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Media Representation of the Iraqui Conflict

by Kali D. Cyrus, Autumn, 2004


At first choosing a topic for this paper seemed inconceivable, as I am a science major and I am not up to date with political or other current issues that may be occurring globally. Suddenly I realized that the best topic was constantly paraded in front of my  eyes, every time my homepage signed on to cnn.com, or every time I turned on the television-war. Images of the American soldier and the War on Terror seemed to be everywhere.  The newspapers and magazines were filled with articles and images of the War in Iraq.  I was so used to seeing these images that I had never stopped to question them.  I was watching television one day and a special about the war came on MTV.  The special documented the life of an Arab-American soldier, and his journey to war.  It explored the internal conflict he had as an immigrant to America, in having to choose between his heritage and his new nationality.  He spoke of the difficulties he faced in his life as a Lebanese person growing up in America and how difficult it was for his parents to accept the fact that he wanted to fight for America against other Arab people.  

This special immediately reminded me that out of in all the images that I had seen in the newspapers and magazines about the war, not one of them spoke to the issues that this soldier was dealing with.  I feel that the images that are provided to the American public about this war create a picture of war that is not quite the reality. I believe this is true in the case of America's war on terrorism.  America has been given a version of the story-truth by the media which is regulated by the government.  I think the media has encouraged America to accept this truth as opposed to the actual reality of what is happening overseas.  The only way the public will accept this story-truth is if the media can create a picture perfect image of the war by allowing the public to see some things and shielding others from view.  


Therefore, I decided to focus on media representations on the Iraqi conflict since September 11th.  I chose to use newspapers to find images of soldiers because they are daily publications and they provide information to the American people everyday.  I discuss those images that we do not see in the media, and the role that that the government has had in these decisions and why.  I also mention the trend of more positive media representations in the beginning of the war. Finally, I cite recent occurrences of isolated incidents, which are the opposite of the previous perfect picture of war that the media had painted for America. These will all show that the media has provided inaccurate portrayals of the war on terrorism, and has sometimes presented the facts in a biased way. 

New Precedent for Media Access During a War

One could argue that the lack of freedom of the media is the main reason why the news may not always be representative of the reality of the war on terrorism. This mainly stems from the media’s right of access to information, which conflicts with the goals of the military during a time of war. The media's claims are made on the basis of the public's right to know and are inconsistent with the military's desire to win a war, do so with minimum casualties, and ensure public support. Therefore the media’s portrayal of bloody engagements and body bags may cost the military valuable public support and the government likes to limit this sort of exposure as much as possible. 
For this war, the media is allowed a much different role than usual for reporting. In order to prevent a similar situation as in the Vietnam war, where the war was lost at home before it was lost overseas due to antagonistic media relations, the military has taken a different approach to media relations; embedding. They have given reporters an opportunity to stay in the field with troops and see for themselves the action that is experienced firsthand by a soldier. They are reporting to the nation from behind enemy lines, as guests of the military. It is also important to remember that as a guest, you can always be asked to leave if your host does not want you there. Embedded journalists have unprecedented access to troops and army footage in Iraq, but of course to an extent. In exchange there are limitations to what the reporters can release, and these limitations are restricted by the government. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeldt and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Richard B. Myers issued a directive that stated, 
“We must organize for and facilitate access of national and international media to our forces, including those engaged in ground operations. Our goal is to get it right from the start, not days or weeks into an operation. We will commit communications systems and trained joint public affairs teams to facilitate the international press getting a firsthand look at coalition operations” (10) 

In my opinion, this just means that the government has stricter control over the media, which may decrease the amount of information that is due to speculation or inaccuracy. This is fair considering their goal of winning a war, but also a form of propaganda.  Many, such as Todd Gitlin, professor of sociology and journalism at Columbia University, believe that “embeddedness” has a tendency toward propaganda because a reporter is essentially part of the military team (4). The reporter’s life therefore depends on the soldiers with whom he is embedded, and his desire to write negative stories is “quite diminished”. (4) The reporter has an obligation to the government to report what is acceptable. Sometimes this obligation may outweigh the main duty of the media: to provide the public with accurate information. 

