Pakistani news media channels, acting as gatekeepers, have predominantly discussed controversial, culturally 
insensitive slogans and placards prone to interpretations and misinterpretations. 

• Talk shows that focused on exploring the main objectives of the Aurat March by discussing the Aurat March 
manifesto or by interviewing Aurat March participants from various strata of society have received considerably 
lower viewership on their YouTube videos. In contrast, those scandalising the March gauged a significantly larger 
number of audiences.

• With this specific discourse that was largely rightist, overly zealous and thoroughly religious, a seemingly 
unfavourable picture of the March has been portrayed, which is not only against the journalistic principles but has 
also re-emphasised existing gender biases, insensitivities and violence in our society.
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Introduction

The feminist movement in Pakistan has not 
only regained its lost focus ever since 2018 
but has generated a ripple effect in every 
sphere of Pakistani society. The Pakistani 

feminist movement evolved from reform-based 
agendas in the 1980s to secular demands during the 
1990s - concentrating more on the legal aspects and the 
state’s actions toward women. However, the emerging 
wave of feminism in the shape of the Aurat March is 

covering a range of themes in their yearly manifestos, 
such as domestic violence, children’s rights, minority 
rights, economic inequality and injustice, institutional 
reforms, accountability, environmental justice, health 
care, gender inclusion, and peacebuilding.1 The 
demands of the Aurat March revolve not only around 
institutional reforms but also towards a cultural 
transformation that leads toward a non-violent and 
peaceful society. The conception of feminism in Pakistan 
and the narrative building around it have always been 
contentious. The perception of the Aurat March is not 

1  Neha Nisar, “Aurat March: Bringing forth the change,” Center for Strategic 
and Contemporary Research, March 7, 2020, https://cscr.pk/explore/
themes/social-issues/aurat-march-bringing-forth-the-change/.
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any different. Given the historical context of feminist 
movements in Pakistan, the kind of criticism, hatred, 
and propaganda that the Aurat March’s organisers 
and participants have received is only reflective of 
enshrined socio-political biases around the movement. 

Media is considered the fourth pillar of the state. While 
it acts as a bridge between the people and the state, 
it also plays a significant role in the construction or 
deconstruction of socio-political identities and realities. 
It communicates, influences, and legitimises various 
cultural values and ideologies in society. Media asserts 
its power by setting agendas that shape viewers’ 
perceptions, values, and beliefs.2 Having “signifying 
power”, media uses different frames, language, and text 
to manipulate the audience. In other words, media is a 
primary and notable source of creating propaganda.3 
Media discourse is not fixated; rather, it is ideological, 
and the construction of perception varies. Therefore, 
exploring the construction of narratives, ideologies, 
and propaganda surrounding the Aurat March is 
essential.

Media discourse on the Aurat March has also been 
sensationalised and has shaped people’s wider 
opinions on the agenda. While the agenda of the Aurat 
March was too wide and covered multiple gender and 
institutional inequalities, only a few demands and 
placards repeatedly made it to the media channels. 
By using the discourse analysis approach, this paper 
elaborates on how the narrative was shaped around the 
Aurat March and whether or not the media narrative 
was coinciding with the Aurat March’s manifesto.4

In an attempt to investigate the portrayal of the 
Aurat March in mainstream news media of Pakistan, 
primary data was collected from official YouTube 
websites of selected news channels. A random sample 
of primetime news talk shows from the year 2019 to 
2022 of Samaa TV, Bol News, Geo News and Dawn 
News was collected from channels’ official YouTube 
portals, up until 5 March 2022, for this research. 
Initially samples from ARY news were also collected 
but due to lack of adequate data, of the said channel on 
its YouTube channel, it was removed from the list of 
reviewed news channels. Besides looking into the kind 
of popular discourse that was set on electronic media 
in the past five years regarding the Aurat March, the 
number of occurrences where the manifesto was given 

2  Aaminah Hassan, “Language, Media, and Ideology: Critical Discourse 
Analysis of Pakistani News Bulletin Headlines and Its Impact on Viewers," 
Sage Journals 8, no. 3 (September 1, 2018), https://journals.sagepub.com/
doi/full/10.1177/2158244018792612.  
3  Ibid.
4  Ibid.

due attention, and the number of times the March’s 
organisers were invited for their opinions were also 
analysed to reach a comprehensive conclusion. 

