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ABSTRACT 

This paper seeks to explore the representation of people living with disabilities in the media with 

a specific focus on two regional newspapers in Masvingo province, The Mirror and TellZim News. 

This paper questions the role that Masvingo’s two regional papers, TellZim News and The Mirror 

are playing in challenging the stereotypical views which have undermined the representation of 

people with disability. The paper also examines how the media are covering disability, tracking 

changes in the coverage of people with disabilities, and examine their impact on public attitudes 

towards people with disabilities. TellZim News and Mirror are analysed on how people with 

disabilities are accorded voices or platforms to participate in critical issues in the two regional 

papers. The paper employs Habermas’ theory of the public sphere and Max McCombs and Donald 

Shaw’s Agenda Setting theory to examine whether the agenda which is set by the two regional 

papers has a bearing on the perceptions of disability in society.  The paper employs interviews 

and document analysis in analysing the dominant images of people living with disabilities in the 

two papers. People living with disabilities, the non-disabled and editorial staffs of the two regional 

newspapers were interviewed to solicit their responses on the coverage of people living with 

disability. The paper concluded that the two regional papers to a greater extent reinforce and 

perpetuate stereotypical views of people living with disabilities than challenging them. People 

living with disabilities are represented as objects of charity, poor and discriminated in critical 

issues which affect them and are rarely afforded platforms to air out their views in the two 

newspapers.  
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1. Introduction 

The representation of people living with disabilities in the media has always been a contentious 

issue in Zimbabwe. The media play an important role in reflecting and shaping public attitudes 

and values regarding disability. People living with disabilities are mostly under-represented and 

are the most vulnerable and usually the poorest in society (Graham, L; 2010). Some schools of 
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thought argue that the media perpetuate the negative stereotypes of such people thereby affecting 

their position and participation in society. The media play a critical role in constructing identities 

which are either negative or positive. Over time, the media influence identity formation and other 

issues around stigma, self-esteem, social relations, economic and political positions.  Over the 

years, the media have been criticised for covering people with disabilities in line with held 

stereotypes in the society. The reasons emanate from the economic imperatives which govern the 

operations of the media in society. The media’s greatest goal is maximising their profitability by 

thriving on the public interest. Media economists have summed the operations of the media as 

that of delivering audiences to advertisers (Picard, R.G., 2011 Albarran, A.B., 2002).  

 Stereotypical views have negatively affected the emancipation of people living with disabilities. 

Negative societal attitudes against the disabled lead to their exclusion from all forms of social, 

economic and political participation. The media should play a critical role in challenging such 

degrading views and positions about people living with disability. Marginalisation of the disabled 

people has also been witnessed in interventions which are largely based on charity. Briant, E. et al 

(2011) in a report on entitled Bad News for Disabled People: How the Newspapers are Reporting 

Disability, commissioned by the Glasgow University, newspapers were recommended to increase 

on their coverage of people with disabilities. 

The gatekeepers of charity take a leading role as government becomes the backbencher with the 

media often turning a blind eye. Under these circumstances, disability is viewed as a personal 

tragedy rather than a social issue and this is more telling for a country like Zimbabwe that has 

existed for over 36 years without a clear national disability policy. 

 It against this background, this paper questions the role that Masvingo’s two regional papers, 

TellZim News and The Mirror are playing in challenging the stereotypical views which have 

undermined the representation of people with disability. To examine how the media are covering 

disability, track changes the coverage of people with disabilities, and examine their impact on 

public attitudes towards people with disabilities. 

The Constitution of Zimbabwe, Chapter 2 Section 22, while purporting to be human rights-

oriented, further marginalises the disabled by depicting them as the most expensive part of the 

population thereby reducing them to objects of charity from the state instead of capable citizens 

with rights. The clause obliges the government “to consider the specific requirements of persons 

with all forms of disability as one of the priorities in development plans”   as well as “encourage 

the use and development of forms of communication suitable for persons with physical or mental 

disabilities”. Despite this clear call in the constitution, disabled people continue to be undermined 

and relegated to the periphery according to Proportional representation member of parliament 

(MP) representing the disabled, Mr. Mashavakure.  Zimbabwe Association of the Visually 

Handicapped (ZAVH) a lobby group acting on behalf of people living with disabilities have  also 

called on the Zimbabwean government to intervene but no meaningful results have been obtained. 

Issues of the disabled have been assigned to the over-stretched, ill-equipped and under-staffed 

government’s Department of Social Welfare.  

