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Introduction

This newsletter, published as a dialogue among the three major languages spoken in Sri
Lanka, is the first fruit of the Media Monitoring Project of the Centre for Policy
Alternatives. The project has been sponsored by the Asia Foundation, whose generous
support in this pioneering and innovative venture we acknowledge gratefully.

The Media Monitoring Project at the Centre for Policy Alternatives monitors the print
and electronic media on an ongoing basis with a specific concentration on the media's
reportage of the war, ethnic, gender, environmental and labour issues. The analysis
focuses on racism and sexism in the media, describing the ways in which reportage of
the war and ethnic issues hinders the progress of non-violent conflict resolution,
outlining the methods and consequences of gender stereotyping, and examining the
manner in which environmental and “labour” issues are presented in the newspapers and
magazines, radio and television in all three languages in Sri Lanka.

The Media Monitoring Project will produce two newsletters in its present phase. We
hope to continue the newsletter on a quarterly basis thereafter, subject to the availability
of funds. The next phase also involves the active participation of community groups
who are the direct victims of this racism and sexism, thereby forcing the Media to be
accountable to the people themselves. In this first newsletter in the first phase, however,
exigencies of time and resources have necessitated that such grassroots interventions
remain ad hoc, and that the main focus of the analysis is the depiction of the war and
gender issues in the print media.

The Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA) is an independent and pro-active public policy
institute committed to strengthening institution and capacity building for good
governance and conflict resolution. A primary objective of the Centre is to intervene in
the public policy debate by the formulation and advocacy of policy alternatives for
democratic governance and non-violent conflict resolution.

This project and the Media Monitor that it has engendered are interventionist and
participatory in nature. We invite our readers to share their views and experiences with
us to help improve our contribution. Please pass on your copy to friends so that these
issues reach the widest possible audience.

Dr. P. Saravanamuttu
Executive Director
Centre for Policy Alternatives
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Monitoring of Newspapers
Published in Sri Lanka

Arjuna Parakrama

Introduction

In Sri Lanka's fraught
political and ideological
context, any process of
meaningful social change
must necessarily involve the
broadest possible spectrum
of citizen participation and
self-reflexivity. The Media
Monitoring Project too is
conceived and implemented
with a view not merely to
applying stringent standards
of accuracy and fairness
upon the mass media, but
also to disseminate such
findings widely so that the
general public can become
aware and involved in the
monitoring process.
Ultimately then, the media
must be accountable to the
people and the peoplq:‘ must
learn to take their role as
media watchdog seriously.

However, this ideal of good
governance is very remote in
Sri Lanka today, with hardly
any public accountability by
the national maedia and
certainly no citizen
participation in this process.
At best, a few media

watchdog organisations and
tiny public interest groups
sporadically raise questions
about individual news or
feature reports, but even then
the debate seldom reaches
the public ear. In the absence
of continuous and systematic
monitoring or wide
dissemination, no awareness/
sensitivity is created within
the Lankan polity. Even
when sections of the public
feel wronged by a particular
report, they have been taught
by experience to ignore the
whole matter as the path of
least frustration.

It is precisely this
predicament that this project
seeks to redress through a
process of systematic and
continuing monitoring which
will draw on public
participation and the findings
of which will be
disseminated as widely as
possible in an accessible way
in all three languages. In a
later stage, regional citizens'
collectives will be organised
to monitor the media on
issues that are of concern to
them, thereby ensuring direct

accountability and
empowerment.

The situation is exacerbated
by the fact that other work
done to date in this area is
minimal. In fact, publications
such as the Sri Lanka
Information Monitor, which
produces a monthly
“Situation Report” that
receives the widest national
and international circulation
among concerned elites and
organisations, treat these
news reports as if they were
transparently true and non-
ideological. The April and
May 1997 Situation Reports,
for instance, have no
reference to the kinds of
concerns that the Media
Monitor raises here, and the
position that it seeks merely
to document (without
intervention) “News
Headlines” is untenable since
a drastically reduced
selection is being made by
the compilers, and this
selection clearly reflects
ideological choice. For
instance, the May Report
contains no account of the
rape and murder of M.
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Koneswari (see below), but it
contains the news that
“General Ratwatte visits the
Battlefront” on around the
same day! The news quoted
is heavily baised towards
The Island and The Daily
News, containing 52 and 38
“ headlines” respectively
from them in the 31 days of
May, of a grand total of 117
(or 76.9%), and there are no
reports at all from the
Sinhala newspapers. Even
the descriptive account of the
month does not contain any
reference to the quality of
reporting and the ideological
basis displayed by reporters,
thereby reinforcing many of
the prejudices that produce
willful as well as “unwitting”
disinformation on the Tamil
people as well as on gender
1ssues.

Faced, therefore, with a
virtual vacuum upon which
to build, and circumscribed
by resource constraints, the
print media was selected for
a three-month analysis in the
first phase of the project, in
order not to spread ourselves
too thin and in order to have
the greatest possible impact.
This publication is the first
fruit of that endeavour.

General Methodology .

For the purpose of this study,
8 English (2 dailies and 6
weeklies), 10 Sinhala (4
dailies and 6 weeklies) and 7
Tamil (3 dailies and 4
weeklies) newspapers with
significant natiofial
circulation were monitored
for a three-month period
from March to May 1997.

Not only was each set of
newspapers published in the
same language studied
comparatively, newspapers
in the three media were also
contrasted for news content,
ideological attitude and
discursive patterns. Two
main foci of content were
addressed in this first phase
of the study: reports on the
war and the ethnic crisis, and
gender-related news. It was
felt that this narrowing down
would facilitate a more
nuanced and sensitive
analysis of the similarities
and differences among these
newspapers both across and
within the same language
medium. Since these are two
pivotal global issues, such an
approach will be useful for
international comparison as
well.

In addition to the statistical
and macro data contained in
this overview, additional
essays present more specific
perspectives on the Sinhala
and Tamil language press, as
well as a detailed gender
analysis of English language
journalism during the period
under review.

Findings in Summary

1. Sri Lankan newspapers
of the three language media
cater to sets of individuals
who inhabit different worlds
and espouse different
worldviews. Though the
island is so small, yet the
gulf that separates these
language groups appears to
be ever-widening,
particularly between the

Tamil readership and the
rest.

2. An analysis of
reportage on the North-East
war demonstrates that these
differences are not accidental
or innocent but, rather, a
reflection of deep
ideological divergences that
need to be brought to the
surface and addressed
directly for any lasting
solution to the ethnic crisis to
be meaningful and just.
Broadly speaking, the effect
of the Sinhala-English
coverage of the North and
East is to create and nurture
a war mentality, despite
occasional protestations to
the contrary, and to instill the
view that victory against the
LTTE is imminent.

3.  Consideration of the
portrayal of women in the
newspapers, however,
presents a very different
picture in which the
language of publication or
the intended audience makes
little difference to the
entrenched and uncritical
espousal of sexist values that
takes place across the board.
If at all, only certain English
weeklies provide some space
for alternative feminist
perspectives but these in no
way reflect the mainstream
view even in these
newspapers and are merely
tokenist in nature. Nowhere
is this more clear than in the
reporting of rape and other
violence against women.

