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Sebastian Paul

Press for Reforms

19th-century law regulates the Indian press,

which enjoys restricted freedom under a 20th-
century Constitution. Apart from the Press and
Registration of Books Act, 1867, there are about
or above two dozen Central Acts which together
constitute laws relating to the press. But these are
insufficient to make the media responsible and
responsive to an ever-expanding democratic society.
If a democracy is, by definition, the constant search
for truth and liberty, then free speech must be an
essential ingredient for it to thrive. Free speech
is everyone’s right, and freedom of the press is
exercised in protecting every citizen’s right to know
what his government is doing.

The Constitution guarantees freedom of speech
and expression to every citizen. But this freedom
is subject to reasonable restrictions imposed by
the state relating to defamation, contempt of
court, decency or morality, security of the state,
friendly relations with foreign states, incitement to
an offence, public order, and maintenance of the
sovereignty and integrity of India. When legislative
privileges are added to this long list, the gamut is
complete. In this shrinking atmosphere, we have
to do some sort of contour ploughing in order to
minimize further erosion.

If freedom of expression is not absolute, then
neither is freedom of the press. Of all the restraints
put upon the freedom of the press, perhaps the
greatest is defamation. A marked increase is evident
in the institution of defamation cases against the

press by public men, politicians in particular. On

a silly charge, ostensibly a case of inadvertence,
raised by a former judge of the Supreme Court, a
television channel recently was asked to pay Rs 100
crore as damages. In the complaints being lodged
against the press for alleged violation of norms of
journalistic conduct, about 60 per cent carry the
charge of defamation. Although libel actions in
India are not in terms of statistics as numerous as

in the United States or the United Kingdom, the
number of matters brought before the Press Council
is fairly large. The recommendations of the Council,
particularly those relating to innocent dissemination
of news, unintentional defamation, partial
justification, fair comment, and reports of certain
proceedings to which qualified privilege is attached,
deserve serious consideration by the government
while enacting a suitable legislation in line with the
[English] Defamation Act".

Such a legislation to replace the present
uncodified position on the subject is highly
necessary for removing a number of anomalies
and liberalizing the law, keeping in view the
constitutional rights regarding freedom of speech
and expression and the reasonable restrictions that
can be placed on it.

A journalist may encounter the law of Parliament
in various ways including violation of the privileges
of Parliament, for example, relating to publication
of its proceedings or undermining the dignity of the
House. The undefined boundary of parliamentary

TG oo
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privileges, which Justice Subba Rao described as
“nebulous,” has been a cause of chronic uneasiness
for the press. In the absence of a precise and
unambiguous code, parliamentary correspondents
and commentators are scared of treading,

albeit unwillingly, on what is often described as
“privileged corns.” In order to get insulated from
this latent danger, they may try to tone down their
comments that are detriment to the genuine interests
of both the press and the legislature. As a member

of the Committee of Privileges of the 14th Lok
Sabha, I made a fervent appeal to get parliamentary
privileges codified. Recommending against
codification, the committee noted that during a
period of over half a century, the penal powers of the
Houses of Parliament were used very sparingly. But
that is not the case with many state legislatures.

Of all the risks a journalist faces in the day-to-
day presentation of news and views, the one about
which he or she is likely to exercise most care is
contempt of court. The punishment for publishing
contempt can be swift and severe; grave contempt
can result in the imprisonment of the editor or
journalist, and there are numerous examples of
the courts imposing fine for lesser contempt. The
Contempt of Courts Act was amended in 2006,
allowing “justification by truth” as a valid defence
in proceedings for contempt if it is in the public
interest. Yet quite a lot remains to be done. We can
emulate the United States and the United Kingdom
in this regard by shedding the rigid doctrinaire
approach. In the United States, the judges ask the
question: Is there a clear and present danger that

the administration of justice will be affected? Since a
“clear and present danger” cannot really be shown
in a large number of cases, the law of contempt does
not really act as a check on comments made by the
press. The US courts do not depend on contempt

of court to ensure a fair trial of issues. The US
procedure allows other methods and techniques in
order to secure a fair trial, and US judges are not
unduly perturbed by adverse newspaper comments.
In England too, the relevant test for contempt is: Is
there a substantial risk of serious prejudice? The
courts have made it clear that it is a double test —the
risk must be substantial and the likely prejudice has
to be serious.

Protecting and defending the source—an integral
part of good investigative journalism —is the greatest
dilemma a good journalist will ever face. The Law
Commission has recommended that while an
absolute privilege need not be given to reporters
in respect of sources of information obtained by
them in confidence, the court should (by amending
the Evidence Act) be vested with the discretion
not to compel a reporter to make such disclosure
in the circumstances of the case. In exercising the
discretion, the court will obviously be expected to
weigh the demands of discovery of truth against the
demands of professional ethics by which a journalist
is bound.

The most misused legal provision threatening
freedom of expression is Section 66A of the
Information Technology Act (IT Act). There is no
respite, despite the searching questions raised by the
Supreme Court, from the police across the country

Caricature by Alexandra Davidoff

The most misused legal provision
threatening freedom of expression is
Section 66A of the Information Technology
Act (IT Act). There is no respite, despite
the searching questions raised by the
Supreme Court, from the police across

the country arresting people for offences
involving social media communication and
the magistracy routinely remanding them
to custody. While allegations published

in the mainstream media attract notice of
defamation, identical or similar allegations
published in social media lead to immediate
arrest and remand. This conflicting
interpretation of free speech in the era of
the internet is discriminatory and violative
of fundamental rights.
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arresting people for offences involving social media
communication and the magistracy routinely
remanding them to custody. While allegations
published in the mainstream media attract notice
of defamation, identical or similar allegations
published in social media lead to immediate arrest
and remand. This conflicting interpretation of free
speech in the era of the internet is discriminatory
and violative of fundamental rights. The many
instances of abuse of Section 66A of the IT Act
confirm that it does little to enhance the rule of law
and must be removed from the statute book.

Democracy is impossible without a free press.
Free and responsible, of course. @

Sute, But we
Know How To KeeP
A CeCRET /

Sebastian Paul is a former Member of Parliament
and former Member, Press Council of India. He is the
author of Forbidden Zones: Law and the Media (2010).

1. The law relating to defamation is contained in Sections
499 and 500 of the Indian Penal Code. The exceptions

to Section 499 have not proved as useful or protective

to Indian journalists as have the US precedents to the
American press. The attempt made by the Rajiv Gandhi
government in 1988 to codify the defamation law was
foiled as it was clearly aimed at muzzling the criticism of
the government and preventing investigative reporting,
especially where governmental corruption was concerned.

Nl



(10)

Vinod Sharma

Free Speech in a Free Market

am very glad to be in your midst. It is always

a pleasure talking to young people, who are
inspirational and have stars in their eyes. It is like
coming face to face with innocence and aspiration
that I think are God’s gifts to humankind.

I have been told to speak on “Media, Politics, and
Society.” The subject is vast. One can produce a book
on it. But I will constrict it to about 40—45 minutes
of my presentation and thereafter I would expect
you to ask questions because I want to take away
some knowledge, some fresh perspectives from this
interaction. It was said in the beginning that it’s your
good luck that I'm here. But I must tell you that it is
as much my good luck that I am in your midst.

I am no stranger to Malayalam journalism. I
have cut my teeth in political reporting at the feet
of people like Thomas Jacob, T. V. R. Shenoy, and
Gopalakrishnan, who later became the editor of
Mathrubhumi. The current editor of Mathrubhumi,
Kesava Menon, and I were posted together in
Pakistan in the early 1990s. Kesav used to report for
The Hindu and I used to report for The Hindustan
Times. I take great pride in the fact that I was the first
non-Malayali—a Punjabi-speaking person— to be
hired by Manorama for The Week. This was in 1982,
shortly before the Asian Games.