The Perfect War

At the onset of war, just after September 11th most of the nation supported President Bush and his desire to wage the war on terrorism. The media was flooded with images that depicted the nobility of American soldiers, or inferred that the Afghans were savages. Either way when the nation was in favor of war, the media supplied fuel to the fire by use of pictures, language, and other images that represented the positive side of the situation. Also, these are all very gallant pictures that I am sure were approved by the government for release by the embedded journalists.  Provided are a few pictures from newspapers earlier the war. [image: image1.jpg]A U.S. Army soldier takes aim from a rooftop in Baghdad’s Sadr City, where violence has become commonplace.

Figure 1: Washington Post





This is a fairly common image of the American soldier, shown as the protectorate of American ideals in the Middle East with his big gun.  The average reader sees the soldier as having complete control of the situation, upholding his duty to our country. It is interesting that soldiers are predominantly depicted in this nature, rather than running away or retreating. Are soldiers always in control? The media rarely shows the weak moments in fighting that inevitably do occur. 
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An American solider carried an Iraqi girl away from the site of the car bomb explosions in Baghdad.
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Figure 2: New York Times

According to this picture, the soldier is once again nobly risking his life to save a young girl. Notice that there is no one else around; who would have saved her if the soldier was not there? More importantly, if the soldier was not there would there have even been a bomb to cause this chaos in the first place? 
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’ ~ Bilal HuséeinAssociated P;'ess
Residents of Falluja yesterday examined a ruined building in the city’s center, one of two sites there bombarded by American warplanes.





Figure 3: New York Times

This is damage from the previous day caused by American warplanes. However, there are no American soldiers present. In the eyes of the average viewer the absence does not present a clear link to the damage or even deaths being caused by American forces. There are no casualties in this picture, implying that no one was around when this occurred and that the civilians were safe, but is this really the case?


Other examples of media misrepresentations can be seen in the language and descriptions used to describe aspects of the war. Shortly after September 11th Fox News Channel covered fighting in Afghanistan referring to soldiers as “our troops” and the Afghans as “terror goons.” When the media uses such patriotic language and refers to our enemies with such demeaning descriptions the public is bound to view America as the rightful victor in this war. By depicting Americans with honor and patriotism in the media, the people are more prone to believing that we are the legitimate winners of the war who will conquer all. It should also be noted that Fox jumped to first in the cable ratings in January 2002 (7). The media, Fox in this case, feeds off the fact that support is high for the war, and they must uphold this view in order to keep viewers. Trying not to disappoint the public (and also their Iraqi hosts, the military), Fox plays along and maintains the image the war is going smoothly. The goal is to make the army look and sound as powerful and victorious as possible. 

 Another example of the media’s reluctance to portray the war in a positive light can be seen from the media’s support prosecuting Sadaam Hussein because of his “supposed” weapons. There was a great deal of uncertainty associated with whether or not the weapons really existed, yet at times the media chose to downplay the ambiguity of the situation. After Colin Powell’s speech to the United Nations on Feb 5, 2003, he accused Sadaam of trying to acquire a nuclear bomb and having multiple sites of weapons creations on video tape.  The Washington Post later referred to the speech as "Irrefutable,” where "it is hard to imagine how anyone could doubt that Iraq possesses weapons of mass destruction (7).” 


Recently at a press conference Colin Powell admitted that contrary to his assertions at the United Nations, he had no "smoking gun" proof of a link between Saddam Hussein and al-Qaeda (7). Ironically, The Washington Post has been especially aggressive in exposing the administration's inadequate planning for postwar Iraq and its failure to find weapons of mass destruction. This ties into the next section of the paper, which discusses media representations that are inconsistent with portrayals of the perfect war. 

The Not-So Perfect War

As support for President Bush is at its lowest of any of the last seven presidents who have been elected to a second term at 53%, some may argue that the war fever is also dying down as Bush’s support is (7). Whether or not this is true, the media depictions are not all as positive as they were, with more isolated incidents being mentioned in the news. The media is portraying more images that show that there are weaknesses and problematic occurrences in the noble army. For example here are two articles which illustrate this point. 
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Bush Voices ‘Disgust’ at Abuse of Iraqt Prisoners by U.S. Forces as Shown in Photos
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of sexualhumliation - and other
abuses were.docuntented in photo-
graphs first broadeast his week by
the CBS Ness program 60 Minutes
11." In one photograpli, naked-Iragi
men are stdcked in a human pyra-

mid, one.with'a slur in English writ:-*

ten on his skin. In another, a prisoner
stands on a-box, with his head eov-
ered and wires attached fo his body.

