
MY SPACE: WOMEN AT THE
CENTRE OF ONLINE VIOLENCE

The first time someone called out my “fat ugly body” online, was on the
streets of Facebook. I remember disagreeing with a few people on the fact
that women had to dress according to what society deemed decent, when
they tried to point out my ‘nakedness’ in a picture I had posted.
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Insults flew from both men and women. Some called me a prostitute, while others
wondered if I had grown up with a mother. But one statement I will never forget was this,  
*trigger warning, rape* “We shall tear that stupid skirt and rape you if you don’t stop
parading your fat and ugly thighs.” 

What is the problem?

Although online violence against women has received a lot of
academic and media coverage over the years, what the issue is, is
that it persists even today. Harassment of women in the
digital space is a key problem for women around the world.
Whereas the internet has advanced our lives in many ways. It
comes as a double – edged sword. It is problematic. Online
violence includes trolling, bullying, hacking, sexual harassment,
cyber stalking, revenge porn, identity theft, blackmail, expressions
focusing on physical attributes and behavior and hate speech.

A few hours later, I got a call; “Quickly go to Facebook
and delete your posts.” I froze. The things I read off the
internet that day confirmed to me that women are
surely held by the throat as far as freedom in the digital
space is concerned. 

"Gender
construction and
interpretation are
some of the
predisposing factors
of online violence
against women."

"THREE REPLIES IN, I JUST LOGGED OUT AND
SWITCHED OFF MY PHONE. I WAS SO
FRUSTRATED BY THEIR LINES OF ARGUMENT."



"Many people throw
comments just for
fun, as a sensation
at that moment,
ignorant of the fact
that they are
committing a
crime."

"The internet is
unsafe for women;
social media has
expanded the
arenas for
harassment."

Women have been raised to assume that they need support and
validation from men. Traditional gender imbalances influence how
gender issues are managed and discussed today. A woman was
traditionally meant to stay at home, and take care of the family and
was never supposed to speak when a man was speaking among
others. So, today when a woman stands up for what she believes in,
she is considered to be straying away from proper femininity. Violence
thrives online because of the viral nature of the internet. Perpetrators
often feel invisible and unable to be connected to their actions. There
have been reports showing that when the curtain is lifted, some of
them claim their accounts were hacked, or they were joking and didn’t
really think that the victim would see and read their harsh comments.
Social media is the biggest problem, today. Many people throw
comments just for fun, as a sensation at that moment, ignorant of the
fact that they are committing a crime.

Many women have confessed that they fear to report these terrible
incidents because of the weak legal system in the country. At Police
stations, they are told to stop putting themselves in the line of fire, by
simply refraining from talking about things that will get people
throwing stones at them. The only law we have on online
communication (The Computer Misuse Act) is not clear
on harassment of women in the digital space.

Implications: 

Online violence against women limits their free and full participation,
their freedom of expression, and right to safety and privacy. The
internet is unsafe for women; social media has expanded the arenas
for harassment. Women journalists who report on sensitive issues like
politics, conflict and war, corruption and human rights abuses have
been threatened both online and offline simply for doing their job.

People will comment
about the hair and dress
you are wearing, the size
of your hips and
stomach, rather than the
content you are
delivering. As a result,
these women are
traumatized, feel
intimidated and lose self
– esteem. 



A number of them have reportedly left
the profession and deliberately refrain
from engaging in conversations that
could get them into trouble. In extreme
cases, there is fear of spill-over-effects
from online to physical spaces. Some
online threats are so hostile that you feel
like these people are watching your
physical moves. Eventually, we begin to
censure what we publish online. We are
literally operating through a filter, sieving
out what will prick and keeping what will
assumingly get the tick.

What should we do?

First, we need to give this issue the
seriousness it deserves. There is need for
us to accept and recognize the damage
that comes with this problem. Online
freedom is threatened if the perpetrators
are never followed up and punished.
Although online violence against women
cannot be wiped out completely,
deliberate actions such as sensitizing
women on what they can do to protect
themselves online, can go a long way.
There is a strong confidence that comes
with knowing what to do, where to
report, and how to go about things once
one is attacked.

Women and men alike, have a big role as
advocates against this vice. A thread of
women pulling down a fellow woman
screams out very loud. Men too, should
join the fight, leaving no room for
misogyny and violence in the digital
space. Support women to maintain their
spaces and voices in the public sphere. If
women back out, our democracies are in
serious danger. Voice out the concerns of
colleagues who have been targeted, and
take lead in advocating for policies and
laws to check online violence against
women.

The platforms through which we interact
cannot be left out of this collective
responsibility. They should take the
necessary steps to address offensive
communication and hate speech online.
The internet should protect its users from
feeling like the streets are too hot for
them, rather than making violence against
women in the digital space a sensational
topic that fetches the abuser popularity
and unnecessary clout. Finally, the state
should take lead in this fight, and put in
place a legal system specifically for this
matter with sanctions, and effective
punishments for the abusers.
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