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Introduction

George Gerbner said, “Welivein aworld erected through the storieswetdll.” What | arguein
my book Compassion Fatigue is that there’ s never just one story that can betold. There are
conventions that are followed, and following those conventions creates a certain journalistic
authority: anarrative of events that presumesto be the narrative. Many news stories appear to
be natural and unforced. But when comparisons are made, it becomes clear that the choices
and frames are not inevitable, and they’ re not unproblemétic.

Since mogt of the media assume the public is not interested in internationd news, thereisa
perceived need to hype the coverage of “foreign” events to an even greater extent than
domestic news. “The Four Horsemen are up and away, with the press corps stumbling aong
behind,” charged activist Germaine Greer, after a series of debaclesin 1994, ranging from
ethnic daughter in Rwanda and Bosnig, famine in the Horn of Africaand an outbreak of flesh
egting bacteriain Britain. “At breskfast and at dinner, we can sharpen our own appetites with a
plentiful dose of the pornography of war, genocide, destitution and disease.”

As Greer suggests, much of the media s coverage of crises relies pre-eminently on four habits:
on putting forward aformulaic chronology of events, on employing a sensationdized and
exaggerated use of language, on referencing certain metgphors and imagery that resonate with
Americans and on emphasizing an American connection.

1 Formulaic Coverage

Americans like to see the world in terms of good guys and bad guys. Identifying onesdeina
conflict asthe men in white hats alows the public to root for them and encourages the public to
care about their victory or success. “That’swhat alot of newsis about,” said reporter
Macolm Browne of The New York Times. “We love to see everything in terms of black and



white, right and wrong, truths versuslies” By power of suggestion, the mediaso fix a
conception in our minds that we cannot disentangle the stereotyped characterization of a group
or person from the facts. So Saddam Hussein and Sobodan Milosevic become evil, the
doctors from Médecins Sans Frontiéres are fearless, the thousands of refugees are dl victims.

Even the chronology of events can be formulaic. In the case of an nation, for example,
thereisacyclethat tidies up a complex event into a neat package of death, mourning and
funerd. An assassnation Sory istreated as a short-term crigs, rardly lasting aslong asa
week — handled in many respects like televison's prime-time dramas where amurder is
committed, investigated and resolved dl within an hour-long show. President John Kennedy's
assassindion isthe Ur nation story for the media; the form of those November days has
S0 entered the culture thet it is dmost impossible to report on an assassination differently. “The
speeding limousine, Lyndon B. Johnson's swearing-in, and the funerad procession were images
of the nation imbedded in the consciousness of Americans who lived through those long
days,” wrote reporter Tom Wicker. It' s not the newsiitsdlf that dictates the shape of coverage;
past accounts of comparable events are a better predictor of the level and tenor of reporting.

For some types of crises — earthquakes and hurricanes, insurrections, famine — thereisa
virtud template for reporting. In the case of afamine, for example, first, there will be no
coverage until people are literdly starving to death. Editors want solid, Ethiopiangtyle hunger
stories.

Second, once coverage begins, the causes of and solutions for the famine are smplified. There
isatendency for the mediato view afamine asif it were anatura disaster, beyond the control
of people. That dlows the mediato avoid a serious assessment of the factors that created the
famine. Indead the mediatypicaly didtill afaming s multiple causesinto single problems. for
example, drought, as during the 1984-85 famine in Ethiopia, or genera chaos, as during the
1991-92 faminein Somdia. Simpligtic causes suggest and make plausible smpligtic

solutions — such as the giving of money — and tend to exaggerate the agency of Western aid
and to minimize the involvement and efficacy of indigenous efforts. The oriesrardly chdlenge
the notion that Western money and technology is the key missing factors in the famine equation;
ingteed they focus on the thresets to the correct usage of the foreign aid.

Third, the gory of the famineistold in the language of amorality play, with good and evil
fighting for ascendancy, and characters it into the parts of victim, rescuer and villain.
Intermediaries — such as humanitarian workers — who are perceived as being above partisan
politics or sdf-interest must be available to “interpret” the ongoing scenario. Victims must be
sympathetic — usudly women and children— and credible for the American public — not
aigned with known terrorist or “extremist” palitica groups. There is ade facto requirement for
“purity of victim status’; only when the victims have been identified as bona fide are they
candidates for compassion. The media have few hesitations about using pictures of extremesto
emphasize who's good and who's bad: juxtaposing a picture of a starving mother and child
with an image of men brandishing automatic wegpons, say.



And fourth, there must be images — idedlly available on a continuous basis. Any cutoff of
pictures, whether caused by problems of access or censorship, shortfals in the media s budget
or glitches in the communication technology, risks severing the entire story.

The formulaic coverage of crises, theif-it's- Tuesday-it’ s-time-to-wrap-this-dl- up coverage of
nations, for example, shoehorns crisesinto a preordained time dot, ignoring the inevitable
dop of acrissbeyond its formulaic moments. Simplifying causes, stereotyping the protagonists,
sreamlining the chronology results in news becoming a product. And the packaging of news as
aproduct tends to make dl events uniform, and ironicaly tends to make events boringly familiar,
causng an audience to turn away, turn the page. The disasters dl run together in people’s
minds because they are dl covered in the same way.

2. Sensationalized Language

It takes more and more dramatic coverage to dlicit the same level of sympathy asthe last
catastrophe. What is strong today may be weak tomorrow. Y et sensationdized treatment of
crises makes Americans fed that only the most extreme Situations merit attention. As Franklin
Deano Roosevdt, the master player of the American psyche, observed, “Individua psychology
cannot, because of human weakness, be attuned for long periods of time to a constant repetition
of the highest notein the scale”

Y et in the media, dire portraits are painted through relentless images and emotiona language.
Unless a disease gppears to be out of a Stephen King horror movie — unless it devours your
body like the flesh-eating strep bacteria, consumes your brain like mad cow disease or turns

your inddes to bloody dush like Ebola — it’s hardly worth mentioning in print or on ar.

As one disaster reporter has noted: “We will always gravitate toward the largest kill count....
Wewill always speculate (and sometimes predict) the cosmic consequence.” So words and
phrases such as “ unprecedented,” “single worst crisisin the world,” *ahuman tragedy of

biblica proportions’ and “famine of the century” are written into Sories. And dramatic words
and phrases become the signature of coverage, such as during the genocide in Rwanda when dl
the media — newspapers, magazines and televison— drenched their Soriesin quite literdly
bloody imagery, or during the outbreak of Ebolain Zaire when the mediareferred to the disease
in such over-the-top terms as “the ultimate horror,” a*doomsday disease,” the “ gpocaypse
bug” and a“biologicad Satan.”

And thistrend is not just one followed by the newsmagazines or the more tabloid-esgue
newspapers. TV’sgold stlandard program “Nightline,” for instance, opened one of its
programs on Ebolawith aclip from the Warner Bros. blockbuster Outbreak. As ABC anchor
Ted Koppel admitted during his monologue: “WEe re not above using a couple of movie clipsto
engage your interest....” In the first segment, reporter John Donvan aso used severd clipsfrom



the movie asaway of saying that the public was in danger of conflating the fictiond with the
factud. But what was his contribution toward putting the virus in perspective? He sad that
“haf” of the “virus nightmare was coming true” He didn’t say which haf. Instead he said that
“Ebolais, without question, abiologica Satan, a serpent of avirus....” He then showed the clip
of actor Donald Sutherland’ s projection of the Outbreak virus destroying the United States
within 48 hours. “In the Hollywood verson,” said Donvan, “what would happen next is
inevitable.” And dthough he showed two medica experts Sating that “the virusis not very
transmissible,” Donvan closed his report by spesking to author Richard Preston who said that
Ebolg, like AIDS, is*attempting...to break into the human species and to spread widdly.” Asis
often done when the media covers crises, Ebolawas represented as posing a grave risk, not
only to humanity a large, but to Americans oecificdly.

When the admittedly sensationd Ebolais represented in such a sensationdized fashion by the
media, other diseases — even those such as meades or mdariathat kill thousands and millions
every year — padein comparison. The gauge of news vaues shifts, stories of more prosaic
events are ignored or underreported. Compassion fatigue is a consequence of dwelling on
extreme examples. The most invidious compassion fatigue effect is not that people will follow a
story and then drop it out of boredom or apathy or overload, but that there will be no sory to
follow in the first place because the media didn’t think the news was arresting enough to tell.

