Thoughts on news media’s role in Nepal’s
democratic process

-- Sten T. Brand
Introduction

This paper explores media’s role in the wake of 2998
Constituent Assembly (CA) Election in Nepal. Thepgawill
first discuss some important concepts within theldfi of
political science, and then it will move on to ingorate
communication theory. After underlining the consgpthe
paper will focus on one particular research stumyu$ing on
access to information and how this relates to ualkéit and
knowledge among villagers ahead of the 2008 CAtielec
Finally it will discuss the findings and conclusion

Why democracy

Access to information plays a significant role lire tsuccess of
participatory democracy. Press freedom is the key t
transparency, in that it provides the public witformation on
government action and policy, and keeping up wike t
principles of “good governance.” Democracy as emfaf
governance has often been described as the beast d6r
governance in terms of development. The Indianolsch
Amartya Sen argues for democracy, in the sensadividual
rights and liberties, and he underlines its impwéain that
“democracy has to be seen as a creating a sepoftopities...
and their effectiveness would depend on how theg ar
exercised” (Sen, 1999, p.155). In other words, dhecess of
democracy depends on a broad involvement of thégoub

Democracy in itself could be argued to go agaiostas justice
because it relies on majority rule. IDemocratic Justice
Political scientist lan Shapiro has tried to ddserhow these
two concepts interfere with each other. The wagdonter the
interference between democracy and social justice iplace
democracy in the center of social relations so thstribution
of authority becomes the focal point and not disttion of
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assets. The reason for thinking of justice and deany in the
context of this article is that the democratic gsxin Nepal
was fueled by injustice and belief in that demacrahange
would end autocratic rule that is viewed as thesoaafor the
injustice.

Shapiro asks why democratic justice is importart s@eks to
prove it by giving examples of how the concept efmdcracy
has been used by revolutionaries in past revolstibte points
to the fall of the Soviets Union and the Easterrrofaan
communist states, where the revolutionaries comynshared
resentment to the communist system and used theabpqr
democracy as way to end the system. He pointsetcetid of
apartheid in South Africa where those who fought fo
democracy identified it with ending apartheid (19992). This
idea of using the concept democracy as the meafightovhat
iS seen as unjust is relevant for what has happenétkepal
with the decade long insurgency and the uprisingpofl 2006.
The fight against autocratic rule by King Gyanendvas
organized and fought by political parties and gsotimat have
labeled their struggle against the king as a fighdemocracy.
The implication with this systematic use of the @ept,
according to Shapiro, is that “[t]he imperativeget rid of it [an
oppressive system] inevitably shaped their peroaptof what
democracy is about,” and the problems that ariserwthe
opposition comes to power is that “[b]ecause deatacideals
are forged out of reactive struggles... on ascentbngower,
democratic oppositions bear the antithetical traxfdbe orders
they replace” (1999, p.2). Thus, traits of the ardtic rule
might be transmitted to the new political leadgpshi

Like Sen, Shapiro has a sense of what democracypsn@aey
both agree on the function of democracy in the & system of
opportunities, or in Shapiro's own words “a subpede
foundational good, designed to shape the power riiioa of
collective activities without subverting their l&égiate
purpose.“ Nepal has been through democratic chamgése
past without changing the injustice suffered bgédasentiments
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of its people. This frustration, Shapiro explaiissdue to the
fact that “...achieving political democracy does goarantee
broad advances toward greater social justice” mesgases it
might even lead to an opposite outcome, this in teads to
popular descent in democratic conviction. The emgé is to
discover a form of democracy that promotes just{t899, p.
18-19)

Media and democracy

Communication scholar Ralph Negrine emphasizegdtee of

the media in democracy through is woBommunication of

Palitics. Looking at the media role in a historical contex,
brings back the thoughts of the former Director-&ah of
BBC, Charles Curran, who believed that the broaédcasrole
was to gain public interest in pubic issues, sméoease public
understanding.

Negrine argues that Curran’s view of media’s puepaflects
the postwar period in which public broadcasters aagénse of
mission in contrast to the modern commercializedsmaedia.
The concept “public sphere” represents the stractfr the
media that provide the public with relevant infotroa that
will affect the public good. The ideal liberal pigdhkphere is a
structure consisting of equally well-informed eiest allowing
for rational discussion making and that is capaifleesolving
differences without using “non-coercive means.” Baell-
informed entities, Curran meant individuals who madeived
sufficient information and were able to take egpait in the
public discussion. In the real world this is umdered by
corporate and political ownership and influence cihbften is
the reality of mass media institutions. The publitere that is
created by the mass media institutions is undemnime the
media itself in that it requires the institutiorts ¢hoose what
relevant and important information is.

