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Present-day journalists nust be aware of sensitivities

Mazl an Nor di n

NOBODY | i kes the man who brings bad news, thus wote Sophocles, the Geek
pl aywright, circa 440 B.C. Miuch earlier, as has been told, was the story
of the messenger who was despatched fromthe battlefield to informthe
king sitting on the throne in his palace about the defeat of his arny. The
messenger was forthw th execut ed.

There was then the story of Pheidippides, the G eek runner who was sent
fromAthens to seek help fromthe Spartans before the battle of Marathon.
He was said to have covered the distance of 150 miles in just two days.
The appeal was turned down.

In those days of yore with no newspapers, radio, television or the
Internet, the fate of the bearer of news or the runner was uncertain. But
there are nessengers and nmessengers.

Eons later in the late 19th century was the story of the bellicose
Aneri can newspaper publisher, WIIiam Randol ph Hearst who sent a
journalist to Cuba - then under Spanish rule - to wite provocative news
reports and instigate a war. As noted |later "Hearst's newspapers whi pped
up public sentinents agai nst Spain such that they actually hel ped cause
t he Spani sh- Areri can war of 1898".

O her things happen now, including anong countries which have a | ove-
hate rel ati onship such as Britain and France. Published in the Independent
on Sunday in London recently was a special article on celebrated French
witer, Francoise Sagan, who at the age of 19 (in 1954) wote the
bestsel | er Bonjour Tristesse.

Mentioned then was that the interview took place on the day that Maurice
Papon, a top civil servant in the wartine Vichy regi ne during the Nazi
occupation of parts of France, was sentenced to 10 years' jail for crines
agai nst humanity. He had been accused of handi ng over hundreds of French
Jews to the Nazis for despatch to concentration canps and execution in the
gas chanbers.

It was described as a "nmonentous day" in French history because
t housands of other French officials were also guilty by inplication. "This
guilt had taken 54 years to establish.”

Referring to what he terned as the grey noral clinmate then the
interviewer wote: "After the liberation of France by US and British
forces in 1944, de Gaulle offered his battered country a fairy tale: we
have resisted the Germans and we have freed ourselves by force of arns.

"The weary, disillusioned people were happy to buy into this politically
necessary fable and their children were subsequently taught nothing of the
col | aborationist Vichy reginme. A country sometinmes needs to tell itself
stories.”

Publ i shed nmeanwhile in the Daily Tel egraph, another British newspaper,
was a full-page story headlined "Since 1977, 25 Britons have been nurdered
in France. Only two of the cases have been sol ved. \Wy?"

At other tines there is self-criticismsuch as one offered by WIlliam
Pfaff after a visit to Greece and the archaeol ogi cal site of Del phi
Incised at the entrance to the tenple were two injunctions: "Know Thysel f"
and "Not hing i n Excess".

Not ed then was that Western civilisation later produced two ferocious
politico-ideol ogi cal systens, Marxi sm Lenini smand Nazi sm Fasci sm
M11ions becane their victins.

Anot her formof self-criticismwas as once described in a full-page



article in the Asian Wall Street Journal about nisinformation and
distortion which corrupt many US public opinion polls. The opening

par agraph reads: "Americans overwhelnmngly preferred a Chrysler car to a
Toyota after test-driving both, contends a study sponsored by Chrysler
Cor poration.”

Noted | ater was that just 100 people were involved in each of the two
tests. A nore inportant aspect was that none of the people surveyed owned
a foreign car, so they may well have been predi sposed to US-nmade vehi cl es.

In the end, the article reminded, it's the news media that dissem nate
the findi ngs whether good or bad. "Only if journalists aren't doing their
j obs does the public have a problem It's the journalist's problemto | ook
at the report or interviewthe researcher.”

Earlier on was the warning: " the scary part of it, people nmake
deci sions based on the stuff. It may be an invisible crine, but it's not a
victin ess one."

No | ess demanding is the credibility sought from Mal aysi an journalists
what ever the circunstances. Meriting nention in the context of the current
econom ¢ problemwas the situation during and after the May 13 tragedy in
1969. At the tinme sone quarters were thinking of punitive neasures agai nst
t he Mal aysi an Press.

Thus it was that Leslie Hoffman, then editor-in-chief of the Straits
Times in Kuala Lunpur met with senior nministers with the plea: please do
not revoke our licences. We, local journalists are |ooking for solutions
since we live in this country. The one | ooking for stories are the
foreigners with their air tickets who can just fly out in one or two
hours.

To Mal aysian journalists thensel ves was the reninder: having witten our
stories we nust ask oursel ves what good they will do. Only then will the
stories be published.

It won't do to just attack left, right and centre. Al so inportant is how
certain reports can affect relations with other countries, especially
nei ghbours. One exanple was the recent advice fromPrinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad which, in the words of an English-Ianguage
newspaper | ater "cool ed the anger” voiced by sections of the Chinese Press
over incidents during the riots in Indonesia.

H s advice was seconded by MCA president Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik
who urged Chi nese newspapers to be careful when reporting or nmaki ng any
statenents on the situation in |Indonesia since sensitive issues were
i nvol ved. The reninders were well-received and the coverage and
condemati ons were toned down consi derably.

Sections of the Ml aysi an Press have al so been criticised for
m sreporting the econom c probl em by echoing the views and commentari es of
the foreign nedia and their analysts. As Tun Dai m Zai nuddin puts it: "The
sanme anal ysts who failed to foresee the situation are agai n bei ng paraded
as experts on the econony. The background and credentials of these experts
are rarely verified."

Speaking in a sem nar on "The Econonmic Crisis and the Role of the
Medi a", the Mnister with Special Functions touched on the ethics of
journalism He noted its decline has reached crisis proportions in Anerica
that recent surveys show al nost 60 per cent of the US public thinks the
medi a hinders rat her than hel ps society resolve its probl ens.

Not hel ping matters are journalists as described by a senior Anerican
editor. They are those "who feel a constant need to prove their integrity
by asserting their contrariness and becone tiresone wash-room heroes".

Much is sought, therefore, of present-day journalists who are al so at
times the bearers of bad news. For those entering the profession there are
| essons to be | earned: for exanple, unclear policies and cows that are



sacred.

As they advance further there will be relationships or |iaisons forned
with a host of people, including information providers, analysts,
comentators and politicians. They are not all carefree or careless.

Al'l things said and done though it's too late for a good many to get
anot her job. Indeed, despite the daily adrenalin rush they don't want to.

( END)
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