So in a nutshell, I'm as much a product of
Malayalam journalism as you people are going to be.
I see a great connect between myself and all of you.
Now let us come to the subject.

A statutory warning while you listen to me is
that when I talk about the downsides of present-day
journalism, you should not get discouraged. I will
be dishonest if I do not tell you truthfully the state of

affairs in this profession in the times that we live. I
will compare today’s state of play with the times we
were growing in order to present to you a contrast—
and at the same time perhaps a roadmap for the
future.

Long years ago, when I was very young, a very
acclaimed and celebrated journalist of India, Arun
Shourie, who took pride in insisting that he was
not a journalist, wrote a series of investigative
pieces in The Indian Express. The headline of one
of those pieces I remember was “Indira Gandhi as
Commerce.” The story was about the Indira Gandhi
Pratibha Pratishthaan, which the then chief minister
of Maharashtra A. R. Antulay had set up to raise
funds in the name of the Pratishthaan. He committed
in the process a whole lot of illegalities.

So at the very outset let us discuss journalism
as Commerce. Journalism is about free speech
actually. The freedom of the press is a freedom
derived from the freedom of speech we have
under the Constitution of India. A free press is
essential because information is power and honest
dissemination of information builds an empowered
public opinion that is a must for making democracy
robust.

If you are well-informed, you will go to the
polling station as a conscientious citizen of India.
You would not be a run-of-the-mill voter. You will be
a thinking voter, a reflective voter, and a wise voter.
It is presumed that while exercising your wisdom
through the ballot, you will back the best candidate.

That is the premise on which a free press is
considered essential for any democracy. It brings
one to the manner in which we are practising that
freedom. Let me start with the business models of
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Long years ago, when I was very young, a
very acclaimed and celebrated journalist
of India, Arun Shourie, who took pride

in insisting that he was not a journalist,
wrote a series of investigative pieces in The
Indian Express. The headline of one of those
pieces I remember was “Indira Gandhi as
Commerce.” The story was about the Indira
Gandhi Pratibha Pratishthaan, which the
then chief minister of Maharashtra A. R.
Antulay had set up to raise funds in the
name of the Pratishthaan. He committed in
the process a whole lot of illegalities.

n

Arun Shourie

newspapers to help you understand where the flaw
is—where the danger is lurking.

While I dilate on the dark side, it does not mean
that we are not doing anything positive. We are
doing a lot of good things as well. But you should be
forewarned about the pitfalls. You have the wisdom,
merit, and tenacity to play on a level field. But to
play on a field that is not level requires some degree
of caution, a kind of guerrilla tactic where you strike
(as a journalist) with a clear line of retreat!

Journalism is not about martyrdom. It is about
surviving in a pernicious environment to fight
another battle another day.

The cover price of the newspaper that comes to
your doorstep is about five rupees. Nowhere in the
world, including South Asia, is a newspaper sold
for five rupees. Go to Sri Lanka, go to Pakistan, go
to Maldives, go to Bhutan —newspapers are sold for
the equivalent of Rs 15 to Rs 20. But in our country,
there is a big gap between the cover price and the
production cost of a newspaper.

So, every morning, the copy of newspaper
that you get causes a loss of 10-12 rupees to the
publisher, depending on whom we are talking
about. Big circulations obviously mean big losses.
And without big circulations we cannot attract
high-end advertisements. In the process, individual
economies of newspapers are mortgaged to big
advertisers. There are (honourable) exceptions to
this rule. But the trend is deeply disconcerting.

A newspaper’s near-total dependence on big
advertisements (released by big business) is self-
defeating in a free-market economy where the
wrongs can often be traced to cash-rich corporate
entities. The financial viability that most newspapers

and TV channels have comes at the cost of the
freedom given to us for the exalted cause of
strengthening democracy.

That, in my view, makes free-market economy
somewhat incompatible with free speech. The
dangers are hidden. It is not like a terrorist
pointing a gun at you. It is about somebody quietly
altering your value system without which you are
not entitled to the freedom you enjoy as media
organisations.

Let us now consider as to what happens when
economies of newspapers are mortgaged to big
advertisers. I am told that each time the Malayala
Manorama comes with an advertisement jacket, the
readers are upset, bombarding the newspaper’s
higher editorial team with embarrassing questions.
I think that is the right thing to do. That is what
distinguishes the readership constituency in Kerala
from the rest of the country where the viewers and
readers are not adequately alert.

Literacy counts. It bestows upon the readers of
Kerala a level of consciousness that makes them
catch the collar of editorial managements each time
they send the newspaper in an advertisement jacket.
In contrast, most readers in north India have gotten
used to it, like they have gotten used to pollution,
crime, graft, and a lack of civic sense. I hope that you
will, through your higher level of consciousness,
keep the media on a tight leash so that its business
interests do not override its duties towards its
readers and viewers.

In the light of a very pernicious business model
that the media is practising, you can influence the
way the media behaves. You must decide your needs
for information and the way the media caters to
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The advertisers are used to demanding

the readership’s socio-economic profile to
ascertain whether it suits their business
interests. And to build that profile, the
newspapers do the worst of discrimination
between readership categories. For
example, if there is a murder in a posh
south Delhi locality, it will be on page one.
But if there is a murder in east Delhi, which
is relatively downmarket, it will be on page
three. Putting a price tag on death—that is
what certain big newspapers do to build

a readership that allures and entices big
advertisers. Extend this paradigm that has
become the norm to leading TV channels,
and you have a scenario that is even worse.
Between elections, people who occupy the
news space or air waves are people who do
not require MLAs and MPs for getting their
work done. They are otherwise well-off and
influential; they are the people who can
manipulate the system.

them. Unilateralism cannot work here. It is a two-
way street and must remain that way.

You must treat the media the way you treat
the politician. Vote them out if they are not up to
your expectations. That is the only way you can
keep the media from going astray. Today, you have
choices. Today, you are not entirely dependent on
newspapers or TV channels for information. When
you get up in the morning, you want the newspaper
with your cup of tea or coffee. Then you start getting
ready for office, or for school, or for college. Your
medium of information then switches to the radio.
When you reach your workplace, you can either
switch on the TV or your computer. There you are in
an altogether different world.

There is so much of choice because there is so
much of competition; a perfect situation for the
consumer to emerge the winner. So never suffer
a sense of loss and never fear questioning the
newspaper of your choice for doing things you do
not approve. That alone will keep the relationship
equal and balanced.

Let us dilate more on the readers’ intervention.
The advertisers are very particular about knowing
whether the newspaper’s readership had the
capacity (measured by their socio-economic profile)
to purchase the product sought to be propagated

through a high-ended advertisement. This
consideration directly impacts the selection of news
and its display, making the content elitist when it
should be eclectic to cater to all sections of readers.

The advertisers are used to demanding the
readership’s socio-economic profile to ascertain
whether it suits their business interests. And to
build that profile, the newspapers do the worst
of discrimination between readership categories.
For example, if there is a murder in a posh south
Delhi locality, it will be on page one. But if there
is a murder in east Delhi, which is relatively
downmarket, it will be on page three.

Putting a price tag on death—that is what certain
big newspapers do to build a readership that allures
and entices big advertisers. Extend this paradigm
that has become the norm to leading TV channels,
and you have a scenario that is even worse. Between
elections, people who occupy the news space or air
waves are people who do not require MLAs and
MPs for getting their work done. They are otherwise
well-off and influential; they are the people who can
manipulate the system.

