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ONE of the most vaunted institutions of
democracy is the free press. So important
is a free press in a Western democracy that
it is regarded as the fourth power after The
Lords Spiritual, The Lords Temporal and
The Commons.

It was once referred to as the Fourth Estate.
In recent years, its power has increased to the

1
oint where the other centres of power have
ecome almost subservient to it.
The reason for the power of the press in a

\ modern democracy is obvious. The press is the
most effective agency for determining public
opinion, and pubhc  opinion determines not only

+!the politics  and values of a nation, but also the
* fate of the leaders of a democratic society at all
levels. Consequently the press can and does
make or break policies and leaders.

By and large the role  of the press in *ensuring
good democratic practices and hence sustain:
ing democracy itself is not only right but also
truly indispensable. It is indeed a means of
communication between a democratic govern-
ment and the people.

Throu
informecf

h it not only will the people be kept
of all that the government and its

leaders are doing, but the leaders, too, will learn
of the attitudes, needs and problems of the
peo le.

Iphere would then be the  kind of responses
from both sides which would lessen conflict
between and within them if not actually pro-
mote rapport and mutual efforts to overcome
problems. A rcspon-
sible democratic gov-
ernment must accord-

PreSS aS an asset  derstand-the  l imitations
which facilitates good or constraints inherent in
government. the media itself .  The

But in actual fact. the press cannot possibly re;
press does not usually port everything that goes
play this role. The press on or that is said by eve-
is not an inanimate in- ryone that is relevant-lo
stltution  that mechani-‘  the d ocratic  life of the
tally  follows the ideals of societ  .y ;
democracy. The press is The handicap is essen-
made up of and is run by tially physical. With the
people who are moved best will in the world it is
not just by high ideals but still impossible to print
also ‘by base needs and everything that needs to
feelings. be printed. It must therc-

For this reason, it is fore he selective.
subject to the weaknesses
and failings that these
people havk. Even if they

1 Capacity
are not partisan, their ob- T h i s  c o n f e r s  o n
jectivity must still be in-.  pressmen at all levels
fluenced  by their person- from managing directors
al values  and interpreta- and editors to sub-editors
tions. There is nothing to and reporters, certain
ensure that these values powers of manipulating
are superior to others. the news. Merely by re.

Besides,  journalists porting the doings or
are journalists not be- sayings of chosen indi,
cause of a special selec-  viduals.  the pressmer
tlon based on their ability can shape the thinking 01
to judge correctly and the masses in a manncl
dispassionately. They that affects the working
are journalists because of of democracy itself a:

itheir  need for jobs and well as the fate of thosa
ItheIr  ability to write and individuals and others.
/interest readers. Their Of course, beyond thir
righteousness  is usually  there is the capacity tl
a  gimmtcic  they employ manipulate news tc
for the sake of their jobs achieve whatever effCc
- not for democracy. the press wishes. New

To appreciate this, it is may be played up or wa
tered down, excluded o

included. slanted or’col-
oured.  misquoted and a
thousand and .oge.  things
done to it  to .achi,cve
whatever effect., the par-
ticular newspap.er,  or
journalist wishes. .’ ”

If. for example, a par-
t i c u l a r  g r o u p  o f
pressmen or even a‘sin-
gle individual working on
a newspaper bel ieves
that,  there should be a
more soqialistic  course in
the affairs of the nation,
he would be able ..to in-
fluence the achievement
o f  the  c a u s e  h e  h a s
chosen by merely presen

‘ting the- news that
favours socialism, and
cutting out news that ex,
poses the, faults of social,
ism.

j

Ability
The ability of this indi

vidual alone to influenct
the course of events is ou
of all proportion to hi: t;Y,
individual right as i;:member of a democrati<
society. Yet he is neithe rl
specially chosen fo t -1
some superior democrat.-
ic qualities nor elected to :
his post as are the lead-:
ers of a democratic na-;
tion.

