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I must begin with a disclaimer. I a m not 
a media practitioner; this article cannot 
therefore ground itself in the problems 
exper ienced by the professional. Nor is. 
it based on my research on media is­
sues - in any event sporadic rather than 
sustained. A s will be apparent presently 
it der ives its form from a s o m e w h a t ' 
different perspect ive - a perspect ive 
which has to do with national sys tems. 

In recent months there has been much 
discussion in the international media, 
aboutthe changes which are taking place 
in the countries of Eastern Europe in the 
management of their media. State con ­
trol is being relinquished. Radio Moscow 
reported a few weeks ago that consult­
ants f rom the W e s t have been invited to 
advice on this process. In many Afr ican 
countries too, similar changes are under 
way . It is taken in both regions that an 
unfettered media is a necessary accom­
paniment of multi-party democracy. 

In popular discussion, this is of course 
the dominant media issue - the issue 
besides which all other issues appear 
trivial, e v e n arcane. Other contributors 
will, no doubt, deal with this question at 
some length. 

My concern is somewhat different. It is 
not with the normative question, nor with 
the degree of f reedom that the media 
should enjoy. It is with a related ques­
tion: what are the circumstances which 
influence this level of f reedom? Wha t 
follows is to be taken as no more than a 
few observat ions on a complex issue. 

Let me avert a possible misunder­
standing. By so choosing my subject, I 

do not diminish the importance of that 
other question. A s innocent bystanders 
in the media game , indeed on occasions 
its victims, w e have no option but to 
argue for a high level of f reedom. 

Dp w e then say merely to restore the 
f reedom which w e once had? O r are w e 
pursuing a f reedom in which the full 
spectrum of opinion finds adequate 
representation in the media? If so , it is a 
f reedom which w e never en joyed and it 
is a f reedom which can only exist it 
monopolies are at their irreducible mini­
mum. T h i s article will, I hope, be of some 
use in examining the goals and possibili­
ties of this endeavour. 

Impact 

It is commonly agreed that the media 
perform many functions. T h e informa­
tion that is conveyed covers a wide-
range from where w e might purchase a 
toothbrush to happenings of global 
importance. Instructions has a n equally 
wide range, presented of course in di­
gestible blobs. T h e media exhort us to 
follow one course in preference to an­
other to hold this opinion as opposed to 
that. T h e r e is explanation - o f eve ryday 
phenomena at one end , and of ab­
stracts philosophical and religious is­
sues at the other. A n d w e are- enter­
t a i n e d - sometimes unintentionally. 

It is no longer uncontested media 
ideology that these tasks are done im­
partially and objectively even w h e n it is 
the intention to do so. But if there is 
dispute o n this issue there is none on 
another. T h e media are v iewed ' as 

powerful , able to influence attitudes, to 
mould opinion and ultimately to induce 
changes in behavior. Th i s v iew is held 
by those w h o argue that the media must 
be permitted a considerable degree of 

- latitude. It is also the assumption of 
those w h o hold against this approach 
and w h o point to its deleterious conse­
quences in the form of mindless con­
sumer ism and dented values. 

- It must be recognized that opinions, 
attitudes and perceptions are formed, 
and changed in a variety of other w a y s . 
It happens through the acquisition of 
knowledge, whether in the c lassroom or 
in less formal circumstances. It is brought 
about by engaging in an occupation. It 
also happens through the interactions 
which result through participation in civic 
and social activities. Briefly the roles 
individuals play and the contexts in which 
they do so are protent forces of attitudi-
nal change. 

In most circumstances the media 
produce little impact if they run counter 
to the perceptions generated by these 
activities. T o this extent, the media are 
not as penetrative as in commonly be­
l ieved. Clearly there are w a y s of thought 
and forms of behavior which they find 
difficult to influence and change. Most 
often they have a reinforcing and a ra­
tionalizing function; attempts at trans­
formation, unless these are in the rele­
vant idiom are frequently met with rejec­
tion. 

It will be apparent then that a media 
message can appeal to one segment of 
a country while evoking a ve ry different 
response from another. Consider a rural 
community w h o s e exposure to urban 
influence is moderate rather than heavy . 
Its economy is relatively enclosed. In 
many activities its members relate to 
each other rather than to the wor ld out­
side. Its dynamic and its va lues reflect 
these circumstances. Such a commu­
nity may well be indifferent or even hostile 
to message which are clothed in an 
idiom which is unmistakably urban and 
western ized. 

