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EdltOI’ ,S Longform

Eight years ago, I saw a small ad in the Friday
magazine of The Daily Star which changed
the course of my life—for better or worse. The
Star, it said, was looking for a feature writer. I
had never imagined myself as a writer, much
less a journalist, but I was overtaken that day
by a curious desire to apply for a position.

I thus penned an elaborate application,
justifying why the magazine was the best

fit for a young anthropologist interested in
making sense of and telling stories about

the world. | remember writing, with great
conviction, how only in the magazine

one could be a storyteller, a journalist and
anthropologist all at once.

Eight years of being an ‘accidental’
journalist later, I can say with certainty that
[ stayed in this profession because of those
early days at the magazine and what it taught
me about what journalism could be. It was
why I took up the position of editor at Star
Weekend years later, after the magazine had
been reduced to a tabloid, a shadow of its
former self. It is why I write, even at this
penultimate hour of the final final issue of the
Friday magazine (as we know it), there is hope
for journalism still.

Journalism, at its best, is a way of seeing,
interpreting and interrogating the complex
world that we inhabit. Yet, so often, print
journalism in this country is reduced to a
500-word ‘breaking’ story with no ‘before’
and ‘after’, as if an event exists in a vacuum
and can be made sense of without context,
without multiplicity of voices and without
any acknowledgement of our own implication
in the story. At Star Weekend, we warned
ourselves against such simplification—reality
was nuanced, and the stories we told had to
be as well.

And we weren't interested in the kind of
apolitical storytelling that is fashionable in
certain elite circles in Dhaka these days—
we believed in having a point of view, a
pro-people, pro-worker, pro-women, pro-
minorities, pro-environment, pro-democracy,
pro-freedom point of view. We tried to
constantly interrogate our own privileges,
operating as we did within an elite English
newspaper, and made conscious efforts to
address our class bias in the kind of stories
we did and how we did them. We tried to be
ethical in our representations—of survivors
of violence, of sexual and ethnic minorities,
of the people who trusted us to tell their
stories—and reflexive about the role of the
media in perpetuating harmful stereotypes
and hierarchies. We spent many a Tuesday
afternoon debating the politics of an image
or the usage of a vernacular—we wanted to
be deliberate as well as responsible in our
choices. If we faltered, as we must have, we ask
today for your forgiveness.

We were luckier perhaps than our
colleagues in the newsroom who are so
caught up in the aggressive cycle of breaking
news and day to day events in an increasingly
chaotic socio-political climate that they
could easily begrudge us for the week we got
to spend pursuing and honing a story. We
were luckier too than our colleagues in the
editorial section who have the difficult job of
saying what needs to be said without actually
saying it in so many words. In many ways,
it was our distance from the newsroom that

gave us more freedom to experiment, push
the boundaries of censorship and curate a
platform in which critical and politically
conscious public opinion was a driving force.
We weren't always successful—constrained

as we were by a lack of resources, increasing
commodification of the media and intolerant
state and non-state machineries—but, hey, at
least we tried.

We had to deal with our fair share of
criticism as well. Our 1ssues, we were told,
were not glamorous enough to attract
advertisers. We wore it as a badge of honour.
Among other things, it meant we had the
freedom to fill up our issues with what we
thought was worth informing the public
about, instead of nice, glossy photos of
products masked as content. Despite repeated
requests, we politely (and at times not so
politely) refused to succumb to PR requests.
As we count down to the end, at least we can
say we remained true to our ideals... and
what's so unglamorous about that?