3. Analogies, Metaphors and Images

The media s use of historical andogies, of metaphors and of imagery can be an extenson of
their tendency toward sensationalism, but it can dso be an attempt through vivid shorthand to
replace complexity with aknown quartity. Most prosaicaly, anadogies and comparisons can be
away of communicating relevance. “I’'m big on comparisons,” said Karen Elliot House,
president of Dow Jones Internationa, the parent company of The Wall Street Journal. “I
think most people want to know are we better or worse than Poland and why.” But more
ingdioudy, a use of metaphors and images can be a caculated attempt to seize an audience' s
attention. By that token, Ebola has been compared to AIDS and the assassination of Yitzak
Rabin has been compared to the nation of JFK.

In covering crises, the choice of metgphors often Sgnals a palitica sance: What doesthis criss
mean for the United States? During the discussion of what to do about Rwanda, for example,
those who demanded US action recollected the Nazis and the Holocaust, and those who
counseled minding “our” own business brought up Somdia. Earlier, in describing the Stuationin
Somalia, numerous historical references were made. Somadiawas like World War 11: “Somdis
arein the midst of their own terrible holocaust.” Somaliawas like Cambodia: “We can't stand
by and permit endless killing fidlds” Somdiawas like Lebanon: “The vicious power struggle
between riva clan warlords has turned Somdia s capitd into Africals Beirut.” And most
typicaly, Somdia could become Vietnam: “How do we distinguish a Vietnam like quagmire?’



In covering the Bosnian war, reporters used verbal and visua cues and references to the
Holocaudt, deasth camps and pogroms, to Hitler, Neville Chamberlain and Munich. To gpply
these terms to the Stuation was to make an imperative — and sensationd — Statement.
“Would there have been such afuror over the war in Bosnia’ in early August 1992, asked
Newsweek writer Charles Lane, “if New Y ork Newsday had not used the phrase * degth
camps in itsfront- page headline? Maybe not.” Holocaust imagery reverberates for Americans
as the extreme benchmark of atrocity. Itis, asLane said, “some of the most loaded imagery in
the lexicon of 20th-century politics.”

Comparison of acrigsto the Holocaust is an exercisein mora equivaence; it Sgnasto readers
and viewers the scale of desthsin acriss aswell astheintent of the murderers. How better to
communicate the urgency of acrisgsto an audience than to evoke scenes from Auschwitz and
Bergen-Belsen? How better to cut through the impenetrable internecine politics of a Bosnia or
aKaosovo than by suggesting that the Serbs are the new Nazis and the Mudims are the new
Jews? But how better to obscure the chaos and context of a current crisis than by reprisng the
public’ s atitudes to an old criss — to aHolocaugt, to a Vietnam, to AIDS, to the death of
JFK.

4. An American Connection

Americans are terribly preoccupied with themselves. The American filter in the media's
coverage of internationa news, the notion of relevance to the United States, is very important.
When deciding where or whether to go cover astory, location isacritica factor. How do the
media choose which crisesto cover? Crises are covered for paliticd, strategic, commercid and
higtorica considerations. But even when foreign editors think that there is news that needsto be
covered, where it comes from makes a difference.

With the generd cutting of news budgets, the media (televison especialy) can't afford to cover
dl the disastersthat occur. So they choose chauvinigticaly. The media don't necessarily cover
crises on the basis of how many people are involved. “It becomes a question of American
involvement,” said Ted Koppel. Nationa security interests and the direct involvement of
Americans trump the numbers. “I swear to you,” said Wall Street Journal reporter Walt
Mossherg, “this appliesto al the newspapers, some more, some less. Isit aplace Americans
know about? Travel to? Haverdativesin? Have busnessin? Isthe military going there?

Y ou're not going to get on page one with something about Bangladesh nearly as much as you
do with something about some country where your readers have some kind of connection.”

Africa, South Americaand much of Agaget short shrift in thisequation. “Unless Americans are
involved in the story,” said a Chicago Tribune article about Americans lack of interest in
foreign coverage, “the levd of interest among many readers and most editors ranges from pale
to palid.” But, the article concluded, “ Their interest perks up a bit if there are pictures of some
magor caamity, bloody pictures.... Any foreign story without blood or Americans or both hasa



tough time” (Multiple academic studies have borne out the observation that coverage of the
South, especidly the developing world, is even more likely to be sensationd in nature than
coverage of Northern and Western events.)

Coverage of internationd affairsis often viewed through the lens of “What does this mean for
us?’ The subhead to a Time cover story on Rwanda asked, “ Are these the wars of the
future?’ Isthisa portent of thingsto come? Should we be afraid? And the subhead to a
Newsweek cover story on the Bosnian camps charged that the * Shocking images from battered
Bosnia put pressure on Bush to decide what America should do — or can do — to stop the
nightmare.” With these headlines the articles became not smple hard-news telling of the events,
but commentaries on the meaning of these events for Americans.



Two Case Studies
June-July 1999

Presented below are two studies™ of the American media s coverage of internationa news over
the course of three weeks: June 21- June 27, June 28-July 3 and July 4-July 10, 1999. During
those three weeks, the war in Kosovo dominated international news coverage. The New York
Times ran more than 30 front-page stories related to Kosovo during those three weeks, The
Boston Globe ran nearly 20. Other countries that appeared more than once on the front pages
of The New York Times were Ching, Israel and Northern Irdland. Poland, France, England
(Wimbledon), South Africa, Honduras (the boy who cameto NY C) and the “Arabs’ each
appeared once. On the front pages of The Boston Globe, China never appeared, but Northern
Irdland did severd times; the Globe mentioned Northern Ireland with about the same frequency
asthe Times mentioned Isragl. Other countries mentioned on the front pages of the Globe
were Canada, South Korea, Haiti, ChechnyalRussaand Itay.

STUDY 1: Innocence Abroad: |mages of Children in the American Media

Introduction

Thisfirg study isan inquiry into the media s use of children as sandard bearers, children asthe
epitome of an international criss the mutilated Sierra Leone teenager, the crying Afghan
orphan, the starving Sudanese toddler, the lead- poisoned Mexican youngster, the Internet-

* Methodology: In my research | collected data through Lexis-Nexisfrom major US newspapers (a category
in the Lexis-Nexis databank), the three dominant US newsmagazines (Time, Newsweek and US News and
World Report) and the evening network news programs (ABC, CBS, NBC). To supplement that data, and to
supplement the text and transcripts with visual images, | aso collected the actual copies of two newspapers,
The New York Times and The Boston Globe, and Time magazine, and taped one early evening television
news program: “NBC Nightly News.” With those sources, | assessed the actual copies of the newspapers
and the tapes of the broadcasts.

| selected The New York Times because of its pre-eminent status among American newspapers and the
agenda-setting role it plays for other media. | selected Time magazine for corollary reasons. | selected The
Boston Globe to get a sense of how a metropolitan community frames international news for the hometown
audience. | selected “NBC Nightly News” because it was the top-rated evening news program. The data
collected through Lexis-Nexis hel ped me assess the validity of the frames | observed and the analysis| made
of the four outlets mentioned.

There are occasions in this report where | refer to the media asif they were asingle entity. Of course, they
are not. At times there is a uniformity of coverage among the television networks, the magazines and the
newspapers. On other occasions the demands of the different kinds of media, as well as the different news
managements, mandate extremely different coverage — in both style and content. The impact and

importance of that different coverage should be addressed in the larger Global Interdependence Initiative’'s
research efforts.



found Kosovo child. The conclusons from this smal study support those from my recent book,
Compassion Fatigue: How the Media Sell Disease, Famine and Death (Routledge, 1999),
inwhich | argue that the medid s reflexive and smpligtic use of children in ther tdling of the
newsis part of an increasingly visble trend in American society to place children at the center of
those paliticdl, civic, even environmentd issues considered to be both unsettling and
irresolvable.

Americans attention to crises, their impulse for humanitarian intervention, often rests on their
sympathy for and interest in the child victims. Children, especidly young children and infants, are
unanimoudy viewed as innocents, incgpable of complicity with an adult-engendered politica or
ethnic or religious or even economic mess. Children have become amord lever in the media’s
teling of the news. Asaresult, the media can use victimized children with impunity to generate
sympathy for a particular story or even to merely solicit attention for the media publication or

program.