4.  Even in the description
of the war and its atrocities,
perhaps the only common
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Typeiof Reyort Sinhala Tamil English
Newspapers Newspapers Newspapers
Actual Combat 78 52 36
Arrests
(War-related) 33 09 05
Civilian Issues

(incl. Casualties) 18 18 1%
Refugee Issues 12 10 15
Peqce Talks 14 07 00
Human Rights 03 16 04
Development-Related 04 : 18 02

Frequency of various categories of news reports appearing on the first weeks of March, April and May.

feature is the general
treatment of women -
whether they be civilians or
combatants. However, in the
Sinhala and English press,
gross violence against Tamil
women is virtually condoned
in the name of the prévention
of terrorism. Women of the
minorities in this country,
therefore, carry another
double burden over and
above the one they share
with all those of their gender.

General Overview

In the three months under
review, direct coverage of

the war to the exclusion of
related civilian issues was
the norm in the English and
Sinhala media. The only
exceptions were when
government-generated
reports or statements were
relayed. Civilian concerns,
refugee and humanitarian
issues, and the violation of
human rights were mainly
reported in the "alternative"
Sinhala press - the Yukthiya
and Ravaya - as well as more
recently in the English
weekly, the Weekend
Express. Locally-generated
civilian reports from the
Tamil-speaking North and

East were few and far
between, in sharp contrast to
the many feature articles and
news reports generated in the
name of their Sinhala-
speaking neighbours in the
border areas. The following
Table provides a comparative
overview of the frequency of
the various categories of
news reports for the period
March - May 1997, based on
a sample which comprised
the first week of each month.

Rigorous comparison of the
figures is hampered by the
fact that the number of
newspapers published in
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each language is different.
However, the evidence that
the overwhelming majority
of Development-Related and
Human Rights news items
were covered in the Tamil
papers is telling, as is the
relatively high reportage of
civilian issues, despite the
fact that the least number of
publications appears in
Tamil. In general, the
Sinhala news is dominated
by the war, and here too
mainly its military and
Sinhala civilian aspects. The
huge preponderance of
reports on arrests (of Tamils)
can be explained as the
nurturing of a paranoia that
leads, willy nilly, to the
criminalization of all Tamils.

Ideology and the
Dominant Discourse on

the War
("Feeling Good About
Winning")

Two inter-connected sets of
discursive strategies/
tendencies have been
observed, which taken
together represent the
dominant perceptions of the
war through the eyes of the
mainstream Sinhala
community. The Tamil
perception too, by and large,
reflects an uncritical
nationalism, though there is
clearly less space to
articulate it, and also though
it is reactive to Sinhala
hegemony manifested in all
its overt and covert forms.

(1) The same writer giving
a different emphasis
(sometimes even different

"facts") to a news story to
suit different perceived
audiences.

(2) The differences that
can be seen, on a broad
canvass, of the substance of
English, Sinhala and Tamil
newspapers -

1.1 Writing out the War as a
Success Story

Many analysts have noted
that the Sinhala and English
newspapers play a sort of
"numbers game", echoing the
military and political
hierarchy, in which it is
never admitted that more
soldiers than LTTE cadres
have been killed and/or
injured during any
confrontation. This leads to
utter distortion of the figures
and a breakdown of
credibility. There is universal
acknowledgement that the
armed forces outnumber the
LTTE by more than 10 to 01,
and yet, every single major
encounter in the last three
months is reported by the
press as accounting for
greater LTTE casualties. The
actual numbers cited vary
widely from publication to
publication, and when no
figures are contained in the
report a general statement
describing "heavy Tiger
casualties" is invariably
included. In this respect. The
Sinhala press, by and large,
is worse than the English.
There are even occasions
when the same writer
provides divergent accounts
of the same incident on the
same day to the English and
Sinhala publications of the

same organisation! This is
not, however, a new
phenomenon by any means,
and it has through the years
helped shape the majority
sentiment regarding the war.
For instance, Norman
Palihawadana writing the
lead article in The Island of
November 12th 1993, states
that at least 200 Army and
Navy personnel were killed
by the LTTE in Pooneryn
and Nagathevanthurai on the
previous morning. In the
Divaina of the same day,
however, Palihawadana
writes that 180 have died in
the attack on three camps
(including Sangupidi). The
figures are not the only
discrepancy: the tone of the
two pieces differ as if to
cater to two different sets of
readers, the English more
circumspect and the Sinhala
replete with conjectures and
"unofficial sources". Similar
comparisons can be made in
the period under review as
well.

Such tendencies are greatest
at times of major military
offensives. The Island in its
issue of June 24th contains
the lead story "Troops
capture Pulyankulam" which
celebrates another "success"
of Operation Jayasikurui.
Just below this piece is a
small news item, "Wanni
Tiger chief killed", and the
juxtaposition clearly implies
that the death of the LTTE
leader has come about as a
direct result of the recent
offensive. Only a vigilant
reader will discern the
subterfuge here: the news
item is merely a citation of a

Media Monitor

Digitized by Noolahg@&n Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org

June 1997



University Teachers' for
Human Rights (UTHR)
Report issued on June 7th
(17 days before) which
describes a killing in Jaffna
on February 25th, four
months ago! The only
justification for the timing
and placement of this
inclusion is the desire to
proliferate the successes of
this operation. In fact, at the
time of his death even the
individual concerned

plantations by the LTTE. The

following extract captures
neatly the tone of the entire
piece, both in terms of its
(exaggerated) urgency and
(gratuitous) secrecy, where
the entire effect is created
through redundancy:

“Police sources state that
they have received
information that a group of
male and female LTTE

circus?) in these areas while
sporting secret disguises (are
disguises ever otherwise?)
would be ludicrous but for
the fact that such images lead
to paranoia and systematic
harassment.

The Divaina gave the story a
further twist by emphasizing,
both in the headline and the
body of the text, that the
weapon was found in a

had ceased to be the
LTTE leader for the
Wanni. The ruse was
successful, however, in
that of a class of about
25 first year university
students offering
English as a subject for
the degree, none
noticed the discrepancy
in dates and the
strangeness of the
juxtaposition despite
being asked to read the
two items carefully.

2.1) Difference in reports
on a given day

Take, for instance, the
Lankadeepa of March
18th leads off with an
account of "A Secret
Weapon which Shoots

Bombs, Foundina
Grave at Norwood". There is
no similar report in the
English or Tamil press, and
the Tamil community at
Norwood has no knowledge
whatsoever of such an
incident. The news report
further indicates that a major
operation has been launched
by the Nuwara Eliya Police
to find arms brought to the

cadres trained in warfare
are moving about in the
Norwood and Hatton areas
in secret disguise.” [my
emphasis|

This picture of military-
trained LTTE cadres (aren't
they all?) on the prowl
(stealthily, like thieves in the
night, or openly as in a

Catholic cemetery, by its
emphasis clearly targeting a
Buddhist audience. The
weapon is said to be "very
similar” to an AK 47! Again,
the mysterious is evoked in
the absence of a name or
manufacturer, as if to imply
that the LTTE has a secret
source or that it creates its
own automatic guns.
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2.2) Cumulative differences
over a given period

An analysis of the English,
Sinhala and Tamil
newspapers of a sample
period produced quite
disturbing results. In the
timeframe considered, hardly
any of the main headline
reports of the Tamil paper
made it even to the first page
of the other language
newspapers! In fact, in most
cases, the Tamil lead news
story never

appeared in any of the
English or Sinhala dailies.
Moreover, the front page
lead in the English and
Sinhala papers did not make
it to the Tamil editions, for
obvious reasons, one may
add, as in the instance
outlined above [2.1]. In fact,
the entire tone and focus of
the Sinhala-English
newspapers seems quite alien
to their Tamil counterparts.
There is no real space in the
former for the concerns of
Tamils in the North, for
instance, whereas the latter
does not carry the
government's "success
stories" of the military in
these areas.

