Reaping Bali's bitter harvest.

Article published in Sunday Independent, and Sunday Tribune: 20 October 2002.

Beaches and bloodshed will be the new iconography of Bali, the Indonesian island that hitherto signified peace and styled itself the “navel of the world”. 

More broadly, the shockwaves emanating from the symbolism of last Saturday’s attack will reach shores all around the world, and with longterm effects. 

I sat in on a seminar in Bali six weeks ago. It was the anniversary of the September 11 attacks in the USA, yet we felt far away from the Twin Tower infernos of 2001. No longer. 

I was in Bali then with a group of media folk from four continents assembled together by the US-based Aspen Institute and the Ford Foundation. Our talk was whether September 11 had changed the world – or only the USA.  Up for debate was how much the “war on terror” elicited a shared meaning and commitment around the globe. 

Among the viewpoints we considered was that published by US media commentator, Leonard R Sussman. In his words, “Before September 11, it was not clear whether the war declared by Islamic extremists encompassed the entire globe. After 9/11 there could be no doubt. By striking at various targets in the United States, the terrorists were announcing that they could strike at any country or any people they deemed an enemy of Islam.”

Those of us at the Aspen seminar who hailed from outside the USA gave little credence to Sussman’s claim. After all, we argued, what was September 11 if not primarily an attack on key symbols of US power – military and financial?

For us, even the terrible civilian tolls in the 1998 Nairobi and Dar es Salaam bombings did not obscure the fact that the target of the attacks was US power. The hundreds of non-US citizens killed and maimed in all these mega-league bombings were the bystander casualties of a wider conflict. 

It now appears that we were wrong and that Bali forces us, belatedly, to agree with Sussman’s analysis. 

With last weekend’s beachfront blasts “in paradise”, we have another well-chosen media spectacle, and once again with hundreds of non-US victims. But what makes Bali different from what has gone before is that the targets this time were unambiguously wider than Washington and its symbols. Instead, the attacks declare outright that any Western-patronised holiday resort, anywhere, is vulnerable. 

In other words, a symbol of US power is not now a prerequisite for an attack. Correlatively an absence thereof is not a guarantee of safety. So, 

no matter the character of your government, and certainly no matter that the welfare of your citizens may depend on tourism, your exposure in principle is as great as whether you work near Wall Street or on a US military base. 

For Westerners, the message of Bali is clear: don’t leave home. For non-Westerners, it is this: you are risking your own lives by hosting tourists from First World countries. 

This is a wake-up call for those South Africans who have been crowing over the past year about this country becoming a safe haven for Western tourists. Our influx of sightseers won’t completely dry up after Bali, yet it would be utopian to expect that the numbers will be unaffected. 

Worse could lie ahead. Since Bali, we have no reason to think that South Africa – nation of Nelson Mandela and the democratic miracle, and leader in the Non-Aligned Movement and the African Union – is excluded from possible attack. 

If the bombers can do it in Bali, they can buckle beachfronts in Durban. Or blow up Cape Town’s cable car in transit. Our incipient tourism industry – on which huge national hopes are pinned – would be damaged for a decade.

Bali is a deeply spiritual place and its tradition has been to cremate the dead. Grotesquely, there’s no need to do so for many of the victims of last Saturday’s attacks. Few would-be tourists to the territory will forget the images and accounts of bodies charred beyond recognition. 

For the Balinese people left with stress and trauma, there is also going to be a major struggle for economic survival.  Their locality was one of the few mass tourist destinations that retained its customs and dignity instead of commodifying its culture. Which was probably why the island retained its attraction. 

Beaches are to be had in Spain, Australia, Florida – but the estimated one million tourists who came each year liked Bali for its people. Now that the visitors are cancelling, the territory’s vibrant – but dependent - service economy will be sent into tailspin. 

If the bombers considered this consequence, they either dismissed it as a price to pay – or, more likely, they believed it to be a desirable objective. I’d like to say “Go figure” on that one, but the perpetrators presumably would have a logic somewhere in this. 

There is serious significance in the Bali attacks for South Africa. And this includes another issue alongside the terrorism vs tourism scenario. This is security vs democracy. 

After last weekend, the Balinese will also have to struggle with increased authoritarianism as the Indonesian authorities introduce new security curbs. 

Part of the Aspen seminar in Bali was about how countries worldwide had exploited 9/11 to clamp down on all manner of dissidence. Moscow did it in regard to Chechniya, Tel Aviv with the Palestinians. 

One seminar participant told how even in the US, one university library had begun destroying borrowers’ selection records in order to avoid the privacy infringements that would happen if the FBI requisitioned data on who was taking out what books. 

“A global McCarthyism using Information Technology,” was her assessment.

I learnt in Bali that it was not unique that South Africa post 9/11 had tabled new, and potentially problematic, laws on terrorism and eavesdropping on electronic conversations. 

Also noted in the discussion was how, alongside the increased legal constriction of liberties after September 11, the climate for free discussion had been chilled in many places around the world.  

Participants described how questioning orthodoxies in Washington was sometimes painted as treachery, and how some US government officials now saw media as a tool to be used for international diplomacy. I was reminded of South African politicians suggesting that this country’s reporters should drop their independent role in favour of emulating their US counterparts “coming to the patriotic party.”

In Indonesia itself, even a government attempt to promote religious tolerance after 9/11 ran into trouble. A campaign slogan of “Islam has many colours” had to be withdrawn in the face of complaints that “Islam was one”. 

In sum, the Aspen talks in Bali concluded that for journalists worldwide, September 11’s impact on freedom of expression was highly negative.

If that was the outcome of 9/11, the era after Bali is likely to see a further deterioration in democratic freedoms worldwide. There are, after all, more-genuine reasons now for governments to consider prioritizing security at the expense of freedoms.

While few people want bombs to go off in public places, it is highly debatable whether Big Brother measures are the solution.  Instead, experience shows that such responses bring their own dangers and unpredictable dynamics. 

For journalists therefore, the Aspen seminar in Bali concluded, the challenge is to keep the flag of open debate flying high. The media need to promote knowledge and understanding across extremes, and to work with civil society to cherish and protect those democratic freedoms coming under pressure. 

What doesn’t help, one Aspen participant highlighted, is when market-driven journalism seeks to dramatise stories by seeking out diametrically opposed views – so that the only Moslems who get represented, for instance, are extreme individuals. 

This point resonated this week as I read the lead sentence of a page one report in an Eastern Cape paper: “In an outrage that shocked the world, Muslim terrorists set off three bombs in a tourist paradise …”

Crude branding by the media, whether religious or racial, feeds into cycles of violence and revenge. In the process, any original reasons for conflicts and differences get horrendously amplified. Under the resulting rubble, new grievances and angers pile up, rendering resolution even more difficult.

It was 25 years ago this weekend that the South African government stamped out two newspapers and 17 opposition organisations. It would certainly be a sad thing if the anniversary of that action coincided with increasing fetters on free expression. 

It would also be tragic if the media underplayed this trend or – worse, lent support to it. 

Instead, there’s a vital role for journalists to play in debating alternatives to a “war against terrorism” and in fostering understanding amongst the various sides. 

Bali bids journalists to redouble their efforts to promote dialogue and to defend democracy. This invocation is all the more urgent as war in Iraq looms and yet more hatreds are sowed. 
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