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F OREWORD
Yahya R. Kamalipour
The only way in which a human being can make some
approach to knowing the whole of subject is by hearing what
can be said about it by persons of every variety of opinion and
studying all modes in which it can be looked at by every
character of mind. No wise man ever acquired his wisdom in
any mode but this.
— John Stuart Mill

I

n 2007, America is not, nor is the world, the same
as it was prior to the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. Suspicion and
distrust of “others,” fear of the unknown, and unease about the role and
status of the United States permeates the air. The so-called “War on
Terrorism,” against a vague and undefined enemy, rages on in Iraq,
Afghanistan, and elsewhere. The media hint at the possibility of another preemptive attack against Iran and its nuclear power plants which are reportedly
intended for making atomic weapons.
The contemporary “Electronic Age,” as Marshall McLuhan envisioned
in the 1960s, has interconnected the entire world, but this interconnectedness
has not ostensibly contributed to improved intercultural communication and
international relations or a cooperative “global village.” Rather, it has
presented an array of previously inconceivable challenges and obstacles vis-àvis media, culture, economy, and politics. “Increasingly removed from
personal experience,” writes Mark Slouka (1995), “and over-dependent on
the representations of reality that come to us through television and the print
media, we seem more and more willing to put our trust in intermediaries who
“re-present” the world to us” (1995, pp. 1-2). This situation is indeed
intensified during conflicts and wars in which highly sophisticated
propaganda campaigns and emotionally charged terms such as
“fundamentalism,” “terrorism,” “jihad,” and “evil” are coined and used by
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

17

the mass media to influence public opinion in favor of a particular
government agenda (Kamalipour, 2004). Regarding global media coverage,
Douglas Kellner (2004) writes:
The 2003 Iraq War was a major global media event constructed very
differently by varying broadcasting networks in different parts of the
world. While the U.S. networks framed the event as “Operation Iraqi
Freedom” (the Pentagon concept) or “War in Iraq,” the Canadian CBC
used the logo “War on Iraq,” and various Arab networks presented it as
an “invasion” and “occupation.” (p. 69)
In the aftermath of the first and second Persian Gulf Wars and 9/11,
scores of books have been published in the United States and elsewhere
about the role of mass media during wars and global conflicts, including: (1)
media coverage of the 9/11 attack, (2) media coverage of the war on
Afghanistan and Iraq, (3) media complicity with the U.S. administration, (4)
media framing and debates, (5) media censorship and embedded reporting,
(6) media construction of reality, (7) media manipulation of public opinion,
(8) media and public diplomacy, (9) media and social-political responsibly,
10) media, patriotism and democracy, (11) media and objectivity, and (12)
media and dehumanization of war.
The well-orchestrated 9/11 attacks shattered the perceived invincibility
and invulnerability of America vis-à-vis foreign invasion and permanently
altered the international and intercultural relations of this contemporary
superpower with the rest of the world.
The information age has transformed everything in people’s lives,
whether they live in a remote village in Africa, America, Asia, Australia, or
Europe. Provided that they have some of the necessities of the modern life,
such as electricity and a telephone and access to the electronic media, they
unknowingly have become a member of the global village. In a global village
where distant voices and images, transmitted via the electronic and print
media, can be used as powerful means of psychological warfare and
propaganda weapons, its inhabitants inevitably form their perceptions of
“other” people and places — their thoughts, behavior, expectations,
preferences, likes or dislikes — based on what they receive through the mass
media. Furthermore, by acquiring skills in reading and writing and having
access to a computer and a global network, such as the Internet, they can
quickly become full-fledged participants, not just observers, of the world
community in which they can interact with millions of people around the
globe.
Global capitalism and global media have now penetrated the tribal way
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of life in the Amazon jungles via satellite-receiving dishes that adorn the
elite’s huts. Quite possibly, the members of the tribe may now dream of
having a Pizza Hut, driving a Toyota, drinking a Budweiser beer, and owning
other goods trumpeted on their TV sets.
W e live in a world that is intensely information-driven, in which
“knowledge is power,” and in which mass media play a key role in our social,
economic, and cultural affairs. With the concentration of global media in the
hands of a few transnational corporations (i.e., Time Warner, Disney,
Murdoch’s News Corporation, Bertelsmann of Germany, and Viacom), it is
possible to use the m edia to provoke both positive or negative human
emotions and create a divisive and polarized political and cultural
environment within and without nations. In other words, we live in a mediainduced global environment in which carefully manufactured and packaged
images play a decisive role in our daily lives — images that can sell, as well
as enhance, and images that can conjure hate and despair. Clearly, the
communication-information-technology revolution continues to alter,
redefine, and restructure human societies and lives throughout the world.
Apropos the above, this multifaceted book, How the World’s News Media
Reacted to 9/11, examines the global media’s reaction to the 9/11 attack. The
editor, Tomasz Pludowski, has done a commendable job of bringing together
an impressive cast of media experts, scholars, and professionals from
throughout the world to assess global media reaction and coverage of 9/11.
This book adds a fresh and welcome dimension to the existing literature on
international communication, media and war.
The reader of this timely volume will note that the contributing authors
have carefully studied and analyzed the global media’s reactions to the 9/11
from a non-American perspective. In so doing, they have skillfully woven
their personal insights and expertise into their research analysis of the media
coverage of a given country and produced a series of critical essays that are
easy to read, informative and thought-provoking.
Any meaningful step toward devising a better world requires shared
goals and coordinated actions in reversing the current destructive, divisive,
and anarchistic global trends. The first step in that direction must be based
on education, awareness, and reliable information. Hence, this multi-faceted
and multi-cultural volume makes a significant contribution by providing the
reader with diverse perspectives that hopefully will provoke thoughtful
analysis and discussions vis-à-vis human reactions to 9/11, media coverage,
cultural interpretations, and global implications of war and violence.
How the World’s News Media Reacted to 9/11 should prove to be a valuable
book for disciplines, such as international communication, international
affairs, cultural studies, political science, journalism, and mass
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)
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communication in general. This timely volume should also be beneficial to
media professionals and policy makers.
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INTRODUCTION &
A CKNOWLEDGMENTS
Tomasz Pludowski

H

undreds of books on 9/11 have been published,
covering global terrorism (e.g. Hoge and Rose, 2001), U.S. media coverage
of September 11 (e.g., Chermak et al., 2003), media framing (Norris, Kern,
& Just, 2003), com municating terror (Tuman, 2003), U.S. journalism after
9/11 (Zelizer & Allan, 2002), understanding 9/11 (Calhoun, Price, &
Timmer, 2002; Hershberg & Moore, 2002), U.S. hegemony (Chomsky, 2002;
Chomsky, 2003), etc. However, nearly all of those provide the U.S.
perspective. This study aims to bridge that gap by being more inclusive and
representative of the world’s scholarship.
The idea for this book grew out of a panel discussion at the 2002
convention of the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass
Communication (AEJMC) in Miami Beach, to which I was invited by Debra
Mason, director of the Religion Newswriters’ Association. The discussion,
titled “The World Watched Us”, was thought-provoking but it covered only
a handful of geographic areas. Moreover, virtually all perspectives presented
were those of American scholars.
Afterward, I decided to continue the project and bring together a more
diverse group of scholars to offer a wider range of views on the world’s
reactions to 9/11. Maria Marron and Zeny Sarabia-Panol were part of the
original line-up. Brian McNair and I met during a 1997 conference on “The
Images of Politics” organized by the University of Amsterdam, where we
both spoke. He seemed a natural choice to offer an analysis of the British
media reaction to the attack. The other authors included in this publication
were either selected by me or suggested to me as possible contributors.
This volume is unique in its approach and scope. It bears some
resemblance to Communication and Terrorism (Greenberg, 2002), but it clearly
distinguishes itself by expanding on the non-American responses to the
attacks. To that end, virtually all chapters that presented American scholars’
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analyses of American reactions to 9/11 were taken out of this publication
and appear elsewhere (Pludowski, 2006). While the other volume is intended
to bring American perspectives on 9/11 and terrorism to European
audiences, this collection serves the opposite purpose — namely, it brings
non-American persepectives to the attention of mainly American audiences.
In short, How the World’s News Media Reacted to 9/11 fills a void in academic
scholarship.

CHARACTERISCTICS

OF THIS

STUDY

The working intention behind this project was to make this anthology:
! International. As noted before, the purpose is to fill a gap in global
English-language scholarly literature by providing a volume on reactions
to 9/11 in the mass media of communications around the world.
! Interdisciplinary. The perspectives presented include a variety of disciplines:
journalism, political science, media and communication, and international
relations. A multitude of research methods have been used ranging from
personal interviews with journalists covering 9/11, discourse analysis of
media coverage, content analysis, semiotic analysis, statistical analysis, and
general informed commentary. While many authors provide succinct
national overviews, a number of contributors offer detailed and more
narrowly-focused analyses of select aspects of media coverage in a
country or region of their choice.
! Comparative. A number of studies go beyond analysis of individual
countries by making cross-national comparisons. That is most notably
true of the chapters dealing with Latin America, the Far East, and Britain
and Ireland.
! A combination of scholarly theory and journalistic practice. The authors represent
some of the most accomplished media analysts in their home countries.
While most of them are academic scholars, several are also, or primarily,
journalists.
! Cross-generational. The authors range from established experts to junior
faculty, in most cases working together to marry experience with a fresh
view.
! Native-like. Every effort was made to ring true by including perspectives
written by scholars native to the area under study, or at least ones with
long-term, first-hand, near-native experience with that area and culture.
! Accessible. Given the all-encompassing nature of 9/11, this study is
intended for the general reader as well as the academic community. One
of the aims was to interest scholars, researchers, politicians, media
executives, as well as the general reader. To this end, and for reasons of
space and economy, discussions of theory and reviews of literature have
been limited to the minimum and presented at any length only in several
22
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chapters (e.g. Bouvier, Vidmar Horvat, Sarabia-Panol, Hughes) and in
some cases entirely omitted.

THE STRUCTURE

OF THIS

VOLUME

The book begins with a Foreword by Yahya Kamalipour, an internationally
noted scholar of international communication and executive editor of all
national editions of Global Media Journal, including the Polish edition for
which I am editor-in-chief.
The chapters are structured by continent, with the European analysis
constituting the most numerous group and, thus, coming first. Individual
chapters are devoted to British and Irish, French, German, Spanish,
Norwegian, Polish, Slovene, and Russian media. Then analysis focuses
respectively on Asia (a comparative study of the seven nations of China,
India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Pakistan, and the Philippines, followed by
individual studies of China, a comparison of Japan and China, and a look at
India). The remaining sections focus on Arab and Middle Eastern countries
(Egypt, Palestine, and Turkey), Australia, South Africa, and the Americas
(U.S., Canada, and an extensive comparison of Latin American data).
In the Afterword, Cees J. Hamelink, former president of the
International Association for Mass Communication Research, faces the
difficult, if not impossible, task of making sense of the extensive amount of
information this volume provides. One cannot help but agree that this study
bears out the flaws of the vision of journalism as a mirror of multi-faceted
reality by showing how journalism falls victim to political and economic
pressures, local cultural values, recent history, and the current state of
international relations.
The text will appeal to the general reader and anyone interested in
journalism, international media, global studies and current affairs. Also, by
offering new information and filling a niche in American scholarly literature
the volum e will be interesting to researchers in those areas. The anthology
can be used in classes in international journalism, international relations,
media and terrorism, political communication, American Studies and
sociology.
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Part I

EUROPEAN MEDIA

Chapter 1

UK M EDIA C OVERAGE
OF S EPTEMBER 11
Brian McNair

M

ore than twenty years ago, French philosopher Jean
Baudrillard referred to terrorism as the “theatre of cruelty” (1983, p. 143). He
meant that in so far as its perpetrators set out to fill news media with
horrifying, attention-grabbing images of bodies and buildings blown apart,
(post)modern terrorism can be understood as staged spectacle, intended to
command the political agenda and fill the enemy’s hearts with disgust and
fear. The British public saw the tactic in action over some 30 years in
Northern Ireland, where it contributed to the decision of the UK
government to enter into negotiations with the various armed factions and,
eventually, the Good Friday agreement of 1998. The Spanish have seen it in
their cities and coastal resorts, where, at the height of the holiday season in
2002, an ETA bomb killed a child and the resulting publicity seriously
damaged the local tourism industry. But the spectacular, theatrical quality of
terrorism has never been more skillfully deployed than on September 11,
2001, when Osama bin Laden used the immediacy and global reach of 24hour real-time news to send his defiant message to the United States and its
allies, and to rally his own supporters across the world. On that day in New
York, in the most obscene snuff movie of all time, the transnational
television audience watched nearly 3,000 people die.
The event triggered military attacks — first on Afghanistan, then on
Iraq — and led to controversial policy developments, such as the Patriot Act
in the United States and a proposal to introduce identity cards in the United
Kingdom. It was a devastating first strike in what quickly became known as
the “war on terror,” sharpening and making visible to all what Samuel
Huntington had already called “the clash of civilisations” in his 1996 book
of that name. Islamic fundamentalism and Osama bin Laden, in particular,
in interviews with CNN and other media, had declared holy war — jihad —
on non-Islamic civilizations and values in the 1990s. In that context,
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September 11 was Pearl Harbor and Guernica rolled into one — an
audacious, ruthless, hitherto unimaginably violent act designed to decapitate
and demoralize. As John Gray’s 2003 essay on globalization and terrorism
put it: “The attack on the Twin Towers demonstrates that Al Qaida
understands that twenty-first century wars are spectacular encounters in
which the dissemination of media images is a core strategy” (2003, p. 76).
Dissemination of those particular images was immediate and allencompassing. Real-time news media such as CNN and Fox News, network
news organizations such as NBC and the BBC, Internet news sites and
bloggers, and radio and print outlets all were given over to blanket coverage
of events in New York and Washington for several days and weeks. The
story commanded the global news agenda, bringing into being a transnational
public united in consumption of information about its significance and
impacts.
I was on sabbatical study leave in the far north east of Australia, twelve
thousand miles from my home in Scotland, when the first plane hit the
World Trade Center.1 It was approximately 10:45 p.m. in that geographically
isolated part of the world, and my wife and I were eating pizza with a friend
at a local restaurant. When we got hom e just after 11 p.m., I switched on
CNN, as I often did at that time of night while down under, to enable me to
keep up with events on the other side of the world. Like all those who were
not in the immediate vicinity of the twin towers, I missed the first strike,
tuning in to the live TV coverage at a point when the north tower was
already burning, but nobody as yet knew why. CNN’s correspondents were
speculating about the possible causes of the fire clearly visible on camera, but
without firm information. Along with the hundreds of millions of people by
now following CNN and other broadcasters, I witnessed the second strike
as it happened a few moments later. I stayed with CNN throughout a night
of journalistic confusion, panic and disbelief.
From that remote outpost in tropical Queensland, I joined a global
audience of spectators to an act of mass murder that would shape the course
of world events for the foreseeable future. The sense of connection between
my location in Australia, my home in Scotland, and events occurring 15,000
miles and fourteen time zones away on the east coast of the United States
was both exhilarating and unsettling. My feelings of anger, incapacity and
impotence in the face of such an act were similar, I imagine, to those
experienced by CNN correspondents narrating the drama from their
Manhattan offices, although we were half a world apart.
For all that it was global in impact, however, the news media of
different countries reported the events of September 11 in different ways,
reflecting the relationships to and perceptions of their media and political
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elites about the United States, the Republican administration of George W.
Bush, and the Middle East conflict. This essay assesses coverage in the
United Kingdom, the United States’ closest ally on September 11, 2001, as
it has remained in the ensuing period. It notes that British news media shared
many of the premises and assumptions of U.S. journalists as they sought to
make sense of the attacks. While dissenting views as to the meaning of 9/11
were reported in the UK media, British journalists tended to respond, as did
their colleagues in the USA, to the event as the inauguration of a new era —
an era of war on global Islamic terror.

SEPTEMBER 11

IN THE

BRITISH MEDIA

There is general consensus among observers of Western m edia that on
September 11, 2001, the conventional rules of newsgathering and reportage
ceased to apply. As Zelizer and Allan put it in their introduction to Journalism
After September 11, “shaken to their foundation have been familiar notions of
what it means to be a journalist, how best to practice journalism, and what
different publics can reasonably expect of journalists in the name of
democracy” (2002, p. 1). September 11 meant “the death of detachment”
(Ibid., p. 16). While long-standing critics of liberal journalism bemoaned the
fact that “the media system” on this occasion proved to be, as it had been in
the past, “a superior propaganda organ for militarism and war” (McChesney,
2002, p. 93), the majority of journalists and their audiences recognized that
September 11 was different, both in scale and intent, from the terrorist
atrocities of, say the IRA.
IRA terrorism always had a political objective, holding out the
possibility of negotiation and resolution. Thus, it was that even American
right-wingers and Republicans could support it with money and resources.
Al Qaida’s declaration of war, on the other hand, was non-negotiable, an act
of pure violence designed to destabilize and, if possible, begin the process of
bringing down global capitalism itself. Just as objectivity was not expected of
the Western news media toward the Nazis in 1939-45, it would not be
forthcoming in coverage of Septem ber 11. This was manifest in the tears
shed by usually detached anchors as they sought to make sense in their own
minds and for their audiences the scale of the atrocity. It also generated the
kind of uncritical journalistic solidarity with government normally associated
with wars of national survival, which is precisely how the attacks quickly
came to be perceived — as a declaration of war. It was understood from an
early stage in the drama that this was a new kind of war, fought by nonstate

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

31

actors with weapons made available by and symbolic of globalization — realtime news and cheap air travel in particular — against the world’s leading
economic power. But it was war nonetheless. Early in its coverage, CNN
adopted the rubric “Attack On America.”
Academic analysts have documented and criticized the manner in which
American coverage of September 11 so quickly and unquestioningly became
a narrative about war. Sandra Silberstein notes that “through emblems of
patriotism, the media endorsed, and indeed helped produce, ‘America’s new
war’” (2002, p. xiii). Martin Montgomery notes that “even though other
expressions were available, which could have provided competing currencies
of description, war quickly came to dominate public discourse and ultimately
thereby to dominate events” (2005, p. 239). Through “a process of discursive
amplification,” the American media, as Montgomery sees it, marginalized
alternative narratives for making sense of the event, such as that which
stressed the sense of helplessness and desperation experienced by the
peoples of developing countries, and the Palestinians in particular, as they
sought to battle poverty and injustice.
Such criticisms have empirical substance, as all viewers of the coverage
will recall. They neglect the emotional dimension of September 11, however,
as if journalists in a newsroom five kilometres (or 3000 miles) away from
where thousands of people were dying in real time could be expected to have
reported the story dispassionately or without bias towards the victims. On
September 11, journalists left their objectivity at the newsroom door because
this, in a manner never seen before, was an attack on them and theirs: their
city, their country, their values, and their media.
There was, of course, dissent from this view in some quarters. Only
two days after the attacks, the late Susan Sontag wrote a piece for the New
Yorker magazine which defended the “courage” of the September 11
terrorists.2
Where is the acknowledgment that this was not a “cowardly” attack on
“civilization” or “liberty” or “humanity” or “the free world” but an
attack on the world’s self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken as a
consequence of specific American alliances and actions ... [I]f the word
“cowardly” is to be used, it might be more aptly applied to those who
kill from beyond the range of retaliation, high in the sky, than to those
willing to die themselves in order to kill others. In the matter of courage
(a morally neutral virtue): whatever may be said of the perpetrators of
Tuesday’s slaughter, they were not cowards.
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One scholar pointed out that “dominant coverage” of 9/11 in the
United States did not include “historical assessment of the structural violence
that went into building [New York and Washington]” (Karim, 2002, p. 104).
Indeed, it did not, although it seems naïve in the extreme to think that
journalists reporting such an event would pause to consider the “structural
violence” involved in the construction of a modern city as a causal factor in
a terrorist attack upon that city and its working people. Noam Chomsky,
while accepting that the September 11 attacks were “major atrocities,”
qualified this statement by asserting that “in terms of number of victims, they
do not reach the level of many others, for example, Clinton’s bombing of the
Sudan with no credible pretext.” 3 Seen from the purely human perspective,
however, it is difficult to imagine in what ways the response of U.S. media
to this unprecedented event could have been other than what unfolded —
shock, confusion, anger and grief.
Beyond America’s borders, on the other hand, so close a journalistic
identification with the events in New York and Washington was not so
predictable. It was present, however, especially in the media of the country
traditionally closest to the United States politically. In Britain, too, after the
initial confusion about what exactly was happening at the World Trade
Center buildings had been clarified, September 11 was reported as an act of
war, rather than a mere act of terrorism. BBC News embraced the “Attack
On America” rubric. September 12 headlines in the British press included:
War on America (Daily Telegraph)
War on the World (Daily Mirror)
Declaration of war (Daily Express)
Assault on America (Financial Times)
Apocalypse (Daily Mail)
As in the United States, there were a few exceptions to this pattern. In
an article written for the Guardian two days after 9/11, UK-based journalist
Seamus Milne blamed the American people themselves, including those killed
in the World Trade Center buildings that morning, for the atrocity. By their
“unabashed national egotism and arrogance,” argued Milne, and their failure
to address “the injustices and inequalities” that, in his view, motivated the
bombers, they had gotten more or less what they deserved, “once again
reaping a dragon’s teeth harvest they themselves sowed.” 4 A contributor to
the London Review of Books declared in an essay a few days later that “however
tactfully you dress it up, the United States had it coming. World bullies, even
if their heart is in the right place, will in the end pay the price.” 5 The
September 13 edition of the BBC’s public participation current affairs
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program, Question Time, included anti-American comments directed toward
the U.S. ambassador (who had appeared as a panel member on the show)
from some members of its studio audience (the BBC later apologized for the
incident). Such dissent from the overwhelming consensus that September 11
was an attack without justification or excuse was rare, however.
To a greater extent than was true of the American media, British
coverage of September 11 focused not just on the events in the United States
but on the global response. International solidarity with the American people
and their government was reported as almost universal, while rare
expressions of support for the attacks, as displayed by West Bank
Palestinians filmed celebrating and cheering, were highlighted by
Independent Television News, Channel 5 News and other outlets. BBC
World reported that “in the Palestinian refugee camps all over the Middle
East there has been jubilation — chanting, cheering, celebratory gunfire,
people have been handing out sweets; they’re ecstatically happy. They are
saying, now, at last, America is having a taste of the sam e sort of suffering
that we, the Palestinians, have had.” 6
Such coverage has arguably had lasting effects on global perceptions of
the legitimacy of the Palestinian cause. Just as Yasser Arafat’s support for
Saddam Hussein’s occupation of Kuwait in 1991 was at the time and
continues to be seen as a major strategic error, so coverage of apparent
Palestinian pleasure at the deaths of so many innocent civilians — including
those several hundred Muslims who had been in the World Trade Center at
the moment of the attacks — had a complex but pronounced impact on
global public opinion, especially as the tactic of suicide bombing became
more popular among Palestinian militants during the second Intifada.
There was, then, a rare degree of journalistic consensus around the
meaning of the September 11 events. With a few exceptions, such as those
cited above, they were read by the British media, as they had been in the
United States, as a declaration of war — an unprovoked and mystifying
assault upon ordinary people going about their daily business in downtown
New York, and an event that fully warranted a military response by the
American government. This consensus would not survive the build-up to and
execution of war on Iraq 18 months later, coverage of which was often
critical of the Blair government’s WMD-focused rationale for war (Tumber
and Palmer, 2004), but on September 11 and in the days and weeks that
followed, including the invasion of Afghanistan and the ousting of the
Taliban from power, few beyond the ranks of the anti-American left
challenged this reading.7
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CONCLUSION
In Britain, as in the United States, media coverage of the September 11
attacks was dominated by journalists’ genuine feelings of horror and outrage.
Expressions of dissent, such as the Guardian article quoted above by Seamus
Milne, were the exception to the rule and tended to reflect the long-standing
anti-Americanism of many on the British left, including the view that “they
had it coming.” Such dissent was not typical, however. Certainly, the British
media were somewhat freer to speculate on the underlying roots and causes
of the attacks, simply because they had not occurred on British territory, but
Tony Blair’s early declarations of solidarity and sympathy with the American
people, as well as the fact that several hundred British citizens died in the
Twin Towers, defined the event as an assault on “us” as much as “them.”
Then, and later in Afghanistan and Iraq, British media coverage
reflected the degree of political consensus around the meaning of the events
being reported. September 11 was reported as an act of homicidal terror not
just against America but against civilized humanity in general, to which no
response but journalistic outrage was justified. The attack on Afghanistan
some weeks later was reported as a legitimate response to 9/11, validated by
the United Nations and carried out by a broad coalition of countries. The
attack on Iraq was less consensual and was fiercely opposed both inside and
out of the leading Coalition countries, and the British media reflected this in
coverage that was much less accepting of the government’s rationale for and
declared aims in war against Iraq (Tumber and Palmer, 2004). Content
analyses show that the UK media were often critical of the Blair government
in the run-up to and then the actual invasion of Iraq. They were even more
so in the occupation phase, as the Andrew Gilligan affair and other stories
exposed the evidential flaws (some called them lies) in the case for war
against Saddam.
Since those interventions, and especially since the London bombings
of July 2005, the British media have been heavily focused on the issue of
Islamic fundamentalism within the country (its capacity to inspire terrorist
attacks such as the July 7 bombings) and the policy challenges associated with
integrating Muslims into British society. As this essay went to press, the
British media were covering the trial of Abu Hamza, the radical cleric
accused of inciting racial hatred and murder in speeches delivered at public
meetings and religious services in London. Because of September 11 and its
aftermath, the present and future status of such individuals, and of the
Muslim community in general, had become a much more newsworthy and
contentious issue for Britain’s journalists than ever before. News media were
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also engaged in running coverage of governmental efforts to make such
activities as “glorifying terrorism,” and on the merits of identity cards, phonetapping and other security measures deemed necessary by the Labour
government post-September 11. In all these ways, the impact of that day on
the British media has continued to be felt by journalists and their audiences.

CHAPTER ENDNOTES
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This paragraph is an extract from M cN air, B. (2006). Cultural Chaos: Journalism, N ews and Power
in a G lobalised W orld. London: Routledge.
2

Sontag, S., ‘A M ature D em ocracy’, N ew Yorker, Septem ber 24, 2001.
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Chom sky, N ., A quick reaction’, Counterpunch, Septem ber 12, 2001.
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Beard, M ., ‘Reflections on the present crisis’, London Review of Books, Septem ber 20, 2001.

6

Reported in M ichalski and Preston, 2002, p. 11.

7

British-based media did not m onopolize coverage of the 9/11 events in the U K . The rise of
real-tim e satellite news stations and a growing online journalism sector had, by late 2001, already
created a substantially different m edia environm ent from that w hich accom panied the IRA’s
bom bing cam paign of the 1970s and 1980s. A study conducted under the joint auspices of the
Broadcasting Standards and Independent Television Com m issions (M ichalski and Preston,
2002) notes that public knowledge of events such as the Septem ber 11 attacks is form ed not
m erely by U K print and TV news m edia. “For an increasingly large num ber of viewers satellite
news channels have offered a broader range of views and som etim es, when originated outside
the U K , a different sensibility and analysis of these events.” Their research found that M uslim
and Arab residents of the U K perceived U K m edia coverage to be biased in favor of the Israelis
and against the Palestinians as com pared with that of Al-Jazeera and other Arab-language
channels, although the researchers found no evidence of actual bias (as opposed to the
perception of it) in their analyses.
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Chapter 2

E LITE B RITISH AND IRISH
N EWSPAPERS R EFLECT
IDEOLOGY IN F RAMING THE
9/11 C ATASTROPHE
Maria B. Marron

M

uch has been written about media coverage of 9/11.
The winter 2003 edition of Newspaper Research Journal, for example, devoted
the entire issue to studies of 9/11 media coverage under the title,
“Reflections on an American Tragedy: Media Studies of September 11,
2001.” Writing in that edition, Guido H. Stempel and Thomas Hargrove
noted: “Much has been written and said about television’s coverage of the
terrorist attack Sept. 11, 2001, but a national survey by Ohio University and
the Scripps Howard News Service shows that newspapers also played an
important role” (Stempel and Hargrove, 2003, p. 55). In the same edition,
Dominic Larosa concludes that on September 11, 2001, and on subsequent
days, “The news media appear to have fulfilled the surveillance function
reasonably well” (Larosa, 2003, p. 18). A study by Xigen Li and Ralph Izard
found that “broadcast and print media focused coverage of the Sept. 11
terrorist attacks on facts” (Li and Izard, 2003, p. 204), but differences were
manifest in frames and use of sources.
What is missing from this volume and, indeed, from m uch of the
scholarship on 9/11 media coverage is a focus on international media
coverage. This study will attempt to narrow that gap, specifically by exploring
content from three key newspapers in England and Ireland, namely, the Times
and Sunday Times (London, referred to hereafter collectively as the Times), the
Guardian (Manchester/London), and the Irish Times (Dublin). These
newspapers were selected for their “elite” status and because they are
newspapers of record.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
The New spapers
England and Ireland have a long history of print media (Oram, 1983). There
is a proliferation of media — print, broadcast and electronic — in both
England and Ireland, and the m edia continue to play a powerful role in
national life. In England, for example, the BBC last year broke a story about
alleged malfeasance by Prime Minister Tony Blair’s government in relation
to the weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. The story, which led to the
apparent suicide of one of its sources, prompted “the worst crisis in the
corporation’s 80-year history” in 2004 (Plunkett, 2004). The story was
responsible for the launch of the Hutton Inquiry and ultimately led to the
resignation of BBC chairman Greg Dyke and reporter Andrew Gilligan. Also
in 2004, Piers Morgan, editor of the Daily Mirror, resigned his job when
photos of alleged Iraqi prisoners were deemed false. But aside from the BBC
and the Mirror, other important media include Channel 4, ITV, the Daily
Telegraph, the Independent, the Sun, and Rupert Murdoch’s Sky News satellite
channel.
In Ireland, the Irish Times, traditionally considered the newspaper of the
management and professional classes (Oliver, 2004, p. 17, and Ashdown,
1991, pp. 56, 46) continues to be so with some 79 percent of senior business
executives reading the paper every day (Oliver, 2004, p. 17). The average
readership of the Irish Times was 319,000 in 2003, an increase of 14,000
readers or 4.6 percent over the previous year (Oliver, 2004, p. 3). The Irish
Independent had 532,000 readers in 2003; the Sunday Independent, 1,064,000
readers; the Sunday World, 827,000 readers; the Sunday Tribune, 219,000; the
Sunday Business Post, 158,000; the Examiner, 206,000; and the Star, 437,000. In
circulation terms, the Irish Independent has a circulation of about 168,000; the
Irish Times, about 119,000, and the Evening Herald, about 104,000, with these
figures representing an overall increase in daily newspaper readership
attributable to Ireland’s economic boom, according to Lianne Fridriksson in
Global Journalism (Fridriksson, 2004, p. 198). Furthermore, “About one out
of every four dailies sold in Ireland is British, as British newspapers are
widely available throughout the country,” Fridriksson notes (p. 198).
In England, the London press has become the national news source
over the years. The BBC and the Times are preeminent, with the Guardian,
Manchester and London, having a prominent role. The book, The Function of
Newspapers in Society, notes that “in England, the London press became
increasingly the national news source (augmented, of course, by the British
Broadcasting Corporation) along with some provincial additions, most
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notably the Manchester Guardian” (Martin and Copeland, 2003, p. 98).
Fridriksson (2004, p. 198) notes that:
The print media of Great Britain comprise about 130 daily and Sunday
newspapers, more than 2,000 weekly newspapers, and about 7,000
periodicals, constituting more national and daily newspapers for every
British citizen than in most other developed nations. Traditionally
divided into qualities and populars, or broadsheets and tabloids, 13
national morning newspapers appear daily in Britain and nine appear
Sundays. The Times, the Daily Telegraph, the Guardian, and the Independent
are among the world’s most respected newspapers.
In the 1960s, John C. Merrill, in The Elite Press: Great Newspapers of the
World, described the elite press:
It is aimed at the educated citizen who is aware of, and concerned about,
the central issues of his time, and undoubtedly it is read by more
opinion leaders than are other types of newspapers. (Merrill, 1968, p. 11)
Merrill added that the elite press appealed to the intelligentsia, was wellinformed about government matters, had a reputation for reliability and
“even for presenting the most accurate image of governmental thinking”
(Merrill, 1968, p. 12) He included both the Times and the Guardian in his
primary elite tier of newspapers. Neither the Irish Times nor any other Irish
newspaper was included, perhaps because at the time of the book’s
publication, the Irish Times did not enjoy the elite status it has enjoyed for the
intervening years.
Tracing the evolution of both the Times and the Guardian, Merrill
portrayed them to be exact opposites of each other: “Where the Guardian is
brash and liberal, the Times is staid and conservative; where the former is a
gadfly, the latter is a defender” (Merrill, 1968, p. 161).
Agenda Setting and Fram ing
The power of the media to set the agenda, to tell people what to think about,
has been well documented since the seminal 1972 study by Maxwell
McCombs and Donald Shaw (McCombs and Shaw, 1972, pp. 176-187).
People not only acquire information from the media about issues, they also
learn what importance they should attach to various issues based on the
emphasis placed on topics in the news. The salience of topics usually is
indicated by prominence in the newspaper (e.g., front-page placement vs.
inside- or back-page placement, large headline vs. small, number of inches
40

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (2010)

devoted to the topic, etc.). Each topic, or object, has attributes,
characteristics and traits that tell us more about it. The media emphasize
some, give less attention to others and none at all to more.
Chyi and McCom bs note that while the first level of agenda-setting
research focuses “on the transfer of object salience from the media agenda
to the public agenda, the second level deals with attribute salience in the
media and its impact on both object salience and attribute salience among the
public” (Chyi and McCombs, 2004, p. 23). The selection of key attributes is
regarded as framing. As different attributes of an event are recorded over
time, “frame-changing” occurs (Chyi and McCombs, 2004, p. 22). Given that
space and time are two of the most important dimensions of news coverage,
frames may be grounded in those dimensions; i.e., coverage moves across
levels from the micro to the macro, from the individual, community,
regional, and societal to the international.
Stephen Reese has suggested that framing is the way in which media,
media professionals and their audiences organize and make sense of events
and issues (Reese, 2001, pp. 7-31). Unlike Entman, Goffman and Bateson,
all credited with introducing framing, Gamson focused on the construction
of issues, the structuring of discourse and the development of meaning
(Reese, 2001). Shah et al. have suggested that the norms of newsworthiness,
along with “the routines of media production, encourage journalists to
organize — to frame — their reports in predictable ways” (Shah, Domke and
Wackman, 2001, p. 227). What Shah et al. term the “episodic and strategic
framing” (p. 227) of news influences information processing and political
judgments.
Focusing on the measurement of frames, James Tankard suggested that
framing is a multidimensional concept (Tankard, 2001, pp. 95-107). Pan and
Kosicki explore the “discursive community” and show that framing involves
“defining and redefining the actors-speakers” (Pan and Kosicki, 2001, p. 43).
Kosicki does not regard framing as an extension of agenda-setting “because
framing begins from an explicit cognitive perspective” (Maher, 2001, p. 83).
Michael Maher has noted that despite their differences, both agenda-setting
and framing have converged in recent years (Maher, 2001, p. 83).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This framing analysis of coverage of 9/11 in its immediate aftermath in three
international newspapers will attempt to answer five questions: (1) What type
of coverage existed in these newspapers from Sept. 12-19, 2001? (2) Were
any particular frames or themes manifest during that week, and, if so, what
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were they? (3) How did these newspapers narrate the tragic event of 9/11
(i.e., in what sort of tone and language)? (4) Were the newspapers similar or
different in their coverage? (5) Did the newspapers reflect their traditional
identity or affiliation?

NEWS MEDIA DATA
News stories were drawn from the Times, the Sunday Times, the Guardian, and
the Irish Times in the Lexis Nexis database and the newspapers’ own archives
from Sept. 12-19, 2001, inclusive. Stories were identified as relevant if they
contained any of these words in relation to the World Trade Towers: “crash,”
“WTC,” “World Trade Center,” “tragedy,” “terrorist,” “terror,” “September
11,” “New York,” “Osama bin Laden,” and “attack.”
The search produced a total of 93 stories. Of these, 28 came from the
Times/Sunday Times; 52 came from the Guardian; and 13 came from the Irish
Times. The most intense day for coverage in the Guardian was Sept. 12, with
44 of the 52 stories; the Times carried five stories on Sept. 12. The
Times/Sunday Times coverage was most intense on Saturday, Sept. 15, with 11
stories. The Irish Times carried five 9/11-related stories on Sept. 12 and four
on Saturday, Sept. 15, which were its days of most intense coverage.
Clearly, each of these newspapers devoted significant coverage to the
9/11 attacks. This study focuses only on narrative coverage (stories and
opinion pieces) from a framing analysis perspective.

ANALYSIS

OF

COVERAGE

Narrative of the 9/11 catastrophe can be explored from a framing
perspective with the major theme or frame being that of the terrorist attack
and the minor theme that of the global implications of the disaster (i.e., the
superpower “brought low,” the effect on international trade, on security and
the aviation industry, on the perpetrator and his reasons for causing the
tragedy, and ultimately, on the superiority of the Western powers over
others).
The actor-speakers in the 9/11 drama form a discursive community in
so far that the key political leaders — President Bush and Prime Minister
Blair — are involved directly from the first frames as the statesmen who will
bring the terrorist perpetrator to justice and who will form an international
alliance to fight evil. Juxtaposed with the framing of these two political actor-
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speakers is Osama bin Laden, suspected from initial frames as the
mastermind of the attack. bin Laden and his al-Qaeda counterparts
immediately acquire the image of terrorists, of evildoers, of non-Western,
Islamic radicals bent on jihad.
The key political player, however, was that of the United States itself,
the superpower “brought low,” the behemoth framed as a now-vulnerable
entity.
As the first week’s coverage unfolded, other political players entered the
drama as did ordinary people and the media themselves. Again, the narrative
of good versus evil, of West versus East, of pro-United States versus anti-US
played out. O rdinary people, those who witnessed the tragedy as innocent
bystanders and those who became victims of it, are framed as individuals and
as social groups whose lives have been altered by the attack. The media
themselves became embroiled in the drama, framed as being pro-U.S. or antiU.S., radical and left or moderate and right.
Tim es
The Times immediately focused on the hijacked airplanes and their doomed
flights, on “the inferno” of the World Trade Center and on the “many surreal
sights” on the streets of Lower Manhattan (Ayres, 2001). The newspaper’s
diplomatic editor, Richard Beeston, attributed the attack to Osama bin
Laden, reporting that “several extremist Middle Eastern groups and
governments have the m otivation to launch devastating attacks against the
United States, but only one man has the experience and audacity to cause so
much bloodshed” (Beeston, 2001, p. 5). The newspaper provided a profile
of bin Laden, discussing his public appearances at his son’s wedding, his
poetry reading, his al-Qaeda training camps and his videotape in which he is
shown with a Yemeni dagger. Bin Laden was bestialized with the emphasis
on seizing him from his lair. The suspected terrorist was depicted as the
enemy of the free world, and there was a call for a coalition to prevail against
this evil.
The Taleban (the Times’ spelling) was mentioned in the context of the
United States seeking retaliation against the regime for housing bin Laden.
Stories focused on the immensity of the disaster, comparing it with Pearl
Harbor and paralleling the hijackings with the Northern Ireland strife of the
1970s. The leading article (editorial) on Sept. 12, titled “Terror for All,”
noted: “The United States, its allies and the civilised world are at war today
against an enemy which, while undeclared is as well organised and as ruthless
as any that a modern state has confronted” (Leading Article, 2001, p. 13). In
a prescient sentence, the editorial commented that the world would feel the
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

43

implications of New York’s “urban avalanche” (Leading Article, 2001, p. 13).
Personal first-hand accounts of what it was like to be in the World
Trade Center at the time of the strikes appeared on Sept. 13. The Trade
Center’s magnitude was portrayed and the leaping of people from this tower
of steel and glass to their deaths was unwound as if through the movie,
“Inferno.” The image of the disaster was that of a bad movie, so surreal that
its dimensions were hardly understood.
The following day, the Times ran more on bin Laden, Mullah Omar and
Ayman Al-Zawari, immediately identifying those responsible for the attacks.
On Sept. 15, the newspaper’s coverage of the three minutes of silence
observed around the world the previous day reflected on the attacks as “the
worst terrorist outrage in history” (MacIntyre, 2001). That same day, the
Times’ Michael Gove lambasted his journalistic colleagues in the Guardian for
their left-wing comment and analysis of the week’s events. Dubbing them the
Guardianistas, Gove argued, “The radical Left retains an antipathy to our
common Western values which still finds its expression in anti-Americanism,
anti-Zionism and the romanticism of revolutionary violence” (Gove, 2001).
Roland W atson and Damian Whitworth in Washington covered
President Bush’s walkabout among rescue workers in New York and his
address at the memorial service in the National Cathedral. James Bone in
New York reported on the president’s “first visit to the first battlefield of
what he has called ‘the first war of the 21st century’” (Bone, 2001, p. 1). The
president at Ground Zero was paralleled to Dwight Eisenhower after World
War II and Winston Churchill after the Blitz.
In “A Time to Mourn,” Hugh McIlvanney on Sept. 16 suggested the
prospective world-class golf tournament, the Ryder Cup, which was to be
held at the end of September, would resemble the 1972 Olympic Games
when eleven Israelis were killed by Arab death squads. Holding the golf
competition in the United States at a time of global catastrophe would be like
having “a circus in a graveyard” (McIlnvanney, 2001). Every newspaper page
devoted to the tragedy chronicled the worst days in history, a time of
unabashed grief when the world was in mourning.
Guardian
The Guardian focused immediately on bin Laden, on the air strikes and on
those killed in the tragedy, among them “Frasier” creator David Angell and
CNN commentator Barbara Olson, wife of the U.S. solicitor general
Theodore Olson. It described the Pentagon, the world’s largest building, and
talked about the shift of banking operations from New York to London. It
looked at the National Missile Defense system into which the United States
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was pouring money as no defense against terrorist hijackers and cited an
expert’s calling on the United States to abide by international law in this game
of Star Wars. It explored aviation security, the employment of baggage
screeners, and the differences between the government-run screening in
Europe and the private company-contracted screening in the United States
and concluded that the former is superior to that of the U nited States. It
talked about the world’s greatest superpower being “laid low” and called on
President Bush to resist the clamor for retaliation and to think long-term.
“The hijacking heralded the start of a series of appalling attacks which
reduced America’s two most important cities to war zone-like scenes of
carnage and threw the entire nation into a panic-fueled state of siege,”
reported the Guardian on Sept. 12 (Borger, Campbell, Porter and Millar,
2001). Bystanders were quoted on the kamikaze nature of the hijacking,
including Joe Trachtenberg, who watched the disaster from his building;
Omar Campo, a Salvadorean; Afework Hagos, a computer programmer; Tim
Timmerm an, a pilot; Mike Smith, a fire marshal; Navy Commander Tom
O’Loughlin; Tom O’Riordan, an elderly man; Paul Begala, Democratic
consultant; AP reporter, Dave Winslow; and Tom Seibert, a network
engineer.
Writer Simon Tisdall predicted in the immediate aftermath that the
implications of the tragedy would be dramatic (Tisdall, 2001), and Polly
Toynbee hit out at the United States, commenting:
The nation that is the world’s great fount of technological, financial,
artistic and intellectual brilliance is fatally burdened by a primitive and
unsophisticated political culture. Its warped political institutions, its
leaders’ debilitated and febrile dependence on hour-by-hour polling, its
constitutionally split powers, reliance on big business and its perpetual
cycle of elections all add up to a politics unfit to bear such responsibility
(Toynbee, 2001).
Derek Brown noted that Anti-Americanism was becoming a new world
power, that the agenda of the hijackers was “driven chiefly by an insensate
hatred of America and all things American” (Brown, 2001). He noted that
innumerable people shared such antipathy.
The Guardian’s saturation coverage on Sept. 12 included a look at how
the tabloid media reported the event, how Palestinians displayed their joy at
the attack; how Prime Minister Blair responded; how America would hunt
down the perpetrators; how the United States was on a war footing; how the
financial markets coped with the disaster; how Hollywood closed down; how
Arab journalists reported that bin Laden had warned only weeks before that
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he would launch a large-scale attack on the United States and how the
tragedy epitomized “the sum of all our fears” (Leader, 2001).
Irish Tim es
Like its British counterparts, the Irish Times immediately covered the airplanedirected devastation of the World Trade Center, the victims, the survivors,
the impact on financial markets, and the likelihood that Osama bin Laden
masterminded the tragedy. Writer Fintan O’Toole predicted that the
consequences of the attack would be “huge, ubiquitous and long-lasting”
(O’Toole, 2001). In tone and sentiment similar to that of Polly Toynbee in
the Guardian, O’Toole wrote:
The scale of the loss will evoke a Blitz spirit, a determination to rebuild,
not just Lower Manhattan, but the fragile sense of community and
solidarity that may emerge ... But there will almost certainly be a dark
side. For there is in American culture a fundamentalism no less strong
than that of those who may have plotted yesterday’s carnage. The
tendency to divide the world between the forces of God and the forces
of Satan, the elect and the damned, is, ironically one of the things that
America shares with its most ferocious enemies (O’Toole, 2001).
Jonathan Eyal, director of studies at the Royal United Services Institute
in London, discussed how the missile defense program would not provide
refuge against acts of terrorism. He reported that “Washington knew for a
few days that something was afoot; its embassies in Asia and Europe were
warned of an impending attack” (Eyal, 2001), but it had failed to penetrate
the terrorist organization thought responsible. Frank Millar, London editor,
focused on Prime Minister Tony Blair’s commitment to stand “shoulder to
shoulder” (Millar, 2001) with the United States and looked at the cessation
of trading at the Stock Exchange and the evacuation of the City of London.
Subsequent coverage in the Irish Times included the story of Martin
Price, an Irishman who escaped “from the fortieth floor of hell” (Price,
2001); e-mails to the newspaper about the experiences of the Irish writers on
the day of the attack in New York (Cremin, 2001); a focus on the Irish and
Irish-Americans killed in the catastrophe, particularly on Ruth Clifford
McCourt and her four-year-old daughter Juliana and Fr. Mychal Judge of the
New York Fire Department; the candle-lit prayer ceremonies throughout
Ireland for victims of the disaster and for global peace; and New York
correspondent Conor O’Clery’s insight into the effect of the tragedy on the
global economy (O’Clery, 2001).
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DISCUSSION
All three newspapers under scrutiny in this study shared frames or themes in
the aftermath of 9/11. They immediately identified the perpetrator of the
attack on New York on 9/11, focused on the enormity of the tragedy, the
victims – including the personified United States, and the response of key
political figures. Horror-laden terms such as “carnage,” “terror,” “tragedy,”
“apocalypse,” “sum of all fears,” and “catastrophe” were used to describe the
devastation. Parallels were drawn to Pearl Harbor and to bad and surreal
movies. In secondary frames or minor themes, the global implications of the
disaster were explored; the implications for stock markets, currency
exchange, trade, security, and the aviation industry were examined; and the
partnership of bin Laden and al-Qaeda was chronicled.
Throughout its narratives, the Times displayed greater objectivity,
perhaps a more tempered treatment of the tragedy than did the Guardian and
the Irish Times. The Times did not display any anti-American sentiment, a
matter that is not surprising given its Murdoch/News Corp. ownership. Both
the Guardian and the Irish Times did, pointing to the tragedy almost as the
result of the great hubris of America. Both newspapers, in broad sweeps,
painted the United States as an isolationist country that thought it could use
money and technology to protect itself, a bastion of capitalism too mean to
pay baggage screeners a decent wage to do the job properly, a populist
continent where people hop on an airplane as though it were a bus. In
chronicling such differences, both the Guardian and the Irish Times pointed to
the weakness of the American system, of the American mindset, and in so
doing, juxtaposed elitist Europe with populist America. Through tone and
context, both the Guardian and the Irish Times framed Europe as superior to
the United States. What all three newspapers shared, however, was the
framing of the World Trade Center strike as a tragedy, a disaster, a
catastrophe, thus aligning themselves with Western values versus Middle
Eastern jihad.
In what can be regarded as a struggle between discursive communities
— political figures versus terrorists, ordinary people, West versus East, and
even the media themselves — the tragedy of 9/11 played out from a
disarticulation of normalcy and everyday reality to a rearticulation of the
bizarre and the surreal or unreal. After 9/11, the world awakened to a new
reality, a new dawning — the realization that rogue states (such as Iraq) are
not all that is to be feared but that terrorists who pass as regular citizens in
our midst may present the greatest threat.
Ideologically, the dominant capitalist, powerful Western nations were
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seen as threatened by the authoritarian, nonpowerful, underdeveloped and
unknown Middle Eastern terrorists, individual and collective. The Guardian
and the Irish Times framed British culture as superior to American, and with
the Times, posited that a new ideology involving an international alliance of
world powers, including the Saudis, might be one of the consequences of the
tragedy.

CONCLUSION
This study of 9/11, through framing analysis, shows how the media frame
an event, focusing initially on the key elements of the event — who, what,
where, and when — and later digressing to the how, the why and future
implications. It delineates how the media change frames or focus over time
and how major and minor themes emerge from the narrative.
Coverage of 9/11 in the British media as exemplified by the Guardian
and the Times and the Irish media through the Irish Times demonstrates that
these newspapers, long-established as they are, continue to reflect certain
political ideologies: the Times, right wing; the Guardian, left; and the Irish
Times, usually moderate, more left of center in this particular case.
This examination of 9/11 is a snapshot of one week’s coverage in the
aftermath of the disaster, as opposed to an in-depth longitudinal analysis of
the tragedy and its evolution through the drama of the invasion of or
preemptive strike on Iraq, dubbed the “Fight for Freedom” by the Bush
administration. Further study could be undertaken on how the evolution has
been framed in terms of Chyi and McComb’s space-time continuum. It also
would be worthwhile from a scholarly perspective to explore how coverage
in the British and Irish media of the post-9/11 reality compares with that of
the Arab media, perhaps that of the Gulf’s former “Trucial States,” once an
outreach of the British Empire.
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Chapter 3

“Breaking News”: The First
Hours of BBC Coverage of
9/11 as a Media Event
Gwen Bouvier
“Whoever decided to go down this route was
aiming for maximum publicity on the world stage
and [… ] in drawing a major attention to what they
are doing” — Brian Hanrahan, diplomatic editor BBC, 9
Sep 2001

W

hen, on Tuesday September 11, 2001,
television programs across the world were interrupted by ‘breaking news’
about the attack on the World Trade Center in New York, many journalists
were unprepared.1 There were no scenarios for how to conduct television
journalism and balance facts under such circumstances, not even in
newsrooms that had been reporting on terrorism regularly (Zelizer & Allan,
2002; Alexander & Picard, 1991). Everyone had to improvise.
As a consequence, most reports on 9/11, and especially live broadcasts,
show an acute tension between a sense of directness and unmediatedness of
experience of what is being reported (seeing it as if you were there), and a
constructedness and deliberation typical of any report that claims to convey
meaning (telling you what it means). In the case of 9/11, the negotiation of
this tension became paramount for the ways through which 9/11 acquired
meaning.
Such a tension is typical for “media events,” and to understand 9/11
it is useful to analyse it as a media event (Fiske, 1996). Focusing on the
discourses in the first few hours of broadcasting by the BBC, the British
public broadcaster, I explore how the tension between directness and
construction governs the 9/11 broadcast. September 11 also provides a
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unique opportunity for studying television journalism in action. The
directness and improvisation would now reveal assumptions and beliefs that
would otherwise have remained hidden beneath rhetoric and procedures.
In a first section, I give an overview of the existing reading on media
events and frame 9/11 theoretically as a media event. There are differences,
of course, especially with respect to the coherence and rhetorical structure of
the broadcast, but the backgrounds of these differences are tellingly similar
to those that govern media events. I will particularly draw on John Fiske’s
views of a m edia event as a network of different statements, crossing and
contradicting each other, captured into a final broadcast version. In practical
terms, the first hours and days of the dissemination of 9/11 present us with
a site in which we can clearly distinguish the social discursive debates that
took place as the world was trying to come to terms with the event. Rather
than presenting a consistent image of the event, the broadcast of 9/11
comprises a number of struggles. First, we can trace what was said (and
consequently what was left out). Second, we can ask what the role of the
(technological) media are through which these different statements were
negotiated. On top of all this comes the observation that the very
characteristics of the BBC coverage present several challenges to this
coherence — especially in terms of immediacy (“it is happening now”) and
fluidity (“it is forever changing”).
It is all very well to theorize 9/11 as a media event, but does the actual
empirical material substantiate such claims? The empirical part of the paper
first describes the “narrative flow” of the BBC coverage and highlight the
most salient elements of its discourse. Next, I isolate three key moments in
the coverage in which the discourses shift, using Althusser’s and Balibar’s
observations of looking for a history’s “breaking points,” its lapses and
silences, its “structuring absences” and constitutive lacks (Althusser &
Balibar, 1979, pp. 30, 205). In analyzing the moments, I put particular
emphasis on the (changing) use of key terms, and on how their use is
accompanied and interrupted by what I would like to call, following Roland
Barthes, “reality effects” (apparently inessential details as guarantors of
authenticity and trauma, Barthes, 1977, pp. 30-31). While acknowledging that
the first hours of coverage are perhaps too soon to single out what Douglas
Kellner has called “Manichean discourses of good and evil … in dominant
media codes of popular culture” (Kellner, 2003), I still try to uncover how
the BBC coverage has treated such blunt distinctions.
In conclusion, I elaborate on how seeing the 9/11 broadcast as a media
event, especially in its traumatic nature and struggling form, allows for its
framing as the live televising of history, and as a defining moment for the
world we now live in.
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9/11 AS MEDIA EVENT:
STATUS, IMPACT AND NATURE
The belief that media events are artificial, not really reporting on, but
constructing reality is often traced to Daniel Boorstin. He was the first author
to corner the idea of a “media event.” In his 1961 monograph on pseudoevents in American public life, he argues that most events that occurred in
America’s society were false and artificially crafted. These pseudo-events
were mere illusions, divorced from any possible underlying reality (Boorstin,
1961). With Boorstin, media only played a minority role in facilitating
knowledge on events. The work which appears to have been most influential
on later fine-tuning of the definition of a media event was written by Daniel
Dayan and Elihu Katz (Dayan & Katz, 1992). Authors such as Maurice
Roche and Nick Couldry draw on the volume (Roche, 2000; Couldry, 2003).
Couldry notes that Dayan and Katz represent “one of the most important
cruxes for assessing the media’s social consequences” (Couldry, 2003, p. 17)
and “pose[s] more clearly than anywhere else the advantages and the
difficulties” of a study of media events and media rituals (Couldry, 2003, p.
55).
Dayan and Katz present very clear markers for what can or cannot be
considered a media event. By comparing these markers with the event of
September 11, I have found it to fit the authors’ definition up to a certain
point. The “matching” key characteristics as defined by Dayan and Katz can
be grouped in three main categories. The first and second are closely related;
they specify the media event’s exceptional and extraordinary status, and the
impact of the media event and its broadcast. The third category looks at the
nature of the broadcast itself.
(1)

A media event has to be perceived as exceptional and extraordinary.
(1a) A media event has to mark a historic moment and be recognized
as such by both broadcasters and audience (Dayan & Katz, 1992,
pp. 1-9). The many socio-political changes that have occurred in
world politics since 9/11 have established the event as a historical
marker. It is often said that “America changed on September 11”
(White, 2002, p. 284). The name “9/11” has become popular
shorthand, indicating not only the date of the event but also
serving as a container term for more complex meanings of the
event2 (Branston, 2003).
We can deduce that broadcasters saw the event as exceptional
because of the time and effort committed to the subject. The 9/11
news program was an exception to regular broadcasting both in
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format and in content. An example of format is that BBC1
switched over to 24-hour news broadcasting, cancelling its planned
programming (announcement on BBC1, 2.08pm, 11/09/01). An
example of exceptional content is the live broadcasting of the
collapse of the south tower of the World Trade Center (BBC1,
3.05pm, 11/09/01).
Viewing figures gathered by broadcasters indicate the
audience watched the 9/11 broadcasts in great numbers: “On 11
September, 33m[illion] people — 52% of the UK population,
turned to BBC TV News” (Thomson, 2001). In addition to
generating massive interest, an investigation undertaken in 2003 by
PEW, the independent research center,3 points out the
paradigmatic change 9/11 brought about. Its study of American
audiences for two years after 9/11 indicates a heightened public
concern about international threats. Following 9/11, American
audiences felt more worried and threatened. I believe this indicates
both quantitatively and qualitatively the historical importance of
9/11.

