13/11/ 1998
May God shield us from Tor quenadas

Mazl an Nordi n

FOR any newspaper, a neasure of its credibility is the support it obtains
for causes which it espouses in involving matters humanitari an,
environnental or those affecting civil rights and i ssues political

One exanpl e was the positive response gai ned fromthe public by this
newspaper in its canmpaign to protect Taiping Hll, the Serenban Lake
Garden and t he Tanj ong Tuan bird sanctuary fromdevel opnent al
depredations. In the end, all three are preserved

Meanwhi | e, generous donations were received by anot her paper fromthe
public to help famne victims in North Korea.

Matters political, however, are nbre contenti ous. For every newspaper is
the ol d saw. you win sone, you | ose some. The recent nmid-termelections in
the United States yet again provide | essons for all.

A big | oser was Newt G ngrich, the Republican House of Representatives
Speaker who has si nce announced hi s resignati on. He had endorsed t he
party's advertising blitz about President Bill Clinton's ties with Mnica
Lewi nsky. It is now acknow edged to be a strategi c bl under.

Anot her | oser curiously enough was one who didn't contest the el ection
Kenneth Starr, the i ndependent counsel investigating the matter. Hi s 445-
page report had been published and so was the president's own testinony
after which came criticisnms by Areri can newspapers.

Ri chard Cohen of the Washi ngton Post nowwites: "Recall those days - a
seeningly endl ess i st of newspapers and comrentators calling for
Clinton's resignation. He, his party and maybe even hi s dog, woul d be put
to sleep.”

The wi nner, he concluded is "commpn sense and common decency. The | oser
- big! - is Ken Starr. Please, soneone | et himknow'

Reveal ing too is Cohen's reference to some fellowjournalists as when he
wites of "a Washi ngton Press corps that includes too many j unior
Tor quenadas, that have not been able to turn the president's snarny
private life into a political debacle.”

Take note of the name Torquemada (1420-1498), the Spani sh inquisitor
whose nane i s synonynous with religi ous bigotry and cruel fanaticism
Cones then the question: if their own president is a target woul d not
others too be fair gane?

Torquenadas are not the only ones out there.

O hers mani f est haughti ness and arrogance as when the New York Tines in
its editorial, "Malaysia on Trial" makes the strident call: "Ml aysia w ||
be host to a Pacific economic sumrmit neeting in two weeks. President
Clinton and other Asian | eaders can nake a powerful statement by asking to
see Anwar in jail, and visiting his wife."

There speaks the voi ce of hegenony. It is not the sort of statenent
whi ch a Chi nese newspaper woul d ever, ever nake to the country's President
Jiang Zem n or the Mini chi Shinbun make to Japanese Prine M nister Keizo
Obuchi .

One doubt s whet her the paper's | eader witer has visited Ml aysi a when
he wites about a "subservient judiciary".

Questions abound: what about the m nister who was sentenced to death on
t he charge of nurder and the Menteri Besar sent to jail on charges of
corruption?

O the decision which declared Umo to be illegal was nmade duri ng Dat uk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad' s prinme ninistership? Are those t he decision of a



subservi ent judiciary?

Wl conmed, by the way, by Arabs and ot her countries supportive of the
Pal esti ne Li berati on Organi sati on was the defeat of Al fonso D Anato,

I ong-time Republican senator from New York.

Visitors to New York have | ong noted that when Asian, African and Latin-
Anerican | eaders speak in the United Nations General Assenbly their
speeches are rarely given coverage in the New York Tinmes. And yet, onits
frontpage is the slogan: "All the news fit to print."

The fact that the electorate gave President Cinton a reprieve despite
strong and persistent criticismin various US newspapers does not speak
wel | of their appeal.

As it was, the Bl acks and Hi spanic voters were reported to be hostile to
the attenpts to put down President Cinton. They were said to have
nmobi | i sed agai nst the Republicans.

Proved again is that opinion polls before el ections are not totally
reliable and that coverage of el ections is not just a matter of reporting
speeches delivered or things done.

Still remenmbered was the 1948 US presidential election. Al nost all,

i ncl udi ng the Gallup poll, the Washi ngt on Post and ot her newspapers

predi cted the victory of Republican candi date Thomas Dewey over Presi dent
Harry S. Truman. The Chi cago Tri bune went so far as to publish on the
frontpage inits early edition "Dewey Wns". But Trunmnan won.

The next election to watch thenis in Indonesiain May 1999. It'I| be
interesting to see howthe country's newspapers, around 150 dailies, wll
support or oppose the various parties during the hustings.

Anong promni nent papers to watch woul d be the Catholic Konpas,
established in 1965, one of the highest-selling newspapers i n Sout heast
Asia. Another is the Protestant Sinar Penbaruan, set up on 1987 to repl ace
t he banned Sinar Harapan.

Yet anot her paper to watch woul d be Republika, the pro-Mislimdaily
associ ated wi t h I ndonesi an President B.J. Habi bi e and t he Associ ati on of
Islamic Intellectuals.

Not ed woul d be their coverage of speeches and actions initiated by Dr
Am en Rai s, Megawati Sukarnoputri, Akbar Tanjung of Col kar, Abdurrahman
Wahi d, head of the 30-mllion-string Nahdatul U ama and ot hers.

There is al so Pos Kota, the down-nmarket daily established by Harnoko,
former I ndonesian Informati on M ni ster and now Speaker of the Indonesian
Par | i anent .

Wi ch | eader speaks for the governed? As said by the proverbial w se
oW, "OF all the qualifications to be a | eader, few are nore i nportant
than the ability to express effectively the feelings, the ideals, the
goal s of the governed."

It woul d not do to be rhetorical to win paeans of praise fromcChris
Patten, the | ast Governor of Hong Kong with his anti-China stance or to
pl ease the I nternational Monetary Fund nasters. O, for that matter, to
pl ease foreign political nmasters.

May God shield us fromthe Torquenmadas and ot hers.
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