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TOWARDS A PRODUCTIVE 
MEDIA 

I here is no doubt now that the Sri 
; Lankan media is in genera l an object of 
scorn to ail discriminating v iewers and 
readers . E v e n the so-cal led independ­
ent p ress has been brought to heel so 
often, in var ious w a y s , that though one 
• we l comes intelligent editorials arid some 
t imes illuminating features and news 
i tems, n e w s c o v e r a g e and analysis are 
neve r really s e e n as comprehens ive ly 
credible. A s for Lake House , though 
individual journalists somet imes try to 
t ranscend restrictions, the assumption 
is no longer quest ioned, let alone chal­
lenged .that n e w s as it we re is a matter of 
subjects regard less of what the predi­
cate is. T h e activities bf.a or b or c have, 
to be c o v e r e d , regardless of whether 
those activities are of interest to the 
genera l public. 

A n extens ion of this, wh ich makes 
e v e n more clear the lack of professional 
discrimination in the media, is that 
wha teve r x or y or z s a y s should be 
cove red is t reated as n e w s , regardless 
of its objective va lue . T h u s , the prolif­
erat ion of n e w s i tems about the son of s o 
and so going on scholarship somewhere , 

. or the daughter of so and so getting mar­
r ied. S u c h i tems, far from'being of inter­
est to the genera l public, a re primarily of 
interest only to the fr iends and relations 
of the protagonist, w h o were, probably 
aware of the n e w s in quest ion a n y w a y . 
O n e Is reminded therefore "of. Wi t tgen­
stein's ironic, description ofjthe man w h o 
bought a second copy of the. morning 
paper to ensure that what the first said 
w a s true: in Sr i L a n k a an important func­
tion of the med ia it seems is to shore up 
the egoes of those w h o s e ach ievements 
are brought home to themselves only 
when. they s e e them in print. 

It. could be a rgued howeve r that, 
symptomat ic though these might be o f a 
s t range concept of news , such items are 
not particularly significant fn a newspa­
per s ince there are other i tems to inform 
us about happenings of genera l interest. 
Similarly, though severa l , pages in the 
papers are full of a static rather than 
dynamic concept of n e w s (that is, the 
noun regard less of the predicate, or the 
pronouncements of people as opposed 
to their act ions) , there could b e a n argu-
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ment that there are other pages to con­
v e y more useful information. Unfortu­
nately this is hot the whole story, since in 
the last few yea rs w e have got used to 
sins of omission too, the suppression for 
instance of news that might be thought 
to reflect badly on someone or other in 
authority, the neglect or selective report­
ing with regard to important persons 
w h o do not conform. 

At the same time, in comparison with 
the electronic media at any rate, the 
newspapers can certainly claim to pro­
vide some food at least for thought to the 
reader anxious to place events of impor­
tance in a wider context. 

N e w s , on television or on the radio, is 
more obviously simply a catalogue of 
formal releases concerning the self-
projection not only of persons of impor­
tance, but e v e n of those w h o have 
roused the often purely personal inter­
est of the relevant bureaucrats. T h u s an 
endless procession of passive statis­
tics, never subjected to ^interpretation, 
and ceremonial occasions that are never 
presented as anything but wholly ideal. 
A n d going beyond this, even in the se ­
lection of material to entertain, and to 
edify, which is presumably a prime jus­
tification of state input into the media, 
one sees purely subjective decisions in 
operation. No publicly accountable at­
tempts are apparent in any quarter to 
look first and foremost at the interests of 
the customer, the public that purchases 
l icences and in a broader sense p ro - ' 
v ides the state itself with. i ts l icense. 

meant to se rve ; in that sense , what has 
occurred with regard to the media is no 
dif ferentTonwhat has happ^nect in~so 
many areas where central ized state 
control has ignored or abused the indi-

- vidual cit izen; but it must be recognized 
that the abuse of the media is that much 
more ser ious, and destructive, for the 
simple reason that it is one of the pri­
mary functions of the media to hold the 
state to account, to subject the actions of 
those w h o wield authority to scrutiny, to 
discreminate information without which 
analysis, assessment and adjustments 
as necessary cannot take place. Wi th­
out a free media, those in authority are . 
no better than the emperor without any 
clothes; and , in sitting like Addison's 
Achitopel attentive only to their o w n 
applause, they are likely to damage their, 
own potential too, by lapsing into self-
congratulatory lethargy. 