Exploring Discourse on Aurat March on 
Pakistani News Channels

One of the most popular and well-reputed talk 
shows on Geo News is hosted by a career broadcast 
journalist of the country, Shahzeb Khanzada. His 
show, “Aaj Shahzeb Khanzada Kay Sath”, enjoys 
significant praise from multiple quarters. Given the 
primetime telecast of the show, he is one of the few 
prominent hosts in Pakistan’s media landscape who 
perform a vital role in policy suggestions and narrative 
formulation among the masses. Shahzeb Khanzada has 
hosted five independent segments in his shows on the 
subject of Aurat March. Each explores the significance 
of international women’s day, alongside commentary 
on socio-political developments related to women’s 
rights in Pakistan. 

Unlike other primetime talk shows, “Aaj Shahzeb 
Khanzada Kay Saath” was focused on discussing the 
manifesto of the Aurat March. In one of the shows that 
aired on 8 March 2021 (uploaded on YouTube on 9 
March 2021), the host read the manifesto, postulate by 
postulate.5 Shedding light on the women’s rights issues 
and demands stated in the manifesto, instead of re/
misinterpreting slogans/posters/placards or videos. 
Since there was no panel to discuss except in one show, 
where the federal minister for religious affairs, Noor-
ul-Haq Qadri, was invited for an in-person interview – 
thus rarely did the show examine the public perception 
of the March.6 Instead, all the quotations/slogans that 
were said on air were strictly those that were fully 
endorsed by the March’s participants and organisers. 
Perhaps, for the sake of maintaining journalistic ethics 
and countering dis/misinformation. 

The infamous slogan “Mera Jism, Meri Marzi” (literal 
translation of “My Body, My Choice”) was discussed 
in the segment aired on 4 March 2020, the most 
controversial and critiqued slogan of that year.7 While 
elaborating on Khalil-ur-Rehman Qamar vs Marvi 
Sarmad’s fiasco, there was no out of context reference 
to the critical slogan to create suspicion and mistrust in 

5  Geo News, “Shahzeb Khanzada | Aurat March kyun Zarrori hai .....
Dekhiye..!,”  YouTube,  March 9, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=TyMbyEm6c1A.  
6  Geo News, “Interview of Noor-ul-Haq Qadri regarding Women’s 
March..!!,” YouTube, Feb 18, 2022,  https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=6m1SGceGK0A.
7  Geo News, “Aaj Shahzeb Khanzada Kay Sath | 4th March 2020,” YouTube, 
March 4, 2020, https://youtu.be/lMzSowfRe94?t=2369.
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the viewer’s mind. This show has displayed diverse and 
issue-oriented placards while confronting Noor-ul-Haq 
Qadri on his opposition to the March. The problematic, 
myopic discourse that was associated with Aurat March 
organisers and participants, as their singular identity, 
was subdued and rather an independent inquiry, 
aligned with responsible journalism, was launched 
to build a fresh case. This non-bi-partisan approach, 
however, influenced the overall ratings of the show. 
As per the number of likes on YouTube videos, they 
are comparatively less than those talk shows that were 
apparently more scandalous and controversial (see 
exhibit 1, for reference).

Among all the shows that were analysed, one topping 
the charts in terms of rating was aired in 2020 and 
discussed as most other shows around that time were 
discussing – the Khalil-ur-Rehman Qamar and Marvi 
Sarmad’s feud. However, unlike other talk shows (as 
you will see in later case studies), this show only aired 
a monologue by Shahzeb Khandaza himself, where 
he was seen criticising Khalil-ur-Rehman Qamar for 
his abusive language. The second highest-rated show 
among all the shows conducted was aired this year. It 
featured a discussion between federal minister Noor-
ul-Haq Qadri and the host. 