The voice of the needy and the helpless is hardly
heard until it is election time. The newspapers in
Kerala are relatively more rooted than the media in
cosmopolitan centres. Why? The answer is simple:
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you are a demanding audience unwilling to take
balderdash in the name of a free press.

If the newspaper you read or the TV channels
you watch commit mistakes, you make them
conscious of their faults. The topmost editors from
the topmost newspapers in the state are compelled
and obligated to explain to you. That I think sets up
a great engagement between a news medium and its
constituents.

Having worked for Manorama in the 1980s,

I remember the Gulf War, when its Delhi office
became a veritable post office, taking messages from
the stranded people in West Asia to their families
and vice versa. It was my first experience with
interactive journalism that is a norm these days with
most newspapers and TV channels.

Newspapers in Kerala have been an exception to
the rule even when it came to spending money on
news gathering. Most national newspapers spend
just a fraction of their revenues on collection of
information.

I was on the subject of readers and viewers who
lack a voice or are not influential. It took this country
a long time to know that farmers were committing
suicide to escape the repayment of debt. We in the
media fully woke up to the tragedy only when the
agriculture minister spoke on the magnitude of the

agrarian crisis in Parliament. Why? Was it because
farmers’ suicides are of little interest to readers and
viewers with disposable incomes?

This elitist approach has crept into the system.

A manifestation of that is the emphasis on cinema,
crime, and cricket. Mercifully we have also started
focusing on corruption and the follies of the political
class. Corruption becoming a major issue is indeed a
redeeming journalistic effort.

A couple of years back, Vice President Hamid
Ansari said that a greater responsibility devolved
on the media because out of the four pillars of the
state, it was the only one with profit motive. The
need today is to rework our business models in
consonance with the vice president’s note of caution.

Chomsky had said that the tendency of Capital
is to get decisions taking outside the periphery
of institutions linked to the people. A genuinely
free press has to be above such influences to let
democracy prosper the way we have willed it to
ourselves. Parliamentarians who return on the
strength of popular mandate need to be persistently
scrutinized, not vilified en bloc, as it is often done
these days by a section of the media driven by the
lure of Capital.

As debate in this country has ceased to be
eclectic in terms of participation, there is a grave and
present danger of thought being standardized on
key issues. I will give you one example. Rather, two.
Take for instance the discourse that happens after
every terrorist incident. In no time, some Muslim
organisation or individuals are accused by the police
or intelligence organisations of being behind the
attack. The claims are lapped up by the competitive
media without any kind of cross-checking or sense
of enquiry. The cycle has repeated viciously, tainting
in the process an entire community that is as much
Indian as any other community.

The approach of a section of the media is the
same when it comes to China and Pakistan. The
coverage is guided by crass jingoism, warmongering,
and rhetoric. At the end of it, the already informed
reader or viewer is frustrated, and the ignorant
deeply agitated.

This kind of bastardisation of the public
discourse may attract eyeballs. But it is antithetical to
the very purpose of having free and vibrant media.
It does not make democracy robust; it makes it weak
and effete. ®

Vinod Sharma is Political Editor of The
Hindustan Times. This is a speech he gave on

4 May 2013 in Kozhikode, while inaugurating

a state-level study camp on ’Journalism of the
Future’, organised by the Kerala Press Academy.
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J. V. Villanilam

Media Ethics

Some Basic Principles

edia practice and profession, like teaching,

medicine, and other services, have to take
extreme caution in maintaining the highest moral
principles so that they do not harm society. This is
why professional bodies of newspaper publishers
and broadcasting institutions voluntarily follow
certain principles. Despite good intentions, some
of the media organisations and professionals
sometimes make mistakes, either by accident or
carelessness, or deliberately, while pursuing the
objectives of reaping enormous profits or political
power.

The media are, or ought to be, the searchlights
that help citizens to discover their own faults and
foibles, and understand decisions taken (or not
taken) by government for the welfare of society.
They throw light on what is happening in the
immediate surroundings and in the far off world,
explain difficult concepts that are of consequence to
people’s lives, transmit cultural heritage from one
generation to the next, and mobilise people against
undesirable activities harmful to society. The media
ought to highlight the good deeds done by people —
citizens and those who are in authority, for the
betterment of social, economic, political, and cultural
life.

Many young journalists have unfortunately
formed the wrong impression that journalism is
a term confined to print journalism, or printed
newspapers and magazines. It is necessary to
correct this impression. There are several kinds
of journalism —print, electronic, web, and digital.
Occasionally we use the terms film journalism, TV
journalism, radio journalism, broadcast journalism,
and video journalism.

Journalism is popularly defined as a “report of
things as they appear at the moment of writing, not
a definitive study of a situation,” as pointed out by
Agee and others.! For authentic and documented
treatises, one has to depend on well-written books
and journal articles, not daily newspapers which
are usually produced in a hurry within a few hours.
However, newspaper reporters, feature writers, and

editors try their best to make their writing authentic,
true, comprehensive, and intelligible to ordinary
readers. The most important thing to remember is
that journalists have to meet their deadlines and
that they have to provide citizens with a dependable
account of the available information about events
and issues of socio-economic, political, and cultural
importance that happened in the past 24 hours.
Outstanding personalities and their doings are also
of primary importance to be reported or featured in
the day’s newspaper or TV news bulletin.

A famous Harvard professor, Harold Lasswell,
pointed out long ago that journalists of all varieties
invariably do the following: surveillance of the
environment; correlation of the parts of society
through interpretation of events, and issues that
are observed and reported; and socialisation and
transmission of cultural heritage from generation to
generation.”

Later on, other communication experts added
a few more functions. For example, Charles
Wright added entertainment as a function of mass
communication/journalism and Denis McQuail
stressed the mobilisation of people through
journalism and mass communication, especially
for politically and socio-economically successful
practice of participative democracy.

Wright and others spoke about dysfunctions such
as “status conferral” on certain undesirable elements
in society.? Other dysfunctions are “ethicisation”
or dictation of social norms through the media;
“narcotisation” through repetition of negative
news and eventual desensitisation of the public;
misinformation; and even indiscriminate use of
“breaking news” for agitating viewers!

While doing all this, the journalist attached to a
particular medium has to maintain certain ethical
principle. Some media proprietors with the active
collaboration of their workers have resorted in recent
years to the unacceptable and morally reprehensible
practice of publishing “paid” and “manipulated”
or “manufactured” news! To arrest this trend of
media degeneration that is happening right now in
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many parts of the world, strict adherence to ethical
principles by all media professionals including
publishers and owners has become most essential.

Ethics is, briefly, moral philosophy; it guides and
protects the moral environment of performance in
any field of human endeavour in order to make the
performance morally acceptable to the members of a
particular society or social group. Most professions
have standard practices meant for the good of
society.

Almost all democratic societies in the world have
the right to the freedom of expression and speech
by citizens. This right is constitutionally protected
in a number of countries. But exercising absolute
freedom without any moral responsibility of
resorting to reasonable restrictions is deleterious to
social harmony. Therefore, all societies have certain
ethical principles that control absolute freedom.
Nobody has a right to shout “Fire” in a crowded
cinema hall; the resultant stampede will kill many if
a citizen’s “right to speech” is sought to be protected
at the cost of danger to the spectators’ safety!

Twenty-two years ago, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) in its resolution on promotion of Press
Freedom in the World underlined that a free,
independent, and pluralistic press was an essential
component of any democratic society. This sacred
principle is upheld in most democratic societies.
This is particularly essential for a pluralistic society
that we have in India, with such diversity in culture,
language, food habits, faiths, and practices. The
right to dissent and hold views contrary to general

or majority views and opinions is to be honoured
in India at all times if India has to progress as a
democratic and secular polity.