The program said the detainee was *

told that he would be electrocuted if

“hefell. Other'photographs show male
1. prisoners simulating having sex.
The images received heavy cover- *

age over‘two satellite networks that
strongly influence public opinion in
(he-Arab world, Al Jazeera; which
broadeasts from Qatar
biya, based i Dubai
Al-Jazeera, which opened its 1
bulletins with the story for part of the
day, describéd the condut of the
American soldiers as “unethical an
inhuman.).. Speaking . to - Nabil

Dcpar'mcm in London, the: Jaze
anchorwoman spoke of criticism lev-
cled at Jazeea by.the Bush adminis

work of broadeasting deliberate
flammatory material. She &
CBS News would face sir
sure, Mr. Khoury demurr
theprison incident was rcgwmnblo
and would be thoroughly investigat-
ed; while acknowledging. that' it
would not help the irnage of Ameri-
cans in the Arab world

The photes were carried by news»

papers in France, Italy and Britz
and on television in Turkey. Whik:
some- newspapers reported on the
photographs i fairly straightfor:
ward fashion, La Repubblica, a left-
leaning Italian daily, used one of (he
photos (o illusirate & package thit
included a front-page editorial criti-
cal of the American-led war. “The

Thom Shanker reported from Wash
ington for this article and Jacque
Steinberg from New York

and Al Ara-

eWS:

*mmm b» CBS \cws

Saldiers at a Baghdad prison, lef, were shown o the CBS News program “60 Minutes II" with naked Iraqis stacked in a ple. Another prisoner was shown on a box attached to vires.

“paralle worlds ‘of political fiction

and real war, of aptimistic propagan-
da and terrifying news, continue to
travel without crossing in the imagi-
nary universe of George. Bush," the
cditors wrope. "But there is nothing
imaginary, unfortunately, in the little
world of prison-horrors: that one of
his-generals created in the cruelest
depths of Saddam's Irag”

It Britain; The Guardian ran &
front-page ‘photo that *showed an
gl man an a black hood and robe
standing on @ box,.arms . oul-
stretched., The tieadline, which ran
the full svidth of the newspaper, read,
militdry in (orture. scandal.”
‘the Tirnes of London ran a similar
front-page photo, under the headhne,
“Scandal over humiliation of Iragi
prisoner."side, it published sev-
eral more photos, ncluding one of 4

{emale soldier, apparently an Ameri-
can, pointingand grinning at the
genitalia, of a'riaked Iragi. (In the
photo, the genitalia-were.blurred.)

Reutérs reported: that, Britain be-
gan an_investigation on Friday into
allegations that British (roops had
abused: Iraqi prisoners

Iy the United States, there was
little consensus-among news organi-
zalions on.whether to reproduce (he
phiotos; While The Daily News of New.
York; The Baltimore Stn, Newsday
and The Washihgton Post each pub-
lished at least one photo on Thursday
or Eriday; other newspapers, includ-
ing The New York Post and USA
Todag, did ot 1 there's a handful
of .S soldiers’ who've mistreated
prisoners,” said Col Allan, The New
York Post's editor in chief, 1 don't
think that shoald be atlowed 1o re-

flect poarly on the 140,000 men and
women over there who are risking
their lives-and doing a good job.""

Bill Keller, the executive editor of
The New York Times, said the news-
paper’s news desk had initially held
off on publishing the photos, only
because it “could not, in the time
available, ascertain their authentici-
y."

The Daily News of New York pub-
lished one of the photos, of a hooded
man with his hands attached to elec:
trical wires, on page 22 on Thursday,
“f we want 10 be more than mere
propaganda sheets,” said the news:
paper's editorial director, Martin
Dunn, “then surely there is a duty (o
show them."

For The Baltimore Sun, which pub-
lished photos on. Thursday and Fri-
day, the story hit close to home

several of the reservists involved are

believed to be from a police company **

based in Cumberland, Md.

“Without the photos it's hard for
the reader,if they hadn'c seen the
show, to understand what happened
or what was going on," said Jim
Preston, assistant managing edicor
for photography for The Sun.