Analysis

With the exception of the news story — later “corrected” — about a 13-year-old Honduran
boy who had made a 3,200-mile journey to New Y ork City to find his father, there were no
front-page or top-of-the-news internationd events with children as the de facto centra
characters during the three week period in June and July. Children were not the chief victims or
perpetrators of an international news event during this period (the shooting earlier thisspring in
Littleton, Colorado, would have been adomestic version of such a news event), nor were
international children’sissues (such as education or childhood diseases) afocus of atention.*

But there were many internationd news stories that focused on children during this period.
Overwhelmingly, these used children as*“examples’ — images of babies and children (typicaly
assumed as up through the pre-teen years) were employed to emphasize or dramatize an
internationa news event or issue. Over the course of the three-week sampling, the internationa
news stories that included children traded on the American public’s sympathy for children
trapped and victimized by adults and adult agendas. As Katie Woodruff, Lori Dorfman and
Liana Winett observed in their paper “Frames on Children and Y outh in US Newspapers’:
“The innocence and vulnerability of children were used often to heighten irony, indill mora
outrage, or intengfy acall to action...”? Here'saclassc case of the media s use of achild to
tel aory:

The horror stays locked in Gentiana Gashi’smind. Her eyes are red-ringed holesin a
pinched, exhausted face. She came home safdly to Cuska last week, but sheis il
harrowed by the unspeakable memories of May 14, the day she left. Back then, she stood
beside her weeping mother, too terrified to cry out, as she watched the Serbs march her
father away with the other men, hands clasped behind his neck. He looked back once,
tears sreaming down hisface. Gentiana s mother wept slently too as she watched her



husband' s retreeting figure until laughing Serbs herded the women out of the village,
elbowing them with dy smirks, snging obscene songs. That night when the women dipped
back into Cuska, it was Gentiana who picked through the charred pieces of bodiesinsde
three smoldering houses to find the remains of her father. She used to give him massages,
shesaid. Ten men had died in that house, but when her fingers touched afamiliar torso, “I
knew his back, so he was my dad.”

To save her mother from the hideous sight, Gentiana helped three women gather up the
human debris of her father and 34 relatives and neighbors into little bags. They tagged each
with aname and buried them in two commund graves. Then dl those who had survived
fled, some to the hills above the town of Pec, some to Albania, anywhere away from the
Serbian brutdlity.

Gentiana Gashi is 11 years old.

These were the lead three paragraphs of Time magazine s June 28 cover story, “Kosovo: The
Awful Truth.”®

In thetdling of internationd affairsin the three weeks of sampling, the media portrayed children
primarily in five ways. children as angdls, as martyrs, as victims to be rescued, as torchbearers
and as literary crutches.

1.

5.

“Angel” images are used to blacken the villains, by contrasting their evil or misdeeds with

the children’ sinnocence

“Martyr” images are used in two instances:

* to emphasize the horror or wrongdoing, by describing the deaths or injuries (physica or
psychic) of children — often through the perspective of a parent
* to verify the horror or wrong-doing of others, through an enumeraion of child victims

“Victims To Be Rescued’ images are used in two ingtances:

* to provide areason for the action of adults, for example, a mother fleeing to protect her
children
* to goad outsiders into a response (economic, humanitarian, politica, military, etc.)

“Torchbearer” images are used in two instances:

* to stand in as a synecdoche for a potentially compromised future, due, for example, to
environmenta degradation (land mines, pollution, €tc.)

* to stand in as a synecdoche for afuture already compromised because of
cultural/socid/politica forces (failures of adults to properly parent or educate youth)

“Literary Crutch” images are used to fulfill an aesthetic need in the gory tdling

Thefalowing isamore detailed set of examples, culled from the articles and transcripts, to
illugtrate these five frames



10

1. “Angd” images are used to darken the villains, by contrasting their evil or misdeeds with the
children’ s innocence

In keeping with the media s prodlivity for formula, their amplification of complexity into good-
guy bad-guy scenarios, children are used as the ultimate innocents. Sometimes, as in the above
example from Time magazine, the child is older (dthough il identifiably achild). For readers
and viewers, the impact of having an older child asafail for evil isthat the audience recognizes
that the child will carry the scars of that encounter for life— and that the child is old enough to
understand that he or she will carry that burden for life (whether that burdenisthe loss of a
parent, the loss of limbs or the loss of peace of mind). Sometimes, however, the innocent child
isaninfant. Inthat case the debauchery of the villain is painted most darkly, for what possible
threat is ababe in ams, what kind of human is cgpable of harming the so obvioudy helpless?

A “CBS Evening News’ story about the fate of those in Pristina Hospitd had this
voice-over from Barry Petersen: “When the Serbs | eft, they took not just their medica
expertise, but dso the hospitd supplies.... Theinnocent are most defenseless herein
newborn intensive care. It lacks water, antibiotics, even digpers. Baby Mustafa needs
oxygen, another thing thisward doesn't have.... Thewar is over, and il the innocents
suffer.”*

Sincewar (mainly in Kosovo, but dso in Pakistan) dominated the internationa news hole
during these three weeks, the television news programs and the pages of the press were full
of photographic and narrative images of the disconnect between the innocence of children
(symbolized by play or toys) and war’ s destruction.

A New York Times article on the war in Kashmir began with thislead: “Therains came
today to this parched Punjabi village, peting the shiny black hides of water buffalo and the
barefoot boys who joyoudy stretched out their arms to wel come the drenching coolness.
But the gaiety with which the villagers greeted the monsoon contrasted with their grim
fatalism about the fighting that has raged for two months between Pakistan and Indiain
Kashmir....”®

A USNews & World Report story about the Serb and NATO use of dummy targets to
fool each other’ sforces was illustrated with a photo of “Kaosovar Albanian children
play[ing] on a Serbian tank destroyed by NATO.”®

The Time cover story on “The Crimes of War” included a photo of a shell-shocked young
boy, backed by the detritus of destruction and clutching a dented aluminum bowl for food
and a bedraggled plastic doll.’
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2. “Martyr” images are used in two instances:

To emphasize the horror or wrongdoing, by describing the deaths or injuries (physica or
psychic) of children—often through the perspective of a parent.

Degth and injury aretragic in dmogt al cases, but when the victim is a child the tragedy seems
epecidly intense—and perhaps even more o when the parent or other concerned adult can do
little to prevent it. The dramais heightened till further when the deeth or injuries are brutal or
prompted by cdlous and random crudty, and then, in addition, described graphicaly. Readers
and viewers are prodded to viscerally recoil from the perpetrators.

« Anatidefrom Newsweek detailing the reactions of refugees returning to Kosovo
included thistde told by a Kosovar Albanian: *Just three nights ago, the Serbs came to
my home. ‘Iseveryone here? they asked. Then they opened fire with autometic
wegpons. | jumped out the window with my son. The rest of the kidswerekilled. My
brother, his wife and their child aswel. My wifeisin the hospitd. | took the brain of
my 12-year-old daughter off the floor.”®

s+ A Newsweek article about “ Serb savagery” told this story in its second paragraph:
“Shyhrete, 36, tried to hide her 10-month-old nephew Eron under her legs. But the
baby cried, and someone fired aclip into him, killing the child and wounding Shyhrete
11 times. Another nephew, 2-year-old Ismet, had been hit in the somach, and like
anyone who's been gut-shot, he had a sudden, desperate thirst. Water, he cdled, can
you bring me water, Mommy? Firing into the small restaurant from the sdewalk, the
Serbs shot him in the head.”®

s+ Even when the savagery is perpetrated by another child, mention of the parents of those
children who were victimized serves not only to emphasize the horror, but to
universdize it — for we too have children who are precious, most readers can say, we
too would not forgive.

+» The Newsweek review of abook written about the Japanese teenager who killed agirl
with ahammer and decapitated a boy and digplayed his head outside ajunior high
school disclosed that dl roydties for the book are going to pay off damagesto the
families of thevictims. Then the article quoted the father of the 11-year-old child who
was beheaded: “[My son] Jun’s soul won't be saved with this book.... It contains
nothing but excuses and evasionsfull of ‘We didn’t know’ and ‘We didn’t notice.’”*°

To verify the horror or wrongdoing of others, through an enumeration of child victims.

