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Mass media-ting East Timor

® Globalisation does not homogenise the media, and the media do not
homogenise the public. And the public is not always aware of this,

he attainment of independence in

East Timor and the subsequent

damage in Australia-Indonesia

relations attest to the power of the
mass media. This is not about who owns,
or controls, them. Obviously, it is not the
mass media that delivered independence
to the East Timorese or been solely re-
sponsible for the animosity between Can-
berra and Jakarta. But one can say that
in both countries the media have been
equally pro-active and powerfully provoca-
tive, if in different ways.

The aftermath of the vote for indepen-
dence in August reminds me of what I
saw in the Australian media and on the
streets in 1991. On Nov 12 that year, In-
donesian troops opened fire at unarmed
youths staging a peaceful demonstration
near the Santa Cruz cemetery. The im-
pact of the violence on the prospect for
East Timor’s independence, and the con-
trast between Indonesia’s reactions to this
incident and that in 1999 underscore the
extent to which the mass media play a
role in history. This is different from and
independent of the issues of information
manipulation.

By no means was the Santa Cruz inci-
dent the worst atrocity committed in East
Timor. Nonetheless, it was the first to
draw the world’s attention to the troubled
territory after more than 15 years of silence
and neglect, thanks to a journalist’s video
recording of the brutality that day. It was
beamed across the globe for the next sev-
eral weeks. This global media mediation
distinguishes the fate of the post-1991
East Timorese struggle from earlier ones,
and from others in no less violence-strick-
en areas such, as Aceh and Irian Jaya.

East Timor has not been the same. Nei-
ther has Indonesia nor Australia. Inde-
pendence for the half-island became in-
evitable; it was only a matter of time.

In Indonesia, President Suharto estab-
lished the unprecedented National Com-
mission of Human Rights, in response to
international pressure. The commission’s
operation in subsequent years was more
far-reaching and radical than anticipated
by Suharto and hlS foreign critics alike.
Likewise, the mass media can be more
active and important than the owners and
journalists intend.

To be sociable in Australia after Santa
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Cruz, conversations necessarily had to in-
clude the East Timor issue, apart from
the mainstay, sport.

Soon after the Santa Cruz killings, pro-
testers in Australia attacked the Indone-
sian embassy and consulates. The In-
donesian flag was burned in one or two
such demonstrations. There was picketing
and a boycott campaign against the na-
tional carrier, Garuda. Maritime unions re-
fused to unload ships with Indonesian
flags.

All these recurred in 1999 - soon after
East Timorese voted for independence,
and the pro-Jakarta militias rampaged
through the island in retaliation against
its defeat. The significant difference is
that in 1991 there was no counter-attack
against the Australian High Commission
in Indonesia, no burning of the Australian
flag by Indonesians, no patriotic volun-
teers to go to war against Australia, as
happened in Java this September.

The Santa Cruz incident did not catch
the Indonesian public imagination. The
footage was definitely inaccessible. There
were some marginal and dull reports in the
press, mainly about how some foreign
journalists allegedly made incredible ac-
cusations about political tension in the
little-known East Timor. The increasing-
ly militant student movements were too
preoccupied with other more “domestic” is-
sues in challenging the central govern-
ment’s moral authority.

The fall of Suharto, many believed, was
a prerequisite for other changes, of which
East Timor question was a part. Under-
standably, in 1991 neither the Indonesian
government nor the nationalist segments
within the media industry launched any
propaganda campaigns to mobilise na-
tionalist sentiment to counter interna-
tional criticism, little of which filtered
through to the Indonesian public.

The Indonesia I visited in September,
this years, was different.

The media actively produced images,
analyses and comment on East Timor.
The double emphases in television and
newsprint were on human suffering of the

' refugees as innocent victims of the vote for

independence, and the' generous assis-
tance that the humane Indonesian gov-
ernment offered to rescue them. Addi-
tional reports referred to the orgy of

burning of Indonesian flags in Australia,
of the harassment that Indonesian citi-
zens endured in public places there, of
the various wild accusations that the Aus-
tralian media made to bring disrepute to
Indonesia in the international forum, the
hypocrisy of Australian foreign policy, and
of the aggressiveness of Australian sol-
diers in dealing with captives taken by
the International Forces for East Timor (In-
terfet).

The point is not what the truth is, or
what could have been distorted, and who
is responsible for it. It is the magic power
of the evasive media, and the public’s un-
reserved willingness to make an immediate
response to what the media inform them
about the world. Globalisation does not
homogenise the media, and the media do
not homogenise the public. And the pub-
lic is not always aware of this.

An American friend asked me disap-
pointedly why pro-democracy student
movements in Indonesia did not turn out
in their millions to attack their government
for what happened in East Timor. He must
have been watching CNN attentively, and
assumed that Indonesians not only
watched the same reports but also re-
ceived them in similar ways. Another In-
donesian friend based in Australia ex-
pressed his frustration at the way the
Indonesian intelligentsia responded to the
crisis in East Timor by attacking Aus-
tralia and burning the Australian flag. In
a published essay, he asked in earnest:
“Don’t they see on television the violence
in East Timor?”

You are what you watch in the mass
media. Or more accurately, what mass
media give you to watch. Australians are
no less susceptible than their Indonesian
or American counterparts to the mass
media, which can never fully and only tell
the truth — or lies. That is not in the na-
ture of the media, We cannot blame them
for this, This isg different and separate
from the issues of ownership, editorial
control and information manipulation. If
anything, it is the public’s expectations
of and its susceptibility to this technolo-
gy that, hopefully, will change. .. ., ..
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