O n e should be discriminating h o w ­
ever in one's criticism. T h e fact that 
inadequacies are most obvious in the 
state-controlled media, and that the 
whims, fancies and personality cults of 
particular poKtieal interests-have-for-so_ 
long been assumed to be the r a i s o n 
d 'e t re of the media, does not mean that 
all would necessari ly be well if private 
ownership we re al lowed to obtain. At its 
simplest, as w e have seen in other areas 
where private enterprise has been en ­
couraged, one has to be careful of what 
might be termed the f reedom of the wild 
ass. A n d even if the media would proba­
bly not be the plaything of the robber 
barons w h o have made their presence 
felt e lsewhere, the fact is that even in the 
days of pure private enterprise the media 
- or rather, the newspapers since the 
S L B C w a s a lways government run and 

The fact that Inadequacies are most obvious in the state-controlled media, 
and that the whims, fancies and personality cults of particular political 
Interests have for so long been assumed to be the raison d'etre of the media, 
does not mean that all would necessarily be well If private ownership were 
allowed to obtain. At its simplest, as we have seen In other areas where private 
enterprtsehasbeenencouraged,:onehastobecarefulofwhatmightbetermed 
the freedom of the wild ass. 

Given how the concept of public ac­
countability has been traduced in recent 
years by an increasingly self-regarding 
statistdispensatiory one can understand 
the neglect of the wider public interest b y 
a politicized bureaucracy that sees the 
state as an abstraction, without any 
fundamental link to the population it w a s 

the Independent Telev is ion Network had 
on ly a brief spell of life because it b e - . 
came a Government O w n e d Business 
Undertaking - also had its weaknesses . 

T h e most obvious weakness , that 
which led indeed to the var ious infa­
mous Press Bills of s u c c e s s i v e S L F P led. 
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MEDIA 
governments, w a s its partisan approach, 
which made it so clearly out of step with 
the country at large on a number of 
occasions. Th i s , it should be added, 
applied most obviously to Lake House , 
and sprang f rom the symbiotic relation­
ship between the Wi jewardene family 
and the United National Party. Tha t in 

saddest consequence of this w a s an 
internal censorship, born of ex t reme 
caution, that is perhaps more dire than 
anything an outside political influence 
can impose. O n e can hardly blame the 
poor journalists involved, g iven the 
penalties in a society as small as ours 
of falling foul of those in charge, the loss 

There seems In our society to be an absence of a tradition of, not merely 
Independent Journalism, but Independence in general. 

itself however need not have mattered. 
What w a s unfortunate w a s that exter-
mism on either side should have led to 
such bitterness. O n the one hand there 
was the internal censor ing, as described 
by T a r z i e Vittachi for instance in the 
account of how he w a s exi led to London 
w h e n he published a story refuting alle­
gations the U N P had made about Mr. 
Bandaranaike (See N e w Lankan R e ­
v iew, V o l . 4,1986, p, 26); on the other 
hand there w a s the S L F P , and the left, 
reacting crudely and , as it has p roved , 
self-destructively, by taking ove r one 
newspaper group and sea l i ng^no the r 
and thus showing the w a y (and implicitly 
providing justification) for a much clev­
erer and more ruthless taskmaster. 
A b s e n c e o f I n d e p e n d a n c e 

But apart f rom the polarization, which 
might be attributed to the particular 
personalities involved, there we re also 
other weaknesses that might have 
deeper roots, and therefore require more 
careful consideration if w e are to do 
better in the future. Most notably, there 
seems in our society to be an absence of 
a tradition of, not merely independent 
journal ism, but independence in g e n ­
eral. T h e r e w e r e ve ry few journalists, at 
the height e v e n of what now s e e m rela­
tively palmy days of f reedom, w h o w e r e 

of a job, the paucity of other opportuni­
ties; but the result is that the testing of 
f reedom to its- limits, an obligation on all 
but a particular responsibility of the fourth 
estate, is rarely if ever exerc ised. 

N o w there may be socioligists w h o 
would claim, following Michael Rober ts ' 
assert ion of a Asokan pardigm, that such 
fearful obsequiousness is endemic in 
our society. O n the contrary, it s e e m s to 
me a hangover f rom colonial days , w h e n 
authority (as opposed for instance to the 
relatively democratic dispensation, most 
recently descr ibed by Ranjini O b e y -
sekere in her translation of the 13th 
century, Saddharma Ratnaval iya) w a s 
absolute, becausVbf f f i e lack of contact 
between rulers and those w h o we re 
ruled. T h e rigid mutually alienating lan­
guage based c lass structure that arose 
then, involving mediators lacking in self 
conf idence because without roots in 
either sector, emphas ized a respect for 
authority as something beyond chal­
lenge or comprehension. Equal ly impor­
tantly, colonialism instituted a sys tem 
where respectable occupations w e r e the 
prerogat ive of the state, a sys tem that 
has been reinforced by the post-colonial 
political dispensation with its increasing 
arrogation of all meaningful major activ-