Perhaps it  may be:
argued that as a press-,
man he should have this
right. How else is the!
press going to act as a
communication system if i
a pressman cannot use i
t h e  m e d i a  i n  t h i s ,
manner? But  in reporting
only what he favours the

“pressman is discriminat-
ing against some individ-;

’ ual or sbme groups in the
society.  ’ -

-.. ,‘. ‘_
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For these people who
a r e  d i s c r i m i n a t e d
against, freedom  of the
press does not exist. They
are denied the same right
of expression as is denied
by a government-con-
trolled press. The ques-
tlbn then is. what right
has this  pressman to
deny a democratic  right
to some people while
enhancing the rights of
others. .

If  democracy means
equal rights, what is the
a’ttitude  of democracy
towards people who are
not cvcn elected yet de-
liberately render the
rights of other citizens
unequal. All the while it
has  to  be remembered
that a pressman is no
more capable than any.
one else to judge correct.
ly.  He is just another
citizen who, by accident

or design. ha’s found
himself  in a position 01
power.

T h e  c u r r e n t  r o l e
played by the press and
the publishing industries
i n  t h e  United States iI
most illuminating. Be.
cause the. press is big
business. its  financial ca
pacity  is’ not less thar
other big businesses ir
the US. With vast sums 01
money at its disposal the
press is able to literall)
buy information. The se
crcts of governments, big
and small business and
individuals cannot  b<
safeguarded from tht
press\ T h e y  w i l l  pa)
large sums of money ‘tc
individuals to get  in
formation.

They  can with impuni,
ty dlsregard secrecy  ant
refuse to accept the
norms of society. Wit1
their money they can em
ploy the best lawyers tc
defend all their actions ir
court. And the trend is fol
the courts to favour  the
press. bccausc  the courts
too, fear the press.

:ocialists  reading social-
st news is no different
rom the effect of the
vhole  nation being al-
Dwed to read only gov-
rpment  news handouts.
bhc essence of de-

nocracy  is access td.  all
inds o f  information’on
rhJch to base a citizen’s
u$g,mcnt.

Perhaps the free  avail-
ability of so many  parti-
Ian  newspapers would
mable people to have ac-
:ess to all the views and,
IO form their opinion im-
martially.  But this is im-
)ossible  for the majority
If the people. Not only is
t impossible to buy all
.he newspapers but the
nasses  of  informaLion
.hat  come off the press
ire  beyond the capacity
If everyone to absorb,
nuch  less analyse and
arrive at a set of opinions.

T o  o v e r c o m e  t h i s ,
magazines are published
Nhich digest the news
md spew them out in con-
iensed  form. But again
:hese magazines can and
io have a special bias.
rhc effect is still a one-
sided  piece  of a particu-
lar cause cspouscd  by the
editors and reporters of
the magazines.

Impossible
I t  i s ’  o b v i o u s l y

physically impossible for
the media to be impartial
or to let the citizens make
their own judgment. The
media  necessarily in
terfercs with the citizens
r i g h t s  t o  t h i n k  ant
c h o o s e a n y t h i n g
Basically the press is ar
a.dvertising  medium ant
the effect of advertising
on the minds of people iI
well known.

The financial strengt!
of  the press ‘does no
come from the support o
the readers. Indeed, nc
matter how large thl
readership, it can onl:
support a small fraction

porters w&l;  in ‘sleazy
bars drinking huge quan-
tlties of alcohol and talk
Lb  people of their own
c h o i c e .

B u t  t h e  amount”of
“news” they spew out is
phenomenal. A one-day
visit to a nation of mil;
lions can result in a pow-
erful earth-shaking re-
port. The effect of tJiat
report on the well-being
of that nation varies from
a slight reduction in the
number of tourists to the
reversal of investment
decisions worth millions
of dollars or a shift in
trade patterns and bal-
ances.

Politically, it can- not
only create discontent-
ment among the peopleof
the nation concerned, but
m a y even result  in  a
break in diplomatic rc-
lations and war.