(1b) The event has to transform daily life into something special, and be
watched in one or several nations, or even on a global scale, to
such an extent that the experience integrates societies and evokes
a renewal of loyalty (Dayan & Katz, 1992, pp. 1-9). Previous
research conducted on the online discussion list CultStud_L has
pointed out how the normal flow was interrupted as discussion
focused on one single subject for three days straight. List members
from all over the world unilaterally perceived 9/11 as an
exceptional event, and advised each other to “watch the news”
(Gajjala, 2001; Bouvier, 2003). International outreaches of
solidarity were sent; for example, “We are dazed here on the other
side of the world too” (Di, Australia), and “A word of sympathy to
all Americans” (Pina, Portugal). These reactions indicate the
international forum in which 9/11 took place (quoted in Bouvier,
2003).4
In addition, BBC foreign correspondents reported on
reactions in many places, such as in the United States, Israel,
Palestine, and other countries. Whether communities reacted in
terror or joy,5 the experience was communally shared. One
example of this is in the United States, which experienced a surge
of nationalism and patriotism after the event, resulting in a
unification of loyalty to the then newly elected President Bush
(Apple, 2002; Rizvi, 2003). September 11 integrated a society which
was up to that point often politically divided on many issues.6
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(2)

The second category of matching characteristics deals with the impact
of a media event and its broadcast.
(2a) The broadcast interrupts everyday social routines and represents
a monopolistic interruption (Dayan & Katz, 1992, pp. 1-9). It is
hard to say specifically how far people’s daily lives were interrupted
on 11/09/01. This requires thorough qualitative research and
interviews. It is likely, however, that daily routines were interrupted
as people paused to watch the news on television or listened to the
radio, at home or in a public place, and learned what had
happened. People might have simply paused their activities to take
in the news, or they might have changed their schedule altogether
to pay full attention to watching the news and following up on the
events. As Henry Bean reflects on how 9/11 interrupted his plans:
“I wanted to do all that and more that I’ve forgotten, but this
event on television seemed to swell, obscuring my plans” (Bean,
2001, p. 26).
As mentioned before, BBC switched its regular programming
around, and offered live, continuous, and single-focused reporting
of the event. Other programs were canceled, or moved to
alternative channels. The interruption of the television flow was
pervasive to the extent that certain broadcasters stayed on the story
for more than 24 hours straight (e.g. VRT, the Belgian, Flemish
public service broadcaster). The interruption monopolized not one
channel, but many; few channels did not modify programming to
report on 9/11.

(2b) The broadcast of the media event presents an almost obligatory,
communal viewing (large audiences), in which the manner of
viewing is one of focused concentration (Dayan & Katz, 1992: 19). Depending on time and location, some viewers were in a public
place such as work or a pub. Many gathered communally around
television screens and other media output to follow what was
happening. People who were alone tended to call family or friends
to share the news. In Italy, phone lines were busy with family
trying to contact each other to communicate what had happened
(Morcellini, 2002).
As mentioned before, BBC viewing figures of that day
demonstrate the surge in viewers watching the 9/11 broadcast.
These numbers, however, do not specify the way in which people
watched. It can be said that because of the nature of the event, the
broadcast demanded (and received) focused and prolonged
attention.7 Viewing figures of other channels, such as VRT TV1,8
corroborate the massive attention the event attracted: 51.3% of the
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Belgian population watched the event on the public service
broadcaster.
(3)

The third category focuses on the nature of the broadcast of a media
event.
(3a) The broadcast has to be live (Dayan & Katz, 1992, pp. 1-9). The
BBC 9/11 broadcast made regular use of live feeds and included
several live updates. The frequency of live images was what
contributed to the broadcast’s aura of seeing history in the making.
In the empirical part of this paper I further elaborate on the
broadcast’s use of “reality effects,” another device which enhances
its “liveness.”
(3b) The narrative is to be highly dramatic and rich in symbolic values
(Dayan & Katz, 1992, pp. 1-9). The event in itself was highly
dramatic and so was its mediation. The timing of the attacks made
for a constant development and updating of the story, heightening
the drama: The first tower of the World Trade Center is on fire! The second
tower has been hit by a plane! The Pentagon is under attack! There are still
flights in the air! A plane has come down in Pennsylvania! And so on. The
dramatic qualities of the event were heightened by the symbolic
richness of its targets. First, targets such as the World Trade Center
and the Pentagon are symbols that represent the financial,
economical, and military position of the United States. Second, the
composition of certain shots, such as rescue workers raising the
flag in a manner reminiscent of the raising of the flag in Iwo Jima,
made for rich symbolic representations.
(3c) The broadcast should feature heroic actions and individuals (Dayan
& Katz, 1992, pp. 1-9). It could be argued that the efforts and
emotional involvement of the rescue workers lent them to
archetypical portrayal as the heroes of the hour. The brave firemen
laid down their lives in the pursuit of rescuing the helpless, trapped
victims. President Bush appeared as the strong, revengeful, if not
somewhat absent, leader. The presence of these representations,
bordering on stereotypes, lent the broadcast its heroic actions and
performers.

In addition to these key characteristics of a media event, Dayan and
Katz discuss two theoretical concepts. The first is the “aesthetics of
compensation.” and the second is that of the sense of “centre.” The
“aesthetics of compensation” deals with the idea that in trying to make up for
the fact that the viewer is limited in her or his witnessing of the event as
56
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compared to an eyewitness, broadcasters provide extensive verbal and visual
information. This information is compared to what an eyewitness could
experience (Dayan & Katz, 1992, pp. 92-100). In light of the extent of
reporting (the story dominated channel output for many hours) and the
excess of visual information and commentary (e.g. the frequent repetition of
the plane’s impact on the World Trade Center), I would argue that the BBC’s
9/11 broadcast fits such an “aesthetics of compensation.” It especially refers
to the visual repeats of the moments of impact (the most dramatic and, in a
sense, “aesthetic” moments). As Zelizer and Allan put it: “If the coverage,
especially the repetition of images showing the towers being hit, was too
much to handle for some viewers, for others it somehow authenticated their
experience” (Zelizer & Allan, 2002, p. 4). It is also worth quoting Bean here
again, who also remarks on the visual excess of the 9/11 reports:
[A] pair of televisions showed the endlessly recurring shot of the second
plane slamming into the south tower … When did the towers fall? Did
I see them go down? I saw footage of it, but not ‘live’. Or maybe I saw
the second one live, that is, on television … Many people claim to have
seen these things, and no doubt many did, but by now the images have
become so iconic we all possess them and it seems less important how
we came by them in the first place (Bean, 2001, pp. 27-28).
The recurrent shots and repeats compensate for not being there in the
flesh, and the images become iconic because they replace, in a sense, direct
experience. For German composer Karheinz Stockhausen, this visual excess
even made 9/11 a cruel piece of art (a remark for which he was heavily
criticized).
The second concept deals with how media aspire to create the sense of
a certain event being society’s “centre”; the event is perceived as the core of
cultural experience of that moment. During the broadcasting of an event
such as 9/11, eyewitnesses recount their experiences from “where it is
happening” (the centre) to the (remote) viewers. The role of newsmakers,
thus, seems to merely consist of bridging the gap between society’s centre
and viewers at home. This role, however, is more invasive than it seems. The
media frame and, therefore, translate the event (e.g. through selection of
what is said, which voices are heard, which images are shown, what is absent
in the reporting, etc.) (Dayan & Katz, 1992, p. 58). The media present their
subjective view of the event, rather than relaying “reality as it is.” Television
seizes the opportunity to name reality (e.g. by circulating discourses that
name the event) while operating under the cloak of servicing as relay between
the social centre and the viewers (Couldry, 2003: 43).
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DIFFERENCES? PREPLANNING

AND

CONSENSUS

Up to this point, 9/11 appears to seamlessly fit Dayan and Katz’ definition
of a media event. Both its content, manner of broadcasting, and impact on
society adhere to the criteria set out by the authors. As we explore their
definition further, differences occur. The two most important ones are those
of (1) pre-planning and (2) the consensual role of the “centre.” However,
these differences between a media event and 9/11 contain much more
similarities than we would say at first sight.
(1)

A core difference between a media event and 9/11 lays in the preplanning and organization of the event.
The term preplanning here involves much more than just the logistics
of preparing for the (broadcast of an) event; it also includes the
rhetorical structure and the inherent coherence of both event and
broadcast. This distinction sparks off a number of other differences. I
first discuss the preplanning and organizational nature of a media event,
and will then examine the further range and nature of the differences
between 9/11 and a media event.
According to Dayan and Katz, any media event is preplanned. Its
planning lies in the negotiation between three partners who have closed
a contract (Dayan & Katz, 1992, pp. 7, 54-77). There are a number of
different themes in this description: three partners, who are in
negotiation together, and whose relationship is described as a contract.
Dayan and Katz name these three partners as the event organizers (who
bring together the elements for the event), the broadcasters (who
reproduce the event), and the audience at home (who invest time and
interest by watching the broadcast) (Dayan & Katz, 1992, p. 54). Their
relationship is one of negotiation. Each party has to be willing to offer
an input to make the event work. The organizers provide the set up of
the event, which is disseminated by the broadcasters. The audience then
has to accept the proposition from organizer and broadcaster that this
event is worth their time and interest (Dayan & Katz, 1992, pp. 17, 656).
At first sight, this was not the case on 9/11. The organizers (the
terrorists, who provided the agency for the event to happen) did not
announce or agree on any aspect of the event with the other two parties:
the broadcasters (who gave the event its worldwide platform), and the
public (who watched the broadcast). It might be said that, instead of
making clear agreements, each party counted on their knowledge of the
other’s interest and routines. As such, the terrorists might have counted
on the broadcaster’s values of newsworthiness to give airtime to their
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event.9 Then the broadcasters noted the event’s newsworthiness and
estimated the interest of their audience to be high enough to grant the
event the platform that they did (interruption and cancellation of other
programs, change of format to 24-hour news, and staying with this
single subject for a number of hours). The audience, alerted by the
media, agreed on the remarkableness of the event and watched the news
program in great numbers.
Whereas this negotiation is, in accordance with Dayan and Katz,
a cooperation between three partners, the contract was only semivoluntary, inasmuch as mutual services were forced rather than agreedupon. The event was an attack against proper ethics, and its
terrorist/organizers were anti–establishment (whereas Dayan and Katz
note that event organizers should be “well within the establishment”
(Dayan & Katz, 1992, p. 6). It was, therefore, not possible to turn the
broadcast of the event into a celebration or reconciliation (Dayan &
Katz, 1992, p. 8), although unification was reached through solidarity
among global/Western victims. As a consequence, the nature of the
event and its organizers prohibited an open discussion on any consensus
about the meaning of the event.
This lack of negotiation and consensus means the terrorist/
organizers had no control over the execution of the broadcast, and the
broadcasters had no idea of how the event was going to develop. The
terrorists could but offer a “cue” to prompt interpretation by the media.
The media, in turn, created a broadcast, presenting their interpretation
of the event to their audience. Rather than a consensual agreement,
9/11 involved an implicit complicity. The limit of this complicity lies in
the inability to control the outcome of the interpretation of the event by
the organizers.
This left the broadcasters with an organizational problem and an
opportunity. Their organizational problem consisted of being unable to
plan ahead and prepare for the broadcast. They could not foresee the
development of the story and were not fully informed on what was
going on. This resulted in the broadcasters having to improvise a great
deal, and, dealing with unforeseen changes in the development of the
story, they had to “learn” 9/11 on-screen. At the same time, the event
presented an opportunity to interpret and “make meaning of reality”
without being too restricted on the political and ideological tone of the
broadcast: The subsequent cultural struggle for meaning of the event
was dominated by media, government and audience, but only influenced
in a very limited capacity by the perpetrators of the attack. To a certain
extent, each channel was able to define the boundaries of the event.
They were able to highlight particular meanings and opinions by adding
certain features to their coverage, some of which were channel-specific
(for instance, the Belgian broadcaster VRT was quick to offer a story on
the connection between 9/11 and the Palestine/Israeli conflict).
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Dayan and Katz note that television coverage of media events
provides interpretation and definition (Dayan & Katz, 1992, pp. 80-9).
Rather than asking the event’s organizers (the terrorists) to come and
explain their actions (an impossibility in every sense), coverage focused
on a variety of descriptive and analytic questions that omitted any direct
input by the terrorists. Because the event was anti-establishment, it
might not have been seen appropriate to offer a platform to
perpetrators of such an act. Another important absence in the television
coverage of the event is the lack of investigation into the conflicts that
lay at the source of the attack. This avenue of investigation was
suggested in retrospect by Noam Chomsky (Chomsky, 2001, p. 24).
In all, the issue of preplanning, although real in technical terms, is
hardly as big as Dayan and Katz seem to put forward. As James Carey
observes, they appear to concentrate too much on a description of
media events as “celebratory,” and ignore “traumatic” events which
qualify as easily as media events (Carey, 1998). Tamar Liebes seems to
join Carey when she compares media events to what she calls “disaster
marathons,” televised events that contain a “shared collective space”
with a “chaotic exploitation of pain of participants on screen.” She
points to the lacking of a “script” as a significant difference, yet one
which does not invalidate the “marathon” as a media event (Liebes,
1998, pp. 71-72). Tellingly, and probably linked to this lack of
preplanning, Liebes refuses to agree with Dayan and Katz that
journalists are in charge of the meaning-making process of the event.
Rather, she calls this an “illusion” — one illustrated by the observation
made above that several networks and channels chose to offer different
interpretations.
(2)

This issue of the ‘illusion’ of journalists taking charge of the event
brings us to the second major difference between Dayan and Katz’
view on media events and 9/11: the supposedly consensual role of the
“centre.”
Dayan and Katz speak of a consensual centre, implying that meaning on
the core of the event is undisputed. This is certainly the case for
celebratory media events, and even in the traumatic ones that Carey
discusses such a core consensus may be present (the shared shock for
instance). But the “illusion” to which Liebes refers, and the examples of
deviant interpretations on different channels, also reflects a struggle at
the centre of the meaning-making of media events. This struggle closely
relates to John Fiske’s view on the centre of meaning of media events.
As he points out, it is theoretically wrong to speak of a consensus. A
consensus implies a shared view, something to which all parties agree.
This is not necessarily the case with media events.
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In his 1996 Media Matters, Fiske looks at how struggles over cultural
meaning are conducted in American popular culture. Through the
examination of the media treatment of the O. J. Simpson trial, the L.A.
riots and other (ethnically linked) media events, Fiske examines the way
in which minority voices make themselves heard against dominant
“mainstream” voices in society. As such, Fiske argues, it is through the
struggle of competing voices in media debates that the nation makes
sense of the events (Fiske, 1996). This makes media events “a composite
reality comprising everything from the process of videoing the original
event through to its uncountable viewings and reviewings … around the
world” (Fiske, 1996, p. 126). As a result any consensus is (more likely)
a locus where diverse, potentially contradicting discourses, opinions,
etc., meet. I want to argue that the meaning over 9/11 needs to be
perceived, in first instance, as a media event in Fiske’s sense; that is, as
a locus of conflicting opinions, and that it only gradually shifts to the
shared view Dayan and Katz have in mind.
If meaning of a media event is only gradually moving toward such
a consensus, then it follows that media events are not instantaneous.
According to Fiske, media events are indeed bound to strict limits of
time, but, when read carefully and especially with the immediacy and
development of 9/11 in mind, still allow for shifts over time. Fiske says:
A media event, then, as a point of maximum discursive
visibility, is also a point of maximum turbulence. … It also
invites intervention and motivates people to struggle to
redirect at least some of the currents flowing through it to
serve their interests; it is therefore a site of popular
engagement and involvement … Its period of maximum
visibility is limited, often to a few days, though the discursive
struggles it occasions will typically continue for much longer
(Fiske, 1996, p. 8).
In the case of 9/11, the moving of meaning toward a core
consensus took only a few hours and with some networks even not that
long. But in those few hours, the struggle, as one within media (rather
than between the media and the organizers), was very much present. In
the analysis of key moments in the broadcast of the first hours of BBC
coverage, I make this clear.
For now, it suffices to reiterate the exceptional status, interrupting
impact, and live nature of media events, and to stress how the
complicity in organization (rather than preplanning), and the short
struggle before a core consensus is arrived at, make for the theoretical
classification of 9/11 as a media event.
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NARRATIVE FLOW
As a scene for playing out the media event and the tensions between those
involved, the first hours of the 9/11 broadcast are of essential importance.
It is there and then that the discourse about what 9/11 means is being
forged, and that viewers are offered the tools to make sense of it as a media
event. In what follows, I analyze instances of the television broadcast that,
in my view, demonstrate how the discourse of the event is being constructed.
I first give an account of the flow of the narrative being composed; next I
analyze three key moments in the coverage in which the discourse shifts.
Before moving to those key moments it is necessary to sketch the
overall flow of the first hours of BBC coverage. The first hour of the
broadcast runs from 2:07 p.m. until 3:08 p.m. It begins with the
announcement of a change in schedule: “This is BBC1. Now a change to the
schedule as we join BBC News 24.” At 2:36 p.m., another announcement in
the form of a banner points out that CBBC and other programs have been
moved to BBC’s second channel. The remaining three hours consist of
uninterrupted rolling news without referral to the status of the program, with
one exception: an announcement made by one of the anchors in the BBC24
studio at 4:58 p.m.: “This is a BBC special, broadcasting as well on BBC1.”
The broadcast starts with images of the second impact (on the south
tower of the WTC). These images, which comprise the entire first hour, are
in voice-over format: The anchors are giving comments, but all the viewer
sees is a feed, often live, consisting of shots over Manhattan. Bush delivers
his first speech at 2:28 p.m. When at 2:41 p.m. the image changes
unannounced to smoke billowing out of the Pentagon in Washington,
anchors are struggling to catch up. At about 3:00 p.m., viewers see a live feed
of the south tower collapsing. There seems to be some confusion among the
anchors as to what the images are, but this eventually gets cleared up. Guests
that are featured in support of the commentary by anchors consist of BBC
correspondents (correspondents in New York and Washington, a transport
correspondent, the diplomatic editor, an economic correspondent, and a
foreign affairs correspondent). Viewers only hear their voices; they never see
any of the people speaking, including the anchors.
At 3:07 p.m. the Pentagon has partly collapsed. At 3:08 p.m. more
variation is introduced in the pattern of the format: a division of the screen
into two image boxes of equal size. One shows the Prime Minister Tony
Blair making a statement, while the other shows views of the WTC, a repeat
of the second impact, and views of the Pentagon. This format will be used
more regularly from now on, be it in slight variations of theme and volume
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of boxes. Another subtle change occurs: the Breaking News banner has,
since the start of the broadcast, read: “Explosions in America.” At 3:17 p.m.
this is changed into “Terrorists attack America.” The continuous wide shots
over Manhattan are now varied with on-the-ground action of fleeing people
and rescue workers. At 3:18 p.m. this is followed by the first eyewitness
reports. Moments later, for the first time, anchors are shown in duo
presentation in a BBC24 studio. From this point on the broadcast becomes
more routine: It appears to run smoother and the anchors seem to be more
in control. Much of the confusion and hesitation is gone, although technical
errors persist. Examples of this gain in organization and control are the
emergency number that is presented at 3:27 p.m. and the announcement of
the imminent collapse of the north tower three minutes before images of the
collapse are shown at 3:33 p.m.
In addition to the BBC guests (as mentioned above), a variety of nonBBC guests are now introduced: a former spokesperson for the U.S. state
department, a terrorism specialist, an aviation expert, etc. Yasser Arafat
condemns the attacks, but he is the only world leader to appear besides Bush
and Blair. At 3:49 p.m. the Pennsylvania crash is announced. At around 4:00
p.m. the broadcast has become very routine. There are hardly any
professional mistakes, and technological errors are few. It is worth taking
note of the images that were absent in these three hours of coverage: No
images of cheering Palestines were shown, nor were images broadcast of
people jumping from the WTC towers. Both incidents were, however,
reported: The first incident was brought up in a conversation with the Israeli
foreign correspondent, and the second was mentioned several times by
eyewitnesses in Manhattan. No images were shown in support of these
reports.

BREAKING MOMENTS
More important than the overall flow of the broadcast, however, are the
“breaking moments”: key moments in which the underlying rhetoric of the
broadcast (and the event) comes to the fore. The use of “breaks” is
important here. It refers to Louis Althusser’s and Etienne Balibar’s use of the
term and their discussion of the underlying rationale and continuity in the
philosophy of Karl Marx (Althusser & Balibar, 1979). All stories of history
and science are, in retrospect, told as continuous flows, with an inherent
logic, rhetoric, and an embedded purpose; in short they are told
teleologically, much in the same vein as I have done above with the BBC
broadcast. But, they seldom were so at the moment of their inception and
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construction, when they were much more chaotic, spontaneous,
uncontrolled. For Althusser, this observation leads him to plead for an
attention to whatever is significantly absent from official discourse: “Certain
silences in its discourse, certain conceptual omissions and lapses in its rigour,
in brief, everything that ‘sounds hollow’ to an attentive ear, despite its
fullness” (Althusser & Balibar, 1979, p. 30). In terms of 9/11 this means that
the moments in which the BBC broadcast seems to doubt itself, when chaos
and contradiction, silence and improvisation are present, should not be seen
as clumsy interruptions of the flow, but as telling signs of the struggle
between competing and still-forming discourses and meanings. As Balibar
puts it: “The forms of vagueness of their articulation” itself becomes
significant (Althusser & Balibar, 1979, p. 207).
In such a context, breaks become extremely important. On the one
hand they are the result of deliberate attempts to structure the rationale of
the broadcast; on the other hand they are signs of the lack of editorial
control, or official rationale (much in the same way as Liebes or Carey had
in mind). In what follows, I offer examples of three kinds of breaks
appearing in the 9/11 broadcast. The first involves the opening (the breaking
of the news), when journalists’ first attempts occur to offer some
interpretation; the second concentrates on the gradual taking shape of
structuring the rationale, through usage of different, associated terms; and the
third is an example of how the traumatic nature of the event allows a
particular kind of image (a “reality effect”) to become both an interruption
and confirmation of discourses operating in the flow.
M om ent 1: Opening
The start of a broadcast of a media event is always a key moment. It gives the
opportunity to set the tone and agenda for the discourse to follow. As
described above, preplanning usually allows for the careful preparation of
such openings. This obviously was not the case for 9/11. Not only was the
event not planned or foreseen, there were also no scenarios to deal with the
eventuality of it. As Zelizer and Allan observe: “News organizations —
together with their sources — lacked a ready-made ‘script’ to tell their stories,
a frame to help them and their audience comprehend the seemingly
incomprehensible” (Zelizer & Allan, 2002: 1).
As a result, the opening moments of the 9/11 broadcast appear less
rhetorically smooth and much clumsier than regular media events. In what
follows I lay out how the first elements of the discourse are introduced
chronologically in the broadcast and how tentative meanings are explored
and linked to each other. I focus on four aspects: (1) the attempt to offer
64

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (2010)

factual information and descriptions of the event (including on its style); (2)
the first attempts to define the event as an attack, and the first mention of
the term “terrorist”; (3) the erroneous identification of the first plane; and (4)
the first effort to link the attack to other discourses (the 1993 bombing of the
WTC and Osama bin Laden). In each case I use quotes from the broadcast
to illustrate the creation of the discourse.
(1)

After the interruption of the normal television flow on the BBC, the
first moments of the broadcast of 9/11 are devoted entirely to offering
viewers information and descriptions of what happened. Within the
first seconds, the time and place of the event are defined, and the
reporters offer very basic comments on what is shown:
Anchor X (X): We are interrupting normal programs to bring you
extraordinary pictures from the United States where the both towers of
the World Trade Center are now on fire. [caption: Live/ Breaking news/
World Trade Center on fire/ Two planes have crashed into the World
Trade Center in New York setting it on fire]. Shortly before 2 o’clock
United Kingdom time, the north tower of the World Trade Center was
hit by a twin-engine passenger plane. The north tower immediately went
on fire. A few moments ago the south tower was also hit by a plane and
went on fire as well, so the pictures that you are now seeing are both
towers of the World Trade Center hit by passenger planes. The first
plane shortly before 2, which is 9 a.m. in the United States. We are
about to show you a repeat of the picture when the second plane
crashed. Now this is the second plane crashing in the south tower of the
World Trade Center. This is in the financial district of the U.S., on Wall
Street. U.S. of course on the east coast, 5 hours before us. So it’s 2:10
in the United Kingdom, 9:10 in the U.S. Wall Street busy, many, many
people at work. We, as yet, have no details of fatalities.

(2)

After the basic where and how, comes the who; the broadcast moves
on to inform about casualties and possible victim s and perpetrators.
After briefly mentioning office workers and tourists, foreign
correspondent David Lyon immediately makes the connection with the
perpetrators and introduces the view that what happened must have
been a terrorist attack. What is significant here is not so much that he
does this so early in the broadcast. After all, the argument he uses that
two planes hitting the two WTC towers within a short span of time can
be no coincidence is logical. What is significant, then, is the fact that he
arrives at the connection by inference to the ‘symbolic’ status of the
WTC towers:
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David Loyn (DL): … It’s one of the prime tourist sights of New
York. You get this incredible view, right over Manhattan from the
tops of those towers. Because they are so tall. They stand right at
the end of the island. Rather prominently as some sort of symbol
in a way of American power. And that is what makes them such a
potential target for terrorists. And certainly looking at that second
plane, I think we are now talking about a terrorist attack unless that
was some bizarre coincidence. The timing, people still coming into
work, those offices would have been filling up, the escalators
would have been full of people coming into work … .
Interestingly, the reporter first arrives at the acknowledgment of the
symbolic status of the WTC via an attempt to explain why they are so
attractive for tourists (a possible groups of victims or targets), and then
uses that same status as a possible first explanation for making a guess
about who could have been the perpetrators, namely terrorists. The
symbolic status of the WTC hence becomes a binding tool between
arguments (at this point nothing more than educated guesses) about
effects (victims) and causes (terrorists).
Apart from offering basic information and introducing some basic
cause-and-effect guesses, the opening also functions to familiarize
viewers with the style of the broadcast. As the first quote shows,
viewers are gradually introduced to what will become the standard
visual style of the broadcast: the endless repeats of the second plane
crashing into the tower. Sentences like “so the pictures that you are
now seeing” and “we are about to show you a repeat” offer a way of
linking factual information (where, when, who) with ways of seeing it
happen. This is important as it will determine how images can be used
for making meaning of them — how they become evidence rather than
just illustration. This becomes clear when a second repeat of the second
plane is used to investigate the guess that it was no accident but a
terrorist attack:
Valerie Sanderson (VS): Well I think we can look again at that
second crash [1min on from first broadcast]. And there we see the
plane advancing, towards the building. Here it is in slow motion.
And there is that explosion. Now that looked pretty deliberate to
me David.
In itself, the image is, of course, no more indicative of intent than any
other, but with the information on the symbolic status of the WTC,
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and its consequent attractiveness for terrorists still fresh in the mind,
it is easy, indeed logical, to infer a sense of deliberation from the
second plane impact. In fact, it confirms the claim I made above about
the implicit complicity (the “contract”) between media and organizers
that is so typical for a media event in Dayan & Katz’ view. What the
quote and line of reasoning above demonstrates, then, is the eagerness
of reporters to see the status of the WTC and the images of the second
impact as deliberate elements: as an incentive or a “cue,” offered by the
terrorists to prompt the interpretation of an attack.
(3)

At first instance, the development of this interpretation is hindered by
the information that the first plane (of which up until then no images
have been shown) was a small plane — a “small twin engine passenger
plane,” “no large passenger plane,” or a “small executive jet.” As such,
this lack of information does not necessarily invalidate the terroristargument, but because information is still missing, the reporters return
to the basic task of looking for facts — in this case the type of planes
involved — before even attempting to go further in their speculation
about causes and reasons.
DL: … It’s difficult to say what that plane was. It wasn’t a large
passenger plane — it was — it looked like some small executive jet
which you can charter pretty easily from American airports and
therefore the kind of thing that’s flying in the air over New York
all the time. It’s impossible to imagine terrorists having
unauthorised flights over a city like New York City. But they might
well have got permission to fly over. There’s all sorts of planes that
fly over all sorts of times and have got permission to fly these two
planes. And then flown them straight into the towers. That is pure
speculation but it does, from that second plane, look as if that
might have been one of the possibilities.
Seconds later, the identity and type of the second plane is also cast into
doubt:
DL: Well the second, I don’t know about passengers, but the
second one is the sort of jet which takes about 8 or 10 people.
With, again, twin engine plane, you know, a Lear jet, something of
that sort. I’m not an aviation expert but a plane of that size. The
sort of thing that’s very common flying over the skies in New
York.
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The identification of the first plane becomes crucial to the argument
that this was a terrorist attack, not only because it leaves open other
interpretations, but also because it leaves open the issue of the degree
of intent and deliberation, and the scale of the attack that the reporters
had started speculating on.
(4)

A few moments later, however, the interruption of the initial argument
is resolved when two new pieces of information are introduced. The
first is a link with the past, bringing into mind the bombing of the
WTC in 1993; the second is the new information that one of the planes
had been hijacked.
VS: And after all, the towers have been struck by bombists before,
in February 1993.
DL: Well they were struck in an attack by a group of men who,
most of them are Pakistani origin, but in a bomb attack which was
certainly planned by Osama bin Laden, the Saudi-Arabian terrorist
leader, who is currently living in Afghanistan.
VS: Let me just tell you, some news’ just come in: We understand
that one of the planes anyway, David, was hijacked before the
crash. That would fit in with the scenario that you were suggesting.
Well, absolutely. That must have been the first one. It’s thought
that that was a passenger plane and hijacked and flown into the
towers.
The link with the past abruptly ends the speculation about the types of
planes involved, and brings the issue of the perpetrators back to the
foreground. Importantly, it also offers a framing of the event in a
bigger scheme: suddenly the interpretation extends over alm ost a
decade, encompassing a well-known legitimized discourse about the
antagonism between Middle East terrorism and U.S. involvement in the
region. Without making it explicit, it creates a frame of reference within
which the entire event can be explained and seen as part of a larger
chain of events, as part of an ongoing conflict (something the U.S.
administration was at pains to stress in its subsequent mentioning of
“war”).
The second piece of information, although seemingly a mere
factual piece of knowledge, functions in the same way. The very
mention of the term “hijack” brings into effect a framework of
terrorism which stretches back to the early seventies, connects again
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with Middle East terrorism, and infers a course of operation usually
associated with violent actions of movements against nation states (the
PLO hijackings for instance). Finally, even the mention of the term
“bombing” (twice) evokes such connotations (it is worth noting in this
context the particular British connotation “bombing” has, specially in
BBC reports on IRA activities in previous years — e.g., the Omagh
bombing). All in all, within seconds a framework for interpretation is
offered through which the entire 9/11 event can be seen. Loose ends
remain in this interpretation: There is still no definite certainty on the
identity of the planes (their size begins to matter), and the information
about the Pakistani origin of the hijackers is incorrect, but the
foundation for what will become the main interpretation of 9/11 is
cemented.

M oment 2: W arning, Risk, Threat
The subsequent key moments still involve a lot of factual fine-tuning, and
new information is continuously introduced throughout the broadcast. But
after the initial moments, there is a gradual increase in the proportion of
interpretation in the broadcast. Now the basic “where,” “what,” “when,” and
“who” are solved, the “why” and “how” must be addressed. As
interpretations go, these involve much more inference, analysis and
speculation from reporters. This is when, I argue, the broadcast enters its
interpretive stage. To illustrate the development of discourses in this stage,
I analyze the gradual process through which reporters frame the event (i.e.,
through mentioning and discussing “warning,” “risk,” and “threat”).
The key elements of this framing are already present in the opening of
the 9/11 broadcast: There is talk of a disaster involving airplanes, and the
question is raised as to how such flights over New York could be authorized.
A little later the likelihood of a terrorist attack is put forward, and, again,
questions are raised concerning the security failures that must have led to the
hijacking of the airplanes. The term security itself, however, is not used.
Instead, there is a curious development of terms and inferences related to it,
including words like “warning,” “risk,” and “threat.” These three terms are
discursively connected throughout the broadcast, and they form stages in the
gradual process of the broadcast discourse. They parallel a move from the
description of 9/11 towards steps to interpret it. In short, I show how the
use of the word “warning” is descriptive and very factual (a warning is
something you hear, see). The use of the word “risk” involves a more
abstract conceptualization (although still very tangible but less connected
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with technology or the senses). The use of “threat” not only introduces the
element of “bad intent,” which is not necessarily present with “risk,” but also
broadens the scope of interpretation in the discourse to a much wider extent,
allowing 9/11 to be seen as a symptom of a wider, historical evolution and,
hence, as a media event, covering a historical “break.”
Let us begin with the use of the word “warning.” It is first used a few
minutes into the broadcast, when the scope of the attack is not yet clear and
there is still a sense that not all the facts are known (this is, for instance,
before the reporters hear about the attack on the Pentagon):
John (J): Steven we understand the United States State Department had
warned Americans traveling abroad to be on their guard. Do you know
anything further about this?
Steven Cviic (SC): Yes I mean that’s, er, that’s something I hadn’t heard
about, yeah. But I think these warnings are issued from time to time.
And I don’t necessarily think we should read into that that they knew
something like this was going to happen. Of course the U.S. is the
world’s only super power. U.S. interests are under threat. A lot of the
time there are a lot of people around the world — various groups who
would like to hit at US targets. And I, as we saw in the embassy
bombings in Africa, just 3 years ago, the attack on the World Trade
Center in 1993, to a certain extent I think U.S. interests are always a little
bit under threat, and that for warnings that are issued from time to time
don’t necessarily always mean that some big attack is coming. So I think
people — it’s quite possible that the authorities here will have been
completely taken by surprise. If indeed this was some sort of attack.
It is clear from this quote that much of what has happened has not yet
been validated. Reporters “learn” about facts in real broadcast time and
struggle to provide a bigger picture within which this all fits, even though
there are, like in the opening moment, already some attempts to bring in
points of comparison (the WTC bombing of 1993 and the embassy
bombings being obvious examples). As a measure of being sure about what
interpretation they offer viewers, the reports then resort to discussing the
most immediate, direct, and physical aspect of the attacks. With the basic
facts about what happened more or less established (who, where, what) this
leads to questions about who is in immediate danger of becoming a victim
(or being affected otherwise) or what immediate measures against other
attacks can be taken. At its most basic, this m eans the broadcast operates
almost uniquely on a descriptive level of interpretation, looking only at the
closest (literally) environment. The second time “warning” is used is in a
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similar context, 23 minutes into the broadcast, which is the first time
diplomatic editor Brian Hanrahan is introduced.
VA: … No doubt then, at the highest echelons, Brian, that this is a
terrorist attack?
BH: No, I think everybody jumped to that conclusion very quickly. You
noticed he [President Bush] did say apparent. He’s left himself the
possibility, but it seems hard as anything else and, in fact, I was just
checking back four days ago, the United States issued a worldwide alert
saying that they had information, I mean, they were very vague about it,
that their citizens and interests were at risk all around the world and
putting everybody onto a heightened state of alert. That was
accompanied with a kind of specific warning about the far east: Korea
and Japan and military interest there. … there have been attacks against
American people which have been stepped down the last years, but
nevertheless there’s been repeated warnings they might come, and if you
remember there have been repeated American attacks on people.
Although there is less talk here about the immediate physical dangers,
and the question to the diplomatic editor clearly addresses the bigger
meaning of the attack, there is still a tendency to draw the whole event back
to the very specific element of warnings. In his discussion, Hanrahan covers
much more than the WTC environment, actually drawing attention to
warnings across the world, but he still adamantly connects it to physical and
tangible events (the actual “worldwide warning”), and is, at this point, careful
not to infer anything else. Instead of speculating, he admits the “warning”
was “vague” and leaves it at that.
Next to “warning,” the word “risk” also appears in the broadcast, but
in a slightly different context and with somewhat different implications.
Overall, the use of the word “risk” is still closely related to that of “warning.”
Both refer to direct dangers, for victims, for potential new attacks, etc. The
very first time the word is used, in the second quote of this section, its use
is almost equal to that of warning (or alert). But there is also a sense that
“risk” allows for a little more generalist framing. This becomes clear the
second time “risk” is used, 19 minutes into the broadcast:
VA: And Steve, looking at the towers now and how damaged they are,
there must be a very real risk that they’ll fall and, onto buildings
surrounding (them). I mean, not only must there be a huge rescue
operation on now, they must want to evacuate the area, too.
SE: Well, they’ve evacuated to within I would have thought 200 meters
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of the towers. I presume some kind of assessment of the risk of those
buildings falling down has been done. But having said all that, all the
engineering work was being done when they were built for all kinds of
eventualities. These explosions gave those buildings, or the building I
was in, one almighty [twat], and it did move, but it didn’t feel like it was
going to fall down. As I said, initially I thought there had been a bit of
an accident on a construction site very, very near. I can’t tell you what
the risks are. I can tell you that the area immediately around the
buildings has been evacuated, but not the area beyond about half a mile,
which is where I’m standing.
Instead of referring to particular instances (like warnings at airports),
potentially wider impacts are addressed. It is important, of course, that this
new term is introduced before the collapse of the first tower, but at a point
where there is a sudden realization the towers can collapse. This draws away
attention from airports and potential other targets to the dangers of what can
still happen to the targets already hit. In a way, what the term “risk” does,
then, is to offer the possibility for widening the interpretation of the dangers
assessed. They no longer only concern people and targets but also the
building itself and the immediate urban area (hence the reference to a
“construction site”). In itself, such a widening is logical. It is both an almost
literal widening (notice the reporter talks about where he is standing “about
half a mile” farther) and an abstract widening. After the immediate dangers
are covered, reporters will start to look for deeper and more hidden aspects
of the story. The dam age to the first tower has reminded them of the fact
that there are very real risks for people still in the other tower, as well as in
the neighborhood. But the embedded potential of “risk” to abstract from
“warning” to something less circumstantial and instantaneous (encapsulated
in the admission by one reporter that he “can’t tell what the risks are”) will
also allow for other, even more general interpretations to appear. This
happens when the word “threat” is introduced.
Next to “warning” and “risk” the word “threat” is gradually introduced.
It first appears when physical dangers (of being a victim, of being on one’s
“guard” at airports) are discussed (see the first quote of this section). The
reporter at this point immediately realizes the symbolic meaning the word
“threat” can carry, and he qualifies his use of it by stating that what he
intends to convey is not the symbolic meaning. In fact, his use of qualifying
terms as “of course,” “to a certain extent,” “always” prevents from jumping
to this symbolic meaning. Rather, the two times he uses the word “threat”
he immediately links it to present dangers: “a lot of the time there are a lot
of people around the world” (referring to the fact that American citizens
need to be warned everywhere, not just at New York airports) and “warnings
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are issued from time to time” (referring to a system of looking out for
possible dangers). It is telling that in the last instance the reporter
immediately follows his remark by stating that this “doesn’t necessarily mean
that some big attack is coming” and asking “if, indeed, this was some sort of
attack,” effectively preventing any further elaboration of the symbolic
meaning of the word “threat.”
Now compare this use of the word threat in a quote about 30 minutes
further on in the broadcast. It is worth noting that, at this point, the
consensus has been reached that it was a terrorist attack (acknowledged by
President Bush’s reference to it) and that the target has a particular function,
as a symbol.
SC: This seems to be a very, very coordinated operation and one does
wonder, you know, is there anything more coming? You know, this is,
this is absolutely quite remarkable and I think it’s going to give, give
Americans a sense of really, of being under threat. If not in physical
terms for the whole population, the symbolical power is remarkable.
Note how this use of the term “threat” is very different from how the
word was first used about 10 minutes earlier. In the first mentioning, the
emphasis was still very much on the physical danger of becoming a victim of
a terrorist attack — a physical threat. In the mention quoted above, the
emphasis has shifted toward a symbolic use of the word. Because it is
employed in a discussion on how the United States and the WTC were a
likely target because of how they symbolize financial, military, and political
power, it becomes less of a physical denominator and more of a symptomatic
one.
When Cviic mentions that Americans must now be experiencing a
feeling of being under threat, he means not necessarily that there is physical
danger of Americans becoming victims of attacks, but, rather, he identifies
a less tangible, more general “feeling” (and the use of this word here is key
to its symptomatic use). As he goes on to explain, this feeling relates “not in
physical terms to the whole population,” but its “symbolic power” is
“remarkable.” In this instance, the term “threat” is recruited, as it were, into
an emerging discourse on the more general and abstract (yet politically very
important) symbolic meaning of “being under threat.” It means that, for one
of the first times in history Americans are experiencing a sort of general fear
— a “feeling” that does not disappear once the physical threat is removed.
David Bordwell’s schema of levels of interpreting film (Bordwell, 1989,
pp. 8-9) provides a speculative framework for the developments sketched
above. According to Bordwell, any first comprehension of film will try to
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establish referential meaning — i.e. the kind of “who,” “where,” “what” and
so on that were typical for the opening. Next, Bordwell argues, an explicit
meaning will be established, a discourse in which an explanation will be
suggested about what this all is about, in first instance. This is, I argue, what
happens when the “warnings” and “risks” are introduced. They are logical
deductions from the information available to the reporters, but they remain,
in themselves, fairly descriptive, linked to specific information. When the
“threat” is introduced, especially in the latter meaning, as described above,
the discourse moves to what Bordwell calls implicit meaning, in which the
symbolic elements of the text are discussed, and in which speculation on the
abstract meaning becomes more important.
The final step in Bordwell’s schema is that of “symptomatic
interpretation,” a term also used by Althusser & Balibar. As Althusser and
Balibar explain, any symptomatic interpretation is much more likely to cover
territory initially not meant to be part of the discussion (or even part of the
text — the broadcast or the event) (Althusser & Balibar, 1979, p. 28). The
gradual introduction of comparisons between the 9/11 attack and other
terrorist attacks, facilitated amongst others by elaborating on the word
“bombings,” or on bin Laden’s involvement (not just in the 1993 attacks but
his attacks on American embassies as well), or on the Middle East, makes this
broadening beyond the broadcast possible. Importantly, it also allows for the
framing of the broadcast in a larger, historical context; hence, making it a
media event by virtue of its place as a historical marker — a historical
“break.”
This discursive development, from warning over risk to threat, is a
significant one. It demonstrates how the narrative discourse around the event
gradually took shape and how shifts and moves from one emphasis to
another were linked to each other. In itself, such moves are not unusual;
indeed, they belong to the routines of organization of the flow of news
broadcasts. But in this case, when the meaning of what is happening is being
discovered (and is being speculated on) while the broadcast is being aired, it
shows the close link between the development of discourse and its inherent
meaning; in other words, the move from warning over risk to threat has
implications for the approaches taken and the opinions formed.
The important thing here is that the outcome of the move (the
established meaning) is not known in advance by the broadcasters
(something which is usually the case). What the move from warning over risk
to threat shows, then, is the “invention” of the discourse — the
crystallization of awareness into meaning (the getting their head around it).
This also means these moves expose the implicitly held opinions of the
broadcast.
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M om ent 3: Hesitation — Reality Effect
It is important to note that developments as the one described above, in
Moment 2, are not part of an uninterrupted flow usually associated with news
broadcasts. Because the reporters and presenters were “learning” the news
as the broadcast went on, there are sudden breaks and lapses. With the 9/11
breaking news broadcast in mind, this means that whatever moves and
developments I sketched above are accompanied by (and indeed interrupted
and corrected by) hesitations and moments of acknowledged uncertainty.
Ideologically speaking, such moments can be seen as attempts at selfcorrection, as instances of intervention in the organization of the direction
of the flow. Needless to say, such instances are more prone to happen in a
live broadcast than in pre-recorded flows. And given the immediacy of the
9/11 breaking news broadcast, and its consequent lack of newsroom
preplanning, they occur quite frequently. It would be unfair and wrongly
opportunistic to see in their very frequency signs of the “breaking down” of
emergent discourses and meaning of the event.
Nevertheless, they are special. Their presence and impact is closely
related to how Roland Barthes describes the additional code of “truly
traumatic photographs” (Barthes, 1977, p. 30). For Barthes such photographs
succeed in capturing a kind of directness which invokes (next to the always
present connotations and denotations of perception and cognition) the
“lived” experience. Barthes sees these photographs as images “about which
there is nothing to say” (Barthes, 1977, p. 31). This both means they are
devoid of meaning (they do not offer any additional information) and they
require no further comment (they are too powerful to be reduced to mere
information). This simultaneity in being less and more is typical for many
moments in live reports of traumatic events. Liebes refers to it when she
discusses disaster marathons as media events (Liebes, 1998). But in the case
of 9/11, it takes on a particularly interesting status.
I want to argue that many of the moments in which the flow of the
broadcast seems to stall and reporters seem to struggle for words — and
indeed sometimes lack basic information because the pictures do not offer
them any further knowledge — qualify as the kinds of images Barthes
describes as truly traumatic. Images like the second plane hitting the south
tower or the collapse of the first tower, indeed, leave nothing to say.
However, in the bigger context of the broadcast they not only interrupt the
flow, they also enhance the broadcast’s status as “real” (“lived” as Barthes
has it). Because they are so powerful, and because their information value is
as yet undecided (devoid of meaning), they are, at the same time, traumatic
and fatic/redundant. I would like to call such moments “reality effects,”
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because their presence has the effect of making the broadcast appear more
real.
“Reality effects,” by other names, are not entirely new to media
analysis. It has been argued, by Roman Jacobson and Barthes amongst
others, that such fatic moments are ideologically inherent to all images; in
fact, a certain degree of redundancy helps ascertain the legitimacy of the
image (Barthes, 1977). In relation to the developments and interpretations
sketched above, it would mean that “reality effects” play a rhetorical role in
assisting the interpretation achieve validity and momentum. However, when
these moments are of a direct traumatic nature, the extremity and impact of
“reality effects” break up the flow (to bring Althusser’s and Balibar’s term
back in mind). This is the case with several moments in the 9/11 broadcast.
It is interesting to see how reality effects operate in quite distinct ways,
and relate to particular breaks, during the 9/11 broadcast. Let us focus on
two telling examples: the first images of the Pentagon being hit and the live
collapse of the south tower. Let us tackle them chronologically. Thirty-four
minutes into the 9/11 broadcast a sudden break in the coordination of image
and sound occurs. Up until then, and even given the overall confusion, the
anchors and their guests have been coping well in linking images (mostly of
the burning WTC towers) and sound (their comments on what is happening
— a combination of incoming news reports and describing the images to
viewers). The use of guests in the broadcast, foreign correspondents of all
sorts (as mentioned above in the narrative flow), has been a valuable aid in
this. When the images suddenly change from New York to a clearly different
area (government buildings and trees, with smoke rising in the background),
it takes the audio flow a few moments to realize there has been a change and
to adjust their comments to the new images. It is worth quoting the
broadcast at length here:
Brian Hanrahan (BH): I’m hesitating cause I, I, I see, another building on fire,
and we are not quite sure what it is at the moment, coming from …
VS: Washington [whispered]
BH: Washington apparently.
VS: Washington.
X: It looks very much like Washington doesn’t it?
BH: And in fact it almost looks as though it’s the area around the White
House. But I’m not sure of the, at this stage, just glancing at it.
VS: This apparently is the Pentagon we are seeing.
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BH: [long pause] It sh.. doesn’t look like the normal shot of the
Pentagon it looks more like some of the executive buildings in
downtown Washington …
X: It looks more like…
BH: … er, not very far away from the White House itself.
X: It looks much more like the area round about the Vice President’s…
BH: Exactly.
X: … residence doesn’t it, erm, from those sort of pictures.
BH: At the moment we have, we really don’t know what this is about.
It is very difficult to see a “break” in the flow of the broadcast like the
one above as a rhetorical tool reinforcing the already-present discourse. In
fact, what happens above is that there is so much absence of context that
even the reporters have to admit they “don’t know what this is about.” All
the technical elements of the reality effect are still in place: There is a live and
powerful image of smoke rising in the Washington administrative area, and
the speechlessness of the reporters can well be seen as the Barthesian image
“about which there is nothing to say.” But what we see here is also the
capacity of the realty effect to overtake the broadcast altogether. It no longer
plays a supporting role, but instead prevents any discourse from taking place
(or continuing) at all. It is the break down of the reality effect, even when the
image itself is of a less traum atic nature (compared at least to the plane
hitting the tower or the towers collapsing).
Throughout this moment, the reporters and editors struggle to regain
control. In their rush to appear in control and attribute meaning while trying
to remain fluent, the commentators struggle to keep up a professional
appearance. In order to explain what is being shown, whilst not being fully
informed themselves, they make additions and interrupt each other until they
have established amongst each other what is going on. Much of their
interruptions are about the identification of the image. Some confusion arises
about what site in Washington is being shown. In defending his point,
Hanrahan makes reference to “the normal shot” of the Pentagon; in other
words, images that have been established in the past to refer to the Pentagon.
Supporting BH’s link to previous meanings, X agrees “those sort of pictures”
recall images of the vice president’s residence rather than the Pentagon. Even
while they are improvising, the professionalism of the reporters demands
they give the impression that there is a fluent coordinated coherence between
sound and image. This is essential for the reality effect to function in support
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of the discourses being developed. It is the lack of this which makes for a
good example of the breaks and lapses in the flow. This is exemplified by the
sudden appearance of other voices, stuttering, whispering, suddenly broken
off sentences, and on-screen acknowledgment of hesitations. The ensuing
discussion demonstrates how the commentators are working together to
reach consensus. Interestingly, in order to find agreement on the meaning of
the images, they backtrack to previously established references to create
discursive unity. Finally, they agree upon the subject of the image. But the
only way to reach consensus on the exact area in Washington, without
getting further information themselves, is to admit they “are not sure.” This
effectively halts all further interpretation and interrupts the discourse, much
in the same way as the traumatic effect does.
Eventually, following the above scene, the reality effect gets restored.
At first, this happens through acknowledgment of the impact of the image:
“Startling,” “extraordinary,” and “remarkable” are frequently used terms. The
fact that it takes some time before the flow is restored demonstrates the
importance of the “reality effect.” Seemingly devoid of meaning it becomes
an important carrier of the rhetorical unity of the flow — in effect, a core
tool in the transport of meaning across it. And when it breaks down it still
opens possibilities. Even through the confusion, it allows reporters,
commentators and editors to re-use, re-address and re-emphasize already
mentioned points of attention, hence turning them, by repetition, into more
established facts. This creates the discursive unity and the legitimization, as
discussed above, but in a different way.
The second moment, the collapse of the south tower, occurs 52
minutes into the broadcast. It features the same characteristics as the
Pentagon-images, but the eventual recuperation of the reality effect as
supporting the flow happens in a more direct way.
X: Steven, what was it like to be in the World Trade Center when it was
hit?
Steven Evans (SE): [Oh my God! — heard in background] There’s
something, there’s another explosion happening as we speak!
X: We are seeing another explosion as we speak [hesitant]. We, we, the
pictures that you are seeing now are of the World Trade Center in New
York. [microphone makes high pitched sound] These are live pictures,
however, that we are now seeing — we are now seeing live pictures of
another building exploding in New York. Steven, I know you are at the
World Trade Center. There have been two explosions there, but a third
explosion has now taken place in New York. Steve, what can you see?
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SE: [long silence]
X: Steven are you with us? What can you see in New York? [pause] Well
we seem to have lost erm, Steven Evans in New York, we will try to get
him back as soon as we possibly can. But just to update you, we now
have two explosions in the World Trade Center in New York. We have
an explosion in the Pentagon in Washington. The Pentagon has now
been evacuated, and we are now getting pictures, these are live pictures
that you are seeing of a third building in Manhattan now collapsing it
appears, after being hit as well. That’s a — a third explosion in
Manhattan. These are quite extraordinary scenes.
[Caption: live/moments ago World Trade Center/ New York]
VS: Let’s bring in our diplomatic editor Brian Hanrahan. In your long
career, have you ever seen anything like this?
BH: No, this is clearly a terrorist spectacular which is intended to hurt
and humiliate the United States. This is the center of, if you like, of, of
the symbol of America. The, the, these twin towers of the World Trade
Center which dominate now Manhattan islands, and there they are,
shrouded in smoke, er, the American defenses against this. There’s the
idea that they’re a continent, isolated in the troubles of the world,
broken down with a few simple hijackings. And this enormous picture
of devastation and destruction, which has been mirrored in Washington
by an attack on the Pentagon, the center of military power. Er, it, it is
quite astonishing and clearly quite deliberate the intended, to, er, to put
this on television around the world, so everybody can see what the
people who did this think of America.
As with the Pentagon image, there is a sudden break down of the flow,
as a result of the powerful live image of the south tower collapsing. Although
the risk of such a collapse had been addressed in the broadcast previously,
it still comes so sudden the reporters need some time before they establish
what is going on. There are mistakes, hesitations, silences, and even technical
difficulties (also in the banners at the bottom of the screen, where, at one
time, there are three overlapping each other). But, unlike the Pentagon
images, where it was left to the reporters to find an agreement (even if it was
on what they were unsure about), and restore the flow, we here have an
explicit intervention from an editor, through which the diplomatic editor
Brian Hanrahan gets introduced again. His comments do not really seem to
address the images, nor do they really restore the flow to or reduce the power
of the image to a regular reality effect (for instance by giving a logic to them).
Rather the opposite, his exposition, using highly symbolic and charged
language, seems to acknowledge the traumatic nature of the images,
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enhancing as it were their powerful impact. Under usual circumstances,
Hanrahan’s monologue would have been interrupted much sooner by an
editor, to allow the flow to regain momentum. But because everyone is busy
finding out what is happening exactly, his comments go on, their symbolic
weight reinforcing the break down of the reality effect — calling into
attention even the possibility that these kinds of images were exactly what the
terrorists aimed for. Bearing in mind the issue of preplanning and complicity
essential for seeing the broadcast as a media event, Hanrahan comes close to
acknowledging this. At the same time this intervention also buys time, during
which additional information is sought, and after which the flow is, finally,
restored. Once it is clear the images are of the south tower collapsing, there
is a brief, factual acknowledgment; the banners are also corrected (actually
the BBC banner replaces the ABC banner).
Both moments show to what extent reality effects play an important
role in the 9/11 broadcast. In moderate form they help legitimize the
ongoing flow; the small breaks make the flow appear more real and, hence,
more truthful. In extreme form, however, they break up the flow and make
visible some of the underlying, usually invisible, elements of its construction
(hesitations, contradictions, off the cuff acknowledgements about the role of
television). But even here, the reality effect ultimately confirms the status of
the flow as real. When the reality effect breaks up the flow, and especially
when it is sudden and to an extent that cannot be ignored (or immediately
recuperated), the consequence is that it looks even less mediated. Ironically,
the complete breaking up of the flow then also functions as an enhancement
of its rhetoric: It becomes more real. Because the way in which the traumatic
reality effect makes the broadcast look more real in a non-routine and nonprocedural way (it looks extraordinary real), it also reinforces the status of 9/11
and its television broadcast as a media event: The event is so exceptional,
television has trouble fully mastering it.
Returning to Fiske’s view that the meaning of media events is the result
of competing voices only gradually reaching a consensus, this means the
reality effect, and its analysis, allows for the specific identification of such
voices. It not only points to how the 9/11 broadcast already is a media event,
the attention it puts on “breaks” (the breaking up of the flow) makes it one.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion I want to return to the importance of framing 9/11 and its
broadcast as a media event. Because of the live nature of the broadcast, the
historical significance, and its interruption of social routines, such a framing
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seems logical in itself. But, by insisting that even in the differences with
Dayan & Katz’ original description of media events, this framing still remains
accurate, it becomes possible to uncover an underlying belief in their view on
the construction of history.
The two main differences between Dayan and Katz’s and my own view
on 9/11 and its broadcast as a media event are its planning and the
consensual nature of its meaning. I have demonstrated how 9/11, if only
implicitly, seems to show a kind of complicity between the organizers and the
broadcasters. In fact, as som e of the reporters themselves remarked, the
event almost seemed to be “aiming for maximum publicity on the world
stage.” I tackled the second difference by referring to Fiske’s view on the
broadcasting of history, demonstrating that media events are more likely to
be the result of struggles over their meaning than Dayan and Katz are
prepared to admit.
Such struggles are at the core of the 9/11 broadcast. The discourse of
meaning of 9/11 was formed in the first couple of hours of its broadcast,
when journalists had to improvise on-screen. When investigating just how this
discourse developed, I found those first few hours to consist of a curious
mix of flow and breaks. The flow seemed logical, in fact, not any different
from how Raymond Williams first theorized it (Williams, 1974). The concept
of breaks, however, is new in this context. In terms of the broadcast it refers
to moments in which the broadcast’s continuity seems to break up; moments
when the reporters themselves seem confused, hesitant, struggling for words.
Interestingly, some of these breaking moments contain the most traumatic
and powerful images of the broadcast (the hitting of the towers, the first
images of the Pentagon, the collapse of the towers). They also have the effect
of making the broadcast appear more “real,” because they seem to offer a
more direct, immediate “feel” of the traumatic nature of the event. Building
on Barthes’ discussion of traumatic images, I have called breaking moments
of this kind “reality effects.” Because reality effects both abruptly break up
the flow, and open up the possibilities of other meanings (more direct ones,
traumatic shock), and because the broadcast clearly shows reporters
struggling to overcome these moments, they, too, are examples of the
struggle for meaning that I believe is at the center of media events.
Finally, seeing 9/11 and other media events as sites of struggle harbors
an important view on the construction of history. In their view of media
events as celebrations of which the center of meaning is consensual or
undisputed, Dayan and Katz display a belief that the broadcasting of history
represents what everyone agrees upon. As the struggle over meaning in the
first hours of 9/11 demonstrates, however, the broadcasting of history
contains many breaks and disruptions. The concept of breaks reminds of
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Althusser’s and Balibar’s critique of the constructions of history: Breaks
unveil telling signs of struggle between competing and still forming
discourses and meanings. This not only confirms to Fiske’s view on media
events, ultimately it also carries the belief that history is not borne out of
consensus, but out of struggle, trauma.

