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Abstract 

 The Global Scholars Program is a learning community at the University of Michigan that 

aims to teach its students about social issues. Students are split up into Collaborative Groups of 

ten and each group is centered around one of the Millenium Development Goals set forth by the 

United Nations. These groups spend the year on their Research Action Projects, which involve 

researching and implementing an action focused on their Millenium Development Goal. Our 

group focused on promoting gender equality and empowering women.  

We researched the effects that the media has on violence against women in the United 

States and in South Asia and concluded that the media has a negative impact in both regions of 

the world. We wanted to implement an action that would have a tangible impact on someone's 

life because we believe that is the best way to contribute to the cause of female empowerment. 

We focused on raising funds for The Empowerment Plan, a non-profit that employs homeless 

women in Detroit to make free coats for other homeless individuals. Our hope is to empower 

women by giving them the financial resources they need to make their contribution to society. 

By hosting a bake sale in North Quadrangle, a dormitory at the University of Michigan, we 

raised $250. In addition, we published a piece in our campus newspaper, The Michigan Daily, 

that was comprised of quotes and pictures by those who bought from our bake sale; our piece 

included content about campus views on gender equality. The coats that are provided to the 

homeless as a result of our fundraising will provide homeless individuals with a means to stay 

warm and sleep comfortably for a long time. The Michigan Daily article will also be available 

for an extended amount of time, allowing students to read it.   
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Introduction 

Women across the globe face unequal pay, treatment, and rights. The United Nations has 

designated the third Millennium Development Goal to promote the betterment of conditions for 

women around the world. Our project was motivated by this Millennium Development Goal. In 

order to work against the forces that disenfranchise women and have the greatest effect in doing 

so, we decided that our Research Action Project should strive to empower women locally. When 

women do not receive the same treatment as men, it inhibits them from reaching their full 

potential. It is important for us to end the male hegemony over women and help provide women 

the opportunities they deserve. After understanding the extent of physical violence against 

women in a global context we felt it was important to help women become more economically 

independent in order to make it easier for them to leave unhealthy domestic relationships. After 

researching numerous options for possible plans of action, we decided to raise funds for an 

organization called the Empowerment Plan and publish students’ thoughts about gender equality 

in the University of Michigan campus newspaper, The Michigan Daily. This was an effective 

way to address the issue of gender equality because we raised funds to that would help empower 

women with jobs and raised awareness on the University of Michigan campus.  

Literature Review 

Globalization is allowing many aspects of the world to become increasingly 

homogenous. One example of this is mass media, especially television and Internet, which is 

helping to shape a new, globally uniform idea of pop culture. Recently, the portraits of women in 

pop culture are becoming more alike in many distinct areas of the world; however the 

repercussions of this process are not the same all around. Historically, women have suffered 

physical violence for many distinct reasons, many of them related to the specific cultures of their 
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societies. Understanding how the globalization of mass media might affect physical violence 

against women in different countries is important to protect the rights of women and avoid 

injustice. In order to do so, we will be looking at pop culture’s portrayal of women in South Asia 

and compare it with the United States, considering the similarities and differences between these 

repercussions on physical violence against women. 

Before explicitly looking at specific areas of the world, our goal is to first establish that 

across all areas of the globe, media has an especially profound influence on the perception of 

women and their roles in society. In looking at two different discourses, Sexual Issues: The 

Analysis of Female Role Portrayal Preferences in Taiwanese Print Ads by Chyong-Ling Lin, and 

Contemporary Woman in Television Fiction: Deconstructing Role of 'Commerce' and 'Tradition' 

by the Centre for Advocacy and Research, we are able to see two unique perspectives on this 

phenomenon across the countries of Taiwan and India. Sexual Issues: The Analysis of Female 

Role Portrayal Preferences in Taiwanese Print Ads, focuses primarily on how print 

advertisements in Taiwan influence beauty ideals of women, as well as create an archetype for 

feminine values. In Sexual Issues, Lin discusses how the import of foreign advertisements 

brought about a change from traditional, conservative ideals of feminism to a more contemporary 

standard (Lin 1). This article gives a very good analysis of how the media, especially magazines, 

depict women in Taiwan, however it does not go into much depth about foreign media’s impact 

on the range of female issues in Taiwan. In Contemporary Woman in Television Fiction: 

Deconstructing Role of 'Commerce' and 'Tradition' by the Centre for Advocacy and Research, 

the authors discuss the influence that satellite TV has in both propagating gender roles and 

affirming stereotypes in India. In many of India’s soaps the discriminatory nature of the family is 

accentuated, and women are rarely depicted outside of the home, only stepping foot into an 
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office or workspace to serve their husbands. This article does a gives a good description of how 

modern media perpetuates the often oppressive gender ideals present in India, but does not talk 

about the effects of mass media outside of this specific society. 