The two most eminent primetime talk shows that 
discussed the Aurat March at great lengths on Samaa 
TV were “7 se 8”, hosted by Kiran Naz, and “News 
Beat”, which was hosted by Barrister Ehtesham Amir-
ud-din.8 Some of these shows were entirely dedicated 
to discussing the Aurat March, and other times, only 
8  It is now being hosted by Paras Jahanzaib. 

a part of the show’s segment was dedicated to the 
subject. 4 out of 7 shows that were analysed and were 
most viewed on YouTube were from 2020 (see exhibit 
2(a), for reference). The year when the matters of 
March were deeply sensationalised.

Some of the often-repeated and regularly invoked 
terms/words on the show “7 se 8” while discussing 
Aurat March were “haya” (literally means shame in 
Urdu), “behaya” (literally means shameless in Urdu), 
“izzat” (literally means honour in Urdu), “wafaa” 
(literally means loyalty in Urdu), “ghairat” (literally 
means modesty in Urdu) “achi aurat” (if contextualised 
in a manner that it was being used, then it was for 
obedient pious women), “buri aurat” (if contextualised 
in a manner that it was being used, then it was for 
characterless women). Most of these words having bad 
connotations were used in a negative context for the 
participants of the March. The style of presentation 
was chaotic; only specific phrases such as “Mera Jism, 
Meri Marzi” (my body, my choice) and “mahram 
rishte” (refer to those relations in Islam that a woman 
is forbidden to marry, such as father, brother, and son) 
were part of the discourse on many occasions. Since 
the nature of these shows allowed a penal discussion, 
therefore, each panellist represented diverse opinions. 
Moreover, over the span of 4 years, the show “7 se 
8” kept inviting almost similar panellists regularly. 
Each time those panellists would reappear with slight 
modifications in their previous opinions. Mufti Zubair, 
and Alia Sarim Burney, were two often repetitive 
guests. In fact, tickers during this show were not any 
less controversial. One of them said, “yeh jo march 
hain juda juda…yeh mamla kuch aur hai” (meaning: 

S. No. News 
Channel

Talk Show Date of Airing No. of YouTube 

Views
1 Geo Aaj Shahzeb Khanzada Kay 

Sath
8 March 2021 4,976

2 Geo Aaj Shahzeb Khanzada Kay 
Sath

18 Feb 2022 9,840

3 Geo Aaj Shahzeb Khanzada Kay 
Sath

8 March 2019 3,881

4 Geo Aaj Shahzeb Khanzada Kay 
Sath

6 March 2022 5,393

5 Geo Aaj Shahzeb Khanzada Kay 
Sath

4 March 2020 22,666

Geo News - 11.1 million YouTube subscribers

Exhibit 1
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these divergent marches [referring to Aurat March 
and Haqooq-e-Niswa March, which was arranged by 
Jamaat-e-Islami] have different agendas). However, 
during some shows, host Kiran Naz also invited Aurat 
March organisers and activists. Though their rare 
appearance contrary to those favouring counter-
narratives is indicative of the biased narrative that the 
show has disseminated.

Meanwhile, “News Beat”, which was then hosted by 
Barrister Ehtesham, adopted a rather more moderate 
and non-partisan approach. Instead of diverging into 
debate personally, he was professional enough to only 
moderate the penal primarily. Repeated slogans and 
words were again part of this show as well, but the 
choice of guests that were invited for debates made 
discussions rather healthy. It explored various themes 

S. No. News 
Channel

Talk Show Date of Airing No. of YouTube 

Views
1 Samaa TV 7 se 8 | Kiran Naz 17 Feb 2022 15,730

2 Samaa TV 7 se 8 | Kiran Naz  8 March 2021 8,912

3 Samaa TV 7 se 8 | Kiran Naz 4 March 2020 1,27,364

4 Samaa TV 7 se 8 | Kiran Naz 11 March 2019 10,707

5 Samaa TV News Beat 8 March 2020 8,083

6 Samaa TV News Beat 19 Jan 2020 4,02,208

7 Samaa TV News Beat 4 March 2020 7,18,614

Samaa TV – 7.75 million YouTube subscribers

Exhibit 2 (a)