CHAPTER ENDNOTES
1

I would like to thank Ernest M athijs, M artin Barker, and the ccprg reading group of the
U niversity of W ales, Aberystwyth for their valuable com m ents and criticism on this paper and
the underlying research. I also thank the several BBC staff who were willing to share their views
with m e. Som e of them remain deliberately anonym ous.
2

Branston notes that the term ‘9/11’ is a postm odern sign, detached from the com plexity of the
event. The term functions as shorthand for m any aspects that deserve closer attention and
critical study (Branston, 2004).
3

The PEW research center is an independent opinion research group. It studies attitudes toward
the press, politics and public policy issues. Their m ost frequent output includes national (U .S.)
surveys on public attentiveness to m ajor news stories, and polls that indicate trends in values and
fundam ental political and social attitudes.
4

Tw o chapters in Zelizer & Allan (2002) address the relationship between online forum s and
9/11: Stuart Allan’s ‘Reweaving the Internet: O nline N ews of Septem ber 11’, and Bruce
W illiam s’ ‘The N ew M edia Environm ent, Internet Chatroom s, and Public D iscourse after 9/11’.
I refer to these for a more specific literature on discussion lists and 9/11.
5

I am referring to the controversial im ages of people celebrating in Palestinian refugee cam ps.

6

This pull for integration was felt by the U .S. media to the extent that whoever failed to blindly
support the United States’ cause was regarded no less than a traitor. This resulted in m ainstream
m edia converging in one voice (Allan, 2002, p. 119).
7

See also Liebes and K atz (1993), “The Export of M eaning.”

8

Flem ish Radio and Television, a Belgian public service broadcaster

9
I believe the event’s ‘newsworthiness’ lies in its rem arkableness: choice of geographical and
socio-political place (an attack on Am erican soil), sym bolical value of the targets (W T C as a
financial and econom ic sym bol, and the Pentagon as a sym bol of m ilitary m ight), spectacle (high
visibility guaranteed by presence of cam eras and tim e interval between the im pacts), and possible
high num ber of victims (Am erican victims).
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Chapter 4

“W E C ANNOT A LL B E
A MERICANS ”: F RENCH M EDIA
R ECEPTION OF 9/11
Jacques Portes

A

first and well-known French answer to the tragic
attack on the United States has been Jean-Marie Colombani’s editorial on
Sept. 12, 2001: “We are all American” (2001, p. 1). At the time, about 90
percent of the French agreed more or less with this astounding phrase, which
came from a daily paper often considered leftist and anti-American in the
tradition of its founder Hubert Beuve-Méry, who despised the United States
as early as 1944 (Greilsamer, 1990, p. 283) and said: “Americans present a
clear danger for France. It is economic and moral.” 1
But this approbation was short-lived. About a day later other pundits
questioned it, making a distinction between American people and the Bush
administration, finding a link between a revolting attack and some frightening
American initiatives in the recent past as before. Finally, a solid hostility
toward the United States replaced quickly the immediate sympathy.

We Are All American
As in many other countries in the world, the French reacted emotionally to
9/11. The TV images were frightening. Philippe Roger (2002, p. 579) was in
New York on September 11:
From this morning, I keep first an audio memory: the incredible rumor
which arose two times over the town, when each of the towers collapsed
... coming from a City engulfed by horror. The images of the tumbling
down towers resumed ad nauseam can lose their meaning, if they never
had any. That unheard scream, so different from a stadium clamor or
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from a roaring riot, covered forever for me the sound of all “intelligent”
comments.
In France, as in the United States, most people live in cities and many
work in towers and huge office buildings, so the Twin Towers collapse,
accompanied by people running in the dust and others jumping from
windows, triggered strong sympathy, which might not have been the case in
other parts of the world where most people still live in villages or in
shantytowns near cities devoid of skyscrapers. That sympathy also drew on
the December 1994 incident in which an Air France Airbus flying between
Algiers and Paris was taken over by GIA pirates but stopped in Marseilles.
Special Forces assaulted the plane, killed the men and found documents
about their intent to crash the plane into the Eiffel Tower. The parallel with
New York’s 9/11 strengthened French sympathy (Colombani, 2001):
At this tragic time, when words seem so inadequate to describe the
shock we are feeling, the first thing that comes to mind is: We are all
American! We are all New Yorkers, as sure as John Kennedy said
‘Berliners’ in 1963 in Berlin. Indeed, how not to feel, as in the gravest
moments in our history, deep solidarism with this people and this
country, the United States, to which we are all so close and to which we
owe our freedom, and therefore our solidarity.
On Sept. 12, a similar reaction was expressed by President Chirac, by
the General Secretary of the Communist Party, as well as by François
Hollande for the Socialist Party or Dominique Voynet for the Greens and
François Bayrou for the Center. The attack on the American soil arose
“indignation,” “compassion,” “fear,” was seen as a “nightmare” justified by
no fact or event: The solidarity with the U.S. was more or less unanimous.
Only the Trotskyites (Ollivier, 2001) said immediately that they could have
empathy towards victims but in no way could they support the American
government: “We cannot express any sort of solidarity to a government
which again could attack civil people with the purpose to strengthen its
position of first global power.”
On the following days, such a consensus began to crumble. Some said
they could not be American, except at an emotional level. Divergence with
the Bush administration was widening. George W. Bush invoked God on his
side, but explanations of the terrorist attack were being attributed to “the act
and words of Bush” and his “new order” (Joxe, 2002, p. 103).2 Such opinions
came from the left and center, but other explanations also emerged.
From the 1960s, France has tried to keep contacts with Arab countries
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and had her links with French-speaking African people, so some observers
were immediately aware of the limits of the sympathy towards America. On
Sept. 15, the daily Libération noticed the large discrepancy between different
countries: “If you draw new m eridian lines on the world, one could be
consumed by two numbers: 78% of Danes would support the U.S. in their
military initiative, but 65% of Brazilians think that Americans deserved what
happened to them. And the divide between the occidental world and the
Arab-Muslim is steeper.”
And even in the developed world, emotions were divided (Badie, 2001,
Libération, September 15-16):
I have not seen this week many reactions towards the death of some
Palestinians ... And when we’ll be able to look at the genocide of
500,000 Rwandans in the same way we have reacted to the tragedy of
the New York victims, we’ll advance on the road of an international
regulation. But we are still in a world where one human being is not
worth another, that’s why the South has reacted to the New York
catastrophe.
Such postmortem indicated that the unanimity was fragile; no event, as
impressive as 9/11 was, could erase negative opinions of the United States.

A CRITICAL VIEW

OF THE

AMERICAN WAY

Nevertheless, since the 1990s French people have became less anti-American
but more critical of American society, American motive and values, and that
is why they could appreciate Hollywood movies as entertainment but find
them violent and childish. Generally speaking, very few differences existed
between elites and common people, but officials and politicians could still
use anti-Americanism as an easy traditional explanation to be understood by
a plurality of the citizens.
In 1999, Hubert Védrine, then Minister of Foreign Affairs and without
being categorized as an anti-American, forged the concept of
“Hyperpuissance” to explain how the United States was dominant, as Kuisel
quoted (2004, p. 24):
The United States has assets not yet at the disposal of any power:
political influence, the supremacy of the dollar, control of the
communications network, “dream factories,” new technology. Add
these up — the Pentagon, Boeing, Coca-Cola, Microsoft, CNN, the
Internet, the English language — the situation is virtually
unprecedented.
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The 9/11 attacks could not change such a context, as they could be
related to some effects of “Hyperpuissance”:
America had been hit at heart, as victim of her “Hyperpuissance.” The
United States wanted to be seen as the good cop of a new world order.
His (Bush’s) incoherent policies have facilitated a chaos, provoking
frustrations which were the nourishing bed of terrorism. (Tolotti, 2001)
People well-informed of the situation of the Middle East argued that
the United States often acts like a bully. In a letter written a few days after the
attack, Jean d’Ormesson gave his advice to President Bush (2001, September
15, Le Figaro):
Your demonic enemies have not only hit the symbols of all what they
hate in this world. Their calculus goes much farther. Your own reaction
is part of their plan. We live in a time when victims replace heroes and
they count on your repression for bringing to their side the still
vacillating masses. If I dared, Mr. President, I’d pray you to not be for
the Islamic masses from Morocco to Indonesia what Ariel Sharon has
been for the Palestinians.
Some specialists went farther. Gerard Chaliand (2001, September 18,
Le Monde) explained that such a terrorist attack was not new by itself but only
as a final phase of what he called “classical terrorism” and that it could not
be met by a war but by a multi-level reaction: “Terrorism will be weakened
by the destruction of its sanctuaries. It’ll not be eradicated. Even if terrorism
is not able to put on its knees a strong State, we’ll have to live with it as a
recurrent cause of harm.”
Claude Roy and a few others who understood the necessity of an
American rapid-response denied any clash of civilizations. Such moderates
were rapidly troubled and choked by the language used by George W. Bush
and his neo-conservatism oriented team: The “crusade against terrorism”
employed on Sept. 16 by the president could not be more accepted than the
unilateralist approach highly assumed. As in the Islamic World, many French
pundits were scornful about Bush’s lack of historical sense and anxious of
what he could mean by this word. This lapse was rapidly corrected, but
soon came other expressions, which arose indignation and anxiety. The
famous speech on the State of the Union 2002, denouncing an “axis of evil”
was met by a similar outcry, and the best analysts made all the distinction
between Iraq, Iran and North Korea and discussed this idea of “rogue states”
as too simple.
For these intellectuals, George W. Bush was a typical uneducated
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American, and he could be dangerous as he affirmed his will to act alone and
counting only on mighty American military forces. Nevertheless, the
“victory” in Afghanistan had been accepted, as this war was seen as
legitimate and because in France as in other countries there had been a
general outcry against the Taliban in the previous years. But the result of the
war could have been more heartily acknowledged if the President had
stopped his revenge there and tried to find a political solution to confront
terrorism. Bernard-Henri Lévy (2001, December 21, Le Monde) even
predicted that the old French anti-Americanism had suffered a severe blow,
after a victory which did not provoke any uprising in Muslim countries, but
he was too optimistic.
It was not long before this perspective was scattered and destroyed by
the overt choice of force by the Bush administration, which held to his “war
against terrorism” as a way of uniting his people behind him, without giving
them anytime or anything to think about. This evolution of the pundits and
experts was always mixed with discussions and caveats especially critical of
the neo-con around the president, of the influence of the religious right. So,
even when they stayed moderate in their expression, their comments could
be seen as anti-American.
In the general public, whose opinion has been apparent in different
surveys and who got their information mostly from TV, such intellectual
reserve and nuances were unintelligible. During 2002, the proportion of
French people hostile to the United States climbed from 30 percent in the
beginning of this year to 60 percent when the Iraq war was being discussed
at the United Nations. France did not differ from other countries, and
suspicion of a hidden American ambition in the region was frequently
assumed: Oil was the principal culprit.
A general suspicion of the U.S. motive gave way to some extreme
opinion: a cartoon presented Phan Thi Kim Phuc, the little naked girl
running after being burnt by napalm in Vietnam in 1972, with the World
Trade Center Towers crumbling in the background. It made a troubling
relation between two very different events: “They deserve it.” More startling
has been the success of Thierry Meyssan’s book (2002), which sold more
than 200,000 copies in a few weeks and has been translated into m any
languages: Spanish, German, Arabic and English. In this book, Meyssan
pretended that the Mossad was at the origin of the attack on the Twin
Towers and that no plane ever crashed on the Pentagon. All the fuss being
created and manipulated by a faction of the American government on its way
to a fascist “coup d’état’.”
Such cases were examples of a profound hostility, even a sort of hate,
towards America. It was directly triggered by 9/11 — interpreted as a
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revelator of the “normal” harmfulness of the United States. This dark vision
did not arise suddenly in September 2001; it has its roots in the recent past.

BETWEEN

A GREATER DIVIDE
FRANCE AND AMERICA

French opinion of the United States has fluctuated during the 20th century.
In the early 1900s, the Left definitely became hostile to the country that was
seen as the golden land of capitalism, and the far right was always critical of
American vulgar manners and a lack of sophistication (Portes, 2000).
After the Vietnam and from 1968 to the 1980s, the two countries have
been converging in some ways, with a sort of Social Democracy gaining
ground to challenge the consumer culture. The decline and disappearance of
the USSR weakened the Communist Party and the Marxist Left. The antiAmerican current was also marginalized by increasing tourism. At the
beginning of the nineties, the United States was the first country visited by
one million of French people every year. Trade agreements and the
development of American movies and television series gave the French a
superficial knowledge of American life — one that emphasized violence in
the streets and racial tensions — but did not bring a better understanding
between France and America.
But this helped explain why there was no more an active political antiAmericanism — just a critical view of American society. The end of
communism as a common threat and the conservative backlash in America
provoked a form of realignment in their relations. On the political side,
French officials could be critical of American initiatives in Kosovo or of
Washington for refusing to pay its dues to the UN, and they could distance
themselves from an international policy which has lost its moorings with the
end of the Cold War. On the social side, French people were upset by the
frequent use of the death penalty in American states, by the lack of a real
social policy — especially after 1994, with the failure of President Clinton’s
health plan. In May 2000, a French polling agency posed the question
(Kuisel, 2004): “Are you, with respect to the United States, rather
sympathetic, or neither sympathetic nor antipathetic?” More than 4 of 10
(41%) said “sympathetic,” 10% “antipathetic” and the rest (48%) said
“neither the one nor the other.” 3
During the Clinton years, many controversies arose between France
and the United States. The president was not so much Europe-oriented as
his predecessor and it took him a long time to get his footing in international
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affairs. The war in the Balkans illustrated this evolution; until 1995, the
American administration kept aloof and did not want to intervene, but after
the Serb shelling of Sarajevo, Bill Clinton changed his position and followed
President Chirac’s lead, seeking an end to the war. When this decision was
taken, the belligerents accepted the cease-fire agreement imposed by the
Americans in Dayton (Ohio), because they were Americans: They
acknowledged American power, as negotiators of the Oslo agreement
between Israel and Palestinians did in 1993. In such cases, American
power have been benevolent, but it could also been seen as oppressive: a
vacillating determination in Kosovo had been criticized by French pundits,
who wanted at the same time an American determination and feared its
probable effect.
The war in Kosovo gave an example of the new American military
forces, much more powerful than their European counterparts. That is why,
in 1999, Hubert Védrine spoke for the first time of a “hyperpuissance” and
such a power can be feared, as a “m achine that would go by itself” (2002,
January 1 st, Le Monde).
The United States have spent much more in the military domain than
any other country: much more even than Russia, China, France,
Germany and Great-Britain put together. Such an exceptional power
feeds a permanent anxiety for partners of the United States. He could
be inclined to use this force in despise of the law or by crossing the
limits of self-defense?
The contested 2000 election came in this context. An obscure
democratic process puzzled French observers, as many others in the States
as in other parts of the world, and nobody knew George W. Bush well. It
was not very long before the new President antagonized many Europeans
and especially the French with his decision to build an anti-missile shield, to
drill in the proximity of national parks, to refuse to ratify international
agreements (international court or Kyoto treaty on pollution), to give tax cuts
to the wealthy and to give an increased role to the churches in social
problems and in education.
All these initiatives offended most Europeans, who believe in
international peace and respect the environment and social programs. In
France, the divide between sympathy for the American people and hostility
toward their President was widening every day.
The unanimity caused by 9/11 was fragile. Nevertheless, President
Bush had the opportunity to build on that large emotion in favor of his
country. It would have been difficult but the magnitude of this moment
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could have made this orientation possible (July, 2001, September 16,
Libération).
Bush has to practice a strategic u-turn. He will have to radically break
the United States’ twenty years alliance with Islamic countries such as
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Emirates, and Afghanistan ... The president can
also, in the present state of shock, give a new impetus to the peace
process in the Middle East and impose peace on Israelis and Palestinians
... Anyhow the United States will have to reorient all its strategic plan:
to abandon isolationism and get rid of an all-economy agenda, but to
use all its weight on the political side ... America has no choice.
Such a bold program, which summarizes what many pundits thought,
has not been implemented. The choice of force by President Bush and, in the
spring of 2002, his decision to make war in Iraq destroyed the unanimity of
September 2001, as Kuisel (2004) as demonstrated:
A year after the attacks French respondents attributed mainly negative
consequences, except for the war against terrorism, to the actions of the
U.S. and its allies after 9/11 (…) with respect to mitigating sources of
international tension or creating a more just international system.
In 2003, France was leading other countries against war in Iraq and the
United States responded with French-bashing. In a sense there has been a
long tradition of French misgivings of the United States, which explains the
recent evolution. But 9/11 provoked a strong disappointment after a short
moment of hope. There was a real opening at the time, which could have
permitted a better understanding between both countries, but President Bush
chose his own way and preferred to act alone to promote his vision of
national security. The unanimity of September 2001, as ephemeral as it
was, was spoiled.

CHAPTER ENDNOTES
1

All translation from French to English is m ade by Jacques Portes.
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Alain Joxe, in Sylvie K aufm ann dir., 11 septembre, un an après, Paris: Le M onde & éditions de
l’Aube, 2002, p. 103.
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Chapter 5

IN

R EACTIONS TO 9/11
THE G ERMAN M EDIA

Anne Koenen & Brigitte Georgi-Findlay

B

efore analyzing German reactions to September
11, 2001, one should probably sketch the context in which they took place.
First, one needs to consider that German-American relations, for various,
mostly security-related reasons, have changed, if not cooled down, since the
end of the Cold War. Not too many seem to have noticed the new strains
and conflicts accompanying trans-Atlantic political cooperation in the 1990s,
considering the internationalist and multilateralist rhetoric of the Clinton
administration and due to the focus on internal problems on both sides of
the Atlantic. Germans in particular turned their energies to German
reunification and the strengthening of the European Union, and interest in
U.S. foreign policy seems to have been relegated to the margins (despite
some hotly debated issues, such as the Gulf War) on both sides of the
Atlantic. Trans-Atlantic issues seem to have been subsumed under the
debates over economic globalization, transnational politics, and global
cultures (within which, of course, one could argue over the role of the United
States in terms of the “Americanization” of international communication,
globalization, etc.).
In August 2001, an opinion survey (conducted by the International Herald
Tribune and Pew poll) in Britain, Italy, Germany, and France found wide
disapproval of President George W. Bush’s conduct of foreign policy.
Disapproval of Bush’s international policy was strongest among Germans
(65%, compared to 46% among Italians and 59% among the French).
Disapproval focused on his “positions on global warming and missile
defense,” his pursuit of “American interests in a narrow sense,” and his
“support for the death penalty in the United States.” Other controversial
issues were “Mr. Bush’s decision to abandon the Kyoto Protocol,” his
repudiation of “a Clinton administration decision to sign an accord to
establish an International Criminal Court,” the administration’s withholding
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of support “for efforts to complete or enforce a biological weapons treaty,
an international ban on land mines, a small-arms control pact, an anti-money
laundering effort and United Nations population control programs”
(Knowlton 1,7). Although it is doubtful whether the latter issues were central
every-day concerns for the German public, a majority of Germans agreed
with the poll’s suggestions that Europe and the United States were growing
apart because they “need each other less for security reasons since the end
of the Cold War” (77%), because of the “growing power of the European
Union” (71%), because “American multinational corporations are creating
resentment in Europe” (68%), and because “Europeans and Americans have
increasingly different social and cultural values these days” (68%) (Knowlton
7).
Mark Siemons reacted to this poll in the English edition of the
conservative Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung by suggesting that the “new antiAmericanism is beginning to gain a clearer profile. ... there is a more
fundamental uncertainty about what America really stands for.” At the same
time, the United States “has returned to its former role of villain.” While the
United States under Clinton’s leadership “seemed to be Europe’s twin, but
with power,” under Bush “it looks once again like a twilight zone of the
strange and frightening.” Siemons adds that the new anti-Americanism,
unlike the old version,
does not deny the United States its leadership role; on the contrary, it
demands more leadership. It is Bush’s lack of interest in giving the West
guidance that raises most suspicion. Fueling this is the idea of the new
world order that arose after the fall of communism — the belief in the
possibility of a world government capable of enforcing peace, human
rights, ecology and economic equity in equal measure (Siemons).
While during the Clinton presidency “the illusion that the United States
was the ideal candidate for such a job could survive,” the Bush
administration “has made clear that the United States is much less
universalistic than Europe has willed it to be. It could well be that the new
anti-Americanism is primarily an expression of disillusionment over Europe’s
own self-deception” (Siemons).
Then came the shock of September 11, with the spontaneous
outpouring of sympathy for the United States. Television images of the
attacks, first mistaken by many Germans as commercials for disaster movies,
could be seen in seemingly endless repetition on all channels, on public as
well as on commercial TV. Regular programming was suspended,
commercials were banned. Music channel Viva stopped all its music
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programs, only showing a still “out of respect.” German news channels like
n-tv and phoenix attracted more viewers than ever (n-tv reached an
unprecedented 9.3 % of viewers during 4 and 5 p.m. on September 11 —
LVZ, 13.11.01, p. 12; Frankfurter Rundschau, 13.11.01, p. 23). Radio stations
banned comedy as well as game shows, aired more sedate programs, and
invited listeners to phone in their condolences. While these immediate
reactions were characterized by outpourings of sympathy, disbelief, and
helplessness, reflections about the events and the media’s reporting of the
attacks followed with a time-lag of only a few days. Analyses of the attacks
were circulated in experts’ rounds and ranged from criticism of U.S. politics
(on Septem ber 17, a leader of the German Muslim community, shown on
phoenix, identified the United States as being responsible for the terrorists’
acts and host Martin Schulze did not object) to warnings of rash political
actions and references to Germany’s fear of war.
The same pattern — sympathy followed by analysis — emerges in the
print media. The tabloid Bild, describing the attacks as the worst terrorist acts
in the history of mankind, asked in its headline on September 12:
“Thousands Dead in America! The World in Fear! Will There be War?” and
added: “May God Help Us!” The paper claimed that “we are all afraid!” The
world was seen as united in shock, mourning, and anger (Bild September 12,
2001, 1-2). Editor Kai Diekmann interpreted the attacks as a declaration of
war against all humanity and declared that the world will never be the same
again (1). Another commentator, Franz Josef Wagner, was certain that World
War III had begun, and that everybody was now an American willing to
defend America (1). The German chancellor, Gerhard Schröder, declared the
attacks a declaration of war against the whole civilized world, while the
German President, Johannes Rau, predicted that this day would change the
world (6).
Germans mourned, prayed, laid flowers at the doors of U.S. embassies
(12). German politicians interrupted their election campaigns (Bild Hamburg,
September 12, 2001, 8). Many saw the attacks not directed at America but at
“us” (Wolf Heckmann, “Angriff auf uns,” Hamburger Morgenpost September
12, 2001, 2). There was no doubt that America would have to hit back and
America’s allies would have to signal their solidarity and support (Olaf Jahn,
“Ein schwarzer Tag für die Welt,” Berliner Morgenpost September 12, 2001, 3).
Others, such as the chairwoman of the PDS (Party of Democratic Socialism,
successor party of the state party of the GDR) called for a balanced U.S.
reaction, reminding America of its responsibility for peace (“Normaler
Betrieb ist nicht mehr angesagt,” Berliner Morgenpost September 12, 2001, 9).
One hotly discussed subject was whether sports events should continue or
be canceled.
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Major dailies took the attacks as an opportunity to review earlier
terrorist attacks targeting the United States or U.S. forces abroad in the past
twenty years (Kurt Kister, “Der Terror sucht Amerika heim,” Süddeutsche
Zeitung September 12, 2001, 2). Stefan Kornelius drew attention to the scorn
Europeans had earlier poured over Washington’s anti-terror planners who
were preparing for the worst scenarios imaginable (“Amerika im Krieg,”
Süddeutsche Zeitung September 12, 2001, 4). Again there was no doubt that the
world would never be the same again. The “clash of civilizations” described
by Samuel Huntington was already a bloody reality. NATO countries,
particularly Germany, would have to face this reality by reforming their
armed forces and revising their distrust of a strong state. American security
fears, scorned by German officials as exaggeration at best, as hysteria at
worst, had proven to be legitimate. Europeans had only escaped — for now
— the catastrophe because they were not taken seriously by the terrorists.
But the declaration of war should be taken seriously as a warning to
Europeans, too (Michael Stürmer, “Das ist der Ernstfall,” Die Welt
September 12, 2001, 8). Konrad Adam suggested that the attacks brought
America closer again since they helped everybody to distinguish between
friend and foe (Konrad Adam, “Sicherheit und Freiheit,” Die Welt September
12, 2001, 8). Günther Nonnenmacher claimed: “Not only has the United
States been hit, the entire Western world has been shaken in its selfassurance, shaken to its psychological foundations” (“The Future We Have,”
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung English Edition September 13, 2001, 1).
Berthold Kohler reiterated this: “At this moment, Europe knew that as part
of the community of Western values it had been attacked itself” (“A Show
of Hands Is Not Enough,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung September 13, 2001,
1). Others suggested in their headlines — “War against the Superpower” —
that only the United States was m eant (“Terror gegen die Supermacht,”
Frankfurter Rundschau September 12, 2001, 2).
For days and weeks after the attacks, the pictures and personal stories
of loss and suffering dominated the media coverage. Germans everywhere
were in a state of heartfelt mourning, lit candles, wrote letters of sympathy
and condolences to America, and demonstrated against terror and for peace.
Magazines like stern and weeklies like Die Zeit dedicated special editions to the
attacks. Even the most popular teenie-magazine, Bravo, replaced the usual
pop star-portrait with an American flag on its cover (Bravo, No. 39, Sept. 19).
German states like Hessia and companies like Porsche, Bertelsmann, and
Siemens as well as banks ran full-page memorial notices in national
newspapers like Bild and weeklies. Dresdner Bank, for example, wrote (in
German and in English) that they wanted “to pay their respects to the
victims of the terrorist attacks in the United States of America. Our deepest
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sympathy goes to the relatives of those who died. In these hours of
mourning we stand together with our friends in the United States” (Die Zeit,
special edition Sept. 17). German victims of the attacks were mourned.
On September 14, Bild had the picture of Mohamed Atta on its cover,
screaming: “Terror Fiend Lived in Germany for Eight Years.” German
politicians and media increasingly awoke to the realization that Germany may
have harbored radical Muslims involved in terrorist acts — some of the
alleged terrorists had been students at the Technical University of Hamburg.
Bild also asked: “Will Germany Have to Go to War?” — a question that was
answered in the negative by German Minister of Defense Rudolf Scharping.
Already, NATO’s announcement that it was willing to invoke the treaty’s
mutual defense principle was met with criticism by the Greens, the coalition
party in the German government (6; the tabloid did not refer to the text of
the resolution passed by the Greens council which warned that an
“unreasonable response by the United States could lead to the escalation of
violence, which is what the terrorists are counting on” Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung English Edition September 14, 2001, 2).
At the same time, a survey disclosed that m ore than 57 percent of
Germans supported the use of military force against those responsible for the
terrorist attacks (Bild September 15, 2001, 5). Yet the calls for a prudent
response became louder (Claus Strunz, “Mr. President, bleiben Sie
besonnen!” Bild am Sonntag September 16, 2001, 2). On September 18, Bild
asked: “Can War Still Be Avoided?” The next day, the tabloid opened with
the headline: “War-Fears! Chancellor, How Bad Will It Be for Us?” A report
on U.S. Special Forces bore the title: “Will They Conquer Evil?” — which
demonstrated that the U.S. President’s use of manichaean distinctions was
not particularly American (Bild September 19, 2004, 5). The next day, the
German chancellor calmed fears of war: “We are not in a state of war” (Bild
September 20, 2001, 1). Commentators emphasized that the U.S. government
was reacting prudently, and not at all (as many had feared?) in the manner of
cowboys shooting without thinking (Rafael Seligmann, “Vier Zeichen der
Hoffnung,” Bild September 20, 2001, 2). There were also interesting
curiosities. On September 18, the local tabloid Dresdner Morgenpost had a local
politician on its cover, stating that she had just now heard of the attacks.
In conservative dailies, critiques of the German government’s reaction
rose. The terror attacks led to the realization “that Germany has obviously
been shutting its eyes to the danger in recent years.” The chancellor’s words
of sympathy for the United States were interpreted as masking the attempt
“to evade the pressures of concrete action by talking big ... Solidarity with the
United States was convenient as long as neither partner was put to the test.
Now that partnership is called for, Mr. Schröder finds himself doubly
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punished for his ignorant treatment of the German armed forces: The troops
are weak, and it is too late to reinforce them” (Georg Paul Hefty, “Rude
Awakening,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung English Edition September 14,
2001, 1).
Commentators doubted whether Germany was prepared for the action
required in the days ahead: “Having long ago grown unaccustomed to acting
seriously and accepting responsibility, German politicians face ... decisive
tasks” (Volker Zastrow, “The Steps Ahead,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
English Edition September 22, 2001, 1). Thomas Schmid pointed to the first
members of the German government “to ascribe — ever so discreetly — a
measure of culpability to the victims,” implying that the United States, “with
its support for globalization and its self-interested foreign and security policy,
is not free from blame for the attack carried out against it. ... All this shows
that it was only the murderous impact of the attacks that silenced the old
anti-Americanism for a few moments. A certain gloating will begin and
become fashionable. Since many who feel this way belong to or are close to
the governing elite, such schadenfreude carries great political weight”
(Thomas Schmid, “Blaming Victims,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung English
Edition September 14, 2001, 2).
Conservative commentators emphasized that the U.S. President’s
reaction to 9/11 “contradicts the cliché of the trigger-happy cowboy from
Texas. The president has not acted precipitately, nor has he yielded to the
pressure for swift, immediate retaliation. His administration is systematically
preparing for a sustained campaign, holding out against public outrage and
calls for revenge” (Klaus-Dieter Frankenberger, “State Action?” Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung English Edition September 15, 2001, 1). This assertion was
important in the context of a survey released on the same day, revealing that
66 percent of Germans were “confident that the German government is
responding/will continue to respond appropriately to the situation,” but only
36 percent were “confident that President Bush is responding/will continue
to respond appropriately to the situation” (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
English Edition September 15, 2001, 2). In contrast, Berthold Kohler
suggested that the constant warning to Washington “not to overreact was
mainly based on the cliché-ridden world view of which they are fond of
accusing America. However, there is more rationality in the U.S. political
system than some erstwhile peace activists and theoreticians of imperialism
might like to believe” (Berthold Kohler, “Europe’s Turn,” Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung English Edition September 22, 2001, 1).
Considering the above survey’s results (and the slightly overwhelming
use of the word “peace” in political arguments in Germany), one might
suggest, however, that the latter still wielded quite some influence within the
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German public. At the same time, the security threat posed by the attacks in
New York began to shake, as some saw it, the pacifist pillar of the Greens’
philosophy, threatening to weaken their political credibility: “That the Sept.
11 attacks have rendered their party’s positions on security policy irrelevant
is now dawning on the Greens’ leaders, as they scramble to reinterpret, adapt
and reformulate — while at the same time putting a cautionary foot on the
brakes, to a very unconvincing effect. ... It is strange indeed that a political
movement could play for so long on fears of the Apocalypse while at the
same time taking a deeply irreverent attitude toward one of the basic human
experiences: that of being under threat” (Thomas Schmid, “Looking for a
Way Out,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung English Edition September 26, 2001,
1). It was indeed ironic that a party that had never found a commitment to
NATO a necessity and had in effect wanted to disband NATO, now would
find it necessary, as a member in a government coalition, to defend the
Atlantic alliance.
In many media, images predominated over text. Personal stories were
at the center of most reports. Interspersed were allusions to war on an
international scale. Images, reconstructions of the events, personal stories of
victims and witnesses, and talk of war also shaped the extra coverage of
German weeklies such as stern, which ran its stories under the caption
“terror-war” (stern 39, September 17, 2001). A few days later, its headline ran:
“Will the World Explode? Why War Would Be Insanity” (stern 39 September
20, 2001). The editorial suggested that German solidarity with the United
States could not be unlimited (although the G erm an chancellor had
emphasized that German support would be just that: unlimited). The defense
of the values of the Western world could not include any bombing attacks
on children, women, men and old people (5). Interestingly, the editorial was
illustrated by the picture of an American pick-up bearing hastily scribbled
calls for “Revenge” (a call which, as the picture’s caption suggested, was
shared by a “majority” of Americans). Letters to the Editor emphasized fears
of war and called for U.S. caution (11).
The first story, on U.S. war preparations for its campaign against
Afghanistan, was titled “Countdown to Insanity” (14-15). Mario R.
Dederichs criticized the United States, saying that it was already talking of
war before all the facts were clear. Facts were ignored, he suggested. “This
is no war, and this was no declaration of war” (our translation, 25; note: all stern
reports on 9/11 in this issue bore the headline “terror-krieg”= “terror-war”).
Rather, he declared, the attacks were a criminal act. The world was just as
afraid of the American reaction as of acts of terror (26). The author explained
his skepticism about U.S. policy by pointing to a history of foreign policy
failures: Korea, Vietnam, Iran hostage crisis, Latin America, Lebanon,
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Somalia, Iraq (27). The article used an interview with a specialist in
international law to suggest that an attack against Afghanistan violated
international law (28). It concluded that this war wasn’t “our war” but a war
that would only breed hatred and more violence (29). The issue included a
portrait of Osama bin Laden, a report on the “Hamburg connection” of
terrorists and an article critical of the German Interior M inister’s harsh
regime and attempts to strengthen anti-terror laws in Germany (42ff.).
Criticism was also levied against Chancellor Schröder’s willingness to grant
unconditional support to the United States, if necessary, with military help
in America’s war of retaliation. Tensions within the “red-green” government
coalition of Social Democrats and Greens were repeatedly alluded to (48).
On September 29, the stern cover warned of terror dangers in Germany
from radical Muslim groups (reflecting a debate that increasingly focused on
Germany’s immigration policies). The editorial was now a bit less skeptical
of the chances of a U.S. campaign against terrorism, under one condition:
Military operations must be limited and precise. Terrorism should be
conquerable by way of intelligence and information. However, skepticism
against large-scale military operations was seen as legitimate and by no way
anti-American. The editorial even suggested that President Bush and his team
had so far acted prudently (3). One article warned of the collapse of the redgreen coalition if Chancellor Schröder held on to his support of U.S. military
operations (65). It also referred to an ominous passage in the chancellor’s
parliamentary address (Regierungserklärung) in which Schröder categorically
rejected any participation in “adventures” (70).
It took only two weeks after the attacks until American commentators
registered a divided European response: “A debate has begun over whether
the inconsistencies of U.S. foreign policy and the sheer weight of American
dominance in the world mean that resentment of the United States and even,
in extreme cases, hatred are inevitable.” A report from Berlin suggested that
not only did Europeans hold the U.S. partially responsible for the attacks, but
that they even gloated secretly over America’s pain:
it has also become clear that some Europeans feel that ordinary
Americans have largely floated on a tide of prosperity, triumphalism and
indifference to the world since the collapse of the Soviet Union. ... For
those critics, Americans are viewed as now facing unsurprising
retaliation ... Some Europeans also contend that many Americans have
a blinding confidence in their own goodness and so do not see that U.S.
reactions are regarded in many quarters as driven by the domineering
pursuit of national self-interest (Erlanger).
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By mid-October, 2001, after the beginning of the campaign against
Afghanistan, anti-war demonstrations became the daily fare of reporting.
One headline in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung stated: “The Big, Bad
American Imperialist Is Back: More than Western Germans, Easterners Are
Skeptical About U.S. War on Terrorism.” Letters to the editor in eastern
Germany were united by one point: “While all sympathize with the victims
of the terror attacks in New York and Washington, most reject unqualified
solidarity with the world’s sole superpower.” People see the “evil American,
heartless world sovereign” rising again. Despite the fact that “eastern
Germans are in many respects even more ‘Americanized’ than western
Germans,” signs of “gratitude toward the Americans are rare.” People do not
feel indebted to the United States: “Even German reunification is attributed
primarily to Mikhail Gorbachev’s policies of détente.”
According to a survey conducted in mid-September, “two-thirds of
western Germans, but only one-third of eastern Germans, regard as justified
German participation in military actions aimed at agents of terror.” Another
poll “showed a third of eastern Germans sharing the view that the United
States to some degree provoked the attacks ‘with their superpower politics.’
Half the respondents ... was convinced that they had not ‘earned our full
solidarity.’” Although one should not be surprised at one interviewee’s
description of Americans as “friendly, but superficial” (one of the mantras
repeated incessantly by some of our East German students), the rest of the
article could raise some concern, since what was suggested here by most
interviewees is that 9/11 was not, as many Americans saw it, an attack on the
concept and common values of the West, but strictly an American
superpower affair (Janert).
There were, it is true, countercurrents to this trend. Most surprisingly,
they came from some Alliance 90/The Greens members of Germany’s
parliament, including not only German Foreign M inister Fischer but a
delegation of three parliamentarians who visited the U.S. in October 2001.
“On Capitol Hill in Washington the three almost sounded like a miniature
general staff. ‘We see it as our duty,’ Mr. Berninger said at a dinner with the
Congressional Group on Germany, ‘to make it clear to the German people
that they need to be afraid of a second terror attack and not of the U.S.
counterstrike.’ ‘There is nothing to criticize about President Bush,’ Mr.
Ozdemir [sic] added. ‘He’s no cowboy’” (Buchsteiner 2).
In its mid-October issue, the weekly DER SPIEGEL described a
German republic evenly divided into supporters and critics of the United
States. One of the news anchors of German public TV, Ulrich Wickert, had
compared George W. Bush with Osama bin Laden, the fashion designer
Wolfgang Joop had stated that he did not regret the fall of the Twin Towers
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— after all, they only symbolized capitalist arrogance (88). At the same time,
the German chancellor promoted “unconditional solidarity” with the United
States, the writer Ralph Giordano suggested that the Germans had reasons
to feel bad since Germany had become the privileged place of residence for
“Islamic” terrorists (90). Dirk Kurbjuweit suggested that those suspected of
anti-Americanism were much more on the defensive: Their camp, he argued,
was traditionally a sm all, yet well organized one, since it was tied to other
movements of the Left (90). Interestingly, although the author was able to
portray quite a number of “anti-Americans,” he could only come up with one
“pro-American” example — a sociologist who admired the “American
actionism” without, however, thinking too much of American culture (92).
At the end of the day, Kurbjuweit claimed, no Germans were wholeheartedly for or against America. Rather, the fact that Germans categorized
each other as such was evidence of Germany’s obsession with America (92).
While the example of a high school class in Berlin showed how calmly young
Germans could look at a country whose culture they shared, the same could
not be said of the world of politics and parts of the media — in these areas
an open debate about the United States and its war on terror was no longer
possible (93) (Dirk Kurbjuweit, “Böser Onkel, lieber Onkel,” DER
SPIEGEL October 22, 2001, 88-93).
Germany also provided a fertile soil for conspiracy theories. In July
2003, the International Herald Tribune reported that “almost one in three
Germans below the age of 30 believes the U.S. may have sponsored the Sept.
11, 2001, attack, a poll conducted for the weekly Die Zeit found”
(International Herald Tribune July 24, 2003, 5). The most prolific generator of
conspiracy theories after 9/11 was Andreas von Bülow, a former official in
the German Ministry of Defense (1976-1980) and German Minister of
Research and Technology (1980-1982) who argued that the four planes
weren’t hijacked by 19 young Muslims. Their job was only to act suspiciously
and divert attention. Rather, the planes were flown into the Twin Towers by
remote control — a feat that can only be undertaken by American specialists.
In the end it wasn’t the planes that brought the WTC down but bombs in the
towers’ interior. The attacks on the Pentagon were carried out by a cruise
missile. Ergo: The attacks were carried out by some intelligence commando
structure in the service of U.S. elites intent on coopting the masses in their
hegemonic striving for world conquest (Wilfried von Bredow, “Entlarvung
als Lachnummer: Andreas von Bülow konstruiert sich seinen 11.
September,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung August 4, 2003, 6).
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Chapter 6

September 11 in the
Spanish Press: War or
Terrorism Frame?
Maria Teresa La Porte & Teresa Sádaba

O

n September, 11, 2001, mass media, through
live broadcasts of the attacks on the Twin Towers, succeeded in creating the
“global village” that was forecast decades earlier by Canadian scholar
Marshall McLuhan. A global audience, watching in disbelief, tried to come
to grips with what was actually happening in downtown Manhattan.
In an attempt to define the events unfolding before them on the
television screen, journalists soon labeled them as “attacks,” even though
after several hours few were able to form a clear picture of what was
happening. Indeed, the precise nature of the attacks was an issue that sparked
off an initial debate in international public opinion. Some saw the events as
a declaration of war and some viewed them as acts of terrorism.
The first words spoken by President George W. Bush on September 11
were about terrorist attacks. That is, his first speech contextualized the
attacks as acts of terrorism. However, on the next day, after a meeting with
the National Security Team, he said: “The deliberate and deadly attacks
which were carried out yesterday against our country were more than acts of
terror. They were acts of war.” On Sept. 20, in his address to a Joint Session
of Congress and the American People, he made an official declaration that
these were acts of war: “Enemies of freedom committed an act of war
against our country.” 1
As Robert Entman has shown, Bush strategically used the frame of war,
which then “overwhelmingly dominated the news” (2003, p. 416). Frames
help to define situations, identifying causes and endorsing remedies. In the
case of the frame selected by the Bush administration, Entman said: “For
September 11, the problematic effect was of course the death of thousands
of civilians in an act of war against America; the cause was terrorists; the
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moral judgment condemned the agents of this assault as evil; and the remedy
quickly became war against perpetrators” (2003, p. 417).
Nonetheless, the debate raged on as people around the world waited
to see what interpretation the United Nations would place on the attacks. On
Sept. 28, the United Nations Security Council unanimously declared “that
such acts on the previous 11 September, like any act of international terrorism
constitute a threat to international peace and security” (Resolution 1373 of
September 28, 2001). With this resolution, the United States’ legitimate
defense against the attacks of Sept. 11 was recognized and also the “terrorist
attacks” were described as “a threat to peace.” Specific action measures to be
adopted would “require the active involvement of the states within the
internal limits of their jurisdictions.” It also left the way open to combat by
any means “the obligation of all states ... to watch over and defend the
security and liberty of their citizens” (Resolution 1373 of September 28,
2001).
Thus, the United Nations, acting under Chapter VII of the Charter,
introduced a new legal concept when it interpreted the attacks as terrorism
and allowed for them to be combated as in war. “War against terrorism” was,
then, an eclectic and conciliatory stance which showed a new reality yet to be
defined.
Therefore, during those days in September, the media echoed this
debate and, insofar as they themselves are political actors, opted for and
supported that position. Generally, for the American media, this was quite
clearly an “act of war”(“Acts of War,” the front page of USA Today,
September 12, 2001; the same in San Jose Mercury News, New York Post. “War
at home,” The Dallas Morning News, September 12, 2001). Another of the
words repeated most on the front-pages was “attack” (Philadelphia Inquirier,
Idaho Statesman, Dayton Daily News, at September 12, 2001). What is more,
some authors point out that the media, especially television, “promoted the
war fever and military solutions for the problem of global terrorism” in their
wish to close ranks with their government’s stance (Kellner, 2002, p. 143).
In this sense, the media were shaping reality before it was defined in a
legal concept. This is what Ulrich Beck calls the role of media in a “risk
society,” when there is a discrepancy between realities and concepts because
reality surpasses language (Beck, 2003).
The media, insofar as they shape the public space, have an important
function in the defining of social phenomena, especially while they are still
emerging, as in the case we are dealing with here. In this process of
formation, the experience that each nation has of political violence has an
explicit influence. For this reason, it is interesting to examine coverage given
by other countries and political cultures and to know exactly what definition
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they adopted. In this way, we will be able to see whether there are aspects of
the political culture which help to define events.
This paper explores the definition that was advanced by the Spanish
media for the 9/11 attacks. This analysis will specifically focus on the
coverage given by the Spanish press. In this country, the pairing of terrorismmedia has been in existence for more than 40 years, and it still remains one
of the most intense and enduring partnerships.2 Also, it is interesting to note
that although the type of terrorism in Spain differs from 9/11, the Spanish
Prime Minister of the time, José M a Aznar, noted that “we know what all
terrorists want, and we know it is impossible to distinguish between different
types of terrorists” (Statement to the Congreso de los Diputados by José Mª
Aznar, September 26, 2001).

MEDIA CONSTRUCTION

OF

REALITY

The conceptual framework of this paper rests on the assumption that media
help to construct social reality (Altheide, 1987; Wasburn, 2002). This is not
because they invent new realities, but rather because they re-invent or represent social phenomena when these are judged to be m ore or less newsworthy, when they are explained in a certain way, or when they are
contextualized with specific images. It has been shown that through news
selection (gatekeeping theory), the selection of the key issues (agenda-setting)
or the adoption of certain approaches (framing theory), the media help to
create the meaning of reality (Sádaba, 2001).
William Gamson defines frame as the “central organizing idea for
making sense of relevant events and suggesting what is at issue” (1989, p.
157). The theory of framing explains how it is not enough for frames to
organize meanings: Meanings also have to be understood socially. An
interaction occurs between the journalist and his/her audience. On the one
hand, thanks to media discourse, individuals build meanings, and on the
other, public opinion is part of the process through which journalists develop
these meanings. According to this, media frames are successful in that they
combine three factors: cultural echoes; promotional or public relations
activities around the subject; and adjustments to news norms and practices
(Gamson & Modigliani, 1989).
At present, perception of reality passes through the media perception,
so that individuals use what they have just seen on the news about a natural
catastrophe to interpret what they consider a disaster of this kind should
mean (First, 1997). In this way, the frames are associated with individuals’
experience about similar realities. When there is no such experience, the
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frame covers for its absence, not only by providing information about a new
issue, but also bringing together all the symbols which this issue contains.
When audiences or consumers are looking at known situations, the frame
helps them to describe events synthetically, and when the events are new, it
provides the necessary elements to understand the issue for the first time.

MEDIA

IN

CONFLICTS: TERRORISM

AND

WAR

The relationship between the media and conflict is another area that has
interested researchers (Rodríguez and Sádaba, 1999). Specifically, terrorism
is essentially a media phenomenon. Of all the expressions of violence, it is
only the genesis and dynamics of terrorism that become meaningless if we
do not take into account the role of the media. In this respect, academic
research has shown, as an initial premise, that terrorism and the media appear
to constantly feed off each other (Nacos, 2003; Reinares, 1998; Livingston,
1994; Schaffert, 1992). Whether it has a political, social or economic cause,
terrorism is a form of violence that needs the media to gain legitimacy, win
supporters for its cause and obtain publicity 3 (Paletz, 1995); and it is defined
as “the new form of violence carried out with the aim that the act will
automatically become news” (Clutterbuck, 1985, p. 13).4 At the same time,
the media find spectacle and drama in terrorist attacks.
The word terrorism, which derives from the Latin terrere (to frighten,
to leave frozen), has been defined as “the exercise of physical force, with or
without arms, to cause injuries or damage to people and their property”
(Paletz, 1995, p. 332). However, a debate rages about the ends of this type of
violence and its legitimacy. For this reason, it is necessary to address this
issue not so much in terms of the aims, which are often quite diverse, but in
terms of the means used to achieve the end, which include use of
sophisticated arms directed at places, people or symbols, their psychological
effects, and the attempt to propagate particular ideas.
With regard to terrorism, the use of violence appears to be more
unilateral. Its aim is to provoke terror in the civilian population. It involves
sporadic acts with a public aim and has not only real but more symbolic
impact. One also is generally less sure about the forces terrorists have to
carry out attacks. Terrorists also have a manifest intention to use the media
to achieve their goals.
The media’s effects on the origin, expansion and mediation processes
during war also have been investigated (LaPorte, 1999). The media’s role in
the Gulf War also is now well documented (Iyengar & Simon, 1997; Bennet
& Paletz, 1994; Mowlana, Gerbner, Schiller, 1992) and has been described by
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some as “a news war with no in-depth news” (Quiñonero, 1999) and by
others as a war of misinformation (Muñoz-Alonso and Rospir, 1999). There
have been numerous studies of the media as propaganda platforms for states
at war (Taylor, 1993; Pizarroso, 1991).
From a theoretical point of view, war has a different nature from
terrorism: it is a concept that has long been studied and that has been defined
well by political science. From a practical perspective, however, it is
undergoing a certain revision process, because more and more acts of
violence do not fit the conditions of the classic term. For the purposes of the
present study, we shall use a definition which comes precisely from research
into coverage of armed conflicts. Boyd-Barrett understands war as follows:
“These occasions of massive, violent conflict, nearly all involve organized,
“regular” armed forces of distinguishable enemies, often nation-states, or of
warring regions, ethnicities or social classes within nation-states whose
legitimacy is contested” (2004, p. 3). The differences between war and
terrorism can be illustrated in the following table:
War
Recourse to armed forces
Visibility and definition
Development of stages
Media relations

Terrorism
Unilateral, no armed forces
Lack of definition
Sporadic acts
Targets the media

The table shows how the concepts of war and terrorism can be
distinguished at the theoretical level. However, the lines between them melt
away in some ambiguous events; then it becomes a problem of interpretation
to explain them as war or terrorism. As different authors point out, in that
situation, the simple choice of a term already implies a definition of the
event 5 (Doornaert, 1993; Livingston, 1994; Miller, 1982). Moreover, the
terms, expressions and concepts acquire different meanings in each cultural
or social context. For this reason, in view of the aims of the present analysis,
it is necessary to examine how political violence has been defined in Spain.
In this way, we shall be able to identify the use of the “cultural resonances”
which framing theorists point to in the frames which the press uses for war
and terrorism.