Communal violence—as at the time of
partition of British India and also later in several
parts particularly in Gujarat, even as recently as
February 2002, for example —has to be eschewed
for peaceful life in India. If the press is muzzled,
the wrongdoings of those in power are likely to
be hidden from society and degeneration becomes
uncontrollable. The abuse of power, incompetence of
authorities, oppression of the weak by the powerful
(including exploitation of women, children, and the
voiceless and the weak), and the extravaganza and
wastage in public life will proceed unhindered in
all societies that suppress the media. The media can
bring out the defects in society to the attention of the
citizens if only they have the freedom to dosoin a
responsible manner.*

In 1978, the UNESCO adopted the Declaration
of the Fundamental Principles Concerning the
Contribution of the Mass Media to Strengthening
Peace and Understanding, to the Promotion of
Human Rights and to Countering Racialism,
Apartheid and Incitement to War. But for weak
sociological and strong political reasons this
Declaration remained in cold storage and it was
rejuvenated in 1991, teaching all of us a valuable
lesson: freedom declared does not mean freedom
practised, or freedom gained. Later events have
proved that several societies, including some that
swear by democratic principles and media freedom,
have shown tendencies to suppress the media
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or even prevent media workers, through police
force, from bringing out truths unpalatable to the
ruling class. Truth is of the utmost importance

in all discussions on media ethics. Factors that
contribute to truth—comprehensive coverage,
accuracy, attribution, and presentation of historical
background to a particular event or issue—are also
of primary importance when we discuss media
ethics.

Despite several codes of ethics adopted globally,
either by the UN agencies or journalists’ and
broadcasters” associations, media ethics is observed
more in the breach than in actual practice and
therefore, eternal vigilance is absolutely essential
at all times to preserve freedom of speech and
expression, which is the citizen’s rather than the
media owner’s prerogative. Media owners and
professionals have to render a service to people.
The very raison d’étre of the media in society is
service to the people, or service to society. Media
institutions, unlike ordinary business institutions,
have special responsibilities to uphold the rights of
the individuals in society rather than the monetary
accumulation by business corporations that try to
make media institutions part of their empires.

These facts were presented with vigour at the
2002 Salzburg Declaration of Journalists from 32
countries, entitled “In Defence of Journalism as
a Public Trust.” A topic discussed with special
emphasis at this conference in Austria was that
market pressures were undermining the quality
of journalism, specifically, as news organisations
preserve high profit levels by reducing the
newsgathering expenses and neglecting journalism’s
core ethical principles: public interest, the
responsibility to inform and empower citizens, and
enable citizens to make proper decisions that uphold
the welfare of society.

A free, independent, and responsible press is
essential to human liberty. It is most essential to
bring out the hidden aspects of the social mechanism
which sometimes works against the interests of the
majority but works for the monetary advantages
of a privileged few, whether it is the unethical
selling of natural resources such as water, or
ignoring the fundamental rights of the poor and
the underprivileged. Information is manipulated
either deliberately or on account of organisational
inefficiency so that the poor, the landless, and the
diseased, malnourished majority are fed falsehood
that fattens the well-informed and the advantaged
who control key aspects of governance. The average
citizens are not only poor and heavily deprived in
India but forced into silence by powerful vested
interests.

For a fuller understanding of the problem,
we have to admit the historical truth that mass
communication and digitalised communication
through the internet, blogs, and Twitter, are of very
recent origin. Although mass and interpersonal

communications have revolutionised the
phenomenon of communication in all parts of the
world, nobody can deny that human beings by
nature value certain common characteristics despite
the transient glitter and glamour of wealth and
ostentation.

Communication is natural as it is the motor
and expression of social action and civilisation.
It helps human beings to integrate knowledge
and reach the highest pinnacles of achievement
in all fields of endeavour. In a world that has
advanced, communication tasks have become quite
complex and subtle, and sometimes media of mass
communication do not help in liberating humankind
from want, oppression, and fear. Unless those who
are in the field of mass communication endorse
structural changes, the potential benefits of science
and technology that have led to instant interpersonal
communication will hardly benefit humankind; they

In 1978, the UNESCO adopted the
Declaration of the Fundamental Principles
Concerning the Contribution of the

Mass Media to Strengthening Peace and
Understanding, to the Promotion of Human
Rights and to Countering Racialism,
Apartheid and Incitement to War. But

for weak sociological and strong political
reasons this Declaration remained in cold
storage and it was rejuvenated in 1991,
teaching all of us a valuable lesson: freedom
declared does not mean freedom practised,
or freedom gained.

will serve only in amassing wealth and power in
certain quarters, and that is likely to be dangerous to
the world.

Thus we are faced with micro and macro issues
of ethical problems. The micro ones deal with the
mechanical aspects of production, comprehensive
gathering of information, and easily understandable
and simple but effective presentation of ideas of
great importance, to a large section of educated,
well-informed, and well-to-do people. The freedom
to express one’s ideas is certainly a first freedom for
all human beings and it has to be protected at all
costs; at the same time we cannot ignore that there
are many issues before the world which do not get
the media’s full attention.

Despite tremendous achievements in many fields
of human endeavour—in space travel, splitting of
the atom, and understanding the mysteries of the
universe —poverty still remains the number one
problem in the world, and of course, the attendant
miseries of hunger, ill-health, malnutrition,
imbalances in human relations, especially gender
relations, and the oppression of the weak. As
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mentioned, mass communication is of recent origin,
comparatively speaking. Although it is global,

it is related to the socio-economic, political, and
cultural environments in which it is produced

for global consumption. All messages produced
and disseminated globally need not be culturally
relevant to all communities. Messages of mass
communication may blow liberally from all corners
but particular societies need not be uprooted under
their influence, a fact that has to be given special
consideration by all communities, especially in the
so-called developing countries.

One developing country which I am familiar with
and in which I have spent most of my life started
with the noblest of ideas and a new Constitution,
but I am not sure if we have found solutions to
disturbing historical problems that stare us in the
face even now in this advanced 21st century —
problems of caste and falsely religious feuds,
hunger, deprivation, gender discrimination, road
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safety, and basic need fulfilment issues such as
shortages of various kinds (water supply, drainage
schemes, toilets, housing, and even personal
safety) especially for 50 per cent of the population.
All communication activities—whether mass or
interpersonal —should be directed towards the
fulfilment of the basic objective: the fundamental
goal of finding quick solutions to these problems.

There is no doubt that all the latest developments,
especially in interpersonal communication, achieved
through Twitter, Facebook, etc are revolutionising
communication but all these are mainly occurring
in urban conclaves. Production and transmission
facilities are in the big cities, although they
have shown considerable influence in political
developments in Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, and other
countries. However, the world has not seen any
unmixed blessing through these revolutionary
developments and it is too early to conclude that
the sole or prime reason for political changes was
mobilisation resulting from the application of the
latest technologies of communication.

While giving credit to mass and interpersonal

communication for socio-economic, political, and
cultural changes in human society, we have to give
some consideration to the opinions of Herbert I.
Schiller, a North American communication scholar
who was of the firm view that mass-produced
messages are sometimes manipulative, influencing
people to think in a certain way, forgetting the
actual realities. Mass-mediated messages and mass
dissemination of personal messages through blogs,
can create a false sense of reality and produce a
consciousness that cannot comprehend the actual
conditions of life. Personal or social realities are not
reflected in either interpersonal or mass-produced
messages. In other words, falsities are disseminated
through modern devices and realities are wilfully
submerged. Recently in the tribal areas of Kerala,
starvation deaths were reported as if these were
something new or recent. Actually, the very same
areas reported such deaths and ill-health at least five
decades ago, when some journalism students from
Kerala had visited the same hill areas. The media
have links with the industrial and political structures
that want to propagate that many developments are
totally new and they have no history behind them.

