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When freedom of expression is abused

Mazl an Nordi n

FEWt hi ngs have a shorter shelf |ife than the norni ng newspaper. By late
afternoon it is already stal e and unsal eable. And yet it remains

i ndi spensable in the daily life of the citizen despite the pull of

tel evision and the i nroads nade by the Internet.

Several Ml aysi an newspapers are already on the Internet and cyber
surfers are nowfamliar with their mastheads and on-Iline versions.

Nonet hel ess, the optim smwhich greeted the introduction of the Net is
now ti nged with m sgivings fol |l owi ng di sseni nati on of runours,
distortions, lies and malicious information meant to sow hatred and
di scord. In effect free speech has been abused.

Surely contenptible was the item put out during Prine M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanaed' s recent pil grinmage to Mecca.

It was said that he was critically ill and being treated at a secret
hospital in the Holy Land. That he faithfully perforned the haj and net
other Malaysian pilgrinms within the precints of the Kaaba were never
reported.

Reported over six tinmes on the Net in April was the Prine Mnister's
deni se!

Much earlier was the itemabout the all eged resignations of Education
M nister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak, Youth and Sports Mnister Tan Sri
Muhyi ddi n Yassin and the then Deputy | nspector-CGeneral of Police Tan Sri
Nori an Mai

Still renenbered was the itemwhich spread runmpurs about | ndonesi an
illegals rioting in Chow Kit, Kuala Lunpur.

News fabrications such as these drewcriticisns fromvarious readers in
newspapers, one of whomsuggested a "Neti quette"” course. Another called on
the Governnment to | ook into the possibility of inposing control-based
regul ati ons on the Net.

O her letters in the Bahasa Press were nore critical

Referred to was an itemon | slanic teachings which were deviationist in
nature. Yet another was about a Muslimsaid to have become apost ate.

Al'l things said and done, however, Dr Mahathir had al ready decl ared t hat
Internet usage in Mal aysia would be free fromcensorship and ot her
limtations.

This is in accordance with the objective of the Multinedia Super
Corridor, largely dependent on creative applications that cone froma free
and conduci ve environment.

As nentioned by a menber of the Netizens (as users of the Net like to be
known): "No governnment owns the Net. News or anything for that matter can
be put up by anyone with some knowl edge of web page desi gn. The | nternet
isjust atool and like all tools, it is anpral. If you hand a knife to a
surgeon, he will do good things but if yougiveit to a hom cidal naniac,
he will kill people withit." For some of themgossip is news.

On another level is the story of "the gang that couldn't wite straight"”
as described in an American publication |ate | ast year.

The report begins thus: "For the US journalismprofession, 1998 has been
an annus horribilis. Not since 1981, when WAshi ngt on Post reporter Janet
Cooke was shaned into giving back her Pulitzer Prize for inventing a
prepubescent heroin addi ct, has Arerica's prestige Press been so
hum liated. "

Apart fromTi me nmagazi ne and CNN having to retract stories accusing the



Pent agon of using poi son gas during the Vietnamwar, the Vll Street
Journal had to take a Monicagate story off its web site.

Meanwhi | e, the New York Ti mes was accused of inventing a front page
guot e predicting an i mm nent cure for cancer.

El sewhere, the New Republic nmagazi ne conducted an i nvestigati on naned
"Qperation Broken d ass" into stories witten by its specialist witer,
St ephen 3 ass. As the the story goes, it "uncovered a pant heon of bogus
guot es, peopl e, organi sati ons and events... d ass i nvent ed out rageous
characters and situations for the purpose of poking fun at them- it was
all a good yarn."

Anot her newspaper, Boston G obe found that four articles witten by
Patricia Smth, a bl ack comuni st, contai ned material that could not be
confi rmed.

Boston i s described as the I and of racial double standards. Provided as
proof was the case of Mke Barnicle, a white. Arival newspaper noted
simlarities between the article and the contents of a best-selling book
titled Brain Droppings witten by anot her.

In the the end Barnicle had to go but nmuch I ater than the bl ack
col umi st ..

The story did not end there and there was said to be a bizarre twi st.

The Wal | Street Journal disnissed reporter Janes Hirsch over the way he
covered Barnicle's departure.

It was said that he repeatedly phoned the New York Ti mes which owns the
G obe for comments but there was none.

Sonetime later the Times i nforned the Journal that Hirsch had never
phoned for the story. And so he was of f the Journal staff.

Meanwhi l e, in Malaysia, journalistic history of sorts was nmade recently
during the Fourth Langkawi I nternational Dial ogue when several heads of
states fromAfrica, Asia and the Cari bbean - a King, six Presidents and
two Prime Mnisters - took part in a Q& A session when they posed the
guestions and journalists fromthe same countries, and a BBC journalist,
had to answer. |t ended am cably.
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