In the virtud abum of twentieth-century horrors, battlefield massacres and genocides are
memorably recorded through homely images. the unnamed graves, stretching to the horizon,
from the fields of Flanders, the piles of glasses and shoes from the Auschwitz and Bergen
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Belsen death camps, the identification pictures taken of the Cambodians executed at Tuol Seng.
Simpleimages becomeiconic. Photographs of faces, lists of names and ages, the flotsam of a
once-normd life, al have the power to shock, precisely because of their commonness, their
rea-ness. In the words of Ernest Hemingway’s World War | veteran Frederic Henry in A
Farewell to Arms “Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage, or halow were obscene
beside the concrete names of villages, the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of
regiments and the dates.”™*

% Newsweek, in abrief story about a massacre that took place on March 26 in Suva
Reka, featured the photographs of those who died, including: Mglinks, 16; Altin, 11;
Redon, 2; 1smet, 2; and Eron, 10 months.*?

s Both NBC on June 23 and ABC on June 24 ran stories on the FBI’ s gathering of
evidence for the war crimestribuna at one suspected massacre Site, Djakovica. In
voice-overs of the “crime scene,” Pete Williams and Terry Moran detailed who died:
“sx men killed in one house as ther horrified wives and children listen updtairs, 20
more shot or burned in other houses, 12 of them children,” and “ Twenty people, 19 of
them women and children, were shot and their bodies burned in this basement and at
an adjacent house.”

s All three network evening news programs (on July 4 and July 5) ran stories that
included a mention of a*brand new” discovery by war crimes investigators that “ ethnic
Albanian children, even infants, were systematically targeted by Serb forces” NBC's
Jm Maceda reported that “ An Albanian eyewitness says he buried boys and girls
ranging from ages four to 12, dl shot in the head last March, dlegedly by Serb
paramilitaries” ABC's Gillian Findlay reported in avoice-over that there were 64
bodies found in the warehouse pictured, “seven of them children. The oldest 10 years,
theyoungest, just 1.” And CBS s Barry Petersen reported that of the 64, the “women
and children [were] killed with bulletsin the back of the heed.... Eight-year-old
Dardane and her six-year-old brother Dardan were buried side by side.”*

3. “Victims To Be Rescued” imapes are used in two ingtances:

To provide areason for the action of adults, for example, a mother fleeing to protect her
children

It isunusud to hear achild’ svoicein agtory — either in print or on air. Few children,
especidly very young children, are articulate enough or have the presence of mind to be
interviewed on camera. And journdists who might not hestate to question an adult about a
tragedy are typicdly loath to pry into achild's experience.



13

But stories about children often gppear in the news in the words of others. Because of the
reliance, notably by broadcast media, on persond interviews to carry astory aong, mothers
and fathers are frequently questioned, and it is not surprising that their children can be afocus of
their thoughts during a crigs.

+ PUlitzer Prize-winning reporter Paul Watson wrote this lead to aLos Angeles Times
story about the travails of one Kosovar Albanian: “ There were two bullet woundsin
her broken shoulder, adead child in her ams, and gill Fatime Kemendi did not givein
to the pain. The lives of three more children werein her hands” *Because of these
kids” he quoted her saying, “I kept waking. If it wasjust me, | wouldn't have moved
another step forward. | would have lain down there and died.”*

% A gory on NBC news about landmine activist and Nobel Peace Prize winner Jodie
Williams, visiting child patients wounded in landmine explosions dso interviewed US
Marines detailed to sweep for the mines. When asked why he “face[d] this kind of
danger,” one Marinereplied, “To me, my main concernislittle kids. | got a bunch of
little kids myself "1

% A gory in The Boston Globe on lead pollution in Mexico focused on alocd community
activigt, Dolores Guillen. *One by one during the past year, dozens of childrenin
Guillen's neighborhood — indluding her 6- and 13-year-old sons — have been found
to have harmful levels of lead in their blood, mostly caused by particles that drifted from
the sorawling plant that belongs to Met-Mex Penoles, say government and hedth
authorities here. *We're just abunch of mothers, not organizers or a palitica party,’
Guillen sad."*

To goad outsiders into a response (economic, humanitarian, politica, military, €tc.)

Despite the near-defication of the principle of objectivity, increesingly journdigsin the fidd —
especidly during crises such as Kosovo, Rwanda and Bosnia— have been arguing that
accurate reporting demands determining responsibility. “In certain Stugtions, the classic
definition of objectivity can mean neutrality,” said CNN correspondent Christiane Amanpour,
“and neutrality can mean you are an accomplice to dl sorts of evil.... An dement of mordity has
to be woven into these kinds of stories.”*®

When journaists choose to take a stand, they can do so in severd ways. They can churn out a
passionate book. They can gppear as taking heads (if their home ingtitution will let them) to
vent their perspective. They can pump out “news analysis’ pieces instead of “judt-the-facts-
ma am” articles. And they can smply select people to interview or quotes to use that support
their own point of view. That last isthe most ubiquitous method, and it often sneaks under the
bar of scrutiny because of the inherent bias in the sdlection and ordering of information that goes
into any story, even the most studiedly balanced one.
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% Inan NBC story on the orphans of Kosovo, for example, Jm Maceda spoke to a
representative from UNICEF about the systematic mistrestment of the children by Serb
hospitd staff. “UNICEF and other internationa organizations believe hundreds of other
abandoned children are out there in the killing fields, till inaccessble” said Macedain a
voice-over. “AsKosovars count their war dead, the tall on life smogt preciousis only
beginning the search.”*®

+« Journdigts can aso become ade facto PR arm of the government, especialy when an
adminigration is taking a popular sance — and supporting kidsis nearly aways
popular.

++ The Washington Post’s article on President Clinton’ s visit to the refugee camps ran
with thislead: “Vidting atent city where ten of thousands of Kosovo refugees have
been camped for weeks, President Clinton held ayoung boy on hislap, hugged a
sobbing woman and caled on the cheering refugees to delay returning to their homeland
lest they fal victim to land mines. ‘I don’t want any child hurt; | don't want anyone ese
tolosealeg or anam, Clinton said during atour of the Stenkovic | refugee camp here
near the Macedonia-K osovo border.”?

+ InNBC's package on the President’ s visit to the Kosovo camps, reporter Martin

Fletcher spoke to a 13-year-old girl, Saranda, who said on camera (through a
trandator): “I want to thank Bill Clinton for my freedom.”#

4. “Torchbearer” images are used in two instances:

To stand in as a synecdoche for a potentialy compromised future, due, for example, to
environmenta degradation (land mines, pollution, etc.)

X A Los Angeles Times story about teaching refugee children about the
dangers of landmines quoted one of the ingtructors. “‘Instead of teaching pupils
about things that will be of importance to their lives, I'm in astuation that | haveto
teach them about land mines and wegpons.”” And the article d'so made a point of
saying that the third- and fourth-graders taking the classes were a so disturbed
about their futures. Reported the article: “Lavdrim Shabani, 10, who was weeping
after the lesson: ‘1 fed s0 sad that there are dll these things | can't do because of
the Serbs.’”#

X The Boston Globe' s front-page story on indugtrid pollution in Mexico ran
with a photo of aclearly disturbed 6-year-old boy who “had more than 80
micrograms of lead per deciliter in hisblood.” (According to the story, US hedlth
experts say any level over 10 micrograms is unhealthy.)?
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2 And a Globe story on the fighting in Kashmir used a photograph of an atractive
Kashmiri mother holding her young child — even though the article did not spesk
about the avilian repercussons of the fighting, mentioning only the military dements
of the conflict.®

To stand in as a synecdoche for afuture already compromised because of
cultura/socid/politica forces (failures of adults to properly parent or educate youth)

Children, being children, are typicaly not held responsible for their actions (dthough that’ s an
atitude that is changing in the eyes of the courts). Then, who's at fault when one of them runs
amok? The youthful mae killers from Littleton, Colorado — and from al the other high schools
amilarly attacked — prompted an outpouring of media stories questioning why the murders
happened and examining the parent-child relationships. “How to Spot a Troubled Kid,” Time
meagazine promised helpfully on its May 314 cover. Less hdpfully, aNew York Times front-
page specid report that ran on June 29 was headlined, “ Caring Parents, No Answers, In
ColumbineKillers Past.” The medialike to run with current topics, and it was the timing of the
April publishing of the tdl-all book about the 1997 murders in Japan by the 14-year-old boy
that undoubtedly prompted Newsweek to run areview of it.

Lest readers not make the connection, Newsweek stated it explicitly: “the book has sold nearly
haf amillion copies and has dominated best-sdler ligs dl over the country [Japan]. It hasadso
triggered a Japanese version of the do we redlly know our kids? hysteria that has swept
Americasince 15 people died in April a Colorado’s Columbine High School.”%

When the media speak about American teenage boysin their sories, the context istypicaly
negative: the boys are in gangs, on drugs or perhapsjust “troubled.”?® That perception of
teenagers — especidly male ones— as threatening can dosh over to foreign teens as well, but
in crises where civilians are victims and there are no women or young children, older youths are
often chosen — together with the ederly — asthose next in line for purity-of-victim status. For
example, in astory about a massacre of 40 “fathers and sons’ in the town of Veika Krusa, The
Boston Globe ran a huge low-angle photograph of askull in afield, with aman waking in the
background. The caption read: “Gzpm Duraku walked past the skull of Ramadan Duraku's
16-year-old sonin afidd in Veika Krusa, Kosovo. Ramadan and his son were dlegedly
murdered by Serb forces.”?’

