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Media Ownership and Islam
' Dr. Samina Yaqoob'

Media is defined as the transmission of information
without a doubt, dealing with culture or community' and most
often involving government and citizens. Media carries shared
cultural understandings and social relationships. With the
introduction of dramas in the Ancient World, the media came
into existence, which was later developed into newspapers
around 1612 C.E. Ultimately it was in the 19™ century that the
newspapers reached mass audience directly.

Media serves the public by educating them about the
government, private, corporate and other related issues to the
extent that some consider the concentration of media ownership
to be a grave threat. Since media is used for advocacy in
religion, business and social concerns, enrichment, education
and entertainment, therefore, its ownership is a vital issue.
Besides, Media and its access is determined by two important
and interrelated factors: the pattern of media ownership and
the bundle of rights accompanying ownership. In the words of
Napolean Bonaparte, “I fear the newspapers more than a
hundred thousand bayonets” *

Media ownership is a delicate matter because media
connects an individual to the world thereby plays a crucial role
in forming and reflecting public opinion; implants a multitude
of cultural influences on the society which often carries a strong
and influential message; is responsible for structuring and
shaping the religio-cultural lives of the people and comes up
with either the good or bad depiction of the people.

In this paper a humble attempt has been made to
concentrate on Media QOwnership, Pattern and Rights vis-a-vis
Islam. In the words of Patrick Hendriks,

* Contractual Lecturer, 8.H Institute of Islamic Studies, University of Kashmir,
Srinagar, 190006.
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“The main purpose of the framework that will be
~ explicated here is to gain a better understanding of
the possibilities of governments to set and pursue
political, sociocultural, and economic objectives.”

Media ownership is a way to control the dissemination of
information. It came into existence with the development of
newspapers in the early 19* century. The 20" century witnessed
a wide range of ownership rules to be strictly followed by the
media including ownership of radio and television networks,
as well as film studios, publishing houses and more recently
internet and other forms of multimedia companies.

The ownership and strategy of media have been a special
concern for the policy makers because there are numerous goals
to be attained through freedom of expression®. The governments
are trying a lot to give considerable attention to the means
through which they might influence the activities and output of
the media. The concern, in turn, has brought with it certain
policy measures such as the special tax regulation, subsidies,
the allowing of price cartels, and (cross-) ownership regulation.
But the primary concept is that of freedom of communication.

Media ownership rules are devoted to determine how news
media frames information because it affects the public opinion
and is responsible for the interpretation of issues and Media
functions as unfolding events brought attention to new issues.
In this context it is believed that people want more information
than what media provides during the disruption of the crisis®.
Some people become totally dependent upon the media during
Crisis $O it is important to keep an eye on the reporting®. The
six functions have been postulated that the media performs
during a crisis: 1) warning of predicted or impending disasters:
2) conveying information to officials, relief agencies, and the
public; 3) charting the progress of relief and recovery; 4)
dramatizing lessons learned for the purpose of future
preparedness; 5) taking part in long-term public education
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programs; and 6) defining slow-onset problems as crises or
disasters.”

In the recent years media ownership has gained much
attention and has become a highly visible, and highly politicized,
communications policy issue. The communication researchers
are left with an opportunity to contribute to media ownership
policy. Meanwhile, the various political scientists demand the
control of dissemination of information to maximize the military
and political advantage to the governments. Still the media
industry may not be satisfied with the media ownership rules
because the industry demands relaxation in rules, which would
consolidate them, allow them to compete and preserve and value
their struggle.®

Media ownership is the term synonymically used with
media consolidation. It is used when small conglomerates or
corporate houses own the media. These houses are said to view
consolidation as detrimental, dangerous, or otherwise
problematic only to characterize ownership structure of mass
media industries. The importance of media ownership is
recognized when media corporates are in a very small number
and consequently, number of things follow:

1) The media is commercialized and sponsors drive the
market to which the media shows its loyalty including
advertisers and government rather than to the public
interest.

ii) The media entertains fewer opinions and voices of
the general public.

iii)  The minorities and others are barred from the open
opportunities of making their voice reach the public.

v} The commercial media is more concentrating on
market-based competition rather than innovation.’