As outrage swirled around the
alobe, much of the military's official
yesponse on Friday was a repeal of
steps already taken, and previously
announdd. In Baghdad, Brig. Gen,
Mark Kimmitt, deputy director of
operations for the coalition military,
said anew senior officer, Maj. Gen.
Geoffrey D. Miller, was improving
conditions at detention facilities. The
assignment of General Miller as dep-
uty commander for detainee opera-
tions in Iraq was announced by the

Pentagon on March 22, two days af-
ter the initial charges in the case
were disclosed. Military investiga::
fors are also looking at whether any
of the civilian interrogators should
be held accountable for the abuse at
Abu Ghraib. :

Senator John Kerry, Mr, Bush's
Democratic challenger, “issued a
statement Friday saying: ‘I am dis-
turbed and troubled by the evidence
of shameful mistreatment of Iragi
prisoners. We must learn the facts
and take the appropriate action,

“As Americans, we must stand tall
for the rule of law and freedom ey-
erywhere,” Mr. Kerry added. “But
we cannot let the actions of a few
overshadow the tremendous good
work that thousands of soldiers are
doing every day in Iraq and all over
the world." )



Figure 4: New York Times
[image: image5.jpg]Soldiers Saw Refusing Order as Their Last Stand

By NEELA BANERJEE
and ARIEL HART

JACKSON, Miss. Oct. 17 — What
does it take for a man like Staff Sgt.
Michael Butler, a 24-year veteran of
the Army and the Reserves who was
a soldier in the first Gulf war and a
reserve called up to fight in the cur-
rent war in Irag, to risk everything
by disobeying a direct order in war-
time? i

On the morning of Oct. 13, the mili-
tary says, Sergeant Butler and most
of his platoon, some 18 men and
women from the 343rd Quartermas-
ter Company, refused to deliver a
shipment of fuel from the Tallil air
base near Nasiriya, Irag, to another
base much farther north.

The Army has begun an inquiry,
and the soldiers could face disciplin-
ary measures, including possible
courts-martial. But Jackie Butler,
Sergeant Butler’s wife, and her fam-
ily in Jackson say he would not have
jeopardized his career and his free-
dom for something impulsive or un-
important.

The soldiers, many of whom have
called home this weekend, said their
trucks were unsafe and lacked a
proper armed escort, problems that
have plagued them since they went
to Iraq nine months ago, their rela-
tives said. The time had come for
them, for her husband, to act, Ms.
Butler said.

“I’m proud that he said ‘no,” ” Ms.

Butler said. “They had complained
and complained for months to the
chain of command about the equip-
ment and trucks. But nothing was
done, so I think he felt he had to take
astand.”

Other soldiers completed the mis-
sion the platoon turned down, the
military kept functioning, and the
Army has cast the incident as isolat-
ed. But as the soldiers involved in the
refusal in Tallil and others begin to
speak out, it is growing more appar-
ent that the military has yet to solve
the troubling lack of training, parts
and equipment that has riddled the
military operation in Iraq from the
outset, especially among National
Guard and Reserve units.

Brig. Gen. James E. Chambers,
commander of the 13th Corps Sup-
pert Command, which the 343rd re-
parts to, said at news conference in
Baghdad on Sunday that he had or-
dered two investigations into the in-
cident and the concerns expressed
by the 18 soldiers “regarding mainte-
nance and safety.”

General Chambers said prelimi-
nary findings showed that the unit’s
trucks were not yet armored and
were among the last in his command
to get such protection, because they
usually functioned in less dangerous
parts of Iraq. None of the trucks in
his command were armored when
they arrived in Iraq, General Cham-
bers said. He told reporters that he
had ordered a safety and mainte-
nance review of all trucks in the

Staff Sgt. Michael Butler refused
to make a fuel delivery last week.

343rd. “Based on results of this inves-
tigation other actions may be neces-
sary,” the general said, but he added,
“It’s too early in the investigation to
speculate on charges or other disci-
plinary actions.”

General Chambers described the
episode as “a single event that is con-
fined to a small group of individ-
uals.”

Continued on Page Al0





Figure 5: New York Times

This last article is about a group of soldiers who refused to follow a direct order because they felt they would be putting themselves at risk. Instead of questioning the morale and well-being of the soldiers the government reprimanded them. Relatives and family members have spoken in outcry, but the government responds claiming they feel like the soldiers and family are exaggerating the truth. 

The nature of many media representations have come full circle, sometimes contradicting previous claims that were publicly made. Positive representations of the war are declining and there are more citations of negativity in the news. There were many cases similar to the Colin Powell situation, however more embarrassing. A writer for The New York Times and even Dan Rather of CBS Television news has been accused of presenting fabricated news stories. Rather presented false stories criticizing Bush’s National Guard Service only to have the entire situation blow up in his face. This seems to be so unlike anything the media would have released earlier in the war. A situation like this implies weakness, which is the last thing the government wants the public to associate with the troops. 