Yet others said: no one wants to read sad
things on a weekend. We did have more than
our share of “sad” stories. It was, in fact, a
running joke in our department—give us a
happy story and we'll make sure to find the
saddest, goriest or most illegal angle in it.
Then again, what could we do if the world
we inhabited was a cruel one, one in which
three-year-olds are raped by their uncles,
stone crushers slowly die of silicosis, workers
are systematically robbed of their dues and
mangrove forests are sacrificed for illogical
greed? We tried to balance the inevitable
sadness of life under late capitalism with a
dash of humour and satire, a splash of travel,
and a generous serving of literary and art
criticism, book reviews and cultural analysis.
But we didn’t believe in the kind of feel-
good journalism that has become the trend
these days, especially in supplements and
magazines, which provide a welcoming slate
for guilt-free consumption. We wrote about
the world we saw and wanted to change—we
were interested in interrogating taken-for-
granted structures of power, bringing to
public memory what would otherwise be
lost, and exploring our own complicities in
sustaining the status quo. We knew our stories
could never compete with Shakib Khan's big
personal family reveal, cricket hero Shakib Al
Hasan's holiday escapade or Kate Middleton's
green shalwar kameez—they needed to be
told, nonetheless.

The world is changing fast, and journalism,
in this country and worldwide, is struggling to
catch up. In a bid to stay afloat and relevant,
media houses around the world are being
forced to downsize—many esteemed outlets
have had to close down their print editions,
many have gone out of business altogether.
Even well-known and respected newspapers
such The Guardian, which has an estimated
38 million unique visitors per day compared
to a print circulation of just 200,000 copies,
haven't yet figured out how to make up for
lost print revenues without compromising
their journalistic ethics. In our part of the
world, print still remains—and will remain for
some time more—the staple, but newspapers
are already struggling to hold on to ad
revenues, failing to garner adequate revenues
through its digital editions, and losing a big

chunk of its advertisers to digital platforms
such as Facebook. Some are beginning to
downsize—The Daily Star itself is having to
reduce the number of pages in print and slash
its supplements in half, a move that has left
many of us who started our careers in print,
anxious about the future.

The newsroom is having to adapt, too.
Gone are the days of 24-hour news cycles—in
order to remain relevant, it now has to deliver
on the hour while still curating original
content for print the next day. Not only
must it now compete with the numerous TV
news channels airing events as they unfold
in real time, but also with a proliferation of
unprofessional digital platforms who simply
copy-paste breaking news from mainstream
sites and run sensationalised click-baits,
even fake news, to boost their page views. As
established media houses navigate increasingly
stringent digital laws and state surveillance,
such digital platforms can get away without
even the most basic of verification processes.

Under the circumstances, newsrooms have
no choice but to evolve. Yet the harsh truth is,
evolution requires investment—investment
in human resources, newer technologies and
innovative ideas. It involves taking risks and
experimenting with forms and platforms in
ways we had never envisioned before. But as
is often the case, when one is struggling to
stay competitive, cost-cutting, not investment,
becomes the mantra of the day. It's a classic
chicken-and-egg situation: do you survive first
so you can invest later, or do you invest now
so you can survive later? The route each media
house takes from hereon will determine its
future course.

As for Star Weekend, and why it’s closing
down, there’s no simple answer. On our end,
it was no longer possible to do the kind of
in-depth journalism that we wanted to do
within the constraints of what was forced to
become an eight-page print publication (a
significant portion of which was expected
to be filled with advertisements to make it
financially feasible). With an understaffed and
resource-starved team, we too were getting
frustrated about always being on the sidelines
when we were doing investigative stories and
in-depth analysis that we felt needed sustained
funding and space within the “mainframe”.
It's not just newsrooms, but news, too, which
must evolve, as consumer tastes change and
become more sophisticated and global. Unlike
what we initially feared (and what many still
mistakenly believe), younger audiences do
actually care about the news, even if they no
longer want to consume it in the same form
that traditional news outlets in Bangladesh
have been delivering it. If we are to compete,
we can no longer simply to do a 500-word
story that is already yesterday’s evening news
written in terse and tired language. We must
provide investigative stories, incisive analysis,
infographics, data stories, and innovative
platforms to engage audiences. But beyond,
readers increasingly want specialised content
that reflect their choices and aspirations—and
that includes reviews, art features, longforms,
literary non-fiction, travel stories and more.
It's time for the news, in other words, to reflect
more of the magazine.
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