The reporters of these
international magazines
and newspapers are prjv-
ileged  people. They rub
shoulders with the most
powerful people ever’
ywhcre. In many in-
stances, they are feared.
Kings and Presidents as
well as leaders  of the op-
position and dissident
groups solicit their sup-
port. They have access to
all sorts of <information
and rumours  or they can
make up news where
none exists.

Blatant
The press is truly a

power that can hold its
o w n  a g a i n s t  o t h e r
sources of power in na-
tional or international
life.

Now power is said to
corrupt. The press is no
exception. It can corrupt,
as is shown when it pays
huge sums of money for
inform&ion that is scn-
sational and ex’clusive.  It
can be corrupted as when
it receives money for pro-
m o t i n g  a  p a r t i c u l a r

erendr%  with the oiJ  com-
banies. Knowing,  that
dalaysia  depends on for-
:i.gn i n v e s t m e n t s  to
:reate j o b  opportunities
tnd stimulate economic
growth,  the press allowed
tself to be used by the oil
zompanies  to obstruct
tialaysia’s  efforts to in-
i u s t r i a l i s e .

Conflicts
T h e  o i l  companieh

were then able to apply
p 2.4  9’s.~~  e . *.o n ; t h 0

g$gy$ov;;&yg

bf the oil production con.
tracts. Only after the oil
.zompanies had secured
Lerms  agreeable to them
was the press campaign
,against  M a l a y s i a
l,;topped.

Of course, it is not on14
lthe o i l  comp.anies  that
use the press. Other or
ganisations,  some 01
whom have conflicting
interests, also make USC
of the press.

At any time there will
be conflicts of interest be
tween the East and tJlc
West or between the de,
velopcd Bnd  the develop
lng countries.  As Ihe
world press is  largely
dominated by the West
the under-developed
countries are invariably
used by the press tc
justify and enhance the
stand of the developea
cdntries.  Nothing the
developing countries dc
is pictured as right. ,

The slightest crisis
faced by the developing
countries is blown up tc
create a picture of in
stability. Any dissatisfac
:@ ;; ~,ymi&-$y”n:

supported by the Westerr
press in order that the
dissatisfaction will in
crease and render the
country unstable.

Encouraged and fed b)
the Western press. ever
the slightest opposition tc

vimmediately follows the
press ’ r e p l y  t o  t h e
criticisms.

Or when the press is
threatened with libel ac-
tion unless it corrects a
wrong report. it will do so
In some obscure corner of
the paper .which,  while
absolving it legally, does
not entirely negate the
original report. The last
s a y  o n  a n y t h i n g  -is
always with the press.

The press as an instru-
m e n t  o f  d e m o c r a c y ,
ensuring fair reporting
which enables. the Iead-
era to know the wishes  of
the people, and the people
to ,know the doings ,of
their leaders, is thus nbt
the great institution that
some interpreters of de-
mocracy make it out to
be. It is just as prone to
manipulation and cor-
ruption as are the other
i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  d e -
mocracy. In thelhands  of
the unscrupulous it can in
fact disrupt and destroy
democracy.

And so the press in
itself is no more a guar-
antee of the protier  func-
tioning of de‘mocrs.cy
than any otlier itititufi,yn,
of democracy. Ipdced ‘it
is more likely tp under:
mine demoqracy.‘than:t,o
strengthen it.  Qrtainly \
many countries ‘which
were fairly,.  democratic ”
have now become an&.&
chic or ,authorltarian  be.
causethwess .con-
trlbuted its share in
brlnglng  down the toler-
ably democratic govern-
ment that was in power
originally.

That’tHe.press  then at-
tacks the ‘undemocratic
governments that took
over is of no consequence.
The more authoritarian ~
government will ignore :
the world press and con-
trol its own press. In the
process,  of  course, the
people have to pay a high
price.
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Because the law dots
not prevent  discussions
of matters that are sub
judice  in the US, the opin-
ions of all sorts of people
connected with trials can
be influcnccd. Even if the
jury is isolated. the law-
yers, prosecutors, wit-
nesses, judges and a host
of other court officials
can be subjected to a bar-
rage of press propaganda
a8 to affect their thinking
and opinions.