Though the reduction of authoritarian controls on the media must be relaxed, 
and this will most readily be accomplished by a management structure that 
encourages pluralism, still there remains a case for not only expecting but also 
encouraging some sort of special Input from the media. 

willing to insist on their professional in­
tegrity. T h e r e we re few people like T a r ­
z ie w h o we re prepared to cock a snook 
at those in authority o v e r t h e m ; and e v e n 
those w h o we re - so prepared found in 
time that, without support f rom their 
bosses and often abandoned by their 
col leagues, they had to g ive in. T h e 

ity to the centre. T h e result has been a 
devaluation of individuality; with dire 
consequences for all initiative, but most 
particularly in the media, w h e r e profes­
sional responsibility is set at naught in 
comparison with conformity. 

Connec ted with this of course is the 

absence, because it is not a priority, of 
professional training or development on 
a coherent basis. T h o u g h there are var i ­
ous courses in journal ism, these take 
the form of theory; correspondingly, on 
the job training does not involve the 
seminars and 'discussions and open 
sessions of no holds bared assessment 
and criticism that would prove most fruit­
ful. W h e n with this is combined the fact 
that writing skills are not taught in any 
special ized w a y either at school or at 
university, it is clear that the budding 
journalist has a number of barriers to 
c ross ; whi le the working journalist can­
not claim to have developed any profes­
sional skills that would enhance his or 
her job prospects in the wider market. 
T h e result is that, in a society in which 
job opportunities are in any case limited, 
the temptation not to run risks but to 
conform to the demands of those at the 
top is almost irresistible. 

Soc ia l Input 

At the same time howeve r it should be 
recognized that, though the reduction of 
authoritarian controls on the media must 
be re laxed, and this will most readily be 
accomplished by a management struc­
ture that encourages pluralism, still there 
remains a case for not only expecting 
but also encouraging some sort of spe­
cial input from the media. Forthis whether 
or not private sector style management 
is accepted as the desired norm, there-
will be a need for clearly articuluated 
state guidelines, and at least some form 
of input;, as occurs with the Public Broad­
casting Sys tem in the United States. 
Wha t should be avoided however is the 
absurdity that has c logged up so many 
areas in the country, that achieving 
social goals necessari ly requires statist 
social ism. O n the contrary, the latter 
more often than not, especially w h e n a 
readily man ipu la te 'media lies to hand, 
leads only to statist rather than to social 
goals, with a state that has been hi­
jacked by particular interests or even 
individuals.. For the achievement of 
publicly beneficial goals on the other 
hand, discrimination is essential, and< 
hence choice; prescriptions by the state 
perhaps, and subsidies to help in their 
achievement, but all this in the context of 
f reedom and accountability. 

In respect of the media, how can this 
be ach ieved? Clear ly it makes sense to. 
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' look for guidel ines f rom other countr ies, 
where the media has contributed to public 
awareness and discrimination. In this 
respect, as far as a state o w n e d media 
is concerned , the B B C certainly has a 
reputation for e v e n handed excelence^ 
wha tever the government in power in 
Britain^ Of course it will be, and has been 
a rgued that a developing country needs 
more restrictions, because the risks of 
instability are greater. T h i s howeve r is a 
nonsense , for practical exper ience itself 
has made clear that instability deve lops 
precisely in proportion to the absence of 
f reedom. Indeed that restriction on a 
free media are almost a lways counter­
product ive is apparent from the fact that 

sure proper implementation and a so­
cially constructive approach. He re again 
w e suffer in particular in this country 
from what might be termed the passive 
concept of the T h e Board ; a seat on a 
Board, but also the var ious Adv isory 
Counci ls the B B C employs to fulfil its 
social role, meet regularly and actively, 
in terms of a keenly felt obligation to 
make active inputs into the sys tem. 

. Such a sense of social obligation 
should not only be expected, but indeed 
demanded in the case of a publicly fi­
nanced institution. In the private sector 
on the other hand, while social ideals 
should be encouraged, it would be a 

^mistake to impose them according to 

The establishment of provincialnewspapersissurely something that ought 
to go hand in hand with devolution. State subsidies could usefuly be used 
to nurture regional initiatives, that would encourage the development of 
excellence through competition. 

regimes that take over the media in 
order to d isseminate propaganda fa­
vourable to themse lves inevitably end 
up trying to restrict the free exerc ise of 
the f ranchise; quite simply, people are 
not that easy to fool - it is general ly only 
the subjects of adulation in a media they 
control w h o bel ieve what they read or 
s e e , and those w h o manipulate the 
media on their behalf do them a distinct 
d isserv ice in keeping them a w a y f rom 
the reality and restricting them instead 
only to their o w n applause. 

