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When only men make
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lieteinilet women are
- everywhere in the

media. You switch on
the TV, there is
inevitably an
attractive woman

a product. On the
radio, there is the
'voung new thing'
vivaciously flirting
with her male co-host while shuffling
through songs; and in print, the
entertainment pages would simply not sell
without a titillating image of a female
celebrity and a scoop on her latest
rendezvous. But take a closer look, beyond
the objectified and stereotypical images of
women, being manufactured and mass
consumed ad nauseam, and where are the
women, really? Take a look at the news
media, for instance. Where are the women in
the newsrooms, in the bylines on the front
and back pages, in the column spaces of our
opinion pages, in the talk shows, not simply
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women reporters in TV is even worse. Since
2010, the number of TV women reporters has
increased by only 1 percent, but overall, they
still constitute less than one-fifth of reporters.
The only instance where women overshadow
men is at hosting shows; in two-thirds of the
cases, the hosts are women.

These statistics are downright
embarrassing for us who work in news
media. At a day and age when women are
making their mark in all sectors, no matter
how challenging, why is it that journalism
remains, still, a male-dominated profession?
Why, even today, do the newsrooms remain
hostile to female reporters, comfortable to
designate “soft” bits to women, such as social
welfare, women's issues or at best health or
education, while "hard” bits, such as politics,
remain the prerogative of men? Women, in
the logic of patriarchy, make sense in the
supplements, but not in news and business
which are “manly” serious affairs. Opinions,
too, are apparently a “male” thing, with an
overwhelming majority of commentators,
whether in print or electronic media, being
old, privileged and male.

Yes, it's true that journalism in a country
like Bangladesh can pose added security risks
to women, when they go out to collect
information at random places at random
hours of the day, or meet and interview
unknown sources; it's also true that the
ungodly working hours are not what many
women with families can negotiate with ease,
in a society where women, even if and when
they work outside, are expected to take care
of the household and children single-
handedly. But rather than enable its women
colleagues to face these challenges, for
instance, by providing safe transport support
and flexible work hours, media houses seem
content with the status quo. Even if and
when they make these adjustments, such as
allowing women to leave early, there is the
obvious implication that women just aren't
as adept at the job as their male counterparts
(how many times have we
heard, “This job is just
too demanding for
women!"), as if the only
marker of efficiency is
one's ability to stay late in

the news

the office (even if staying in the office means

smoking cigarettes and discussing the

ongoing IPL match). On the other hand, the

“protective” regime of the office can be
equally stifling, such as when bosses think
that women shouldn't be given challenging

tasks with the supposedly good intention of

protecting them from harm.

While the NGO, banking and public
sectors have made considerable progress in
instituting gender-friendly policies, our

media houses seem to be stuck in the days of
horse shoe tables, copy boys and typewriters,

It is unfortunate that most media houses,

which should lead by example, do not have a

gender policy or strict guidelines on how to
institute gender equality within the

organisation. Most of them don't even have a

sexual harassment policy, or a designated
committee to oversee complaints, despite a

HC ruling making it mandatory for print and
electronic media houses to have a committee
in their respective organisations as per Article

9 of the guideline.
Given that it is men in the management
positions, it is hardly a surprise that there is

as hosts, but as commentators on so-called
hard issues such as politics and foreign
affairs? Where are the women in our news
(discounting the PM and her alter-ego),
except as wailing victims of violence, natural
disasters and such and as muses of our male
photographers during cultural festivals?