The hierarchy of theinnocent isroughly: infants, young children up to the age of 12, pregnant
women, teenage girls, ederly women, dl other women, teenage boys, al other men. Or as The
New York Times quoted a Scotland Y ard war crimes investigator: “‘ There were 60 bodies, al
shot.... There were seven children under 12, including a4-year-old. There were three women,
one over 60.""%®

5. “Literary Crutch” images are used to fulfill an aesthetic need in the story tdling
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O. Henry has alot to answer for. Since most school children can’t graduate from high school
without reading such classcsas“The Last Leaf” or “The Gift of the Magi,” generations of
would-be writers have grown up yearning to put that same poignant and ironic twit at the end
of ther efforts. And at the turn of the millennium, there are few topics more suitable for
poignant irony than the plight of children.

Time magazine, in the find lines of its Kosovo cover sory, told thisstory: “As his ancient,
wesathered face streamed with tears last week, Azem Mucg placed roses on adried puddle of
blood at the entrance to Pec. The 72-year-old Albanian farmer had brought his 14-year-old son
Gzim safely down from the hills after two monthsin hiding from the Serbs, reuniting the family of
seven. On Wednesday, Gzim raced joyfully to the main road to cheer the KFOR tanks as they
growled by. A car stopped in front of him. Five Serbs in black masks jumped out and, without
saying aword, shot Gzim dead.”*

Discussion

While the mediaregularly mentioned children in internationa stories during the three weeks
under sudy, few articles or television segments addressed children’ sissues outright. Even those
that did (such as articles on Kosovo orphans or the Japanese teenage killer) were components
of events and issues of larger and long-standing concern to the public: the war in the Bakans,
domestic violence. “It has become a bipartisan habit to turn vexing public problemsinto child-
centered causes whenever possible” wrote Ann Hulbert last year in The New York Times
Book Review.®

Issues that have become child-centered are at the forefront of American politics and society.
And indeed in The New York Times during the three weeks under investigation there were
numerous front- page stories that related to American children — from above-the-fold storieson
families with children on wefare and the dentist problems faced by poor children with bad teeth,
to bel ow-the-fold articles on coaching Little Leaguers, the unvelling of Julius Erving as the father
of tennis phenom Alexandra Stevenson and a stand-aone photo of candidate George W. Bush
kissng atoddler.

Seenin that context, the media s employment of victimized foreign babies, toddlers or pre-teens
as poster children for internationd eventsis just one more example of agenerd culturd trend.

A 1992 study published in the prestigious academic journa Journalism Quarterly investigated
relief groups use of photographs in their fund-raisng efforts and noted that children were the
most credible “ message sources.”* Both nongovernmental organizations and the media know
that the ultimate heart-tugger isastory or photograph of achild in distress. For certain genres
of crigs, such asfamines, images of children are used reflexively; they are so overwhemingly the
norm of coverage that few other ways of representing the crisis are considered.



17

Too often the media tread too familiar and formulaic pathsin their telling of the news;, the
media’s coverage of internationd affairs often does an injustice to those they purport to cover.
Both print and broadcast mediaingtitutions (if not the reporters and camera operators out in the
field) too rarely have the values of globa understanding at heart. In an industry driven more by
the profit motive than by a commitment to public service, provoking an audience has too often
become the point of coverage. Does astory have Szzle? Can it capture an audience' sinterest?
Doesit ded with atopic that will gir the emotions? If the answer isyes, coverageislikdy. As
Marc Charney, international editor of the “Week in Review” section of The New York Times,
told me this soring, “What I’ m looking for, what’'s new in Sories on internationa affairs, are
those on women and children — like the piece we did on rape as a weapon of war or the one
on child soldiers.”*

Summary

In the case of Kasovo, the lives of children are integrdly intertwined with the conflict and its
denouement. It is seemingly natural and unforced for the mediato dwell on their traumas and
experiences. But it isnot inevitable that the coverage do so — or do so in the particular manner
that it did.

One chdlenge to be taken up from this research is to consder the media effects of a child-
centered focus — and the media effects if other frames are gpplied. The cumulative effect of
the Kosovo frames mentioned above isto leave the impression in the American audience that
thiswas awar in which children were particularly at risk, made particular targets. Another
frame, of heroic defenders (atypica frame during World War 11), would leave Americans with
adifferent impresson. And athird frame, of technologica innovation (aframe prevaent during
the Gulf War), would suggest athird impression.

In those instances when there is no obvious or natura connection between averba or visua
image of children and the focus of a newsitem — such as a photograph of a child playing, when
the point of the articleis military — a child frame can be distracting a best. Since most readers
of even such dlite news outlets as The New York Times spend mere seconds perusing the front
page of the paper, it can be assumed that most readers (and probably most TV watchers, as
well) are doing little more thanlooking at the pictures® Therefore, an article that used a picture
of achild when children bore little relation to the topic of the piece was bound to be
misrepresented in the reader’ s mind. Readers of The Boston Globe piece about Pakistan, for
ingance, would be justified in believing that children were akey component of the conflict in
Kashmir. (They might aso be seduced into believing that the field of baitle in Kashmir wasa
flat, hot Punjabi landscape, rather than afrigid Himalayan one))

Woodruff, Dorfman and Winett said in their paper that the media s use of images of children
reflects “a cynica gpproach to children and youth. Children appear vauable only to the extent
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that they can get attention for and justify awide range of public policies— some quite remote
from the daily lives of the children....Children are used to raise sympathy for issues that have
ratively little to do with them...”* The reflexive use and incressing strength of the convention
of using children to illudtrate any news story drains the impact of using children as aframe when
it is more gppropriate, when, in other words, children are the story.
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STUDY 2: A Rights Language: Human Rightsin the American Media

Analysis

The American media often aitract individuals who champion the public’ s right to know, who
believe that the unfettered communication of information is imperative to the exercise of good
citizenship. Theseindividuds believe that the primary role of the mediais to check the tyranny
of authority. However, the gatekeepers within the media— the editors, producers and certainly
the owners — cannot afford to lose Sght of bottom:-line consderations. Will thetelling of a
human rights story appedl to readers or viewers? For if those readers and viewers are turned
off and go away, the medialose both circulation and advertisers.

Most human rights stories (like most international newsin genera) don't crossthe media's
threshold for coverage. Either the story is from a country or region too remote or of too little
interest (sub-Saharan Africa, for instance) so that editors and producers don’t fed that they
need to chance their audiences turning the page or flipping the channe, or the Situation is
potentiadly so distressing, but seems so immune to amdioration (such as Tibet or Algeria), that
the gatekeepers judge that the public will fed both drained and helpless— emotions no savvy
editor or producer wants to provoke.

Still, there may be adot for certain kinds of human rights stories— such as those told in the
aftermath of amagjor conflict, such as Kosovo. Faced with finite amounts of space and time,
print and broadcast media prioritize stories and elements of soriesthat are dramatic, violent and
visud. If agory is sufficiently compdling, sufficiently unusud, sufficiently tied to the political,
culturd or economic interests of an audience, the mediawill feature it. Just asthe yellow
journds of a century ago fought for circulation through the commissioning of crusading stories
about life in the tenements, S0 too can hard-hitting stories about human rights abuses serve both
to forward a humanitarian agenda and to seize the attention (and dollars) of readers and
viewers.

The three weeks of coverage andyzed here suggest that “human rights’ is not aframe uniformly
used in the coverage of internationd affairs— certain kinds of human rights abuses and stories
are prioritized and abuses from certain countries (such as Kosovo), regions, religious or ethnic
groups “objectively” receive more attention than others. The three weeks under particular
scrutiny in this study, from June 21 to July 10, for example, coincided with the end of the
offensive military engagement in Kosovo. It isnot surprising, therefore, in the immediate
aftermath of such a contentious conflict, that there were a plethora of stories related to human
rights in Kosovo and a relative dearth of news — much less humantrights frames — from other
countries.