The media has created an arena in which groups compete
with each other for exposure. Every media channel, newspaper,
etc. are affiliated with some organization, government, non-
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government and there has been an increase in the advocacy
because media performance is another issue to be addressed.

The economists examine the media ownership
concentration in terms of its relationship to the ideological
content within the society!®. Napoli suggested that there has
already occurred some transition and thus recognizes that
“Media ownership is much more than an economic issue. This
recognition comes after a prolonged period in which
policymakers focused primarily on economic policy objectives
and, consequently, relied almost exclusively on economic
analysis in their decision making in this area”™.

The government is responsible for media ownership rules
and policies because it provides conditions for freedom of
communication: “offering of a wide range of voices and
responding to a wide ranging demand”'?. Questions regarding
the nature of media content and the factors affecting its
production are becoming more central to media ownership
policy, particularly in relation to assessing the diversity
importance of different information sources".

‘Media ownership is a dangerous trend as it decreases the
quality and diversity of information. It, of course, puts the
information, news and entertainment into a wide range of
censorship. This censorship is sometimes due to the pressure
from advertisers, sponsors or its parent company. Many a times,
reporters are seen with their stories being edited to an extent
beyond the recognition because they expose the sponsors or its
parent company.'4

In contrary, the primary purpose of the first amendment
to the US constitution®) as per the academicians, was to
encourage a free press as political agitator evidenced by the
famous quote from US President Thomas Jefferson, “The only
security of all is in a free press. The force of public opinion
cannot be resisted when permitted freely to be expressed. The
agitation it produces must be submitted to. It is necessary, to
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keep the waters pure”!s,

The origin of freedom of speech and expression has a long
history and dates back to the 7% century where evidences prove
that freedom of speech was first used, declared and implemented
upon by Prophet Muhammad (SAAS) and then stressed upon
by Caliph Umar (R.A.) in the form of media!” In the Abbasid
Caliphate period also, freedom of speech was declared an
important entity by al-Hashimi (a cousin of Caliph al-Ma’mun)
in a letter to one of the religious opponents he was attempting
to convert through reason'®. According to George Makdisi and
Hugh Goddard, “the idea of academic freedom” in universities
was “modelled on Islamic custom” as practiced in the medieval
madrasah system from the Sth century'®,

Even the earliest human rights documents like the British
Magna Carta® of 1215 and The Declaration of the Rights of
Man® of 1789, a key document of the French Revolution® do
recognize the freedom of speech and give due importance to it.

The right to freedom of speech is recognized as a human
right. Freedom of speech, or the freedom of expression, is
recognized in international and regional human rights law?. The
Universal Declaration of Human Rights® states;

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and
expression; this right includes freedom to hold
opinions without interference, and impart
information and ideas throngh any media regardless
of frontiers?s,

Media provides an opportunity to speak freely without
any boundaries or limitations. Freedom of speech and freedom
of expression through verbal speech or any other act of
imparting information or ideas, do not have any connotation.
In the contemporary times, the freedom of speech is expressed
through various aspects:

. The right to seek information and ideas;

2. the right to receive information and ideas;
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3.  the right to impart information and ideas®.

Noam Chomsky, a renowned linguist and political scientist
of the contemporary times says, about it as following:

If you believe in freedom of speech, you believe in
freedom of speech for views you don’t like. Stalin
and Hitler, for example, were dictators in favor of
freedom of speech for views they liked only, If
you’re in favor of freedom of speech, that means
you’re in favor of freedom of speech precisely for
views you despise?’.

Media ownership is meant for constitutional or statutory
protections pertaining to the media and published materials.
With respect to governmental information, any government
distinguishes which materials are public or protected from
disclosure to the public based on classification of information
as sensitive, classified or secret and being otherwise protected
from disclosure due to relevance of the information to
protecting the national interest. Many governments are also
subject to sunshine laws?® or freedom of information legislation
that are used to define the ambit of national interest.