A recent report by the Cender Media
Monitoring Project 2015 - a project initiated
since 1995 to analyse news media in 71
countries - presents some alarming, but not
altogether shocking, statistics on
representation of women in news media in
Bangladesh. Analysing the content of 12
newspapers (8 national, 4 local), 8 TV
channels, three radio channels, and two
online platforms, the Project found that the
presence of women in radio-TV-newspapers
have actually decreased compared to the last
decade. In sharp contradiction to our loud
proclamations of women's equality and
progress, women are mentioned as little as
one-fifth of the time in news. The number of
bylines by women has remained stuck at 8
percent over the last five years. Women
reporters in radio constitute only one-third
of all reporters, while the condition of

Don't just
believe what
the Internet has
to say; question
it. Practice a
disconfirmation
bias. If you're
looking up
medical
information
about a health
problem, don't
stop at the first
diagnosis that
looks right.
Search for
alternative
possibilities.

Why the

DAVID DUNNING
I this piece, my laptop tells me the National
Basketball Association has had to deny that
it threatened to cancel its 2017 All-Star Game
over a new anti-LGBT law in North Carolina - a
story repeated by many news sources including
the Associated Press. The authenticity of that
viral video of a bear chasing a female
snowboarder in Japan has been called into ques-
tion. And, no, Ted Cruz is not married to his
third cousin. It's just one among an onslaught of
half-truths and even pants-on-fire lies coming as
we rev up for the 2016 American election season.
The longer I study human psychology, the more
impressed I am with the rich tapestry of knowl-
edge each of us owns. We each have a brainy
weave of facts, figures, rules and stories that
allows us to address an astonishing range of
everyday challenges. Contemporary research
celebrates just how vast, organised, intercon-
nected and durable that knowledge base is.

That's the good news. The bad news is that our
brains overdo it. Not only do they store helpful
and essential information, they are also receptive
to false belief and misinformation.

Just in biology alone, many people believe that
spinach is a good source of iron (sorry, Popeye), that
we use less than 10 per cent of our brains (no, it's too
energy-guzzling to allow that), and that some people
suffer hypersensitivity to electromagnetic radiation
(for which there is no scientific evidence).

But here's the more concerning news. Our access
to information, both good and bad, has only
increased as our fingertips have gotten into the act.
With computer keyboards and smartphones, we now
have access to an Internet containing a vast store of
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information much bigger than any individual brain
can carry - and that's not always a good thing.

This access to the Internet's far reaches should
permit us to be smarter and better informed. People
certainly assume it. A recent Yale study showed that
Internet access causes people to hold inflated, illu-
sory impressions of just how smart and well-
informed they are,

But there's a twofold problem with the Internet
that compromises its limitless promise.

First, just like our brains, it is receptive to mis-
information. In fact, the World Economic Forum
lists “massive digital misinformation” as a main
threat to society. A survey of 50 “weight loss”
websites found that only three provided sound
diet advice. Another of roughly 150 YouTube
videos about vaccination found that only half
explicitly supported the procedure. Rumour-
mongers, politicians, vested interests, a sensation-
alising media and people with intellectual axes to
grind all inject false information into the Internet.

So do a lot of well-intentioned but misin-
formed people. In fact, a study published in the
January 2016 Proceedings of National Academy
of Science documented just how quickly dubious
conspiracy theories spread across the Internet.
Specifically, the researchers compared how
quickly these rumours spread across Facebook
relative to stories on scientific discoveries. Both
conspiracy theories and scientific news spread
quickly, with the majority of diffusion via
Facebook for both types of stories happening
within a day.

Making matters worse, misinformation is
hard to distinguish from accurate fact. It often
has the exact look and feel as the truth. In a
series of studies Elanor Williams, Justin Kruger

nternet 1sn't

and I published in the Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology in 2013, we asked stu-
dents to solve problems in intuitive physics,
logic and finance. Those who consistently
relied on false facts or principles - and thus
gave the exact same wrong answer to every
problem - expressed just as much confidence
in their conclusions as those who answered
every single problem right.

For example, those who always thought a ball
would continue to follow a curved path after
rolling out of a bent tube (not true) were virtually
as certain as people who knew the right answer
(the ball follows a straight path).

So, how so we separate Internet truth from the
false?

