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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It gives me great pleasure to be associated in yet another AMIC 

organized Seminar, this time in Malaysia. Having worked fairly intimately 

with AMIC over the recent years I have noted AMIC's measured concern to 

developing a via medium between western style freedom of the wild ass 

media freedom and the south east Asian style of a state controlled 

regulated and monitored media. 

My stance on the issue has happily coincided with that of AMIC and 

throughout my 22 years as a professional journalist, I have maintained this 

position. 

In a country like Sri Lanka where "media freedom" is only for 

politicians when in opposition and it is "media responsibility" once those 

same politicians sit in government, the experience throughout these 22 

years have not been without incident. 

In my first year as a cub reporter my newspaper group was sealed at 

midnight under emergency regulations and nearly 1,000 of us were 

literally thrown on the streets. The crime we had committed according to 

that government was being "anti-government". We preferred to call it 

"constructive criticism of the government". 

I was too insignificant a player in that drama 21 years ago, but the 

event made a lasting impression on my young mind. 

Ever since, I have had my share of visits by the Criminal Investigations 

Department on the orders of politicians in power and place. I have been 

summoned by the Speaker of Parliament for allegedly violating the 

draconian, one sided Parliament (Powers and Privileges) Act. And today 

Cont /2 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



- 2 -

I'm here released on bail by a Magistrate because the Attorney General 

has acted on a complaint of Criminal Defamation by the President of my 

country and I stand trial on my return home. I must say however, that I 

remain an Editor of a newspaper while those government leaders who 

exercised those powers are either in retirement, died a violent death or in 

the wilderness of opposition or will very soon be in opposition. 

Ladies and GentieCas I told you earlier I do not subscribe to the 

western formula to publishing anything that sells your paper. But equally I 

do believe, very vehemently, in a free and un-fettered press. A press that 

is not subjected to overt or covert censorship by the politicians in office. 

A press that is not subjugated by indirect controls in the form of 

newsprint quotas and withdrawal of advertising revenue from state 

agencies, all of which have stunted the growth of an independent media in 

my country and torpedoed the ideals of a free media. 

The theme of this AMIC Seminar is "Asian values in Journalism". Would 

this be construed to mean that Asian values must necessarily contradict 

the concept of western style media freedom. No. Asian values is just one 

side of the coin. The other is emphatically, several thoughts and concepts 

of free expression that existed in Asia but were codified in the West It is 

these two sides of the coin that govern the working life, I'm sure of 

thousands of Asian media personnel. It is both sides of this coin together 

than give value to a free and responsible Press. One without the other is 

valueless. The public duty we owe to the country to inform its citizens on 

the one hand and to distinguish the basic good and bad which most of us 

learnt not in text books but seated on our grandmother's knee as is the 

essence of a free and reponsible media. 
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This is the silver thread, if I may say so, that runs through the media 

thinking of many journalists in Sri Lanka. Let me give you what I would 

think is a clear example of such a policy at work. 

In the bad old days of not so long ago, there was an all-powerful 

President, who climbed to the top of the greasy-pole in Sri Lankan 

politics. He overcamesnobbishness in a caste and class ridden society. He 

overcame severe political odds from those who were better educated, 

richer and had better family connections. He overcame all this through 

sheer hard work, and organizational abilities. 

But once President of the Republic he could not shed the unpleasant 

memories he had of his climb to the top. He went on a witch-hunt against 

those very forces who stood in his way whilst insulated in high office and 

surrounded by a coterie of hangers on. My newspaper was not only one 

of the victims, but my Chairman was publicly vilified from platforms. 

Through it all, that President also had skeletons in his cupboard. His 

private life was not going the way he would have wished. The first-lady of 

the Republic lived in the Presidential House while the President himself 

lived in his private residence. If they had to attend a public function they 

came in separate motorcades. The first-lady publicly humiliated the 

President by not turning up at the last minute from important state events 

like the opening of Parliament or National Day celebrations. 
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Naturally, tongues were wagging as television cameras focusing on the 

President inadvertently showed an empty chair next to him or someone 

else seated on it, not the first-lady. The whole saga was grist to the mill 

for gossip columnists, political commentators and political opponents. 