Exhibit 2 (b)
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Words like “foreign”, “agenda”, and “sazish” (meaning: 
“conspiracy”) have been repeatedly used by the anchors 
and panellists to fixate suspicions in the public’s minds 
regarding the goals and agenda of the Aurat March. 
It was consistently argued that foreign actors were 
funding the March to disrupt the family institution in 
Pakistan by spreading shamelessness and indecency in 
Pakistani culture. The tickers that were shown during 
the programs such as; “Aurat March per ikhlaki barbadi 
ke ilzamat galat ya durst?” (meaning: “blaming 
Aurat March of destroying ethics, right or wrong?”), 
“March ke mutanaza naro ki haqeeqat kia?” (meaning: 
“what is the reality behind the march’s controversial 
slogans?”) also indicate that the focus and aim of these 
talk shows were on controversial slogans that are 
culturally insensitive and can easily be misinterpreted. 
The institution of family and a sense of shame are key 
elements of Pakistani culture influenced heavily by 
Islamic traditions and teachings. By contextualising 
Aurat March in terms of shamelessness, vulgarity, 
and foreign agenda Bol News’ talk shows have put the 
entire movement at odds with the religious mindset of 
the masses. 

Another key theme that was predominantly discussed 
by the anchor Fiza Akbar in her programs was the 
issue of LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
and queer/questioning) in an Islamic society. In many 
shows, Fiza Akbar and her panellists argued that Aurat 
March provides gays and lesbians with a platform to 
normalise and attract youth towards such gender and 
sexual orientations, which is entirely un-Islamic. In 
reality, Aurat March organisers and manifesto only talk 
about the rights of the transgender community and their 
inclusion in Pakistani society and state institutions. 
While not entirely negating the transgenders’ activism 
and inclusion, Fiza Akbar has chosen to stress and 
propagate the LGBTQ activism during the March. It has 
also been contended that Aurat March has been funded 
to propagate such un-Islamic agendas to destroy the 
core principles of Pakistani society. 

Among 11 shows, only one program hosted by Faysal 
Aziz Khan was conducted with a neutral approach, 
with the discussion focused on the shortcomings and 
inadequacies of the Aurat March.9 Due to a lack of 
sensationalism and weak advocacy of controversial 
slogans, the latter’s show received the lowest number 
of views, as shown in the graph (see exhibit 3(b), for 
reference). On the contrary, Meri Jang with Usman 
Ghazi received the highest viewership, followed by Fiza 
Akbar’s show, both focusing on controversial slogans 
9  Bol News, “Mufti Muhammad Zubair and Actress Salma Zafar | Aurat 
March 2022 | Ab Baat Hogi | Faysal Aziz Khan,” YouTube, Mar 6, 2022, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=WydWk_EH2R0&list=PLUn4lrkAujJoiab-
76jmYtfbwxsEct0kF&index=27 .

of the March, besides investigating both controversial 
and non-controversial slogans. Women rights activists 
like Nayab Jan and Tahira Abdullah were an equal part 
of the same panels that included anti-march celebrities 
like Khalil-ur-Rehman Qamar.

In this case, as well, both shows that received the 
maximum number of views on YouTube were aired 
in 2020, when the Aurat March was being discussed 
on news media most vehemently. Khalil-ur-Rehman 
Qamar, the anti-march writer, was part of both shows. 
Perhaps in retrospect, it is logical to assume that most 
primetime shows invited Khalil-ur-Rehman Qamar 
around that time in order to capitalise on the viewership 
instead of genuinely investigating the agenda. In terms 
of total number of view, News Beat topped the charts, 
on SAMAA TV (see exhibit 2, for reference).