This three-week sampling of print and broadcast stories suggests that human rights and
humanitarian frames gppear in three types of internationd stories:
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1. News gtoriesin which elther a discrete event is described (for example, the release of secret
US documents on the human rights abuses by the Chilean military under General Pinochet) or a
processis discussed (for instance, the diplomeatic deliberation over the possibility of
humanitarian reparations to Serbia);

2. Editorids and/or opinion pieces (usualy) that debate philosophica points or public policy
questions relaing to the concept of humanitarian intervention, the definition of a“just war,” the
ascribing of blame for war crimes and atrocities or the gpportioning of legd versus mora
respongbility; and

3. News dtories or feature articles that use a description of a human rights abuse to provide
evidence for the charge of war crimes, to draw in readers or viewers with a human interest
dory, to vaidate the enemy as“evil” or to set atone of pathetic falacy.

The following isamore detalled description of these types of stories.

1. News Stories: discrete events and processes

Harvard Professor Joseph Nye wrote in Foreign Affairs that “foreign policy involvestrying to
accomplish varied objectives in a complex and recacitrant world. This entails trade-offs. A
human rights policy is not itsdf aforeign policy; it is an important part of aforeign policy.”*

Human rightsis just one among many consderations in the drafting and implementation of public
policy. Clothing internationd action in benevolent purpose is a given (to confirm this, think of
the rdlying criesfor war: “the war to end dl wars,” “the war to liberate Kuwait”), but the
triggering eements for action are not typicaly human rights abuses, but traditiond security and
economic condderaions. Only on those occasons when it isjudged thet there is rdatively little
risk are decisons made to take action on human rights grounds. American troops were not sent
into Rwandato stop the genocide, for instance — the Pentagon viewed thet as a Vietnam:-like
quagmire — but the troops were committed for a short-term “humanitarian” mission (after the
100 days of genocide) to aid those in the refugee camps across the border.

As Nye recognized in the passage above, the Clinton adminisiration has humean rights objectives
initsarsend of foreign policy interests, and, on occasion, it has opted to exercise those
objectives. Over the course of the three weeks of this study, Washington (as well as other
governmenta and nongovernmenta organizations— such as the UN and international NGOs)
precipitated various events and processes that were of direct human rights concern — and
certain of these events and processes made it into the news.

Y et, with few exceptions (dl related to the conflict in Kosovo), the stories that addressed
gpecific human rights issues during this time frame were not fronted in the newspapersand in
most cases they didn’'t even make it into the newsmagazines or the network evening news
programs. These stories included such newsitemsas the UN's capitulation in sending ateam
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to Baghdad to dismantle alaboratory without the technical experts from the specid commission
charged with disarming Iraq of weapons of mass destruction; the World Bank’s approva of a
$160 million loan to Chinato resettle 58,000 non-Tibetan Chinese to Tibet; and the UN's
disaccreditation of the status of Chrigtian Solidarity Internationa, an organization best known for
proving the existence of davery in Sudan by buying 1,000 people and then setting them free,
because of its relationship with Sudanese resstance leader John Garang.

In these and other Soriesthat centered on human rights topics, the relevance and ramifications
of the human rights component were amost never discussed. In other words, an event or act
would be mentioned but the larger meaning of the human rights component would not. The
event or act would typicaly be treated smply in a“who-what-where-when” fashion. The
omission of context and background meant that most readers would not be able to recognize a
larger, globd pattern of human rights abuses or of human rights-driven policy.

An exception to that was agtory in The New York Times which began with the following leed:
“The CIA and other Government agencies had detailed reports of wide-spread human rights
abuses by the Chilean military, including the killings and torture of leftist dissdents, dmost
immediatdy after a 1973 right-wing coup that the United States supported, according to once-
secret Government documents released today.” *

More typicd were the following stories:

% A Los Angeles Times article which, in the context of spesking about the missingin
K osovo, mentioned — but didn’t follow up on — thisimportant detail: “But
negotiators who made the peace ded with Yugodav President Slobodan Milosevic
faled to include a dlause guaranteeing the Internationa Committee of the Red Cross
accessto dl prisons to ensure that Kosovo Albanians didn't disappear into Serbian
jals. The Red Crossis now taking with officidsin Belgrade, the Serbian and Y ugodav
capital, and hopes to get permission soon to help search for missing people who may be
in prison, agency spokesman Urs Boegli said over the weekend in Pristing, Kosovo's
capital "’

¢ A New York Times piece about UN Secretary Generd Kofi Annan’surgeto UN
members to pledge “ additiona money and personnel to help secure and assist a
democratic, multiethnic Kosovo” — yet that didn’t expand on the comment inits lead
that this*urgent” request was in response to the need to “reintegrate refugees flooding
back into Kosovo™ or the comment near the end of the article that “the ministers had
disagreed over what congtituted * humanitarian’ assistance.”*®

+«+ A Washington Post article quoted the commander of the 7,000-member US
peacekeeping force in eastern Kosovo as saying: “We re involved in peace
enforcement. If you look where we' re engaged around the world, that’s what we're
doing.” But the article then didn’t take the commander’ s advice and look at the US
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forces in Kosovo in the context of “peace enforcement” in other US military
operations.*

+ Thelead four-page story in Time magazine s World section on the NATO occupation
of Kosovo did not once use the words “humanitarian” or “human rights” The closest it
came waswhenit said, “The US may not be able to wipe trouble off the map, the
thinking goes, but it can contain it, asit has donein Iraq and now Serbia. Yet the
tendency of the US to fight low-intensity wars that stop short of winning unconditiona
surrender — and that leave tyrants like Saddam Hussein and Milosevic in power — has
inspired public doubts.”“°

2. Editoria and/or Opinion Pieces. philosophica points and public policy questions

During the three weeks of the sampling, editoria and opinion writers reveled in the opportunity
to indulge in philosophica debates that actudly had public policy ramifications. Reporterstoo
took notice of the swirling public opinion about humanitarian interventions, but, mindful of the
congraints of the news-gtory format, indulged themselves only insofar as they could quote
sources musing about the definition of a“just war,” the ascribing of blame for war crimes and
atrocities or the gpportioning of legd versus mord respongbility for the horrors.

Whereas news stories that touched on topics directly bearing on human rights or humanitarian
issues rarely mentioned that the topics wer e in the congtdlation of human rights or
humanitarianism (leaving readers and viewers to intuit that articles about policies towards
weapons of mass destruction or reparations were key components of ahuman rights palicy),
articles that focused on the philosophical debates clearly discussed the relationships among
questions of judtice, crimind behavior, mora and legd responsbility and human rights.

Mog mediaingtitutions seized the opportunity to pontificate on theories of justice when

Presdent Clinton and Secretary of State Albright gave them the opening to do so. Columnists
and editorid writersthrill to discover new unifying theories, and Clinton’ swords to the NATO
troops in Macedonia gave them the opening to identify a“Clinton Doctring’: “We must win the
peace. If we can do this here...we can then say to the people of the world, ‘Whether you livein
Africaor Centra Europe or any other place, if somebody comes after innocent civilians and
triesto kill them en masse because of their race, their ethnic background or their religion and it is
within our power to stop it, we will stopit.””

As Timemagazine had it: “For both Presdent Bill Clinton and Secretary of State
Maddeine Albright, the war in Kosovo has been as much about moras asit has been
about geopoalitics.... For Clinton it may aso be the war that dlows him to establish a
foreign policy for the 21t century.”**
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And asidentified by columnigt Jm Hoagland in The Washington Post: “A Clinton
Doctrine of humanitarian warfare istaking shape. Its aboration by Clinton at Aviano
ar base, to Kosovo refugeesin Macedoniaand in a CNN interview on the same
European trip cannot be dismissed as mere rhetoric. Words like these will have effect
whatever Clinton’s own ultimate use and view of them.”*?

Lengthy editoridsin the mgor papers revisted and found justified the earlier spin-doctored
pronouncements by Czech Republic Presdent Vaclav Havel and British Prime Minister Tony
Blar. “Thisis probably the first war that has not been waged in the name of nationd interests
but rather in the name of principles and vaues,” Havel had said. And Blair had equaly affirmed:
“Thisis ajust war, based not on any territoria ambitions but on values.”*®

Editor-in-Chief Mortimer Zuckerman wrote in an editorid in US News & World
Report: “Let usdl take amoment to celebrate the end and outcome in Kosovo.... We
fought not for territory but for vaues and mora principles.... NATO wasright to fight
the war, not wrong.”*

And in aNewsweek articletitled “The Lessons of a*War of Vdues” Michad Elliott
wrote: “Kosovar lives would have been saved if, in the first days of the war, NATO
had bombed Serbiaas hard asit later did, while massing troops in preparation for an
dl-out invason. Humanitarian wars, it seems, must be waged by blitzkrieg.... Some
wars are necessary; some wars are just. No war is good.”