The general issue of violence against women is prevalent throughout the world, with the 

underlying causes deeply intertwined with gender inequality. While developed countries such as 

the United States have begun to make significant inroads in the battle against gender inequality 

and violence against women, other parts of the world are struggling to implement effective 

change. South Asian countries represent a region where, in some cases, gender inequality and 

violence against women are still socially acceptable practices. In the article Credit Programs, 

Patriarchy and Men's Violence against Women in Rural Bangladesh, Sidney Ruth Schuler 

highlights the ongoing struggle for women in rural areas of Bangladesh to live with a basic level 

of human rights that leave them free from harm. To emphasize that lack of development in these 

rural areas, Schuler uses the concept of a dowry, whereby the bride’s family “pays obligatory 

compensation to the groom's family for taking the bride off her parents' hands” (Schuler 1732). 

Schuler goes further to say that the primary reason women struggle to break through the shackles 

of this “perceived legitimacy of men's violence against women” (Schuler 1732) is the cultural 

environment which leaves women and children very dependent upon their husbands in order to 

survive. Despite the strong use of research to support the contention, Schuler could further 

enhance the article by suggesting solutions rather than mainly presenting current injustices. In 

Acid Attacks on Women: An Appraisal of the Indian Legal Response, the author explains the 

grotesque practice of acid throwing. Acid attacks are seen in particularly high numbers in South 

Asian countries, and while this happens to both men and women, women are disproportionately 

affected by these attacks with 80% of all acid attacks being committed against them (Ahmad 2). 
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Ahmad explains that these attacks against women are often committed by men to demonstrate 

their masculinity and dominance over the “fairer sex,” as well as a form of punishment for not 

adhering to the gender roles perpetuated by the mass media in South Asia and the United States 

(Ahmad 4). Some strengths of the article are that it analyzes the root causes of acid throwing and 

proposes legal solutions. This source also illustrates one form of violence used against women in 

South Asia that women in the United States do not face. A major weakness is that it compares 

acid attacks to rape and makes these comparisons in a subjective manner without sufficient 

evidence to support the claims. 

In contrast to South Asia, physical violence against women in the United States has been 

popularized through mainstream media coverage.  Byerly and Ross, address the media coverage 

of sexual violence against women. This source clearly depicts the sexual exploitation of women 

in media coverage and thoroughly explains the social determinants of physical aggression against 

women in the United States (Byerly and Ross 13). Byerly and Ross suggest that media hyper-

sexualizes women in the United States. As a result, the repercussions of physical violence against 

women may not be seen as depraved as they should seem. The source describes the positive 

impact of feminism on ameliorating the issue at hand. Due to the rise of feminist activism on this 

issue, “most journalists now recognize sexual violence as a serious social issue” (Byerly and 

Ross 18). This displays that physical violence against women has always been a global issue. 

The key word “now” suggests that the role of feminism voices women’s thoughts more 

compared to the past. However, the source’s description of the correlation between the 

repercussions of physical violence against women and feminism’s promotion of gender equality 

is weak. 
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Earnestine Willis and Victor Strasburger, discuss the influences of media on violence in 

society. Specifically, the impact of stereotypes portrayed on television, the pervasive “sexually 

suggestive images” and violent images (mostly toward women) in music videos, violence in 

movies and video games on physical violence in society (Strasburger and Willis 72). The result 

of these portrayals includes “aggressive behavior, fear, and desensitization to violence” 

(Strasburger and Earnestine 72). A strength of this article is how it explains the cycle of violence 

that occurs because of the continued portrayal of violence in the media. Another strength is the 

analysis of this issue through societal lenses by stating that violence is portrayed as justifiable in 

American programming and our society is becoming increasingly violent (Strasburger and 

Earnestine 72). Unlike Byerly and Ross’s article that mentions the positive impact of feminism, 

Strasburger and Earnestine discuss the positive impact that educating parents and children can 

have on reversing the effects of media violence. The solution offered targets children, stating that 

the importance of educating society on the impact of media violence and changing the portrayal 

of violence in the media (Strasburger and Earnestine 72). A weakness in the source by 

Strasburger and Earnestine is that violence in the media can be controlled and changed but does 

not offer a way for that solution to be reached. It does not discuss how awareness of media 

violence or changing media programming can be achieved. 