THE SOCIAL CONCEPT OF
‘POLITICAL VIOLENCE’ IN SPAIN
The concept of “political violence” present in each nation’s media is no more
than a reflection of the way in which it is understood by its society. And
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societies shape their ideas according to their historical experience and their
day-to-day reality. For this reason, it is important to bear in mind that every
country’s idiosyncrasies must be added to the general concept of “political
violence” which is commonly accepted in political science (La Porte, 2004).
In Spain, as in the rest of the countries in Western Europe, violence in
any form is an illegitimate expression of aggression and its capacity to act as
an instrument of social communication is not accepted. Therefore, it is also
rejected as a means of pursuing political goals (Delgado, 1998). The only
accepted violence is the use of force by the state or by institutions (e.g.,
police) delegated this function by the State.6
As well as social consensus, historical experience also is important in
order to understand a society’s stance on political violence. In present-day
Spain’s case it is important to remember that it is a country marked by two
violent conflicts: the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) and the terrorist acts
perpetrated by the Basque independent group, ETA. Both conflicts took
place and take place in Spanish territory and were caused by internal tensions:
the first of which has a political and military nature and the second of which
has nationalistic and secessionist causes.
With respect to the Spanish Civil War, it can be stated that today it lives
on in the memory of the old, while for younger people it is a historical event
relived in its anniversaries. However, during Franco’s regime it divided
Spanish society for 40 years. Although the peaceful transition to democracy
showed that the Spanish had managed to overcome antagonisms, these
feelings are still significant enough for political parties to make political
capital out of them during electoral campaigns.
On the other hand, a distinct terrorist conflict has troubled Spanish
society since the late 1960s. ETA was formed in 1959 and two years later it
made its first appearance in public. It demanded an amnesty and selfdetermination for the Basque people, based on a nationalist and Marxist
ideology. After the establishment of a democracy, ETA’s goals were rejected
by Spanish society (Sádaba, 1999). Opinion polls show constantly that
terrorism is seen as one of the main problems for Spanish people: this is
confirmed by surveys carried out by the Centre for Sociological Studies over
the last 20 years.

METHODOLOGY
This study employs quantitative and qualitative approaches to content
analyze three Spanish newspapers during ten days after 9/11, from Sept. 1221, 2001. This coincides with the time when the debate on the nature of what
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had occurred was raging and the technical or legal response from the United
Nations had still not been issued.
During this period, the three newspapers analyzed produced a total of
1,297 unevenly distributed analytical specimens, which means a news item
with its own headline and content. Thirteen variables were measured. To
confirm the legitimacy and the actors involved, we analyzed the sources; to
check the scope of the conflict, we used the variables of the section and place
from which the news was covered; and lastly, to complete the idea of the
frame used, we examined the language and symbols. The aim of this
quantitative analysis was to identify the general lines of coverage.
For the qualitative analysis, the newspaper’s editorials were analyzed.
The assumption was that the editorial “is the key piece not only of the
opinions section but of the whole newspaper and it is here we find an
evaluative interpretation of newsworthy events and their meaning and
transcendence are transmitted. The editorial is where we can find the
publisher’s ideological standpoint on the news reported and it also brings
together the standards ruling the rest of the sections” (Gárate, 2002, p. 7; see
also Santamaría, 1997, and Diaz Andino, 1994).
The three newspapers examined are the most important national
newspapers in Spain, in terms of circulation as well as in terms of their social
and political influence: El País, El Mundo and ABC.
El País is the general newspaper with the largest circulation in Spain; it
follows a progressive-liberal line and is clearly in tune with the Spanish
Socialist Party (Partido Socialista Obrero Español, PSOE). As a defender of
democracy and pro-European newspaper, it is a basic point of reference in
the definition of public opinion and its international section is considered to
be the highest quality in Spain. El Mundo defines itself as anti-imperialistic
and anti-military, a radical defender of human rights and civil liberties. It
tends to be more favourable to the Partido Popular, conservative, centerright party, although the newspaper itself has claimed that its ideological
space was center-left. Finally, ABC is a conservative newspaper founded by
the Luca de Tena family; it defines itself as a defender of the Spanish
tradition, it is monarchist, liberal and independent, advocates the unity of
Spain, is Catholic, and favors a free-market economy. It has a marked
editorial style and usually accompanies inform ation with evaluation and
assessment by the journalist who wrote the article. This is also true of its
international section, which is mainly written by veteran correspondents.
Our first task was to identify the distinguishing traits that typify their
standpoints on terrorism as well as on the United States and its government.
W ith regard to the terrorism perpetrated by ETA, they are all firm in their
outright condemnation and are actively opposed to radical nationalism — in
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this area they closely adhere to the government’s line of argument (Idoyaga
and Ramírez de la Piscina 7 , 2001). As far as the policies of the United States
are concerned, El País is the newspaper which is most vocal in its criticism
of the United States and the Bush administration.

IN

FORMAL ASPECTS AND ACTORS
THE NEWS : TRENDS IN COVERAGE

To distinguish between frames of war and terrorism, a first reading 8 was
made of the 1,297 specimens. These were spread as follows: 435 from El País
(33.5%), 343 from El Mundo (26.4%) and 519 from ABC (40%). The fact that
in ten days such a volume of news was published gives us an idea of the
importance that the media placed on such an event which was also present
on every page because stories related to 9/11 appeared in any section
(Opinion, Economy, Culture and Television, International and even
Domestic News). The choice of sections varied from one newspaper to
another: El País showed a clear preference for international news (with 62.2%
of its stories printed in this section) while El Mundo and ABC preferred to
prepare special sections for the occasion. Also of significance were 22 stories
related to 9/11 that appeared in the Domestic section of El Mundo (6.5% of
the total of the newspaper).
The next phase of the analysis involved examining the language used
in the stories, with the goal of distinguishing the type of conflict covered in
the media. More specifically, the explicit appearance of words related to
“war” and “terrorism” was quantified. Some examples of warlike language
would be words such as: enemy, army, combat, battle, invasion. Words that
appeared relating to terrorism were: terror, terrorist attack, terrorist
organization, terrorist band, terrorise. ABC’s use of terrorist terms is striking
since they appeared in over half the pieces analyzed, with the significant fact
that on 17 occasions express reference was made to Basque terrorism. In the
case of El País, more “war” related terms were used (36.3% of the stories as
opposed to 31.7% related to terrorism) and in El Mundo the appearance of
both terms was less frequent and more evenly distributed (around 15% in
both cases). However, the front page on the first day the newspaper was
unequivocal in its use of the term “terrorist attack.”
In terms of the actors in the news, the American president was given
priority over anyone else. His appearances almost doubled those of the next
most mentioned actor who was Osama bin Laden. In ABC, the percentage
of references to the latter was almost the same as those referring to Bush
(40% and 41.5% respectively). In El Mundo and El País the American
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president dominated the pages over half the times. Another important actor
was Aznar who appeared on 18% of the occasions in ABC and 11% of the
time in El País.

APPROACHES

AND

CONTEXTS

By means of a qualitative analysis our aim was to discover what lines of
thought were adopted in the reporting of 9/11, using the model followed by
Akiba Cohen and Gadi Wolfsfeld in their study of the Intifada. The authors
point out that the approaches found in the media are projected onto a
situation of conflict and are the result of their interaction with the public and
even the antagonists (Cohen and Wolfsfeld, 1993). This means that these
lines of thought are not entirely the newspaper’s own, nor are they generated
independently, but are, rather, the result of a combination of factors
involving the newspaper, the journalist, the readers targeted, and the cultural
context in which reporting was carried out. These approaches have been
analyzed in the 34 editorials for those days with a specific examination of the
contextualization of arguments expressed. The main conclusions of this
qualitative analysis are the following:
ABC: The Terrorism W e Endure
In ABC’s editorials, the newspaper appeared to move from its initial stance
where it described the attacks as terrorism, following the Spanish president’s
thesis, to defining it in terms of war, consistent with its support for the
United States’ actions. In any case, the newspaper followed the general trend
by combining the two concepts in an editorial published on Sept. 12 titled
“Terrorist War,” which was then used as the heading of a special general
section on 9/11. In this editorial we could find a mixture of comparisons
with other wars and a vocabulary relating to terrorism and its advocates that
was familiar to the Spanish: “Islamic terrorism has brought the world to a
crisis similar to that provoked by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour”;
requiring an international response: “It is no longer just enough for people
to say they reject and condemn violence if, at the same time, they welcome, give
shelter and permit the funding and training of terrorists” (“Terrorist War,” ABC,
September 12, 2001, p. 5. The italics are ours ).
When terrorism was discussed, frequent comparisons and
identifications were made. Following Aznar’s line of argument, it was
repeatedly claimed that Spain already had experience in this area because it
had suffered the dreadful effects of terrorism for years. It stated that the
opportunity should be seized upon to put a stop to the problem, open
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people’s eyes and nudge the consciences of those who were complaisant and
soft on Basque terrorism. In the comparison of 9/11 with Basque terrorism,
several opinion columns appeared at this time: “World Trade Center and the
terrorism of ETA,” “The guilty ones,” “Faces and clouds,” “The intellectual
and violence,” “Mourning and dynamite.” The attack in New York was
compared to the ETA attack on Hypercor (a popular supermarket). “The
dynamite of Zarauz (a Basque village) and the suicide planes of Manhattan”
or the call for dialogue to put an end to terrorism which, according to the
newspaper’s collaborators, was a futile endeavor.
On the thirteenth, the editorial “Democracies against terror” spoke
about the fight against terrorism as “the great threat in this century to
freedom and democracy” (“Democracies against terror,” ABC, September
13, 2001, p. 13); thus, terrorism perpetrated by ETA was included, of which
this type of rhetoric was frequent. This decision to define the events of 9/11
as acts of terrorism was reaffirmed when the editorials were given the blanket
heading of “Lay siege to terrorism”(editorials that appeared on September 14,
2001), an expression that the newspaper would eventually make its own but
to begin with was placed in inverted commas. In the second editorial, the
word terrorism appeared described by different adjectives: Islamic,
militarized (this closely resembles “an act of war”), genocidal (“Another
NATO,” ABC, September 14, 2001, p. 13). However, it is interesting to note
that when, later on, reference was made to Russian collaboration, the words
“Chechen guerrilla force” were placed in inverted commas. This was far
removed from the thesis of Putin’s administration regarding the essential
terrorist nature of the Chechens (“Afghanistan castled,” ABC, September 18,
2001, p. 11).
Another theme related to terrorism that appeared in editorials on 9/11
was how the media were covering the events. The decision of the American
channels not to broadcast any further scenes of horror was welcomed and
this was linked up to how the Spanish press responded to Basque terrorism.
With the exception of a few publications, the editorial maintained that
Spanish newspapers have always based their coverage on the principles of
freedom, justice and individual rights. When faced with terror, neutrality was
not an option, it contended (“The press does not give up,” ABC, September
15, 2001, p. 13).
In keeping with its usual editorial line, ABC closed ranks with the
Spanish government and it supported the EU joint arrest warrant for the
pursuit of terrorist crimes, which would prove useful in the fight against
ETA (“Without fissures,” ABC, September 15, 2001, p. 13). It was from this
moment that the definition of the acts took on a more warlike tone, even
including references to a Third World War (“Religious terror,” ABC,
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September 16, 2001, p. 13). The concept of war was also reinforced by some
opinion articles (such as “A basically long war,” ABC, September 20, 2001,
p. 24). The newspaper justified the response of the United States and also
condemned those who had spoken about American imperialism as a
justification for what had happened on 9/11.
On Saturday the nineteenth, ABC, in its defense of American policies,
included an article on Henry Kissinger, former American Secretary of State,
titled “A new policy is needed for victory over terrorism.” In this respect, the
newspaper viewed Spain’s support for the Americans’ response as logical,
combining the concept of a justified war with the argument that Spain had
suffered this same evil and that all terrorism was aggression, and a war
initiated against terrorism was a just one (“Spain in its role,” ABC, September
19, 2001, p. 13). At this point the blanket heading “Lay siege to terrorism”
disappeared.
El País: The Alliances of the New International Order
From the first day of coverage, El País would adopt an approach that it
would come back to again and again: What kind of international alliances and
coalitions would be established after 9/11? In its first editorial it stated that
the attacks were not against the United States but against civilization and that
they could be repeated in Europe. The newspaper argued for international
co-operation between democracies to combat it and Spain’s active role as an
ally (“A strike at our civilisation,” El País, September 12, 2001, p. 26).
Although El País initially defined the attacks as “terrorist,” on the following
day it did not venture a definition of them since it claimed that prior to this
the “enemies” should be identified. It pointed out that “even if suspicions are
confirmed that some fundamentalist Islamic group has been responsible it
would be a historic mistake to give a punitive response on a general scale”
(“Response to a scattered enemy,” El País, September 13, 2001, p. 28).
However, the very fact that the word coalition was used appeared to
place this newspaper’s editorials closer to a warlike type of vocabulary. In any
case, it maintained that, rather than a war, the coalition should promote
political action on a global scale and international justice should be given
priority. The fact that it had been an unconventional act of aggression meant
that not only would there have to be international military cooperation but
also media cooperation (“W orldwide insecurity,” El País, September 13,
2001, p. 28; “A grand coalition against terrorism” and “Full powers,” El País,
September 15, 2001, p. 22).
This global action also implied economic measures: “Global threats
require global responses, and if a grand international coalition is constructed
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against terrorism, another economic one must be promoted to combat
recession (...) .” (“A grand economic coalition too,” El País, September 18,
2001, p. 24). After stating the case for global actions, it then went on to
criticize America´s Manichaeism with its “you’re either with me or against
me” attitude and its demand that Pakistan “unequivocally align itself” with
the international coalition against terrorism. “The United States should be
flexible and understand that it cannot insist on suicidal loyalties from a poor
country with demands made on it by formidable political and social forces,
situated at a geographical crossroads of high tension.” (“Pakistan in the eye
of the storm,” El País, September 19, 2001, p. 24; “Everyone firm,” El País,
September 20, 2001, p. 26).
The newspaper also maintained a critical stance on the kind of war to
be pursued and spoke of the danger of a “pre-emptive war”: “It is an aim
worthy of praise but although we know how pre-emptive wars begin we do
not know how they will end.” The lead writer contended that the war against
terrorism should be one of information rather than conventional military
attacks and he reminded readers that until then any power that had tried to
go into Afghanistan had come out worse for wear (“Full powers,” El País,
September 15, 2001, p. 22).
In its criticism of the American government it also spoke in passing of
the ever-widening gap with poorer nations. “It is vital that the coalition is not
perceived as an attack of the North on the South. (...) This world cannot
carry on allowing injustice to grow and the already huge differences between
rich and poor to become even greater. That is the breeding-ground for global
violence” ( “A tenacious fight,” El País, September 16, 2001, p. 26). But it
was not only the United States that came under fire, the Spanish
government’s opportunism was also criticized for seizing “any opportunity
for electioneering purposes” (“The strength of a society,” El País, September
17, 2001, p. 28).
On the last day analyzed, Spain was the main subject of the editorials.
According to the newspaper, it had a great deal to contribute: “Many years
of having to endure ETA’s violence and that of other terrorist groups means
that Spain has developed more than just a special sensitivity for this terrible
menace. For years it has sought greater international collaboration to combat
it. And, in this case, the Spanish secret services (...) must have special
knowledge of the networks that may have been set up by Islamic terrorists
in Spain.” In addition, “this will also be an opportunity to concentrate every
effort on something that Spain has been seeking since 1995: the creation of
a common security space with the removal of EU borders” (“Spanish bases,”
El País, September 21, 2001, p. 26). The international context in which it
placed Spain was as a member of the European Union. That is to say, Spain
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was not presented as an actor functioning on an individual basis (as it was
presented by ABC) but rather as working within the European Union
framework (“Air aid,” El País, September 21, 2001, p. 26).
Lastly, it should be mentioned that the first time ETA terrorism was
explicitly named was on Sept. 16 and in a very specific context. The main
idea of that editorial was related to the grand coalition that had been formed
around the United States. Europe had also shown its solidarity, and the
newspaper stressed the hope that the tidal wave of indignation will also wash
ETA away. “In Spain we know that the fight against terrorism requires
tenacity” (“A tenacious fight,” El País, September 16, 2001, p. 26. Later on,
as had occurred in ABC, 9/11 issues would be used in defining Basque
terrorism, see for example: “ETA, globalised,” where the “Taliban Arzalluz”
is spoken of, El País, October 25, 2001, p. 28).
El M undo: Justified Response
El Mundo’s first editorial shied away from taking up any kind of stance on the
nature of the attacks. Rather, it sought to find keys to make sense of events,
turning to the Middle East and the risk of conflict while underlining the
important economic repercussions (“An infamy that will change our world
and mark our lives,” El Mundo, September 12, 2001, p. 21). This approach
would be maintained by the newspaper throughout the ten days analyzed: It
steered clear of either terminology except when someone was quoted.
In any case, “legitimate defense” (“In favour of a concerted response
and under parliamentary control,” El Mundo, September 14, 2001, p. 23) or
“powder keg” (“Afghanistan, a powder keg to be handled with care by the
US,” El Mundo, September 15, 2001, p. 21), with the warlike connotations
these bring to mind, were spoken of because the most recurring theme for
this newspaper was the legitimacy of the United States to take action. Even
though the approach adopted by El Mundo in its editorials was more
international, it frequently sought the voice of Spain in this conflict, with the
advantages and disadvantages that its acts could bring, including in economic
terms (“In favour of a concerted response and under parliamentary control,”
El Mundo, September 14, 2001, p. 23; “Unconditional solidarity but not blind
involvement,” El Mundo, September 16, 2001, p. 23.).9 If, in ABC, the
justification for intervention was terrorism, also endured in Spain, in El
Mundo, Spanish participation was referred to in terms of its membership of
NATO and as a strategic point on the route to the Middle East
(“Unconditional solidarity but not blind involvement,” El Mundo, September
16, 2001, p. 23).
In a strategy designed to attract a certain type of reader, El Mundo gave
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a more in-depth treatment of economic issues than the other newspapers,
backed up by the stories on 9/11 in the Economy section (“Cheaper money
to prevent the collapse of Wall Street,” El Mundo, September 17, 2001, p. 23.
“Wall Street collapses,” El Mundo, 18 September, 2001, p. 23). It should also
be noted that this was the only newspaper whose editorials did not just refer
to 9/11 during this period but also spoke about one of its favorite themes:
corruption during Felipe González’s mandate (“Secret funds: unadulterated
corruption,” El Mundo, September 19, 2001, p. 23).

CONCLUSIONS
The attacks of 9/11 produced a rupture in the classic concepts of war and
terrorism and led to a new way of understanding conflicts, and the lines
drawn between war and terrorism were becoming increasingly blurred. The
media were participants in this new debate. In the first weeks after 9/11, they
were unclear as to who the enemy was and what its intention was: Nobody
had claimed responsibility for the attacks, speculation was rife and various
possibilities were considered such as the involvement of states which had
given their backing to the attacks. After this initial stage, the frame of “war
on terrorism” came to dominate the agenda of both politicians and media
(Wasburn, 2002).
What distinguished the Spanish media from the American, as shown by
this study, was that, on the one hand, the Spanish media were not always
clear about the concept of the attacks and, on the other hand, there was no
uniform opinion on the definition of the conflict. This last point could be
attributed to the influence of the editorial line and the newspapers’ political
affinities, which in Spain tended to focus on terrorism.
“Terrorism” was preferred when there was an attempt to “domesticize”
the issue, whereas a war focus was used in talking about support and loyalties
with regard to the United States. The subject of terrorism was introduced
more frequently because of its familiarity to readers and also because it was
the explanation of the events offered by Prime Minister Aznar. That is, the
cultural resonance and political discourse (which also made use of this
resonance in order to gain effectiveness) helped to generate m edia frames
during the first moments of coverage.
“Terrorism” was preferred when there was an attempt to “domesticize”
the issue, whereas a war focus was used in talking about support and loyalties
with regard to the United States. On this point, El País was more
“international” in its approach to the facts.
This analysis also illustrates the different editorial approaches of the
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three main newspapers in Spain. When we look at El Mundo and ABC, this
can be seen not just in formal questions (such as language or sections) but
also in arguments of context. The case of ABC is particularly interesting with
its continued references to terrorism, the parallels that were made, the fact
that neutrality was not to be considered, and use of a vocabulary similar to
that used to discuss Basque terrorism. In this, it followed the arguments of
Aznar’s cabinet after 9/11, to which it gave unconditional support. In
contrast, El Mundo, although referring to Spain with regard to the subject of
terrorism, used a different framework to legitimize the government’s action:
NATO and the European Union. Lastly, El País spoke of world
confrontation and alignments, demanding global action and often criticizing
American policy. It frequently used the latter as a source but did not follow
its strategies or arguments. Although El Mundo also adopted this approach,
it was not so critical of the United States, considering that it had a legitimate
right to respond. Also, as we have said, El Mundo gave Spain a greater leading
role, but in a different way to ABC where clearly terrorism was the enemy to
be beaten, both in America and in Spain. When the latter newspaper moved
toward using the terminology of war, this was done in defense of the actions
of the United States.
We can therefore affirm that, although there were few express
definitions, the elements of coverage provide clues as to the newspapers’
understanding of the attacks of 9/11. For ABC, it was more a terrorist
phenomenon; for El País, it was a war; and El Mundo maintained a more
ambivalent position. In any case, the three standpoints address issues of a
political and cultural nature which differ substantially from those held by the
American media.
In the public debate on 9/11, the Spanish press attempted to bring the
phenomenon closer to their readers with arguments true to the world view
they have always held. It would seem clear that it is precisely at such
moments of lack of definition that media frames call on cultural resonance,
seeking for clues as to how to understand the emerging reality. As we have
shown, it is also easier at that stage for the politicians’ frames to penetrate the
media agenda, as also occurs in the case of the U.S. media (Hutcheson et al.,
2004).
In this way, the media contribute decisively to the socialization and
assimilation of phenomena at the embryonic stage, but run the risk of oversimplifying them. Since they do not offer new frames of reference which
bring out the novelty of the events, the reality is often present only in a
reduced form in public debate. Finding frames that combine cultural
resonance with a sensitivity toward what is new and unique constitutes the
current challenge that the media in this global-risk world are facing.
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CHAPTER ENDNOTES
1

For the President´s speeches, go to <http://www.whitehouse.gov>.

2

After the attacks of M arch, 11, 2004, in M adrid, the terrorist threat in Spain was broadened to
other groups and objectives.
3

H owever, as Altheide points out, terrorists are good com m unicators but access to the m edia
does not m ean “a good press”; it has been show n that w hat the media really do is to provide
television coverage but they do not confer legitimacy (A ltheide, 1987).
4

Clutterbuck takes this definition from Jacques Ellul work.

5

For exam ple, the British press would never call a terrorist a “com m ando” because such a term
could give terrorists a legitim acy conferred upon British com m andos who fought in W orld W ar
II. Equally, when it is said that a police officer has been “executed” or sim ply “perished” at the
hands of terrorists, the m edia have created the idea of som ething that is not a m urder (M iller,
1982). Recently, Reuters has grappled w ith the sam e problem when trying to distinguish between
“terrorist” and “freedom fighter.” The international agency has decided not to use either of
them , unless they are in direct quotes, because “em otive term s” should not be used in pursuit
of objectivity. Instead, facts should be presented and the reader should be allowed to decide (see
D em ers, 2002, p. 11). In wars, there are also difficulties with the terminology used by sources,
since som etim es governm ents talk about “collateral damage” when they could be talking about
innocent battle victim s.
6

A nd, even in this case, as has been shown in the Spanish public opinion’s reaction to the
G overnm ent’s position on the conflict in Iraq, this power has its lim itations and an arm ed
intervention or a police action is only accepted when it is the last available option, always and
only to defend individual and collective security in proportion to the th reat (Alvira, 1992).
According to data from the Centre for Sociological Studies, Spanish public opinion is one of the
m ost pacifist in Europe.
7

In the study, carried out by Professors Idoyaga and Ram írez de la Piscina, only A BC and El
País were analyzed, but there is no doubt that El M undo’s line on terrorism is equally clear, to the
point that som e of its journalists are targeted by the terrorist band.
8
A first reading takes in headlines, subheadings, photographs, photograph headings, leaders,
sum m aries and subtitles and is what at least the m ajority of newspaper consum ers m anage to
read.
9

The front page of Septem ber 16 issue is highly significant — even though the headline (five
colum ns) was “B ush targets bin Laden and the Taliban threaten whoever assists in an attack
against them ,” the accom panying photograph showed Aznar signing the book of condolences
in the Am erican em bassy in M adrid.
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Chapter 7

September 11 in
Norwegian Media: Images
of the Local Threat
Rune Ottosen & Tine Ustad Figenshou

A

fter September 11, media all over the world, and
in the United States in particular, were severely tested. How were they to deal
with a situation whereby the whole nation was in shock over the mass
murder of close to 3,000 people in what is best characterized as a crime
against humanity?
This test included ethical issues such as how simultaneously to be a
channel for the strong feelings in American society — reporting on the anger
and trauma of millions — and also to assist the authorities in distributing
information to suppress panic while preparing for possible new attacks. At
the same time, the media were obliged to defend the classic values of a
democratic society, such as freedom of the press and of expression.
The attacks represented the first test case for U.S. media since the
W orld War II, the last time an attack took place on U.S. soil (i.e., the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941). And the test had
global implications, since the development of satellite technology and the
modern global media infrastructure now automatically make modern wars
into global media events.
Images are distributed to a world audience minutes after dramatic
events such as the attack on the World Trade Center (Nohrstedt & Ottosen,
2001). Of course, this also has ethical implications on a global scale, since
major news organizations such as CNN and Fox News are controlled from
U.S. territory.
One of the key objectives in the following analysis is to look more
closely at how Norwegian mass media represented a global media event like
9/11.
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CHALLENGES

FOR THE

U.S. MEDIA

In the days following the September 11 terrorist attacks, U.S. Defense
officials prepared the media for an early display of secrecy in the allencompassing American campaign against terror by characterizing the “war
on terrorism” as something other than a global conflict (The Reporters
Committee for Freedom of the Press, 2003). By calling for a war on
terrorism, the United States was initiating an open-ended and global conflict
— one that could be directed against any adversary anywhere in the world.
U.S. Defense officials described the war as having multiple battles along
multiple fronts and possibly against multiple and sometimes unknown
enemies.
According to Höijer, Nohrstedt and Ottosen (2004, p. 1), the war on
terrorism can be understood as a propagandistic and rhetorical device in
order to establish power over discourses constructed and exchanged about
the terrorist attacks. In this context, anything but media support for the U.S.
leadership may be interpreted as anti-Americanism.
This position influenced international media coverage of the terrorist
attacks and the following war on terror, particularly in the mainstream U.S.
media. September 11 drove the U.S. media into a sphere of consensus in
which professionalism, critical coverage and oppositional opinions were seen
as inadequate (Schudson 2002, p. 40).
Traditionally there are three occasions that cause U.S. journalists to
abandon reporting from a neutral stance in favor of patriotism: in moments
of tragedy, in moments of public danger, and during threats to national
security. The terrorist attacks suggested all of these (Schudson, p. 41). In
addition, some journalists liked the new intimacy of the consensual “we,”
which made them feel connected and important to their audience.
In this sphere of consensus, U.S. National Security Advisor
Condoleezza Rice convinced U.S. networks to be careful when broadcasting
the speeches of Osama bin Laden and other controversial material aired on
Al-Jazeera. All major mainstream U.S. networks and newspapers signed the
agreement (El-Nawawy and Iskandar 2002, p. 178). This self-censorship
within the U.S. media raised broad criticism from international media and
human rights groups.
Most of the U.S. media focused on the September 11 incidents instead
of on their broader causes, which constituted a dominant framing of the
events as stereotypical acts of Muslim terrorism instead of leading to
investigation of the root causes of anti-U.S. sentiments (Karim 2002, p. 106).
There is evidence that various new laws introduced after September 11 in
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several countries have challenged the commitment to traditional civil
liberties. Two such examples are the Patriot Act in the United States and the
Terrorism Act in the United Kingdom (Vetlesen, 2005).
These issues are background for this article but will not be dealt with
in detail here since we will focus on the events and media coverage in the
days immediately after September 11.1

CHALLENGES

FOR THE

NORWEGIAN MEDIA

The Norwegian media faced other challenges, primarily access to the events.
In the first days after the terrorist attack, all U.S. airports were closed for
security reasons and no journalists could enter the country by plane, so
Norwegian media had to rely on their staff already based in New York and
Washington. This included their correspondents and also freelancers and
other journalists who were in the vicinity when the planes hit the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon. Among them is an author of this article
(Figenschou), who was writing as a freelance journalist for the Norwegian
daily Dagbladet at the time (see her story in the Appendix).

WHEN THE GUARDIAN IS ATTACKED :
NORWAY AND THE UNITED STATES
Norway has been a loyal member of NATO since the foundation of the
organization in 1949. During the Cold War, close ties between Norway and
the United States were confirmed on several occasions, including bilateral
military agreements to place heavy U.S. military equipment on Norwegian
soil. Polls have repeatedly confirmed that NATO membership has a solid
basis in Norwegian public opinion. In short, the close ties between Norway
and the United States, both at a bilateral level and through NATO, have been
a cornerstone of Norwegian security policy.
It is well known that the security policy in a given country is reflected
and defended in the mainstream press (van Dijk, 1988). In times of crisis and
war, the mainstream media tend to be even more loyal toward their own
country (Nohrstedt & Ottosen, 2001). Earlier content analyses of the media
coverage of wars and conflicts that involve the United States, Norway and
NATO support the claim that the Norwegian mainstream media are reluctant
to criticize the United States, even for controversial interventions such as the
invasion of Panama in 1989 (Ottosen, 1994). A comparative analysis of the
coverage of the 1991 Gulf War in five countries documented a correlation
between the coverage of international issues in a given country and its
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security and political orientation. Thus, the coverage of the Gulf War in the
mainstream press in NATO countries like Norway and Germany were closer
to official U.S. policy and to the coverage in the U.S. press than that of the
media in non-NATO countries like Sweden and Finland.
In a situation like 9/11, where Norway’s closest ally was under attack,
it was expected that the Norwegian media, like the population in Norway and
in most other countries, would be fully behind the United States and, indeed,
broad initial support was expressed through empathy and solidarity in the
media. The question to be analyzed in this article is how it was expressed in
the coverage during the dramatic days following September 11.

SAMPLE

AND

METHODOLOGY

This study content analyses television and newspaper overage of 9/11 during
the first week after that event. Two Oslo-based national newspapers
Aftenposten and Verdens Gang (VG) were chosen. The former is Norway’s
largest and potentially most influential morning paper and the latter is
Norway’s largest tabloid and the largest newspaper overall. Both newspapers
are owned by Schibsted, one of three companies in control of the majority
of the Norwegian newspaper market.
Also included in the study is coverage of the first week after 9/11 by
the previously state-owned public broadcast company NRK, mainly financed
by a compulsory annual fee paid by all Norwegians in possession of a
television set, and coverage of the first four days by the commercial TV2
channel, financed mainly through advertising. TV2 was established in 1992
following a new media law, lifting the broadcast monopoly of the then stateowned NRK. TV2 can operate on the basis of a license with a commitment
to incorporate certain public service features in its program policy, including
the broadcast of a certain am ount of, for instance, Norwegian-produced
dramas, culture programs, and educational programs (Syvertsen 1997).
In this study we combined quantitative and qualitative research. The
presence of different genres and use of sources has been registered and
coded to a database. We have also registered the framing of articles and news
stories in television by coding the m essages expressed by the different
sources in a coding scheme, with pre-defined positions in five different
categories:
U.S. Hatred. The United States was attacked because it is, itself, the
largest evil-doer and terrorist. In the 9/11 attacks, the United States
tasted its own medicine. The attacks on U.S. targets will not stop before
the Americans have left Saudi Arabia, Israel has left Palestine, and the
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sanctions against Iraq are lifted.
U.S. Critical. The United States was attacked. The terrorists are criminals
who should be prosecuted by an international court and the conflict
should be solved through diplomacy. This is an issue for the United
Nations and should not be dealt with by the United States or NATO on
their own. The enemy is not a nation, but a loose network of individuals;
thus, Article 5 in the NATO charter is irrelevant. (This position might
be combined with a critical stand against the Taliban and al-Qaeda.)
U.S. Friendly. The United States was attacked by terrorists. The attack
was a declaration of war and the United States has the right to strike
back with military means. Article 5 in the NATO charter should be
activated and the attack should be regarded as an attack on the whole
NATO alliance. As a NATO-allied and friend, Norway has a duty to
support a U.S. military action. The terrorists must be caught, punished
and killed. Taliban must take responsibility for any military attack and
Taliban-bases are legitimate targets. Any civilian casualties should be
regarded as collateral damage.
Norwegian Angle. What is the consequence for Norway? Norwegians are
at the center of the events because we are also threatened, as a Western
nation and NATO member. As a nation we must take precautions to
defend ourselves. The story justifies its place because it focuses on
Norwegians. (Stories in which Norwegians are interviewed or comment
are not included.)
Neutral. Straightforward situational description of events, comments on
facts, rescue operations, etc.
Framing of news involves selection and salience. According to Entman
(1993, p. 52), “to frame” is to “select some aspects of a perceived reality and
make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to
promote a particular problem definition, causal definition, moral evaluation,
and/or treatment recommendation for the problem described.” Frames
select and call attention to particular aspects of the reality described, which
means that at the same time they direct attention away from other aspects (p.
54). Journalists may follow the rule of “objective reporting” and still convey
a framing of the events that only emphasizes parts of the story. Politicians
seeking support are compelled to compete with each other and in the media
over news frames.
According to Tuchman (1978, p. 182), it is important to acknowledge
that news coverage is a constructed reality developed through a series of
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choices made by journalists and editors every day. The social construction of
news involves the construction of frames — the process of choosing which
perspectives and news angles to give the news stories in order to make them
newsworthy. It must be stated here that this coding is not according to what
Teun van Dijk calls a “main story” (title and lead) but reflects the clearly
expressed positions of the sources or the reporters. In principle, an article or
news item can include several frames. Since these frames do not express the
main story, they should be interpreted with care and analyzed with a more
qualitative textual analysis.
It is fair to say that the dramatic events on 9/11 dominated the media
in the following days, leaving other news stories in the shadows. If we look
at the two newspapers included in the study, we find that news articles
dominated the coverage in both, with an equal share of 83 percent. Both
newspapers, however, also printed several commentaries, a few more in
Aftenposten (28) than in the VG (6). VG printed more features (17 vs. 7).
Two of the most significant characteristics of the Norwegian coverage
were the high number of stories in which the presence of Norwegians at the
scene of action seems to be the central news value of the stories, and the
high number of Norwegian sources used by the media covering the
catastrophe taking place on U.S. soil. Nearly three-fourths of the sources in
both newspapers were Norwegians. Americans represented only about 1 in
6 sources.
Most of the stories in both the newspapers and the television news
programs fit the “neutral” frame, meaning that they focused on facts
surrounding the attacks as opposed to issues (see Table 7.1). They
represented about half of the stories. There were no major differences
between the media on this measure. Fewer than 1 of 10 stories took a “U.S.Hatred” or “U.S.-Critical” frame. About the same number were “U.S.Friendly.”
Next to the “neutral” frame, the “Norwegian” frame was most popular,
characterizing about a third of the total stories. Television was somewhat
more likely to use this frame than the newspapers (38% vs. 28%). These
news stories focusing on national interests consisted mainly of two basic
groups: a) Stories of Norwegians who were in danger abroad because of the
dramatic events, and b) the consequences of the events for Norwegian
interests at home. Norwegian sources also particularly dominated in the TV
coverage, where as many as 73 percent of the sources were Norwegian
compared to only 17 percent American (data not shown). In the newspaper
coverage, by contrast, the use of sources was more balanced between
American (42.4 per cent) and Norwegian (37.2 per cent).
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Table 7.1
Fram ing of the Septem ber 11 in Norw egian M edia
(Percent of Stories)
N ewspapers

Television

Aftenposten
N =452

VG
N =295

Total
N =747

N RK
N =403

T V2
N =270

Total
N =673

U .S.-H atred

3.3%

1.4%

2.5%

1.2%

1.9%

1.5%

U .S.-Critical

7.1%

2.4%

5.2%

4.2%

1.1%

3.0%

U .S.-Friendly

11.1%

5.1%

8.7%

6.9%

6.3%

6.7%

N orwegian
Angle

23.7%

34.2%

27.8%

39.7%

34.8%

37.7%

N eutral

54.9%

56.9%

55.7%

47.9%

55.9%

51.1%

Total

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

N ote: Totals m ay not add to 100% because of rounding.

A) Norw egians in Danger in the United States
The September 11 attacks caught the media around the world by surprise. In
Norway, the commercial national channel TV2 started its first coverage of
the attacks at 3.30 p.m., one-and-a-half hours ahead of the public broadcast
company NRK. Many of the first stories were frantic situational updates as
politicians, media, and experts gradually realized that what seemed a tragic
accident was in fact a grotesque terrorist attack. Then the media started to
focus on how the events were experienced by Norwegian citizens in the
United States.
During the first news updates, there were a number of interviews, with
Norwegian eyewitnesses in New York and Washington giving their versions
of the events, as well as interviews with the authorities speculating about
Norwegian casualties. Norwegian students and freelance journalists were
among the most popular voices from New York. Their accounts were more
emotional than professional reporting, but the commercial channel TV2 in
particular gave these reports high priority in the first couple of days. As the
days went by there were no reported Norwegian casualties and the number
of missing Norwegians was gradually reduced.
On Sept. 18, the Aftenposten wrote that the last missing Norwegian was
probably not in New York at the time of the attack. But even though there
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were no reported Norwegian casualties, the focus on Norwegian accounts of
the events remained high throughout the first week, and in the days
following the attacks there were several interviews with Norwegian celebrities
in New York — artists, photographers, sports heroes, and TV personalities,
all of them sharing their thoughts and feelings with their countrymen back
home.
Furthermore, there were interviews with several Norwegians indirectly
involved in the tragedy including Norwegian pilots and flight attendants
working with American Airlines, Norwegian economists and financial experts
with contacts in the World Trade Center, and Norwegian firefighters in New
York. Similarly, as the identity of the hijackers came out, tabloid daily
newspaper VG tracked down several Norwegians who had been in contact
with the terrorists before the attacks. On Sept. 14, they printed an interview
with Norwegian architect Martin Ebert titled “Studied with death pilot,” 2 in
which he revealed that he studied for four years with hijacker and pilot
Mohammed Atta. On Sept. 16, there was a similar story about Norwegian
pilot Øivind Pedersen, who studied in the United States at the same flight
school as the hijackers (“Went to the same flight school as the hijackers”).3
On Sept. 17, VG followed up with more stories, including “Threatened by
the death pilot,” 4 which quoted Norwegian pilot Jonas Tingstad, who studied
with hijacker Marwan el-Shehhi, saying that el-Shehhi hated Americans, was
loaded with money and once threatened to kill him. And on Sept. 18, there
was another article titled “Morten failed terrorist suspect,” 5 which focused on
Norwegian flight instructor Morten Engstrøm, who failed suspected terror
pilot Hani Hanjoor. In all of these stories, the Norwegians, who were
indirectly or nearly or almost victims of the attacks, received much more
media attention than those from other countries who were actually directly
involved in the events.
B) Norway in Danger
From day one, the Norwegian media put a lot of effort into analyzing
whether national security in Norway was sufficient and whether the
authorities had done enough to adapt it to the new terrorist threat. In the
first TV coverage, in particular, the national security issue was among the
most important in the Norwegian media. There were interviews with the
prime minister, the foreign minister, army generals, police officers, NATO
officers, intelligence officers, and so on.
During the first day, some stories were repeated again and again on
national TV: the constant updates on the security measures taken outside the
American Embassy in Oslo, security measures taken at the Norwegian
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Table 7.2
Types of Sources in Norw egian M edia 9/11 Coverage
(Percent of Stories)
N ewspapers

Television

Aftenposten
N =452

VG
N =294

Total
N =746

N RK
N =403

T V2
N =270

Total
N =673

Experts

39.6%

28.6%

35.3%

9.4%

7.8%

8.8%

Politicians

29.9%

30.3%

30.0%

27.3%

27.4%

27.3%

M an in street

19.9%

5.1%

14.1%

13.4%

11.1%

12.5%

Victim s

4.0%

15.3%

8.4%

7.9%

10.0%

8.8%

Editorial

0.0%

0.3%

0.1%

31.5%

35.2%

33.0%

O ther m edia

6.2%

12.2%

8.6%

0.5%

0.0%

0.3%

O ther

0.4%

8.2%

3.5%

9.9%

8.5%

9.4%

Total

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

N ote: Totals m ay not add to 100% because of rounding.

Parliament, security measures taken at the NATO Headquarters in Stavanger,
Norway, and security measures taken at Oslo Airport Gardemoen. From the
TV coverage on 9/11, with such a heavy focus on Norwegian national
security, it almost seemed as if Norway was the next potential target for the
terrorists.
In the newspapers the following day, these stories were somewhat
reduced, but the feeling of being under threat was present in Norwegian
coverage all week — an approach that produced a strong representation of
sources from the upper echelons, both in television and newspapers (see
Table 7.2). This was particularly the case in the newspapers, where 65 percent
of the sources were experts and politicians. The contrast between how
newspapers and television use expert sources is interesting. In the television
newsroom, senior reporters were upgraded to experts themselves and
interviewed by colleagues. This is one of the reasons why the category
“editorial source” is the largest category of sources in both NRK and TV2,
with shares of 31 and 35 percent respectively of the sources.
There were, for instance, several interviews with the head of Norwegian
Intelligence, who asked the public for information about international
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terrorism. As a result of this call for information, Intelligence received much
information about suspected terrorist connections and activities in Norway,
and on Sept. 15 TV2 sent a report focusing on the information that terrorist
leader Osama bin Laden had direct links to Norwegians. Although the terror
experts and security advisers interviewed generally tried to counter the
impression of Norway as a potential target for international terrorism, the
stories about potential terror targets on Norwegian territory remained. One
example is the lengthy article titled “This is how the terror can harm
Norway, 6 which VG published Sept. 18. The article was based on reports
from the Norwegian Defense Research Establishment (FFI) and stated that
Norwegian society is vulnerable to terrorist attacks targeting electricity and
telecommunications.
Media attention was also directed toward how Norwegians in Norway
reacted to the gruesome, almost surreal, images of the attacks. Since none of
the victims was Norwegian, one can say that Norwegian experts and
politician got the job of analyzing the victims’ situation when they had little
personal knowledge of those experiences. As a consequence of the character
of the attacks (crashing passenger airplanes into large buildings), there were
several stories on air safety and the fear of flying, and polls showed that two
out of three Norwegians were afraid of going to the United States. Another
significant feature in the news was the large amount of attention given to
how Norwegian children in Norway reacted to the news of the terrorist
attack. There were several interviews with Norwegian children both in the
papers and on TV, as well as crisis psychiatrists giving advice to teachers and
parents on how to explain the attacks to children.
The attack on the United States in general, and the World Trade Center
in particular, hit the financial markets globally. Aftenposten focused most on
the economic consequences of the attacks for Norwegian businesses and
economic interests. The hardest hit sectors were tourism (particularly
Norwegian-owned cruise lines, travel agencies specializing in the United
States, and the major airlines such as Scandinavian SAS), while there was a
continuing discussion on how the attacks would influence oil prices and thus
the national economy. Furthermore, Aftenposten produced several interviews
with financial analysts on the general implications for the Norwegian national
economy (such as the interest rate, insurance policies, national markets, etc.).

PROVINCIALISM

OR A

NATIONAL AGENDA ?

In the introduction to this chapter, we tried to explain why the political and
structural conditions around the event must inevitably be colored by the
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national agenda. We find no reason to be critical that, to a certain extent, the
national agenda and national sources dominate such a dramatic occurrence,
even though it took place on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. Still, we
find it interesting to raise the question whether the Norwegian framing went
too far, ending in what might be called a narrow-minded provincial outlook.
For the sake of argument we mention here that a few years ago the
German scholar Hans Magnus Enzensberger was invited by the Norwegian
journal Samtiden to review the foreign coverage of several Norwegian
newspapers for a certain period of time. Even though some aspects of his
methodological approach are open to criticism,7 his judgment was harsh. In
his conclusion, he pointed out that foreign coverage in Norwegian
newspapers was narrow-minded and nationalistic compared to that of the
quality newspapers in Europe. He censured the newspaper for
underestimating its readers by analyzing global events as seen from a
Norwegian angle and was particularly critical of the tabloid newspapers,
including VG, which is represented in our sample. The other newspaper in
our sample, Aftenposten, was also criticized, but was regarded by Enzensberger
as the most internationally oriented of the Norwegian newspapers
(Enzensberger, 2002).

THE RATIONALE BEHIND
THE HOME -RELATED STORIES
September 11 was been labeled a global media event because of the
enormous media exposure the attack received around the world. Why, then,
was the national Norwegian perspective so dominant in N orwegian
coverage?
As mentioned above, it is not unusual for foreign news stories to appeal
to the special interests of the home audience (Hannerz, 2004, p. 136) —
home-related stories which often have to do with specific connections
between home and abroad. There are many explanations as to why the media
turned to Norwegian voices, sources, and stories. Many of them seem so
obvious to journalists that they are quite hard to explain; they are almost
built-in mechanisms of the social construction of what is considered “good
news.” According to Norwegian editor Per Egil Hegge,
a central journalistic principle is grounded in closeness and in what is
told, should concern the reader. This is formulated in many ways; the
first I heard as a newcomer in a Norwegian local newspaper went like
this: “One person from Nord-Trøndelag [a Norwegian province] is
equivalent to half a million Chinese.” This was a way of measuring the
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size of the headlines, supposedly not human value. But — there is a
large “but” in the air after such comparisons (Hegge 1998 in Eide, 2002,
p. 45).
We have tried to sum up some of the explanations for this built-in
framing of events. First, the Norwegian angle has to do with identification.
In her study of identification and otherness in media texts, Eide (2002) asks
if the media’s focus on Norwegians as individuals, and foreigners as
members of a group or a mass, could be due to a perception among reporters
of its being much easier for Norwegian readers to identify with Norwegian
“heroes” or “victims” than try to cope with the greater challenge of
identification across inherited divides (Eide, 2002, p. 200). The Norwegian
framing of the terrorist attacks is, therefore, used to help the audience back
home make sense of an almost unreal catastrophe. To help the audience
understand the gruesome images and reports, Norwegian media chose to use
Norwegian sources, faces, and framing to make the stories easier to connect
with and absorb. This is because many Norwegians feel that what happens
to other Norwegians is perceived to be more important than what happens
to other people on the other side of the world. The Norwegian angle is, thus,
recognized as important information that brings news value and
newsworthiness to stories. Norway is a small country where everybody
knows someone who knows someone who was indirectly involved in the
terror attack. Another element is the fact that the journalists themselves
identify with their countrymen.
Second, the working conditions of journalists in the days after the
attacks influenced the coverage. During the first days the situation was very
chaotic and Norwegian journalists in the United States had to find
interviewees quickly. It was more convenient for them to get in touch with
the sources and people, many of whom were Norwegians, that they knew
already. Many Norwegians in the United States associate mainly with other
Norwegians. Similarly, in the newsroom back home, journalists needed to
interview as many sources and eyewitnesses as possible during the first days
after the attack and the easiest way out was to call Norwegians over there and
ask for their stories. One should not forget that most Norwegian journalists
in the United States, working for small publications compared to the large
U.S. networks and newspapers, have limited access to senior officials whereas
back in Norway, on the other hand, most experts and politicians line up to
comment on the latest events. These limitations on working conditions
contribute to strengthen the dominance of the Norwegian angle.
Third, it is important to acknowledge that the terrorist attacks actually
influenced the Norwegian economy and local economic interests. The strong
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focus on the economic influence of the terror attack on Norwegian business
interests, therefore, may be interpreted as an effect of the increasingly
connected global economy.

CONCLUSION : A GLOBAL EVENT,
A NATIONAL NEWS SPHERE ?
Obviously, the events of 9/11 must be characterized as a crisis. But as Raboy
and Dagenais (1992) point out, the intensity of a crisis determines the means
one chooses to meet it. The line between reaction and overreaction is in itself
an ethical issue. Here, of course, the working conditions for the media during
the crisis are a central issue. During previous research on the Gulf War and
the Kosovo War, the issue of a “global discursive order” has been raised,
involving the interests of the different parties in a conflict, the media as a
channel for information, and the audience as a concerned receiver of the
media discourses (Nohrstedt, Höijer, and Ottosen, 2002).
As we have shown in the Norwegian media coverage of 9/11, a great
deal depends on the discourse that the individual media and journalists
choose to present to the public. As illustrated in this article, the Norwegian
angle dominated the first week of the N orwegian coverage of 9/11 even
though not a single one of the more than 3,000 victims was Norwegian and
the events took place on the other side of the globe. We, thus, have raised
the issue of whether such national framing went too far in the direction of
provincialism.
In the literature on globalization of media and communication, there
has been talk of the evolution of a global public sphere in which issues of
international significance are articulated through mass media. The validity of
such a concept, however, has been contested (Thussu, 2000, p. 71). The
notion that the rise of global media has managed to establish a global public
sphere has been both proclaimed and denounced by media scholars. Recent
research indicates that, owing to growth in transnational and global news
media, public opinion formation occasionally transcends national borders
and acquires a political life of its own on the global level. Still, compared to
the globalization of politics, economy and culture, the public sphere and the
formation of public opinion are still very much tied to the national level and
oriented toward national political institutions (Hjarvard, 2000, p. 19). Today,
both newsrooms and audiences have access to news services at different
levels, from local to global news. This, however, has not resulted in major
changes in the consumption patterns of audiences. The majority in most
countries are still closely tied to local or national media (op. cit., p. 32). The
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production and reception of media are mostly shaped by local, national, and
regional forces, as by the macro-economies of the media industry (Magder,
2003, p. 35).
However, the availability of transnational news has influenced editorial
decisions, presentation formats, and the narrative techniques within the
national media, and thus transnational news provides an incentive for
increasing adaptation of transnational formats to national contexts.
Furthermore, increased transparency also stimulates the synchronization of
editorial decisions between news services in different countries (primarily
during major international events or crises) (p. 33). These developments
indicate a homogenization of the news media around the world. Hjarvard
(2000, p. 34) argues that the globalization of the media does not entail the
creation of one global public sphere media but, rather, the development of
a multi-layered structure of publicity. New transnational forums develop, but
local, national, and regional spheres continue to play important roles in the
global public sphere. Thus, globalization also implies a gradual differentiation
of the public sphere.

CHAPTER ENDNOTES
1

See O ttosen, 2002, for m ore details on these issues.

2

Studerte m ed utpekt dødspilot, V G Septem ber 14, 2001.

3

G ikk på sam m e flyskole som kaprerne, V G , Septem ber 16, 2001.

4

D rapstruet av dødspiloten, V G , Septem ber 17, 2001.

5

M orten ga terrorm istenkt stryk, V G , Septem ber 18, 2001.

6

Slik kan terroren ram m e N orge, V G , Septem ber 18, 2001.