T h e point need not be laboured. C lass , 
religion, ethnic group and region are all 
dimensions in wh ich this dissonance 
can manifest itself. Content, then, is 
crucial if the concern is with the impact 
on the receiving community. 
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C o n t e n t a n d C o n t r o l 

Wha t is it that determines this con ­
tent? Let me pick out two factors - the 
nature of the economy and the type of 
control exerc ised by the state over the 
media. 

J n a strorfgssconomy individuals have 
more access fd~1he m e d i a . . T h e y can 
purchase its instruments nciore readily -
T V sets , radios, newspapers and so on . 
T h e inves tment^ ) media is cor respond­
ingly h igh; plant and equipment have to 
p r o ^ u c e - a i a r g e output. Work fo rce are 
substantial, their skills are many and 
var ied, and , career options are d iverse 
and attractive. In these circumstances 
the media have a high density; that is, 
the'output is high per unit of population. 

> Whi le the sys tems of control are var­
ied "the two ends are distinct. At one 
ex t reme is the control exerc ised by the 
state in a one-party political sys tem. At 
the other end is the sys tem in which 
formal control is at a minimum, whe re a 
disputation idiom concea ls a consensus 
on ' fundamenta l va lues and. interests, 
a n a \ w h e r e . market forces-control much 

-Of fHe medias ' activities. In be tween are 
many forms in which state control oper­
ates in vary ing degrees . Examp les of 
these are quite abundant both in our 

'owFuregion and in South-East A s i a . ' ' 

• '1 " 
In simplified black-and-white terms, 

let us now examine the relation be tween 
- ecpnomyTqontro l and content. W e have 

the following categor ies: 

"(TTStrohg Economy/Market Control 

T h e . m e d i a output has a wide range 
and a high-intensity. 

Sensi t ive political areas are covered . 

T h e stress on the national interest is 
usually subtle: , 

(2) Strong Economy/Sta te Contro l . 

T h e range and intensity are almost as 
high as in the type above. 

Sensi t ive political areas are avoided. 

A particular political position is g iven 
strong stress. 

(3) W e a k Economy/State Control 

Range and intensity are both limited. 
Sensi t ive political areas are avoided as 
above. 

Similarly a particular political position 
is g iven strong stress. 

(4) W e a k Economy/Market Control 

Does not surv ive for long. 

Th i s , matrix must be expanded much 
more to take in all real situations. E v e n 
so , s o m e countries fall squarely into one 
or another of these categories. T h o s e of 
Wes te rn Europe and North Amer ica , for 
instance, possess strong economies and 
depend on market forces to control their 
media. S ingapore though a strong econ­
o m y (in the somewhat loose sense in 
which I a m using the term) has no ptace 
for market forces in the European or 
Amer ican sense . But in most Th i rd W o r l d . 
countries, what has been evident in the 
last two or three decades is a movement 
a w a y f rom market control towards state 
control. Many of them do not therefore fit 
near ly jn to either (3) or (4) above. 

Sketching through this categorization 
it provides the basis for some cqnclu-
s ions: 

v If the economy is weak , there is a 
strong tendency towards state control. 

* T h e opposite is not true. State control 
may also exist in a strong economy. 

* Whi le density is a function of the 
economy, content relate for the type of 
control. 

. T y p e s .of C o n t r o l 

If these conclusions are val id, the factor 
which really determines the nature and 
extent of media impact in any g iven 
situation the nature and extent of media 
impact in any g iven situation is the type 
of control (taking the economy and 
therefore media density as f ixed). N a ­
tionally at least there are two forms of 
control. Wha t determines the choice 
between them? 

A s examples of the market forces . 
approach the Wes te rn countries exhibit 

many similarities in the w a y in which 
they handle their media. T h e r e are also 
significant differences. In a recent B B C 
programme the topic of discussion w a s 
Nancy Reagan 's 'unauthorized biogra­
phy' . It w a s general ly agreed that while 
a publication of this type could have 
given rise to a legal action in the U K , 
there w a s little hope of an Amer ican 
Court responding to such a move. . 