Another factor to be
considered in this process of
self-censorship and
ideological determined news
reportage is the devaluing of
civilian and human rights
issues in favour of
sensationalized “terrorist”
stories which ar€ guaranteed
to create a sense of panic and
paranoia. for instance, the
Sunday Times of March 9,

1997 carried the following
account of “Jaffna
Disapperances Continue”
which held that over 6000
Tamil youths had
disappeared while in Army
custody in page two of its
City Edition. This startling
and significant report was,
however, replaced in the
Late City Edition (which is
read by the Colombo-based
international community as
well as influential policy-
makers) by a news item
titled, “Yala hijack: CID
grills ex-officer” which was
a sensationalized account of
an investigation into the
hijacking of the jeep carrying
two tourists sometime
earlier.

The following Table which is
a consideration of North-East
war-related news reports for
the one-week period May 8 -
14, 1997 across the three
media provides a chilling
example of the extent and
depth of these divergences.

(3) These discursive
patterns in turn influence and
are affected by the coverage
of particular issues by the
Media:

3.1) Central Camp Rape &
Murder

The Island of May 22nd
reports that "a 35-year-old-
woman, Koneswari
Murugesupillai had been
raped by a gang of persons
and then killed in Ampara"
under the strange headline:
"Cops rape and kill married
woman?" in which the
question mark seems to raise

doubts about the woman's
civil status when this is of
utter irrelevance to this
horrible crime. The Weekend
Express of May 24th
describes the same event as a
"Gory killing after gang
rape", providing a much
fuller report in which the
police personnel involved are
focussed on; "following the
rape, a hand grenade was
charged after placing it on
her genitals. It is believed
that this was done to
eliminate all evidence of
rape.” The reports in the
Tamil papers are
substantially the same as this
account in the Express

which stands out among
English newspapers in its
coverage of the war. The first
Sinhala report which
appeared about this incident
was in the Janatha on May
19th. This account is so
appalling it needs to be cited
in full: ;

Woman dies in bomb
explosion
Deepal Samarasekera

A woman has died in a bomb
explosion which took place
at a home in Central Camp,
Ampara. The dead woman is
Murugesu Yogeswari.

Police are investigating as to
why a bomb was brought
[gena a:we] to this house.

Thus, the horror of rape and
murder most foul has been
transformed into concern
over the (trumped up)
possible terrorist links of this
woman: in addition to the
general tone of the report,
the use of "gena a:we" in
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Sinhala tends to implicate
the occupants of the house
and not outsiders. Besides,
there is no mention of the
complaint made to the Police
by Yogeswari's husband. The
provision of a by-line lends
the story further credibility
and authenticity. The fact
that this report is not from a
newspaper known for its
racist line, but, on the
contrary, is from the
government-owned,
devolution-oriented Lake
House group makes the
contrast all the more stark.

The Divaina, with none of
the Janatha’s pretensions to
being non-racist, has created
its own version of events,
entirely unsupported by the
facts. In a second page report
on May 21st - despite ample
time to cross-check its
veracity - this incident is
described as follows:

Tiger Shooting at Cemetery

A Police team on guard duty
at the general cemetery of
the Eleventh Colony in the
Amparai Central Camp
Police Division were
successful in repulsing a
terrorist attack at dawn on
the 18th. '

In the ensuing crossfire, a
woman named M.
Guneshwari [sic], a 35-year-
old mother of four, who lived
near the Central Camp
Foreign Liquor Shop, has
died. -

It is only the details about
the dead woman that confirm

this to be the "same"
incident, distorted beyond
recognition. It may be
assumed that the story is a
plant by those (in Amparai)
who have a vested interest in
obfuscating the truth.
Reliance on such sources and
the absence of a reliable
system of verification can
only lead to similar travesties
in the future. A clear index of
their bad faith is the fact that
neither of these papers
thought it fit to publish a
correction (or even a fresh
report), even after
Koneswari's tragedy had
been highlighted by a
collective of over 25
women's groups who
circulated a detailed press
release in both Sinhala and
English.

3.2) Mawadiwembu Incident:
April 5,1997

This is a fairly typical
instance of the distortion
that takes place as a result of
the exclusive reliance on
military sources who clearly
have a vested interest in
misrepresenting the facts. It
is also instructive in that it *
provides a window on the
kinds of participatory
monitoring that is needed in
the Lankan context A news
report in the mainstream
press on April 7, 1997
informed the public that a
terrorist was killed on April
Sth at Mawadiwembu in the
Batticaloa District [see The
Island of that day, for
instance]. The conventional
analysis can show that only
such reports (of casualties in

the war, and preferably
accounts of military
triumphs) are published and
that no other sources other
than military spokesmen are
consulted, that hence the
story is very sketchy, and so
on.

Residents of the area know
better. The circumstances of
the killing according to eye-
witness accounts is that
while two LTTE cadres fled
the area in the wake of
military fire, a youth in the
vicinity was wounded in the
wild shooting. He crawled to
his home (the lad had just
got married ten days
previously) only to be
followed by the Army who
finished him of as he lay
prostrate on the floor, and
then planted the evidence in
order to protect themselves
from blame.

3.3) Chenkaladi
Incident: May 23, 1997

The Thinakkural of May
24th led with the news report
of a "heavy shell attack" in
Chenkaladi the previous day
which killed 4 civilians and
injured 13, as a sequel to the
assassination of a TELO
Eravur Pradeshiya Sabha
member by "unknown
gunmen" at the Chenkaladi
market. According to the
report [confirmed by
independent eye-witness
accounts received by the
Centre for Policy
Alternatives] continuous
shelling from the
Commanthurai Army Camp
in "all four directions"
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Tamil Language Sinhala Language | English Language Comments
Date Papers Papers Papers
10 Reports incl. 02 Reports 03 Reports, incl. No reports in
Withdrawal of including capture ICRC Report on common between
May 8, 1997 Army in Jaffna, of refugee boat humanitarian law | Tamil, Sinhala &
Refugee issues English papers
09.Reports incl. 04 | Nill 02 Reports, incl. As above
May 9, 1997 refugee issues Statement by Gen
Ratwatte
21 Reports incl. 07 Items including | Nill As above
Civilian issues, weapons discovery,
military occupation | refugees fleeing
May 10, 1997 of Vavuniya from LTTE
schools
15 Items : 15 Reports incl. 02 Reports As above
disapperance of Removal of camps
648 youths, killing | in Jaffna and LTTE
May 11, 1997 of civilians in intelligence.
Puliyankulam Morawewa Attack
10 Reports incl. 02 Reports incl. A | 06 Reports incl. One incident in
Morawewa & composite news launch of Opera- common, but
May 12, 1997 Jayasikurui. round up tion Jayasikuru. description differs.
Civilian issues Jayasikurui report
is found in all 3
06 Reports, incl. 06 Reports incl. 01 Report about an | Only Morawewa
May 13,1997 | Morawewaattack | Morawewa attack | Army Deserter attack and Opera-
by LTTE tion Jayasikurui in
common
15 Reports, incl. 07 Reports, incl. 06 Reports, incl.
account of heavy Launch of 04 from Midweek | As above
shelling and Operation Mirror
bombing in Jayasikurui,
Mankulam area, as | Morawewa
cover for troop [Sinhala] civilian
May 14, 1997 movements from accounts, funeral
Vauniya. 30 Tamil of hero
youth arrested in
Palavi. 05 [Tamil]
civilian issues
86 Reports 39 Reports 20 Reports Only Major
Offensives and
TOTALS Attacks are
For Week reported across the
3 language media
b