Eleven talk shows, available on Bol News’ official 
YouTube channel, have been analysed through the 
prism of critical discourse analysis (see exhibit 
3(a), for reference). During his two shows of “Meri 
Jang with Usman Ghazi”, which aired in 2019 and 
2020, Usman Ghazi used a biased approach while 
moderating debates focused only on the criticism 
and the controversial aspects of the Aurat March. 
Even though Usman Ghazi invited pro-Aurat March 
activists, not once was Aurat March’s manifesto, and 
its contours were read, discussed or debated by the 
anchor or any other panellists. Questions posed by 
the anchor mostly revolved around the reasons behind 
noise and clamour that is usually associated with Aurat 
March, such as must Aurat March be against men?; 
and whether or not Aurat March participants have 
exceeded the cultural boundaries through their radical 
demands? All such questions and ensuing debates have 
framed Aurat March negatively and in contradiction 
to local cultural norms. The central focus of both 
shows has been on those placards and slogans that 
were controversial in nature and garnered criticism 
due to literal interpretation of the phrases without 
any contextual analysis like “Mera Jism Meri Marzi”, 
“khana khud garam kar lo” (literal meaning: “heat your 
food yourself”) and “agar dupatta itna pasand hai tou 
apni aankhon pe bandh lo” (literal meaning: “if you like 
scarf this much then tie it on your eyes”). Although pro-
March activists have tried to explain these phrases, the 
highlight of the shows remained on the controversial 
slogans and their potential threat to Pakistan’s Islamic 
culture. 

One of the central arguments of every talk show 
hosted by Usman Ghazi, Fiza Akbar and Sami Ibrahim 
revolved around the foreign funding of Aurat March. 
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S. No. News 
Channel

Talk Show Date of Airing No. of YouTube 

Views
1. Bol News Meri Jang with Usman Ghazi 10 March 2019 13,682

2. Bol News Meri Jang with Usman Ghazi 6 March 2020 3,93,700

3. Bol News Tajzia with Sami Ibrahim 6 March 2020 21,120

4. Bol News Aisay Nahi Chalay Ga with 
Fiza Akbar

10 March 2020 1,40,455

5. Bol News Aisay Nahi Chalay Ga with 
Fiza Akbar

6 March 2021 60,653

6. Bol News Aisay Nahi Chalay Ga with 
Fiza Akbar

9 March 2021 48,814

7. Bol News Aisay Nahi Chalay Ga with 
Fiza Akbar

9 March 2022 27,541

8. Bol News Ab Baat Hogi | Faysal Aziz 
Khan

6 March 2022 2,857

9. Bol News Aisay Nahi Chalay Ga with 
Fiza Akbar

7 March 2022 28,960

10. Bol News Aisay Nahi Chalay Ga with 
Fiza Akbar

19 March 2022 1,51,184

11. Bol News Aisay Nahi Chalay Ga with 
Fiza Akbar

3 March 2022 41, 851

Bol News – 3.72 million YouTube subscribers

Exhibit 3 (a)

Exhibit 3 (b)
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have worked better on their media management and 
marketing strategy for the publicity of the manifesto. 
The issue of communication gap was discussed in the 
“Khabar se Khabar” program as well while discussing 
the Aurat March manifesto by one of the panellists. 

To sum up, no controversial phrases were used or 
debated out of context by Dawn News programs. 
Women’s issues and rights were thoroughly discussed 
while also discussing the shortcomings and possible 
solutions for the Aurat March organisers. It was also 
noted that as the Dawn News’ talk shows’ lacked 
sensationalism and controversial panellists, almost 
every program’s viewership remained lower compared 
to all other talk shows discussed in this research. Even 
the most viewed show did not cross the 12,000 
viewership number (see exhibit 4(a)(b), for reference).

and portraying Aurat March as a foreign agenda against 
Pakistani culture and family institutions.