Negrine discards the earlier thinking of Curran doethe
changes that took place in Curran’s Great Britaimmf the
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sixties until now. A society that was characteribgd'cohesion
and stability” has become much more diversified trad there
has been a fundamental change in the organizatiothab
society (Negrine, 1996, p. 4). But the modern Bhitsociety
that Negrine describes is very different from tiohttoday's
Nepal. Nepal is not only in a post-war period, bl#o in the
middle of a process of transition from autocratider to
representative democracy. In that respect it igddnmentally
important for the media to create the public spherghich the
citizens are well-informed and participate in raab
discussions.

Distribution of information relies on the quality the media
system, meaning that the probability of informedizens

depends on the effectiveness of the media. Thudianpdaces a
lot of responsibility on itself in ensuring a fuitctal

democratic process. This in turn leaves little rdtten to the
wishes, desires or requirements of individual eitiz. Negrine
argues that “little consideration is given to chesgvithin the
structure and processes of government which ngtlonits the

effectiveness of the media but also raises impogaestions
about the rationale of participation in the politisystem itself”
(ibid)

There is, according to Negrine, an alarming trenthé western
democracy where non-elected bodies have taken over
traditional government responsibilities leadingléss control
by the elected representatives of the people lgavie citizens
with less power to make decisions and thereforeo als
undermining the role to the citizens in taking part the
democratic process. The implication that Negrinerseto is
that the relationship between the citizens and peeple in
power has become too complex to be illustrated. riNeg
mentions what he calls the “supra-national body¢' $tructure
that regulates all domestic and social activity ensb vast that

it is difficult to identify who is responsible farhat, this in turn
creates problems for the media that have to kesk of who,
where, what and why. Negrine coins this situatgndifficult
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but crucial, because in this view the media is oasjble for
highlighting concerns and issues relevant to thepleeso that
they can put pressure on the government and otbwenful
organizations. “In these ways, the media take @igaificant
role to articulate, to organize, to voice opiniarfsthe public
and to force others to act.” This role differs frohe intended
role of the “public sphere” where the main reasotoicreate a
“forum for rational debate” (ibid). What Negrineshdescribed
here is what | think of as the fourth estate, dret keeps the
others accountable, and is crucial for the workings
democracy.

Negrine correctly points out that in the modernegyoance the
media has to articulate public concern in ordetelep check on
the governing bodies (ibid). As a consequence oflia®
growing responsibilities, it becomes important t@K at the
media institutions and ask if they are ready tol dsah
monitoring a wider area of governance and foregeblems
that will arise in the future.

Communication research

What is increasingly important is to explore reaséor why
this function sometimes fails and what the conseges are for
the people involved. A study exploring the functioh the
media as an information provider in rural Nepal &odv lack
of information affects rural people’s attitude amttlerstanding
of the democratic process was conducted a few ragaribr to
the Constituent Assembly election in 2008. The liypsis
stated that “Access to accurate and informativermétion in
the village will determine what attitude its menbenold
towards the CA election and their understanding of
democracy.”

The objectives of this particular research was grilpto prove
or disprove the importance of providing informatiém the
villagers and its effect on creating political aemess and
understanding of the Constituent Assembly elect®etondly,
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to see how access to or lack of information afféotsvillager's

attitude concerning the CA. Finally, it sought ieclbse factors
that undermine the villager’s right to accuratemiation.

The research had specific questions concerningatserble in
the election process. Several questions were n@aadestsure
access to different types of media, like newspapadio and
television. Some questions were raised to measardetel of
trust towards the media, and the issue concermagéafety of
people working in the media.

The research strategy combining qualitative andntifagive
methods of data collection was applied to get apeee
understanding of the situation in two geographjcadind
culturally different districts of Nepal. The segly consisted of
a survey, semi-structured interviews and field olet#ons in
selected villages in Rasuwa and Nawalparasi distiievo
hundred and seventy nine voters participated irstimeey. The
results were triangulated and conclusions to theeaech
qguestions were made based on these results. €hbvdirk
lasted from the end of October to middle of Decemib&007,
during a period of politicalpheaval and civil unrest.