Thus,  i f  a  cast is
brought against Lhc press
In the courts of law. the
press would have the
mean8 of influencing the
course of justice by its
reporting and the articles
that it publishes.

It may be argued that
any group can have  its
own press to promote its
cause’.  Thus the corn.
munists can have their
own paper, the socialistz
theirs and everyone  CiSf
a paper of his own choice
But the cost of running i
newspaper Is now so higl
that it is.not a right tha’
can bc cxcrciscd effcc
tivcly by all. Only th
very rich group.8 ca
have this freedom. Th
poor, even  if they mar
age to have one. woul
not be able to reach an
lnfluencc a $gnificar
number of pcoplc.

There is yet anothc
p r o b l e m  hcrc  i f  ever
group has Its own ncwj
paper  and presumabl
reads only its own new
Then the capacity t
j u d g e  a n d  e v a l u a t
things would bc fault

h\cIndeed,  the effect  of tl.
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#f the cost of running a
nodcrn newspaper. The
uccess of newspaper8
lcpcnds largely on their
tse as an advertising me-
hum. The more advertis-
ng space they sell the
nore viable they are. The
nore income they get,
.he stronger is their fi-
lancial  ‘strength. And, 01
:ourse.  the stronger they
1x-e  financially, the more
power they wield.

The newspapers are.
Lhcrcforc. ,commcrcial
c n t c r p r i s c s  w i t h  the

same capacity to gather
wealth and power as oth-
e r  c o m m e r c i a l  e n -
terprises. The multi-na-.
tional industrial corpo-
rations which the press
clalms~ arc able to in-
fluence and even corrupt
the world are actually
less powerful ,than  the
newspapers. The multi-
nationals cannot directly
affect mass world opin-
ion but newspaper and
magazine8 can.

In a world that is so
conscious of individual,
national  and interna-
tional opinions: the power
of the press as a corn;
mercial -0rganisation  is
truly frightening. It can
affect not only the mate-
rial  wealth of  individ-
uals, groups and nations
but it can even provoke
and sustain a war;.

In fact, a largc,section
of the world press thrives
on war and tragedy. The
technique of reporting,is
such that the readers’ or
viewers’ interest can be
8ustained  indefiriitcly.
Most,  of  the time re-

cause or denigrating a
particular group.

The second role bc-
C
C
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ame blatant when oil be-
amc the focus of in-
ernational politics. The
Vestern world and the oil
ompanies, in particular,
,ave  a vested interest in
irojecting  a picture of
he oil industry in a way
hat will perpetuate their
lamination o f  t h e  in-
lustry.  For a long while.
he fact that the West and
he oil companies were
:xploiting  the oil-produc-
ng countries was never
*eportcd by the intcrna-
.ional Western-con-
.rolled  press.
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It took an almost su’
perhuman effort on the
part of the Arabs to make
3ut a case for getting a
fair share of the oil ex
tracting  industry in their
own countries.

The fate of Mossadeg
and the Iran of the 1950:
could very well havt
fallen on the Arabs if the
world press’ had. ,con
tinued to succeed in theii
campaign to depict  tht
Arabs as brigand:. -_..
without principle. But fo
the October 1973  ,Wa
which brought the Arab
together, the oil nation
would  have continued t
be impoverished nation
to this day.

Even  then the pres
campaign to vilify th
Arab8 and as a corollaq
their religion, Islam, ha
been continued by the ir
ternational press an,
their backers.  ’

Malaysia, too, had it
share  of hostile pres
,COVCrUkS? when it had dil

the government soon gets
fanned up and inflamed
into a violent movement
for the overthrow of the
government. Should the
opposition succeed in
gaining power in one way
or another, the Western
press would then find
fault with it. Soon a new
oppositlon group is en-
couraged to overthrow
the government. In-

lability would then be
ontinuous  a n d  t h e
lestern press would
Irive  and prosper.