Dawn News is another Urdu medium news channel 
with comparatively fewer viewers than other selected 
news channels (see exhibit 5, for reference). The overall 
use of language, both verbal and written (tickers), and 
the field reporting of Aurat March presented in all talk 
shows was neutral and unbiased, covering audiences 
from various fields with a variety of opinions. Wusat 
Allah Khan, Mubashar Zaidi and Zarrar Khoro are 
experienced journalists/co-hosts running the “Zara 
Hat Key” program. The show has introduced Aurat 
March as a celebration day for women in Pakistan. The 
program aired in 2018 reported women participating 
in Aurat March from various fields and classes. They 
discussed issues faced by women and the political 
participation of women in Pakistan and other foreign 
countries. Furthermore, they also reported about 
women’s celebration day at Nest Incubator, where 
women were welcomed to work on their start-up 
ideas.10 “Zara Hat Key” program aired in 2019 showed 
short interviews of women participating at the venue 
of Aurat March. During the field reporting, the host 
interviewed women from minorities, transgender 
people, women street vendors, journalists, family 
members of missing persons, artists and writers 
regarding their problems, gender biases, and opinions 
on Aurat March.11 Unlike Bol and Samaa News’ talk 
shows that only depicted culturally insensitive, 
provocative and controversial placards, “Zara Hat Key” 
and “Bol Bol Pakistan” programs showed placards that 
reflected real issues without any misinterpretation, 
such as “zabardasti ki shadi band karo” (meaning: 
“stop forced marriages”), “men of quality don’t fear 
equality”, “freedom for women”, and “aurat ki tarraki, 
mulk ki tarraki” (meaning: “progress of women, the 
progress of the country”).

Going by journalistic principles of being unbiased 
and neutral, the host of the program “In-focus” 
moderated the discussion on the reasons behind the 
issues Aurat March has been facing and the mindset 
of the masses that are finding few slogans provocative 
and anti-Islamic. It was argued that questioning the 
patriarchal mindset will always come with criticism, 
as bringing change is never easy. Furthermore, the 
biased approach by the mainstream channels towards 
the Aurat March coverage was also highlighted. While 
discussing the shortcomings of the March organisers, 
it was contended that Aurat March organisers should 
10  Dawn News, “Zara Hat Key - 08 March, 2018 “Women’s Day”,” YouTube, 
March 8, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BjxUMrYGuvE.
11  Dawn News, “Zara Hat Key-9th March 2019,” YouTube, March 9, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2UYlxWBhYOc. 
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S. No. News 
Channel

Talk Show Date of Airing No. of YouTube 

Views
1. Dawn News Zara Hat Key 8 March 2018 8,587

2. Dawn News Bol Bol Pakistan 8 March 2018 8,727

3. Dawn News Zara Hat Key 9 March 2019 11,217

4. Dawn News In-focus 8 March 2020 1,231

5. Dawn News Zara Hat Key 9 March 2020 6,543

6. Dawn News Zara Hat Key 4 March 2020 5,056

7. Dawn News News wise by Arifa Noor 9 March 2020 574

8. Dawn News Zara Hat Key 8 March 2021 5,348

9. Dawn News Zara Hat Key 19 March 2021 2,735

10. Dawn News Live with Adil Shahzeb 18 February 2022 320

11. Dawn News Khabar se Khabar with 
Nadia Mirza

21 February 2022 305

Dawn News – 744,000 YouTube Subscribers 

Exhibit 4 (a)

Exhibit 4 (b)
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reference). The particular episode in question that 
gave the show remarkable viewership was aired on 
4 March 2020 and had Khalil-ur-Rehman Qamar on 
penal, which again discussed the simmering topic of 
that year.14 

Meanwhile, during their conquest of interpretation and 
misinterpretations, they rarely ever highlighted, read, 
or explored the depths of Aurat March’s manshoor 
(manifesto in English). Most of the investigation, cross-
questioning, and objections were reserved for fixed 
slogans and placards. Frequent repetition of selective 
slogans/placards has apparently limited the essence 
of movement down to this one slogan, i.e., “Mera 
Jism Meri Marzi”. Pakistan’s broadcast news media, 
with its primetime talk shows, perform a significant 
role in contextualising issues, framing narratives, 
and disseminating information. From the choice of 
panellists to issues in discussion, each aspect of talk 
shows presented a picture that was either favourable 
or unfavourable to women’s rights or feminist 
movements in Pakistan. Although journalistic ethics 
call for a consciously neutral debate, it was observed 
that neutrality has only truly been achieved by a few 
moderators. 

It was also observed that under the pretext of thorough 
investigation and dialogue, anchorpersons scarcely 
ever shed light upon the postulates of the Aurat March’s 
manifesto. Moreover, another recurring pattern 

14  Samaa TV, “Khalil Ur Rehman Qamar Want To Stop Aurat March 
| SAMAA TV,” YouTube, March 4, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ceg3QuCv8tk.