The end of the air war, the movement of NATO forcesinto Kosovo and the
concomitant disarming of the Serbian and KLA troops gave editoria and opinion
writers an opportunity to muse on the World War I1-era question of who'sto blamein
awar where mass atrocities have been committed: the sate (and its leader Milosevic)
or the individual perpetrators?

An editorid in The Washington Post observed, “the war in Kosovo wasn't redly the
work of one man. Saying that Serbia needs to unseat Mr. Milosevic is shorthand for
saying that Serbs need at least to begin to come to terms with the terrible things their
armed forces and paramilitaries have done in this decade, to the approva or silence of
most of them.”*

An editorid in The New York Times ended with asmilar comment: “What is perhaps
most sobering about the scale of the atrocitiesis that even astheir countrymen were
killing many thousands of innocents, the vast mgority of Serbs chose not to notice, or
not to care.”*’

And the Kosovo cover story in Time magazine mused, “We are faced once again this
century with the tasks of assgning individua blame for horrors committed in the name of
nationa policy, and determining how best to bring the guilty to justice.”*®
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Such discussions often paraleled related consderations of Milosavic’ sindictment for war
crimes. “It'sclear the Serb leader is mordly complicit in the horror of Kosovo,” headlined one
Newsweek article. “Now prosecutors must establish his crimind guilt.” Thistopic iswhat
connected the editoria and opinion piecesto the news stories. Towards the end of the conflict
in Kosovo, the mediawas devoting substantiad attention to the aleged Serbian war crimes.
Opinion pieces riffed on the definition of “war crimes’ and the chalenge of establishing “crimind
guilt,” while the news stories detailed the evidence gathered by the war-crimesinvestigators.

Stuart Taylor's column in Newsweek, for example, noted: “While prosecutors can
probably produce at least circumstantial proof that the Serb leader ordered ethnic
cleansing, the worst Serb crimes — the massacres of Kosovar civilians— may well
have been blessed only by winks and nods from Belgrade.”*

3. Naws Stories and Feature Articles: evidence, human-interest stories, vaidation and pathetic
fdlacy

The mgority of articles that wrestled with issues of human rights during the three weeks under
andysis detailed the dlegations of Serbian war crimes. Even stories in which the focus was on
ancillary topics— the American Marines, Russian troops, efforts to topple Milosevic, for
ingance — frequently indulged in scene- setting paragraphs of graphic description. And those
gories written specificdly to tdll of the war-crimes investigations wallowed in the tdlling of
horror. 1t usualy wasn't sufficient in the estimation of the editorsto tell of just one incident or to
briefly describe asingle atrocity — more likely numerous aleged war crimes were described
throughout a piece, or if only oneincident was discussed, it was discussed in extengve detall.

These war-crime articles that gppeared in such numbers actually fulfilled several purposes.

Some articles served primarily to document the graphic evidence being collected by the
war crimes investigators. Time magazine wrote: “Everyone hasatde of brutdity to
tel. The stories numb with their anvful sameness. Y et asindividud tales multiply, they
form the shameful mosaic of a season of daughter that spread across al Kosovo. The
evidence before our own eyesis damning.”>® And the lead of an editorid in The New
York Times equaly admitted: “During the NATO bombing of Kosovo, when Serbia
controlled reporters access to the region, journdists could document atrocities only by
interviewing the ethnic Albanians who had fled to refugee camps. News reports of thelr
accounts usualy carried the words ‘ could not be independently confirmed.” They can
be now. Journdigs have fanned out through Kosovo, and the confirmation is horrifying.
Ethnic Albanians offer reporters crumpled lists of the dead and lead them to burned
mosgues, the remains of bodies and fresh graves dug by friends and family to bury the
vicims”>*
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Some articles served a human+-interest function — they attempted to draw readers into
the Kosovo story, they attempted to describe, for instance, how neighbors could turn
into killers. A Boston Globe article headlined “Kosovar Sees Friend Lead Raid on
Her Village’ explained, “Sdi Seremeti, 46, was once a close friend of Svetkovic. But
on the morning of March 25, he was not surprised when Svetkovic banged on his door
with the butt of arifle and told the family to leave their house. ‘He had gone mad. He
changed into something very ugly,’ said Seremeti. ‘We al watched it happen. ">

Some articles and televison packages describing the crimes of war were amply
intended to prove the existence of “evil” — anecessary proof for those journdists
committed to finding that NATO was the protagonist in ajust war. NBC's Jm Maceda
spoke of the “evil redity of the war in Kosovo and dleged Serb atrocities.” And
Debbie Howlett wrote in USA Today, “The village reeks of degth. Rotted animal
carcasses litter the roads, and at least 47 fresh graves have been dug in cemeteries,
barnyards and overgrown hillsdes. No house is unscathed. Mot are burned to apile
of brick, ash and charred timber.... But the destruction of Vdika Krusawas not just
part of some faceless military effort to wipe out arebd stronghold or slence
government opposition. It was, in the end, the very essence of what is so horrifying
about this latest war in the Bakans. 1t was, as villager Egrem Hoti says, ‘Inhumanin a
way | do not understand.’”>®

And findly for some reporters the war crimes played a novdigtic role— ala Edgar
Allen Poe. The landscape was made to parale the blighted livesin Kosovo. A lead
from The Washington Post: “From the hill above this western Kasovo village, the
countryside is a carpet of farmers fields, dternating green and black. But venture down
the rocky dope, past the Y ugodav army ambulance crumpled by aland mine, beyond
the fire-bleached car frames in which villagers say people were burned dive, and the
redlity of thisregion comesinto focus. In place after place down the hillside, the nubbly
black earth has assumed the oblong shape of graves.”>* And this lead from aLos
Angeles Times aticle “Cal it the highway of hell.... In each house, the refugees find
evidence that isimpossbleto ignore. Thereisaliving room dominated by a pile of
ashesin the shape of abody, marking the spot where a man was rolled in blankets,
doused with gasoline and burned dive.... Thereis a house the Serbs gpparently used as
achamber of rape. The refugees who returned to this home afew days ago found
dozens of buttons ripped from clothes aongside bloodied blankets and women's
underwear.... Thereis a dtill-ticking black quartz watch next to adeeve sticking out of a
mass grave. Witnesses say the watch was once on a hand that has been eaten by
animals”*

Discussion

“Humean rights’ is a seemingly transparent concept. Asaphraseit iswiddy employed — so
widdly, in fact, that many who use the term are entirely convinced that such ubiquity argues a
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broad understanding and acceptance of itsmeaning. Yet | have found, both in my research on
the three weeks of “data’ and in my previous work, that thereis no consistency of message.
Those who spesk of human rights do not necessarily prioritize human rightsin the same manner
as others, nor do they even define “human rights’ in the same terms. And the digtinctionsin
definition have ramifications beyond the linguistic and rhetorica. As Professor Steve Commins,
an analys at the World Bank, has noted: “Language and definitions are important. Indeed, the
smokescreen of some human rights phrases is part of the problem in this fidld.”*

In origin, human rights abuses are internd to acountry. But they are internationd in their
repercussons. Human rights have been one wedge by which the international community — or
even sngle nations or internationa organizations— have penetrated countries. Aswitnessed in
the stories from Kosovo, there has been a growing clamor in the past decade that human rights
offenders are brought to justice and their crimes revedled — a clamor backed by the oft-
expressed but rarely harkened-to cry of “Never Again!”>’

When politica and military actions seem warranted, as in the case of Kosovo, governments are
perfectly happy to play the human rights card and the media often go aong. What seemsto be
the case is that human rights abuses are referenced by governments when they believe their
actions need mord vaidation, and are neglected by those same governments when it seems
politicaly, militarily or economically expedient to do so. Since most consumers il get their
news from the treditiona news media, governments have learned to spin their policies through
the feeding and leaking of information, the careful choice of information to hand out and the
careful choice of language with which to frame that information. “ Spin” has become areflexive
part of any government operation.

The Globd Interdependence Initiative may be able to help expose the wizard behind the curtain
— the media strategies used by government officids. If so, perhapsthe Initiative can, like the
movie “Wag the Dog,” result in the government at least having to defend itsdf againgt charges of
manipulating Americans. Greater trangparency in government action may result. A more savvy,
educated public may be the beneficiary.