Apart f rom these differences in the 
notion of f reedom, attempts to limit that 
f reedom do occur from time to time in 
many of these countries. T h e r e w a s the 
recent decision to narrow the f reedom of 
expression on Amer ican Campuses , 
followed inevitably by strong protest and 
reaction: It is I bel ieve, J a m e s Scott w h o 
said that of all the British Pr ime Ministers 
he had known in the course of a long 
career as a political journalist, only one 
- Clement Attlee - had made no attempt 
to muzz le or otherwise interfere with the 
Press . 

In the Gulf W a r it w a s clear that the 
Alliance authorities had decided to allow 
the media only the most limited access 
to information concerning the conduct of 
the war. It w a s also clear that the rea­
sons for this w e r e not entirely those of 
security. And between its 'rights' and the 
national interest, the media had little 
option but to accept the limits that w e r e 
imposed. 

All this does not reveal an abstract 
ideal, widely accepted and religiously 
followed by all. It is much more a situ­
ation in which a delicate balance of 
forces is being maintained with great 
watchfulness on all s ides. Wha t c ircum­
stances, what structure does this re­
flect? 

. Essential ly this is a reflection of dis­
tributed power. All constituent units -
Capital, Labour, Agriculture, Industry, 
the Military, Academic, the Ar ts , Enter­
tainment have some power independ-

. ent of the state, in this set of countries. 

T h e s e sectors also exist in the other 
type of sys tem. W h y do they not have a 
similar power in those sys tems what are 
the marks of sys tems which are charac­
ter ized by distributed power? 

Poyver in any substantial sense , is not 
der ived from the patronage d ispensed 
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by the state or from the funds that it 
provides. Many of these sectors have 
their own independent resources. The i r 
prosperity, their signif icance in a na­
tional scheme of things has at t imes 
been ach ieved in spite of the state. At 
other times the state has had to accom­
modate itself for the importance of these 
sectors so that the continuing conflict 
with other states may be most effec­
tively pursued. In the other type of s y s ­
tem state control is prior. It is the state 
which takes the initiative to deve lop 
these sectors; it provides the foundation 
and the f ramework. It also sets the limits. 

T h e . historical c i rcumstances of the 
two types of sys tems are ve r y different. 
But even within market control sys tems 
there are at least two categories in rela­
tion to distributed power. In one cate­
gory best exemplif ied by the United 
States, distributed power fol lows f rom 
the compromise that are essential in the 
aggregat ion of smaller units into a larger 
one. In the other category perhaps best 
represented by France and Eng land , 
distributed power into modern form arose 
f rom the need to accommodate a n e w 
class w h o represented the strong force 
of a n e w commerce . 

T h e T h i r d W o r l d 

In many Th i rd Wor ld countr ies which 
were once colonial territories a form of 
distributed power did exist. T h i s w a s , in 
part, an export f rom the imperial coun­
try. It w a s also stimulated by the desire 
of the colonial rulers to distribute favours 
so that the balance between the con ­
stituent groups of the territory w a s main­
tained. W e might have expec ted that 
with the coming of independence this 
pattern would h a v e been st rengthened. 
O n the contrary, in most places it w a s 
not; a sequence of events undermined it 
and eventual ly it w a s t ransformed be­
yond recognit ion. 

Independence whether taught for or 
not, w a s accompanied by the promises 
of the new rulers that the millen un w a s 
about to dawn . T h e reality p roved to be 
otherwise. T h e realization of the eco­
nomic potential, w h o s e existence w a s 
frequently proclaimed, turned out to be 
far more difficult than earlier imagined. -
E v e n if it had not intended to do s o at 
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first, the state w a s forced to play a piv­
otal role in generating economic activity. 

Despite these measures , dissatisfac­
tion and resentment began to grow. T h e 
new governments were chal lenged by 
others w h o promised todel iverthe goods. 
Unrest , e v e n rebellion fol lowed quickly. 

Whether governments changed or-not, 
f rom that-point onwards , surv ival be­
came the over-riding consideration. For 
this purpose governments allocated to 
themselves more and more power. 

T h e r e w a s little in third wor ld countries 
to stop their governments from doing so . 
Other s e c t o r s - t r a d e , industry, agricul­
ture, academia etc - w e r e weak and 
small. T h e idiom in which they w e r e 
reared w a s of the output variety. T h e y 
could contribute little in the short-term 
towards the development of the country. 