On the other hand the government likes to public to think that the media is just showing the same gruesome clips repeatedly, because of a lack of other clips which depict destruction. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeldt states "[This war has produced] fewer casualties and less destruction than probably any war in history." Each setback in Iraq is repeated and repeated and repeated [in the media] as if it were 10 or 20 setbacks (10).” This is fair to assume seeing as though the reporters are embedded, so the images taken are very real and full of action. However, why now, later in the war would the reporters start releasing the negative images when most of the information was quite the opposite in the beginning? The media could very well be playing the same clip repeatedly but its because now they want to, when media support seems to be tapering off for the war versus earlier when the media was on board for going to war. 

Other thoughts

 There have been several circumstances in which the media has found images of questionable incidents, and has been kept from displaying them.  For example, the woman who took the first pictures of the American coffins returning home from Iraq that are shown below, was fired from her job soon after.         [image: image6.jpg]-\
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Figure 6: New York Times

Her job was not even media related, but the government was stern in their opinion of her and consequently she lost her job.  I find it ridiculous, that a country that prides itself on democratic principles should suppress its citizen's freedom to knowledge.  


Also, when the media released the pictures of the coffins, the President was quick to speak out against such images for the protection of the dead.  But since these images were of coffins draped with American flags without identification, how would this be for the protection of the families?  In my opinion it is the same as a picture of the unmarked graves of Vietnam soldiers in Arlington Cemetery.  


On a side note, I think it is important for the American media to create an "us vs. them" mentality so that Americans will feel that in order to be patriotic and believe in America, one must support the war. While looking for pictures of American soldiers I noticed that there were also a lot of pictures of Iraqi people inflicting harm upon themselves. For example a picture is shown below of a car bomb that was planted by Iraqis to kill other Iraqis. 

[image: image7.jpg]Wathiq Khuzaie/Getty Images

Iraqgis fled the scene yesterday after car bomb explosions at a street celebratlon of the opening of a sewage
plant in Baghdad. Two bombers drove their cars into crowds of children waiting to receive candy from G.L's.





Figure 7: New York Times


By showing the Iraqis causing harm to their own people, the media is able to imply since Iraqis are already doing damage to themselves, anything we do will put them in a better situation anyway. This is why it is okay that a few Iraqis are lost when we drop bombs on their homes and churches, it is okay to have collateral damage because in the end we will still save more people than we hurt.  


The media can not allow images of those Iraqi civilians who are harmed due to Americans, because the American army is then associated with the deaths of innocent women, children, fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters.  This may seem less appealing to the American public and may cause some people not to support the war.  There is danger in this because it gives America a jaded image of the war in Iraq.  We must remember the effects that the picture of a young Vietnamese girl fleeing her burning village naked had on the events the prompted the end of the Vietnam War.  Is this why the government is suppressing images from the war?


When studying overseas media, one finds a more objective approach to the war.  Images of Iraqis harming other Iraqis are placed next to pictures of the damage America has caused to innocent civilians.  There is no mainstream paper in America which has had such fairness and accuracy in its reporting on this war.  I believe this is very dangerous because it leaves the American people to believe a lie.  I think it is even more dangerous that we have waged this war in the name of democracy, but we are denying our own people democracy at home.  


Another important issue that must be considered is if this altering of the truth by the media can be considered unique to this war with Iraq, or is it part of American culture.  I feel it is part of American culture to use the media to shape the ideals and the beliefs of American people. The media is our only connection between the War in Iraq and America, so people rely on it for accuracy.  The only problem is that the truth can be interpreted differently by everyone. The way the media perceives truth may be greatly dependant on sales because the news is still a business 
I, personally, do not feel that the American media has much freedom in the images that it portrays. This can be illustrated by the lack of consistency of the media regarding war images. I believe that in the beginning of the war the reporters were satisfied with embedding and the government regulations. It is evident that these regulations did exist because the perfect war image that resulted at the beginning. 

The media had an obligation towards the public and the army and I feel like the media chose to pledge more responsibility to the army. More recently, isolated incidents are becoming more frequent and more reporters begin to break the rules, some going as far as to presenting fabricated stories. I am not quite sure what has caused the outbreak of the negative imagery being released by the media. It could be dissatisfaction with the American participation in the war, a dislike of the president; these are all just my own assumptions. Either way the perfect picture that was once painted by the media, is not so perfect anymore. 
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