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

The paper employs Habermas’ theory of the Public Sphere and Max McCombs and Donald Shaw’s 

Agenda Setting theory to examine whether the agenda which is set by the two regional papers has 

a bearing on the perceptions of disability in society. The theory of agenda setting describes the 
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ability of the news media to influence the salience of topics on the public agenda. That is, if a news 

item is covered frequently and prominently, the audience will regard the issue as more important. 

In this case, the coverage of people with disability or issues which affect them by the media could 

go a long way in deconstructing the negative views that affect the emancipation of people with 

disability.  So the media have a causal role to shape public opinion on the affairs of people living 

with disability. The paper employs this theory to examine the role that TellZim News and The 

Mirror are playing in uplifting the status of people with disability in society. Drawing from 

Habermas’s theory of the public sphere, this article argues that the media should provide 

platforms of inclusion rather than exclusion as far as people living with disabilities are concerned.  

 

3. Dominant images of people with disability in the media 

The media generally depict people with disabilities in accordance with common stereotypes that 

focus on pity and heroism. Negative day-to-day reporting insinuates disability as a burden or drain 

on society. The media hold an important influence over society but they have not always been used 

for the benefit society, particularly in relation to disability, where the media have continued to add 

to the discrimination of the disabled.  According to Shakespeare, T., 2006 Driedger, D., 1989 and 

Briant, E., et al 2011 delineate several stereotypes that govern media coverage of people with 

disability as follows: the disabled person as pitiable and pathetic, an object of curiosity or violence, 

sinister or evil, the super cripple, laughable, and as a burden among others. 

What people see, hear and read in the media is often decided and influenced by editors, journalists, 

producers, programmers and budget controllers who are mostly swayed by their own opinions on 

disability and what they believe will attract saleable audiences to advertisers. Over the years, 

media representations of people with disability have always conformed to known stereotypes. The 

editorial team may feel that they are taking a risk by portraying disabled people outside of the 

stereotypes which may have traditionally “sold well” in media business (Schudson, M. 1989). 

 

 4. Major types of discrimination 

Three forms of discrimination have been identified by Briant, E., et al (2011) as attitudinal, 

environmental and institutional. Disabled people may be socially excluded by attitudes of fear and 

ignorance on the part of the non-disabled who may use negative and pejorative language about 

them or they may be excluded from society because of generally low expectation of what disabled 

people can achieve. Environmental discrimination occurs when public services, building and 

transport are not designed with the needs for disabled citizens in media. Institutional 

discrimination occurs when, in some way, the law discriminates against them as second-class 

citizens without the right to vote, to own land, to attend school, marry and have children and the 

right to equal representation. Despite the prevalence of the above forms of discrimination against 

the disabled, it is a fact that they want to be treated as normal citizens with rights. They want to 

be treated equally and participate as equal citizens in their own communities (Briant, E. et al 2011). 

 

5. Disability, politics and citizenship 

Haralambos and Holborn (2008) define citizenship as a situation which involves the possession 

of certain rights as a result of being recognised as a member of a particular state.  MP 

Mashavakure also argues that politicians, policy makers and professionals should regard disability 

not as personal tragedy requiring therapy but as an ordinary social challenge which simply 
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requires political action. This means that political citizenship can be seen as the achievement of 

certain political, social and civil rights for everyone. For the disabled, disability is nothing less than 

the denial of basic human rights to certain groups within society. 

5.1 Social rights 

Disabled people have the right not to be poor or to live in poverty, to use social facilities in the 

same way as everyone else and to have a standard of living or life style compatible with current 

societal expectations. In all of these, the disabled seem not to be enjoying the rights to social 

citizenship. 

5.2 Civil rights 

Civil rights go beyond the narrow conception of legal rights but include property rights, freedom 

of thought and speech, religious practice and of assembly and association. In theory, disabled 

people are accorded these basic civil rights although in reality they face several difficulties in their 

actualisation. This does not mean that there are no people living with disabilities who are 

pacesetters and living large outside of the ordinary disability stereotype. Worldwide examples of 

such people with disabilities are galore. Some are pursuing their own media projects such as film 

series centred on disability issues and radio programmes (D Driedger – 1989). This has been seen 

by many disability rights activists as a way of challenging misrepresentation. 

 

6. Methodology 

The paper employs interviews and document analysis. People living with disabilities and editorial 

staff of the two community newspapers were interviewed to solicit their responses on the 

coverage of people living with disability. The paper interviewed ten people with disabilities and 

10 non-disabled people, two news editors and eight reporters from both TellZimNews and The 

Mirror. The paper also employs discourse analysis to assess the nature of news articles written 

about people living with disability. 