7

In a public m eeting w here E nzensberger’s report was presented, the foreign editor of
A ftenposten, N ils M orten Udgaard, rightly pointed out that since Enzenberger only analyzed the
foreign pages he missed m any of the relevant debates on foreign issues introduced in the cultural
pages.
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APPENDIX
Notes by Tine Ustad Figenschou after witnessing the events on September
11 in New York:
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I sat at my desk at the U.N. headquarters in New York on this beautiful
sunny Tuesday morning. Still alone in the office I was in the process of
turning on my computer when the phone started ringing. I was exited
and happy at first when I realized it was the news desk at the national
newspaper I used to work for back in Norway, then shocked when they
told me a plane had crashed into the World Trade Center. I ran into the
restroom and from the large windows on the 35th floor I could see the
towers burning. Minutes later the entire U.N. staff was evacuated down
in the basement. A few hours later I was out on the streets of
Manhattan. It was surreal chaos. An endless group of people were
walking northwards, away from the towers downtown. People were
crying silently, walking in their business suits with their shoes in their
hands, some of them covered in dust. Others were screaming, “oh my
God,” “oh my God.” Phones were down. Public transport didn’t move.
People gathered around TVs and radios trying to grasp what was going
on. There were news stories of car bombs exploding around town, of
a truck full of explosives and more hijacked airplanes headed towards us.
We did not know then that these news stories were all false. We were
scared and overwhelmed. I did not even know where to start my
coverage. I felt incredibly focused and disoriented at the same time. I
was almost relieved when I finally got through on a public phone and
my boss at the news desk back home gave their orders: Go to the
Norwegian Seaman’s Church! Go find some Norwegians!
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Chapter 8

SEPTEMBER 11 IN POLAND:
AMERICA’S MOST
ENTHUSIASTIC ALLY
IN EUROPE
Tomasz Pludowski

F

or all of the 20th century, Polish people have had
a special affinity for Americans. During a recent radio show broadcast, a
middle-aged man who had just won a ticket to see a popular Polish rock
band at a concert in Chicago said: “I’m so excited — they’re my favorite
band.” “And you get to see them in Chicago,” added the radio host. The
winner replied: “I don’t know what to say. It is every Pole’s dream come true
— to visit America, isn’t it?”
According to some data, Warsaw is the second biggest Polish city in the
world after Chicago. In public opinion polls conducted among Poles,
Americans invariably score highest on the list of best-liked peoples. The
Poles’ liking for America goes so far that the leader of one of the parties,
which is currently not represented in the Parliament, called for Poland joining
North American Free Trade Agreement rather than the European Union.
Even though this policy is not usually taken seriously, Poland is often seen
as the most pro-American country in Europe, possibly with the exception of
the United Kingdom, which has a special relationship with the United States.
In fact, Poland is sometimes referred to as America’s Trojan horse in the EU.
The special status of America is reflected, too, in coverage of 9/11 by the
Polish media and in Polish reactions to the terrorist attack. In the words of
Bronis³aw Geremek (2006), former foreign minister of Poland and a
renowned academic,
Poland, like other Central European countries, has long perceived the
United States as a patron of the international order and guarantor of the
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fundamental values of the West. Superimposed on that political myth —
a myth strongly reinforced during the Cold War — was the image of
America as the country that offered the greatest opportunities for
personal advancement and economic success. The huge number of
Polish-Americans — estimated at more than ten million — consolidated
the “American myth” in the Polish awareness to the point that
communist propaganda, despite its best efforts, was never able to
engender widespread anti-American sentiment in Poland. AntiAmericanism of other kinds, too, has had its ups and downs in Europe,
but none has had a significant effect on Polish public opinion. This was
the case during the Cold War and in more recent years, too: As
demonstrations against the war in Iraq swept through many European
cities, Poles by and large distrusted the mix of anti-Americanism and
pacifism that animated them. This cultural and political predisposition
continues to inform current Polish-American relations and Polish view
of American policies. (p. 53)

THE COVERAGE
Immediately after the attacks on the WTC and the Pentagon (i.e. after 3 p.m.
CET), regular television programming was interrupted with CNN footage
from New York and Washington, D.C. After the second tower was hit, the
regular TV schedule was abandoned altogether. What followed was day-long,
continuous coverage of the events unfolding in America, including
discussions with experts in the studio. The footage of the second plane
hitting the second tower and the subsequent collapsing of the towers was
repeated throughout the day.
One of the private TV stations, which is usually characterized by its
eagerness to copy American style of news presentation, put together a
dramatic jingle with the image of the plane hitting the second tower
superimposed onto the American flag. The footage was accompanied by a
big headline: “Attack on America.” The station’s coverage contained a
mixture of CNN footage (simultaneously translated), live presentations by
the station’s own correspondents, interviews with experts, and anchors
delivering the latest information from wire services. The evening news shows
were extended from the usual half an hour to between one and two hours.
In a matter of two days, Wprost, a Polish newsmagazine, and Newsweek
Polska had special 9/11 issues out. Picture-oriented, they highlighted the
emotional and human drama at the expense of the political. On Sept. 12,
newspapers followed in the footsteps on the previous day’s TV news shows
and dramatized the events to the point of overstating facts by using big, redink headlines like: “War with the U.S.” and “America at War.”
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Gazeta Wyborcza, the biggest and most influential Polish quality daily,
devoted the first half (or all 12 nonbusiness sections) of the Sept. 12 issue to
the attacks. The front page included three pictures from lower Manhattan.
Unknown terrorists were mentioned. CIA officials were quoted as pointing
to Osama bin Laden. Richard Holbrook was quoted as saying an
international coalition was needed to combat terrorism — a coalition ranging
from Canada to Russia. The op-ed was titled, “Tak siê zaczyna XXI wiek,”
or “That’s the 21st Century Starting.” To give an idea of the tone and
rhetoric, I’ll quote from the newspaper’s editor-in-chief, Adam Michnik:
What happened in New York is a sign of terror that the greatest
pessimists warned against. The attack was a work of madmen, who,
whoever they are, do not need any justification, any legitimization. All
it takes is money and dead conscience. They killed entirely innocent
people in order to achieve a goal that obviously cannot be achieved this
way. The devil that the world of progress, democracy and knowledge
wanted to bury showed its ugly face.
We in Poland have directly experienced the tragedies and triumphs
of the 20th century. Today we join the American people in their pain and
despair. We contribute our scream of protest.
One of the reports in the issue praised Americans for how well they
took it — they were calm, well-organized, and willing to help each other out.
People did not panic; the spirit of community was present.
The front page of the Sept. 13 issue included a big picture of the WTC
debris and the headline: “Who’s done it?” Interestingly enough, what was
missing for a long time was an analysis of why they might have done it. The
reason for this and the underlying assumption seems to be that this kind of
action cannot be justified.
Thursday was a day of solidarity with America. Until Friday, all state
and public institutions lowered the national flag to half the mast in sign of
mourning. The op-ed said:
We are all New Yorkers. It is a good thing that both the president and
the prime minister (who represented a Polish example of cohabitation)
announced the Polish day of solidarity with the American people. [...] It
is a good thing that Poland, which gave the world “Solidarnoœæ,” should
offer solidarity to America, the country attacked by terrorists. America
has offered solidarity to us on numerous occasions. It was thanks to
America that we heard free speech from Polish language radio stations
in communist Poland. America supported us during martial law and
then in the building of the Third Republic. It is she that we owe joining
NATO. Those who attacked New York and Washington attacked the
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whole free world. They made people watch the skies not for stars, but
for madmen-operated torpedo-airplanes. They started a new kind of
war. Today the target is America, tomorrow Europe, each of us can be
a victim. Today we are all New Yorkers.
Arguably, a sociologist or mass communication theorist might label this
commentary propagandistic, but since Poland shares the ideology of the
victim, not the aggressor, this interpretation was not offered.
The emotional aspect of the coverage was heightened by reports of the
last phone calls passengers of the planes made to their beloved right before
the planes crashed: “We have been kidnapped. I want to tell you I love you
and the boys.” The newspaper was careful to point out that although the
terrorists were all Arab, we should not blame all Arabs for terrorism. It was
not a matter of race or religion.
On Sept. 14, the day of the solidarity with the United States, Gazeta
Wyborcza published photographs of 32 victims of the attacks on the front
page with the title: “Polowanie,” or “The Hunt.” The following day the front
page contained a large photograph of an American girl crying. The headline:
“America in tears.” The front-page article created the impression of
unanimous sympathy for the United States by enumerating the places where
the victims are mourned. From the United States to the Vatican, to London,
to Paris, to Moscow and to Teheran, people give tribute to the victims.
Nine days after the attacks, on September 20, Gazeta Wyborcza
eventually looked at the big picture, including the politics behind 9/11, by
quoting Zbigniew Brzezinski, who said:
• The war on terror should not turn into a war on Islam.
• U.S. foreign policy will have to change.
• Unconditional support of U.S. government for any Israeli action
against Palestine is dubious. The solution to the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict needs to come from the outside.
• Moscow wants to use its contribution to the war on terror to gaining
Western support for the war with Chechnya.
Even popular media such as the glossy, picture-oriented celebrity
magazine Viva joined in by putting out a special issue called “Apocalypse
Now.” The subtitle stated, “Photographs scream, witnesses speak.”

THE IMPACT
The 9/11 coverage triggered a highly emotional response on the part of the
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Polish people, who lit candles and left flowers and even their own poems
outside the American Embassy in Warsaw. The Americans I know who live
in Poland were contacted by their Polish friends with words of consolation.
In extreme cases, they were offered alternative accommodations should they
feel uncomfortable or insecure living in University housing, under known
addresses, or next to people of other nationalities.
Some elderly Polish citizens coming with flowers to the U.S. Embassy
in Warsaw spoke in highly emotional terms about the associations they had
with World War II and the Warsaw uprising, both of which left many of
people homeless, suffering or missing at least one family member.
The events of 9/11 took place amid a parliamentary campaign — 12
days prior to election — and they had a strong impact on the campaign’s
focus and outcome. Many candidates abandoned their political agenda,
refused to run the previously scheduled and prepared TV broadcasts or
participate in scheduled programming on public TV. Instead, they offered
statements of support for the American people and against terrorism, trying
to tap into the public sentiment. Running a political campaign during such
a tragedy was improper, they said. As a result, the election was practically
brought to a halt.
Some political observers argue that the atmosphere of insecurity and
threat helped Samoobrona [Self-defense] and Liga Polskich Rodzin [League of
Polish Families] — the two populist, nationalist, isolationist, and anti-EU
parties — pass the five-percent threshold needed to get into the Sejm, the
lower house of the parliament, which marked the first time an isolationist
party gained significant support in the Polish parliament since 1989, the year
Poland regained its independence after 54 years of Soviet-imposed
communism and six years of World War II.
Until the end of the war in Afghanistan, the “war on terror” continued
to be a major front-page story in the Polish media. Mainstream Polish media
had correspondents both in the United States and Afghanistan. The
controversial “collateral damage” was covered, but the frame was clearly proAmerican. The bombings of Afghanistan and the campaign of airlifts were
given equal footing, and a propagandistic/public relations frame for the food
airlifts was not offered, except in the post-communist daily, Trybuna.
The social democratic government and the social democratic president,
both referred to in the Western media and in the Polish media by their
opponents as post-communist, offered full and unconditional support for the
war effort, again along the lines of that by the British government. A NATO
member since March 1999, the Polish army sent “our boys” to Afghanistan,
among other things, to help disarm mines. This decision was not questioned
in mainstream media and the justification offered was two-fold: 1) Poland is
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a loyal NATO member, and 2) in the attack on the WTC, Polish lives were
claimed as well. Poland also symphatized with the Iraqi people under Saddam
and, more or less explicitly, saw parallels to its own fate in times of
communism and most of the Nazi occupation when no outside military
deliverence was offered despite the Polish people’s hope to the contrary.
The Poles’ emotional reaction to the attacks led the U.S. Ambassador
to write a thank-you letter, which was published on the front page of the
Sept. 22-23 issue of Gazeta Wyborcza. Poland’s support for the United States
also played a role in President Bush’s invitation to President Aleksander
Kwaœniewski to visit the United States in mid-July, which marked the second
state visit during George W. Bush’s presidency. Naturally, President Bush
had his political and economic agenda, which included gaining the support
of a million Polish Americans living in Michigan, where he lost marginally to
Gore in 2000, and exerting pressure on Poland to buy F-16 fighter planes.

THE AFTERMATH
Poland did buy America’s F-16 planes and it provided the fourth biggest
contingent of soldiers in Iraq, after America, Britain, and Australia. The
country also administered one of Iraq’s occupation zones, although the
official status of the Polish military was that of a stabilizing, not an
occupational, force. The support for joining the United States in ridding Iraq
of Saddam Hussein was almost unanimous, at least among the biggest
political parties and the president. With every month and every Polish
casualty, the support diminished, but Polish troops have not been withdrawn
and are expected to stay in Iraq at least until the end of 2007 despite public
sentiment to the contrary.
The special relationship between Poland and the United States became
somewhat of a problem when the country was negotiating rules of accession
with the EU and later the budget (Matera & Matera 2005). Accusations of
Poland acting as America’s “Trojan horse” emerged in Western European
press, particularly in France. The Polish-EU relationship suffered a clear
setback.
The Polish sentiment has always been that those accusations are
unbased and untrue — Poland does not plan to act against the EU, but it
also does not wish to make a choice between having a close relationship with
the United States and with the EU (like choosing between your mother and
your father, some commentators would say, half-jokingly). The fact is that
the Polish-American relationship is extremely close, and Poland remains one
of the least critical European allies of the United States and President Bush.
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The coverage of 9/11 by the Polish media attested to that.
At the same time, criticism of current U.S. policy in Iraq is clearly on
the increase and ever more pronounced in elite Polish media discourse. While
some commentators call the policies of the leading states of Western Europe
“infantile and cynical” and detect “the clear feeling of Schadenfreude
characteristic of their political elites” (Bolechów, p. 81), a growing number
of publications say the war in Iraq is a failure. Brigadier General Marek
Ojrzanowski — commander of the 12 th Mechanised Brigade, CO of 1
BCT/MND CS in 2003 in Iraq — claims in 2005 that “at the moment, it is
difficult to resist the impression of total political chaos in the conflict in
Iraq” (p. 61). He goes on to say: “Assessing whether the price we pay and
costs that we bear for our involvement in Iraq is worth the results achieved
constitutes a real challenge for the politicians who make the decisions” (p.
61). Geremek elegantly summarizes the transformation 9/11 and its
aftermath has had on Poland and its relationship with the United States.
The essentially moral view of the Iraq war has not changed; Poles are no
fans of dictatorship and appreciate the American determination to
support fundamental Western values. But at the same time, more and
more Poles want their soldiers back home. The Iraq war has also
undermined the image of America as a competent and effective global
superpower. Public discourse in Poland has slowly begun to rethink
fundamental geostrategic issues, including the legitimacy and
effectiveness of American unilaterism, and the challenges posed by
international terrorism (p. 55).
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Chapter 9

G LOBAL N EWS , L OCAL
V IEWS : S LOVENE M EDIA
R EPORTING OF 9/11
Ksenija H. Vidmar & Denis Mancevi

1

D

uring the past two decades, many scholars argue
that media around the world have become more monopolized (Bagdikian,
1990; Lee & Solomon, 1990; MacBride & Roach, 2000). The interrelatedness
of financial interest and news-making which this new media monopoly
exhibits produces a growing concern over the quality of the information we
get. “The truth of the matter is that financial interests play a major role in
determining what we see,” Lee and Solomon write (p. 59). Furthermore,
corporate-controlled information has made the prospect of being able to rely
on a variety of sources dim in the global contexts as well. The concentration
of news media within a narrowing field of global news corporations has
limited access to world events, and the selection of “news-worthy”
information or production of “news on demand” (Diamond, 1991) has
channeled the interpretive lenses for local audiences.
As the center of media monopoly has been most often located in the
West, and the United States in particular, it is rightfully assumed that the
meanings that get produced in the U.S.-based news corporations are globally
shared, whereas global audiences’ views become “Americanized.” This can
certainly be argued on the case of reporting on 9/11, which, through a
handful of news and press agencies providing the main images and
narratives, structured the global ways of seeing the event. In our paper, we
track this global flow of news on the 9/11 as it was accommodated by the
Slovene news media.
We also want to turn lenses and ask how, through globally pre-selected
ways of seeing, Slovene news media contributed to the formation of the local
views on the 9/11. Postcolonial theories of globalization, cultural studies and
audience research have questioned a strictly one-dim ensional relationship
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between global media and local audiences and provided new ways of
understanding the entwinement of global and local cultures. Instead of seeing
globalization as “simply an ideological mask for Americanization or
Westernization” (Waters, 2001, p. 223), which forges hegemonic forms of
consciousness, scholars have argued for a more complex and dynamic
understanding of the relationship between the global and the local.
A global product does not “simply slip[s] into some local context,”
where it is superficially consumed, Daniel Miller has argued. On the contrary,
it can partake in the “refinement of the concept” of local culture (Miller,
1992, pp. 179, 180). Arjun Appadurai also writes that the global flow of
media imagery operates in disjunction with different realities (or scapes, as
he calls them), which “can and do get disaggregated into complex set of
metaphors [… ] as they help to constitute narratives of the ‘other’ and protonarratives of possible lives, fantasies which could become prolegomena to
the desire for acquisition and movement” (Appadurai, 1990: 299).
In this chapter, we want to point to just such a desire that was
articulated by the Slovene news media and arrived from the restructuring of
the local cultural and political field. The 9/11 attacks were a tragic story that
was brought to Slovene audiences in a globally shared way. By providing
visual and narrative framing of the attack, the global coverage pre-defined the
meaning of the tragedy. A comparative look at three major news media in
Slovenia — public television TVS, the national daily Delo and weekly
magazine Mladina — also uncovers discrepancies in articulating local
meanings of the 9/11. In the paper, we reconstruct the three respective
stories that the selected media constructed for the Slovene public and
provide an account for the different views at the events on the 9/11 and
aftermath.

METHOD

AND

CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS

Our analysis is based on collecting a sample of articles and visual materials
from the 9/11 attacks to the U.S. coalition’s attack of Afghanistan on Oct.
7. Our sample included reports from the TVS major news bulletin, broadcast
daily at 7:30 p.m. and a special presented on the day of the attack; a special
edition of Delo; and articles, comments and opinions as well as reprints from
other media published between the same period in World and Opinion sections
of the daily (a total of 137 written articles and 118 items of visual materials).
Finally, we read four issues of weekly Mladina, which had 23 articles and 13
visual materials.
Our main conceptual tool has been the “thematic analysis” described
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by Philo and Berry (2004). The main assumption on which the thematic
analysis is based is that in “any contentious area there will be competing ways
of describing events and their history” (p. 95). In this ideological struggle for
meaning, mass media play an important role, most notably by providing the
“explanatory themes” that frame an area of coverage. We closely followed
the explanatory themes as they were articulated in articles, main headlines and
subtitles. We also looked at the visual framing of the 9/11, which added an
analytic angle that often reinforced but also contested the main narrative
“thematic” findings.
Taken together, the explanatory themes in the reporting on the 9/11
and the thematic differences among the three Slovene news media provide
distinct local interpretive views. Embedded in local political and ideological
struggles, the three views add to and contest the meaning of the 9/11 as
constructed by the global news.
TVS: A POCA LY PTIC D IM EN SION S
The first news medium to report 9/11 was TVS, a national public
broadcasting service. TVS was given public service status by a law passed in
parliament in 1994. Its rating share in prime time scores around 30 percent.
In the main news bulletin at 7 p.m., TVS competes for the audiences with
the commercial, American-owned Pop TV. On the second day of reporting
of 9/11, TVS proudly displayed charts which showed it gaining an increase
in viewers.
TVS first reported the attacks on the “Today” program. The reporter
in studio began with the words: “The United States of America has been
attacked. The consequences of the carefully planned terrorist attacks are
horrible.” After the “Today” program, TV S interrupted its regular
programming and joined the international reporting. Two commentators in
the studio announced that they were “joining various visual sources” as they
tried to provide an account of what was happening. CNN and Euronews
proved to be the main sources of information. On the very same day of the
attacks, the theme of the terrorist attack and the most likely figure of Osama
bin Laden responsible for it were introduced. TVS broadcast U.S. President
George W. Bush’s speech and U.K. Prime Minister Tony Blair’s instant
reiteration of the theme of “terrorism as the new evil of our world.” Visually,
the station included images from Manhattan and Pentagon on the one hand
and from the streets of Lebanon on the other. In the former, witnesses’
narratives testified of horror and trauma; in the latter, the global screens were
filled with celebration and joy.
As mentioned earlier, global sources were used as a background stage
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through which the two commentators developed their own “reading” of the
9/11. Many themes appeared and changed as new information arrived. They
included worldwide solidarity with the United States; well-coordinated and
organized nature of the attacks; and hints that the American security and
intelligence were unable to foresee the attacks. An instant retaliatory action
by the United States was forecast (“quite possibly already tonight!”) whereas
visual sources continued to display testimonies of horror by the people near
the collapsing towers.
Most importantly, both commentators repeatedly expressed the view
that the epochal nature of the attacks would dramatically alter the course of
world history. We define this view as the apocalyptic view. Writing of the
apocalyptic war, John R. Hall has defined the notion of the apocalyptic as
socially constructed. “In the most extreme cases, the established social order
itself comes to define its struggle in apocalyptic terms, or acts in ways that
lead others to believe that it has joined such a struggle” (Hall, 2004, p. 2)
Various parties can lay claim to unleashing or defining an apocalyptic
mission. By dramatizing the nature of the action, mass media, being part of
the established social order, interactively reinforced the apocalyptic meanings.
“This is a terrorist attack without a precedent in world history,” the
commentator said. By placing the attacks in a broader historical perspective,
the commentator reiterated the theme that “the world would never look the
same” — a theme frequently recycled in mass media since 9/11. The same
commentator also pointed to the irony of the date, which he read as the
“evidence that they [the attackers] don’t respect any civilized norms.”
The theme of the epochal, historically dramatic dimension of the
attacks, and the irony of the date signifying the world peace in the TVS
special report subtly introduced the theme of radical discontinuity and
difference. The discord concerned the understanding of the moral order and
the notions of peace and democracy. The interpretation of the symbolic
exploitation of the 9/11 to send across the globe a terrorist message
projected a vision of the worlds before and after the attack. In this view, the
two worlds were radically different and changed. Although the perception of
the abrupt cut into the flow of history was no doubt a product of the
commentator’s disbelief and emotional terror experienced by the scope of
the tragedy, it nonetheless inscribed a vision of a harmonious past that was
taken away by the terrorists. This vision, as we will see later, was radically
questioned in Mladina. Although TVS included a report by a journalist who
argued that the United States played a role in the making of the Osama bin
Laden as a terrorist figure, the station never made an attempt to revisit its
starting position. Instead, taken by the flow of the subsequent events, the
notion of the radical break in world history was silently adopted and visually
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reinforced in an endless series of replay of the images of the Twin Towers
hit by the planes (16 times during the first two days of reporting, and 23
times in the four-week period).
In its early days of reporting, TVS introduced the themes of “rapid
retaliation acts” by the United States. In its main news, TVS also provided
a comparative historical view by refreshing the memory with past and more
recent foreign and domestic terrorist attacks against the United States. The
global broadcasting of the speeches of President Bush and U.S. Secretary of
State Colin L. Powell, as well as Tony Blair, framed the narrative of the war
of “good versus evil,” in which the “good” signified the United States and
the West. While the theme was well pre-tuned by the leaders of the coalition
against terrorism, local selection of the news reinforced the division, for
instance, by broadcasting the speech of Slovene Foreign Minister Dimitrij
Rupel, who said that “terrorism is the No. 1 enemy of this world and this
civilization.”
The selective inclusion/exclusion of reports from home and around the
world also contested the simplified divisions. TVS broadcast Sheik Jasin said
that “America is harvesting the injustice and corruption which it itself
sowed.” The Slovene foreign correspondent spoke of the “America that is
wounded but not humiliated,” embarking on Bush’s ideological discourse of
unity and strength. The news also presented local views of people on the
streets of the capitol of Ljubljana, who made clear distinctions between
“American people” and the “American politics.” Whereas many found
compassion for the former, the later was also blamed for the tragedy. “Those
who did evil will have to feel it on themselves” was one’s person
commentary.
As already stated, the attacks on the 9/11 were given the connotations
of apocalyptic change of history. The change signified a new map of
divisions and alignments in which Slovene public and political discourses
parcelled their own local ideological space. For instance, when NATO
Secretary General George Robertson spoke of the attack as an act directed
“against the whole civilized world,” the Slovene foreign minister joined the
chorus by adding his own voice of identification with the “civilized”:
“Terrorism, or, if you want, barbarism, is the worst threat to civilization.
Slovenia belongs to the block of the civilized states.” The announcement can
be seen as part of diplomatic discourse rooted in a different context. Namely,
on occasion of talking to the candidates for the membership in NATO,
George Robertson some time later spoke of the Afghanistan as a “black
hole” — a pocket in the geo-political map of the world which clearly lacked
a stable state structure. “That is why,” he continued, “NATO is interested in
South — East Europe, because it doesn’t want black holes to emerge at its
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front door.” In this respect, identifying with the “civilized” by the Slovene
foreign minister may have been a public appeal to be recognized in and by
the imagined and real community of the states which decided on the fate of
the Slovenia and other candidate states. The minister’s pointing of the
terrorist attack as “an attack against normalcy, against normal foreign
politics” was a rhetoric tautology; it also subtly inscribed the desire that
Slovenia was worthy of such recognition.
But this self-proclaimed image of the “civilized” produced its own
fractures of meaning. Later, TVS reported on Italian media mogul and Prime
Minister Silvio Berlusconi’s problem atic statement which produced
resentment throughout Europe and Islamic world: “We have to be aware of
the power of our civilization,” he said and warned against paralleling “our”
civilization with the Islamic (“ours” being committed to freedom and love
for the other). Berslusconi’s view contested the notion of the civilized world,
making it a tradeable category prone to various ideological appropriations.
TVS included the response by president Milan Kuèan, who in a radio
interview added his own understanding of the “civilized” as deployed in
public discourse and world politics. “With a public person, politician, words
leave mouth and become public property. Interpretations vary. My stand on
this is that this cannot be about the war of civilizations, war of cultures.”
The attacks on the 9/11 and the consequent course of events were an
exploitable terrain that could be ascribed different meanings and invested
with different political stakes. Given the alternative views presented by two
leading Slovene politicians, it can be argued that TVS reflected a splitting of
the Slovene political body in the field of the international politics. Embarking
on the epochal discourse of discontinuity, it also helped to frame the local
public view and structure the alternative outcomes of two politics of
identification. Finally, by combining the local political struggles with the
visual replay of the attack, it was undertaking its own little war — one for the
audiences. In this war, as it will become clear from a comparative view
presented below, Slovene news media added local tones to the construction
of the global narrative of the 9/11.

THE DAILY DELO : A EUROPEAN VIEW
Delo is one of the three major Slovene dailies (together with Dnevnik and
Veèer), but because of its specific “national” character, reflected in six
different regional editions, maintains the top position. Its latest main
shareholder since the daily was privatized in 1991 has been brewery company
Pivovarna Laško (25%), although the state remains present indirectly (20%).
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W ith the circulation figures of 80,000 to 90,000, Delo remains the nation’s
leading newspaper and has served as both a source of information as well as
a forum for various political and intellectual debates. This role proved vital
in the context of reporting on the events of 9/11 as well.2
Looking at Delo’s representation of 9/11, one can hardly identify a
single line of editorial politics that would be determinant of the ways the
newspaper framed its reporting. Instead, a cacophony of views can be found
which competed for the primacy of interpretation and none prevailed. More
importantly, the interpretative nuances were articulated in a number of layers.
Most notably, though, a sharp contrast could be found between the front and
the inside pages. Similarly, antagonistic was the relationship between the
main headlines and the photographs on the one side, and the commentaries
and opinions on the other. Finally, while the headlines, photographs and
commentaries competed for the dominant meaning of the 9/11, the political
caricatures (a permanent feature of Delo)3 contested all three of them and
added another layer of interpretation.
Throughout the period of our analysis, the front pages displayed an
image of 9/11 that made the attack and the consequent actions taken by the
United States and/or the international community intrinsically linked and
“logical.” On the first days after the attack, the reports focused on the
tragedy itself and the shock experienced by the Americans. However, a
special edition published on the Sept. 12 outlined a map of representation
that would define the governing structure of reporting. After summing up
the chronology of the attacks, the report noted the irony of the date
proclaimed by the UN as a day of world truce and nonviolence. Although the
report dealt primarily with the tragedy and the U.S. administration composing
its course of action, the picture included Osama bin Laden on the front page,
beside the Twin Towers image. The visual-narrative display of the front page
suggested that the main interpretative frame to the 9/11 will unfold in
identifying the person responsible for the attack, finding and punishing him
accordingly and, most importantly, subordinating the terms and conditions
of the international politics to that mission. Once the chain of causation was
established as inherently consistent and self-evident, the subsequent reports
— which focused on the preparations of the U.S. m ilitary forces to attack
Afghanistan as well as to discipline the countries that did not comply —
seemed “expected” and “common sense.”
The mission involved many aspects that, as displayed on the front
pages, created new definitions of security, the legal frames of action, human
rights and democracy, war, crime and terrorism. Following international and
U.S domestic politics, the reports informed about the preparations of the
international community to face the new “evil,” the actions taken by NATO
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to secure the prompt support for the United States, and the changing
landscape of the U.S. domestic terrains of freedom and privacy. In his article
“Shoot Down the Passenger Planes,” Delo’s foreign correspondent wrote of
the slippery grounds for granting the U.S. Army the right to take down any
suspicious civilian plane and the psychological effects the increasingly
tightened belt over the basic principles of democracy and human rights were
introduced to the American people. In other reports, however, Delo referred
to terrorism as the “invisible enemy” and underlined the secrecy of
measurements that were required to face it. This suggested a subtle
agreement with the U.S. administration’s redefining of the boundaries of
civic liberties and citizens’ rights.
As the time progressed and moved away from the tragic events of the
9/11, the focus in Delo’s reporting shifted toward anticipations of the war.
Reports switched grounds between debating the role and the constitution of
the anti-terrorist coalition and projecting the humanitarian crisis of unseen
proportions. Appeals to reason and abandoning the desire to revenge were
emphasized on the front page as well as inside the newspaper, most notably
when the Pope made appeal to Western leaders not to be m isled by the
terrorist act. However, the headlines and photographs embarked on
militaristic discourse. This included the use of “loaded language” in headlines
(Lee and Solomon, 1990) such as “Declaration of War against Terrorists!”
(13.09.2001), “The Empire will Strike Back” (13.09.2001), “The World
Announces the War against Terrorism” (14.09.2001), “Bin Laden Alive or
Dead” (19.09.2001), “Strenghtening of Coalition against Terrorism”
(26.09.2001) “Global War Against Terrorism,” “Terror United Former
Enemies” (6.10.2001), and “Evidence Collected, the Attack Outlined”
(3.10.2001). The newspaper also contained reports of U.S. army moves
whereas visual and narrative exhibitions of its power preset a ground for
anticipation of a grand spectacle. Given the quest for the reader’s attention,
the visual-narrative power of this spectacle made any critical appeals to
abstain from the U.S. retaliation seem irrelevant.
The militant and ideologically laden front-page use of language was
unreflected by the daily and deployed instead to maintain the dramatic level
after the events on the 9/11 began to fade away. In contrast, the inside
stories introduced analytic approaches that questioned the seemingly
unproblematic course of events afterwards. Most notably, the international
politics page gave room to other coalitions emerging in response to the U.S.
one, such as the Arab coalition, and questioned the legal frameworks for the
definitions of “war on terrorism (“Not the War and not the Crime,”
29.9.2001:4). Articles illuminated the political and economical pre-texts that
led to ideologically divided views of terrorism and Osama bin Laden (also
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characterized as an “Islamic Robin Hood”), including those who opposed
the unjust divisions of global wealth and corporate exploitation (27.9.2001:4).
The U.S. controversial role in “globalizing its national criminal law”
(29.9.2001:4) was exposed, whereas the attempts to ascribe terrorism a
definition that would be obligatory “for Uzbekistan, Mexico, the United
States, Russia, Indonesia, Serbia, Israel, Sudan, Turkey, [… ] intelligence and
paramilitary units” (3.10.2001:1) were underlined.
Finally, Delo’s writer Mojca Drèar Murko wrote of the involvement of
the West in the global trafficking with terror, a point that was not raised
elsewhere. “Religious fanatics joined the dialogue offered by the secularized
West via the money ... Behind the goal — whatever that might be — is a
successful professional ... Does it come as a surprise that the people who had
acquired a huge personal wealth now have been privatizing the war? ... Why
these days, we don’t hear much about the actions against dealers with
weapons who are the core of the ‘civilization of the good’?” (27.9.2001:5)
On the inside pages, Delo’s editorial politics included a presentation of
views opposing the simplified narratives coming from the U.S. political
leadership. The newspaper quoted Dominique Moisi, a director of the
French Institute for the International Relations, warning against the U.S.
isolationism in leading the world politics (27.9.2001:4). Similarly, a reprint of
a Le Monde article about mass panic in the United States and a subsequent
increase in the sale of gas masks also showed that the French were distancing
themselves from the United States. The article said the French stayed “coolheaded” (29.9.2001:5). In another context, a foreign correspondent wrote of
Checks behaving as “spiritual vassals” of the United States (29.9.2001:4); of
British news media accelerating the support for the war by presenting images
of poverty and hunger from Afghanistan and the unpopularity of the Taliban
regime (28.9.2001:4); and of Italy, which, by joining the U.S. coalition, was
on the brink of facing the same terrorist threat as its ally (6.10.2001:4).
Looking at the jigsaw puzzle of views, one could identify an emerging
shared editorial politics of representation that we call the “European view”:
a political point of view inscribing both closeness and distance. The view was
not one-dimensional and united but rather fractured and portioned in blocks
of political identifications. Moreover, it was articulated and mobilized by the
body Europe dividing within itself. Namely, Delo introduced two European
views, the one aligned with the coalition led by the United States (Britain,
Italy, Spain) and the other concerning the resisting, alternative body of
European coalition (France, Germany). Combined with the front-page space
given to the construction of the narrative in which the United States was
given the prime voice, the editorial politics produced a contradictory
meaning, divided between identification and distance; alignment and
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departure; reiteration and confrontation. Organized through the spatial
structuring of the daily, the antagonistic politics of identification shifted
between the front-page display of consent — “The Evidence Collected, the
Attack Outlined” (3.10.2001:1) and “All the Roads Lead to Osama bin
Laden,” (4.10.2001:1) “Stability Against Terrorism” (6.10.2001:1) — and the
inside-pages resistances: “How Much Solidarity with the United States Is
Enough” (18.09.2001), “America Begins War for the Soviet Succession”
(21.09.2001), “The Terrorists Want Their Share of Pie, too” (17.09.2001),
and “When Fear Rules the World” (2.10.2001:1). In this contest of positions,
both representations of 9/11 and the “European view” evolved as terrains
of conflicts shot through with local political histories and ideological
struggles.
The European view on which the daily relied was contaminated with
its own political unconscious. Thus, Moisi argued against the use of the term
the “crusade.” “I believe that there are two significant differences between
the Americans and the Europeans. The first one concerns the semantics. The
Europeans feel uncomfortable at the religious culture of the Americans and
the word ‘crusade’ for them sounds unnatural.” When stating the reasons
behind the discomfort, interestingly, he mentioned a clear separation of state
and church and strong Muslim communities in Europe — but not the
historical dominion of the “crusade” embedded in the European Christian
past. The painful legacy, however, was pointed out by a high Slovene
representative of the Roman Catholic Church, who reminded readers that
“within Christianity there is still alive a m em ory of a painful historical
experience of the crusade” (28.9.2001:5).
A Der Standard article reprinted by Delo went further, pointing out the
ideological stakes involved in the Roman Catholic Church objections to
using the historically burdened narratives of division between the two
religious communities. The Pope’s respect for Islam, pronounced in his
public speech, which differentiated between the “authentic,” “tolerant” Islam
vs. the Muslim terrorists was “in fact so far the strongest expression of the
civilization clash between the Roman Christianity and Islam.” The clash, in
the author’s view, concerned the struggle over which side will re-gain the
hegemony over moral values. Truly, Christianity envies the power of the
Islam to rule over the masses, the power which is based on the intermingling
together of the religion and the politics. This, the article sums up, is precisely
the repressed desire of the Roman Catholic Church — namely, to regain its
role in the politics and to take away from Islam the theme of “the rotten
West” — which the Church knows all too well itself.
The European view, as articulated both in Europe and Slovenia, was a
contested terrain of claiming the interpretive power over the past and
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present. By rejecting the notion of the “crusade,” the European political and
Catholic elites alike competed to redraw the historical memory as well as to
open up on the refashioned map of public remembrance a new space of
cultural hegemony for themselves. The ideological stakes were, as the Der
Standard article suggested, high while the historical moment ripe with
opportunities to re-colonize terrains of moral emptiness left by the 9/11. It
was the Western egocentrism, the mufti of the Islamic community in
Slovenia argued, which invented the West-East divide in the past and has
resisted giving it up in the present. “There was 8 thousand Muslims killed in
two days and one night in Bosnia and Herzegovina, yet nobody claimed that
the Christians were criminals” (2.10.2001:2). In contrast, by differentiating
the “authentic” from “terrorist,” as Der Standard wrote, Muslims, the Pope
and the Roman Catholic Church did precisely that. The best way to discredit
Islam as a whole is indeed by rejecting insinuations that you yourself
produce. “It goes like this: Well, the fact that Islam makes terrorists is not
entirely true.”
The representatives of the Roman Catholic Church in Slovenia
reproduced a cultural divide in discourse and actions. When objecting to the
term of the “crusade” and reviving the painful memory of the crusade in
Europe, the above-quoted high representative of the Church in Slovenia
went on to remind readers of the divide which followed as a consequence of
the “crusade wars which went awry”((28.9.2001:5; our emphasis). By a strange
slippage, the project of the Catholic crusade itself appeared nonproblematic;
the difficulties concerned its execution. In this light, the Roman Catholic
Church’s public mass for the New York Fire Brigades, which took place in
Slovenia in the month of the attack, may be seen as a historic opportunity for
the Church to set it right this time. Wanting its own piece of cake, however,
Slovene sociologist Marjan Smrke wrote, the Roman Catholic Church
reiterated the divide, offering once more the “Christianity as the signifier of
the West” (2.10.2001:4).
The debates which were articulated on the pages of Delo illuminate
ideological struggles in European and Slovene political and public spheres.
Indeed, 9/11 not only shook the world politics and the boundaries of the
mission to institute the “new world order” that was led by the United States;
in Europe it also cut open the local body politics as well as unleashed
ideological battles for the historical consciousness. The terms of “crusade”
and the “clash of civilizations” were not simply dismissed as improper and
derogatory — they provided potent grounds for the articulation of cultural
distances and difference. By assuming a different, culturally and historically
responsible deployment of semantics, Europe once again emerged in the
image of a continent invested with power and agency, an image so deeply
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needed in times of Europe’s own instable processes of integration and
transformation. By joining the “European view,” Delo reflected and
reproduced the European ideology of political difference qua cultural
distance. By marrying this ideology with the U.S. led coalition, however, it
also accommodated Slovene political desires to secretly occupy both and,
when suited, pragmatically switch between the two positions.

WEEKLY MLADINA : OPPOSITIONAL VIEWS
Mladina is one of the most influential political weekly magazines with a strong
legacy of an alternative and critical publication. The magazine played a most
vital historical role in the 1980s, when it opened up a space to the
proponents of the civil society movements. With its commitment to
independent and investigative journalism, it contributed to democratization
and pluralization of the society and helped stimulate processes for political
change. In its post-socialist, transition era, Mladina has continued its legacy
of an alternative voice that has remained critical of the official politics and
the emerging, post-socialist ideologies. Its circulation is about 20,000.
The oppositional political capital that has been built by the magazine
over the past few decades has reflected in the editorial politics covering the
9/11 tragedy. In contrast to official political discourse and the governing
“war on terrorism” theme, frequently uncritically recycled by the national
media, Mladina’s reporting was marked by skepticism, analytic reflexivity and
critical examinations of the pre-texts as well as contexts of the September
attacks. The radical distance from the “official truth,” distributed by global
media (e.g, CNN), was inscribed in visual materials which — displayed on
the cover page or inserted inside the magazine — ridiculed and parodied the
U.S. government and its interpretive version of the event. The criticism,
however, was most notably articulated by the ways the magazine chose to
frame the tragic event.
In the analysis, three main thematic frames em erge which gave final
shape to the magazine’s politics of representing 9/11: terrorism as the
product of global capitalism and the U.S. political domination in particular;
the media’s role in the production of the culture of fear; the constructedness
of the enemy and the war of the civilizations paradigm. In their combined
effect, the three frames deconstructed and reconstructed the global media
narratives about 9/11 and shook the meaning of the event as it had emerged
from the mainstream political and media discourse.
In its first issue published after the attack, Mladina already accentuated
the interconnectedness of the event and the political and economic effects
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of globalization. The United States was exposed as the prime force behind
globalization, but portrayed as incapable of reflecting its own involvement
in the process. “The parole, ‘We all are America — we all are globalization,’
has faced a brutal criticism,” Marcel Štefanèiè, Jr. wrote in his article
(17.09.2001:19). The editorial in the same issue also emphasized the state of
collective disbelief shared by Americans, and their inability to see the event
as a statement of hate directed toward them. “How deep must be the hatred
against ‘America’ [… ] Nobody in the U.S. has asked this question,” the
editorial asked on the first page of the magazine (17.09.2001: 2). Later on in
the same issue in a commentary, Jurij Gustinèiè similarly suggested that the
success of the U.S. counter-action would depend on the United States and
its capacity to abandon its “superior loneliness” (17.9.2001:25). The magazine
expressed compassion with the families of the victims, but also underlined
the need for the America to come to terms with the effects of its own
politics. “The U.S., who had seen itself so far as an island free of violence
and who had been observing the violence from a safe distance over the TV
set, is now directly involved.”
The magazine’s journalists and commentators both pointed out the
inter-relatedness of the U.S. foreign politics and the rise of terrorism
embodied in the figure of Osama bin Laden. The link was the result of the
U.S. direct involvement: “Afghanistan refugees as well as Arab volunteers,
such as Osama bin Laden, had been financed, armed, trained and
ideologically indoctrinated [by the U.S.], specifically — they were reborn into
guerilla, militant, fanatic, suicidal Islamic fundamentalist (17.9.2001:20; italics
original). The link was mediated by political, economic and military interests
enveloped in a longer history of domination. The Twin Towers “represented
the centre of virtual capitalism,” according to Slavoj Žižek (24.9.2001:36).
“America is in war,” Marcel Štefanèiè, Jr. echoed him in an earlier issue. “[I]t
has been in war since 1953 when it first directed putsch in Iran”
(17.09.2001:20).
Many authors exposed the agonizing effects of global capitalism that
have produced conditions for the upsurge of militarism and fundamentalisms
of all sorts. They also pointed to the paradox that the violent models of
resistance originated in the militant culture of the West. The symbolic maps
of violence — including the spectacular targeting of the most vital and
representative institutions and monuments of the country — have been
culturally transmitted by global media and, by a stroke of irony, taken up by
the deprived and oppressed worldwide. Terrorism has been a form of
resistance by the oppressed and exploited by those who, culturally
disenfranchised, “contemplate their condition most easily by a jigsaw puzzle
of ideological stereotypes. This collage is produced in the U.S. by Hollywood
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and mass media which had played out scenarios of terrorist attacks prior to
the actual ones.” The same author went on to argue that “because the
attentats are only a dreary effect of the ruling ideology, it is not surprising
that the system recognized them instantly: they realized their formulae.”
The media production and anticipation of terror has had an obscure
effect on American psyche as well. The unintended, reciprocal effect of mass
media construction of reality, caught between spectacle and horror, virtuality
and historicity, has produced a condition in which people have lost a sense
for the actual and the real. The explosion of reality TV and the culture of
testing the borders of surviving more generally have displaced the human
capacity to recognize the actual event as such. In contrast to Orson Welles’
“War of the Worlds” radio scam from the early twentieth century, which
brought out thousands on the street in panic, the early twentieth first century
has experienced a different phenomenon altogether: while there was all the
reason for the panic unfolding on the street, mass media did not transmit it
because they did not believe it. “They are demolishing you, and you don’t see
it,” Štefanèiè, Jr. wrote. “They did not see it. CNN did not even twitch. They
did not grasp the scope. The commentators on CNN continued to calmly
behave as if it were a car accident” (17.9.2001:19).
Last but not least, Mladina put a firm question mark on the seemingly
consensual division between “us” and “them,” between the “democratic,”
“civilized” and the “totalitarian,” “barbarian” world. Instead, the magazine
engaged in deconstructing the “making of the terrorist” and the notion of the
war of civilizations. It outlined many aspects that were problematic in both
respects which can be summed up in three groups: the implied cultural
racism of the Huntingtonian paradigm; the transmission of the cultural
racism into the political discourse; and the inability of local politics and media
to distance itself from this version of “truth.”
The thesis that the attacks on 9/11 and the reactions to them unfolded
along the dividing line between two civilizations and deepened the cultural
gap in the world, according to Mladina’s writers, carried ideologically
burdened visions of supremacy and cultural differentiation that replaced
earlier forms of racist politics and imagination. The differentiation had
nothing to do with culture but involved political differences in
conceptualizing the state, Rastko Moènik argued. The U.S invented its own
version of state violence, privatized and politicized, with which it has
operated successfully on the domestic (death penalty) and foreign terrains
(Cuba, Iraq, Afghanistan). He continued: “With the kind of a disciplining
violence ... sooner or later it [U.S.] has to find support in a Messianic
ideology, begin a war under the slogan of “clash of civilizations.” In another
article, Slavoj Žižek reiterated the problem of accepting the Huntington’s
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theme. The clash of civilizations thesis needs to be categorically rejected, he
wrote. W hat we witness are, rather, “clashes WITHIN civilizations” that
concern social and political conditions and their consequences for the world
order and human rights. In fact, he went on, looking at the history of Islam
unveils a tolerance towards other religions that overpasses the attitudes
conveyed by Christianity (24.09.2001:37). To enhance the point of
ideologically driven project to construct the Other as different and alien,
Mladina published an interview with anthropologist Jack Goody who
discussed the meeting points between Protestantism and talibanism as well
as articles which questioned the notion of a radically unbridgeable gap
between two religious traditions. “Let’s not forget that it was with the
mediation of Islam that Europe came to meet its ancient roots in Greece,”
Žižek (24.09.2001:37) wrote. By returning us to a different historical
narrative, the author exposed forces that served the desire to perpetuate the
conflict and the ideological attempts to repress stories of past cultural
contacts and dialogues.
Mladina’s most radical difference from the other two media in terms of
representing and constructing the narrative of the 9/11, however, can be
located in the magazine’s continuous monitoring of the global and domestic
media and their ideological service to the official foreign and domestic
politics when uncritically recycling the theme of the “clash of civilizations.”
In Delo, we found two articles reflecting the news media reporting but both
spoke of an emerging American media “monoculture” (1.10.2001:1) and
media censorship (2.10.2001:4). In contrast, Mladina took a broader view.
Jurij Gustinèiè succinctly warned about uncritical adoption and translation
of American vocabulary into the non-U.S. media language. The notions such
as “crusade” and “revolution” carried different meanings than was the case
in European cultural connotations. While “we” defended their vocabulary,
“we” accepted it as ours, he wrote. But because the cultural and historical
discrepancies in meaning obviously carried consequences for the linguistic
construction of social reality, “we” ought to “think carefully before we let
them join the media traffic” (15.10.2001: 26).
Whereas Gustinèiè’s critique of Slovene media was implicit, Rastko
Moènik explicitly pointed to the censorship in reporting at work which
helped to reproduce cultural racism. H e first brought to attention the
statement by French prime-minister Lionel Jospin, who rejected the political
deployment of simplified divisions between cultures and spoke instead of the
“enhancement of responsibility” of every state. Interestingly, whereas media
exploited the Huntington’s theme, his comment was left out of the reporting.
Commenting on the title “The Beginning of the War Between Civilizations,”
published by daily Delo, Moènik further pointed to the journal’s “playing of
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the American tune” with a “tastelessness, worthy of a Court of Honor, and
with the precision of a blind-folded adept” (17.09.2001:35). Mladina’s editor
Jani Sever similarly critiqued Slovene foreign minister and his endorsement
of “one truth only,” encouraging him publicly to accept some form of
openness that he could learn from BBC (24.09.2001:5).
By analyzing other news media reporting and the official political
discourse in the broader contexts of political and cultural histories of both
West and Islam, Mladina complicated the neatness of the “official wisdom.”
In its editorial politics of representation, the events of the 9/11 were as much
unfolding as a site of struggle for the reproduction of ideological, cultural and
political dominance of the West as they were a stage to domestic, local
national media and politics to construe their own, self-adored vision of a
civilized, cultural superiority. It is this latter aspect which can be seen as the
major contribution of the weekly Mladina as it powerfully illuminates the
complicated relationship between, and mutual exploitation of, the global and
the local in both news media and daily politics.

CONCLUSION
On Oct. 8, the main headline in Delo read: “The U.S. Attacked Afghanistan.”
The war was long anticipated and — from the moment the news
corporations took up the “war on terrorism” theme — pre-staged by the
global media. Considering the marching beat of headlines, it felt almost like
a relief to finally see it happen — except the relief was not one from the
spectacle but of the spectacle. Both Debordian spectacle and the
Baudrillardian ecstasy of communication made their ways to global
audiences. Behind this media landscape of fetishization of war and
technology, the real suffering of people, both in NewYork and Afghanistan,
was once again re-claimed by the civilized West.
Slovenia partook in the media staging of the war in its own, locally
tainted way. A comparative look at three national news media, TVS, Delo and
Mladina uncovers multiple and discrepant views that competed for the
meaning of the 9/11 and its aftermath in ideologically oppositional views.
Each source and its representation of the 9/11 that we looked at were
preconditioned by the inherent logic of the medium to which it belonged.
TVS, thus, relied heavily on dramaturgy of visual replay of the planes hitting
the Twin Towers. The technological advantage of the electronic medium to
reverse and replay the historic time in the unfolding frame of the present
gave the televisual representation the interpretative power to accentuate the
tragedy, granting in effect the legitimation for the war.

160

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (2010)

As a print medium, Delo constructed its dramatic layout by juxtaposing
headlines with photographs in a way that identified the main “players”: the
United States, O sama bin Laden, the Afghans, the protesters, various
diplomats and politicians. By placing them on the front or inside page,
however, the daily also hierarchically ordered each of them, in effect
ascribing them different levels of power to define the “truth,” or, to use the
words of U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, to “tell the truth.” In
this war for truth, the advantage was given to the Western coalition whereas
other emerging coalitions, the Arab or the critical “European” were
presented as “additional” views, imbedded in the interiority of the daily.
In contrast, in Mladina there was no discrepancy between the front page
and the reports and/ or commentaries. Moreover, Mladina used different
sources — not to multiply the editorial views but to strengthen its politics of
representation which was based on critical analysis of terminology, media
reports and political discourses that were circulating both globally and locally.
Consequently, the emerging narrative of the 9/11 construed by the
three Slovene media was ridden with tension and conflict. Both TVS’s and
Delo’s reporting can be described by a shared notion of what we call the
“European view.” In this view, the solidarity and compassion for the
Americans combined with calls for reason and tolerance. The “noble”
European pose, adopted by the two media, however, was itself problematic
and burdened with its own political and ideological tensions. Most notably,
the tensions erupted in the European rejection of the notions of crusade and
the clash of civilizations, which was tainted with a difficult memory of
Europe’s own Christian colonial history. The vocabulary of crusade,
deployed by a U.S. official, was not only culturally problematic for the
Europe, it also traumatized the continent in a way that suggested a history of
unresolved conflicts still lurking underneath its grandiouse discourses of
tolerance and multiculturalism.
The Slovene identification with the “European” view was similarly
orchestrated by local politics of remembering and belonging. Two processes
running concurrently may be pointed to as they contributed to the formation
of the local interpretive view at the 9/11. In 2001, Slovenia was in the waiting
line for joining two major communities, the NATO and EU. For the first,
the U.S. ruling was of the prime import. For the second, however, the
sympathies went to “Europe” and its two pillars, Germany and France. It is,
therefore, not surprising that in the two media, TVS and Delo, which in many
ways reflected the daily politics, the United States was given support in
military terms. Culturally, however, “we” allied ourselves with the European
values and traditions, claiming our own “European” identity. The split map
of identification, and the confirmation of the Slovene “European” identity,
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

161

was evident in favourable reports about the Pope’s appeals to Christian
values; and in the distancing from the Italian and Spanish government’s
decision to join Bush’s coalition.
When the “Vilinous group” and the Slovene foreign minister, who were
waiting for the NATO’s door to open for them, gave unconditional support
to the United States, Delo followed the story with a similar tongue-in-cheek
reporting. Whereas in the commentary, Delo openly wrote that after 9/11 the
United States will measure the candidates for NATO with different
measures, depending on their role in the U.S. coalition — which made the
Slovene support to the United States questionable on many grounds
(5.10.2001:1) — the critical statement was safely dissolved the next day by
using the headline “Stability Against Terrorism” (6.10.2001:1).
To conclude, while the global media fed the local ones with selective
and censored views at the 9/11 and suggested the main interpretive discourse
to be taken up by the local news, the trafficking of information took its own
course when hitting the local grounds. Although a seemingly shared view at
the tragedy and the need to retaliate can be extrapolated from the two
Slovene mainstream media, a closer inspection reveals that similar themes
were given different contexts and interpretive tones. In Slovenia, the tones
were governed by the local political unconscious. Split between the
antagonistic romance with both the United States and Europe, mainstream
political and public discourse created an uneasy relationship with 9/11, using
it both as a terrain to demonstrate tolerance as well as willingness to look the
other way when the local political interests were at stake. In fact, the
responses to 9/11 and U.S. reactions uncovered deep internal divisions of
the Slovene political body, with the president Kuèan taking the “European”
side and the foreign minister identifying the country (and himself) with the
United States.
Moreover, the joining in the appeal to tolerance was a way of claiming
a cultural superiority rather than a firm commitment to spread a new political
culture. This proved true retroactively in both Europe and Slovenia. Whereas
Europe tightened its tolerance with immigration laws that followed the 9/11,
Slovenia added its own version of “European” tolerance with the political
and public attempts to prevent the building of Muslim mosque in the capitol
of Ljubljana, and the affair of the “erased” in which the state took away
citizenship from a large group of people from ex-Yugoslavia. In this regard,
global media reporting on the 9/11 was as much a battling field for the
definition of shared values of democracy around the globe as it was a
spectacular stage for the local political and public elites to portion the field
for themselves.