Paulo Freire, the Brazilian sociologist had pointed
out almost the same thing much before Schiller.®
Freire said that the dominant elites in all societies
try to conform the masses to their points of view
through the mass media. Interpersonal devices in
those days had not assumed the importance they
achieved in recent years. George Gerbner, former
dean of the Annenberg School for Communication
at the University of Pennsylvania, put it in another
way in the 1980s: “Mass (and interpersonal) systems
of production and dissemination of messages
transform selected private perspectives into public
perspectives and brings mass publics into
existence.” @
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Lighthouse

ast month, when the

rains began in Kerala, the
newspapers reported on the
incidence of dengue fever and the
shortage of staff in government
hospitals to tackle it. The
prominent coverage reflected
two strands in the scholarship on
Kerala media.

The first line of thinking,
popularised by the Nobel-Prize
winning economist Amartya Sen,
is familiar to many.

According to Sen, a
noteworthy feature of Kerala
society is “public action” —
vigilant people voicing their
demands—which puts pressure
on the government to respond
with reasonably good services.!
Scholars say that Kerala’s
achievements in health in the
20th century are partly because of
such public action, arising from
widespread literacy, mass media,
and political consciousness.

Cynical Malayalis, irritated
with hartals and similar
unattractive forms of public
action, might dismiss such
sensibilities as scholarly,
theoretical, and historical. Let
us replay the sequence of recent
events.

Ashok R Chandran

Media’s Monsoon Fever

On 1-2 June 2013, dengue
fever reports were prominent
on page 1 of leading Malayalam
dailies. Two days later, there were
news reports of the government
allocating Rs 7 lakh for each
district to tackle illnesses in
the rainy season. On 3 June,
the health minister reviewed
government measures. On 5
June, the state cabinet decided to
allot Rs 7 crore. Public action via
mass media thus seems to have
forced the government to attend
seriously to the health challenge
during the rainy season. Sen and
others appear to be right.

Yet, one of the weaknesses
of most public action studies
so far has been their tendency
to rush to conclusions without
in-depth case studies. In this
instance, for example, a mere
narration of the sequence is
insufficient to conclude that it was
media coverage that triggered
the government’s allocation of
funds or meetings. Consider
the following. First, even before
the monsoon had hit Kerala, the
newspaper presses had begun
rolling with a page 1 story of
dengue fever; the source of
that news report was the health

department (the government
itself!), and not the famously
vigilant people of Kerala. The
newspapers seem to have been a
tool of the government to reach
out to the public than a channel
for the public to convey their
demand. Second, when was the
decision taken to allocate Rs 7
lakh to each district—was it taken
before (or after) the news reports
appeared in June? Due to bad
reporting across newspapers, this
is unclear from the news stories.
Similarly, when was the Rs 7 crore
proposal drafted for the cabinet—
before or after the earliest media
reports? Noticeably, newspapers
that invariably rush to take

credit for “story impact” did not
claim that their coverage had

led to infusion of funds by the
government. Third, for some
years now, the monsoon and the
dengue fever have been visiting
Kerala every June. So, well before
June 1, doesn’t the government
anticipate and gear up by allotting
funds or ensuring availability of
drugs and personnel? Questions
like these have to be asked by the
case-study method. Unlike global
scholars, their Kerala cousins are
favourably located to conduct
such studies that will lead not
only to a better understanding of
the media’s role and effectiveness
in public action, but also to a
better public health care system in
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the state.

The Second Strand

Another strand of scholarship
sees the media in less positive
terms, and is also less known.

I have in mind the work of
Mathew George, who is at the
Tata Institute of Social Sciences in
Mumbai. In an article in 2011 in
the journal Contributions to Indian
Sociology —one of the leading
journals from the country —he
wrote about fever epidemics in
Kerala.? While chronicling the
story of fever’s journey in Kerala,
from being a disease “symptom”
to becoming a “disease,” he
touched upon the role of the
Kerala media.

George tells us that between
2002 and 2004, when Kerala
witnessed outbreaks of dengue
fever, Japanese encephalitis, and
leptospirosis, the government
intervened by funding vector
control measures, distributing
diagnostic kits, framing a Protocol
for the Syndrome of Fever,
setting up district-level crisis
management committees, and
establishing “fever clinics” or
“monitoring cells” at all levels—
from primary health centres to
medical colleges.

George writes, “While the
government records suggest a
calm and methodical response to
the epidemic, the tone of media
reports was the opposite. The
media spotlighted the fever cases
and criticised the government,
pointing out problems such as
the paucity of doctors, the lack
of adequate treatment at the
hospitals, and poor hospital
waste management as directly
or indirectly responsible for
the epidemic.” And then he
adds, “Since the 1990s, local
newspapers published a column
on panimaranangal (deaths due
to fever) during and immediately
after the monsoons. Television
channels as well as local
magazines highlighted the risks
of fever and the precautions to be
taken. This coverage deepened
the public sense of fevers as an
epidemic to be feared.”

Amartya Sen

Based on interviews with
doctors, George points out that
diagnosis is difficult when fever
is a symptom and can be caused
by a range of diseases. But
“without explaining the medical
complexity of the issue, media
reportage repeated medical
terms such as ‘suspected” and
‘clinical signs’ to convey the
expert and authoritative character
of these diagnoses, and in the
process, suggested a medically-
sanctioned scenario of dramatic
death and disease. In the absence
of adequate evidence, media
columns like ‘panimaranangal’
aggravated public perceptions of
the threat from fevers.”

George’s article mentions the
media in another context too—
the conflict between allopathic
and homeopathic doctors, about
the usefulness of the latter’s
medicines in treating dengue
fever. George writes, “In this
controversy, the state and the
media unquestioningly sided
with the dominant allopathic
system... [and] by doing so, they
also sidelined the possibility
of arriving at alternative, more
effective therapies based on other
medical systems....The uncritical
acceptance of biomedicine by the
government and the media not
only determines the availability

of medical services but also
influences people’s decisions
about using alternative therapies.
With the institutional weight of
the state and the authority of the
media supporting biomedicine...
even those people who are getting
relief through alternative systems
can become more doubtful and
anxious.”

Like Sen and others, George
associates media reports with
public demand, and believes
that “fever talk” prompted the
government to respond, for
example, by establishing fever
clinics. But unlike public action
scholars, George also draws
attention to the not-so-glorious
side of Kerala journalism, and the
long-run effects of such coverage.

Media is not the focus of
George’s article; in fact, it is just
one of the many bricks in the
analysis. That probably explains
why he does not present detailed,
verifiable data on the tone of
media reports or the scale of
inaccurate reporting.

Nevertheless, these studies
reveal that thought-provoking
articles on the nature and impact
of Kerala journalism emerge from
economists, sociologists, and
other social scientists too, not just
media scholars.

Has media coverage of
monsoon fevers changed from
what it was 10 years ago? What
are some good practices to follow
while reporting fevers in the
next rainy season? Studies in this
direction will serve journalists
and society. @

Ashok R. Chandran is an
independent researcher in Palakkad,
Kerala. He can be reached at
studykeralamedia@gmail.com

1. Amartya Sen. 1991. “Public Action
to Remedy Hunger,” Interdisciplinary
Science Reviews, 16 (4), 324-36.

2. Mathew George. 2011. “Fever
Epidemics and Fever Clinics:
Institutionalising Disease and Cure in
Contemporary Kerala,” Contributions
to Indian Sociology, 45 (3), 373-97.
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Sreeja Sasidharan

Emergence of

Discussion

Social Media as Fifth Estate

ith the advent of information and

communication technologies, social
networking sites have been growing at an amazing
pace, and catalysing civil society movements, and
bringing in political changes in various parts of
the globe. This has become a challenge to the so-
called mainstream media. The social media played
a creative role in movements like the Arab Spring,
Occupy Wall Street, and India Against Corruption.