        Through the analysis of these articles, it is clear that the relationship between the public 

portrayals of women and the actions of violence taken towards them are linked in numerous 

ways. The benefits of globalization have not been discussed because we strongly believe that 

there is not enough public dialogue about its negative effects, while dialogue about its strengths 

exist. Taking specific examples from only two distinct areas of the world and comparing them 

highlights some of the behavior that is correlated to the globalized mass media’s inexcusable 
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objectification of half of the human population. Although the manifestation of these actions 

differ to some extent depending on the social and cultural influences of the region, these ideals 

that are found in pop culture do impact the way that the general population perceives and acts 

towards women. The media’s representation of women has become more homogenous and is 

directly related to the violence that is experienced by women all across the globe. 

 This literature sets up a clear and serious problem: women are disproportionately the 

victims of physical abuse because of their disempowered status. Thus, helping women become 

financially independent will empower them by making it easier for them to escape unsafe 

domestic situations. Such a form of empowerment is vital in reducing gender inequality between 

men and women. 

Methods 

The Empowerment Plan is a non-profit organization that hires homeless women in 

Detroit to make coats. The coat is water-resistant and self-heating. It can be transformed into a 

sleeping bag, or be worn as an over-the-shoulder bag when not being worn. Studies show that for 

each 1,000 coats distributed, 14 lives can be saved and healthcare costs can be reduced by 

$58,500 annually (www.empowermentplan.org). 

Once we decided that we wanted to organize a bake sale for The Empowerment Plan, we 

set about deciding what foods to provide and where to hold it. First, we decided to host the bake 

sale somewhere in North Quadrangle to be able to try and involve as many of our friends as 

possible, as we all live in North Quadrangle. We settled on a space in front of the Media 

Gateway, near the entrance to North Quadrangle. By setting up in a high traffic area, we were 

able to attract numerous people to our table. Through our work with the Global Scholars 

Program office, we were able to receive the foods that we wanted for the bake sale, since the 
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office graciously agreed to purchase them for us. These foods included doughnuts, cupcakes, 

cookies, brownies, and samosas.  

In order to promote our bake sale, and the cause at hand, we started a social media 

campaign using the hashtag #Humansofum. We interviewed a number of people that bought 

goods from the bake sale and asked them a series of questions that we wrote about the topic of 

women's empowerment. We took their photo and attached their quote to the photo. These photos 

were used in an article in The Michigan Daily to raise awareness about the topic of women's 

empowerment.  

Results 

There were two results from the bake sale, and each served very different but related 

purposes. The first result of the bake sale was of monetary value, specifically the $250 will be 

sent to the Empowerment Plan. The organization will in turn use the money to produce clothing 

to help homeless people across the United States and Canada. The money received from the bake 

sale has a tangible result as it helps ensure that the homeless women who work for The 

Empowerment Plan stay employed by the fact that their effort is needed to make at least two 

more coats, each of which require 3.5 hours to make (http://www.empowermentplan.org). Since 

the coats can last until the user decides to stop using them, they can be used to keep homeless 

individuals warm and give them a sleeping bag to sleep in for as long as they desire. 

The second result of the bake sale was an article in The Michigan Daily, a University of 

Michigan school newspaper. Thirteen students were interviewed using Humans of New York 

Style questions and based on these questions, gave their opinions about gender equality. Also, 

the majority of the interviewed students consented to have their picture in The Michigan Daily. 

Further, some students wished to remain anonymous but still discuss their beliefs about gender 

http://www.empowermentplan.org/
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equality. In such instances, the photographs taken of them excluded their faces, maintaining their 

privacy in a style similar to that sometimes employed by the Humans of New York blog. The 

photographs and their thoughts were placed in an article called “Visual Viewpoint: Defining 

Gender” and was published in The Michigan Daily on April 3th, 2015. As of April 13th, 2015, 

the article has been liked 63 times on Facebook and tweeted once on Twitter. The students 

interviewed will continue to spark the discussion on campus about gender equality that has been 

promoted by organizations such as Lean In and SAPAC. Lean In aims hosts dialogues on 

campus to empower women while SAPAC educates students on how sexual assault can be 

prevented. The bake sale resulted in a diverse range of students and faculty from LSA to 

Engineering giving their opinions on gender equality. This will leave a lasting impact on the 

student body. 