162

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (2010)

CHAPTER ENDNOTES
1

The authors want to thank M arjana G rèm an for her help in collecting m aterial for the analysis
of the TV S’s reporting on the 11th Septem ber.
2

Since w e wrote this article, th e m ajor private owner, Pivovarna Laško, has increased its
influence. This is reflected in the change of editors and editorial politics, which has shifted from
center to right. Since the law passed in 2005, TVS, too, has com e under greater influence of daily
politics.
3
A lthough worthy an exam ination of their own, for the purpose of relying on com patible
m aterials we do not include caricatures in our analysis.
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Chapter 10

S EPTEMBER 11 IN
R USSIAN M EDIA
Dmitry A. Ruschin

T

he initial Russian media reaction to the attacks
on September 11, 2001, was to retransmit pictures and comments from CNN
and other U.S. or British TV networks. Television stations in many cities
canceled their regular programs and turned to CNN, the BBC or other
networks for live coverage. In every major Russian city, the attacks
dominated the front pages of newspapers and radio and television
broadcasts.
RosBusinessConsulting (RBC), Russia’s premier information media
company, was one of the first Russian m edia outlets to report about the
terrorist attacks. Throughout the entire day on 9/11, the www.rbc.ru site was
one of few resources of Russia’s Internet network that was not disrupted by
a huge number of users and provided an uninterrupted flow of information
about the American tragedy (RosBusinessConsulting, 2006).
Newspapers used their biggest type for headlines: “America Goes To
War,” “Terror in America,” “War on the World,” “Attack Against America,”
“War on America,” “Armageddon,” “Apocalypse Now,” “Chronology of the
Attacks,” “Doomsday America,” and “The Day that Changed the World.”
The stories in Russian media covered the human drama, with quotes
from witnesses, rescue workers, officials, portraits of victims, profiles of
Osama bin Laden, and background pieces on Islam along with opinion and
analyses that ranged from warm support of the United States to bitter attacks
on its foreign policy. Few of the papers base foreign correspondents in the
United States and, by necessity, had to rely heavily on wire services for news
and photos.
Several days after the attacks, it was established that the planes had
been hijacked by 19 suicide terrorists who had been trained by the
Afghanistan-based al-Qaeda terrorist network headed by Osama bin Laden.
The United States demanded that the Taliban, then in control of
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Afghanistan, hand over bin Laden and his militants. The Taliban refused, and
the United States carried out an anti-terrorist operation in Afghanistan. As
a result, the Taliban and the largest part of al-Qaeda were eliminated.
However, this did not spell the end of al-Qaeda.
According to RosBusinessConsulting (2006), 9/11 was a turning point
in the history of the world. The attacks changed the alignment of forces on
the planet. Russia’s foreign policy turned toward the West sharply. Russian
President Vladimir Putin was the first foreign leader to call U.S. President
George Bush and offer condolences and support.
Russia played an important role in the anti-terrorist operation against
the Taliban. Russia gave the United States access to military bases in Middle
Asia, and NATO became the main striking force in the operation in
Afghanistan. In response, the United States showed more tolerance to
Russia’s actions in Chechnya, conceding that Chechen separatists are
international terrorists.
After the first days of coverage of the attacks in Manhattan and
Washington, the story declined in prominence, but the bombing of
Afghanistan and the search for bin Laden attracted new attention. In general,
most Russian papers supported the strikes. In Moscow, Izvestia reacted to the
bombing by reporting that Russia would provide humanitarian aid to
Afghanistan together with European and American partners. And a frontpage article said the air strikes seem to be more against those in Kabul who
shelter bin Laden rather than against the terrorist himself. Overall, the
Russian media has been supportive of the American response (Shuster,
2001).
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Part II

ASIAN MEDIA

Chapter 11

The 9/11 Terrorist Attacks
on America: Media Frames
from the Far East
M. Zenaida Sarabia-Panol

T

he terrorist attack on the building in New York
that has “world” in its name is iconic in more sense than one. The first
assault on the U.S. mainland since the War of 1812 and a tragedy of epic
proportions, 9/11 deservedly occupied the headlines of the world’s mass
media. September 11 was a global news event. No story in recent memory
has grabbed the attention of the international press the way the attacks did,
and media coverage in the Far East was no exception to the rule.
Almost six years since the September tragedy, the “war on terror” is still
on the media’s agenda. Scholarly attention also has increased as the “war on
terror” became a “war of ideas.” Since the press reporting of events not only
conveys the facts but also shapes perceptions of information received, it
makes perfect sense to ask how the September atrocity was portrayed by the
world’s media.
This paper looks at how the newspapers in Asia covered the events of
9/11. Using content analysis, the study examines the news frames used by
selected newspapers in seven Asian countries: China, India, Indonesia, Japan,
Malaysia, Pakistan and the Philippines. The countries were chosen to reflect
the diversity in the region in terms of the media system, political and
economic structure, religion as well as each nation’s relationship with the
United States.

AGENDA -SETTING

AND

FRAMING

To explain the need and significance of investigating how the press in these
Asian nations reported the American tragedy, it helps to recall the agendasetting and framing theories of the mass media. Proposed by Walter Lippman
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in the early years of m ass co m m u nica tion research and advanced by
McCombs and Shaw in 1972, agenda-setting states that what the media
choose to cover and how the information is presented set the agenda for the
public. In other words, by selecting what to report, the media is telling us
what is important to think about.
Using a national issue, Iyengar and Simon (1993), for instance, drew
examples of agenda-setting by correlating the proportion of Persian Gulf
War coverage with Gallup Poll rankings of the most important issues.
Birkland’s (1997) historical research of natural and accidental disaster
coverage and relating it with corresponding Congressional and statistical data
documented the impact of m edia reporting on public policy. Similarly,
Atwater, Salwen and Anderson (1985) found a relationship between media
coverage of environmental problems and the direction of government
regulation.
While objectivity is a basic journalistic tenet, the processes through
which reporters gather and select information about events lend themselves
to an assortment of frames that they use to interpret the world. According
to Gitlin (1980), newsgathering methods are heavily tilted toward the status
quo and tend to reflect the dominant, if not most accessible, viewpoints. In
a “dog-eat-dog,” deadline-ridden work environment, a set of news frames,
organizing ideas or themes emerge that “enable journalists to process large
amounts of information quickly and package the information for efficient
relay to their audiences” (Gitlin, 1980, p. 7). Therefore, this research asks:
What sources and treatments were used by the media of selected Asian
nations to report the events of 9/11?
Framing analysis as a way of understanding media coverage has evolved
during the last 25 years from a cognitive strategy (Goffman, 1974), to
distilling themes in news coverage (Entman, 1993), and to understanding
possible message effects on audiences (Kahneman and Tversky, 1984). This
study adopts Entman’s (1993) definition of news frames as “aspects of a
perceived reality made more salient in a communication text ... to promote
a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation,
and/or treatment recommendation” (p. 52). Of particular interest is the
treatment of September 11 news stories and editorials by the media of some
Asian countries.
Cottle (2002) noted that in “today’s differentiated societies ... the
extreme threats posed by terrorists aimed at Western governments and civil
societies — are as likely to unleash a profusion of differing interpretive and
prescriptive responses as to prompt a sense of “national identity.” This is all
the more so when the geopolitical resonance of the events in question
extends beyond national boundaries” (p. 179).
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Since the perpetrators of 9/11 came from foreign countries and the
magnitude of the attacks “shook” the entire world, the tragedy prompts
attention to U.S. foreign policy. Norris (1995) operationalized foreign policy
as a nation’s friends and enemies. A few studies have found that the state of
diplomatic relations between countries affect media coverage (Peh and
Melkote, 1991; Semetko and Valkenburg, 2000). In both the 1983 downing
of a Korean jetliner by the Soviets and the 1988 shooting of an Iranian
passenger plane by the American military, the Soviet Union, considered an
enemy, was portrayed as evil while the United States, a friend, was depicted
more favorably. The countries chosen for this study represent varying levels
of diplomatic association with the United States.
In arguing that 9/11 was “an event of global proportions,” Volkmer
(2002) wrote that September “possessed the potential not only to create the
basis for a new sense of global space, but also to help bring about an
enhanced network of communication. Journalism, in this equation, was
charged with the responsibility of contributing to the establishment of a
worldwide discourse that would be sensitive to the different perspectives
arising from local situations across the network society” (p. 236).

OVERVIEW

OF

SEVEN ASIAN COUNTRIES

Because it is important to explain rather than simply describe trends of world
news coverage (Rosengren, 1974), scholars began to investigate the
contextual predictors of international press coverage, such as population,
trade relations, press freedom, political system, etc. Many of these extrinsic
factors are considered in this study.
Several researchers have reported a positive relation between
population size and volume of world news coverage (Chang, et. al., 2000;
Nnaemeka and Richstad, 1981). The group of countries examined in this
study has two of the world’s most populous: China and India. It also has the
country with the largest Muslim population — Indonesia.
Geographic proximity was found by some studies to influence world
news reporting (Adams, 1986; Rosengren, 1997). Two of the nations in our
sample are from the eastern region of Asia (China and Japan), three from the
southeast (Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines) and two from the south
(India and Pakistan). Japan is the most urban and has the highest literacy and
per capita GNP, the least restrictions on its press, and the highest newspaper
circulation per 100 people.
Some political variables such as government system and press freedom
were likewise shown to strongly predict international news coverage (Ahern,
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1984; Robinson and Sparks, 1976). In terms of political system, one of the
countries in the sample is communist with an increasingly capitalist-like
economy (China), two are parliamentary (India with a predominantly Hindu
population and Japan with Buddhist-Shinto religion); two are presidential
(Indonesia and the Philippines which is predominantly Roman Catholic and
is faced with a lingering Muslim insurgency in the south and a terrorist group,
Abu Sayyaf, linked with Al Q aeda); one has a dominant party structure and
has a substantial Muslim population (Malaysia) and another an authoritarian
government with Islam as the dominant religion (Pakistan). The three
Muslim nations in the sample represent the moderate branch of Islam.
China has the most restrictions on news media, followed by Malaysia,
Pakistan and Indonesia. The Philippines has one of the freest press in Asia
but the country suffered serious blows to press freedom during the Marcos
regime and more recently during Estrada’s short incumbency.
Trade volume and state of diplomatic relations also determine media
coverage (Wu, 2000; Wall, 1997). U .S. relations with sample countries are
mostly good with intermittent sore points for some. For example, U.S.
diplomatic ties with India and Pakistan have been at times strained because
of nuclear armament and the Kashmir issue. Pakistan and China share
borders with Iraq and Afghanistan, core nations in the ongoing war on terror
and, therefore, have a special interest about how 9/11 was reported.
Trade relations between the United States and China are strong, but
overall, diplomatic relations are fragile because of China’s human rights
record. China also watches with concern any strengthening of U.S. relations
with Japan in the same manner India does with Pakistan. A history of rivalry
and aggression between the countries are at play.
The Philippines is the United States’ closest and longest ally. Since the
end of World War II, relations with Japan have been friendly as well. Japan
remains an important trading partner of the United States. And since India
shed its socialist leanings and liberalized its industries, it has become
America’s vital information technology resource.
America enjoys healthy cooperation from Malaysia and Indonesia as a
whole. However, the fight for independence of Indonesia’s East Timor and
anti-Western views held by Muslims in Malaysia and Indonesia have caused
a large measure of unease in U.S. relations every now and then.

PROBLEM

AND

HYPOTHESES

The study seeks to answer the following questions: 1) How did newspapers
of selected Asian countries report the September terrorist attacks? 2) What
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was the tone of the coverage? 3) What news sources were used?
It also was expected that the tone of coverage will vary with the nature
or state of each country’s relationship with the United States, the country’s
political ideology and certain demographic characteristics, such as the
presence, influence or size of the Muslim population residing in the country.

METHOD
A content analysis of one English-language daily per country with back issues
available on the Web was undertaken over a 19-day period (September 12-30,
2001). The newspapers with their corresponding city of origin are:
China: Zhongguo Ribao or China Daily (Beijing) — circ. 150,000
India: Telegraph India (Calcutta) — largest English daily in East India
Indonesia: Jakarta Post (Jakarta) — largest of 3 English dailies
Japan: Mainichi Daily News (Tokyo) — 3rd largest of 5 national papers
Malaysia: The New Straits Times (Kuala Lumpur) — 4th largest of 7
Pakistan: Pakistan Press International — news agency, Karachi
Philippines: Philippine Star (Manila) — largest circulation
Because no English newspaper with back issues archived on the
Internet was available for Pakistan, the author used stories obtained from the
country’s news agency. It was thought that Pakistan, an Islamic country with
a common border with Afghanistan would be too important to leave out.
The total sample size is 400 (newspaper item s). The dailies had an
average of 57 news and opinion/editorial articles on 9/11. The unit of
analysis was the entire story or opinion item. All newspaper articles were
coded according to the following content categories: tone, news source, and
topic or section of newspaper.
Tone was operationally defined as the manner or direction of the story,
whether it was negative, positive or neutral. A negative tone means that the
story blames the United States for the terrorist attack (for any given reason),
the United States deserves to be punished, contains strong and several
negative words or critical comments against the United States, its policies,
what it stands for, etc. On the other hand, an article was coded as containing
a positive tone if it contained a pro-American stance generally sympathetic
to the United States or condemned the attack in strong, unequivocal terms.
A newspaper item that expresses neither resentment or sympathy or contains
a balanced view is coded as having a neutral tone.
News source refers to people or organizations that are quoted or to
whom information is attributed. News topic means the general subject
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)
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Table 11.1
Tone of Coverage in Asian Newspapers
(Percent of Stories)
Tone of Coverage
Positive

N eutral

N egative

China

25.0%

75.0%

0.0%

India

9.0%

41.0%

50.0%

Indonesia

16.4%

43.3%

40.3%

Japan

19.6%

65.6%

14.8%

M alaysia

19.5%

39.0%

41.5%

Pakistan

20.0%

45.0%

35.0%

Philippines

34.4%

52.7%

12.9%

category (i.e. business, national, etc.). Basic descriptive statistics are used to
present content analysis findings. To derive news themes, a textual,
qualitative analysis was employed.

RESULTS
Table 11.1 gives the percentage of positive stories per country. Predictably,
the Philippines had the highest proportion of positive articles (34.4%),
followed by China (25%), Pakistan (20%) and Japan (19.6%).
India topped the negative chart, followed by Malaysia and Indonesia.
Fully half of India’s coverage was negative while 41.5 percent of Malaysia’s
and 40.3 percent of Indonesia’s newspaper reporting was on the negative
side.
With 75 percent of its newspaper items giving a balanced account of
the events of September 11, China’s Zhongguo Ribao came out as the most
neutral. Japan with 65.6 percent and the Philippines with 52.7 percent
occupied the second and third neutral slots. In short, the tone of the
coverage generally reflects the status of relations between the United States
and each of the countries.
Table 11.2 breaks out the tone of coverage over time. During the first
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Table 11.2
Tone of Coverage Over Tim e
(Percent of Stories)
Tone of Coverage
Positive

N egative

9/139/15

9/189/22

9/239/26

9/279/29

9/139/15

9/189/22

9/239/26

9/279/29

China

30.0%

20.0%

25.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

India

22.2%

0.0%

0.0%

11.1%

48.1%

56.5%

40.0%

55.6%

Indonesia

28.6%

11.1%

14.3%

14.3%

35.7%

55.5%

47.6%

14.3%

Japan

11.1%

21.4%

22.2%

14.3%

18.5%

14.3%

11.1%

14.3%

Malaysia

42.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

37.0%

37.5%

75.0%

57.2%

Pakistan

15.4%

25.0%

0.0%

50.0%

23.1%

33.0%

66.7%

16.7%

Philippines

45.9%

45.0%

18.8%

23.8%

13.5%

5.0%

31.2%

4.8%

three days of the attacks, all newspapers expressed sympathy for the United
States and condemned the attacks. But the support began to decline as time
passed, with Malaysia showing the most drastic drop, followed by India and
Indonesia.
In terms of news sources, all of the newspapers used official sources,
particularly national government officers as the top choice with the exception
of the Pakistani news agency, which relied more on U.S. government sources
(Table 11.3). The level of dependence on official sources ranged from 24.4
percent (India) to 62.5 percent (China). Indonesia, Malaysia and the
Philippines had private individuals as their newspapers’ second most-used
news sources, while India and Pakistan relied on other foreign governments
as their second reported news source. Only Malaysia (9.8%) and Pakistan
(18.2%) attributed a relatively greater proportion of their stories to other
sources, such as religious and local organizations. In fact, in the case of
Pakistan, religious and local organizations comprised its second highest news
source.
Three (Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines) of the seven
newspapers treated the atrocities of September 11 as a national news agenda
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Table 11.3
News Sources Quoted in Asian Newspapers
(Percent of Sources)
Sources
N ational O fficials

U .S. G overnm ent

O ther

China

62.5%

9.3%

28.2%

India

24.4%

26.0%

49.6%

Indonesia

25.6%

11.0%

63.4%

Japan

35.1%

29.7%

35.2%

M alaysia

36.6%

9.8%

53.6%

Pakistan

6.8%

27.3%

65.9%

30.6%

15.3%

54.1%

Philippines

while four (China, Japan, Malaysia and Pakistan) relegated it to their
international sections. India was the only one that had an equal proportion
of its 9/11 stories appearing in Telegraph India ‘s national and international
divisions.
Indonesia and the Philippines had significantly higher percentage of
editorial or opinion articles compared with the newspapers of the other
countries. In fact, op-ed materials in these two countries were the second
highest type of newspaper item. All of the countries reported the September
tragedy throughout the period studied. All of the papers provided local
angles to their 9/11 reporting. News about citizens killed in the attacks and
local reactions formed part of the coverage in all countries.

DISCUSSION
In general, the analysis supports the expectation that a newspaper’s coverage
of 9/11 reflects the nature of the political relationship between the United
States and the newspaper’s nation. In other words, the m ore positive the
political relations, the more positive the coverage of 9/11. This was
particularly the case for the Philippines. However, India and China were
partial exceptions to the rule, and a qualitative analysis of the coverage
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suggests that certain unique features of the country may account for some of
the differences in coverage.
Philippines
A democratic, Christian country like the Philippines with a relatively
independent, free press and a long history of friendship with the United
States reported the event in the most positive light. If the Philippine Star did
not veer to the positive zone, it stayed neutral. As Table 1 shows, the
Philippines had the third highest number of balanced articles.
Although the archipelago is beset by a persistent Muslim insurgency in
Mindanao, the militancy of the minority Islamic population ebbs and flows
with the government’s response. As a result, while the reasons for the
insurgency, legitimate or not, are gradually seeping into the mainstream
media, the Muslim voice in this predominantly Roman Catholic nation is a
small one.
The Philippine Star framed the 9/11 attacks as a “crime against
humanity.” “No cause, no faith justifies such mass murder. No
condemnation is strong enough for this cowardly atrocity. Those responsible
must be made to pay for their crime against humanity. The civilized world
mourns with the American nation, with the victims and their families,” the
paper’s Sept. 13, 2001, editorial stated.
Expressions of “horror, sadness and outrage” over the terrorist
bom bing and President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo’s support for a U.S.-led
international coalition against terrorism found their way into the newspaper’s
pages. The Star also reported possible impact of the attacks on the nation’s
economy, raids of suspected local terrorist hideouts, and casualties/injuries
among Filipino-Americans or Philippine overseas contract workers in New
York (estimated at 10,000) and Washington, D.C. (about 4,000).
Because of the significant number of Filipino overseas workers in the
Middle East, the Star mentioned the reviving of a six-year-old contingency
evacuation plan called Oplan Aguila in the event of war in that region. On
Sept. 26, a Star story also reported the suspension of deployment of overseas
Filipino workers to Pakistan and Iran.
One other feature that distinguishes the Star coverage is the number of
first-person accounts of the WTC carnage. The newspaper had the highest
number of articles describing the experience of being in New York at that
time as well as a high number of stories in which Filipino-Americans
reaffirmed their faith in democratic ideals.
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India
Coverage of 9/11 in the Indian newspaper, which registered the largest
proportion of negative articles about America, is a mixed bag. At first glance,
it defies conventional predictions because it is the world’s biggest democracy
with a vibrant, free press; yet its largest English regional paper broke ranks
with the media in similarly situated nations and published the most negative
accounts. The newspaper’s coverage may have been affected by vestiges of
its nation’s support for the Soviet Union during the Cold War and its former
socialist economy.
Moreover, with a volatile Islamic population that is a significant
minority in the country and a government that has been trying to
accommodate every minority group in an effort to preserve or enhance
harmony among the Hindus, Sikhs, Christians and Muslims, the press seems
to have placed a greater premium on internal conditions over those beyond
its immediate borders. For India, endemic priorities might have trumped the
generally good diplomatic and trade relations with the U nited States,
especially with the two countries’ growing reciprocity in the hi-tech sector.
News frames in The Telegraph might be characterized as a seesaw
between India’s offering of total cooperation with the United States in
combating terrorism and the government’s misgivings about America’s aid
and preferential treatment of Pakistan as well as concerns about the Kashmiri
problem. In a Sept. 17 story, the Telegraph reported: “After raising a banner
virtually proclaiming, ‘We are all Americans now’ for the first two days after
the suicide strikes, the BJP is sounding disenchanted with the U.S., ostensibly
because it is inching closer to Pakistan to trap Osama bin Laden”
(Ramaseshan and Benedict, 2001).
India’s Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee was also described as being
“keen on dispelling the impression that India was ready to offer
unconditional support to the U.S. in its offensive against Osama bin Laden
and the Taliban. The Prime Minister had voiced his disappointment with the
U.S.’s failure to take into account India’s concerns while formulating its antiterror strategy” (Telegraph, Sept. 21).
Noticeable presence of stories like these — in addition to reports of
Muslims uniting against a U.S. attack (“War Cry Pierces Prayers on Either
Side,” Sept. 14), of Russia’s cautioning India against offering bases to the
U.S. armed forces if Washington chooses to go to war (Sharma, 2001), and
of a Gallup poll in 31 countries suggesting that “international public opinion
was mostly opposed to Washington’s military plans” (Bakhtiar, 2001) —
contributed to the overall negative tone of the Telegraph’s coverage.
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M alaysia, Indonesia and Pakistan
The unfavorable tone of Malaysia’s, Indonesia’s and Pakistan’s 9/11
reporting was expected considering the size of the Muslim presence and
influence in these countries. Also, the press in these countries is known to
have more restrictions compared with the rest in the sample. The United
States has favorable diplomatic and economic relations with them but, like
India, internal realities might have taken supremacy over other factors.
Malaysia, for instance, is America’s 10th largest trading partner, and the
country enjoys the biggest trade volume with the United States among
ASEAN nations (Sodhy, 2003).
Pakistan has an authoritarian government, although Malaysia and
Indonesia, despite their dominant party or parliamentary system, have had
their share of autocratic rulers. Not one is an Islamic state but many who are
in powerful civil service positions are Muslims. The same may be said of
other influential institutions such as the news media, business and
educational organizations. A majority of the Muslims in these countries
espouse the moderate kind of Islam, yet when an event with the scale of
9/11 happened, solidarity was shown as the tone of newspaper accounts
revealed.
Malaysia’s The New Straits Times carried official government condolences
and condemnation of the WTC suicide bombing, which was called a
“heinous crime.” However, the news frames shifted later to analyses of what
led to the attacks, criticisms against U.S. unilateral retaliation and calls to stay
out of an imminent Afghanistan conflict. Ali’s (2001) Straits Times article, for
instance, reported that “suggestions that America’s foreign policies and
difficult relations in the Middle East had sown the seeds of hatred were given
cursory attention” by the media. In “Defining Clearly What’s Terrorism,”
Abdullah (2001) opined that “international law pertaining to terrorism is
vague, so much so the U.S., the victim of today, was once the perpetrator of
terrorism, at least on Afghanistan and Sudan, and let off the hook.”
Some of the headlines are illustrative: “Attack on Afghans will hit the
innocent, says Gerakan” (Straits Times, Sept. 28) and “Blanket retaliation
would be just as mad” (Samad, 2001). In the Sept. 28 story, “NGOs hand
memo to U.S. Embassy,” the Times mentioned an NGO president as saying,
“Muslims had always been blamed for every terrorist attack, adding that
some of the attacks could have been carried out by certain interest groups or
American terrorists.” These and similar sentiments that landed on the pages
of the Straits Times rendered its coverage on the negative end of the
continuum.
The Times also reported a hoax bomb threat of the Petronas Towers,
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the status of 23 Malaysians working at WTC, and government efforts to
secure strategic locations. This newspaper framed “global peace” as
contingent on the United States’ nonuse of “violence against violence” and
a UN-led global war against terrorism.
Similar framing patterns are discernible in Indonesia’s Jakarta Post.
While coverage began with President Megawati Soekarnoputri’s declaration
of “great shock” over the “barbaric and indiscriminate” terrorist attacks, a
crescendo of negative voices, mostly from the Muslim community, appeared
in the Post. Some examples are: “U.S. warned against blaming Islamic groups
for attacks” (Sept. 13. 2001); “Terror will only produce terror” (Sept. 22);
“Muslim groups hunt for Americans” (Sept. 24); and “MUI slams attacks on
U.S.’ planned Afghanistan strike” (Sept. 26).
At least three stories reported that hundreds of members of radical
Muslim groups scoured five-star hotels to tell Americans to leave Indonesia
if the U.S. strikes at Afghanistan. One article said that the police hesitated to
prevent these militants from carrying out their intimidation campaign.
The overarching theme of Jakarta Post’s coverage is best summarized
by the following statements in the news stories: “The Indonesian Ulemas
Council called on Muslims all over the world to wage a jihad should the U.S.
and its allies go ahead with their planned aggression toward Afghanistan”
(Sept. 26); “Local observers said that the American habit of attributing
terrorism to particular religious or ethnic groups was dangerous because it
unfairly stigmatized Islam and the Middle East” (Sept. 13); and “Conflicts
between the West and the Muslim world are largely due to the inconsistent
policy of the U.S. which has supported corrupt, repressive “friendly tyrants”
in the Islamic world through its long history of economic and military
intervention” (Perwita, 2001).
Articles from Pakistan’s news agency, PPI, echoed identical frames
found in the Indonesian and Malaysian newspapers with three salient
distinctions: at least five news items alluded to an Israeli conspiracy; two
articles urged the United States to take notice of “state terrorism of India
against innocent people of Jammu and Kashmir” (Sept. 19); and a number
of stories cited protests against Musharaf’s decision to support the U.S
stating that Muslims will support a jihad if Afghanistan is attacked.
For instance, an interview attributed the following to a Pakistani former
chief justice: “Terrorist attacks on America were condemnable but the
absence of 4,000 Jews working in (the) World Trade Center on the day the
calamity hit the building and cancellation of Israeli Prime Minister’s
scheduled visit to New York in the eleventh hour, indicated to some other
direction” (Sept. 25). Another article alluded to “involvement of the Israeli
intelligence agency, Mosad” (Sept. 18).
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September 11 also became a platform to dramatize the rift between
India and Pakistan over Jammu and Kashmir. PPI carried items calling India,
a “terrorist state.” In opposing the Pakistani government’s support of U.S.’
action against Afghanistan, some PPI articles quoted a Taliban leader in
Afghanistan saying “it is not because of Osama. This is the demonization of
Islam” (Sept. 15). In assigning blame for the attacks, stories referred to
“America’s interference in other poor nations’ affairs” (Sept. 14) and “part
of conspiracy of the Jews who wanted to create a difference between the
Muslims and the government of the United States” (Sept. 24). Elements of
Huntington’s (1996) “clash of civilizations” are operative here.
China
Somewhat surprising is the fact that China’s newspaper had the second
biggest percentage of positive stories. Its communist system is the antithesis
of democracy. It also has the most controlled press among the sample
countries and its relationship with the United States has been mired by
incidents epitomized in Tianamen. Given these, a more negative reportage
might have been expected. However, with China’s exceptionally strong
export trade with the United States soon after the country shifted to a free
market-like economy, it is easier to understand why its highly controlled
press would tout the government line and report a balanced, if not a
sympathetic, account of the terrorist attack.
The Chinese government’s reaction to September 11 clearly has been
supportive of the United States — it backed the use of force against
terrorism and strengthened border security with Afghanistan and froze assets
of suspected terrorist groups (Gill, 2003). It must be noted that among the
countries in the study, the Chinese newspaper attributed 63 percent of 9/11
stories to national government officials.
More significant, the Zhongguo Ribao or China Daily had zero negative
articles. It appears that the country and its media did not want to be on the
opposite aisle from its major trading partner and, in fact, saw the attacks as
an opportunity to shore up constructive relations with the United States. The
nation’s dominant religions, Buddhism and Confucianism, with their dogma
of nonviolence, may have played also a role in the otherwise positive tone of
the coverage.
The China Daily’s principal frames include the country’s opposition to
terrorism and its sympathy with the United States; the importance of
international cooperation in anti-terrorist efforts, particularly emphasizing the
dominant role the United Nations should play; and its confidence in the
resilience of the U.S. economy and political system. The following quotes
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from Chinese government officials represent the various themes:
“Momentum for the improvement of ties between China and the United
States continued on Friday as the two countries agreed to enhance their
consultations and cooperation in the fight against terrorism” (Zongwei, 2001)
and “that the eradication of terrorism as a major menace to the international
community can only be achieved with global cooperation, making such effort
both pressing and necessary.” President Jiang Zemin continued: “It is
necessary for the U.N. Security Council to play its due role and that all
actions should help maintain the long-term interests of world peace and
development” (Min, 2001).
Referring to comments by China’s business leaders and economic and
world trade ministers, Daozu (2001) wrote: “Now the crashes, which are
expected to bring new difficulties to the U.S. economy, may influence U.S.related transactions and plans ranging from trade and investment to Chinese
companies. But many also think that the impact would be insignificant in the
long-term since the impact of the crashes on the U.S. economy, which is still
based on strong fundamentals, would be short lived.”
Understandably, the China Daily devoted substantial space to the
economic effects of the 9/11 attacks. The tone of these articles was upbeat
and optimistic: “The nation’s oil imports and exports are not likely to be
greatly affected by the United States’ possible attack on Afghanistan,” (Ye,
2001). A Foreign Ministry official was also quoted saying that “China’s
commitment to join the global front against terrorism embraces the issue of
checking and blocking the money channels linked with the terror attacks”
(Min, 2001).
Interestingly, the head of the m ission of the Pudong New Area in
Shanghai who participated in the design of Shanghai’s Jinmao Tower, China’s
tallest skyscraper, told the China Daily: “The World Trade Center towers were
the sister towers of the Jinmao Tower in Pudong, and we had close relations
with the WTC in New York while designing, building and working out plans
to manage the Jinmao Tower. We feel we’ve lost a sister and, above all, we
believe that terrorist activities pose grave threats not only to the United States
but to the countries which have skyscrapers as well as all the countries on
Earth” (Xing, 2001).
Japan
Next to China, Japan posted the second largest percentage of neutral stories
and the second smallest proportion of negative articles. This result is
expected, because Japan is a politically stable, prosperous and democratic
country with a relatively free press. It is noteworthy that The Mainichi Shimbun
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is considered “liberal, left-leaning ... and favored by intellectuals” (Sakai,
2003). The daily presented various sides of the story, including the opinions
of Muslims and scholarly Islamic studies. Its editorials expressed pacifism,
finding of other ways to combat terrorism and avoiding a “clash of
civilizations.” In contrast, the conservative press underscored Japan’s alliance
with the United States and its role in the global community. It supported the
call to arms against terrorism as a means of preserving world peace (Sakai,
2003).
Indeed, Japan joined the international unison denouncing terrorism and
supporting the United States. Several of the Mainichi Shimbun’s articles dealt
with internal discourse over introducing constitutional changes removing
restrictions on the Self-Defense Force, thereby allowing Japan to aid U.S.
military action against terrorists. The following headlines tell the story:
‘Government favors loosening SDF troops triggers” (Sept. 27); “90 percent
of Japanese favor support for U.S. retaliatory strikes” (Sept. 25); “Koizumi
tells Bush Japan is with you” (Sept. 13); Public divided over how to assist
U.S. (Sept. 18); and “Don’t’ rush to send in the SDF” (Sept. 22).
The Mainichi also published stories about 24 Japanese casualties at
WTC; the country’s increased security and the “choking off funding for
terrorists” (Sept. 24).

Conclusion
Athough all of the Asian countries and their print media in this study initially
and unequivocally declared kinship with America right after 9/11 and
condemned the heinous murder of innocent victims, support for the United
States began to fade as time passed. Critics from the Islamic population of
India, Malaysia, Indonesia and Pakistan expressed concern over the use of
armed reprisal against the “core terrorist” nations. So while the governments
of these countries officially declared “zero tolerance for terrorism,” they were
critical of waging war against Afghanistan.
Among the nations with large Muslim populations, Pakistan was
somewhat unique. Its news agency started with a low volume of positive
coverage that dramatically spiked during the latter part of the study. This
improvement over time may be partly due to intensifying U.S. and Pakistani
government cooperation in the search of bin Laden and in rooting terrorists
that fled from Afghanistan into Pakistan.
What this study shows is the interplay of both intrinsic journalistic and
external variables that created the variety of perspectives and frames used by
the Asian news media in their reporting of 9/11. Reporters’ routine practices
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of finding local angles as well as factors such as political ideology, religion,
press freedom, trade and diplomatic relations with the United States appear
to have influenced what was said or unsaid in the newspaper accounts of the
September 11 events.
Since the research did not establish direct empirical causality and was
focused on message content only, all of the probable determinants of the
reporting are simply implied. What is indisputable, though, is that the
international press represented in this study by the Asian newspapers made
9/11 a priority agenda.
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Chapter 12

C HINESE P RINT M EDIA
C OVERAGE OF 9/11
SINCE 2001
Mobo C. F. Gao, with Ming Liang

T

his chapter examines coverage of 9/11 in
Chinese print media. We focus on print media and divide that coverage into
three categories: official, semi-official and the unofficial.
For the official media, we selected renmin ribao (People’s Daily) which is
the mouthpiece of the Communist Party of China (CCP) and the Chinese
government. For the semi-official m edia, we selected nanfang zhoumo (the
Southern Weekend). And for the unofficial media, we selected e-media (i.e.,
various Web sites), which are not confined geographically to China. In fact,
much of the e-media discussion takes place on sites that are hosted outside
of China but include contributions from people inside of China, Chinese
citizens, or dissidents living outside of China.
We examine coverage from the first month after September 11, 2001.
After that, from 2002 to 2004, we selected only coverage on the anniversary
of 9/11. The rationale for this sampling is a pragmatic one: We did not have
enough resources to examine everything. Our method is basically a content
analysis to see whether and how the three categories of media may differ in
terms of narratives and messages.

THE CHINESE OFFICIAL REPORTING
Like other media around the world, the People’s Daily published many stories
about the deaths and casualties from 9/11. They also covered the effect of
9/11 on the U.S. and world stock markets, the airlines and tourist industries,
and the U .S. economy. The newspaper also reported, quite neutrally, the
various U.S. and U.N. resolutions and announcements. And it gave
significant coverage to how the United States and United Kingdom were
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building up their resources for the war in Afghanistan.
People’s Daily coverage also stressed that China “had always been” (yi
guan) opposed to “any and every form of terrorist violent activities” (yi qie
xingshi de kongbu zhuyi baoli huodong). This was expressed in the Foreign
Ministry Spokesperson news brief on the Sept. 12, 2001, and it was also
expressed by Qian Qichen, a veteran Chinese diplomat and vice-premier of
the State Council, who spoke by telephone with Colin Powell on Sept. 14 (as
well as by Jia Chun Wang, the Public Security Minister, on Sept. 18). On
Sept. 12, Jiang Zemin, the president of the PRC, sent a message of
condolence to President George Bush. On Sept. 13, the newspaper reported
that Zemin spoke with Bush to offer his condolences and to condemn
terrorism. It also reported that the Chinese State Tourist Bureau was helping
American tourists in China who might have difficulties in returning home
immediately after 9/11.
When reporting the impeding war in Afghanistan, the paper used its
reporting of Chinese leaders’ exchange with foreign leaders to push the
Chinese official opposition to the war and its advocacy of working through
international organizations and international laws and treaties to fight
terrorism. The paper reported that Jiang Zemin, in his telephone
conversation with the British Prime Minister Tony Blair, pointed out that war
against terrorism had to be conducted according to international law and
along the lines of the commonly accepted international principles. The paper
also reported that during his telephone conversation with Russian President
Vladamir Putin, Jiang expressed his wish that China and Russia work
together to strengthen the international mechanism for dealing with
terrorism. And the newspaper also reported Jiang’s telephone conversation
with French President Jacques Chirac, during which he stressed the
importance of international cooperation in combating terrorism.
The People’s Daily reported that the Taliban condemned the U.S. and
U.K. war against Afghanistan and accused it as an act of terrorism. To show
that the Taliban regime was reasonable, the paper explained that the Taliban
was willing to arrest and put bin Laden on trial if the United States could
present evidence of his crime. It also reported the Taliban’s firm stand that
it would not hand in bin Laden unless evidence was presented. In expressing
its position against the war in Afghanistan, the paper used its correspondent’s
interviews with the locals in the country to appeal for peace under the
headline: “We Need Peace.”
In further developing the thesis of opposing “all forms of terrorism,”
the paper reported Palestine leader Yassir Arafat’s plea that the world should
not forget Israel’s state terrorism simply because the United States was
attacked. It also reported that Cuba held an anniversary to commemorate the
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10/06 incident in which a bomb exploded and killed 73 passengers aboard
a Cuban airline on October 6, 1976. The report quoted President Fidel
Castro, who expressed sympathy for the American people and requested that
other countries stop terrorist activities against Cuba. The paper also reported
various government announcements and people protests all over the world
against the U.S.-led war in Afghanistan.
For the first anniversary of 9/11, the People’s Daily had a mixture of new
themes. One was that the anti-terrorist war activities by the United States had
made the world less safe and more worrisome. From its correspondents in
the United States, the paper reported that the Americans were still recovering
from the fact that their country was vulnerable to attack. It reported that one
of the most obvious consequences of this was that Americans were much
more nationalistic.
Its correspondent from France told of an interviewee’s argument that
the terrorist attack on the United States stemmed from its support of Israel.
Its correspondent from Russia reported on some Russian resentment that,
although Putin was one of the first to send message of sympathy to the
United States after 9/11, the United States had no sympathy for the Russians
when they were attacked by terrorists. Its correspondent from Pakistan
reported that, according to one survey, 60 percent of the people there
resented the United States and felt less safe, believed their freedoms were
more restricted and that their country’s income had declined as a result of the
decline of tourism. The newspaper’s correspondent from Syria stated that the
Syrians had changed from having sympathy for the United States to
resentment and anger. The people interviewed indicated that there had been
movements to boycott U.S. products. Finally it reported that four out of the
five Central Asian states had m ilitary contracts with the United States as a
result of war against terrorism. The correspondent reported that some of the
people interviewed were convinced these countries were to be de-stablized
as a result of Western democratic values and U.S. lifestyle values.
Another theme in the second anniversary coverage of 9/11 in the
People’s Daily was U.S. unilateralism. In an article that reflected on the past
and future of terrorism, the paper stated that terrorism and anti-terrorism
were not something that occurred after the 9/11. Since 1962, the United
Nations had passed 12 resolutions and regulations in its efforts against
international terrorism. The story argued that the U.S. war in Iraq had
nothing to do with terrorism . Instead, it harmed the UN efforts against
terrorism because the United States had marginalized the UN. The war on
terrorism will succeed only if all nations act and work together, the article
stated. In another article titled, “the trap of unilateralism,” the newspaper
argued that U.S. accusations about “rogue states” and “Axes of Evil”
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reminded people of Cold War propaganda.
In its second anniversary coverage, the paper asserted that the U.S. wars
in Afghanistan and Iraq essentially were the same as the 9/11 attacks, in that
both wanted to deter the enemy and shock them to the core. But both failed
to fulfill their aims. Since the United States acted alone (yi jia shuo le suan),
it cannot expect others to help it now when it is in a mess. The paper
asserted that the past two years seem to show that the “theory of clashes of
civilizations” is correct. But the civilizations, the South and North, are not
equal. Only when this inequality is addressed will the final solution found for
the problem of terrorism, the paper concludes.
The third anniversary of the 9/11 was almost a nonevent. There is only
one short report from the United States. It was a photo showing someone
placing a concrete road block on the pavement near the U.S. House of
Representatives as a measure to prevent terrorism. The headline was “antiterrorism road block,” which could have been interpreted as meaning either
a road block to prevent terrorism or the road is blocked for anti-terrorism.
The report states that people in the United States still do not feel safe.

SEMI-OFFICIAL COVERAGE
Until the reforms of the 1990s, the Chinese print media was not only tightly
controlled but also neatly categorized. There are central papers such as the
People’s Daily, sectorial papers such as the Chinese Youth, and Guangming Ribao
(the Guangming Daily) which is meant for the Chinese intellectuals, Jiefangjun
bao (The People’s Liberation Army paper) and provincial papers and local such
as Guangdong ribao (Guangdong Daily). The central papers are distributed
nationally, whereas provincial and local papers are not available outside their
own location except in libraries. However, since the reforms some new
papers have emerged that challenge this categorization and also are more
cosmopolitan in content.
Nanfang zhoumo is one of the new papers. It is located in Guangdong
Province but is widely distributed all over China. It is not sectorial and it is
not provincial. It often carries coverage that is critical of local governments
and highlights topics of the day. It is rumored that some provincial
bureaucrats complained to the CCP central authorities that Nanfang zhoumo
had no right to interfere in internal affairs of other provinces since it is not
a government central paper. An example of how the paper sets the agenda
is its reportage of Li Changping and his exposure of rural situation in China.1
The paper is, therefore, also controversial. Leftists accuse it of being procapitalism and pro-globalization. It also is accused of ignoring the
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horrendous migrant working conditions in Guangdong and supporting the
continuation of bank accounts opened in pseudo-names.
As the paper only publishes on weekends, its first coverage of 9/11
appeared two days later, on Sept. 13. The first four pages of the paper were
devoted to 9/11. The first page carried a headline in big and black characters
meiguo yu xi ji hou de shijie (“the world after the American attack”). The whole
page, which quoted world leaders and U.S. officials, is divided into three
sections. The first is beitong yu qianze (pain and condemnation), the second is
meiguo hui bu hui baofu (will the US revenge?) and the third shijie jingji xue shang
jia shuang (snow on top of frost on the world economy). The headline on the
second page is “Black Tuesday, Black U SA.” On this page it also carried
photos of the scenes that we saw in the Western media, such as the
collapsing of the two towers amid smoke, people escaping from the attack
covered by dust rain and the unbelievable horror on the faces of these who
were watching what was happening.
In describing the event, the paper has four subheadings. The first is
“misfortune fell from the sky”; the second, “Manhathan, a shocking 120
minutes”; the third, “Washington: everywhere on fire”; and the fourth,
“speedy reaction.” Page three was devoted to the brief introduction of the
World Trade Towers, the Pentagon and U.S. anti-air attack institutions and
technology. Finally the headline on page four was “Apart from ‘God bless
you.’” Under this headline there are remarks about 9/11 from different
people. U.S. officials’ and Tony Blair’s responses are categorized as “The will
of the U.S. is being tested.” The responses from Arafat and the U.N.
Secretary-General are categorized as “Terrorism will not promote any cause
of justice,” while the responses from Chirac, Putin and Israel’s Shalon belong
to the same category of “This is a challenge to all humanity.” The responses
from the Taliban, Libya and bin Laden (who denied that he had anything to
do with it) are categorized as “This may be a plot by certain government.”
The second weekend after 9/11 was Sept. 20 and Nanfang zhoumo again
had four-page coverage. It first carried a report attempting to analyze the
connection between bin Laden and the Taliban. The reporter, named Fu An,
mostly quotes U.S. sources and only at the end adds that financial and
military support of bin Laden actually came from the United States when it
wanted him to fight the Soviet troops in Afghanistan. It then published an
opinion piece by Zhang Guoqing of the Institute of American Studies of the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. Zhang argues that 9/11 presented Bush
with four opportunities: 1) to unite his people, 2) to rectify domestic politics
involving issues such as ethnicity, class and violence, 3) to re-shape foreign
policies and 4) to reduce trade obstacles and to speed up globalization. Not
surprisingly in the last “opportunity.” Zhang mentions China’s WTO
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membership issue.
On the same page, three military specialists introduce technical
specifications of the B-2 Stealth Bomber that the United States is likely to use
to “revenge” 9/11. Another page of this weekend issue was devoted to the
introduction of the Taliban, with a grotesque picture of a smiling Taliban
soldier holding a Stinger Missile in front of a man being hanged. However,
the reportage under the name of Fu An from Beijing attempts to show that
the Taliban has done some very positive things in Afghanistan within seven
years in power, including suppressing the war lords and restoring peace in the
country, delivering free food to the poor, reducing taxes and prohibiting the
production of drug crops. Fu further argues that the American sanction and
international isolation not only made the people in the country suffer but
also pushed the Taliban to the extreme version of Islam state.
On page three of the same issue, the paper, while carrying a briefing of
the elite anti-terrorist military units in the world (USA, Germany, Russia,
France and UK), published an opinion piece by Wang Fuchun of the Beijing
Institute of International Relations. Wang argues that although terrorism may
be more cruel, more violent and less rule-binding than normal warfare, it is
nevertheless a war, and asymmetry warfare of the weak against the strong
may be very effective. Therefore, to use violence to fight terrorism would not
work but would actually reduce the moral strength of those who suffer from
terrorism.
The newspaper printed only one story on the weekend of Sept. 27. This
focused on the possible energy crisis as a consequence of 9/11 and what
China should do to cope with the situation. The paper invites four academics
to discuss the issue. Hu Angang of Qinghua U niversity and the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences asserts China is facing an energy crisis. Chen
Xinhua of the International Energy Organization suggests that China should
take five measures to cope with the situation: 1) strategic storage of oil, 2)
diversification of import sources, 3) more efficiency in consumption, 4)
insurance of transportation channel of energy and 5) an energy emergence
organization. Chen Hui of the State Council Development Centre thinks
China should use the international market to buy and sell oil to its advantage.
And Wu Yuanwei thinks in the next 30 years coal should still be main energy
source for China.
On Oct. 4, the paper devoted one page to a discussion of how to
prevent terrorism from the point of science and technology, such as airport
security check. On Oct. 18 the paper published two articles on page three
covering 9/11. One was written by Liu Xiaobiao of the China International
Broadcasting Station and the other by Liu Ying of the Beijing Institute of
Communication, both of whom discuss whether 9/11 indicates clashes of
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civilization, since some Muslims became the innocent victims of the war on
terror and since five of the seven “rogue states” named by the United States
are Islamic countries. Finally an opinion piece by Tong Zhongying of
Qinghua University argues that 9/11 shows that globalization brings
freedom. But if there is no international order, freedom is in danger. On page
27, an author named Feng Duan discusses what has effects 9/11 had the
Internet and e-media.
The first anniversary came with a reporting of how the families of
several U.S. victims of 9/11 commemorate the event. The reportage
summarizes the activities of these families, saying that they commemorated
the anniversary by working, being quiet, enjoying life, expressing friendship,
affection and love. In a word, their commemoration was expressed through
hope. One opinion piece by Xu Tianqing of Zhongshan University
comments on the effect of 9/11 on the U.S. economy. Xu argues that the
U.S. economy started its path on depression before 9/11, and the attacks
sent a damaging message to consumer confidence. The United States should
take measures to restore confidence; but instead, the United States took the
opportunity to exercise hegemony behavior and to list some countries as
“rogue states.” He also pointed out that the United States increased military
spending to an unprecedented level and, thus, further accelerates the
economic downturn.
Another commentator expresses a similar view. Quoting New York
Times columnist Paul Krugman, He Fan of the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences argues that the Enron collapse is responsible for changing the
prospects of the U.S. economy. In criticizing a widely accepted view that
9/11 was an act of anti-globalization, He Fan argues that 9/11 could only be
carried out by people who benefited from globalization. The bin Ladens were
not peasants. They were educated in the best education institutions in the
United States and Europe, they learned piloting skills in these countries and
they were carrying U.S. dollars. Surely they had more in common with Bush
than they had with a peasant in Afghanistan or Western China, He Fan
concludes.
One correspondent sent a report titled, “U.S., Are You Still Safe?”,
accompanied with a picture of armed police guarding the British Embassy in
Washington. On the same page of the paper, there is an old question and
new answer section in which three questions are asked. Why is it necessary
to combat terrorism? And the answer is provided by Pan Wei, a professor of
international relations at Beijing University. Basically he says that
international terrorism has to be suppressed because it is “uncivilized.” It is
uncivilized because it does not obey the rules of engagement. On the other
hand, state terrorism is “civilized” because it obeys rules and is sensitive to
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all kinds of international factors. The second question is “Why had 9/11
made the U.S. so nervous?” The answer is given by Ni Luoxiong, director of
the Institute of W ar and Culture at East China University of Technology,
who said that 9/11 shows that terrorism renders U.S. military power,
however awesome and however powerfully the best in the world, impotent.
In addition, 9/11 made the United States realize that it can also be
vulnerable. The third question: “How did 9/11 benefit the U.S. military?”
The answer is given by Xue Pan, a Ph.D. candidate at Yale University. Xue
Pan uses the example of how the U.S. military now could use Yale’s Career
Service to recruit its students, something that was never allowed before. Yale
has to give in to this demand because the U.S. government threatens to
withdraw its financial support of $328 million, which is 16 percent of Yale’s
operating costs, if Yale does not comply with the military demand.
In interviews with three Americans from three different states, Chen
Xiaowei wants to find out how Americans answer two questions. The first
question concerns a survey which shows that more than half of the
Europeans think that U.S. foreign policies are partially responsible for the
9/11 attacks. The second question is to ask whether they think the United
States should attack Iraq. All three interviewees deny that the U.S. foreign
policy had anything to do with 9/11, and only one of the three thinks that
the United States should not launch a war with Iraq. The paper also
published an article by Lu Hongbing that presented a picture of how modern
technology provides new opportunity for reporting 9/11. The article
discusses the Web sites of 9/11, the DIY journalists working on 9/11 and
the role of the blogs. It then lists several Web sites as example, including
w w w .se p t1 1 photo.org, w w w .se p t1 1 th e m e m o ria l.c o m a nd
www.msnbc.com/news/msnsp-“9.11”_front.asp.
A commentary by Wang Shuangyan suggests that 9/11 has pushed
humanity to a crossroad where people have to choose between violence
against violence or appeasement (he jie) measures to stop the bottle neck of
terrorism. Although many people assume that terrorist attack on the United
States is an attack on U.S. freedom, anyone who takes a rational analysis will
realize that terrorism against the United States indicates clearly that the U.S.centered approach to its own interests and power has offended some
countries and some people’s feelings. The commentator continues to assert
that 9/11 was a watershed event for the U nited States, for it has not only
provided an opportunity to control its hegemonic behavior but also gives it
a seduction to continue its hegemonic action. Whatever direction the Unites
States takes will decide the future of the world in the next 50 years at least.
The most positive aspect for China is that 9/11 provides an opportunity for
it to work together with the United States.
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A much longer and sophisticated commentary by Wang Yikui, an
academic from the Institute of American Studies of Fudan University, also
appeared during the second anniversary. The author quotes Western sources
to demonstrate that the Unites States has moved to a more closed society,
and, therefore, it has abandoned some of the very values that it was proud
of. It is also a sad fact that the United States has withdrawn from consensus
actions with other nations in combating environmental degradation and in
a fairer world trade arrangement. He argues that “we” ought to condemn
9/11 for its killing of the innocent civilians but also condemn it for the
opportunity that it gave the United States to embark on its road to a New
Empire. And the latter is the real tragedy. The commentary then argues that
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were just excuses for such an ambition, for
no evidence has been found that al-Qaeda had planned the 9/11 attacks or
that there were weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. WangYikui further
argues that United States is an exceptional country only in the sense that,
unlike other nations, it does not have an ethnic identity. Therefore, it has
been seeking enemies to build up its identity. During the Cold War, the U.S.
enemy was communism, and at the end of the Cold War the enemy was to
be other civilizations (clashes of civilizations) and China (the China threat).
September 11 diverted its attention to identify terrorists as enemies and the
list of these enemies became longer and longer. But the United States is still
looking for the “smoking gun.” The Iraqi War has already exposed the lie of
justice and the Emperor’s New Clothes. It is clear now that be they terrorists
or North Korea — their actions are all reactive to the U.S. behavior and very
often are desperate actions out of no choice. The rules of international affairs
and the world are unchanged. There is nothing new and the announcement
that “everything has changed since 9/11” is nothing but a real lie, W ang
Yikui concludes.
By the time the third anniversary arrived, the paper took a quite
detached but sober attitude. There were two commentaries on the issue of
9/11. Accompanying one commentary authored by Song Wei was a picture
of flowers and a huge teddy bear placed where Russian school children were
killed in a Russian terrorist incident that occurred just few days previously.
Beside the picture there is a poem commemorating those who died in the
incident.
The commentary by Song Wei also mentions the train station explosion
in the Madrid that killed 202 people. The commentary asserts that terrorism
has been around since ancient times but has reached an unprecedented scale
recently. By using the ancient Chinese Daoist philosophical idea that
whatever rises will also decline, Song Wei declares that the end of terrorism
is not far away. The reason offered for this is that terrorism today in its ends
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and means has lost its legitimacy. The kind of terrorism that took place under
the circumstances of colonialism was legitimate. But terrorism took a new
form since the end of colonialism and that was in the name of religion and
extreme nationalism, which reached its height after the end of the Cold War.
For Song Wei, terrorism has come to its dead end because of its stupidity of
confronting every one in every direction. The United States supported
terrorism in certain countries for a long time during the Cold War. So did the
former Soviet Union. But now terrorists can find new backers.
In a longer commentary, Ma Jian has a far more complicated picture of
terrorism. First, it points out that the UN listed more than 40 organizations
as terrorist, while the U.S. list includes 77 organizations in 2004 — 16 more
than what was included in its own 2003 list. Second, the commentator admits
that evidence seems to suggest that most terrorist activities, with the
exception of those that took place in Israel and Chechnya, are not only of a
religious nature but also have connection with the al-Qaeda. The
commentary then lists all terrorist activities since 2001, including those in the
Philippines, Spain, and Russia. But curiously, the commentator does not
include the Uigour separatist activities. Contrary to Song Wei, Ma Jian
concludes that despite of all the efforts and success in combating terrorism
all over the world, anti-terrorism has a long long way to go and the reason is
that nations of the world cannot unite together in its fighting against
terrorism. They cannot unite because they cannot have a unified definition
of what terrorism is and, therefore, cannot identify who is a terrorist.