The Fourth and fifth Estates

According to Wikipedia, the “Fourth Estate”
is a societal or political force or institution whose
influence is not consistently or officially recognized.
In his book On Heroes and Hero Worship, Thomas
Carlyle attributed the origin of the term to Edmund
Burke, who used it in a parliamentary debate in
Great Britain in 1787, on the opening up of press
reporting of the House of Commons. The other three
estates were The Lord Spiritual, The Lord Temporal,
and The Commons. Oscar Wilde wrote, “[A]t the
present moment it is the only estate. It has eaten up
the other three.”" In current use, the term is applied
to news media, especially print journalism or the
Press.

Today, journalism and media industry are
dominated by the media mogul Rupert Murdoch.
We live in a world in which both journalism and
politics are business. It is the vested interests which
determine the agenda of the media, be it newspaper,
radio, or television.We had an editors’ community
which upheld the moral and ethical principles of
the profession. But today it is controlled by market-
oriented managing directors. Now these newspapers
rarely share the interests and anxieties of democratic
society or civil society, when they —the “watchdog

of democracy” —fill up their front pages and prime
time with their own, self-created agenda.

According to Merriam-Webster dictionary, the
Fifth Estate is a class or group existing in addition
to the traditional four. The definition given by
Roy Peter Clark is more suitable: “The Fifth Estate
includes the Fourth Estate, the idea and value of a
professional press corps as a way of informing and
engaging the populace, and holding the powerful
accountable. This vision of a Fifth Estate sees the
Fourth Estate as necessary but insufficient for
democratic life.”?

William Dutton has argued that the Fifth Estate
is not simply the blogging community, nor an
extension of the media, but “networked individuals”
enabled by the internet in ways that can hold the
other estates accountable.’

Civil Society Movements

The collective of people who gather together for
a cause other than family, state, or market can be
called the civil society movement.

Arab Spring: The self-immolation of Muhammad
Bousid of Tunisia on 18 December 2010 prompted
the people to fight for their denied rights and end
23 years of tyranny. Unemployment, corruption,
and denial of political and individual rights had led
them to protest. The Tunisian protest flagged off
mass protests in other countries in 2011.

Arab Spring dethroned governments in countries
like Egypt, Yemen and Libya. It became the cause
of demonstration in Algeria, Israel, and Iraq. Minor
impact was there even in Saudi Arabia. The king of
Saudi Arabia declared the right to vote for women in
the 2015 general elections. Around 19 countries were
fully or partially affected by the Arab Spring.
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American Spring: Aroused by the spirit of Arab
Spring, another movement—Occupy Wall Street
(OWS)—was initiated by Kalle Lasn and Micah
White of Adbusters, a Canadian anti-consumerist
publication, who conceived of a September 17
occupation in lower Manhattan. Adbusters initiated
the protest, which also led to other “occupy”
protests and movements around the world. The
main issues were social and economic inequalities,
greed, corruption, and the undue corporate
influence (lobbying) on government, particularly
from the financial services sector. The OWS slogan
“We Are the 99%” addressed the growing income
inequality and wealth distribution in the United
States, between the wealthiest 1 per cent and the
rest of the population. To achieve their goals, the

protesters acted on consensus-based decisions made
in general assemblies which emphasized direct
action over petitioning authorities for redress.
Indian Edition: India witnessed a major civil
society movement under the leadership of Anna
Hazare, against corruption in the country. The
team’s effort was to introduce a Jan Lokpal bill (in
the Indian Parliament) that would bring the prime
minister and the members of parliament within
the ambit of the People’s Ombudsman. The news
reports of corruption in Commonwealth Games, 2G
spectrum, and Adarsh Flats were the key factors that
prompted the Hazare team to work for passing the
Jan Lokpal bill. Interestingly, it did not create any
movement in rural India, but the Indian diaspora in
various parts of the world held sit-ins and meetings.
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Arab Spring

Social media in the movements

In the era of Facebook and Twitter, the civil
society movements of 2011 strongly countered the
traditional media’s self-created agenda and neglect.
Social media became an innovative tool in the hands
of the leaders of the civil society movements. The
social networks helped the activists to get national
and international attention for their movements.
Analyzing the videos, tweets, and posts in detail,
academic Philip M. Howard opined that the social
media had played a key role in formulating the
discussions on Arab Spring.*

The Tunisian movement became stronger
when netizens watched on YouTube, the self-
immolation of the street vendor. You Tube has
more than 200 videos in this regard. When Prime
Minister Mohamed Ghannouchi assumed power
(by expelling President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali),
Facebook pages voiced protest against him too.
Through Facebook pages and tweets they conveyed
to the world the cruelties of the police and street
wars; they also made social media a tool to attract
more people to the protest.

The demonstrations in Egypt against President
Hosni Mubarak started when visuals and news from
social media were exhibited in public places. The
protesters passed updates about mass movements
and on how to resist police actions. On a Facebook
page which asked the Egyptians to join in the
movement against poverty, unemployment, and
corruption, 90,000 people signed up on a single
day (25 January 2011). The major opposition party,
Muslim Brotherhood, officially declared that they
would not support the movement, but many of its
members took part in the protests. The following

Occupy Wall Street

day Mubarak took measures to curb the internet as
social media was the protesters’ crucial messenger.
The internet and mobile was brought fully under
control. Then the protests became worse and the
streets were filled with protestors. The New York
Times concluded that Mubarak was afraid of social
media.

In Libya, the internet was fully under
government control; political change came here
through military action. In Syria, mobile phones and
cameras were used by protestors to capture pictures,
and these were uploaded to YouTube and Facebook.
President Bashar al-Assad started a campaign
saying that all were fake visuals and that there were
thousands who were his loyal supporters; notably,
he responded through his website. Even though
only 15 per cent of the population used the internet,
the government blamed the online media for this
movement. The internet was successful in bringing
people together.

In Saudi Arabia, women organized themselves
through social media. Their campaign was titled
“women to drive.”

After conceiving the idea of OWS, Lasn
registered the OccupyWallStreet.org web address
on 9 June 2011. That same month, Adbusters
emailed its subscribers saying “America needs its
own Tahrir.” The reception of the idea snowballed
from there. In a post on 13 July, Adbusters proposed
a peaceful occupation of Wall Street to protest
corporate influence on democracy, the lack of
legal consequences for those who brought about
the global crisis of monetary insolvency, and an
increasing disparity in wealth. The protest was
promoted with an image featuring a dancer atop
Wall Street’s iconic Charging Bull statue. They
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Anna Hazare movement

held a protest on 17 September against corporate
interests which dominate government institutions
and policies. They started a Facebook page on the
same day, and uploaded videos of the agitation and
minutes of the meetings. By mid-October 2011 there
were more than 125 pages on Facebook on OWS.
Images, cartoons, and posters were shared. Various
organizations, non-governmental organisations, and
teacher—student groups expressed their solidarity
through “Likes.” Tweets and retweets accelerated
the pace of discussion. YouTube and Facebook
became the tools of protest against corporate
interests. The uniqueness of this protest was its
origin; its labour room was cyberspace.