And yet, despite this President's concerted attacks especially on the 

independent media of that time, that media refrained from exploiting the 

human discomfiture of the first family. Even the less responsible 

newspapers, some refer to them as the non-mainstream tabloids, did not 

make a meal of what would otherwise have been sufficient copy for a 

weekly column on the first family. 

Mind you, this was at a time when the British media whom many of us 

look to for guidance at times, was revelling in a similar tragedy that had 

befallen the British monarchy. The private lives of Prince Charles and 

Princess Diana were fair game to the old fleet street-scribes. 

It was not that the Sri Lankan media ignored the Charles and Diana 

episodes. Most newspapers reported it mostly by reproducing British 

newspaper articles, but it maintained a deafening silence when it came to 

reporting the true life events of our own President at our own door-step. 

The question has been asked, whether the Sri Lankan media refrained 

from the coverage of the Sri Lankan President's personal misfortunes due 

to any kind of fear. The President undoubtedly was a feared man. Rightly 

or wrongly many of the killings of political personalities in the country 

were being attributed to him directly or indirectly. 
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The media itself was concerned about the untimely death of a 

photographer who had taken some pictures of the first family. The 

publication of these pictures could have caused acute embarrassment to 

the President who was then Prime Minister and only a step but a crucial 

step from ascending the Presidency. 

My firm belief is that this fear was not the reason. It was the inherent 

good sense among my tribe that withheld publication of the sordid details 

of a personal nature of the then President. 

While the publication of such literature would have infuriated an 

already angry President, he was too much in the public eye to have done 

anything extreme. There were a plethora of publications critical of his 

personal political style and the direction of his government. These were 

dealt with court actions and at least one murder of a media person. But 

the world would have reacted sharply to those acts and the President was 

getting to be careful and less clumsy. 

What certainly came to the President's rescue was the religious 

teachings and the ability to distinguish good from bad, imbibed at a very 

young age which I mentioned earlier. These values I hope, will continue to 

be passed down to the next generation and generations thereafter in a 

world where we see materialism overwhelming spiritualism. 

The west has had to bring in the laws relating to privacy, to protect the 

individual rights of citizens, including those in public life, while we in Sri 

Lanka have so far adhered to the unwritten laws of good sense. 
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Recently I read a speech made by Singapore's former Prime Minister, 

Lee Kuan Yew where he referred to the attitude of cultural superiority by 

the United States of America in dealing with Asia. 

The elder statesman said that this cultural superiority is evident when 

the American media praises Taiwan, Korea, the Philippines or Thailand for 

having a free press and picks on Singapore as being an authoritarian, 

dictorial, over-ruled, over-restricted, sterile society. 

Mr. Lee Kuan Yew made these comments hot on the heels of a libel 

action he had filed, and won, against I understand, the International Herald 

Tribune which had accused the Lee family of running Singapore through 

nepotism. A column in the New York Times which called the state "rich, 

repressive and anti-American" had also irked Mr. Lee. 

While it is true that the American and the wider western media is either 

insensitive or often absolutely ignorant of the mores of the people in this 

part of the world and report on it as if what they wrote was the gospel, I 

do not equate nor should there be a corresponding link between 

irresponsible reporting and the fundamental principles of a free media. 

In Sri Lanka a media free from government influence is sacrosanct. We 

believe that journalists and ordinary citizens alike should be able to think 

free, write free within the written and unwritten laws that govern us in our 

daily lives. 
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Political leaders, whoever they may be cannot be elevated to the 

pantheon of Gods where criticism, any criticism, is treated as blasphemy. 

The media and here I mean the media of each individual state, owes it as a 

public duty to commend the good and condemn the bad in the affairs of 

that nation. 

We of the free media in Sri Lanka often look to the west for guidance 

on the principles of a free media. The landmark case of the Minnesota Rag 

which gave new meaning to the free Press, the New York Times vs 

Sullivan case where it has been held that no libel action can succeed if the 

Plaintiff is a public figure and the allegations were honestly and diligently 

made. The modern trend in the European Courts where they have held 

that higher the public office the lesser the reason for complaint against 

criticism warm our hearts particularly when powerful politicians come to 

fight you. These are certainly encouraging trends for us in Sri Lanka who 

are only trying to do our job as mediamen without fear of favour. 