UNOFFICIAL COVERAGE
By unofficial coverage, we mean the coverage in electronic media and on
Web sites, such BBS and blogs. Some of the e-discussions are taken from a
Web site by da ji yuan, which is the mouthpiece of Falungong. This decision
is taken not because we think Falungon is more reliable but because it seems
to have the best archive system. Some of the Web sites are located in China
and some are located outside of China but are accessible to participants
inside China. Because of the very nature of the e-media, the definition of
what is Chinese media cannot be assumed to be within the Chinese national
boundaries. Some of the participants of the e-media contribution may not
reside in China or may not even be Chinese citizens. They are considered
part of the Chinese unofficial media because, first, they are in Chinese
language; second, they are of ethnic Chinese origin; and third, and more
importantly, they do not only either respond to or address Chinese policies
and attitudes but also are engaged with Chinese inside China by debating
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with them. Therefore, in this section what is meant by “coverage” is less of
news reporting and more of opinions expressed in the debates between what
are usually referred to as Chinese nationalists/leftists and Chinese
liberals/dissidents.
When news of the 9/11 attacks reached Chinese people, there were two
contrasting unofficial reactions and responses. One was blatant jubilation and
the other was condemnation, not only of the 9/11 attacks but also the
Chinese who thought the Americans deserved the attacks. Soon after 9/11,
democratic dissidents called for a meeting in Washington. At the meeting
titled “China’s past, present and future: from the perspective of 9/11,” wellknown dissident Wei Jingsheng condemned some Chinese who were happy
that America was attacked and those who even lit firecrackers to celebrate.
He implied that the Chinese government used the occasion to arouse antiAmericanism in China (Da Can Kao, 2001).
One unnamed person said the response in the streets of Beijing was
that United States deserved it (Si xiang ping lu 2001). Some e-media debate
participants openly expressed their support for the attack and hailed those
who took part in the attack as heroes (Du Daobing, 2003). On the other
hand, Chinese dissidents not only expressed sympathy and support for the
U.S. government, they also actually identified themselves with the United
States. Ren Bumei, a well-known dissident, declared that he felt ashamed of
many of the Chinese responses expressed in BBS (Ren Bumei, 2001). Yu Jie,
another well-known dissident residing in China, described how he was crying
in front of the TV with an American missionary friend (who brings the
Gospel to the Chinese, Yu adds) and accused Yan Xuetong, a professor of
Qinghua University, of being an animal — evil and Satanic, because the latter
stated that the United States was only harvesting what it had sewed (Yu Jie,
2001). Another democracy activist, Zhao Dagong, declared that the United
States is the symbol of human civilization, democracy and freedom — a
country that embraces justice and peace and a country that represents the
future of humanity. Zhao said that he wanted to hide his ethnic identity after
knowing how the Chinese expressed delight at seeing the United States got
punished (Zhao Dagong, 2001).
Chinese dissidents, many of whom want to move to the United States,
have a very positive attitude toward the country. Part of the reason for this
is that U.S. government actively encourages Chinese dissidents by providing
protection, scholarship, visa and other m eans of political and financial
support. It has been providing millions of dollars to support Chinese
dissident activities. For instance the well-known dissident Yu Jie was invited
by the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, U.S. Department of State,
to visit Washington, New York, Boston and other places for two months to
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give talks on China (Li Hongkuan, 2003).
The Chinese dissidents are usually referred to as minyun fenzi (democracy
activists), because their main criticism of China is that it is not a democratic
country that respects human rights. However, increasingly on the e-media,
the Chinese dissidents are referred to as fen shi pai (whateverists).2 One of the
first expressions of support and sympathy for the United States came from
the Chinese Democratic Movement Alliances Overseas. In its declaration, the
Alliances assert that the root of terrorism is communism (Da ji yuan, 2001).
Some of these dissidents openly declare that they worship (cong bei)
America (An Qi, 1998). One well-known dissident declares that he would
rather be an animal of foreign country than a Chinese person (Zheng Yi,
2004). When the Iraqi invasion started, one dissident academic in Hong
Kong said in an e-message that he envied the Iraqis, because people all over
the world went to the street to protest against the U.S. invasion and protest
against the death of innocent people. Why is there not any one protesting
against the death of people in China, as a result of accidents and SARS for
instance? (Wu Guoguang 2003).
Immediately after 9/11, dissident Liu Xiaobo drafted an open letter to
President Bush and the Americans on cyberspace and sought signatures. In
this letter, co-drafted with Bao Junxin, Liu declares that attacks have nothing
to do with race, nationality; they are, instead, challenge to life, freedom and
peace by evil forces. September 11 is a tragedy of all humanity and a super
sacrifice by the Americans for global freedom. The letter ends with “tonight
we are all Americans” (Bao Junxin and Liu Xiaobo 2001). His tone and
words were much stronger and emotional than those in the French Le Mond,
so much so that Liu and others who signed the letter were referred to by
their opponents as “a one night stand Americans”(Qing Zheng, 2002). The
letter collected 1,015 signatures through October 14, 2001. Before drafting
the letter, Liu wrote a self-declaration piece to swear that he wanted to
sacrifice his life to rescue the people in the towers and wished that he was a
rock that fell together with the building (Liu Xiaobo, 2001).
The Iraqi War, as expected, further accelerated the fight between the
democratic dissidents and Chinese nationalists and leftists. Yu Jie, one of the
principal signatures of the open letter in 2001, initiated the letter of zhong guo
zhi shi fen zi guan yu sheng yuan mei guo cui hui sa da mu du cai zheng quan de sheng
ming (A declaration by Chinese intellectuals in supporting U.S. government’s
destruction of Saddam’s dictatorial regime) in 2003. In the letter, Yu says that
Mao is the predecessor of Saddam, that human rights take priority over
national sovereignty, and that the United States did not act unilaterally
because U.S. values of democracy and human rights are universal (Yu Jie,
2003).
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Liu Xiaobo, who once openly declared that China could only be saved
by being colonized for 200 or 300 hundred years (Cheng Dan 2003), argues
that even though the U.S. invasion was self-motivated, the war was good for
human kind, as all other wars that the US participated with sole exception of
the Vietnam War (Liu Xiaobo, 2003). In a poem titled “To the American
Soldiers,” Jiao Guobiao, a professor of Beijing University, expresses his
extreme worries and ache for the American soldiers in Iraq. Guobiao (2003),
in very poetic language, says the uniform of the U.S. soldiers symbolizes
green hope in the Arabic desert — that the camels need to be replaced by
U.S. soldiers (the following extract of the poem is our translation).
Ah American soldier!
You willingly go to Hell to fight evil.
If you die, humanity will lose its backbone of justice.
If the U.S. loses the war, humanity will return to the dark ages of the Middle
Ages.
If not this life I want to be an American soldier in my next life.
I would like to join and I wish to die.
Shoot me! Shoot me!
The pro-American stand by the Chinese dissidents was so blatant that
even a BBC correspondent, when commenting on the electronic media
debate by the Chinese on the Iraqi war, has to admit that these Chinese love
America and are pro-Bush more than the Americans themselves (Wei Cheng
2003).
Judging by the figures of Internet signatures, however, those who were
against the war far outnumbered those liberals/dissidents who supported it.
Headed by Han Deqiang, Kuang Xinnian and Tong Xiaoxi, a letter titled
zhong guo ge jie fan dui meiguo zhengfu dui yilake zhenzheng jihua de shengming (A
Declaration against the US War Plan in Iraq Signed by Chinese of Various
Circles) was published on shi ji sha long (http://forum.cc.org.cn/luntan/china)
on Feb. 10, 2003. The letter soon attracted fierce attacks from the dissidents.
One scholar of Chinese ethnic origin who signed his name argues that there
has never been such fierce attack on any Internet declaration or petition
before. The reasons, he argues, are because, first, during the 1990s China was
dominated by liberal discourse and, second, because this time, unlike
previous occasions, it was an opposition to the United States and that was
something that the liberals could not accept (Bing Lang, 2003).
Some accused those who signed the declaration against the war as being
on the side of terrorists (Dong hai yi wu, 2003). Dong hai yi wu is clearly a
pseudo name, of a well-known active e-media participant. Zhu Xueqin is a
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well known liberal scholar in China, and he accuses those who signed the
declaration of violating two important principles. The first is that one cannot
use the anti-war stand as an excuse for being anti-American. The second is
that sympathy should not be given to the Iraqi dictator (Zhu, 2003).
The anti-war participants fought back. A participant based in Japan, in
his rebuttal of Liu Xiaobo’s assertion that the United Kingdom and United
States are the mainstream of human civilization and that the former is the
mother of modern civilization and the latter crystallization of modern
civilisations, Cheng Dan questions whether Liu was paid by the United States
to work in China (Cheng Dan, 2003).

CONCLUSION
Our examination of the three categories of print media coverage of 9/11
shows that the official media clearly is still the mouthpiece of the CCP and
the Chinese government. Its coverage does not step away from official
Chinese government positions. Three of these positions are clearly stressed:
1) We “have always” opposed terrorism, 2) We oppose terrorism of “all
forms,” and 3) The war against terrorism should be conducted within the
existing international framework. The three positions carry forward three
messages: 1) We are not brutal regime that violates human rights, 2) There
are terrorists in China, and 3) The role of the UN should be maintained and
so should be the legitimacy of national sovereignty.
Coverage of 9/11 in the sem i-official media, on the other hand, was
much broader, from international relations to economic consequences. It
sought opinions from academics and also tried to get some sense of how
people around the world felt about 9/11. It acknowledged that the attacks
were terrorist acts and that they should be condemned, if not for anything
else than for the loss of innocent civilian lives. But the coverage in semiofficial media tended to have a much more nuanced analysis of the causes of
9/11.
Finally, cyberspace brought a much more emotional and more disputed
picture of 9/11. There were debates on the causes and the reactions to 9/11.
There also were debates on the U.S.-U.K. war in Iraq. The thematic debates
revolved around different value and belief systems about the United States
and freedom, democracy, God (many dissidents are Christians), human
rights, and indeed the meaning of life. There is a clear division between the
two fractions in terms of how to evaluate not only what is happening in the
United States but also in China, and not only what has happened in the past
but also what should be the future direction of China.
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CHAPTER ENDNOTES
1

Li C hangping was a C CP Party Secretary of a township in H enan Province. After his failed
attem pt to rectify the serious levy and tax problem s on the peasantry in the township under his
leadership, he wrote a letter to then Prem ier Zhu Rongji to report the seriousness of the
situation. Zhu was actually very sym pathetic and supportive of Li’s efforts of reform . After the
failure in his second attem pt of reform , even with the support of the Prem ier from B eijing, Li
resigned from his post and wrote a book about the situation. For a review of the affair and Li’s
book, see M obo G ao, “Li Changping, W o xiang zongli shuo shihua [I Told the Truth to the
Prem ier], The China Journal, N o. 48 (July) 2002, pp. 175-177.
2

The term fan shi pai here m eans whatever the U nited States does is good and whatever China
does is wrong. The term was used by D eng Xiaoping and his followers to attack those who
wan ted to follow M ao’s policies after the chairm an was dead: whatever M ao said must be
followed and whatever M ao did is correct. The phrase originated in the early 1980s, when D eng
Xiaoping and the reform ists used it to knock down these inside the CCP who wanted to adhere
to M ao’s policies.
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or media commentators in Japan and China, the
principal concern arising from the 9/11 crisis was its potential effect on the
U.S. security role in the East Asia region. The war on terrorism, since its
inception in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, was viewed in the Japanese and
Chinese media as alternately a steppingstone and impediment to their own
nation’s geopolitical aims in East Asia. American retribution against Islamic
militants for the World Trade Center attack was perceived as an objective of
short duration and less significance than the looming collision between an
increasingly hawkish U.S.-Japan military establishment and China, with its
expanding economy and defense muscle.
Throughout his first eight months in office, President George Bush had
promised to confront the “axis of evil,” which included Iraq, Iran and North
Korea, and Asians were expecting an imminent showdown with Pyongyang,
the sole possessor of nuclear weapons among the targeted trio. Centrist
opponents of the Pentagon neoconservatives, concentrated mainly in the
State Department and Japan’s Foreign Ministry, were then still influential
enough to avert an open rupture with Beijing over provocative actions in
support of Taiwan independence, such as high-tech weapons sales. Ending
this period of division in the White House, the counter-terrorism strategy
took U.S. foreign policy far astray of its earlier focus on North Korea and its
crucial ally, China. In hindsight, it is safe to say that the military occupation
of Afghanistan and Iraq shifted U.S. funding, military resources and valuable
time from the flashpoints of North Korea and Taiwan.
While American forces were diverted by the hunt for Osama bin Laden
and Saddam Hussein, Japan and China rushed to fill the strategic power
vacuum in East Asia. Disputes over offshore islets and protests against
textbooks quickly led to a breakdown in diplomatic exchanges between
Beijing and Tokyo. Bilateral tensions prevented the cooperative action that
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both Japan and China, as the largest investors in U.S. treasury notes, required
to stem the steep slide of the U.S. dollar.
In hindsight, the destruction of the World Trade Center can be seen as
the symbolic start of the dollar’s historic plunge from its lofty position as the
world’s money. Today, at exchange counters across Asia, the Hong Kong
dollar — the surrogate for the Chinese yuan — has quietly replaced the
greenback as the currency of choice. This reversal of fortunes could well be
the broadest ripple from the shocks of 9/11.
From a broader perspective, the Chinese and Japanese media reactions
to 9/11 heralded a new reliance on the nation-state amid a weakening of
global institutions and regional structures. Commentators have alternatively
interpreted the nation-state revival as a step backward from international
cooperation or as a return to realism in an anxious world.

ONE NIGHT

IN

BANGKOK

At dusk on September 12, I had just landed in Bangkok after a two-week
journey through Pakistan, from Karachi to the Line of Control in Kashmir.
Over a long-missed bottle of wine with some Japanese friends, I picked up
whispers inside an Italian restaurant indicating something terrible had just
happened in New York. Outside on the pavement, the crowds were in a
commotion over televised images of jetliners crashing into the World Trade
Center. In the following days, I crisscrossed from Bangkok to Hong Kong,
Tokyo and Beijing to deal with the many demands of the Asian media for
news sources in Pakistan and to negotiate freelance assignments. Luckily for
my team, the Asian media were eager for some first-hand reporting
independent of the Western media.
Within a week of leaving Pakistan, I had returned to report inside
Pashtun tribal areas along the Afghan border for a Japanese photojournalism
magazine. The Afghan conflict was a significant advance for the Chinese
media because it was their first time to send dozens of reporters into a
foreign theater independent of government supervision. The increased size
of the Chinese press corps was due to two factors: first, in the Kosovo
conflict, China’s thin news-gathering ability was crippled by the deaths of
three Serb-speaking journalists in the U.S. bombing of the Chinese Embassy
in Belgrade; and second, Beijing was experimenting with greater press
freedom for reporters and editors.
Many of the Chinese reporters told me that they felt lost in a strange
country, and their reports suggested that they could not handle intricacies of
issues such as the U.S. military downplaying of the civilian deaths caused by
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American bombing. In contrast to the Chinese exuberance and naivete,
Japanese editors were single-mindedly focused on penetrating behind Taliban
lines. I discovered that something other than scooping the competition was
involved in this fascination when I attempted to make a freelance sale to two
Tokyo-based television networks.
Helped by local contracts from my earlier visit to Pakistan, I sent two
digital videocams with Taliban supporters into Jalalabad and Kabul. The
videotape showed the orderly evacuation of these cities and other interesting
scenes, such as the barrels of anti-aircraft artillery poking out of a mosque
compound. In addition, I obtained photos of a meeting of Taliban chieftains
agonizing over whether to detain Osama bin Laden. That outdoor debate
turned out to be fatal for many of the delegates, who were hit with bombs
that evening in the first wave of U.S. air strikes.
I offered the video and photos to producers with rival Tokyo networks.
Both eagerly studied the tapes, and forwarded copies to their Tokyo
headquarters. Payment, however, was never made because Tokyo wanted
“images of military value,” such as missile batteries and heavy artillery
emplacements. The reply was disappointing, and it confirmed my suspicions
that many in the Western and Japanese media were serving as forward
observers and intelligence gatherers for the Pentagon.
Earlier that week, I had met Afghan refugees in Peshawar who were
handed wads of dollar bills from producers with two American news
networks in exchange for their family photos taken inside Afghanistan as well
as documents and diaries. These materials were never shown in news
broadcasts but simply vanished, presumably into the hands of the hidden
paymasters.
Certainly there was no shortage of journalists willing to play an
espionage role either on contract or as eager volunteers. On arrival with
other journalists at Islamabad airport, one veteran Japanese photographer
grilled me about trekking into remote parts of Afghanistan. Other Japanese
journalists told me that this individual had gained notoriety and a hefty sum
for his behind-the-lines espionage in Kosovo for a U.S. intelligence agency.
What was striking about all these media warriors was their total lack of
interest in the deeper issues — for example, the Taliban’s work to prevent
child prostitution and the secret cooperation between bin Laden’s Sunni
militia and U.S. covert operatives against the Soviet occupiers in Afghanistan
and later against Shiite Iran.
Despite the best efforts of Asian journalists on the ground, the media
in East Asia remained heavily dependent on CNN, BBC, AP and the AFP.
Our initial Japanese sponsor soon stopped publishing independent reports
due to “orders from outside and above,” according to the assignment editor
208

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (2010)

in Tokyo. Disconnected from our main reporting contract and funding
source, my tiny team had to track the story angles set by other publications
in Tokyo in hopes of making a sale. Fortunately, many editorials and
commentaries of the time were available over the Internet and have since
been preserved by institutions such as the Japan Press Center and
international-oriented magazines, notably Japan Echo. Yazhou Zhoukan, a
Chinese-language newsweekly, agreed to purchase articles and photos, and
these turned out to be quite influential in China, where that magazine was
read widely despite a ban against its sale.

AN AMERICAN NIGHTMARE
The spectacular collapse of the World Trade Center had triggered a welter of
astonishment and relief among Asians in contrast to the rampaging fear and
anger felt inside the United States. The televised scenes of helpless victims
in Lower Manhattan contrasted sharply with the preconceived notion that
Americans are immune to the misery suffered by the rest of humanity. Only
Americans had the casual confidence to wear on their chests: “I (heart) NY.”
Now, for the first time in their lives, Asians were thankful for not being lucky
enough to be in New York.
The contrast between living inside the American Dream versus the
seemingly unreal images from a fearsome world outside was a theme
delineated in the first editorial in The Japan Times, Tokyo’s English-language
daily, which follows the lead of the Cabinet and Foreign Ministry. “The
enormity of Tuesday’s events will take a long time to sink in, but it is
probably true that, as commentators said in the wake of the shocking
terrorist attacks, Americans’ lives will never be quite the same again. The
stuff of nightmares briefly broke through into the real world, and will cause
profound and lasting anxiety.”
The Japanese, unlike the Americans, were accustomed to large-scale
tragedies and terrorist attacks at home. Six years earlier, the Hanshin
Earthquake leveled much of Kobe and the Tokyo subways were gassed at
rush hour. September 11 still had the power to shock the Japanese because
of the suicidal determination of the perpetrators and the ensuing panic that
engulfed America. The Japanese viewers were aghast at what came next.
“Former Republican House Speaker Newt Gingrich invoked memories
of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor when he declared Tuesday ‘a day of
infamy.’ ... in fact the Pearl Harbor analogy is off the mark. In that case, the
perpetrator and its goals — specific military goals — were known; in this
case, nothing comparable is known. There are only suspects and speculation.
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It is hardly feasible to declare war on a ‘possible enemy.’” (The Japan Times,
Sept. 13, 2001)
Americans were ready to lash out at still unknown assailants, and the
first mental picture of a hated enemy to surface was of the Japanese. At the
depths of national trauma, Pearl Harbor emerged as the primal image of fear
and loathing in the American public mind, just as Hiroshima holds lasting
meaning for the Japanese. This moment of truth, exposing the persistence
of distrust, did not bode well for the future of the Japan-U.S. security
alliance.

CROSSROADS

FOR

POSTWAR JAPAN

Japanese media commentators were divided over the type and extent of
official support for America’s war on terrorism. Previous dispatches of the
Self-Defense Forces (SDF) were limited to United Nations peacekeeping
missions, and even those few occasions, such as the Cambodia and Rwanda
interventions, were controversial in their time. The 9/11 crisis was a different
matter. In reaction to a direct hit on an ally, the Koizumi government could
invoke the Japan-U.S. Security Treaty. His dilemma was that participation of
Japanese personnel in combat operations would violate the postwar “peace”
Constitution, which forbids war-making activities.
Through the late night of Sept. 19, Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi
met with his national security team to issue an anti-terrorism response plan.
The keystone of the seven-point plan was a proposal for the SDF to provide
rear-guard support for an American-led retaliatory strike. In their Sept. 21
editions, all the major newspapers favored some form of Japanese support
for the counterterrorism campaign, but the media were seriously split on the
issue of a combat role because it would require a revision of the Constitution.
The liberal Asahi Shimbun, editorially aligned with The New York Times,
urged prudence in enacting legislation to provide rear-guard support. “We
would like to consider providing support as long as it is not linked to the use
of military force and is permissible under the Constitution.” The Mainichi
Shimbun, also of liberal persuasion, advocated that any military intervention
should have prior approval from the United Nations. “We should think
carefully about dispatching the SDF for any activity on the basis of the
consensus among the international community.”
The conservative Yomiuri Shimbun and ultra-right Sankei Shimbun
demanded swift approval of the Cabinet’s action plan and de facto
preparations for military action. “The government of Japan has decided on
a seven-point plan, but it was too late in coming,” stated a Yomiuri editorial.
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“Japan must carry out its international responsibility to join other countries
on the frontline in the fight against terrorism.”
The 9/11 attacks provided a convenient tool for Japan’s conservatives
to push for a revision of the Constitution and re-designate the Self-Defense
Forces as a national military with the right and duty to fight wars against
foreign enemies. For these drastic changes to be implemented, Washington
would first have to lay blame on an enemy state rather than a shadowy
network — and the targets of intervention and occupation turned out to be
Taliban-controlled Afghanistan and later Iraq. Before the start of the Afghan
air strikes, the SDF flew aircraft into Pakistan to evacuate Japanese, and the
Embassy ordered the registration of its nationals such as members of my
news team. The conservative press bristled at the gap between the
government’s strong words against terrorism and its typical timidity on the
ground.
In Voice magazine, Kyoto University Professor Terumasa Nakanishi
“ascribes the dithering in Japanese domestic discussion of the attacks to the
fact that no coordinates have been fixed and he proposes three bearings:
first, a common recognition that such attacks must never be repeated;
second, the recognition that the victim of the attacks was America, an
important friend and ally of Japan; and third, the cold reality that in the 21 st
century countries have no choice but to protect themselves.” (“Now is the
Time to Change the Constitution,” Voice, November 2001),
The conservation calls for remilitarization were a double-edged sword
since the objective was to sever the antiwar shackles of Article 9 imposed by
the Americans who ghostwrote the Constitution of 1952. The sneak attack
on the World Trade Center was the very tool needed to undo the
Constitution that was intended to prevent another Pearl Harbor. The
conservatives and Japan’s defense establishment had some real grounds for
distrust of American promises of protection. Several years earlier, the State
Department withheld data from the Japanese government indicating that
North Korea was preparing a missile test. President Bill Clinton had also
pursued a policy of “bypassing” Tokyo with bilateral talks with Beijing,
disrupting the spirit of the security treaty.
The 9/11 events exposed the lack of preparedness against the
asymmetric tactics of suicide pilots and anthrax letters. Though the guarantor
of postwar Japan’s security, the U.S. military felt itself suddenly at risk and
had no clear idea of the enemy’s identity or motive. The giant U.S. Navy base
at Yokosuka was put on high alert, and the American Embassy closed its
doors in fear of a second round of attacks. For an anxious moment, Japan
— its armed forces limited to non-nuclear self-defense — was momentarily
stripped of the American umbrella under the provisions of the U.S.-Japan
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security treaty. If, just if, Pyongyang had unloosed its nuclear-tipped missiles
on Tokyo at that vulnerable instant, the result would have been a terminal
nightmare for the alliance. Fortunately, the axis was not quite as evil as
portrayed by the Bush administration’s rhetoric.
The conservative drive for constitutional revision, however, lacked
sufficient support within the Diet, especially from opposition members of
parliament who aim to restrain the authority of the Cabinet. In a commentary
in Voice magazine (November 2001), Seiji Maehara, a politician with the
opposition Democratic Party, criticized the Koizumi administration for
failing to clarify the government’s interpretation of the right to collective selfdefense under the Constitution, arguing that such headlong action
“undermines the rule of law and threatens to alienate even those Japanese
who appreciate the need for Japan to cooperate with the United States.” In
the heated regional disputes since 2001, the peace Constitution has showed
its practical value in denying grounds for China and the Koreas to take
military action over the disputed islets.

THE VIEW

FROM

BEIJING

In response to the 9/11 attack, Beijing suspected that the Pentagon would
try to use terrorism as a pretext to advance its forward lines against China..
The first editorials from People’s Daily called for international consultation, a
code word for a U.N. Security Council discussion, in counterterrorism policy
and warned the Bush administration against using the World Trade Center
attack to promote funding for a National Missile Defense system.
On Sept. 13, People’s Daily reported the remarks of Vice Foreign
Minister Wang Guangya in reaction to NATO’s decision to support U.S.
reprisals anywhere in the world. Wang asserted that the United Nations was
the sole international body authorized to make such decisions, especially in
regions outside of Europe. “NATO is a regional military organization within
Europe, so if action is taken beyond Europe, it will have implications,” Wang
said. “So that’s why I think consultation is needed.”
Beijing was still smarting from the bombing of the Chinese Embassy
in Belgrade and the Balkans wars. Since the dismemberment of its socialist
ally Yugoslavia, China had been wary of the eastward expansion of NATO.
Its fears came to be realized with the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, which
positioned American troops on China’s borders for the first time since the
Laotian phase of the Vietnam War.
For several months, the Chinese leadership was divided over whether
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to send Chinese troops into the Afghan conflict. Beijing had its own reasons
for wanting to crush Islamic insurgencies, since exiled Uyghur separatists
from its westernmost province of Xinjiang were inside Afghanistan. For
Beijing, there was little to gain from joining the U.S. counterterrorism
campaign because the Bush administration was showing no enthusiasm for
involving Beijing in the planned invasion of Afghanistan.
A heated exchange erupted when Bill Gertz, columnist for the
conservative Washington Times, leaked an intelligence report that China had
upgraded the Taliban’s anti-aircraft artillery system. Beijing briskly denied the
charge. In conformity with its even-handed foreign-donor policy, China had
installed an optic-fiber telephone network in Afghanistan. The phone system
was one of the first targets of the U.S. bombing campaign.
As the only Asian journalist highly critical of the U.S. intervention in
Afghanistan, I was invited in mid-November 2001 to speak at Tsinghua
University’s newly founded School of Journalism and Communications on
the Afghan situation on my return from Pakistan. The topic was the
relationship between the Afghan war and the Caspian Basin oil strategy
promoted by key member of the Bush Cabinet, including Vice President
Dick Cheney and national security adviser Condaleesa Rice. My interviews
at the Petroleum Ministry in Islamabad had uncovered long-standing U.S.
plans to lay an oil and gas pipeline from Karshi, Uzbekistan, down western
Afghanistan and to the Pakistani port of Gwadar. Under the Cheney energy
strategy, the Afghan pipeline was to circumvent Russia and OPEC member
Iran as well as to divert oil that might otherwise be sold to China. A map of
the Central Asian pipeline network showed the gathering of Chinese
journalists that the Afghan intervention was not merely a punitive expedition
against Osama bin Laden but the linchpin in a strategic plan to outflank Iran,
Russia and China.
What began as scattershot coverage of distant 9/11 events began to
pull together into the focus of geopolitical contest centered in Central Asia,
of vital strategic importance to Beijing. On the first anniversary of 9/11,
People’s Daily ran these comments from an unnamed analyst. “Taking
advantage of the unprecedented moral support extended to the United States
by the international community, America has successfully organized an
international counter-terrorist alliance, and has gained political dominant
power; it has strengthened its relations with its allies, at the same time it has
pushed forward its ties with other big powers, particularly U.S.-Russian
relations; US troops have entered Central Asia, gone deep into South Asia
and returned to Southeast Asia, and further enhanced the superiority of its
global strategy. In the anti-terrorist war, it has put into practice its theory of
revolution in military affairs, and displayed and consolidated its military
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superiority. Generally speaking, the U.S. status as the superpower has
become more prominent after September 11.”

FINANCIAL MELTDOWN PREVENTED
The impression of colossal U.S. military power that came out of the Afghan
theatre was magnified by the relative weakness of the Taliban militia, which
hastily retreated to the rugged mountains with their Soviet-era AK-47s and
grenade launchers. The shutdown of shares trading in New York on 9/11
showed that the military colossus had feet of clay.
On news of the New York attack, the Nikkei index of leading
companies listed on the Tokyo Stock Exchange fell through the
psychological 10,000-point barrier for the first time in 17 years. The Tokyo
market suffered the steepest drop of any other bourse in the world since it
was the first to open after New York and Chicago. Western finance ministers
had not yet imposed emergency interventions to prevent what one Wall
Street analyst told me was “the real possibility of a market meltdown.” The
market rescue operation remains one of the unreported stories of 9/11.
Haruna Mikio, a commentator for Kyodo News, the Japanese
equivalent of Associated Press, wrote on the same day, “The threat of
terrorism has been magnified by the fact that economic activities in New
York, including stock trading on Wall Street, were paralyzed. ... America, the
most open society in the world, has proved incredibly vulnerable to terrorist
onslaughts.”
Other than such passing references, the Asian media put the best face
forward and avoided mention of the full extent of financial damage sustained
by banks and brokerages. According to a Foreign Ministry tally reported in
the People’s Daily, 18 Chinese companies were housed in the World Trade
Center and six other Chinese financial institutions were in the vicinity. These
official institutions tended to handle letters of credit, interbank transactions
and Treasury bond purchases. Much more money from China was handled
in the opaque realm of hedge funds and private banking services.
In Beijing, I had learned that Western hedge funds and even some
brokerages took advantage of the destruction of computers inside the World
Trade Center to simply deny the existence of accounts held by Chinese
investors. Many of these missing funds were technically illegal, as they were
part of the capital flight out of China. Fortunes were lost and fortunes were
made on 9/11, and not all due to the collapse of the Twin Towers. Whatever
actual harm 9/11 events inflicted upon Japanese and Chinese finance houses,
it has since been eclipsed by the subsequent decline of the U.S. dollar.
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Despite their war of words and skirmishes over islets, China and Japan
have managed to avoid armed clashes, and neither side has made significant
territorial gains or military advantages over the other. It appears that the
stalemate is promoting regional relationships based on a balance of power
that does not require a strong U.S. military presence. In this perspective, East
Asia has evolved on its own beyond the Cold War standoff toward a
relatively stable era of self-containment.

THE HARDENING

OF

SOFT POWER

Taliban-controlled Afghanistan was a convenient outlet for American rage,
since the radical Islamic government was providing shelter to Osama bin
Laden. The U.S. domestic demand for military reprisal was so compelling
that the secret negotiations with the Taliban to expel bin Laden were scuttled
in favor of air strikes. D irecting American and British wrath against the
Kabul regime was popular in any case due to the prior Afghan coverage by
the Western media. Aid agencies and even U.N. staff were frustrated with the
intransigence of the mullah-influenced government on human rights and
women’s issues. The W estern press, following the lead of India’s foreign
policy, tended to demonize the Taliban and lionize the rebel Tadjik and
Uzbek forces, who were also responsible for the ongoing destruction and
poverty. One important issue that was ignored by the entire world media was
the Taliban effort to stop the sexual exploitation of children, a common
practice under warlord rule that has since revived under U.S. occupation. An
NHK news producer who reported on the making of the film “Osama”
agreed with me that pedophilia was a subtext that was glossed over in that
movie.
To their credit, many Japanese commentators and reporters provided
a more balanced appraisal of Taliban rule, taking into account its efforts to
stop violent crime and suppress drug trafficking as well as its faults of
extremism. Yoshio Endo, a Takushoku University scholar who had spent a
year in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, stated in “Averting a Worst-case Scenario”
(Ushio magazine, November 2001): “The United States and the international
community abandoned Afghanistan in the aftermath of the 1979-89 war,
paying scant attention to such tasks as setting up a new government and
postwar reconstruction. The Taliban regime, which was welcomed by the
people when it captured Kabul in 1996 and put an end to a four-year civil
war and put an end to a four-year civil war that had claimed almost 30,000
lives, has since lost the support of the people because of its extreme
suppression of human rights and lack of will to improve living standards. ...
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Unable to muster a supply of new troops, it effectively became a coalition of
Pashtun, Arabs belonging to Al Qaeda, and recruits from Pakistan.”
Endo, like many other Japanese writers, urged Japan to use its soft
power rather than military force to aid the people of Afghanistan. Heeding
such appeals, the Japanese government organized the Afghanistan
reconstruction conference in Tokyo in January 2002. The donor meeting
turned out to be a showcase for Secretary of State Colin Powell, and the
Foreign M inistry made no attempt to distance Japan’s policies from
American firepower. Soft power served as an adjunct to military occupation,
and the Tokyo conference became a sales tool to assuage potential critics of
the newly installed pro-U.S. regime in Kabul. The news conference, like the
ones in Islamabad, was stage-managed to take friendly questions from proU.S. correspondents and deny the floor to critical journalists. What the mass
media failed to understand was that blanket censorship and self-censorship
in Tokyo or W ashington is far more insidious to democratic societies than
Taliban restrictions on press coverage.
While most of the U.S. media presented 9/11 as a barbarous violation
of civilized norms, Japanese commentators have suggested that Americans
were not quite the innocent victims as presented by the Western media.
Literary critic Kazuya Fukuda in an essay for Seiron magazine, put the
civilization vs. barbarism formulation into a grand historical schema. Fukuda
argued that “the (first) Gulf War clearly etched the outlines of the U.S.
version of civilization. Once those lines were drawn the forces outside them
were defined as barbarian; it became inevitable that civilization would have
to fight against them and in doing so become barbaric itself.” (“American
Hegemony: The Beginning of the End,” Seiron magazine, November 2001)
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Chapter 14

A LTERNATIVE V IEWPOINTS :
T HE INDIAN M EDIA
P ERSPECTIVE ON THE
9/11 A TTACKS
Janet Fine

I

ndia has always had an ambivalent relationship to
America. It respects its riches and power but is wary of embracing its political
and moral values. Yet the ultimate dream of immigrating to the United States
has long permeated Indian sensibilities, fueled by success stories of the Non
Resident Indian (NRI). The British Raj has long since concluded its postcolonial influence with an increasing number of Indian students opting to
study in the United States to pursue the “American dream.” But after Indian
media reported on the Indians who were killed in the 9/11 attack, many
Indians returned to India. The Indian media reacted to the 9/11 attacks by
voicing a collective uneasiness of what action President George Bush would
take in the subcontinent region and what revenge, if any, would be taken
against foreigners in the United States (one turbaned Sikh Indian was killed
in Arizona).
The phrase, “Since 9/11,” seems to be universal and, especially in
India, seems to apply to everything, including the long passport “queue”
outside the American Consulate in Mumbai, heightened airport security, and
rising prices. The 9/11 attack also is used to explain why journalists can’t
interview American diplomats in Indian newspapers without intricate
clearance or why Americans and foreign nationals in India were asked by the
then Secretary of State Colin Powell to leave India in 2003 for fear of a
“nuclear attack” by Pakistan, and many complied for a few months.
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INDIA MORE CONNECTED

TO

NEWS NOW

Looming fear and terror has fueled a seemingly insatiable appetite of India
for news, and “since 9/11” the growth of Indian TV news channels has been
considerable and accompanied with diminished domination of the
government-run Doordarshan channel (whose news coverage has
correspondingly also grown in each Indian state). Print media are also
booming; for example, three major national newspapers have emerged in
Mumbai since 9/11 (Asian Age, The Hindustan Times and DNA), along with a
plethora of magazines and international newspapers (like the International
Herald Tribune), which help contribute to wide-ranging viewpoints. News
reporting, although occasionally censored by the Indian government, has
transformed the media arena. Satellite news channels are growing steadily
and, in 2003, more than six news channels started up (including NDTV 24/7
in English and Hindi).
Indian viewers previously depended on CNN and BBC for foreign
news. But these Western channels are reportedly losing viewership, in part
because of their Iraq war coverage, which many Indians saw as pro-Western
and as filled with “propaganda.” There is an increased desire for Indian news
to find its own “voice.”

INDIA ’S 9/11 FOCUS
Ironically, many network critics were subsequently fired, which has further
diminished CNN, CBC and BBC’s ratings to only 2 percent of Indian
viewership compared with 38% for the Hindi news channel Aaj Tak (India
Today News), according to an AC Nielsen Tam Media 2003 survey. But TVconnected households provide fertile ground for one billion Indians. About
109 million households had a television in 2005, and cable penetration is
surging at 56 percent of those households (61 million homes).
“My perspective on Indian media coverage of 9/11 was that reports
were by and large sourced from American media since that is all what we had
in those days,” said Mani Subramanium, a Mumbai wire service editor now
at Kaleej Times in Dubai. He added:
The focus of Indian media was primarily on how Indian families were
affected by death of near and dear ones and how tightening of security
measures at airports in the United States would affect Indian travelers.
There were the usual eye witness accounts of how the aircraft crashed
into the twin towers used by Indian television channels and pictures
displayed by Indian newspapers were lifted from U.S. media forces like
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CNN and NBC or published by arrangement with Western media.
We felt that BBC gave a more balanced coverage even as American
media rallied around President Bush. Indian newspapers carried
cartoons of Osama bin Laden together with Bush. Indian media also
assessed the threats from terrorists on Indian soil and there were calls
for more Indo-U.S. cooperation in the war against terrorism.”
Unlike the almost universal pro-U.S. government support in the
Western press, Indian journalists were not afraid of being fired for expressing
raw emotions that spanned “the sorrow and the pity” to simmering anguish.

ANGER

AND

ANGST

“Today, I find anger at myself and at others,” wrote Hari Sreenivasan in the
Indian Rediff Internet Web site in an essay titled, “The Indian Media
Reaction To The 9/11 Attacks.”
I’m angry at myself because I am a member of the media, and I saw,
along with an unprecedented amount of cooperation between the major
networks in sharing video, some absolutely irresponsible coverage that
today has caused me to be angry with others.
Let us see if you can figure why. While waiting for a washing
machine at the Laundromat this morning, a couple of young men
walked near me, having a rather loud conversation on what we as a
country could and should do with the living body of Osama bin Laden,
and frankly anyone that can even pronounce his name correctly. Trying
to mind my own business, I sat on the bench, staring at remnants of the
news in the local paper, wondering whether, with emotions running this
high, the president could launch a nuclear response on Afghanistan.
At seeing me ignore their conversation, their pitches changed, they
came closer and were speaking at me, every once in a while, looking
back at one another when I looked up at them I could see by now that
these two young men had every interest in engaging me in some way,
whether it be conversation or otherwise, and I was torn between
becoming defiant and challenging them, or quiet in some Gandhian way.
I thought in my head whether I should point out that I’m not even from
the Middle East, that I’m Indian, I’m not even Muslim, I’m Hindu, but
then I realized how cowardly that would be, and that ultimately it didn’t
make a damn bit of difference to these closed minded men where I was
from. I was brown, that’s all that mattered.
Sreeni Sreenivasan, president and co-founder of the South Asian
Journalists Association (SAJA) in New York and the Dean of Students at
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Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism, said he focused the
media organization’s concern to first covering the tragedy of the 9/11 attack
and then to another tragedy unfolding — reprisal attacks against South Asian
journalists and other South Asians across the United States and Canada,
perhaps because of the “brown” color now odious in post-9/11 America. In
addition to tracking the Indians lost in the World Trade Center collapse,
SAJA had to deal with a different kind of attack against Indian media,
according to Sreenivasan:
By Saturday afternoon, SAJA had received 37 death threats from within
the U.S. and from around the world; one Sikh had been killed in
Arizona and others injured, obviously in what was a clear case of
mistaken identity ... While the press has done a good job of covering the
dangers posed to Arab Americans and Arabs living in the United States
by media stereotyping, we feel there still was not enough awareness of
the bias crimes against South Asians and how they were coping with it.
Sreenivasan also saw that in “the aftermath of the disaster, attitudes in
the media were also changing ... the U.S. and the Americans have been
looking inward. They should look beyond the shorelines of the United States.
They need to know what’s going on in the rest of the world.” He cited a New
York editor who said that he would now deploy more journalists to India and
Pakistan. SAJA mobilized with a media guide and Web site guiding reporters
on 9/11 coverage and conducted an outreach meeting, “Covering the WTC
Attacks and the Aftermath” opened to the public. Senior journalists
discussed the coverage of the attacks and its backlash. Sreenivasan wrote:
It was the first large-scale community gathering after the terrorist attacks
and it became a cathartic experience to see other brown faces. People
spoke what they had been going through in the past few days and those
who still had not managed to trace their loved ones after the terrorist
attacks talked about them. As we finished with the meeting, we saw a
Sikh man being interviewed by a television crew. As he spoke, a white
American who was passing by shouted, ‘You Islamic mosquitoes should
be killed.’
THIS is what we are facing. A friend of mine, who is a senior
journalist here and who doesn’t want to be identified, faced a similar
situation on the night of the terrorist attack. He was at a bar when two
men in army clothes asked him if he was Middle Eastern. They posed
several uncomfortable questions and it got nasty.
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ARAB

AND

INDIAN STEREOTYPING

The perspective of also being a target impacted the writings of many in the
Indian media. For example, here’s an excerpt from Sevanti Ninan’s “Coping
with Calamity,” which was published in the Rediff series immediately after
the 9/11 attack:
It is easy to acquire and bandy about a breezy prejudice against an entire
community. The media does play a role in this. On Tuesday, millions of
children and adults around the world watched the instantaneous
destruction of what could be at least 20,000 lives. And several times in
a space of a few hours they were shown people dancing, celebrating and
making V-for-victory signs in the Arab quarters of Jerusalem.
On one hand you had TV anchors groping for adjectives to
encompass the enormity of what had happened — an attack to rival
Pearl Harbor, the worst terrorist attack in the history of mankind, a
crime against civilization — and on the other you had these scenes of
celebration presented with little or no conceptualization ... For every
innocent American that died yesterday, 1,000 Arabs have met with the
same fate over the years, some of them, I suspect, directly related to the
“crazy” highjackers. Why? Because of the U.S.’s oil thirsty foreign
policy. Oh, and before you all jump to any conclusions, I am, and have
always been, Christian.

Ninan brought up the conflict of religion, always an issue in India,
which has the world’s third largest Muslim population:
When the projected villain is Islamic fundamentalism, the Muslim
community worldwide, as innocent as the victims of terrorist attacks,
ends up bearing the brunt. On the first day of the attacks in the U.S.
there were occasional references on television to the disappearance of
New York cab drivers who are substantially West Asian in origin. Eight
million Muslims in the U.S. would have instantly begun to feel
vulnerable. So what can the media do about it?
Recognizing that attacks on U.S. embassies in Africa and counterattacks by the U.S. rekindled prejudices against American Arabs and
Muslims, The Detroit Free Press for example on the eve of the release of
“Siege,” the movie featuring bombings by Arabic Muslims in New York,
organised for its staffers to hear from Detroit-area Muslims. They were
invited to come and talk to the newspaper. One complaint voiced was
that every time there was a terrorist attack, journalists asked Detroit area
Muslims for their opinion. Every time there is violence in Northern
Ireland, Muslim community leaders asked, did the media ask local
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

221

Catholics what they thought? Was the media failing to see a separation
between a community and the terrorists belonging to that community?

PAKISTAN

AND

INDIAN PERSPECTIVES

Many professionals in Indian media pointed out that Western media were not
as familiar with the specter of terrorist attacks at home that India has
experienced, especially in Kashmir (from Pakistan-trained guerillas). This
perhaps gave a more independent viewpoint of the 9/11 attack, with articles
questioning President Bush and criticizing American media’s often
“hysterical” reaction to a profound tragedy. Many Indian journalists predicted
(on the mark) that the hysteria and “hunt” for the proclaimed perpetrators
of the attack would lead to a war in the subcontinent or Middle East region
and the marginalization of India’s influence.
On O ct. 18, 2001, K. K. Katyal wrote in India’s influential South
Indian newspaper, The Hindu (“Loss of leverage for India”):
It was a painful experience — during a recent visit abroad, especially the
four weeks in the U.K. after September 11 — to find India almost
completely missing in the media focus on terrorism or the debates on
diverse issues arising out of it ... . The sweep of the media coverage and
the intensity of the discussions was not a surprise. What was a matter of
surprise was that India did not figure or was insignificantly mentioned.
Distressing indeed, because India had been the victim of transborder terrorism for years, with heavy loss of innocent lives ... and had
been persistently drawing attention to this menace with all the while,
regarding itself — and for good reasons — in the forefront of the
struggle against terrorism. But now it was conspicuously absent — so
it seemed from London and, perhaps most other European capitals —
in the global discourse on terrorism. “It seems India does not exist on
the globe,” remarked an irate NRI in an informal conversation in what
seemed a representative comment.
Some Indian journalists like Kayal wrote there were more stories being
covered by Western journalists from Pakistan (such as Pakistan’s concerted
decision to back the U.S. “war on terror” and distance itself from Muslim
fundamentalists and Pakistan-trained Taliban terrorists). Some Indian
journalists pointed out that Pakistan President Gen. Pervez Musharraf’s
statements on the 9/11 attack were heavily covered in Western media
compared to Indian Prime Minister Atul Bihari Vajpayee’s statements.
“Pakistan was projected as the standard-bearer of the fight against
terrorism. Could the irony be more acute?” wrote Kayal, adding that “the
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Pakistan media coverage, however, was not all positive to this pro-West
position. There was the negative side as well, with graphic visuals of the
rallies and demonstrations by angry pro-Taliban groups.”
Many Indian media tried to analyze why India was not factored into the
subcontinent’s fight against terrorism. But they reasoned that the American
government might be promoting Pakistan’s role in capturing Osama bin
Laden and the al-Qaeda residing near its borders. And they also pointed to
the “irony of a democratic country like India superseded by a dictatorship
like Pakistan fighting a war for democracy.”

IRAQ WAR SIGNS
In a Sept. 29, 2001, essay published in The Guardian of London, Booker
Award-winning author Arundhati Roy (“The God of Small Things”) wrote
one of the more unique Indian media interpretations of the 9/11 attacks. She
predicts the American reaction would be war.
The trouble is that once America goes off to war, it can’t very well
return without having fought one. If it doesn’t find its enemy, for the
sake of the enraged folks back home, it will have to manufacture one.
Once war begins, it will develop a momentum, a logic and a justification
of its own, and we’ll lose sight of why it’s being fought in the first place.
Like many intellectuals, Roy’s definition of “freedom” differs from that
of President George Bush, and she tried to comprehend why Americans
became a terrorist target while joining many Indian journalists in stepping
away from the patriotic fervor that has become emblematic of the post 9/11rhetoric.
American people ought to know that it is not them but their
government’s policies that are so hated. America’s grief at what
happened has been immense and immensely public. It would be
grotesque to expect it to calibrate or modulate its anguish. However, it
will be a pity if, instead of using this as an opportunity to try to
understand why September 11 happened, Americans use it as an
opportunity to usurp the whole world’s sorrow to mourn and avenge
only their own. ...
The world will probably never know what motivated those particular
hijackers who flew planes into those particular American buildings. They
were not glory boys. They left no suicide notes, no political messages;
no organization has claimed credit for the attacks. All we know is that
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

223

their belief in what they were doing outstripped the natural human
instinct for survival, or any desire to be remembered. It’s almost as
though they could not scale down the enormity of their rage to anything
smaller than their deeds. And what they did has blown a hole in the
world as we knew it ... But war is looming large ... for America in its
almost godlike mission.
Some Indian writers like London-based writer Salil Tripathi disagreed
with Roy, writing in Oct. 5 issue of The Guardian that “some readers will take
Ms. Roy’s analysis as facts such as that if Osama bin Laden did not exist,
America would have invented him. This is careless.”
But the writings of Roy and other Indian media reactions to the 9/11
have provided a window into India’s continuing independent position in the
region, with journalists having less pressure to be coerced by an American
censor. Perhaps that is why, after mourning a tragic loss, there is a degree of
perceptive reasoning that somehow explains the current Iraq-American
quagmire of continuing loss of lives started by the tragic 9/11 attacks.
“Now Bush and bin Laden have even begun to borrow each other’s
rhetoric,” wrote Roy in The Guardian. “Each refers to the other as ‘the head
of the snake.’ Both invoke God and use the loose millenarian currency of
good and evil as their terms of reference. Both are dangerously armed — one
with the nuclear arsenal of the obscenely powerful, the other with the
incandescent, destructive power of the utterly hopeless. The fireball and the
ice pick. The bludgeon and the axe. The important thing to keep in mind is
that neither is an acceptable alternative to the other.”
Perhaps the overall Indian media reaction to the 9/11 attacks can be
considered as providing an acceptable alternative viewpoint.
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Part III

ARAB/MIDDLE
EASTERN MEDIA

Chapter 15

IMPACT OF 9/11
ON THE M IDDLE E AST :
P ERSONAL R EFLECTIONS
Ralph D. Berenger

A

fter 9/11, the Arab World struggled to put the
attacks on the United States in context. O n the one hand nearly two
generations had grown up believing the United States was “The Great
Satan,” since America emerged as the leader of the Western World following
World War II. On the other hand, they saw America as a land of
opportunity, wealth, freedom, and rule of law — most of which does not
exist for the vast majority of Middle Easterners in their own societies.
Egyptian reaction was mixed to the terrorist attack. Except from some
individuals with close ties to American companies, organizations or
institutions, the Arab street response in places like Palestine, Jordan and
Egypt initially appeared supportive of the attack that killed thousands of U.S.
citizens and nationals from other countries. In some places, Egyptian and
Palestinian reaction was as jubilant, as if Egypt had just won the World
Cup.
“Mabruk! Mabruk! (congratulations),” several Egyptians shouted from
the street as they watched television news reports at a corner appliance store
on Tahrir and Falaki streets. “This is a proud day. A blow has been struck
against the Great Satan. Allah ahkbar! (God is great).”
Gawish Abdel Karim, who drives a car for an Asian Embassy, told a
French reporter: “Americans have forgotten that God exists. They have us
by the throat and now they find themselves in a science fiction scenario —
this time Rambo’s not there to save the White House.” (John Rambo was a
large-than-life fictional Vietnam veteran character played by Sylvester
Stallone in two motion pictures.)
Abdel Karim, a student watching the news from the curb, compared
the attack on Washington and New York with the temporary Sixth of
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October victory in 1973 of Egyptians over Israelis, who were occupying the
Sinai Peninsula since the Six Day War in 1967. Egyptians are proud of the
victory (a bridge, a university and a city have been named after it). Six years
later Egypt was returned the Sinai under the Camp David Agreement. “This
is a glorious victory like that,” Karim said.
Most heads of state in the Middle East, including Egyptian President
Hosni Mubarak and King Abdallah Hussein of Jordan, expressed shock and
condemnation over the terrorist attack and officially offered condolences.
While saying U.S. policies “against the weaker people of the world” were to
blame for the aircraft attacks, Israel resistance group Hamas leader Sheik
Ahmed Yassin regretted the loss of innocent lives. In March 2004, Israel
killed the wheelchair-bound sheik with a targeted missile. Even arch-nemesis
Moamar Khadafy of neighboring Libya, which the U.S. bombed during the
Reagan administration to send a strong anti-terrorism message, expressed
official regret. Libya has since renounced terrorism, and relations are
gradually warming with the West.
Hojjatoleslam Hassan Rowhani, secretary of the Supreme National
Security Council, in Afghanistan, where the Sunni led Taliban was sheltering
Osama bin Laden at the time, also expressed official regret. Rowhani said:
“From the Islamic point of view, we condemn terrorist acts and killing of
defenseless human beings and regard it as an ugly and inhuman action.”
However, the United States should take the attacks as a warning, he said,
suggesting America mend its cultural ways. Rowhani said he did not believe
the indicted terrorist could have orchestrated the attack, because he had no
telephone, fax, Internet access or other means of communications.
“This is very sad,” said Maher Melagy, a university employee, shaking
his head slowly. “All those poor people, and all those children who lost their
mothers or fathers. This is very sad.”
Some Egyptians doubted a connection to the Middle East at all.
In Cairo, one is never really sure what century he or she lives in.
Walking by modern, albeit dusty, buildings one feels comfortably at home in
the middle of the 20 th Century, but turn a corner and the feel is medieval with
narrow, twisting streets, overhanging balconies, and heavy Arabesque carved
wooden doors, and windows covered by decorative mashabaya, lending a
harem-like mystique to ordinary buildings. Donkey carts and Mercedes share
the same roadway. Men in Italian cut suits mingle with country people in
traditional galabayas. Throughout Cairo on any given day the visitor is hard
pressed to see a woman on the street without a veil (hijab) or who is fully
covered by a nihab. Rich and poor alike interrupt their day at least five times
to answer the call to prayer over loudspeakers from the thousands of
minarets the poke into the dusty, polluted air. Within this context, the era of
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instant global communication is confounding.
While an estimated 30 percent of Careines watched the WTC and
Washington plane bombings unfold on television that Tuesday night, others
got their information from sparse radio reports, and a sliver of the
population followed it over the Internet, evidence of a shrunken world of
communications. Young men on the crowded Metro hawked the morning
editions of Al Ahram, Al Akhbar or Al Gomhuriya — the city’s top circulated
daily newspapers — all government controlled. The front pages all had bold
headlines and large pictures of the 9/11 attacks, and they were greedily
snapped up by passengers to the delight of the newsboys. Every news stand
developed a crowd to read the front pages for free and offer their opinions
about who was responsible.
My taxi driver asked me bluntly in Arabic if I was from Amrika shortly
after I climbed aboard for the last leg to my house in a Cairo suburb. Yes,
yes, I was, I answered nervously, not knowing what the taxi driver had in
mind. “Sorry. Sorry,” the driver said in heavily accented English. “Very bad.
Bad. Sorry.”
The news of the terrorist attack on New York flashed through the
American University in Cairo’s campus with the speed of electrons. Within
10 minutes of the initial CNN broadcast, most students outside of classes
had heard about it. Within a half hour, crowds had gathered outside
televisions in the appliance store windows. In a m ixture of English and
Arabic students, cab drivers and shop clerks were buzzing with the latest
tidbits of information of the shocking news that had occurred seven time
zones away. W hile reaction of students attending the American university
was subdued, the reaction in the street was at times jubilant. In the computer
labs and the few offices that remained open, computers clicked on
CNN.com, the drudgereport.com and newspaper Web pages to find out the
latest information. In near real time, they learned a second plane had crashed
into the second tower, and a half hour later, at 4:50, news flashed that an
airplane in what was the worst terrorist attack anywhere, ever, had also hit
the Pentagon.
An American professor, wondering whether it would be safe to venture
out into the evening street and make his way home for the evening was
counseled by one staff member. “Yes, yes. Perfectly safe. No one will bother
you. But if someone asks if you are an American, say you’re from Cyprus.
You look like you’re from Cyprus.”
A shell-shocked group of American University faculty members walked
over to the apartment of another faculty, who lived nearby to watch the
event on CNN. Others without TV watched the streaming broadcast from
CNN, BBC, MSNBC or ABC over the Internet. My Arabic-speaking
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colleagues followed the events on the upstart Al-Jazeera. No other major
news event in history had diffused so rapidly around the world as did the
terrorist attack on the Twin Towers. Of course it was an event designed by
the masterminds to generate this kind of publicity, the ultimate “propaganda
of the event” (Scotton & Hachten, 2002).
Around midnight some of us walked to a nearby Metro along dark,
nearly deserted streets. Uneasiness about the unknown was in the air, and for
the first time after arriving in Cairo a year earlier, I was nervous about the
reaction I, an American, would receive from Arabs, who before 9/11 were
touchy about the linkage of terrorism to their ethnicity. I was sensitive,
perhaps overly so, about every glance thrown my way by askaris on the
corners. I did note how little traffic there was on the dark, Cairo streets,
which usually bustle each night until early in the morning. People were home
watching TV news, I deduced.
Cairo (population 13 million) has access to satellite and cable television
and the Internet and is one of the regional leaders in satellite technology. It
also has an active press. Colored photos appeared in the morning editions of
the Arabic media, which carried news service versions of the story. Young
men on the Metro pointed to the photos of the burning Trade Center,
grinned and laughed, before sharing it with others. Some read the stories and
sat in stunned silence.
The U.S. Embassy in Cairo and the Consulate in Alexandria were both
in a heightened state of alert for the week following the attacks in New York
and Washington. Classes at the American school and university were
canceled for the rest of the week, but Egyptian schools continued unaffected.