All faith w a s reposed therefore in 
government and with it went out any 
possibility that power might operate in a 
distributed fashion. Ultimately the reli­
ance of governments w a s o n the police, 
the a rmed serv ices and on a bureauc­
racy which soon turned to be pliant. In 
these conditions a f ree media w a s at 
best a luxury and its new role of subser­
v ience w a s soon def ined. 

Re la ted A r e a s 

T h i s is a genera l ized account. T h e 
sequence w a s not fol lowed through the 
identical fashion in all the newly inde­
pendent countries of As ia and Afr ica. 
But it does , I bel ieve, capture the pres­
sure exper ienced by all of them as wel l 
as the responses of the majority. 

T h e processes generated by these 
pressures we re pervas ive, t h e y reached 
and inf luenced all a reas of life. T h e 
media w a s one of these, I wou ld like to 
pick out ano theR; . * 

• In m a n y countr ies, the n e w pressure 
led to a particular style in decision 
making. T h e perspect ive w a s the short-
te rm; the immediate interest of the 
govern ing party w a s paramount. Dec i ­
sions we re taken in a n a tmosphere of 
crisis; there w a s little time for the gath­
ering of data and for appropriate inves­

tigation. A n d for all these reasons the 
decisions had To b e t a k e n by a group 
which w a s as small as possible. 

T h e result w a s that the demand for 
knowledge, expect in its nar row quanti­
tative sense , w a s v e r y limited. T h e 
specialist w a s consulted minimally o n 
matters other than the purely technical 
or unless he w a s willing to play the role 
of the apologist. H e w a s likely to be 
treated with great suspicion if his skills 
lay in the analysis of societal phenom­
ena ; the possibility of a c lash between 
his v iews and those of the government 
w e r e regarded a s high. Al though the low 
demand for knowledge led to an indiffer­
ence to intellectual activity wh ich some­
times amounted to hostility. 

T h e situation might have been e v e n 
w o r s e but for another pressure that 
government had to face. In all countries 
there w a s a demand for educa t i ^ i , a s 
time went on the demand w a s for a 
tertiary education. T o provide this, staff 
had to recruited and the universities 
had to be expanded. It w a s in the hu ­
manities and in the social sc iences that 
this could be done with the lowest out­
lay. F e w governments w e r e happy that 
they we re forced to g f te support to 
branches of intellectual-activity w h o s e 
usefulness, f rom their point of v iew, w a s 
questionable. However , they had little 
option but to do so . 

T h e point here is a simple one : T h e 
control of the media and the stifling of 
intellectual activity, where the responses 
in two different areas, to the same set of 
c i rcumstances. In third wor ld countr ies, 
they are usually found together. 

T h e In ternat iona l C o n t e x t 

T h e f reedom of the media is a complex 
issue, not because ideals cannot be 
easily stated but because this f reedom 
is linked to the 'distribution of power in a 
political s ys tem. 

T h i s has been further complicated in 
recent yea rs by another t rend. A f ree 
media, more particularly a f ree p ress , 
has been used as the measure of the 
health of a democracy . At t imes this has . 
e v e n been used as a stick with wh ich to 
beat countries w h e n they are assessed 
for the purposes of aid. 
— — — - Contd. on page 13 
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Contd from page 5 

T h i s places Th i rd Wor ld governments 
in an embarrassing position. T h e y state, 
perhaps not quite correctly, that it would 
be extremely dangerous to liberalize the 
media. O n the other hand international 
opinion (and intentions) have t o ' b e 
assuaged by some cosmetic change or 
at least by the promise of reform. 

T h e f reedom of the media has also 
been g iven another interpretation with 
the invasion of one country by the media 
of another which is more powerful . T h e 
right claimed by an Amer ican media 
empire to investigate matters which 
Singapore claimed w e r e "internal af­
fairs" w a s a case in point. T h e argument 
advanced by U S officials, that market 
forces should be al lowed to decide the 
issue w a s effectively demol ished by the 
then Pr ime Minister L e e S w a n Y e w (his 
memo in the form of an article w a s 
published in a local newspaper some 
months ago) . 

A free media relates to rights and 
liberties which w e all cher ish and which 
some of us have the means to enjoy. But 
while w e assert this it is as wel l to recog­
nize that it is a tool wh ich is also used for 
purposes which do not have that much 
to do with our rights and liberties. 
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