11/ 05/ 2003
It is better to confront issues directly and debate them openly

Vasant hi Ranachandr an

FI RST we were slammed by The Economist. And then we were placed way down
at 110 of 139 countries in the world index of Press freedom by Paris-based
organi sati on Reporters Wthout Borders.

Time and again we have had negative publicity like this but somehow we
have hardly brandi shed our fists and entered the arena. That is not our
style. Qur strength is diplonmacy.

As Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mbhanmad said, we should not be
bot hered. Mal aysians are intelligent. They can distinguish dirt from pure
dirt.

W have withstood many of their criticisns of our political conpulsions.
W have kept our cool even when the foreign Press was fanning our snall
flames to large uncontrol-lable fires. But we kept these flames down and
our heads hi gh.

Wth globalisation, the Mlaysian public has had an influx of news from
all quarters. W have handled it well. W are not as fragile as we were a
few decades ago.

All may not be that liberal in our |and of paper-and-ink and we have our

reasons for it. Besides, it is our business. | do not think that we should
| ose sleep over what the foreign Press says or how it assesses us
After all, the Western nmedia, on the whole, despite all their espousa

of human rights, universal freedom and comon destiny, nerely pronote
their national interest.

Large corporations have influenced our markets. They have shaped us on
what to | ook |ike, what to wear, what to eat and how to feel

As we witnessed in the episode of the Irag attack, we can see how little
they are willing to accept the pre-scription they handed us.

Universally, there is no denpbcracy in nmass nedia. It is about
i ndi vidual s who control what is to be comrunicated to a |arger audi ence

Rupert Murdoch, the nedia baron who owns nore than 100 newspapers and
the influential extreme right-wing Fox channel in the US, is one exanple.
Al nost  singl e-handedly he influences the course of many nations.

We nust be clear, however, that what nmay help nove towards an issue in
one society may not be appropriate in another

Mal aysi an journalists have toiled away at their keyboards to give
accurate and tinely information on issues of public interest.

We have crusaded on doubl ed- edged i ssues |ike polygany, high-1ighted
pol i ce abuse, provoked the release of information and even pushed for
gover nment expediency, like in the Health Mnistry, for in-stance.

In the process, we have questioned ourselves nmany tines on what our role
is and how far we can go. And while we do that, we try not to step over
the thin Iine between the truth and being socially responsible.

The nmedia can only be powerful or liberal if they are used for good
purposes. Bad news is |ike cancer that spreads malignantly.

Nonet hel ess, we are living in an era where it is virtually inpossible to
control news. Good or bad. No one power can control it any nore.

Hence, it is probably better for us to confront it directly and debate
its merits openly. Too often there is the perception that the Press is not
i beral because of the lack of debate on opposing views.

In the West, however, the perception that they are freer is because of
this debate.

For instance, in the New York Tines, while there are liberal columists



i ke Paul Krugman and Maureen Dowd who al nost always criticise the Bush
admi nistration, there is WIlliam Safire, a conservative, who reflexively
supports Bush.

It is this debate that nakes people think and react. That allows themto
choose. In fact, in the Iraq attack, the |oudest voices were fromthe
Anericans thensel ves.

In Mal aysia, to sonme extent, there is constructive engagenent of issues.
Fromthe letters that are published in the editorial pages, we are aware
that people need and want to be inforned. Some of these issues that
surfaced have even provoked debates in Parlianent.

However, our generation so far has respectfully abided by certain unsaid
rules, deeply rooted traditions and the |aws of the country.

But the next generation, however, may be different. And with the new
education policy which Education Mnister Tan Sri Misa Mhanad has just

announced, we will be facing a generation of thinking, intellectual and
creative children.
They will be critical of their pre-decessors just as we were of ours.

But when they demand to know why problens remain unsolved, we cannot
silence or shrug them off by saying "that's politics".

They woul d expect dial ogues, debates and di scussions over differing
vi ewpoi nts. We cannot cl ose our eyes to that.

I just hope we have less to justify than what our parents had to.
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