The agenda-setting theory of communication media 
refers to a process in which media presents certain 
incidents, stories, or news in such an exclusive and 
repetitive manner that the public starts perceiving 
those stories as more important and sensational 
than others.12 Through agenda-setting techniques, 
media agencies feed selective information to their 
viewers to shape, propagate and construct a specific 
image of a particular phenomenon/political party/
movement, etc., in the minds of their viewers. 
Powerful gatekeepers frame social and political issues 
with a sensational dexterity that incites desirable and 
often populist responses among the masses.13 In our 
study, news media channels, anchorpersons, and talk 
show producers are the prominent gatekeepers. They 
conveniently discussed only those slogans and placards 
frequently, which provoked anti-march sentiment 
widely, generated a misogynist narrative towards the 
marchers, and constructed an inappropriate picture of 
the movement without discussing their manifesto in 
the viewers’ minds. Moreover, the number of views on 
sensational videos on each channel’s YouTube channel, 
compared to other more composed ones, also indicates 
the assumption that perhaps most times, Aurat March 
was explored in scandalous manners purely for 
commercial purposes. “News Beat”, being one of the 
shows on Samaa TV, recorded the highest number of 
views among the sample collected (see exhibit 5, for 

12  Maxwell E. McCombs, Donald L. Shaw, and David H. Weaver, “New 
directions in agenda-setting theory and research,” Mass communication 
and society 17, no. 6 (2014): 781-802.
13  Roberto A. Valdeón, “Translation: from mediation to gatekeeping and 
agenda-setting,” Language and intercultural communication 21, no. 1 
(2021): 24-36.

Exhibit 5

Agenda-Setting of Aurat March by Broadcast News Media
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observed was regarding the choice of panellists. Both 
these factors played a vital role in sensationalising an 
already sensitive matter to a great extent. Given their 
categorical mention in Aurat March’s manifesto, issues 
that should have been discussed, such as bonded labour, 
education for all, rights for minorities, reproductive 
rights, addressing abuse, violence, and extremism, were 
left uninvestigated considerably.15 Most debates were 
saturated with hyper-religious discourse, presented by 
representatives from the clerical community. 

Conclusion

The problem with myopic representations is not that 
they are false; Pakistan already has its fair share of 
problems when it comes to women’s rights. However, 
the problem arises because of the half-informed and 
misinterpreted discourse that is being associated 
with such movements. Illustrating only one side of 
the coin, overshadowing the other side, and doing 
so by employing popular religious rhetoric is a story 
that has been repeatedly registered in the history of 
this country. Perhaps it’s time to break that cycle for a 
single story is bound to create strereaotypes, and that 
primary problem with those constructed stereotypes 
is not that they are untrue but that they construct an 
incomplete picture. They somehow manage to become 
the only picture.16 Similar is the case with Pakistani 
news channels. It has been observed that those shows 
that discussed controversial and culturally insensitive 
content associated with Aurat March achieved higher 
viewership on their YouTube videos.

On the contrary, those hosts who continued with 
ethical journalism by portraying both sides with utmost 
neutrality, without highlighting one or the other, 
received extremely low viewership that could not have 
a considerable impact on the masses. By propagating 
and sensationalising only a few placards/slogans, 
Pakistani media made Aurat March controversial 
and suspicious in the viewer’s mind. Due to this, the 
focus of the masses remained on the misinterpreted 
discourse and not on the real issues that need attention 
and reforms.   

Making the manifesto part of the discussion in the talk 
shows might help the cause and heal the damages. 
Like all other movements in Pakistan, the Aurat March 
should also be given a fair share of appreciation for 
finally bringing gender issues into the public arena 
15  Zainab Alam, “Violence against women in politics: The case of Pakistani 
women’s activism,” Journal of Language Aggression and Conflict 9, no. 1 
(2021): 21-46.
16  TED, “The danger of a single story | Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie,” YouTube, 
October 7, 2009, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg.

along with many others. Meanwhile, the struggle to 
culturally and religiously contextualise the movement 
shall be given proper attention. 


