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Only the plot was his. The rest of MNS chief Raj Thackeray's ethnic drama was played out to the fullest by dozens of ratings- hungry TV channels

A
FEW injured foot soldiers, three
broken taxis, some torn Bhojpuri
film posters, a cracked clock at
the Taximen Union's office and a
bottle thrown into Amitabh
Bachchan's compound. That's all

it took to set off a wave of panic across Mum-
bai, a wave that ended with the arrests of two
top politicians earlier this week.

Why did hardy Mumbaikars, so used to ca-
tastrophes, bombings and terror attacks, react
with such fear to a handful of unarmed politi-
cal activists?

Says Kumar Ketkar, editor of Loksatta, "No-
body was stabbed, no one was shot, no taxi was
burnt and no North Indian restaurants were at-
tacked. But the electronic media and the Hindi
channels in particular, played the footage of
these scenes as if another Gujarat were taking
place in Mumbai, when the violence was really
contained to one part of Shivaji Park."

And yet, there has been a very real and very
bloody fall-out of this virtual war — the deaths
of two innocent bystanders in other parts of
Maharashtra.

The way it was
In post-liberal India then, where television is a
Rs 300 billion industry and a new channel ex-
plodes across our screens every day, Maharash-
tra Navnirman Sena (MNS) chief
Raj Thackeray has hit upon a strate-
gy to help catapult his hitherto un-
known regional party into the na-
tional consciousness. Make a few
fiery statements, incite a couple of
incidents of small-scale rioting and
then sit back and watch the drama —
its intensity and scale magnified
many times over by the media — un-
fold on your set-top box.

Thirty years ago, when his uncle
Balasaheb Thackeray, did not have
the luxury of cable televison, his
army of Shiv Sainiks had to go on an
Udipi-restaurant-burning rampage (resulting
in the deaths of 70 people) to achieve the same
result.

Raj Thackeray, on the other hand, realised
that he was sitting on a political pot of gold the
day the media latched on to the story of the
brawl between his MNS supporters and the
Samajwadi Party. From there on, it was just a
question of using a frenzied media in overdrive

in the smartest way possible.
A press photographer who does not want to

be named explains how the media was manipu-
lated. "The next day, on February 4, we heard

the news channels had got a call
telling them to follow a group of
four activists because 'some-
thing was going to happen'.
When they began attacking
taxis, there were nine camera-
men and only four MNS activists.
It was a full production for the
media."

On February 5, a group of MNS
supporters broke into Bhojpuri
film producer Manoj Tiwari's of-
fice and damaged a few glass

panes. When the cameras arrived, they smiled
and posed willingly for the flashbulbs.

And a country glued to its TV screens bought
it all.

There are currently as many television
households in India as there are in the United
States and that number goes up by 25 per cent
each year. The war for TRPs and eyeballs- has
never been fiercer, and news channels know

that violence sells. In the week that ended with
Raj Thackeray's arrest, TRP figures for Hindi
news channels rose by 0.9 points (see box). Says
Joint Commissioner of Police KL Prasad: "The
news clip of a taxi being broken at
Dadar was being shown a week af-
ter it happened as if it was breaking
news. Channels were playing to the
gallery to improve ratings."

The channel bosses, however, are
quick to counter Prasad's argu-
ment. "The electronic media is just
a soft target for those who are un-
able to face the reality of the situa-
tion. At the end of the day, no one at
a television channel asked the MNS
to break taxis, throw stones or burn
buses," insists Rajdeep Sardesai, ed-
itor-in-chief of CNN-IBN. They ad-
mit, though, that, much like in the West, it is
now easy for politicians to insidiously manage
and manipulate the media. "Whenever a party
mob goes to blacken someone's face, they call
the media first. But it's still our job to show
what is actually happening," argues Rajiv Ba-
jaj, vice president of Sahara Samay.

The MNS, however discovered that their
made-for-television action script may not have

gone exactly as planned. In the media jamboree
that followed Thackeray's statements, the par-
ty has managed to alienate an entire vote bank,
and it is now vociferously placing the blame
square on the media's shoulders. "The media
paralysed the city and created an atmosphere
of fear. The violence in Nashik would've

stopped if it weren't for the chan-
nels," claims the party's general
secretary, Nitin Sardesai.

Message, not the media
How long before a movie like Wag
the Dog (in which a beleaguered
American President facing elec-
tions creates a fictional war to
distract the public) becomes a re-
ality in our own drawing rooms?
And how far before political spin
specialists (like Labour's Alastair
Campbell) become more impor-
tant than policy makers?

The most noticeable fallout of this entire
episode though, say media watchers like
Ketkar, is that the Indian viewer has begun to
distrust the media. "People now realise that
channels present grossly inaccurate accounts
of the truth. Soon no one will bat an eyelid the
next time a political party decides to go beat up
one person and call it a riot."
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ON GROUND ZERO (From
left) MNS workers thrash a
Samajwadi Party worker at
the Shivaji Park rally.
Police lathicharge MNS
workers outside Shivaji
Park last Sunday. A taxi
bears the brunt of violence
at the rally
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MOBOCRACY Another scene of violence outside the Pratap cinema. (Right) MNS workers take it
out on a person attending the Samajwadi Party rally in Dadar

' The electronic
media is just a

soft target for those
who are unable to
face the reality. No
one at a TV channel
asked the MNS to
break taxis, throw
stones or burn
buses.'
RAJDEEP SARDESAI,
Editor-in-chief, CNN-IBN

Playing to the gallery

" People now re-
alise that chan-

nels present grossly
inaccurate accounts
of the truth. Soon no
one will bat an eyelid
when a political par-
ty decides to beat
up one person
and call it a riot."
KUMAR KETKAR,
Editor, Loksatta