Comparison of war (military) reports appearing in the newspapers under consideration for the week May 8-14
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commenced immediately
after the shooting. This was
followed by random and
indiscriminate shooting.
Civilians scattered in all
directions in utter panic,
leaving their purchases
strewn all around the
marketplace, and students of
nearby Chenkaladi Maha
Vidyalaya lay prostrate
beneath their desks for the
two-hour duration of this
vicious and meaningless
exercise in destruction. A
vegetable seller and a
coconut shop owner at the
market died in the shelling/
shooting, and among those
admitted to Batticaloa
hospital with serious injuries
was a two-year-old infant.
Though giveri less
prominence and described in
less detail, substantially the
same report appeared in both
the Thinakaran and
Veerakesari, the other Tamil
dailies. The Weekend
Express in a short piece titled
"Bloodbath at Chenkallady
market" adds the information
that the TELO members
were in the process making
"their daily 'collections"
when they were attacked.
According to their
correspondent the Army had
"opened fire
indiscriminately"”. No other
English paper carried the
story at all.

In sharp contrast, the
Janatha of May 24th has a
front page stgry headlined
"TELO Pradeshiya Sabha
member shot dead by Tigers"
under the by-line of no less

than three reporters.
According to this version
[denied by independent
eye-witness accounts and
internally inconsistent], after
the shooting, "in the fierce
confrontation that ensued
between the military and the
terrorists, civilians were
caught in the middle of the
terrorist onslaught and 4 of
them died while 15 were
injured according to the
military" [our emphasis].
The dead are identified as
two children and two male
adults, and the injured as 2
TELO members, 1 soldier
and 12 civilians [in that
order], this time citing Police
sources. The reader is
painted a vivid picture of a
small war at the Chenkaladi
market when the terrorists
attempted to flee after the
assassination, at which time
"the quick response of some
soldiers attached to the
Chenkaladi Army Camp in
fiercely attacking the
terrorists led to a raging
battle." Just in case the odd
sceptical reader is beginning
to wonder at the lack of
LTTE casualties in the face |
of such military heroics, the
concluding paragraph
assures everyone that though
the terrorists fled the scene,
they undoubtedly suffered
heavy casualties due to the
military onslaught!

The state-owned Dinamina
carried a much smaller news
item under the headline
"Three TELO members die
in terrorist attack",
purportedly written by the

Eravur Group
Correspondent, which adds
that one civilian died as a
result of the ensuing
confrontation between the
LTTE and the military. The
report concludes with an
account of the damage
caused to "about 10 houses
[sic]" in the vicinity and
alludes to the fact that the
"Batticaloa - Trincomalee
[sic] Road" was closed for
three hours as a result of the
attack.

Such distortion and
disinformation is the rule,
not the exception. In most
cases the versions are so
divergent as to be almost
unrecognizable. Hence, these
can hardly be classified as
innocent errors based on
inadequate information.
These reports are churned
out in this manner, with
cavalier disregard for
accuracy and even internal
consistency, since they come
within the ideological
comfort zone of the
newspapers concerned.
High-level policy decisions
and grandiose articulations
of non-racism
notwithstanding, it is in these
daily reports and accounts
that devalue the very fabric
of civilian life and dignity in
the North-East (and among
Tamils elsewhere as well)
that the unbridged gulf
between the communities
remain. In short, these
reports lay bare the bad faith
that renders the most lofty
government rhetoric
ineffective, even
misleading i
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How Women “Make the News”

Dharshini Seneviratne

Newspapers are a clear
reflection of the gendered
world within which we live.
If women’s pages in Sri
Lankan newspapers still
continue to propagate the
stereotype of the caring/
nurturing, yet fashion/beauty
conscious woman, other
forms of reportage such as
“hard” news also select
particular “kinds” of news
about women that function to
reinforce this stereotype.
There follows here an
examination of how gender
ideologies determine the
ways in which women are
written about in Sri Lankan
newspapers, and how women
and women’s issues “make
the news”. This “writing” in
turn, shapes perceptions in a
mutually reinforcing process
that establishes these
stereotypes as “natural” and
“cultural”.

l

A comprehensive collection
of news items about women
or significant indirect
reference to women from the
English dailies and weeklies
were analysed for the months
of March, April and May
1997. The focus of this
analysis was the nature of
reportage of rape/sexual
harassment, reportage of

women’s crime and
misbehaviour, and generally
how women “make the
news” only in negative terms
that display an overriding
stress on women'’s
culpability.

Sexual Harassment
and Rape

Compared to Sinhala
newspapers, there were
relatively few cases of rape
being reported as “news” in
the English press. However,
the three months’ samples
provided enough data to
show certain trends in the
reporting of rape/sexual
harassment such as a certain
reluctance to “name” rape,
sensationalizing of content,
the diversion of attention
from the perpetrator to other
“trivial” factors, obscuring
information/ providing
insignificant information, the
portrayal of women (victim
or other) as guilty, and
labelling perpetrators of
sexual harassment (not just
conventionally defined rape)
as “maniac” etc and so
taking away social
responsibility for what are
systemic and brutal forms of
violation against women.

Thirty nine descriptions/
accounts of rape, a few of
them foreign, were identified
during the three months. In
seven of these cases, women
other than the victims were
implicitly/explicitly made
culpable for the action of the
perpetrator. The single
feature length article taken
into consideration here says
of incestual rape (the ratio of
incestual rape victims, girls
to boys, is 12:1 in Sri Lanka,
the article tells us) that an
overriding cause for it is “the
migration of Sri Lankan
women (particularly to the
Middle East) en masse”
which “has left an indelible
impact on the family” (SL
Apr 27’97, p.18) thus
obscuring the culpability of
the MALE “family rapist”.
This kind of newspaper
reporting reflects trends in
research as well where
women’s economic
empowerment through work
abroad is devalued by a
focus on their absence from
homes as carers and
nurturers, which, it is
averred, is their natural and
major role in society.

