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SPEECH BY THE PRIME M N STER OF MALAYSI A
THE HONOURABLE /DATG SERI DR MAHATH R BI N MOHAMAD
AT THE OPENIN “THE SECOND CONFERENCE- OF
ASEAN M NI STERS RESPONSI BLE FOR | NFORVATI ON
AT THE SHANGRI - LA HOTEL, KUALA LUWPUR
ON THURSDAY, 1ST AUGUST 1991
AT 10.55 AM

Your Excell enci es,
ASEAN M nisters responsible for Information;
Di stingui shed Del egates;
Honoured Quests;
Ladi es and Gentl emen,

It is indeed a pleasure and privilege for me to address
this distinguished gathering of the ASEAN Mnisters
responsi ble for |nformation. | am delighted to be present
here this norning, especially to neet with |eaders of the
communi cation and information sector of ASEAN, and to
officially open the Second Conference of ASEAN Mnisters
responsi ble for Information



2. Events appear to be noving very fast these days in al
parts of the world -- in Eastern Europe, in the Americas, in
Africa and in Asia and, of course, in our own neighbourhood.
These events will invariably affect the course of history --
for better or for worse. Wth the advances in all fields of
comuni cation the world has now beconme a gl obal village and
consequently thoughts or words or deeds reach the ears and
even the eyes of everyone as frequently as they happen. W
were able to sit in our houses and watch nodern warfare
bei ng conducted on a real tine basis. And countries can no
| onger shield their people fromthe happenings in other
parts of the world. One of the nost astounding results was
t he exposure of the failure of the communi st ideol ogy which
led to it being abandoned in Russia and Eastern Europe.

3. There ~can be no doubt t hat the advances in
communi cation technol ogy have been largely beneficial to the
human race. Their scope of awareness of the world they live
in has been vastly enlarged. Far away places with strange

soundi ng nanes seem no |onger far or strange. Know edge
whi ch had taken a whole lifetine to acquire in the past can
now be learnt in an hour. There is a great deal nore

transparency in the affairs of nman and of nations. D stance
no longer separate, for the pressing of a few buttons will
bring people within talking distance of each other.

4, Aong wth all these advances there is an explosion in
the media industry, particularly the electronic nedia. The
volunme of information that is dissem nated cannot be coped
by any individual or society or nation. There are far too
much news that are fit to print or to broadcast.
Accordingly news nust be chopped into digestible bits,
interpreted, vetted, censored, analysed, and underlined by
people in the information business, whether CGovernnental or
non- Gover nnent al .



5. Wt these people are doing are no doubt essential.
Wt hout proper presentation, news would be confusing and
i ndi gesti bl e. Sonme peopl e nmust therefore condense and vet
what the people should read and what they should not. And
t hese people, whether they be fromthe CGovernment or from

t he non- Gover nment organisations, must acquire a
consi derable degree of power. And  power, they say,
corrupts.

Ladi es and Gentl enen,

6. Freedom of the press is now accepted as an essenti al
part of denocracy. Quite rightly the dissem nation of news
by the press should not be suppressed. Gover nments have
been able to subjugate their people by denying news. To
all ow Governnents to control the press is synonynous with
totalitarian rule. Any Governnent which interferes with the
dissem nation of news nust therefore be regarded as
undenocratic, a heretic in a world that now unani nously
accepts denocracy as an article of faith,

7. Know ng how powerful is the influence of information on
the mnd and action of people, and knowing also that it is
| npossible to distribute all the news as they happen and
equal 'y inpossible for people to absorb all the news that is
distributed, it is inevitable that the people involved in
the information industry should sel ect sone happenings to
report and to exclude the others.

8. In addition, it has now been accepted that the
presentation of the news is also the right of those in the
non- Governmental information industry. nNow we know that the
narration of history py dffferent people and different
countries differ greatly. |n history . ..always the other
country which is wong. (One's own country is always right.
And so whole generations grow up to hate and despise certain
countries because of what their history books narrate. The
same can happen in daily reporting by the press. A
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distorted view of events can always be spread because the
people in the press, I|ike the national historians, have

certain views.

%9. But, of late, Lt has even been accepted that |ies can
be fabricated in the name of freedom of the press. Wth the
fﬁgréésingly power ful weapons at the disposal of the press,
it is entirely possible for the press not only to create
totally erroneous views and opinions, but actually to
underm ne the stability and even the econony of countries.
And events have shown that the guardians and practitioners
of press freedom are not averse to using this unlimted
Iicense.ﬁjew and nore telling ways are continuously being

invented so that lies can be accepted as the truth.

10. During the last Wrld War, Dr. Coebbels of Nazi GCernmany
perfected the art of the half-truth as a neans to
consol i date the support of the German people, first for the
Nazi Party and then for the territorial anmbition of Gernany.
Today, we wonder how the highly cultured and humane Cernans
could perpetrate the horrors of Belsen and Auschwitz,
gassing and killing Jews and then glorying in their
brutality. The answer lies in the effectiveness of Dr.
Goebbel s propaganda machi ne. Even the nost gentle Gernans
can be made into a beast if fed the kind of selected
information that was cooked up by Dr. Goebbel s propaganda
machi ne.

11. W do not have a Dr. Goebbels anywhere now. But when
the world community accepts that press freedom confers the
right to fabricate and tell lies, then we are condoning at
| east a part of the practices of Dr. Goebbels. The result
my not be the brutes who terrorised Nazi Germany but
certainly there would be people sufficiently prejudiced as
not to be able to see anything right about others.