Discussion 

Our method fundraising was effective relative to our expectations. Due to our time limit, 

the bake sale was relatively inexpensive and proved to be successful. Another new perspective 

that the group realized was the magnitude of support we received for our cause. Many of those 

who purchased our products also responded to the questions that we had about women’s 

empowerment and gender equality. Without the wide network of the faculty and staff, our 

endeavor to raise money for the Empowerment Plan in Detroit would not have been as fruitful. 

A limitation that we faced was the lack of a card reader during our bake sale. In a 

technological era, many are accustomed to rely on debit or credit card to store their funds. As a 

result, the probability of raising more money for the Empowerment Plan would be higher than 

the amount we raised without a card reader. This limitation occurred due to the limited amount 

of time that we had. Another issue that arises due to this problem is that we would not know 
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which bank account to store the money, which would raise accountability concerns. Although the 

lack of a card reader may have affected our results, those who did have cash money bought many 

baked goods. 

In an effort to improve the issue of raising money in the future, investing in a card reader 

and effective time management skills would greatly enhance our results. In a college setting, we 

realize that many may not carry cash with them and would rather store their money on cards. 

Time management also played a very important role during our action plan. Some of the ideas 

that our group had could not be executed due to time constraints. As a result, we used our energy 

in the plans that we saw fit.  

One of the other limitations of our action project was that our baked goods were lacked in 

choices. Our CG sold chocolate cookies, doughnuts, samosas (vegetarian), cupcakes and 

brownies. These items were mostly very sweet and high in calories. Even though there were a lot 

of people who were satisfied with those items, some people who are very concerned about 

obesity and their health were not inclined to buy our baked goods. Actually quite a few people 

refused to buy our baked goods just because they deemed them ‘too sweet.’ We might have 

benefited from paying more attention to a wider variety of preferences. For example, we could 

have included homemade energy bars or fruits. 

Also our bake sale took place in front of the North Quadrangle door that has a dining hall 

right next to it. Considering that our bake sale was held from 11a.m. to 3p.m., which was just 

around lunch time, many people who passed by or showed some interest about our event were 

already too full to buy our baked food. If this action were to be repeated, it may be beneficial to 

hold a bake sale event later at night, when people are hungry enough to eat something but do not 

have access to the dining hall. If we had more time to meticulously organize or plan for the 
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event, there would have been less possibility of making mistakes mentioned earlier. In 

summation, although our bake sale was quite successful and profitable, there was undoubtedly 

room for improvement during the process of deciding payment methods, what to purchase and 

when to sell. 

Implications 

As a direct result from our fundraising, we were able to support women in need with a 

job to provide for themselves and their families, touch the lives of several people in need of the 

coat hybrid sleeping bag/backpacks, and make an impact upon those who not only participated in 

our Michigan Daily piece, but also those who read it. Our action project has the potential to 

spark interest in the lives that we were able to touch by inspiring them to continue our efforts and 

support gender equality causes such as the Empowerment Plan. It is our hope that those who saw 

the piece in The Michigan Daily were forced to reflect on what the University of Michigan can 

do as a community to fight for gender equality, with an ultimate goal of eventually branching out 

our efforts to outside communities. For those interested in continuing our cause--including 

ourselves--next steps that would need to be taken would be to continue providing a voice that 

connects and inspires people to be interested in fighting for gender equality at not only the 

University of Michigan but outside communities to which we are also connected. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, the goal of our action project was to raise awareness of gender equality and to 

inform other students of how communities near us are active in combating the global issue. 

Gender inequality is a problem that is still very much present on our campus as articulated by 

students who came to the sale. Whilst much has been done, it is certainly not significant enough 

to say that women are equal to men. By showing support to the The Empowerment Plan in 
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Detroit, we demonstrated that we are doing our part to address the issue in our area. The 

empowerment of women is not an activity that can be suddenly implemented worldwide. Rather, 

it is our responsibility to do what we can realistically do in our own communities and tackle the 

issue female by female.  
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