Research findings

The findings concluded that literacy and localeyptha major
role in people’s attitude and knowledge of the &bec
Villagers in the Rasuwa district who had less asdesTV,
radio, and newspapers than the villagers in Nawa$fpawere
less interested, more negative, and in generaialidinderstand
the purpose of the CA election and what impactatuld have
on Nepali governance. Also economic status and eyepldyed
a significant role, the survey revealed that potiiterate
women had less knowledge and cared less aboutlébgoa.
Even though the percentage of people undergoirgr watining
programs was more than double in Rasuwa than in
Nawalparasi, they scored lower on attitude and Kkedge. By
summarizing the results, it becomes clear that medicess
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played a more significant role than the governmantd NGO-
run voter training programs. Another interestingdfing in the
survey was that most literate participants supportbe
statement that media was biased, as opposed teratk
participants.

Sources of information
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Interviews with key informants such as politiciangmbers of
women groups and journalists were included in gsearch to
supplement the quantitative results. When askiraqutihccess
to information in the villages, the Maoists saiattipeople in
general were not ready for the election at thatetirihe
journalists mentioned illiteracy, limited reach,opocoverage
due to violence and lack of proper journalistidrirag as major
contribution to poor access of information. Madhesh
Janaadhikar Forum (MJF) blamed Maoists for dentiger
political parties access to the villages, and tlenen’s group
representatives said that they lacked represeetatin the
media and therefore lacked coverage of women'gssund a
voice in the media. According to the Nepali CongrésiC)
representative, people in general had been readytHe
election, but they had been denied to vote by theiMs.
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Conclusion

The election was carried out on 10 April 2008. e Tdutcome
of the election came as a surprise to many pdlitinalysts and
opinion makers, the traditionally large partiestsas the NC
and the Communist Party of Nepal (United Marxishinest)
suffered an unexpected defeat, as the new pauids &s the
Maoists and the MJF came out on top. The researeh gome
insight to why the media failed in predicting th&é@me.

The research result concluded that access to iatimshapes
the villager’'s views on the election in either nigaor positive
way, that the villagers in general did not know theaning of
Constituent Assembly election at the time of theesasch. It
revealed general lack of respect for journalistsomgn
individuals and groups. It points to the fact thaany

journalists are not following ethical codes of cootdfor media
professional, either due to lack of training orificdl motive.

Other reasons for biased media reporting coulddosed by a
relatively low circulation that causes the medidleiuto seek
funding elsewhere, thereby jeopardizing their jaligtic

integrity.

Reporters were not present in the villages durmgresearch,
and the groups, like the MJF, complained about eoias
coverage. The observation suggests that the madidepal,
which hve limited reach in rural areas, are notrawaf the
reality people living in the villages and therefevere unable to
predict the outcome of the election.

The World Press Freedom Day was celebrated in M#82
The focus was on freedom of expression, access and
empowerment. The Director-General of UNESCO, Kaihi
Matsuura, delivered a speech in Kathmandu for tteasion

that was relevant for the research. He emphasimedhe
importance of freedom of the press and the access t
information and how these principles build into tbeerall
development objective of empowerment. How givingie
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information so that they can gain control over ttHisies, and
making them able to participate in the democraapubh

engagement in public debates, or holding theirasgmtatives
accountable does not happen by itself. The medi@ané be
professional, independent, pluralistic and free BHEO works
with four key principles: “freedom of expressionuatjty

education for all, universal access to informati@amd

knowledge, and respect for linguistic diversity.NBSCO
2008)

The comments made by the Director-General are mb¢ o
significant in the context of Nepal, but in a glblsense.

Although the research has shown that communicaganh in

the rural areas is very often missing, the qualityeporting is

also lacking, which in turn causes a general ladk o
understanding of the democratic system. The CA tielec
brought hopes for a more stable political situatioth a strong
rule of law. International organization, such asBE8CO, has
been doing important work in spreading communitglioain

Nepal. However, the main responsibility should leced on
the politicians and the media to improve communcat
channels, education, and foster political awarerassng all
Nepalese. This paper has presented a few impassues that
have implication for political awareness relatedrfmrmation

access among rural people in Nepal during a tingeafocratic
change.
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