12.  Another effect of a shrinking world and instant news is
the evolution of a world press. Language S a very
inportant factor in the world press. Cobviously a newspaper
circulated worldwide, say in the Mngolian |anguage, if the
Mongol i an peopl e have the kind of noney to do this, is not
going to have nmuch inpact on public opinion in the world.
To be effective, the |anguage nust be one that is understood
by the most nunber of people in the world. And the |anguage
tis English, the national tongue of some of the nost popul ous
and richest countries in the world. It is not surprising
therefore that the English speaking nations largely control
the world press. LThe non- Engl i sh speaki ng nations which are
al so poor cannot have access to the world press to give
their views or versions of whatever news are reported about
t hem ]

13. Z:As a consequence, the poor non-English speaking nations
feel naked and defenceless. |f freedom of the press is to
be nmeani ngful, then everyone should be able to present hi's
side of the story. *Lﬂﬂ?t we are seeing is a one- si ded
exercise of that freedom Those who have no access to the
worl d press have no freedom.X

14. w talk so nuch about human-rights, justice and
fair-play, etc. The question that nmust be asked is whether
there is justice and-fair-play when only certain people can
i nfl uence the m nds of the world communi ty, and whet her
hunan rights is not denied when whol e nations are deprived

of their right of expré55|on and the|r.jreedon1to air their

gigys TDoes press freedom ref er only to the freedom of
those who control the press in a country and not to the
freedom of the people to air their views in the press? poes
freedom of the press exist when only certain nations can air
their versions of the truth and others nmay not? |

15. Sone years ago there was an attenpt by poor countries
to reform the international information order. Nor rmal | y
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there is synpathy for the poor, but there was no synpathy
shown to the poor nations' attenpt to gain access to the
international nedia and to fair reporting. One of the
bi ggest United Nations Agencies was threatened with a
cut-off in its finances if it entertains the pleas of the

poor  nations. And so wth unseemly haste the new
information order was jettisoned. (The right to fabricate,
to tell lies and to do selective and slanted reporting about

————

poor nations remains.

Ladi es and gentl emen,
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' 16. The ASEAN countries are a group of devel opi ng nations
anxious to nake as rapid a progress as possible towards a
devel oped stage. Al though by conparison the ASEAN countries
have done quite well, as develooing countries they have all
t he weaknesses associated with such a status. To devel op
they wll need as little hindrance as possible.

17. One of the nost inportant preconditions for themis
political stability. This precondition can only be achieved
if the people are well-infornmed, responsible, and aware of
the results of their own action.

18. Cpemocracy confers on the people rights and freedom of
action. But rights and freedom are not free-standing
entities. They nust be acconpanied by a sense of
responsi bi lity. T

19.[}br a denocracy to succeed the people nust therefore be

apE[eciative not only of their rights but also their
responsibilities. B(EThis can only cone about through a
process of for nmal and infornal education regarding
denocracy, which we all know is an alien concept.

—~

20. It is in the area of informal education that
informaticn nministries, agencies and departments of



Governnents have to play abig role. It is the duty of
Government to give sone guidance w thout converting a
denocracy into a guided denocracy. LThe l'ine between nerely
gui ding and being a guided dem)cracy‘ is difficult to draw
Too little guidance may result in irresponsibility, too much
may negate democracy.

21. Yet the people nust know that it is in their interest
to be responsible in the exercise of denocratic freedom
They nust know that there is no monopoly by anyone in the
definition and exercise of denocracy. They nust know that
democracy is neant to serve the people.  The exercise of
denocratic rights to the point where the people continuously
suffer instability, insecurity and |ow or negative econom c

growth would seem to negate the objectives of being

denocrati c. Yet, in nost instances, it is not denocracy
which is at fault but the failure to understand it or worse
still, the manipulation of denocracy by self-serving people.

22. People who understand the way denocracy works and its
limtations will be able to derive the maxi mum benefit from
the system The m ndl ess acceptance of soneone else's
interpretation of denocracy and an unquestioni ng subm ssion
to certain practices, as for exanple the right to fabricate
and tell lies, wIll wundermine not only the fledgling
denocraci es_but_the denocratic systemas well. L']‘hi s, the
c’ountrigg_gj_,zxisgh! can ill-afford.

23. "“Governments have a duty not only to protect denocracy
and freedom but also to bring about social and economic
wel | -being for the citizens.while Gover nnents shoul d not
suppress the truth; while there should be press freedom and
a free flow of information, Governments would be failing in
their duty if they allow abuse of press freedomto the
extent that [|ies can be spread and the stability and
econom ¢ wel | -being of the people undermined.'B



Ladies and gentlemen,

24. The ASEAN Ministers responsible for Information face a
daunting task. They have to be responsible for both the
free flow of information as well as ensure the stability of
their countries. There will be many occasi ons when the two
seem inconpatible, when their responsibility for the
devel opnent of their countries seemto run counter to their
faith in the freedom of denocracy. LIt I's not easy for
exanmpl e to ban a newspaper or expel a journalist.| You don't
do such things w thout gett| ng a bashing fromthe Fourth

25 (LTolerance nmust theref ore | be stretched to the maxi mum

But no tolerance is necessary when there is evi dence of

26. Your neeting wll enable you to exchange experiences
and di scuss how best the nedia can be used for the good of
your respective countries. It is hoped that the ASEAN
Mnisters responsible for Information will be able to
cooperate well. It 1is inportant to renenber t hat

instability of one ASEAN country will affect the stability
of the others and the region.

27. | hope you will have a good neeting,, | now have nuch

pl easure to declare open the Second Conference of ASEAN
M nisters responsible for Information.

EXFE*H

Prime Mnister's Ofice
Kual a Lunpur
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