An Islamic analysis of the term media made the researcher
to explain that the Qur‘an has referred to television, video and
other modern day instruments with hundred percent accuracy.
The Qur‘anic terms lahw al-hadith®® (Pastime of Discourse)
encompasses all these things. It is a known fact that from the
first to eighth century of the Islamic era, nobody could even
think about the mention of modern day technologies in the
Qur‘an. In the words of Nazrul Hafiz Nadvi, “Even Shaykh al-
Islam ibn Taymiyyah could not imagine the vast meaning of
this term™*, In the words of Sulaiman Osho,

There is no doubt that the Islamic principle of
information dissemination was used by the early
Mus!ims to promote human civilization in
[Baghdad,] Egypt, Iraq and among others, Cordova
in Spain. But Western civilization has made the
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mass media fall drastically into the pitfall of
inaccuracy, sensationalism, promotion of crime and
nudity, slanting and manipulation of news,
defamation of characters, editionalization and
sentimentalism?®

There is no doubt that the mass media today is
Western in content, orientation and delivery, but it
has roots in Muslim civilization. The term
magazine, for example, took its name from the
Arabic word majala or maghla which means
‘dissemination’. The mass media today represents
what the Western civilization stands for %

In the Qur‘anic reference the scholars divide the media
into three branches: Repetition, modernity and reminder,
including the constant assessment of the dg '/ (preacher) about
its propagation. The two pillars of Truthfulness and Integrity
are formed the basis and pattern of media by the Quran.® Islam
lays the foundation of a just mass media. This means that the
media must be fair and objective in all the times *

The Islamic concept of media explains that communication
is the basis of human existence. The power of communication
has lead to create the universe and mankind®. Media is a brain
child of communication and is meant to convey the true
information to the people in addition to informing, educating,
entertaining and interpreting opinions, The attributes of being
truthful, honest, accurate, independent and objective are the
principles of Islam and the pending directions for media. Thus,
media should not be in-line with creation of confusion, chaos
and controversy,3

As per the Qur‘anic injunctions, the objectives of the
media should be to promote love and brotherhood between
different groups and sections of humanity, It should always
incite harmony among minorities and majorities, airing slogans
of friendship to reduce any ethnic, regional, national or religious
differences. It should be widely used to confess the mistakes
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and work in the broader interests of humanity, full of peace
and justice. It must be based on construction rather than
destruction. Its aim should be to prohibit the people from evils
and call them towards piety and good. The self-respect of the
people should be taken full care of.*’

The media should be impartial in disseminating the truth
and highlight the real issues and problems. The media should
strive at the reformation of the individual and building and
organization of the healthy society and should not be engaged
in trade alone®®. The Islamic view of mass media presupposes
that the disseminating information should be good, pure and
undiluted. As man is the vicegerent (Kha-li-fah) of Allah on
earth to make the world a better place, he has to be a harbinger
of good information for societal good.* For information has to
be informal, Islam prescribes principles of media on the basis
of accuracy, honesty, fairness, sincerity and legality.”® These
principles are meant to act as a guide for the media. In Islam
the functions, duties and activities of media should be based on
public good, human welfare, unique human dignity and
reverences, human freedom and rights.*! There are certain don’ts
as well that Islam has specified as the areas to be avoided by
the mass media agencies which include defamation,
serisationalism, lying, ambiguities, indecencies, promotion of
gambling, alcohol, tobacco and drugs.*

To conclude it is important to remember that politics is
not the only agenda that media can deal with, but there are
other aspects like delivering news, information and most of all
entertainment to the society as well®. The different attitudes,
beliefs, and emotions are evoked through media and thus its
behaviour should not be less than the perceived reality to
promote in the words of Entman “particular problem definition,
causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and treatment-
recommendation for the item described”.* One of the
threatening episodes in the history of media is seen in the form
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of media being looked as a business model. It definitely deals
with the financial aspect but at the same time creates confusions
due to its being finance-oriented. The developed countries have
an upper hand over the media and disseminate the information
the way they want. There is no doubt that if the media ownership
is executed without any prejudices, favours, discrimination, bias
and narrow-mindeduess, the world will progress on healthy
humanistic lines.
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