Again, in the strapline to the
same article, this time on the
rape of a girl by her father, a
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causal relationship is formed
between the act of rape and
her mother’s departure from
the home: “Sonali was only
seven when her mother left,
and as an only child found
herself in her father’s bed
immediately”(!). This
sentence not only implies
that the woman’s place is in
her husband’s bed, but also
presents the child finding
herself in her father’s bed, a
horrible, perverse act, as an
inevitable link in a chain of
events. So the mother’s
departure, rather than the
father’s action, is blamed for
the rape committed against
the daughter. In an adjoining
article titled “Child molested
by uncle” again the woman
1s implicated in the first
paragraph itself. When the
uncle arrived, she had been
“left alone by the mother,
who had gone for a wash in
the nearby public bath”.
This entirely unnecessary
sentence implicitly makes
the mother’s absence, rather
than the uncle’s perversity, a
salient point resulting in the
child’s bad experience.
These are merely a few
examples of how sexual
crimes against children are
reported and indicate a trend
that was found in six more of
the articles examined. Either
the rapist’s wife or victim’s
mother is implicitly blamed
in each of the cases: in an
article titled “Seven year old
girl molested” (SL Apr
20"97, p.2), the final
paragraph tells us that “the
suspect’s wife is working in a
West Asian country”. At least
four reports for the three
months mention the wife’s

long-term absence in cases
of rape. Other than
implicating the wife for her
absence and for the resulting
lack of security in the
household, these asides in
the accounts also have
implications on the general
perception of rape as a
problem to do with lust or
sexuality, rather than power,
domination and cruelty.

The suspect is also labelled a
“married” man in the first
paragraph. What is the
significance of this
description? Does it absolve
bachelors from an equal
culpability?

Another report titled
“Negligence led to sexual
assault” (WE Apr 5-6 ’97,
p.2) explicitly blames the
parents, rather than the
alleged rapist, for the
violation committed against
their tele-drama actress
daughter. Quoting a
policemen with whom the
reporter is apparently in
accord, the report says “It
was negligence by the
parents concerned that had
led to a 24-year-old girl
being recently raped forcibly
inside a house she had gone
to in Welikada, expecting to
meet a youth who had
befriended her”. Are parents,
then, to be held responsible
for an adult female child’s
decision to visit a male
friend? The article ends with
a moralistic warning about
the “cost of negligence” of
parents.

In the news item “Girl elopes
with lover as her father tries

to rape her” (Island Apr 4
"97, p.7) the first paragraph
is an implicatory statement
by the victim: “Sir, my
mother works in a garment
factory in Colombo and I live
with my father. Almost daily
he comes home drunk and
attempts to rape me”. The
statement is indeed an
interesting selection for an
opener! Also, the first part of
the news item headline “Girl
elopes with lover...” takes
away from the horror of the
father’s act and implies that
the woman is sexually active,
even promiscuous.

It is noteworthy and hardly
an accident that women
moving towards economic
autonomy are implicated ~
systematically for crimes
against their families.
Moreover, while the focus
falls on an absent mother, the
perpetrator is relegated to the
margins, and his act is
simply seen as a result of
less-than-ideal family
conditions.

Obscured Facts

It is also telling that news
reports/headlines obscure
crucial information about
rape, or de-emphasize the act
through naming rape in
non-sexual terms. The
economical term “raped” is
in many cases substituted by
“committed the offence” (for
example Isl Apr 7’97, p.3).
The use of the word “molest”
to connote obvious cases of
rape - “Seven year old girl
molested” (SL Apr 20th, 97,
p.2), “Girl molester
remanded” (WE May 24-25
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’97 p.1), “Father further
remanded over molestation
of young girl” (SOb May 25
’97, p.3) (the thyming of the
first two words tend to even
add a comic turn to the
headline!), “child molested
by uncle” (SL Apr 27 °97,
p.18) - tends to de-emphasize
the sexual nature of the
crime, and project an idea
that all that was involved
was a mere physical contact
of a superficial nature, thus
again obscuring male
culpability.

A news item titled “Woman
robbed” (SOb May 04 °97,
p.3) uncannily leaves out the
information in the article that
the perpetrators “sexually
assaulted the housewife (67)
by mutilating her private
parts with a knife”. The
perpetrators are also labelled
“thieves”, entirely
overlooking the shocking
physical mutilation. In this
way, the robbery is given
prominence over the sexual
assault. Rape however, is
not mentioned in this item at
all. In the report of the same
incident in the Island, (May
5°97.p.2) titled “Old woman
raped” however, rape is
specifically mentioned (yet,
how is the woman’s age ,
significant here?). Here,:
though the cut injuries are
mentioned, the fact that they
were inflicted on her sexual
organs is not recorded.

Another headline “Married
man remanded” (SOb Mar
30’97, p.4) again
unnecessarily stresses that
the man was “married”
(implying that he was not

sexually fulfilled by his
wife?) and significantly
leaves out the fact that he has
been remanded for a rape. In
another headline on the case
of alleged rape by a
Trincomalee magistrate, the
title reads “One girl scarred,
the other subjected to rape”
(SOb Mar 9 ’97 p.3) where
the scarring is given
prominence over the rape.

Curiously jarring language
such as “Police Alert for
illegal sex offenders in
Horana” (WE Mar 1-2 97,
p.3) - (are there legal sex
offenders?) and “violent
rape” (Isl May 15 “97 p.1) -
(is there non-violent rape?)
can only be explained as
journalistic/sub-editorial
carelessness.

Maniacs Let Loose

As soon as a newspaper
report calls a sex-offender,
not just a rapist, a maniac/
fiend “Sex maniacs prowling
on city roads increase” (Isl
May 15 ’97), the systemic
nature of these offences
against women in a
patriarchal society become
obscured. This sort of label
also tends to sensationalize
cases of harassment and
fails to recognize the
behaviour of men towards
women as rooted in sexist
ideologies that objectify
women, and this in turn
implicitly frees society at
large from culpability for the
pervasive sexual harassment
of women.

The argument in the article
becomes highly moralistic in

its reference to an immoral
present as in the sentence
“The country has come to
such a pass ... where a
woman cannot travel in a
bus or walk on a road
alone”. The solution offered
at the end of the article in
terms of suggestions by
victims is as follows: “a
meaningful measure to keep
these maniacs at bay would
be to deploy plainclothesmen
in adequate numbers”. What
about addressing ideology,
and awareness creation?
Subjects hardly dealt with in
the mainstream English

press.
Military Rape

Implicating the military/
police in cases of rape in a
context where they are
presented as the patriotic
security mechanism of the
nation comes hard for most
mainstream English
newspapers. The Ampara
rape case of Koneswary
Murugesupillai by cops was
reported on page one of the
Island of May 22 °97, six
days after the incident, but
was titled “Cops rape and
kill married woman?” the
question mark being crucial
in the headline in not making
the cops culpable outright.
And how does the fact that

~ the woman was married

become so significant as to
appear in the headline? The
fact that it is a "married" (i.e
"respectable"/not
promiscuous) woman
perhaps makes her more
deserving of public attention.

Media Monitor

Digitized by I\l()UIdH;%I—OUﬂOaUOI’].
noolaham.org | aav.

ham.org

June 1997



For married women and
"virgins" indeed receive
more sympathy as rape
victims than do sexually
active single women, sex
workers etc., whose very
charges of rape are looked
upon with suspicion. "Rape”,
in their case, would more
often than not be considered
an anomaly, or something
that is at least difficult to
come to terms with.

The same incident as
reported in the Weekend
Express which is less timid
in the reporting of military
crimes (WE May 24-25 °97,
p.3), indicates that there is
little doubt that the crime
was committed by policemen
in civvies.

The Island report also
crucially leaves out the
information contained in the
Weekend Express report that
“following the rape, a hand
grenade was charged after
placing it on her genitals. It
is believed that this was done
to eliminate all evidence of
rape”. Also absent in the
Island report is the
information that “police
personnel at the station
threatened the relatives to
bury the body without having
a postmortem or an inquiry”.
The incident was not
reported in the other
newspapers. Similarly, the
Mylambavely rape incident
in March was reported as a
news item only in the
Weekend Express and
Sunday Leader.

