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MEDIA FREEDOM AND
- RESPONSIBILITY

midst aplethoraofexcessively unin-
A spiring and fruitless political con-
troversies, a positively encouraging
issue has entered §ri Lanka’s politi-
cal debate. The question of the free-
dom of expression and consequently
the freedom of the media have become
matters of significant public interest.

These issues have traditionally occu-
pied a rather strange place in Sri
~ Lanka’s political debate. Freedom of
expressionisa right guaranteed by the
_constitution; at a rhetorical level, it
has been defended strenuously by all
shades of political opinion. At a prac-
tical level, however, it has always been
subject to an intolerance of dissent
displayed by various parties in power
at different times, as well as by politi-
cal groupings such as the JVP and the
LTTE.

The availability of medi/a for the free

and public expression of opinion has
also been at the centre of the dilemma.
Radio and television have always been
government monopolies,a position not
seriously affected even by the entry of
private capitalinto television. The press
‘was not, being in private ownership.

However, in the sixties and seventies, -

statization of private newspaper es-
tablishments became the official doc-
trine of self-proclaimed socialist regimes.
‘Freeing the media from private mo-
nopolistic control’ was the catch-phrase
at that time. The media, however, was
not freed; rather, under state-ownership
and control, that part of the press was
turnedinto an agit-prop department of
the ruling party, as radio and televi-
sion were. The state itself became a
media baron—inflexible in character,
closed to dissenting opinion and unre-
sponsive to public criticism. The situ-

ation was made much worse because
the state also had both the will and the
capacity to manipulate and control
non-state media as well. ;

Thus the Sri Lankan media has con-
stantly found its most articulate and
evocative champions among politicians
out of power. Just to cite one example,
Mr. R. Premadasa’s contribution to the
parliamentary debate onthe nationali-
zation of the Lake House by-the United
Front government can still be read as
one of the most energetic defenses of a
free press. That was long before the
opposition MP Mr. Premadasa became
Prime Minister and later President.
Champions of the free press when in"
opposition have not really freed the
press when they came to power. Since
you can politically utilize the press
when you are in the government, your
opposition is merely to its being used
by someone else.

Several factors have recently combined
to create a fresh interest in this issue.
The-rise of a tabloid press within the-
last two years, more specifically with
the opening up of political space after
the impeachment motion, has meant
the existence of a press much less
amenable to direct or indirect state
influence. The growth of violence in
the political process is another factor.
The necessity to preserve afacade of
democracy and human rights precludes
open censorship and has led to the use
(or rather abuse) of the normal law
and, where it does not suffice, violence
instiruments to intimidate the media. .

We publish elsewhere in this issue
records of violence against the media

"and media-personnel in the pursuit of

their work by state and government as
well as by other forces.
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The killing of Richard de Zoysa two
years ago and the abduction and ‘dis-
appearance’ of Kugamoorthi were par-
ticularly shocking examples of journal-
istic experience under conditions of civil
strife and state violence. The media
community responded to the fate of
Zoysa and Kugamoorthi in a somewhat
‘private’ manner, expressing grief and
anger but not incorporating them into
a general congideration of the theme of
freedom of expression. However, the
recent attacks on journalists and other
media persons, have created a new
awareness in the journalistic commu-
nity; they have united in new organi-
sations and have energetically taken
the issue to the public in a widespread
campaign for media freedom.

Wewelcome and support this campaign.
Freedom of expression s, for us, a right
of value in itself, essential for our
well-being as citizens of a democratic
polity. Censorship in any form is ab-
horrent; so are attempts to limit free-
dom of expression by violence. This
does, however, give rise to some other
considerations: first, the recognition of
the many and various sources that
threaten freedom of expression, sec-
ond, the responsibility of the media in
the exercise of that right’and third, the

location of this right in a general project
for enhancing and strengthening
democratic rights.

Censorship, as all men and women who
wield the pen would agree, is a perni-
cious practice that governments em-
ploy for purposes of securing power.
The debate in Sri Lanka on censorship
is however confined only to its exercise
bythestate. Asrecentexperience shows,
censorship by non-state agencies and
politico-ideological groups, not only of
the press but also of culture and arts,
has also assumed devastating propor-
tions. In the North-east, the press and
other media of expression have come
under severe attack and control by the
LTTE. Writing books or poetry, critical
of the LTTE, may bring the death pen-
alty, as was the fate of Rajini
Thiranagama who was courageous
enough to criticise the LTTE. In the
South, several radio and television
personalities were killed by the JVP in’
a horrendous attempt to impose its
own control on the media owned by the
state. The JVP also went to the extent
of banning the selling of newspapers
branded as ‘traitorous’; indeed, this
ban applied to some opposition news-
papers too. This is, of course, a new
form of censorship—censorship by
counter-state violence.

Another facet of this process is that
some ideological forces in our society
have used ‘patriotic’ pressure to im-
pose outright censorship on artistic
freedom of expression. Last year, the
Sinhala nationalist press mounted a
massive campaign to ban a film which
was branded as anti-Sinhala-Buddhist.
Similarly, afilm crew was forcibly evicted

_from its film location for the simple

reasonthatitwentto a Southern coastal
town to make a film on a fictional char-
acter who happened to be a Tamil. In
both these instances, ideological groups
that believe in ethno-cultural funda-
mentalism had become self-appointed
cultural policemen and voluntary ex-
ecutioners of censorship.

The point we are making is that
freedom of expression has been
and can continue to be threat-
enedby the state, non-state armed
groups and non-armed ideologi-
cal groups. Recognition of all
such sources of threat is essential
for building safeguards for free
expression.
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There is another factor that needs
emphasis. The notion of free expres-
sion cannot be isolated from responsi-
bility. We are emphasizing the concept
of media responsibility because irre-
sponsible exercise of that right canlead
to the very negation of the goal of that
freedom. The twoarticleson hate speech
and the media and communalism that
appear in this issue specifically high-
light the question of media responsibil-
ity. Reckless and cavalier exercise of
media freedom, guided by sectarian
and communal commitments, can in-
deed turn the press into an agency of
incitement, group hatred and even
counter-democratic violence. In Sri
Lanka, certain sections of the press,
both in Sinhala and Tamil, as well as
theradio, have shown a disturbing pro-
pensity towardsincitement journalism.
It is often difficult to draw a fine line
between reporting, commentary and
propaganda; yet when propagandist
considerations take precedence overthe
commitment to objectivity, the press
can become, as many examples of con-
temporarySri Lankan journalism would
testify, destructively provocative. This
indeed calls for critical self-examination
on the part of the Sri Lankan media
community; the commitment to the
freedom of expression could best be
nourished by an equal commitment to
responsibility.

Inthe final analysis, the violence against
the media community cannot be sepa-
rated and abstracted from the broader
question of the authoritarianist use of
violence in politics. We have witnessed
over the past few years the emergence
of a distinctly macabre political cul-
ture of violence, in association with a
number of competing authoritarian
projects. This is where the larger ques-
tion of political democracy enters the
picture. Media freedom and responsi-
bility are essential to sustain such
democratic values as tolerance, the right
to dissent, plurality of views, and the
free access to information. And these
values have been threatened by people
whose sole desire is not limited to a
gagged and submissive media; their’s
are essentially authoritarian desires.
The struggle for media freedom is also
a struggle for strengthening the demo-
cratic foundations of a civilized civil
society, a necessary component of
the struggle against all forms of
counter-democratic projects. E
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