 

7. Discussion of Findings  

7.1 TellZim News and Disability 

TellZim News, which was established in November 2015, presents people with disability as pitiable 

and abused by both the government and the society at large. Of the three stories that were written 

about people living with disabilities, they all conform to known stereotypes in society. However, 

Tellzim News of 10-16 March 2017 ushered in a new way of representing issues of disability in a 

more critical way.  A story titled “People living with disabilities disregarded in elections” 

criticises the government for failing to implement policies that uplift people with disabilities as 

espoused in the Constitution of Zimbabwe. The story challenges the Zimbabwean electoral system 

which undermines the electoral voting rights of people with disability. The article cites the Bikita 

West parliamentary by-election of January 2017 where the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) 

officials failed to understand sign language and failed to assist deaf people at one polling station. 

The article criticises government for paying lip service to issues which affect civic and political 

rights of people with disabilities. An official from an electoral rights lobby group, Zimbabwe 

Electoral Support Network (ZESN), is also quoted imploring ZEC to engage the disability lobby and 

come up with ways of making polling stations friendlier to people with various forms of 

disabilities. 

TellZim News of 2-8 September 2016 other story entitled “Prophets riding on the back of disabled 
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- MP Mashavakure” also bemoans the abuse of people with disabilities by the “Man of the cloth” 

who often seek popularity by misleading the disabled into believing that they can be healed of 

their physical conditions. The language used in both stories challenges the long-held stereotypes 

in the media. 

The stories educate people on the trials and tribulations faced by people with disabilities. However, 

the placement of stories on pages 6, 8 and 10 journalistically trivializes their importance in the 

paper. In journalism, stories placed on the left hand side are regarded as inferior to those on the 

right which is made up of the so-called ‘prime pages’. 

  7.2 The Mirror and Disability 

The newspaper carried few stories on the discrimination of people living with disabilities. The 

Mirror of 04 -10 May 2012, in an opinion piece equally bemoans the discrimination of people with 

disabilities in all spheres of life and attacks the use of derogatory names such as “Chireshe 

chemunhu”, “uri muzimcare” and “special education.” These derogatory phrases were ridiculed in 

the paper.  

In another article, The Mirror of 17-23 June 2011 also carried a story about a Burombo Primary 

School pupil who needed help after she suffered a spinal tumour. This depicts the pupil as an object 

of pity who can only survive through the benevolence of able- bodied well-wishers.  

The story in The Mirror 29 June –July 2012 reports about a blind man in court after threshing 

headmaster. Some critics complain that newspapers report on negative issues about disabled, it 

should be agreed that news should not discriminate.  The same edition of the Mirror also carried 

a story which depicts people with disabilities as sources of humour in a story of a physically 

impaired man who thrashed a headmaster. To a greater extent, The Mirror covers stories of people 

with disability in a satirical manner. They are depicted as targets of charity. They are mostly visible 

if they have received help from well-wishers or if they are outstanding in sports.  These images 

conform to long held stereotypes of people living with disabilities. It is clear that The Mirror lacks 

critical reporting ability on matters of disability and does not challenge the traditional stereotypes 

among their readers.  

The issue of 17-23 August 2012 published a story titled Joe donates computers to Shindi School. 

Somewhere in the story it is said Joe also donated seven wheel chairs to Chivi’s Better Schools 

Programme (BSPZ), but the wheel chairs’ donation have no beneficiaries mentioned. In the 

researcher’s opinion the wheel chairs donation was supposed to make an independent story 

describing beneficiaries and their plight. Here prominence is given to the computer records than 

the beneficiaries of the computers. Yet again people with disabilities are presented as recipients 

of charity. 

However, some reporters at The Mirror denied that they are marginalising people living with 

disabilities. They instead blamed the disabled communities for not inviting the press to their 

important events, making it difficult for the press to cover them. The Mirror also pointed out that 

it was difficult to cover people with disabilities when there is nothing newsworthy about them. 

 

8. Conclusions 

The above results show that the media does not treat people living with disabilities as equal to 

their non-disabled counterparts. It is not an exaggeration that disability can limit somebody’s 

participation in critical issues. Where there is competition for resources or opportunities, the 

disabled cannot compete at the same level with the non-disabled. The disabled people have the 
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right not to be poor or live in poverty; they have a right to use social facilities in the same way as 

everyone else and to have a standard of living or life style compatible with current social 

expectations. In all of these the disabled people seem not to be sharing the rights to citizenship. In 

many areas of their lives, disabled people’s experiences do not conform to the lifestyle expected of 

their contemporaries. Though the Mirror and TellZim News represent people with disabilities 

more needs to be done especially in challenging the held stereotypes of people living with 

disabilities. The two community newspapers should create platforms for people with disabilities 

to air out their views rather than writing about them without their voices. Newspaper 

presentations should also not depict presentation as a tragedy. 
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