In another report titled “Bail
allowed to army captain on

rape charge” (Isl May 27 *97.
p.1) on the rape of a girl, the
reporter “objectively” reports
on the comments of the
Kandy Additional Magistrate
that “the services of the
captain should be
commended but at the same
time his conduct could not be
approved”. The truism about
his conduct only adds insult
to injury.

Women, Crime and
“Misbehaviour”

The Case of Susanthika

There is a high correlation
between the reporting of
news on women and
relatively minor crimes
including “misbehaviour” in
all the papers under
consideration. The most
prominent misbehaviour
allegation for the three
weeks under review was the
case of Susanthika
Jayasingha, the Olympic
super-poolist, for her
drunken misbehaviour at the
Sports Ministry premises.
Even though some might
argue that it is her status as
celebrity and Asian Games
gold medalist that resulted in
the publicity, it is hardly
likely that such negative
coverage would have
followed if a male athlete
had been reprimanded for
drunken misbehaviour.

The maligning of Susanthika
was consistent in the English
press and four of the eight
reports analysed carried
Susanthika’s picture, and
none of the others. Not a

single of the identified news
items spoke in her defence
other than the commentary
column Cat’s Eye titled
“Demonizing Susanthika”
(Sunlsl May 18 '97) which
recognized the double
standards for women
inherent in both the
punishment and the
publicity. Other news
columns failed to question
the Amateur Athletic
Association (AAA) decision.
In one of the first reports of
the incident appearing in the -
Weekend Express titled
“Alcohol could toll the knell
for them” (May 3 '97, p.1)
the list of “perpetrators”
begins with the two “female”
athletes, although the male
athletes at the scene were far
larger in number. As usual,
gender becomes a crucial
focus when it comes to
women and misbehaviour.
This article also carried a
photograph of Susanthika.

An article appearing in the
Sunday Leader (May 4’97,
p.1) highlights Susanthika’s
guilt with the headline “I’'m
sorry, says Susanthika”. The
article tells us that she
“denies the allegations of
misbehaviour under the
influence of liquor”. The
crux of the article however,
is that Susanthika is
“extremely sorry to have let
down her fans and specially
the Sports Minister”. The
disproportionate nature of
the punishment is again not
recognized by the journalist.
In the only possible
explanation as to why
Susanthika was given the
toughest penalty, a report
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titled “To Reconsider Ban:
Susanthika can Appeal to
DC” (DN May 08 ‘97, p.28)
states that it was “she who
had organized the party
which led to the unruly
behaviour”. Again, in an
article titled “Susanthika fan
club writes” she is
condemned by her fans for
her disappointing behaviour
as a role model for the young
[women?] of Sri Lanka - (Sri
Lankan women shoudn’t
drink?).

This also became an
occasion for the newspapers
to drag out earlier
accusations of drug-taking
from which Susanthika had
clearly been exonerated.

Finally, when the ban was
lifted, the AAA is portrayed
as the magnanimous actor in
granting her a pardon.

Women and Criminality
in General

Criminalisation for minor
offences and misbehaviour
however, victimizes all
women, not only celebrities.
Women are focused on more
for violating codes of
propriety, thus reflecting the
double standards and
different norms of decorum
that operate in society. When
these sexist norms are
violated, women indeed
become newsworthy.

The report on “Woman fined
Rs. 1500 for shouting in
court” (DN May 6 *97, p.7)
would not have been
considered newsworthy if the
perpetrator was a man. For it
is a gross violation of a
(submissive) woman’s code
of behaviour to shout.
Neither would a report on
similar lines as “Magistrate
fines micro-mini wearer” (Isl
May 17 ’97, p.1) focusing on
a man in improper dress have
been considered newsworthy.
Another article titled
“Woman charged with theft”
(DN May 16°97, p.3) is
about the theft of goods
worth Rs. 203 (!) from a
CWE outlet. There were ten
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reports of women involved
in relatively minor crimes or
those in which men are
habitually involved in such
as distilling hooch, minor
fraud, cheating in gold-
selling, heroin dealing,
elopement, losing heavily at
gambling, snatching a chain
in a bus, quarrelling
(couple), and illicit affairs in
the Middle East.

In reporting women’s crime
and misbehaviour, there is a
far bigger chance that the
gender of the “perpetrator”
makes headlines. Headlines
with the agent deleted such
as “Fined for robbery” are
rare in the reporting of
women’s crime, where the
subject is always present,
and if a profession/other
description is given the word
women/female always
precedes it. Ex: “Short shrift
for gambler wife who staked
earrings and lost” (SunIsl
Apr 20’97, p.4) or
“Misappropriation Case:
school’s ex-female (now
male/neuter?) cashier in
custody” or the mention of
“a woman lab assistance and
two men” (Isl May 9 97,
p.2) held for drug trafficking.

Women also form a
larger-than-fair number of
victim reports. Fifty'four
reports of women as victims
were identified for the three
months under review.
Furthermore, the article
"Massacre survivor identifies
two soldiers" (Sunlsl, AP 06
'97, p.2) abqut the military
massacres in Kumarapuram
early last year, is a good
example of the say in which

dominant discourses focus
on women (and children) as
victims: "Magistrate S.A.
Liyanage last month charged
eight soldiers with the mur-
der of 25 Tamil civilians,
including women and chil-
dren, in the village of
Kumarapuram on February
11, 1996." Does the military
act become more condemna-
ble because it involved the
massacre of women and
children, instead of men
only?

A surfeit of reports on the
portrayal of women as
victims tends to detract from
the fact that women can act
as and are effective agents
working positively towards
empowerment. This kind of
“empowering” reports about
women, however, are few
and far between in the news.
Women simply don’t make
the news for small
achievements, they only
make the news for small
slips.

Certain reports on women’s
crime also indicate areas into
which more investigative
journalism has to be done. .
These include servant (child)
abuse/murder by
housewives, (“Killing of
Domestic: Woman in
custody” - DN May 6’97,
p.7; “Teacher alleged to have
burnt servant with hot water”
- Isl May 23’97 p.2; “Breast
for one, boot for another” -
MM May 21 °97, p.2). The
systematic violation of
children’s rights in this way
by housewives and husbands
in many middle-class and

lower-middle-class
households in not
acknowledged as a trend but
an anomaly in the article
“Breast for one, boot for
another”, where the reporter
expresses surprise at what
s/he sees as a “dual
personality” of a mother with
“babe in arms” who
ill-treated a 10-year old
domestic. Child exploitation
and its relationship to power,
and the fact that it is largely
housewives who are seen as
the guilty party in domestic
child beatings, needs to be
further examined.

It should be noted moreover,
that focusing on individual
incidents in the way that
news reporting does has
implications on the way in
which these crimes are
perceived as abnormal/
uncommon incidents by
readers. Rape, sexual
harassment, child labour in
households all occur
systemically and appear in
the news only if some
sensational incident can be
focused on, or according to
the whims of those selecting
news items. It is crucial that
trends seen in newspaper
reports are followed up by
feature-length articles that
address the issue rather than
the incident. ¥

(DN-Daily News, Isl-Island,
SOb-Sunday Observer,
Sunlsl-Sunday Island,
ST-Sunday Times, SL-Sunday
Leader, WE-Weekend
Express, MM-Midweek
Mirror)
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Feminism and Women'’s

Issues in the Press

Dharshini Seneviratne

This article will analyse the
dominant trends pertaining to
women’s issues in the
newspapers, and show how a
general antipathy towards the
label “feminism” and all
things connected has
implications on the approach
to issues.