Summary

During the three weeks of media sampling, human rights issues came to the public’s atention
framed by reference to certain terms:

1. “universd judice” “just war”

2. “humanitarian war,” “war for mord principles,” “war of vaues’

3. “war crimes” including: “arocities,” “torture,” “disgppeared,” “ethnic cleansing,”
“mass expulsion,” “massacres,” “genocide’— aswdl asless uniquely human rights-
related words such as “killings,” “murder,” “execution,” “daughter,” “rgpe’ and “evil”
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4. “mord complicity,” “mora responshility,” “individua blame’
5. “crimind guilt,” “legd evidence’

The media have saized on these news frames precisdy because they form our ideds of both the
desrable and undesirable flip sdes of human rights. We want universd justice. Mora
principles demand we rescue the innocent. Mord principles demand we indict the perpetrators
of evil. Humanrightsis NOT just another mediaframe. Itsvaues, its language go to the
essence of who we believe we are, who we hope we will be.

But ultimately, of course, human rightsis just another frame — one that can be summarily pre-
empted when amore compdlling or sensationa series of events or story line interrupts, one that
isinevitably pre-empted when the mediaingtitutions judge that the sory — or the public’'s
interest — hasrunits course. The mainstream media do not privilege reports with human rights
frames. Human rights stories may illuminate the very core of what ditinguishes us — or should
diginguish us — from the brute beasts, but in the business of the media the timeliness and
novelty of the stories degrade until findly dl thet isleft isto wrap fish in them.

Conclusion

Asamediacritic, amedia historian and a former reporter, | would counsdl those who seek to
increase the American media s coverage of globa issues not to be naive about changing these
tendencies or even trying to change most of the frames specified in the previous sections on
children and human rights. The frames that are in play have been long entrenched. They are not
likely to change. But they can be exploited.

The chdlenge for the Globa Interdependence Initiative is to qudify and channd the cascading
“big stories’” of war, famine, pestilence and human misery that are the daily diet of our
informetion flow. We don’'t have to remain captive to criss coverage. Crises may grosdy
samplify the world, but for our purposes they may be the Trojan Horse that we can use to
educate the public about real needs around the globe.

When a crigs erupts and reporters parachute in to cover it, those groupsinterested in
forwarding an agenda of global cooperation should not solely evaluate the agenda’ s success on
the basis of column inches devoted to the foreign event or on the basis of the amount of money
donated to relief organizations. The type of coverage thet reflexively opens individud
pocketbooks can actudly thwart understanding of globa problems and undermine the long-term
gods of internationa organizations.

For example, early hero-victim narratives can work to bring in the dollars. Médecins Sans
Frontieres found that out during the cholera epidemic in Rwanda when, shortly after one of their
physicians appeared on a network news program, a bartender in Alaska caled the organization
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to say that his patrons had just collected $9,000 for the doctors. And Elizabeth Dole, when she
was president of the American Red Cross, said that the first week of television coverage of Red
Cross workers minigtering to the victims of Hurricane Mitch prompted 92,000 peopleto cdl to
pledge donations.

The problem is that dthough such hero-victim portrayas are effective for short-term fund-
raisers, such public-relations efforts can miseducate Americans about world affairs — hindering
in severa ways the long-term work of those interested in promoting globa cooperation.

Firgt, such fables amplify what is often a complex emergency. Asaresult, the public comesto
believe in ample solutions: Feed the children, for example, and the crisswill end. Then, when
the crisis doesn't end or another occurs, there is a sense of betrayal, an unwillingness to keep
giving and a drift towards compassion fatigue. There sa*been there, donethat” mentdity
about it. “Every timetherdsafaminein Africa” said a CARE officid in Narobi, “you can
aways count on somebody asking, ‘Hey, didn't they just do that last year?”

Second, the fable lumps the local population into a homogenous, voiceless class of victims, and
ignores the good works of the indigenous aid workers. In Somdia, for example, story after
story emphasized who was who. The “heroes,” said one commentator on CNN, are the
“ICRC, The Red Cross, The Children’s Fund, Save the Children. Folks have been there
making sacrificid donations of human flesh and blood.”*® 1n most of the stories there was no
explicit acknowledgment that it was the Somai workers who were making the greatest flesh
and-blood sacrifice.

Third, the audience watching and reading at home is directed to care more about the
stereotyped heroes and victims than it does about the crissitself. “The victim and his rescuer
have become one of the totems of our age,” wrote the former head of Médecins Sans
Frontieres, Rony Brauman. “The humanitarian volunteer, a new, newsworthy figure, neither
gtatesman nor guerrilla, but haf-amateur and hdf-expert,” said Brauman, has become the “front
man” for crises. Theresult isthat the public retains no long-term interest in the country or
region in distress. Once the resolution of the individua narrative has been told — the doctor
saved the baby, the baby died despite the doctor’ s efforts — the public’ s attention moves on.
And if there is an attempt to retain that attention by retelling and retelling the horror stories,
sooner or later — and increasingly it is sooner — the public turns the page, turns away, dipping
into a compassion fatigue funk.

And fourth, reliance on such hero-victim narratives hel ps undermine Americans paying attention
to disasters that can't easily befit into such storybook constraints — either because thereis no
Western heroic presence or because the victims are perceived more as villains, complicit in their
own demise. The Kurds, for example, who were ignored during the Anfa of 1988 when
perhaps as many as 180,000 died at the hand of Saddam Hussain’s forces, were caught upina
war between two unloved countries. Iran and Irag. And there was little donor response to the
news of the Rwandan genocide that was described by the Los Angeles Times as“just the latest
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round of mass murder by the Hutu and Tutd tribes” Knight-Ridder conducted interviews with
officidsfrom 10 US-based relief agencies with operations in Rwanda and found that “ donations
have skyrocketed since the focus of the disaster switched from civil war and genocide to the
plight of stranded refugees and children suffering from disease and Sarvation.”

Soironicaly, more ink or more airtime may not necessarily help Americans to a more nuanced
sense of theworld or help them come to a greater understanding of what should be their role in
it. Thereisaneed for charity leaders, for example, to encourage media coverage that will lead
to long-term support — not Smply (or even primarily) of the charity organizations themselves,
but of the values and principles of what has been called “doba cooperation” and “socid
stewardship.”

And while NGOs cannot be expected to turn their backs on the immediate criss coverage that

accounts for such alarge bulk of their funding, what they need to do is engage in a second layer
of effort to educate journalists about context and to steer the media away from their lgpsesinto

easy black-white characterizations. How can they do this?

Little, perhgps, can be done during the initia rush to coverage, but there remains an opportunity
for what Hollywood calls the “back story.” The more responsible broadcasters, such as CNN,
the BBC and even Rupert Murdoch's News Corp., are dl in the 24-hour-a-day news business
and desperately need and want new angles for their aging stories. And The New York Times,
The Washington Post and their counterparts around the world aso have the means and the
incdination to stick around — if their reportersin the fidld can make a compdlling case that there
is till anews story to be covered. As disasters multiply and compassion runsthin, it only
becomes more important to distinguish among crises.

This then is the opportunity for NGOs and others. To advance the cause of global cooperation,
the aid organizations together with other internationaly oriented groups need to think like foreign
editors. What is the second- and third-week angle on the criss? What are the questions and
frugtrations in the minds of Americans pummeled by images but bereft of context and
information? How can the frames of “innocent” babies and a“just war” be used not just to
dramatize aforeign conflict but to connect to American lives a home?

At the turn of the millennium, information has become an extraordinarily powerful and volatile
tool. The eventsin Kosovo and East Timor have demonstrated that the handling of information
iscentrd to diplomatic, military and humanitarian missonsdike. And intoday’s 24/7 dl-news,
dl-the-time environment, the potentid for manipulation and digtortion of information is
exponentidly greater than it was even 15 or 20 years ago. The pressure for constant news
delivery, not only on radio and televison, but also on the Internet, will continue to exacerbate
that potential but it will also increase the opportunities for NGOs and others to contribute to the
framing and reframing of whet is news.
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! There were certain international stories that looked specifically at children, but these were rare and
received little attention:

* an article in The Washington Post that discussed the psychological trauma of Kosovo for its
child victims was buried in the Health section, on page Z 12;

* an article in Newsweek that described a book about a 14-year-old Japanese killer (written by his
parents) was on page 71; and

* astory that aired both on CBS (on its evening news program) and on NBC (on the “ Today”
show) about afire in South Koreathat killed 23 children in a summer camp was given 90 words (about 15-20
seconds of airtime) on CBS and 55 words on NBC. (CNNI, Sky News and BBC World, however, devoted a
good deal of time to the children’s death— including second- and third-day stories as the cause of thefire
wasinvestigated.)
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