It is true that there are
ldividuals  in the news-
apers  who’would appear
? maintain a rigid hon-
8ty.  But ibis not possible
)r a newspaper with, its
umerous  reporters;.sub-
ditors. editors,  man-
ging  directors and pro-
rietors to ; ensure that
very report <appearing
1 its columns’is  accurate
n d  n o t  bia&d.’

Partisan.
Somewhere in the pro,

fess of getting the newz
nto print, the subjective
eelings and beliefs 0:
borne individual creep in
The result is biased am
)artisan  news which pre
rents the readers fron
m a k i n g  t h e i r  OWI
iudgments..

Like the authoritarian
governments, the pres
has the power to protec
ltaelf against attacks b:
other institutions of, dc:
m&racy or by its vi{
tims. News that put th
press in a’bad light can b
suppressed. If at all th
press permits criticism
nf itvolt i-n  "nn"otc  thlv
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A system or an institu-
on does not serve the
urpose for which it is
esigned merely because
is  so  des igned .  In  a
emocracy  the fact that
11 the systems and in-
titutions  are designed to
erve democratic ideals
o not mean they will all
erve these high ideals. I

The systems ,and  in-
titutions dr,pend  very
nuch on the.people  who
rork or service them for
heir prop,@ functioning.
f the .people.  working
hem are dedicated to the
ieals  they’ ‘are suppcsed
D serve add know ‘how to
rpply these ideals in
heir work, then the sys-
ems and the institutions
would  i n d e e d  f u l f i l  t h e  ^-
nxpose for which they
rye created.

But if  these people
:hoose  to manipulate the
systems  and institutions
‘or other purposes, the
structure of the systems
md the institutions by
:hemselves  will not pre-
vent such misuse:

1.

The free press in a de-
mocracy is designed to
act as  one of the checks
and balance8 that will
ensure a true democracy
prevails. In the hands of
honest and genuine dem-
ocrats the press will per-
form this function. But \
usually the press  is run
by people with the same
weaknesses as other or-
dfnary  people.

They are not chosen by
popular votes,  nor are
they subjected to period-
ical threats of losing
their position if they do

.

.



N t  sebe  the needs o? the
ople as happen to the
acted  leaders of a de-
ocracy.  There is, there-
re.  no need for them to
rnder to the wishes of
e majority, which is the
tsis  of a democracy.
Instead the press peo-
e are chosen for ‘their
Mty to make the press
rosper. The achieve-
lent  of this objective
oes not depend on the
romotion of democracy.
Ideed,  the objective re-
ulres styles and techni-
ues that are at variance
rilh those which, pro.
note democracy.

For example, to at-
ract the  in teres t  o f
eadcrs, the news should
e sensational. Ordinary
vents which indicate the
ealthy working of de-
mocracy are not sensa.
ional  or newsworthy. 11
he press. is to serve the
lurpose’  of democracy it
nust report the dul.
Lews.  But of its own voli
ion, it is not willing to dc
his.

The conflict of interes
1 s seemlngly  insoluble
Ihe only way to resolvl
.his  is to evaluate one
again the role and right1
)f the press. While a re
rponsible  press must bl
-egarded as an asset to i
d e m o c r a c y ,  a n  i r
responsible sensation
seeking and biased pres
must be declared anti
democratic. A goverc
m e n t  o f  p o p u l a r l y
elected representative
must have the right t
control  such an it
responsible press to prc
serve democracy.
_ This is not as u,!

.

lemocratic  as it sounds.
4 government of elected
*epresentatives does not
get that much of a free
land to misuse its au-
.hority o v e r  a n  ir-
:esponsible press. This is
oecause the represent-
stives are not permanent
bd have to face elections
by the people period-
ically to obtain the man-
date to rule. If the people
do not like the way the
government handles the
press they can always re-
fuse to re-elect them. The
harshness of the govern-
ment in the control of the
press can itself be an
election issue.