Certainly, recent years have
seen a shift in the manner in
which women’s issues are
handled, and what can be
termed a “liberal approach”
is seen in articles on sexual
harassment, women’s rights
in the workplace and on
non-skilled labour abroad,
women'’s participation in
electoral politics, women’s
reproductive rights etc.
These issues are being
focused on more
comprehensively than
before, thanks to direct and
indirect feminist
interventions both here and
abroad in creating gender '
awareness. However,a
certain hostility towards
feminist thought, and a
reluctance to deal with
radical feminist concepts
limits the way in which
journalism has so far been
able to address gender issues.

The English dailies, the
Daily News and Island, and

the weeklies, The Sunday
Observer, Sunday Times,
Sunday Island, Sunday
Leader, Weekend Express
and Midweek Mirror were
analysed for women'’s issues
for the three months of
March, April and May 1997.
A considerable portion of the
articles appeared in the
newspapers’ respective
women’s pages. Foreign
articles will also be dealt
with in this analysis, as
foreign sources remain
significant contributors on
women’s issues.

Women’s Pages

Women’s pages continue to
reflect the sexist stereotyping
of women, where the largest
space is devoted to beauty/
fashion/recipes. Interestingly
enough, Sunday Observer’s
Woman has, in recent times,
given priority to the Mr.
World contest in Sri Lanka
(female voyeurism?) as well
as considerable space to
children’s issues.

Sexism is also apparent in
the titles of women’s pages.
The Daily News editorial
board seems to be oblivious
to the fact that the sexist
slogan for their page

“Women and Leisure” is a
jarring juxtaposition. Again,
in the Sunday Leader
women’s issues are crowded
together with society and
crossword, “society”
indirectly implying women,
fashion and perhaps
“gossip”. Other such
women’s pages include the
Sunday Island’s Women, and
the daily Island’s weekly
Focus on Women appearing
on Fridays. All the above
page notably lack an
awareness about current
issues that are affecting
women’s lives in Sri Lanka,
other than for sporadic
articles on sexual harrasment
of women in public places
and violence against women
in the homefront.The
Weekend Express’s Culture
and Grooming, though
gender-neutral in its title, has
a clear focus on women’s
beauty and hair care etc.
while the Sunday Times
does not have a regular
women’s column.

The most commendable
among women’s pages/
columns is the Sunday
Island’s commentary-style
Cat’s Eye and the Midweek
Mirror’s Women. Cat’s Eye,
using an overtly feminist
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Woman's Pages : Frequency by subject Category

Sunday Sunday Sunday Daily News | Daily Island

Observer Island Leader Women and Focus

Woman Women | Women/Society, Leisure Women

/Cross word

Beauty/fashion/Cookery 50% 58% 26% 37% 14%
Woman's Issues 11% 21% 53% 39% 57%
Profiles/organizations etcl 9% 11% 11% 11% 14%
Children 13% - - - -
Mr.World etc 8% - - - -
Other 9% 11% 1% 13% 14%

Decimals have been rounded off to the nearest round number.
Articles falling under the category "Issues" does not necessarily mean they are positive from a feminist perspective. The
Sunday Island's "Cat's Eye", the Midweek Mirror's "Women" and the Weekend Express "Culture and Grooming" were
not included in the above categorization because of the largely uniform nature of subject matter in those columns as
pertaining to these categories. What is categorized as "Men's Issues" were all news items and photo spreads of Mr. World

and Mr. Model contests.

discourse, is perhaps the only
column that deals with the
issues of power, family,
personal relationships and
ideology. Concerns focused
on during the period March
to May included women’s
rights as human rights,
women’s reproductive rights,
women’s participation in
electoral politics and forms
of women’s oppression
including oppression'in the
domestic sphere. It was the
only women'’s column in the
English papers for example,
which spoke out against
what it called the
“demonizing of Susanthika”
in the now ngtorious drunken
behaviour case of the woman
sports star (see How Women
Make the News in this issue).

The Midweek Mirror’s
Women also steers away
from the ambit of the run-of-
the-mill women’s pages. Its
strong point lies in its focus
on current issues dealt with
in an investigative manner.
Topics in the three months
under review included .
women'’s labour issues,
women’s empowerment
through unionization, women
and education, women
breaking professional
boundaries etc. The delays in
the Ministry of Women’s
Affairs to accord legal
recognition to the Women’s
Charter were also dealt with
recently.

Empowering portrayals of
women such as the story of
Jayanthi, a FTZ worker who

took to trade union action
amidst severe violence
against her by authorities is a
refreshing indication of the
column’s steering away from
the conventional
“victimologies” about
women. But the contents of
the article is also an
indication of the institutional
terrorism in the FTZ as well
as loopholes in legal
mechanisms that prevent
these women from seeking
redress.

Feminism in the Press

Among the articles that came
under review both within and
without the women’s pages,
there were at least 16
feature-length items that
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negated the achievements of
feminism, including four
obvious “feminist bashers”.

. An article titled “Women
cast aside feminism” (SL
Apr 27,°97, p.20) from the
London Sunday Times
rejects the notion that
women see themselves
through their gender (even
through the article ends with
the statement that 46% of the
women said “women were
naturally superior to men”)
and mentions the “successful
battle for equality” as one
that has been fought and
won, rather than seeing this
battle as an ongoing process,
with negligible success in
many contexts. The article
goes on to describe how
women are ‘“choosing” to be
mothers, and that job
security is prioritized by
women over job satisfaction.
That the latter could well be
out of financial necessity
rather than choice is not
mentioned.

In the Sunday Island of May
3rd 97, a foreign article
titled “The tide is turning”
similarly discredits feminism
in statements such as “A
leading academic contends
that contrary to feminist
assertions, women across
Europe who have the choice,
often prefer to stay home to
care for their children, and
that this demonstrates a
natural desire to be a
homemaker”. The role that
internalized patriarchal
ideologies have jn this kind
of female response is not
addressed. Nor is the notion
of “choice” as one being

made within clearly
demarcated constraints and
inequalities discussed. The

of these pieces are used to

as rarities amidst a plethora
of feminist perspectives is

Local articles in women’s
pages too play on women’s
superiority in the caring
sphere and sometimes
implies that the gender war
has been fought and won.
Hostility towards feminism,
particularly radical

article meant to
commemorate International
Women’s Day (ST Mar 9
“97 p.9) which

a statement of “a self-
confessed adherent of the
feminist movement” who
calls marriage “legalized
prostitution”. The clearly
assymmetrical gender

referred to in such

point is that the “foreigness”

lend them credibility, and the
fact that they are to be found

hidden from the local reader.

feminism, is displayed in one

disapprovingly comments on

relationships within marriage

some aggressive force out to
destroy the system. Radical
feminism’s concept of
patriarchy and its analysis of
how personal relations
become political issues of
power, and its opening up of
issues such as women’s
subordination in domestic
and intimate social relations
are shoved aside in its
ridicule of individual
statements. The trend here is
also common in its tendency
to attack feminist
personalities rather than
address issues.