First, don't assume misinformation is obviously
distinguishable from true information. Be careful.
If the matter is important, perhaps you can start
your search with the Internet; just don't end there.
Consult and consider other sources of authority.
There is a reason why your doctor suffered medi-
cal school, why your financial advisor studied to
gain that license.

Second, don't do what conspiracy theorists did
in the Facebook study. They readily spread stories
that already fit their worldview. As such, they
practiced confirmation bias, giving credence to
evidence supporting what they already believed.
As a consequence, the conspiracy theories they
endorsed burrowed themselves into like-minded
Facebook communities who rarely questioned
their authenticity.

Instead, be a skeptic. Psychological research shows
that groups designating one or two of its members to
play devil's advocates - questioning whatever conclu-
sion the group is leaning toward - make for better-

severe resistance to the idea of gender
sensitivity trainings, even though as members
of the media community, we hold
tremendous power over the masses to
disseminate and reproduce gender
stereotypes and harmful discourses about
women and children through what we write
(or don't write). So forget that many
reporters, subeditors and even editors don't
realise that there's something severely
problematic in using the word
“dishonoured” when referring to rape or in
revealing the name and details of the
survivors; they fail to see that by circulating the
seemingly harmless image of a “violated” and
“victimised” woman hiding her face in fear
while strong male hands grip her, they are
reproducing the idea of women as helpless
and weak; they do not comprehend that they
reinscribe gender inequality when they only
interview male sources or experts, or when
they decide a story with a gender dimension is
just not “news-y" enough to make a lead story.
Within the organisations, these esteemed male
colleagues do not seem to understand that it is
inappropriate to make crude jokes about
women, objectifying them, that unwarranted
sexual attention is “sexual harassment” not
flattery, that they take up way too much space
during meetings when their voice rings the
loudest and for the longest, silencing others
who may not feel quite as comfortable to
challenge the hierarchical power structure of a
media house, and that it's institutionalised
sexisim when you pay the male staff more than
the fernale staff even when they do the same
amount of work.

If the media is really to change the world
for the better, and play a progressive role in
transforming how women are perceived in
society, then we must begin by changing our
institutions from within. And this task of
gender sensitisation should not fall on the
women alone, but on the editor,
management, board of directors and
department heads, who must assess the ways
in which their institutions sustain inequality
and play a proactive role to recruit more
women, promote qualified women to
important positions, and ensure a respectable
workplace for all. Pretending we're all equal
while retaining the same old patriarchal
mindsets and structures simply won't do if
we want women to also make the news.

The writer is a journalist and activist.

making us smarter

reasoned decisions of greater quality.

If no one else is around, it pays to be your own
devil's advocate. Don't just believe what the
Internet has to say; question it. Practice a
disconfirmation bias. If you're looking up medical
information about a health problem, don't stop at
the first diagnosis that looks right. Search for
alternative possibilities.

In addition, look for ways in which that diag-
nosis might be wrong. Research shows that “con-
sidering the opposite” - actively asking how a
conclusion might be wrong - is a valuable exercise
for reducing unwarranted faith in a conclusion.
After all, you should listen to Mark Twain, who,
according to a dozen different websites, warned
us, “Be careful about reading health books. You
may die of a misprint.”

Wise words, except a little more investigation
reveals more detailed and researched sources with
evidence that it wasn't Mark Twain, but German
physician Markus Herz who said them. I'm not
surprised; in my Internet experience, I've learned
to be wary of Twain quotes (Will Rogers, too). He
was a brilliant wit, but he gets much too much
credit for quotable quips.

Misinformation and true information often
look awfully alike. The key to an informed life
may not require gathering information as much
as it does challenging the ideas you already have
or have recently encountered. This may be an
unpleasant task, and an unending one, but it is
the best way to ensure that your brainy intellec-
tual tapestry sports only true colors.

The writer Is Professor of Psychology at the University of
Michigan.
©Asian News Network/The Statesman
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