Restr ict ions then, on the f ree dissemi­
nation of information and on free com­
ment, should be minimal. H o w e v e r that 
theremight t be emergenc ieswhen such 
restr ict ions are desirable must be 
granted; and the B B C itself express ly re*-, 
congn ized this in its charter. T h e distinc­
tion be tween that, and the censorship 
that is s o readily applied in many other 
instances h o w e v e r , is that in regard to 
the B B C it must be done openly, with 
reasons adduced that are subject to 
public scrut iny. T h e nonsensical situ­
ation that permitted J . R. J a y a w a r d e n e 
to p reven t one of the most distinguished 
of living Sri Lankans , Prof. Sarchchan-
dra, f rom even: being al lowed into the 
S L B C , simply through a telephone call 
to its then Cha i rman , would be unthink­
able in Britain. 

T h e B B C Char ter then would provide 
a model for prevent ing abuse; but what 
is essential too is the personnel to en-

. any particular preconceptions, since that 
would be a restriction on the f reedom 
that would best allow a creative media to 
flourish. O f course the abuse of f reedom 
needs to be prevented, by the establish­
ment of a P ress Counci l , and a C o d e , 
that would inhibit false and malicious 
reporting, and ensure the publication of 
corrections and responses, and the main­
tenance of balance. Apart from that 
howeve r the most positive contribution 
the state could make is the development 
of training facilities for journalists, so as 
to encourage an awareness of s&cial 
concerns, and the ability to raise issues 
and suggest modes of progress through 
skilled reporting and coherent-discus­
sion. Certainly there seems a crying 
need at present to clarify the dictum that 
facts are sacred and comment is f ree, 
which is used at present to justify the 
most abject nonsense. Aspiring journal­
ists, w h o have now only the pitiful apolo­
gies for facts and comments that much 
of the media now presents, will have to 
learn that what is stated in a press 
release is not necessari ly a fact, and that 
the facts presented to the public as 
news need to be investigated and 
checked and placed in acontext that has 
also been studied; equally, they should 
learn that comment presented in print 
should be intelligent and coherent, not 
merely a subjective response, but based 
on thoughtful analysis. 

Discrimination therefore should be 

taught, as well as writing skills, involving 
not only the use of language but also the 
organization of thoughts and arguments. 
T h i s of course need not be the preserve 
of training courses for journalists alone -
clearly, if the managemnt skills essen ­
tial for a developing country are ever to 
be readily found, w e need to rehaul our 
educational sys tem too, so that from 
early on it encourages discussion and 
doubt and the awareness that there are 
two sides to a quest ion, instead of being 
confined to the note-taking and route-
learning that is so restrictive at present. 

Tha t however is a wider issue than 
cannot -be considered in detail here. 
With regard to the media itself, another 
measure that the state can usefully take 
to develop the range of discriminating 
journalists is to increase the level of 
choice in the sys tem. T h e establishment 
of provincial newspapers is surely som­
ething that ought to go hand in handwith 
devolution. State subsidies could use­
fuly be used to nurture regional initia­
t ives, that would encourage the deve l ­
opment of-excellence through competi­
tion. Apart from increasing public aware­
ness of var ious areas of activity that 
might otherwise be comparat ively ne­
glected, and hence encouraging ac­
countability as to what might otherwise 
pass without much scrutiny, a regional 
media network would allow journalists 
much more mobility and, by increasing 
job opportunities, allow for enhanced 
independence and professional deve l ­
opment. 

In sum, what is needed is a cohesive 
media policy on the part of the state that. 
provides guidance and assistance in 
pursuit of clear social goals. Th i s can be 
ach ieved only with the recognition that 
the media can only be a means, not a 
goal . T h e contrary v iew leads to state 
control of the media, which is then 
transformed into a self-regarding mon­
strosity, totally unproductive because it 
becomes in effect redundant. A state -
that relies for information only on what 
it has itself fed in is as fatuous as Wit tgen­
stein's caricature; while the assumption 
that the population*at large credits such 
information flies in the face of all histori­
cal evidence. The . resu l t is that what 
should be a touchstone, and a tool for 
development, is transformed into a blind­
fold. * 
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