Another article titled
“Woman, woman’s own
enemy” (DN Mar 22’97,
p.15) says of an unnamed
feminist conference “There
was the more than the usual
jargon about female
discrimination, with almost
verbal diarrhoea about the
participants’ own
experiences in their work
places”. The phrase “verbal
diarrhoea” again has the
derogatory impact of

statements is not
discussed. The
article goes on to
term labels such as
patriarchy
“jargon”.
Statements such as
these which
abound in Sri
Lankan
newspapers belittle
significant
contributions made
to the
understanding of
gender relations by
radical feminism
and perceives it as
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“jargon” and stresses the
perceived excess and
incontinence of the ideas
dealt with at the conference.

The hostility towards radical
feminism and its concepts of
female oppression in the
personal sphere is clear in
local journalism’s failure to
commit itself to issues such
as desegregating the
gendered division of labour,
particularly when it comes to
homemaking and child care.
There is a tacit assumption
that the kitchen is the
woman’s place as implied in
the article “How the food
war can be fought in out
kitchens” appearing in a
sporadic column entitled
Focus on Women (DN Apr
19’97 p.8). Another overtly
sexist article titled “Working
mums blamed for children’s
failures” (SL Mar 2 *97,
p.22) again puts the onus of
child care on the mother
without considering
alternatives. The article tells
us that “more women return
to work as early as possible,
and rely on daycare and
nannies to bring up their
children”. So it is mothers
who are guilty, not the
parents. Furthermore, the
article goes on to sanction
the comment that “very often
women work full-time
because they have to keep
the family afloat”. The fact
that this is only an option
arising out of necessity,
rather than aechoice, because
of the double burden foisted
on married working women,
is not dealt with.

“Mother’s Day” saw a
profusion of articles that
celebrated the woman’s role
as mother with very few of
them acknowledging the
oppression inherent in
“mothering”. One refreshing
exception to the usually
glorifying articles was
“Mothers are unsung heroes”
(SOb May 11’97, p.31)
which recognised female
labour in the home for the
oppression that it is, while
addressing issues such as
maternal mortality, women’s
right to choice in family
planning and other
reproductive rights issues.
The article also offered
alternative social and
institutional formations to
reduce the burden of child
care usually placed on
women including
suggestions for paternal
leave and créches. Very few
other articles reviewed for
the three months
acknowledged a woman’s
equal right to full-time work
in this way. However,
articles on maternal care,
maternal mortality, STDs
and motherhood etc.
appeared on Mother’s Day.

The problem with these
kinds of articles appearing
on commemoration days is
that issues are trotted out
superficially for the day, and
become tokenisms that are
largely forgotten for the rest
of the year. This means a
lack of investigative
reporting on these issues and
therefore a lack of intensive
treatment of specific issues
such as paternal care etc.
There is also a signal

absence of policy and legal
related considerations on
these topics.

If motherhood is so
idealized, perhaps it is a
natural extension of this
ideology that perceives
women working towards
economic independence and
professional success as
aggressive and unpleasant.
At least three articles
appearing within these three
months demonized or
negatively portrayed women
in this way. The article “The
tide is turning” goes on to
write about the
“power-suited 1980s
stereotype” (of course, still
the exception in reality) and
“superwoman’ image as
images women now want to
shed, and the piece “Woman,
woman’s own enemy’ talks
about back-stabbing in the
higher echelons of work
places and of “fire spitting
from the eyes (repeated
elsewhere in the article as
well) of certain women at the

“top”. These women are later

called “the big women
dragons” who consistently
discourage female applicants
to what the writer calls a
“queer” course in Higher
Studies for women. It is
interesting that back-biting,
perhaps a pervasive
phenomenon in professional
spheres, is seen as a
“woman-thing”. The article
also talks of these women
and their “crocodile tears
shed on the starving women
in our rural villages”, and
how one female organizer of
a conference “descended”
on the writer
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“Assyrian-style”. If Sri
Lanka’s feminist intellectuals
are in actuality alienated
from the grassroot levels of
the country, there are more
productive ways in which
this issue can be
approached. The report,
incidentally, is by a woman.

The threat to male
dominance posed by
changing gender relations is
again apparent in a foreign
article titled “Men reduced to
sex objects as women sate
lust for power” (Isl Mar 16
’97, p.12). Demos, an
independent think tank, in its
studies has concluded, as the
opening sentence tells us,
that “Men could become
shadows of their former
selves over the next decade
as women become more
confident and dominate the
workplace”. The fear of such
an advent where patriarchy
has existed for millenia and
1s doomed to exist for years
to come, is, to say the least,
paranoia. The article goes on
to say, “as women,
convinced of their
superiority, become addicted
to power and success, the
Government may have to
introduce special measures
fo help men find work”.
Naturally, this leads to
expressed fears about
“weakened families, and the
rising financial demands on
fathers”. The report, again,
is by a woman.

Limited Approaches: A
Sample Aralysis

Lack of regard for/awareness
of feminist concepts in

journalism has also resulted
in issues being inadequately
dealt with. For example, the
criminalization of sex work
in the numerous news reports
about brothel raids are
extended to feature articles
such as “Dust up for brothel
busters” (SL Apr 27 *97
p.17) which mentions brothel
raids and effective laws to
bring perpetrators to book.
All these reports and articles
see an “ideal” future in
which no brothels will exist.
Sri Lankan journalism is thus
a clear indication that even
though reports will go on to
lament the victimization of
women sex workers at the
hands of pimps and the threat
of STDs, that society/
journalists fail to see that no
effective protection for both
the sex worker and the client
can be discussed as long it is
an “illegal trade”. The article
“Prostitution fosters
corruption: Women or
merchandise?” (WE Mar 22-
23’97, p.7) comments on the
existence of corruption
within brothels as an
indicator of the “state of
lawlessness” within society.
Again, the stress is on
“deterring prostitution”. If
sex work is a crime,
furthermore, how is it that
none of the 8 reports
examined recorded the
arrests of male clients who
are clearly participants in the
“misdemeanour”?

Such criminalization of sex
work puts this journalistic
approach in direct opposition
to feminist stances on the
issue. For feminists and:

social activists continue to
stress the importance of
governmental and
non-governmental
intervention in regulating sex
work establishments to curb
the exploitation of sex
workers as well as to control
the spread of STDs including
HIV/AIDS, unlikely tasks as
long as sex work is relegated
to the underworld.

Working out fully the
implications of feminist
thought in journalistic pieces
is yet considered too risky in
mainstream Sri Lankan
journalism at best, and
entirely rejected as irreverent
and immoral at worst. But
real social change will only
be possible when institutions
and individuals make a
sustained effort towards
change by handling issues
from a humanitarian and
practical perspective with a
strong feminsit agenda and
takes into consideration the
impact of sexist ideologies in
shaping our perceptions of
womanhood and related
issues. It can all begin,
however, only when
journalists/society is able to
strip feminism of its negative
connotations and is able to
make use of the concepts
available through it. §

{(DN-Daily News, Isl-Island,
SOb-Sunday Observer,
ST-Sunday Times,
Sunlsl-Sunday Island,
SL-Sunday Leader,
WE-Weekend Express,
MM-Midweek Mirror)
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