These modern principles of law coming from the West however must 

blend into what we in Asia possess in the form of moral values based on 

centuries of living on this earth. It is this blend that will provide the media 

the rockbed of professional integrity that would eventually benefit our 

nations. 

If Mr. Lee Kuan Yew had referred to perceived cultural superiority from 

the west appearing in bold black print, the omnipresent danger of western 

cultural imperialisam permeating through the airwaves right into our living 

rooms and bed rooms might pose a greater danger. 

Cont.../8 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



- 8 -

I'm talking about the off-the-airsatellite transmissions very much the 

fashion nowadays and of course the Internet System and the information 

super-highway that will undoubtedly hook Asia at the press of a key to the 

wide outside world. 

One of Sri Lanka's more popular private television channels are 

currently broadcasting 24 hour programmes from Hong Kong based BBC 

and Star TV. Now, while some of these programmes are of high standard 

and informative despite the propaganda element, documentaries which no 

Sri Lankan station can put together for the sheer costs involved, there is 

though a question about the quality of entertainment and other 

programmes through which western culture quite alien to Asian values 

seeps in. 

What is generally referred to as the western Coca-Cola culture has 

indeed arrested the minds of thousand of young urban people in Asia. 

Intact, my newspaper had to think twice ourselves before reproducing an 

article by India's Manekha Gandhi who lashed out at the junk food dished 

out by Mc Donalds, Kentucky Fried Chicken and Pizza Hut because all of 

them were heavy advertisers with us. 

But what is most ironic is that BBC and Star TV want to stop their 

programmes been shown in Sri Lanka not because they were accused of 

cultural invasion, but because the local station did not pay royalties. It 

was a question of money. 
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The Sri Lankan station then went to courts preventing BBC and Star TV 

from filing a case and now the government of Sri Lanka is considering 

amending the Intellectual Property Laws to make satellite re-broadcasting 

without paying royalties a violation of the law. 

The argument behind this is in truth is not on any moral grounds of 

unadulterated western cultural invasion but purely in the basis that 

western nations are linking foreign aid and loans with adherence to 

trademark and copyright laws that benefit their artists and performers. 

Thus you see the funny side to all this that while we Sri Lankans want 

to be western culturally invaded, the westerners themselves are saying 

something like "No, we wont invade you culturally - unless you pay for it". 

The great Mahatma Gandhi once said that it was alright to open the 

windows and allow the wind to blow across your room as long as you 

dont get blown off by it. He said so after visiting the Manchester textile 

mills and thinking the technology available there would benefit the Indian 

textile industry. 

He spoke about technology but it is the same when it comes to values. 

The world is shrinking and in the process of crystallising into a common 

culture as citizens of the world. 

Cont.../10 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



- 10 -

Young men and women of today refer to the world as a global village 

when they talk of Internet. In one second you are hooked on to the White 

House library and the next second to someone in Australia. In its wake it 

has brought about the by-product of Cyberporn and Cybersex virtually at 

the finger-tips of users throughout the world. 

That is the not too distant futuristic world of communication which is 

almost threatening the world of print media. When there is so much of 

information who would want old fashioned newspapers? It is frightening 

thought for us old fashioned journalists to imagine a world without 

newspapers. 

Self-censorship of the publication of porn or lurid material goes out of 

the window in a world of uncensored Cybersex. And yet we cannot close 

our windows to the happenings in this global village. The wise will take 

advantage of modern science not run away by its fall-out. 

Indeed, some of the more distasteful aspects of Asian values; the 

obnoxious caste system that has plagued civilization in South Asia; the 

bitter ethnic rivalries that have soaked the soil of Asian countries with 

blood and retarted economic prosperity in the form of better sanitation 

and habitation, etc could be overcome by the proper utilisation of these 

modern communication methods. 
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I can do no better than to conclude by quoting what I wrote in a recent 

AMIC publication; 

"Gautama the Buddha, one of Asia's greatest sons preached the doctrine 

of the Middle Path. He showed how people and nations must not venture 

to extremes. Moderation in everything was his message that over 2500 

years ago spread a wave of humanism throughout Asia. 

"in today's age of fear, suspicion and contempt between people, and 

between the media and rulers, this message has never been more 

resounding". 

Thank you. 
- T 
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