This way the people
will determine the level
of freedom accorded the
press. This is the only
way because the alter-
native would be for the
people  themselves to
elect the owners and edi-
tors of every newspaper
and magazine in and out-
side the country. It is ob-
vious the latter method is
impossible.

The suggestion that an
elected government
should control the press
in a democracy may
sound undemocratic un-
less the early arguments
that a mischievous free
press can destroy de-
mocracy is remembered.

An irresponsible press
is a negation of the right
of the people in a demo-
cratic society.

If the press fails to un-
derstand this then it
should be made to do SC
by the people through
their elected represent.
atives.

T h e  s i t u a t i o n  i!
analogous to the exercise
of free speech in a de
mocracy. The fact tha
libel and incitement tc
riots against law and or
dcr do not constitute 1
right does not make de
mocracy less mean
ingful. There arc obviou
IImitations  to all the free
doms in a democracy
Freedom of  the pres
should also have reasor

.
.

rble enforceable limita-
ions.

T h e v o l u n t a r y
:ensorship  practised  b y
ome countries worked
or a time but in the face
If multiple challenges
Ias obviously broken
lown. Today there is no
roluntary censorship to
ipeak  of anywhere. The
only w o r k a b l e  alter-
native  is government
:ensorship  as defined by
aw.

T h e  p r o b l e m .  o f
:ourse.  is to determine
hc parameters of the
aw. No hard and fast
vies  nor universally ap-
Ucable  standands can be
ound. A country at war
nust need very strong
:ensorship.  What  the
eve1  of that censorship is
nust be arbitrary to a
certain  ex ten t ,  But  a
:ountry that is not at war
1 s in a more difficult situ-
ation where censorship
level  is  concorned.  _

Some countries‘,coulu
be very l iberal. Even
then differing situ@ons
require differing levels 01
liberalism. Other coun
tries, weaker perhaps
and faced with problems
of internal conflicts or ec
onomic retardation OI
upheavals, will require a
less liberal attitude.

Again. as no distinct
levels can be defined, the
determinat ion of  t%
levels of press freedon
must be arbitrary. Agair
it is  obvious that onlJ
Parliament can ‘de
termine what that level i:
and how the law is to bc
formulated. Everyon
can have his say prior tl
the passage of the law
The journalists, the op
posit ion parties, stu
dents, lawyers and other
can all give their view!
But Parliament will hav
the final say.

And once the law i
passed, its intcrprctatio
must be left largely to  th
government and th
courts if a dispute arise

If the law is truly 01

ressive.  the only way to
change  it is to elect a new
Fovernment.  But it must
rlways be remembered
hat although the opposi-
ion may support re-
dsion  of the law, their
tttitude would change
he moment they become
he government. This is
mfortunate but it is a
‘act of life.

The press quite clearly
ms a role to play in a
iemocracy  but that role
s not as absolutely
xitical  as  the  press
nakes it out to be. In the
wrong  hands it can even
)e  a weapon to destroy
democracy. Of late, this
las been the rule rather
.han  the exception.

In upholding a free
>ress  this potential role
must always be remem-
oered.  So long as the
press is conscious of
,tself being a potential
:hreat  to democracy and
conscientiously limits
the exercise of its rights,
It should be allowed to
function without govern-
ment interference. But
when the press obviously
abuses its rights by un-

I

necessarily agitating the
people, then democratic
governments should
have a right to control it.

Should this control be
abused by the govern-
m e n t i t s e l f  t h e n
judgement and action
must be left to the people
through their exercise of
t h e right to vote. If the
government i s  d i c -
tatorial and will manipu-
late or negate the right of
the people to vote, then a
free press is no longer
relevant as there would
be no democracy. We are
concerned only with the
f r e e  p r e s s  i n  a  d e -
mocracy and how it
should play its role.

The freedom of the
press, as with the other
freedoms normally as-
s o c i a t e d  w i t h  d e -
mocracy, is a freedom
that carries a burden of
responsibility. Failure to
appreciate this means a
-failure to understand
what democracy is al1
ibout.
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