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Semantic snarls and |inguistic purrs

Sharon Nel son
WHEN t he haze was at its height inlate 1997, the | ocal nedia was accused
of clunsily denying its existence.

Inthat time, Mal aysia al so received huge i nternational attention - due
innosmall part to the foreign broadcast nedi a whi ch showed f oot age of
I ndonesi an forest fires and spoke of the snog i n Mal aysi a wi t hout
di stingui shing between the two.

Inan article entitled "Wrd Tricks and Propaganda” i n Z Magazi ne on the
Internet, Edward S. Herman tal ks about the vari ous nmet hods the nmedia (all
medi a) uses to skew nessages; nethods so subtle they often escape notice,
until they are etched deep into the m nd

A masterful conmand of the | anguage all ows a change i n nuance and
i mplication w thout an actual drop in the accuracy |evel

"The word "terrorist", for exanple, is applied to the target eneny
(lran), or the enenies of our friends (Hanmas, the PLO the Kurdi sh PKK)
not the "constructively engaged" governnents of Col onbia, Israel, Turkey,
or (inthe 1980s), Savinbi and t he apartheid government of South Africa."

The neani ng of the word terrori smhas al so wandered fromits origin.
Once used to depict violence carried out by the state (as in the Reign of
Terror during the French Revolution), it is nowinextricably associated
with anti-governnent, anti-establishnment viol ence.

Denocracy, neani ng a systemof government by the whol e popul ati on, now
nmor e comonl y nmeans adhering to el ectoral processes.

Herman al so tal ks of the use of words that "purr" and words that
"snarl".

Words that purr exude virtue, have positive tones and generally warmthe
heart. Such words are: Reform responsible, accountability, choice, jobs,
growt h, nodernisation, national security and stability.

"The "reforners” are al ways having their patience tested, while never
testing the patience of others."

Snarl words - extremist, dictator, terrorist, outlaw - are those which
excite feelings of anger, fear and rejection.

"Moder ates never snarl, nor can they be outlaws, terrorists, dictators

or reckless."” "Mderate and pro-Wstern", says Herman, are |linked to i deas
of stability.

Pro-Western noderates |i ke Saudi Princes or Suharto are never
"dictators" |ike Fidel Castro. If they are not actually called noderates,

approval is shown in other ways. A New York Tines report on July 28, 1996,
sai d of Suharto: "Even his critics (unnaned) acknow edged t hat he had
brought growth and prosperity to this country of 190 million people."

More recently, on CNBC Asi a's production "Asiain Crisis", aired on Cct
3, questions directed at the Mal aysi an Foreign M nister were liberally
peppered wi t h words | i ke apartheid, sanctions, enbarassnent and i sol ati on.

When Anwar was rel eased fromdetention under the Internal Security Act,
the Asian Wal |l Street Journal headlined the story "Ml aysi an Pol i ce Loosen
Gip on Anwar."

One often-used tactic is innuendo; phrases |ike "linked", "it is
reported" and "officials clainmed", lend an air of authority and do away
with the need for information to be traced to a verifiable source. This is
even nore effective in a country where peopl e are perceived as bei ng
unabl e to speak their mnds freely.

On Sept 21, the Asian Wall Street Journal wote: "Wtnesses said the



former deputy prinme mnister was handcuffed before being taken away in a
police van...". But photographs clearly showed Dat uk Seri Anwar rai si ng
one hand to the crowd before being | ed anay.

The sanme paper the next day reported that Umo Youth | eader Ahmad Zahi d
Ham di had been "arrested under the Internal Security Act after refusing
to resign his party post."

The word "after"” is accurate; one event fol |l owed another. But it can
al so be interpreted as "because", changi ng the whol e neani ng of the
sent ence.

In the Sept 17 i ssue of the Far Eastern Economi c Review, Dr Mahat hir was
called "an el derly nation-builder who believes strong authority is
essential...,"” while Anwar was "a nore progressive, internationally-n nded
reformer who advocates wi der freedons at all |evels of society.”

One of the easiest ways to make a point is to contrast it to sonething
el se. Bl ack stands out nost clearly against white. If the Prine Mnister
had not been "internationally-mnded", it is doubtful whether the world
woul d be interested in our donmestic situation today.

* Z Magazine i s an i ndependent political nmagazine that critiques
political, cultural, social and econonmic lifeinthe United States. The
magazi ne's website is | ocated at www. znag, or g/ zmagwat ch. ht m
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