In India, non-violent means of protest were
adopted, and the group communicated their ideas
also through cyberspace, incorporating various tools
like social networking (Facebook), video sharing
(YouTube), micro blogging (Twitter), blogs, and
websites. This civil society movement also had a
website and social network page for its products
to be branded (www.iacbranding.org). The Indian
youth were attracted by this. When Anna Hazare
was on strike, there was a huge flow of SMS to
mobile phones, inviting people to participate in the
strike. They had four different pages on Facebook
and two websites. While Anna Hazare wrote a
blog, Kiran Bedi and Arvind Kejriwal focused on
tweeting. Videos and cartoons were prominent
in their Facebook activities. The movement was
more attractive to the Indian middle class and
concentrated in metropolitan cities (than rural
India). More than the mainstream or industrialized
media, it was due to the influence of social media.
Also, the movement was stronger among students.
Studies show that internet usage is more among the

age group of 18-24.
Social Media as Fifth Estate

Various means of communication like text,
pictures, drawings, videos, and hypertext are made
available for communication in social networks.
Likes, Comments and Shares are the salient features
of social media. The following factors differentiate
social media from the Fourth Estate:

¢ The Fourth Estate is limited to its structured
ideology whereas social media is decentralised and
incorporates different points at the same time.

* Social media can be accessed inexpensively,
compared to the Fourth Estate, which has to be paid,
whether it is in the public or private sector.

¢ Fourth Estate searches for trained and skilful
professionals, while social media can be used by any
common man.

¢ There are time limits on the Fourth Estate,
whereas social media can be accessed any time.

e Unlike in Fourth Estate media, correction and
editing are possible at any time in social media.

¢ In social media, the users can select the topic
of their choice for discussion and sharing. They can
formulate their own agenda. In the Fourth Estate,
this is based on the agenda of the management.

Conclusion

Facebook was launched in 2004, and by the age
of eight, it was a major platform of interaction. In
June 2012, it had 955 million active members, and
would have formed the third largest “country” if
its membership was considered a population. It
has entered the social platform not only through
computers but also mobile phones and tablets (like
iPad). Fifty per cent of the users access social media
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Social Media Guidelines-Links

Social Media Guidelines for AP Employees
http://www.ap.org/Images/Social-Media-
Guidelines-7-24-2012_tcm?28-8378.pdf

Social Media Guidelines for BBC Staff
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/
editorialguidelines/page/guidance-blogs-
personal-summary

Social Media Guidelines for L A Times Staff
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/readers/
2009/11/updated-social-media-guidelines.html

Social Media Guidelines for N P R Staff
http://ethics.npr.org/tag/social-media/

Social Media Guidelines for RTDNA

(Radio Television Digital News Association) Staff
https://www.rtdna.org/article/social_media_
blogging_guidelines

Social Media Guidelines for

Washington Post Staff
http://paidcontent.org/2009/09/27/419-wapos-
social-media-guidelines-paint-staff-into-virtual-
corner/

through mobile phones.

The social media played a key role in the civil
society movements of 2011. It was decisive in public
opinion formation. It also helped the citizen to be
a writer, announcer, or presenter himself, rather
than being only the audience. As it gives freedom to
individuals, social media can be considered the Fifth
Estate. @

Sreeja Sasidharan is a research scholar at the AJK Mass
Communication Research Centre, Jamia Millia Islamia,
New Delhi. Sreeja’s E-Mail: sreejanalumakkal@gmail.com
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An appeal to
well-wishers of ‘Media’

‘Media’ is the flagship publication of Kerala
Press Academy, the pioneer institution

in Communication studies in Kerala.

The bi-lingual publication is unique in
character, because this is the only magazine
published from Kerala covering the media.

Kerala Press Academy, as you may be
aware, is a joint venture of the Government
of Kerala, Kerala Union of Working
Journalists (KUW]J) and Indian Newspaper
Society (INS). It was established in 1979
and is located in Kochi, Kerala.

And, the architects of the magazine are
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Kerala and outside. Since there are several
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and colleges having graduate and post
graduate courses in Kerala, a large number
of media students will be benefited by this
gublication. Besides this, the magazine will
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and peers of the larger community.

This is not going to be run for profit. We
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Inside full page: B&W: Rs 15,000
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Dr. Shoma A. Chatterji

Why True-Crime shows

are so popular?
Crime Does Pay!

or those not interested in watching the tug-

of-war in family politics between and among
zardozi-clad, heavily made-up ladies and sherwani-
sporting men, some with handle-bar moustaches
trying to rule over the women, you can be sure what
these couch potatoes are hooked on — true-crime
stories aired across Indian television channels. The
tremendous popularity of Crime Patrol aired on
SET on weekends is an example of how fans are
ready to postpone their bedtime just to watch the
new episodes. The series tries to create awareness
amongst masses by reconstructing and representing
in dramatized form, heinous crimes that are
committed in society around us. Anchored by Anoop
Soni, the show has a different punch and appeal
and Anoop is now a television star of noted renown.
His act is extremely convincing because it is honest
and has an emotional appeal though the objectivity
factor is not compromised.

Crime Patrol was first premiered on May 9,
2003 hosted by Diwakar Pundur who was later
replaced by Shakti Anand. But its popularity was
not remotely close to the popularity it enjoys today.
The second season, revamped completely and
anchored jointly by Anoop Soni and Saakshi Tanwar,
commenced in January 2010 and though Saakshi is
no longer on the show, its popularity is very high.
Today, it enjoys high TRPs among the top 10 in terms

of viewership.

“Crime dramas have been popular, crime novels
have been popular in every culture everywhere
in the world,” said Rene Balcer, Law and Order’s
executive producer.” The second story ever told was
a murder mystery - you know, the first story ever
told was Adam and Eve, a love story. The second
story, Cain and Abel.” “Murder is the ultimate
catalyst for a good story, because the stakes are
the highest,” said CSI's creator, Anthony Zuiker.
“There is no higher stake than human life. We have
done shows where there is an art heist. They failed
miserably. But America understands the person
next door was brutally murdered and she had a
whole life ahead of her.” CSI has a real forensic
laboratory set up inside a studio and the actors claim
the programme’s producers, have trained in some
of the forensic techniques which add that touch of
authenticity to the show.

On 10th December 2012 in Subhanpur Village,
District Hoshiyarpur, Punjab at around 8 pm near
Bhagora crossing, Jyoti had met with an accident.
She was lying unconscious on the road. Soniya’s
Parents file a missing complaint in Mahilpur Police
station located in Punjab. Punjab Police succeed in
finding Jyoti Singh’s dead body and also recovers
her Scooty. Punjab Police tries to collect more
information about Soniya. The Inspector learns
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about Manish and Jyoti’s affair. Who killed Jyoti?
What happened? This was the story in one episode
of Crime Patrol. This article does not include fictional
thriller shows like CID and Adalat because they are
not based on true stories.

But this is not the only true-story serial on
Indian television. Other channels have joined the
bandwagon and most of them are doing well.
Savdhaan India on Life OK wonderfully anchored by
actor Sushant Singh along with others. It touts itself
as a campaign against violence and crime targeted
at the mass audience with a galloping TRP since it
introduced a specially designed programme that
added the phrase — 100 episodes, 100 stories. “It is well
timed and much needed initiative and it is shocking,
while at the same time it drives the message home,”
says Kiran Bedi, former Indian Police Service officer,
says. “Through initiatives like these, the TV channels
can showcase a variety of situations, solutions and
alternatives for people when dealing with crime,”
she adds. Bedi feels communities can come together
and assist in reporting and handling crime by being
more sensitive and aware of what goes on around
them. “We are not trying to glorify crime, we analyse
it and make viewers aware”, says Singh, the best
among his peers that includes Gaurav Chopra, Om
Puri, Mohnish Behl, Manoj Bajpai, Smriti Malhotra
and Sachin Pilgaonkar. “We believe our families are
everything and without them there’s no fun in life.
The best gift we can give to our viewers is to equip
them with knowledge on how to safeguard oneself.
The gift of family is what we want to share,” said
Ajit Thakur, general manager, Life OK channel.

“From the perspective of people in other
countries, America is an extremely violent culture,”
said Professor David Schmid of the State University
of New York at Buffalo. “When people watch
CSl in other countries, they treat it pretty much
as a documentary in a lot of cases, because it just
dovetails so neatly with what they already think of
as being America.” Australian-born Shane Brennan,
who's in charge of both NCIS and NCIS: Los
Angeles, does not think that Americans are more
into crime shows than people from other countries.
These men will surely change their opinion about
violence in India if they watch just a single episode
of any of our true-life based crime shows on
television.

“If you look at the popularity of these genres
since 9/11, there’s something significant there,” says
NYU’s Aurora Wallace. “It is as if we are giving an
answer to a failure of intelligence and a failure of
technology.” The crime shows made in America,
Canada and UK are more sophisticated not because
of production values but because of the intensive
research the stories are backed by, zeroing on the
medical history of a criminal in Law and Order —
Criminal Intent to such precise detail and double-
checking would bring out the credibility of the
research. A 2009 Purdue University Study found

that some people who watch a LOT of crime shows
think the world is a scarier place than it is. They tend
to “overestimate the frequency of serious crimes”,
like murder.

Colours is presenting Shaitan — The Criminal Mind
on Saturdays and Sundays but the telecasting is
erratic and though the show is very well-presented
by Sharad Kelkar. It is noted for its honesty in
narrating real-life famous crime stories such as the
famous badminton player Syed Modi murder case. It
explores the socio-psychological roots of the criminal
and focusses more on the criminal than on the crime
whereas the former two programmes zero in on the
crime and the social causes that led to it in the first
place. The suffix “Dastak” meaning “Knock” (on
the door) added later to Crime Patrol points out how
vulnerable victims of crime are prone to be who do
not hear the ‘knock’ before opening the door. Many
a time, they become victims either because they are
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ignorant or because they are not careful enough.

Sharad Kelkar’s anchoring is objective, straight-
from-the-shoulder and smart. His macho looks add
to the USP of the show. Shaitaan — A Criminal Mind
portrays crimes in which the criminal’s mindset is
so cold-blooded that he/she has no regrets about the
acts he/she has committed. They are mental cases
true but that does not absolve them of the label of
being criminal. For example, one episode portrayed
the gruesome killing of the father, step-mother and
step-brother of Sajal Barui of Kolkata relocated in
another city in the television episode. Though Sajal
said that this was in revenge of having suffered a
tortured childhood, his latter-day criminal record
— several jail breaks to commit more crimes, has
disproved his statement. Considering that he was
just a teenager in 1995, this is shocking.

Gumrah aired on Channel V and Star Plus mainly
deals with teenagers and very young people who

get sucked into criminal acts either through force

of circumstance, or through their peer group or for
individual reasons. But its host, television actor
Karan Kundra is not able to deliver the goods and
his narrating act lacks both energy and appeal. He
peppers his talk with a lot of English and on a Hindi
channel, this puts off the viewers so the show’s
TRPs are probably quite thin. Besides, many of the
episodes appear to be fictional which dilutes the
honesty of the show. The interviews with youngsters
and other teenagers are thoroughly unconvincing.
“Gumrah is not a crime reporting show. It explores
the psyche behind the reason for committing the
crime,” says Karan.

Why do we love watching reality-based crime
shows on television? One is that it is wonderful to
watch a criminal getting caught. It reinforces and
consoles our sense of innate human justice. Another
reason is the element of thrill and suspense — will
the killer get caught? How and when will the police
catch him? It somehow redeems our failing faith in
the police force, more corrupt than honest. Thirdly,
we find a comfort level with the stories though this
sounds a bit sadistic in retrospect to state that we
enjoy watching others being brutalized, oppressed,
insulted and killed. But this is also true. Fourthly,
we learn how to cope with situations we cannot find
easy explanations to. Such as, verifying the sources
of a stranger who might be a confidence trickster
we tend to believe in because of his smooth-talking
ways.

We learn to look through the magic eye before
opening the door. Last but never the least, we learn
to resolve our fears of the unknown, the anonymous
and the faceless person hiding out there, ready to
attach in subtle and direct ways. It seems to be a
combination of we trying to satisfy our sense of
justice, our desire to feel good about ourselves and
our urge to have thorough knowledge of someone
else’s intentions that makes us addicted to crime
shows. Combine this with good marketing and
skilled actors and you have a success formula that
has worked and will continue to work for years and
years and years.

Dirty deeds and clean resolutions presented
through the ugliest murders, sometimes with the
most beautiful people dishing up justice in under
an hour, and in a uniquely satisfying way is very
attractive both as entertainment and as adding to the
viewer’s knowledge quotient. NYU Professor Aurora
Wallace likens them to macaroni and cheese: “They
are enormously comforting. This is the comfort food
of television,” she says. ®

The writer is a freelance journalist, author and film
scholar based in Kolkata. She has authored 17 books and
contributed to many edited compilations on cinema,
family and gender. E-Mail: shoma.chatterji@gmail.com
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Television: Critical Methods
and Applications

Jeremy G. Butle

Routledge

511 pages; Price: Rs. 4000

Written in clear and lively prose,
Television explains how television
programs and commercials are
made, and how they function as
producers of meaning. Author
Jeremy Butler demonstrates the
ways in which cinematography
and videography, acting, lighting,
set design, editing, and sound
combine to produce meanings
that viewers take away from

their television experience.

This popular text provides
essential critical and historical
context, lucidly explaining how
different critical methods have
been applied to the medium,
such as genre study, ideological
criticism, and cultural studies.
Hundreds of illustrations from
television programs introduce
the reader to the varied ways

in which television goes about
telling stories, presenting news,
and selling products, and a
companion Web site (www.TVecrit.
com) supplements the text with
color frame grabs and illustrative
video clips.

New Books @ Academy Library

DIGITAL PHOTD

ART ¥

NEW DIRECTIONS

et
THERESAAIREY

Digital Photo Art
Theresa Airey

Pixiq

256 pages; Price: Rs. 1099

Go beyond the boundaries of
the simple digital photograph
with these exciting mixed-media
art techniques that employ both
computer software and traditional
hands-on materials. This unique
blend of the classic and the new
results in eye-catching images
that incorporate painting,
printmaking, photography, and
digital art. Every magnificent
page displays exciting and
groundbreaking ways to

utilize today’s digital tools. Use
programs such as nik Color Efex
Pro! and Adobe Photoshop to
reproduce the effects of an old
bromoil print or a watercolor
painting. With Lazertran inkjet
paper, varnish, and turpentine,
create a pseudo Polaroid transfer
that looks just like an original.
Hand color photographs with
pastel pencils, or try encaustic
wax for an otherworldly effect.
With these time-honored artist’s
tools and modern computer
effects, the sky’s the limit on
creativity.

THE HANDBOOK

JONATHAM DIGNELL AMD JEREMY ORLERAR

Television Handbook

Jeremy Orlebar, Jonathan Bignell
Routledge

336 pages; Price: Rs. 2221

Updated to include information
and discussion on new
technologies and new critical
ideas, Jonathon Bignell and
Jeremy Orlebar present this
excellent critical introduction

to the practice and theory of
television, which relates media
studies theories and critical
approaches to practical television
programme making. Featuring
advice on many aspects of
programme making, from
initial ideas to post-production
processes, and includes profiles
to give insight into how people
in the industry, from graduates
to executives, think about their
work. With debates on what is
meant by quality television, key
discussions include: the state of
television today, how television
in made and how production is
organized, how new technology
and the changing structure of
the television industry will lead
the medium in new directions,
and how drama, sport and music
television can be understood.
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