CHARACTERISTICS OF AUDIENCES
IN THE MIDDLE EAST
One cannot discuss reaction in the Middle East without a brief analysis of
the characteristics of the Arab audience in September 2001.
The most startling statistic is that increasingly younger audiences
populate the Middle East. According to the United Nations Arab Human
Development Reports in 2002 and 2003, young Arabs under the age of thirty
comprise nearly a 70% of the total population, a demographic at odds with
global figures. Islam is the region’s dominant religion, although measurable
percentages of Christians and Jews can be found in most populations,
sometimes as the majority, such as in some of the locations in Lebanon.
There is a general distrust of the West, with some historical
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justification, and Western media products, which are selectively censored.
Western news critical of the region is personalized and generally discounted
as propaganda. Such a view is often fueled by media critics in the West
(Nacos, 2002; Schlechter, 2003).
Because of high illiteracy rates, broadcast rather than print messages
have greater population penetration, but the number of radio and television
receivers still lags behind the developed world. FM stations dominate AM as
the preferred medium. Until recently, governments controlled the content of
radio broadcasts, and, through licensing of journalists, most governments still
have influence over what is written or broadcast.
Countries in the region have low levels of formal education, averaging
fewer than two years in Somalia and Sudan, perhaps because of protracted
conflict, to around six years in the rest of the 22-country region. By contrast,
Israel has 9.23 years and the United States 12.25 years.
The academic output in scholarly journals in 2001 was negligible, and
the number of books published in the entire region was less than the annual
output of Portugal. Each country has suffered a “brain drain,” particularly of
scientists and technicians, lured to the West by quality education, higher
salaries and intellectual freedom.
Despite the majority of the population living at or below the United
Nation’s recommended m inimum of $2 a day, media are playing an
increasingly important role in the lives of Arabs. However, some elite families
are among the world’s richest, and they are avid players in owning or
bankrolling Middle East media.
Transnational channels in Arabic such as Al-Jazeera, Al Arabiya, Al
Manar and dozens of others are now broadcast from Morocco to
Afghanistan, with all points in between. The transnational broadcasters enjoy
a freedom to report unparalleled in the region’s history, and early indications
are these broadcasters are gaining credibility among viewers (Al Jabar, 2004).
Satellite television has made its presence felt in the region (Sakr, 2001), and
Al-Jazeera has been at the front of the band (El Nawawy & Iskander, 2003).
Former Yemen Ambassador William Rugh’s 2003 book, Arab Mass
Media, says the traditional taxonomy of authoritarian media fails to take into
account varying shades of government control. Although some media
systems in the region are owned and operated by government, others are not,
and yet they toe the official line closely. Increasingly, Rugh asserts, the strictly
controlled press, which he calls the mobilization press, is giving way to a
diverse press that is starting to show criticism of the regimes in power. While
a far cry away from a liberal-democratic press, there has been progress since
9/11 toward freedom of the press in the region. No small credit can be given
to Al-Jazeera, which broadcasts from tiny, albeit oil-rich, Qatar in the Persian
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Gulf.
Noha Mellor (2005) studied how Arab news differs from the West and
came to the conclusion that its form and style evolved over centuries of
storytelling, a favorite pastime since antiquity. Even today professional
storytellers are in high demand. From this storytelling tradition emerged a
style of journalism that is investigative and analytical rather than narrative and
descriptive.
According to Majid Tehranian (1999), when it comes to Middle East
relations with the West, four misunderstandings must be overcome. First, the
West does not understand the Middle East; the Middle East does not
understand the West; the West does not fully understand the West, and the
Middle East fully does not understand the Middle East. This negative matrix
mitigates against a clear picture of each other and themselves, and nothing
demonstrated these facts better than the reaction to 9/11, and the resulting
thesis that the United States is disliked intensely around the world.

CHARACTERISTICS

OF THE

ARAB STREET

Public opinion thrives in the Arab World and in the mythical Arab Street,
where mostly men visit their favorite coffee shops and sit around tiny round
tables and drink either demitasses of thick, bitter Turkish style coffee or clear
glasses of tea, both heavily sugared. The patrons often draw on a coal-fired
bowl of flavored sheesha through their hubbly-bubbly water pipes as they
discuss everything from religion and politics to their humdrum lives. Small
screen television sets, mounted near the ceilings, are tuned variously to
soccer games or Al-Jazeera, the TV satellite news channel.
Those who can read newspapers discuss with anyone within ear shot
their understanding of the paper’s analysis of the news. Arguments
commonly erupt between differing viewpoints on a given subject. Consensus,
it seems, it not the ultimate goal of these street cafe dramas; the mere act of
expressing opinions is what matters in a culture where governments try to
manage news, ideas and their image abroad. What is lacking throughout the
Arab World is adequate measurements of public opinion, a process scorned
by authoritarian regimes throughout the region’s 22 countries.
Coffee shops, such as the Café Rich downtown, traditionally have been
places where intellectuals, such as Nobel laureate Naguib Mafouz, would
meet and discuss their ideas of what the Middle East ought to be. Gamal
Abdel Nasser, as a young Army colonel in 1952, outlined the goals of the
Free Officers Association before they overthrew King Farouk. Shortly after
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assuming power himself, Nasser shut down the larger cafes (Bieber-Roberts
& Pierandrei, 2002, p. 7).
Arab Street reaction is watched closely — and monitored — by
governments that do not take lightly to criticism from their populations.
Prisons from Rabaat to Tehran are swelled with the ranks of the
discontented. For example, Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim, a political sociology
professor at the American University in Cairo, spent nine months in jail on
trumped-up charges before international pressures were brought to bear on
President Hosni Mubarak. His widely acknowledged sin? A suggestion made
by Ibrahim that the Mubarak was engineering a dynastic succession to the
presidential office by a son, Gamal. Reporters who speculated about the
succession were disciplined, threatened or lost their jobs under the Egypt’s
state-controlled media.
In the Middle East, one can count on one finger the number of
governments that allow rigorous — sometimes-vicious — dissent and
criticism of government in the street and press. That turns out to be the
regional scapegoat, Israel. Arab World governments often encourage antiIsrael/anti-American protests as a safety value for dissent, creating the
climate to crystallize public opinion in the Arab Street. Arabs are no fools.
They know what is safe to talk about, and what could be extremely
uncomfortable for them if their conversations fall on the wrong ears. ProAmerican statements fall into the latter category. Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann
called it a “spiral of silence.” Few places in the world, like the Middle East,
so rigorously support her theory that people have a sixth sense that discerns
whether if they are out of step with majority opinion, and fearing isolation
they prefer to remain silent or mouth the majority view (Griffin, 1997).
Arab governments, however, find mobilization of the Arab Street to
their advantage. For a few dollars, truckloads of poor, unemployed country
people in Egypt, for example, can be bused to Tahrir Square, in the shadow
of the huge Soviet-looking main bureaucratic office building, the Mogamma,
in the heart of the city. Staged demonstrations almost always are well-covered
in the government press and almost always treated as a spontaneous event.
When other groups try similar protests, especially around the parliamentary
elections, hundreds of riot police with sticks surround the demonstrators.
And at the appointed time, the crowds are dispersed, sometimes resulting in
a few cracked heads.
On September 11 and the days that followed, Arab Street reaction and
the facts as presented by the Western media about who was responsible
elicited four major reactions: disbelief, denial, deflection, dissociation, and
dislike of U.S. foreign policy.

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

233

Disbelief
The first response on the Arab Street was that Arabs could not have been
involved, as CNN and BBC were reporting. “This event was too well
planned and coordinated,” one of my students told me. “Arabs are incapable
of that kind of planning.” There is no small measure of self-doubt in the
Arab World. But Israelis? Well, yes, Israelis were that smart, everyone knows
about that “evil.”
The initial stories about Al Qaeda’s involvement in 9/11 were
discounted on the Arab Street. H ow could one man, even a rich man like
Osama bin Laden, an Arab, possibly carry off such a daring and logistically
complicated plan? A public opinion poll conducted by the George Gallup
organization of 9,924 adults in nine M uslim countries supported this
disbelief. Sixty-one percent of those polled labeled untrue reports that Arabs
were involved, only 18% believed the media reports (USA Today, 27
February 2002).
Denial
As the evidence seemed to mount that 19 Arabs were actually involved, the
Arab Street slowly came around to the realization that Al Qaeda was involved
and that Osama bin Laden was the hidden hand guiding the three airplanes
into New York, Washington and a field in Pennsylvania. Bin Laden appeared
on Al-Jazeera in October, 2001, and gleefully praised the attackers as martyrs
for jihad. His admission, though less forthright than it could have been, was
widely interpreted in the Arab Street as taking responsibility for the
skyjackers of September 11.
Palestinian authorities, always cognizant of world opinion, confiscated
Associated Press camera equipment after a field reporting team
photographed celebrating Arabs. Later, spokesmen for the Palestinian
Authority denied that any celebration had taken place, and that video footage
shown on CNN was from the network’s news archive of a different event
entirely. That theme gained credence in the Arab World on a false report that
a Brazilian mass communication professor produced the exact same footage
for his class. The story spread rapidly over the Internet, forcing the Brazilian
professor to issue a denial and acknowledge that CNN’s footage was new.
“This is just like that Oklahoma (City Federal Building) bombing. How
do they know Arabs were involved?” Sadek Samir asked between puffs of
apple-flavored sheesha through a gurgling water pipe, his head craned
upward to the fuzzy 13-inch black and white television on the wall of a
narrow coffee shop along M ohammed Mahmoud Street. “Those (in
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Oklahoma City) were Americans killing other Americans; this is the same.
Maybe this was a conspiracy of air traffic controllers,” he said without
cracking a smile.
“They always blame Arabs first,” his friend, Tarek said, sipping hot tea
from a glass. “Maybe it was the Zionists?” He, too, did not smile.
Deflection
So, in the logic of Middle East Arabs, it must have been the Israelis or even
the Americans themselves. Fueled by a report from the Hamas channel in
Lebanon, Middle Easterners were quick to blame the Israelis. The evidence,
according to the television news show, was that 4,000 Jews did not show up
for work at the Twin Towers and, thus, were spared the coming carnage.
They must have had advanced knowledge of the incident.
That conspiracy theory fit well into the schema of Arabs who had tried
unsuccessfully to militarily destroy the Jewish state of Israel in 1948, 1967
and 1973 — before supporting financially and with materiel two uprisings in
Palestine, which most felt they could have done without the interference and
threat of U.S. military might (Abu-Odeh, 1999). Reported in newspapers in
the Middle East, the story of absent Jews from the Trade Center was never
corrected. In fact, another false story — which alleged that five Israelis were
arrested on top of an apartment building after rejoicing about their victory
in guiding the airplanes into the Twin Towers — was widely circulated on
the Internet convinced them that Arabs were not involved. In part these
stories are believed because they fit nicely into the schema that the creation
of the State of Israel is the root of all evil in the Middle East, which includes
beliefs that the secret intelligence agency Mosad has infiltrated the
intelligence agencies around the world to do the bidding of their masters in
Tel Aviv and that ethically weak-minded Americans in power are unduly
influenced by Israel’s IPAC, a political action committee that funded political
campaigns in the United States.
The father of the Egyptian leader of the 9/11 attack in New York,
Mohammed Atta, held a widely publicized news conference a few weeks after
9/11 in which he alleged he had spoken on the telephone to his son after
9/1l and that he proclaimed his innocence. He repeated at the news
conference the widely circulated stories above as evidence that the Mosad
was behind 9/11, and “the fact” that five Israelis were arrested after rejoicing
in the attacks from a rooftop with a view of the Twin Towers. The elder
Atta’s comments were widely covered in the Egyptian press. Middle East
media indulged in a sense of blame shifting for what happened on 9/11 and
who was responsible. Arabs were quick to point out that their ethnic group
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had been blamed initially for the Federal Building bombing in Oklahoma City
in 1995, for which an American, Timothy McVey, was ultimately executed.
There was never a mention in the media that the Oklahoma City bombing
resembled closely the first attempt on the Twin Towers in New York in 1993
for which a cell of m ilitant Islamacists was found responsible and several,
including a blind Egyptian sheik, are currently serving time in prison for their
involvement.
Dissociation
Arab media seemed dissociated with what happened during 9/11. Here was
an unprecedented disaster with long-term reverberations for the region, but
the government-controlled press was unable to localize the story to reflect
what their readers and viewers actually thought about the event.
In keeping with the closed societies in which many media functioned,
sympathy for the victims of the terrorist attacks rang perfunctory and,
usually, without taking a collective breath — a standard anti-U.S. response
was woven through the rhetoric. As with most things in a region, where
circular reasoning dominates, there was a disconnect between the near-pride
some Egyptians felt that an Arab could have pulled off such a technically
complex and well-coordinated attack, while at the same time decrying loss of
innocent life.
A Muslim bag salesman the day after the terrorist attack, noticing his
customer was a Christian by the “hanging cross” she wore, handed her a
plastic bag with candles inside and asked her to burn them in her church in
thanksgiving for the attack on America. To avoid an unnecessary
confrontation, the woman said later that she took the candles but refused to
light them in her church (Hulsman, personal interview, 13 September 2001).
“I don’t understand this celebration of death,” said Kees Hulsman, a
Dutch journalist with connections to the Coptic community in Cairo for a
quarter of a century who writes extensively about social matters in Egypt.
“Imagine, governments offer condolences and simple people on the street
express their joy over the deaths of others,” he said, shaking his head sadly
(Hulsman, personal interview, 13 September 2001).
Disenchantm ent with U.S. Foreign Policy
A common refrain is that the Arab World hates America and what it stands
for, and some research seems to bear that out as part of an international
trend. Surveys of high school students around the world and other research
shows that foreigners believe Americans are self-centered, greedy, unqualified
236

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (2010)

and uncritical backers of Israel, supportive of the regimes that repress them,
unholy in their belief systems, and a mixture of either evil geniuses bent on
corporate world domination or idiot savants who have lucked into everything
they have (DeFleur & DeFleur, 2003; Napoli, 2004).
Nevertheless, Egyptians are curious about and mostly friendly to
individual Americans. Their anger — bordering for some on hatred — is
specific: the U.S. government’s support of Israel. That issue has “poisoned
the air” (Hulsman, personal interview, 13 September 2001).
There is no small measure of intellectual dishonesty in the jerk-knee
anti-Americanism, most of the tens of thousands of American expatriates in
the region say privately. After all, it was the United States, not Europe, who
came to the rescue of Muslims in Kosovo under genocidal attacks from
Serbs. It was America who is one of the first to pour aid into places like
Bangledash, Indonesia and even Turkey — all Muslim countries — when
disaster strikes, and to send troops to Somalia to keep Muslims from killing
other Muslims, and even to Afghanistan to stop Muslim-on-Muslim murders.
Hundreds of thousands more Iraqi Muslims died at the hand of Saddam
Hussein than allied forces sent to remove him from office. Even suicide
bombers — called martyrs in some Arab media — kill more Muslims than
non-Muslims in their attacks throughout the Middle East. To say that the
United States is anti-Muslim rings hollow in the face of evidence, yet many
in the Arab World believe America is practicing genocide against them. They
are misunderstood around the world, Arabs say, a permanent “Other”
(Kempf &Luostarinen, 2003).
Anti-American sentiment had been simmering in Cairo for nearly a year
since the second intifada (uprising) in the Palestinian area in 2000. Many
Palestinians attend university or live in exile in Egypt.
The United States is seen, curiously, as a puppet of Israel. Widely held
views are that Jews control the U.S. news media and the U.S. Foreign Service.
It did not help public perception that the U .S. Ambassador to Cairo at the
time, Daniel C. Kurtzer, was Jewish. He is the current ambassador to Israel.
On Sept. 10, a day before the terrorist attack, an anti-U.S. rally was
authorized in the huge Tahrir Square by the Egyptian government in front
of The American University in Cairo, a lightening rod lately for anti-U.S.
sentiment. After shouting slogans, waving banners and denouncing the U.S.
and Israel, the crowd, estimated at 500, was blocked by flak-jacketed and
helmeted security forces, who vastly outnumbered the protestors, from
moving toward either toward AUC or to the nearby U.S. Embassy and soon
broke up.
American professors and residents often support pro-Palestinian rallies.
The year before 9/11, anti-Israel and U.S. rallies took place at all the
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city’s colleges, including the heavily American-influenced American
University in Cairo. Again, well-armed security forces in large number made
sure the crowds were contained and behaved properly — meaning that they
criticized Israel and what they consider its sponsor, the United States of
America.
Anti-Israeli/anti-American sentiment had been growing up to and
through 9/11 in the Arab Street and media. A particular target was President
George Bush since his election in 2000. One would be hard pressed to find
a single, positive cartoon or a sustained or positive editorial on the Bush
presidency. Even after 9/11 the criticism of his administration went unabated
and only intensified to the buildup to the Iraq war. The CNN/Gallup Poll
conducted several months after 9/11 found that 58 percent of the nearly
10,000 Arabs in the sample disliked George W. Bush, who had been in office
for just over one year when the poll was taken. The dislike of America was
only slightly lower but still a majority opinion among the respondants. Fiftythree percent of the Arab World respondents held unfavorable views of
United States, while only one in five thought of the United States in positive
terms.
The governments allow this criticism in their controlled media and on
the Arab Street because it deflects attention to problems closer to home.
Such anti-West/anti-Israel media policies are an artifact of the Gamal Abdul
Nasser era. The effect of this persistently negative interpretation of U.S.
foreign policy has contributed to building the anti-American schema in the
Arab psyche, which might be interpreted as an application of Gerbner’s
cultivation theory of media that extends beyond television as the main media
of schema creation. In short, Arabs’ negative views of America have been
cultivated — across print and broadcast mediums — for more than half a
century in a region where up to 70 percent of the population is under 30
years of age and increasingly turns to media to develop their worldview.

CONCLUSION
Some Arab political leaders understood from the start that the attacks of
9/11 would rock their world, and how much it quaked would depend on
their immediate expression of sympathy that such a thing had happened at
the hands of their countrymen and fellow members of the Islamic ummah
(community). Many of these same leaders have themselves been threatened
or lost relatives to assassination and are more aware than Westerners that
they ride the backs of tigers. They know the hands waving at their
motorcades can just as easily be throwing grenades. These leaders are betting
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on the power of the world’s lone hegemon to keep order in the region,
regardless of their public rhetoric, which is often critical of U.S. foreign
policy.
While the United States preaches increased democracy, open elections,
free presses, and market economies, there are few Pollyanna’s in Washington
who think these things will actually result anytime soon in the Middle East.
There is too much ground to make up, and technology in other parts of the
world has sped up the clock. The lesson of 9/11 on Middle East leaders was
clear. If a country as powerful as the United States could be fought to a
standstill in the war on terrorism, what chance do they have?
Terrorism has increased, not decreased, since 9/11 in the Arab World.
Innocent civilians, once a protected class by would-be suicide bombers, are
now the targets of opportunity in previously safe places like Saudi Arabia,
Iraq, Jordan, Egypt, and Lebanon, and in non-Arab Muslim countries like
Pakistan, India, Indonesia, The Philippines and Thailand. Terrorists have also
struck at London, Spain, Russia, Holland, Denmark, Germany and France.
The attacks of 9/11 have spawned a global, sometimes ill-defined reaction
of violence, and there are no signs of it abating soon. The whispered truth
is that terrorism works in the unintended consequences of fighting it — a
truth all-too-well understood by iron-fisted Middle East regimes struggling
to join a world community of development while trying to survive.
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Chapter 16

A S EMIOTIC A NALYSIS OF 9/11
IN THE P ALESTINIAN P RESS
Qustandi Shomali

T

his paper presents a formal analysis of the image
of the 9/11 attacks in the Palestinian press using semiotics. It is not a
political analysis of news reports or opinion articles, but rather how political
thoughts and opinions are expressed through text and graphics. In fact, news
and articles draw their meaning and significance from the way they interact
with each other and with other forms of expressions in the same newspaper.
We cannot fully understand any of them until we have looked at how they
make meaning together, multimodally, with one another.
Consequently, the image of the 9/11 attacks is defined in terms of
contrast and similarity of different forms of expression in the same context.
A selection of opinion articles, news reports, political caricature and pictures
from the Palestinian press are analyzed. Their meaning and significance are
defined not only by their content, but also by contrast and relations among
different forms in the same newspaper.
This study focuses on the printed press. In fact, Palestinian media is
mainly a printed one, and it is the most appropriate tool to portray the image
of 9/11 attacks. The Israeli occupation authorities did not allow television,
radio and other forms of electronic media to operate until the arrival of the
Palestinian Authority in 1996. These resources are still in development and
depend to a large scale on resources from Arab and foreign media.
The material examined will be taken from two of the three main local
newspapers in the Palestinian Territories, al-Quds and al-Hayat al-Jadidah. The
first is an independent newspaper and the most important newspaper. The
second is a semi-official newspaper. The collected material covers a period
of four months extending from Sept. 12, 2001, to D ec. 31, 2001. This
represents 110 media coverage days.
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POLITICAL TRENDS

AND

EVALUATIVE MEANING

Content from the two newspapers — which includes news reports, opinion
articles, pictures and political caricatures related to the 9/11 attacks directly
or indirectly — are subjected to a semiotic reading and are divided into four
different semantic classes that account for the articulations of four different
viewpoints of the 9/11 attacks within the Palestinian newspapers.
1-Forms expressing support for the United States and opposing the
9/11 Attacks
2-Forms expressing opposition to the United States and supporting the
9/11 Attacks
3-Forms that rationalize the 9/11 Attacks and present justifications for
it.
4-Forms that irrationalize the 9/11 Attacks and portray a negative image
of American policy in the Middle East
A. J. Greimas, in his book Structural Semantics (1966), suggests a formal
procedure for the perception of meaning in a discourse and provides a
semiotic model designed to account for the articulations of meaning within
a semantic universe. According to G reimas’s model, the fundamental
structure of the 9/11 attacks in the Palestinian media is a pair of semantic
classes which in their opposition to one another are correlated with another
pair of classes so as to produce a thematic interdependence.

1. EXPRESSING SUPPORT

TO THE

UNITED STATES:

Most of the material in this semantic class is represented by textual forms,
news and news reports. Very few pictures or caricatures represent this trend.
The reading of the following titles shows that the 9/11 attacks were
strongly condemned by all the Palestinian political organizations, unions and
committees, and human rights organizations. The President of the Palestinian
Authority sent a letter of condolences to President George Bush and began
a blood donation drive. The Palestine Legislative Council condemned the
terrorist attack on the United States and sent an urgent letter of condolences
to Speaker of the House of Representatives. Most of the important figures
in the Palestinian authority expressed grief and outrage, fully expressing
sympathy with the Americans who lost loved ones.
Palestinians in East Jerusalem held a candle-light vigil to express their
grief and solidarity with the American families struck by this tragedy. The one
million Palestinian students in the Palestinian Territory stood five minutes in
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silence to express their solidarity with the hundreds of American children
who have been struck by this tragedy, which resembles in its shocking effects
their daily sufferings. Students and professors went to hospitals in order to
donate blood for the American victims. The following is a list of headlines
of news reports that represent this viewpoint:
1-The Legislative Council Condemned the Terrorist Attacks against the
United States and warned Israel against Using the Attacks as a Pretext
to Escalate Attacks on Palestinians. al-Quds 16-9-2001
2-Children of Palestine Observe One Minute of Silence for the Innocent
Victims in the United States. al-Quds 13-9-2001
3-Children Carried Flowers and Candles Expressing their Sorrow. A
Palestinian Demonstration in front of the American Consulate in
Jerusalem to Condemn the Attacks on New York and Washington.
al-Quds 13-9-2001
4-Premier Qurie Presents his Condolences for the Victims of the 9/11
Attacks in the United States. al-Quds 13-9-2001
5-President Arafat Opens a Campaign to Donate Blood for the
American Victims. al-Quds 16-9-2001
6-Special Prayer for the Memory of the Victims of the Tragedy of New
York and Washington. al-Quds 16-9-2001
7-A Letter of Condolences from Arafat to Bush. al-Quds 12-9-2001
8-Arab and Muslim Religious Leaders Condemn Terrorism in Friday
Sermon Prayers. Islam Calls for Love not for Killing. al-Hayat alJadidah 15-9-2001
9-Intellectuals and Journalists in Ramallah Condemn the Attacks on the
United States. al-Hayat al-Jadidah 9-2001
10-NGOs in Gaza Condemn the Attack on the People of the United
States and Call for War on Terrorism. al-Hayat al-Jadidah 9-2001
11-Health Ministry Calls on the Citizens in Nablus to Donate Blood to
the Victims in the United States. al-Hayat al-Jadidah 9-2001
12-Palestinians Express Solidarity with the American People and
Condemn the Attacks on Washington and New York. They Donate
Blood and Announce Mourning in Schools. al-Hayat al-Jadidah 14-92001
13-The Political Parties Condemn the Terrorist Attacks and Present
their Condolences. They Warn Against the Use of the Attacks to
Disgrace the Palestinian Struggle. al-Hayat al-Jadidah September 2001
14-The Legislative Council Expresses its Deep Sorrow for the Tragedy
on the American People. It warns Against the Escalation of Violence
against the Palestinian People and the Equity of its Struggle for
Ending Occupation with Terrorism. al-Hayat al-Jadidah September
2001
15-Special Meeting Held to Discuss the 9/11 Attacks on Washington

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

243

and New York. Islamic and National Forces Affirm their Support for
the American People. al-Hayat al-Jadidah 16-9-2001
The two newspapers published many pictures showing the destruction
and human suffering of the victims. Most of these pictures are taken from
different media sources around the world. Very few pictures showed
expressions of grief and sympathy in the Arab and Muslim world. At the
same time, few opinion articles and political caricatures expressed support for
the United States and they condemned the attacks, as it will be shown down
in the table at the end of this paper.

2. EXPRESSING OPPOSITION TO THE
POLICIES OF THE UNITED STATES
The second class of news reports and opinion articles represent direct and
indirect accusations that the United States is supporting injustice and
perpetrating terrorism throughout the world, including bombings. Most of
the columnists in the two newspapers argue that the actions of the United
States and its support for Israel are the main reason for the 9/11 terrorist
attacks. Osama bin Laden ordered the attacks because the United States
favors Israel in the Middle East conflict. There are 11 news reports and 19
opinion articles expressing this trend. The following are the headlines of the
news reports and quotations from the opinion articles:
1-Bin Laden Calls on Muslims in Pakistan to Fight the Crusaders. AlHayat 11-2001
2-Rice in her Response to Leaders from Arab and Muslim Countries:
America Cannot Stop Attacks during Ramadan. Al-Hayat 11-2001
3-The American Position is Against Arabs and Muslims. al-Hayat al-Jadid
12-9-2001
4-The American Media are Portraying Bad Images of Arabs, Muslims,
and Palestinians. al-Quds 10-2001
5-Egypt and Saudi Arabia are Under Violent Attack from the American
Media and Congress. al-Quds 13-10-2001
6-American Attacks Increase the Popularity of Bin Laden al-Quds 13-1001
7-Admiration for Bin Laden is Widespread among Young Men in the
Gulf. al-Quds 29-10=01
8-Hate to America Will Increase in the Arab and Muslim World if the
Attack Continues in Ramadan. al-Quds 13-11-01
9-Arab Americans Complain about Discrimination after 9/11. al-Quds
2-11-01
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10-Arab Students Leave the United States fearing Discrimination. alQuds 6-11-01
11-Bin Laden is the New Saladin. Bush Increased his Popularity in the
Gulf. al-Hayat al-Jadidah 24-9-2001

Most of the material expressing opposition to the Untied States was
opinion articles. Below is a sampling from some of these articles.

1-“Ask the people who stand behind these terrorist attack to announce
clearly who they are and what they want so that the Palestinians will
not be suspected.” Adli Sadek, al-Hayat al-Jadidah, September 14, 2001
2-“Palestinians condemn the attacks and consider these actions
unacceptable because they suffer from the attacks by those who
consider themselves the only victims of the West.” Baker Abu Bader,
al-Hayat al-Jadidah 28-9-2001
3-“The American administration embarrassed in front of the American
public for the lack of security measures, channeled the emotions
resulting from the terrible scenes of destruction and death toward an
external source, mainly owned or manipulated by the Zionist lobby
in the United States defined that source in the Islamic world.” Nahid
Munir al- Riess, al-Hayat al-Jadidah, 17-9-2001
4-Despite thousands of condemnations by official, political and popular
representatives on all levels across the Arab World and despite all
signs of sympathy and manifestation by Palestinian children, the
media chose only the march of few children expressing victory. These
children according to the governor of Nablus were demonstrating
against the occupation. The emphasis of the Media on this marginal
event aims at the creating an image of Arabs and Muslims in the
Western imagination connected with terrorism. The diffusion of the
same image frequently is a method used by media to promote a
political and social content which is the defense of Israel. Fayez
Rashid, al-Hayat al-Jadidah, 19-9-2001
5-Questions need to be answered on the Black Tuesday:” Where were
the CIA and the FBI during the preparations for these attacks?”
Where is the Mossad which works for both Israeli and American
security and pretends to be the most powerful secret service? Ahmad
Sidki Dajani, al-Hayat al-Jadidah, 17 -9-2001
6-“The images of a few Palestinian youths after the tragedy have been
played over and over again on CNN, thus reinforcing the myth that
somehow the whole Palestinian people rejoices at that painful
tragedy. A closer examination has revealed that that celebration was
in fact a very limited phenomenon; limited to a few Palestinian
villages…The Palestinian people is presented as a supporter of the
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attacks on the United States. The picture presents twenty to forty
people, mostly children, who react in the same way in the presence of
foreign media. They gather and smile for the camera and raise the
victory sign which has become a symbol since the beginning of the
Intifada. This is a natural reaction in front of any cameraman who
visits the Palestinian territories. Nigel Parry, al-Hayat al-Jadidah,
September 2001
7-What is Washington expecting from Arab writers and public opinion
when it uses fragmented bombs against civilians or military targets.
What does it expect when it bombs the Red Cross buildings housing
food and medicine or even bombs neighborhoods in cities? What do
you expect from writers or analysts who were known for their stand
against terrorism and their support to the American people but do
not know now what the aims of the American military operations are.
Jamil Mattar, al-Hayat al-Jadidah, 12-11-200
8-Why Arabs and Muslims only and immediately. Ra’id Abdelrazak, alQuds, 2-9-2001
9-Why do many have no sympathy for the United States? The United
States should understand that hatred of its policies is a result of its
actions and the double standard in dealing with peoples, helping the
oppressor against the oppressed. This hatred will result in more hate
and violence and terror. Fighting terror is done by dealing with its
causes and supporting justice for all peoples without discrimination.
Hatem abu Sha’ban, al-Quds 10-11-01
10-The War is on Islam not on Terrorism:” President Bush in front of
TV cameras said clearly that this war is a crusade.” Jaber Bitawi, al
Quds, 1-12-01
11-“All these fierce American campaigns against Islam will not
extinguish its light. Islam will stay strong and will blind those who try
to extinguish it. All the efforts and resources of the United States on
fighting Islam will wither with the wind. Yusuf Quteneh, al-Quds, 2812-01
12-Is there a relationship between Black Tuesday and the American
policy? I think that the rapidity in which the United States declared
war on unknown enemy is an expression of intentions towards a
number of countries and organizations around the world that oppose
its policies. Khalid Hilu, al-Quds, 24-9-2001
13-Who is responsible for the Attacks on America? If the United States
wants to understand better the reasons behind the increase of this
radical enmity to its policies in the world, it has to undertake a critical
analysis of its policies in the world, especially in the Middle East,
mainly the Palestinian problem and the siege imposed on the Iraqi
people. Tawfiq Madani, al-Quds, 3-11-01
14-Palestine and the Arabs in the Age of Terrorism. The first results of
the war will affect the Arab societies under the pretext that they
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foster terrorism and they need to eliminate it. This war might reach
also hundreds of billions of dollars in the Western banks under the
pretext of liquidation of the financial sources of terrorism… all of
this is done in order to be able to draw a new map of the Middle
East. Diab Nasser, al-Quds, 28-11-01
15-Questions after the Black Tuesday Tragedy. There is a gap between
how the United States sees itself in the world and how other peoples
see this Super Power. Washington should heed of this gap in vision.
The results of unintended decision in the foreign policy are not less
that an intended decision. Umar Adass Wissan Assadi, al-Quds 1-1001
16-We and the American Tragedy. The United States has practiced so
far a self-interest policy toward peoples and their wealth. The result
was this catastrophe on its policies and its people. If it is really
interested in the elimination of terrorism it should look for its causes
and motives. They lie without doubt in the oppression of peoples and
the double standard. This is represented in its position towards the
Palestinian problem. We hope that this tragedy will change the policy
of the United States and bring peace and security to the peoples of
the world and the people of the United States. Lutfi Zaghlul, al-Quds,
9-2001
17-Will the United States understand the lesson of 9/11? Solving
international disputes, lifting the embargo on Iraq, holding an
international conference to solve the Arab-Israeli conflict based on
justice not power that suits the Israeli side and a Marshal project for
the development of the Middle East …all are indications that will
show that Washington understood the lesson of 9/11. Afeef alakhdar, al-Quds.

3. RATIONALIZE THE ATTACKS,
INTERNATIONAL LAW
Many writers expressed their views by presenting a rational analysis of what
happened. They emphasize that the best defense against terrorism is
promoting justice, peace and respect for the international law and human
rights in the Middle East. Only American commitment to solving the
Palestinian question will halt terrorism in the world. M any writers tried to
explain that the conflict between Israel and Palestinian is not part of the war
on terrorism, as the Israelis claim. For all those reasons, it is very important
that people solve the Arab-Israeli conflict, they argued. That doesn’t mean
people shouldn’t be looking at and addressing other problems while trying
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to solve that conflict. The following are news reports, headlines and
quotations from opinion articles reflecting this position.
1-A conference held in al-Azhar shows the reasons for terrorism in the
world: Injustice, atheism and double standards. al-Hayat al-Jadidah
November 2001
2-American policy has an important role in the 9/11 attacks. al-Hayat alJadidah 12-2001
3-al-Hayat al-Jadidah organizes a debate in Gaza on the effect of the 9/11
attacks on the Palestinian cause. al-Hayat al-Jadidah 26-12-2001
4-Attack on America: Arabs are Afraid to be Accused. al-Quds 9-2001
5-The United States Should Pay More Attention to the Palestinian
Problem. The Attacks Should Push the US to Reverse its Stances
toward the Problems of Peoples. al-Quds 16-9-2001
6-Bin Laden Did not Mention the Palestinians before the Attacks on the
World Trade Center. 22-10-01
7-Bin Laden Uses the Palestinian Cause. al-Quds 12-10-01
8-Oppression and Suppression in the Arab World Fostered Hate
towards America and the West. al-Quds 6-11-01
9-Rojoub: The Attacks on America Make the Palestinian Revise their
Strategy. al-Quds, 10-01
10-Mubarak: A Solution to the Conflict in the Middle East is the Only
Way to End International Terrorism. al-Hayat al-Jadidah September
2001
The majority of the Palestinian writers argued that U.S. commitment
to a fair resolution of the Palestinians Israeli conflict is important in the fight
against terrorism and in order to promote moderation, tolerance, and human
rights. If America wants the cooperation of the Arab countries to fight
terrorism and fundamentalism, it must uphold international justice. Most of
the articles in this class agreed that Americans need to increase their
awareness of the history of the conflict, geography and the culture of
Palestinians.
1-Are Americans required to pay for the price of the support of their
government to Israel twice? Once with taxpayers (Total of 192 billion
until today according to Edward Said) and the second time with their
blood as it happened in the last tragedy, when 7,000 lives were
claimed). Fahmi Huwaidi, al-Hayat al-Jadidah sept 2001
2-Why America lost security? The security in the West will not be
realized at the cost of weak peoples. The support of the West to
Israel will not provide it with security. Justice and respect for
humanity are the only way to bring security to all. Abdel Aziz
Rantissi, al-Hayat al-Jadidah 9-2001
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3-The Catastrophe of Manhattan does not make the United States a
Guardian of world ethics. Showing sympathy with the victims of the
United States in this tragedy does not mean a support for its previous
or future policies and does not mean a green light to all the plans that
are in the drawers of the White House, the Pentagon or the State
Department. Salman Natour, al-Hayat al-Jadidah 22-9-2001
4-After Black Tuesday Attacks a new obligation on Arab Elite to refuse
the acts of those who disfigure the image of Arabs in the world. Arab
intellectuals should launch a new battle to confront the new moral
danger and fight the distortion of their image in the world. al-Quds,
Abbas Rida, 15-9-2001
5-Why Muslims became an easy target! We have no right to justify these
acts as a clash of civilizations or as a result of historical heritage of
hate, religious wars and cultural differences. We must look for
solutions from within ourselves and not from outside. God will not
change a people until they change themselves. Salameh Ahmad
Salameh, al- Quds, 3-11-01
6-If there is need for a change in the Arab World, it should be done
from the inside, according to an Arab vision, which includes all the
forces in the society: active, moderate, enlightened so that it will not
lead to internal fights, but to respect for human rights and belief in
the political and civil freedom, acceptance of democracy and
accountability to be and able to absorb the new changes in the world
and choose the best of the Arab and Islamic heritage which will suit
the spirit and realities of our time. Without this vision, the Arab
world and nation will stay in a permanent state of division,
backwardness, extremism and conflict with others. Abdul Khalik
Abdullah, al-Quds 10-11-01
7-Terrorism and Islam. Atieh Jabarin, al-Quds, 22-12-01
8-Terrorism and Armed Resistance. Fadi Abu Sa’da, al-Quds, 22-12-01

4. IRRATIONAL REPRESENTATION

OF THE

ATTACKS

Most of the m aterial in this class is represented by political caricatures or
cartoons. Most of the newspapers publish caricatures daily. They became
popular with the use of color in the Palestinian newspapers. Caricatures are
actually in higher demand than photographs, because they are simple and
based on cultural and social realities.
The message in each caricature is clear in the satirical comment in each
captions and dialogue with different degrees of emphasis. They criticize the
United States and Israel and express the political concerns of the Palestinians,
Arabs and Muslims. They communicate a call for change and seek to change
the alienated position of the United States. The different caricatures in the
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two newspapers show the way Palestinians view, think and reason the USA.
At the same time they are very successful in helping the reader to understand
the policy of the United States and to make judgments about complex issues
in international politics. A sampling of the caricatures is shown on the next
three pages.
Structurally, caricature represents a combination of things that seem
real and true, and products of wild imagination, exaggeration and humor, in
order to convey a powerful message in a pleasant way. The published
caricatures represent the irrational trend in the two newspapers. Both
newspapers published strongly offensive caricatures of American and Israeli
leaders. In most of the images, the names of President George W. Bush and
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon were intertwined. Many caricatures also
suggested that Israel reaped political and financial gains from 9/11 and the
war on terrorism. Other images suggest that Israel either profited from or
helped orchestrate this war, which is another idea widely accepted as truth in
the Arab world (also see Chapter 15 in this book). This group of caricatures
shows that the United States is demonized in the Palestinian media.

CONCLUSIONS
Overall, the findings show that Palestinian newspapers were very critical of
the United States after 9/11. For every two news stories, opinion articles or
photographs that supported the United States, there were three that opposed
it (33 to 21). Moreover, the caricatures or cartoons (40 total) overwhelmingly
are critical of the United States.
The political environment can have an important influence on the
negativity of the images of the United States in the Palestinian media. When
President Clinton was in Gaza in 1998, the American flag and the Palestinian
flag flew together in the streets and were displayed in the newspapers.
However, when the United States invokes its veto power in the Security
Council in favor of Israel, the American and Israeli flags are burned in the
streets of Gaza and inflammatory articles against the United States work their
way onto the front pages of the newspapers.
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Chapter 17

S EPTEMBER 11 AND
T URKISH M EDIA
Orhan Gökçe and Birol Akgün

R

ight after the twin towers of the World Trade
Center were hit by the two hijacked airplanes, Turkish media outlets began
covering the terrorist incidents. Turkish TV stations include four state-owned
TRT channels and more than a dozen of privately owned stations, and a
couple of 24-hour news networks, including CNNTURK and NTV. The
total daily circulation of newspapers in Turkey is three million, and the
newspapers represent varying interests and ideological cleavages in the
society ranging from mainstream big newspapers to the radical left and
conservative Islamists.
Because of technical difficulties and unavailability of records of the TV
networks in Turkey, we had to rely mainly on the printed press for our
analysis. Thus, four daily newspapers — Milliyet, Zaman, Radikal and Yeni
Safak — were selected to represent the varied Turkish press. Although these
newspapers openly declare that they are politically independent, Milliyet was
selected because it represents the mainstream media in the country; Zaman
is generally considered to be center-right; Radikal is center-left and Yeni Safak
is moderate Islamist. In terms of daily circulation, Milliyet and Zaman sell
400,000 copies per day, Yeni Safak 150,000 and Radikal 50,000. Despite
some limitations, we believe that the analysis of the four newspapers will
provide a fairly balanced view of how 9/11 was framed by the Turkish press.
The time period of our study is from Sept. 12 to Oct. 12, the third day
of the war in Afghanistan. Staff reports, columnists’ writings, commentaries
and interviews constituted the main research materials for this analysis.

METHODOLOGY
Quantitative and qualitative content analyses have been extensively used in
social sciences, especially in communication studies (Berelson, 1952). The
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essence of the content analysis is classification and categorization. As
Berelson (1952: 147) states, “content analysis stands or falls by its
categories.”
In our analysis, we classified by case and by topic. By case we mean the
number of 9/11 related news items, and by topic we mean selecting and
emphasizing certain aspects of the events, since journalists many times do
not present the reality as it is but rather tend to make some aspects of the
events more salient by using subjective frameworks in defining, interpreting
and evaluating the topic under consideration (Entman, 1993). In the case of
Turkish media, 9/11 was often framed as a “clash between the West and
Islam,” or as “America’s Middle East Policy,” “Turkish-American Relations”
and the “New World Order.”
Two coding forms were developed. The first includes general topics,
political actors, their identities, how they are related and how they are treated
in the texts of the news. The second coding form aims to determine how an
event (a statement, a speech or a reaction) is referenced. Basically, the news
in the papers can be divided in three sub-categories:
! News related to background and development of the terrorist attacks and
suspected perpetrators
! News related to statements and reactions by political figures
! Views and interpretations

RESULTS
During the time period of the study, a total of 1,889 items appeared in the
four newspapers regarding September 11. In terms of coverage of the news,
Radikal seemed to show more interest (30.6%) followed by Zaman (26.7%),
Yeni Safak (21.8%) and Milliyet (21.0%).
When we compared the number of news and commentaries, again a
clear distinction can be observed among the newspapers. In terms of the
number of commentaries Yeni Safak and Radikal outnumber the other two
dailies. The fact that newspapers carried 9/11 to their commentary pages can
be seen as the evidence that Turkish media paid great attention to the
terrorist attacks in the US.
The frequency of 9/11-related news and commentaries was very high
in the early days but declined almost by two-thirds after two weeks. The
stories focused mostly on describing the attacks and the possible
perpetrators. More specifically, here are the topics and number of stories for
each.
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1. Description of the attacks and possible perpetrators, 645
1.1 Planning and execution of the attacks, 438
2. Reactions to the attacks and results, 352
2.1 Reactions in the United States, 195
2.2 Reactions in Turkey, 118
2.3 Reactions in other countries, 213
3. Views and Commentaries, 902
3.1 Political results of the Sept.11, 267
The planning, execution and long-term implications of the terrorist
attacks were the most frequently emphasized topics in the Turkish press,
especially in the early days. Like other media around the world, the Turkish
press was primarily interested in answering the “who, how, why and which”
questions. News related to planning and execution stages of the terrorist
attacks appeared 645 times.
The “surprise” element of the terrorist attacks against the United States
also was emphasized in the Turkish press. This is illustrated in the headlines,
such as “America in shock” and “America is shaken to the roots.” One of
the most repeated names among the possible suspects was Osama bin Laden.
Although some other groups or organizations, including the CIA, were
mentioned as possible perpetrators, the press focuses most on bin Laden.
The focus on bin Laden stems from the fact that his name was mentioned
by U.S. President George W. Bush in his Sept. 15 address to the nation.
The Turkish press relied heavily upon American sources, such as CNN
international, for information about bin Laden. Milliyet described him as
“extraordinarily genius” and as a “terrifyingly fanatic” person who had been
trained by the CIA during the Afghan war against Soviets in the 1980s
(Milliyet, Sept. 14, 2001). Bin Laden was presented as a bloody fanatic
terrorist leader with a large terrorist network that was allegedly responsible
for 3,000 deaths in 34 different countries.
However, there were considerable variations among the newspapers in
terms of the way bin Laden was presented. While Milliyet heavily focused on
bin Ladin early on, publishing his picture on the front page, Radikal and
Zaman used very cautious language without further comment.
Yeni Safak, on the other hand, avoided naming a perpetrator until the
suspects were captured or when the United States presented strong and
convincing evidence. Yeni Safak argued that a man living in remote Afghan
mountains could not execute such a high-tech terrorist attack, and the paper
cautiously stayed away from openly using the name of bin Laden. The
newspaper saw the identification of bin Laden as American propaganda.
Recalling the Kennedy assassination, the paper implied that the real suspects
can be perhaps found within ranks of the U.S. government.
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Although the U.S. government’s policy of officially charging bin Ladin
for the attacks has been interpreted by some as a clever strategy of
personification of the enemy in order to mobilize international support in its
fight against the international terrorist networks (Kuntze, 2003: 251), the
Turkish press did not seem to be entirely convinced. In the days that
followed, the Turkish press and political elites increasingly displayed
skepticism regarding America’s plan for deposing the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan. Indeed, opinion makers in Turkey more and more came to
believe that America had a secret agenda and Turkey should not participate
in America’s war, especially in the case of Iraq, Turkey’s neighbor. Later, in
the wake of adverse public opinion, the Turkish parliament failed to approve
the government’s bill for granting American troops the right of passage just
before Iraq war. There is no doubt that the press played a critical role in
rejecting this bill.
President Bush’s explanations for and comments about 9/11 played an
influential role in setting the agenda of the Turkish press. The press often
made reference to the antagonisms between “Western civilizations and
Islamic world.” The press also reported on the president’s use of the word
“crusade” and his official apology to Muslims for this mistake. Bush’s
comments praising Islam as a peaceful religion were reported extensively in
the news and commentary sections of the Turkish newspapers.
American leaders’ repeated declarations that perpetrators will be
punished according to the “war power act” were reported 140 times in the
press during the time of the study. But the Turkish press was not in total
agreement with the American official policy. Many stories and commentaries
were critical of the American policy of war against Afghanistan, which left an
impression that American government officially equated Islam with violence
and terror. The Turkish press also questioned the motives of the United
States (fighting terrorism or domination of the Middle East) and blamed the
United States for ignoring the long-standing Palestinian issue. In addition, the
press questioned the legality and legitimacy of a U .S. invasion that wasn’t
backed up with a clear mandate from the United Nations.
The decision of the Bush government to go to a war in Afghanistan
was justified and explained by the Turkish press mostly in line with the
arguments used by Bush’s address to the nation on Septem ber 15. They
included the following: (1) the Taliban is a radical, fanatic and brutal
fundamentalist group of people that constitute a real threat to the world, (2)
the United States needs to restore law and order to establish democracy in
Afghanistan; (3) Modern civilization is under attack by Taliban; (4) Terrorism
must be eradicated; (5) The United States has a right to use its military power
against its enemies; and (6) The supporters and sponsors of the terrorism
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must be fought and punished like terrorist themselves.
While those writers who supported American intervention mostly used
the arguments underlined by Bush and his cabinet members, there was
another group of columnists who were not persuaded by these arguments.
On the contrary, they persistently opposed the war in Afghanistan and
developed their own explanations for America’s intention of the war. For
many of them, the Afghanistan operation was designed to control
Afghanistan, a strategically located Islamic country, not to fight terrorism.
They also believed that America had a hidden political agenda, which is to
dominate the Islamic lands and control its oil reserves. Moreover, they also
argued that Afghanistan was just a beginning and that the United States will
likely expand its list of enemy regimes to include Iraq, Syria and Iran. These
writers frequently portrayed Bush as having a “cowboy mentality” bent on
revenge.
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Part IV

AUSTRALIAN &
AFRICAN MEDIA

Chapter 18

M USLIMS AND A RABS IN
A USTRALIAN M EDIA
S INCE 9/11
SCOTT POYNTING & GREG NOBLE

E

thnocentrism and orientalism have been part of
the landscape of the Australian press since its inception, so in some ways
anti-Arab and anti-Muslim racism has always gone with the territory. Since
the early days of the White Australia Policy in 1908, the masthead of the
Sydney magazine Bulletin bore the motto: “Australia for the White Man” until
it was removed in 1961. Arabs were not white, though some struggled
strategically to accumulate the measures of this whiteness (Monsour, 2002;
Hage, 1998).
Media vilification of non-Christian “heathens” has just as long a history
in Australia. Afghan cameleers, for example, who came to Australia with their
animals in the nineteenth century and enabled transport through the desert,
were subjected to press racism across the country. The editor of the Coolgardie
Miner, F. C .B. Vosper, fomented anti-Afghan racism in his newspaper on the
Western Australian goldfields, and in 1894 he set up the Anti-Afghan League.
In 1903, the Broken Hill Barrier Truth in western New South Wales,
editorialized against the “Afghan menace,” asserting that the Afghans
threatened the morals of the community (Cleland, nd).
Of course, such taken-for-granted xenophobia can turn into the active
assemblage of an enemy image in time of war. In 1885, the colony of New
South Wales sent a contingent in support of the British Empire’s campaign
in the Sudan. The Sydney Morning Herald earlier that year published a letter
from Sir Edward Strickland, KCB, urging the Australian colonies to raise
such a contingent, to fight in the Sudan against “England’s and all
Christendom’s old enemies, the Saracens” (Hutchinson and Myers, 1985).
W e argue in this chapter that the upsurge of anti-Arab racism and
“Islamophobia” in Australia after 9/11 arose, as did similar episodes during
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the 1991 Gulf War, from the exacerbation of existing tendencies, which have
been manifest in everyday racism, both before 1991 and in the intervening
period. We also argue that there are causal connections, however complex,
multi-causal and indirect, between populist politics exploiting xenophobia in
symbiosis with manipulated and generally tamed media, and repressive arms
of the state, responding to and dependent upon both of these. Thus, we shall
see how security services’ raids at dawn are conducted in the company of
tabloid journalists, who lend legitimacy as well as publicity, to the story that
here something is being done about terrorism. At the same time, politically
opportunist and sensationalist paper-selling “attacks” in headlines lead to and
give ideological license to racist attacks in shops, streets and workplaces.

GULF WAR ONE
During the Gulf War, the tabloid press and high-profile opinion-making
presenters on commercial television and talkback radio demanded that Iraqi
Australians and virtually all Arab-background immigrant community leaders
declare their allegiance to Australia, and that they both repudiate and
apologize for the evils of Saddam Hussein’s regime, which a number of the
Iraqi Australians had themselves fled (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission, 1991). There was a clear assumption that anyone identifying or
identifiable as Arab or Muslim was disloyal and even dangerous until proven
otherwise: an “enemy within.” In practice, no amount of protestation of
commitment to Australia and its values would suffice to allay this suspicion.
Those ethnic and religious leaders from the targeted communities, who,
desperate for respectability and some peace for their constituents, played the
game of declaring their fealty before the cameras and microphones,
unwillingly acceded to the ongoing logic of this being continually demanded
and never enough.
Concomitantly, there was an outbreak of racist hate crime in Australia
against Arabs, Muslims, or those who appeared so to the attackers. The
Hawke Labor Government urged “tolerance” toward these minorities under
the longstanding Australian policy of multiculturalism, although it did little
to act effectively against racial vilification or attacks and neither did state
governments (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, hereafter
HREOC, 1991; Newell, 1990; Hage, 1991).
Women were especially targeted as victims. Many Muslim women
wearing their hijab, or traditional headscarf, in public places, were assaulted,
abused and had strangers of both genders, but usually men, grabbing at their
scarves to tear them away. Most of the victims were not Iraqi; some were not
even Arab but, rather, were South-East Asian. But such confusions of the
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object of racial hatred are not unusual in the history of Australian racism.
There was an outbreak of incidents of people in traditional Muslim clothing
or of “Middle Eastern appearance” being spat upon or more violently
assaulted in the street, of incidents of arson, vandalism, threats, harassment
and other racist attacks directed by “white-thinking” people against this
newly identified fifth column which was seen to be subverting the nation
from within. It was as if there were now manifold “borders” internal to the
nation rather than around its perimeters, to be patrolled against the nonChristian, non-Western, “third-world-looking” outsiders who might endanger
the good life from among our midst (Hage, 1998; 31/1/02).
The Prime Minister’s appeal during the Gulf War for “us” to be
“tolerant” only served to underscore who was in a position to tolerate and
who was to be magnanimously tolerated (or not) (Hage, 1991). This
“tolerance” message, basically one of forebearance and forgiveness of the
deviance of cultural difference, was carried by the editorials and opinion
sections of the more liberal newspapers; those marketing more nationalist
and xenophobic fare called for defense of “our way of life,” enforcement of
assimilation and eternal vigilance against these internal outsiders.

THE RESISTIBLE RISE OF XENOPHOBIA
AND DEMISE OF MULTICULTURALISM
The decade between the Gulf War and the so-called “War on Terror” saw
the demise of political bipartisanship over multiculturalism in Australia and
a concerted attack on cultural diversity and the rights of minorities. “Political
correctness” — allegedly propagated by cosmopolitan, urban, intellectual
“elites” ignoring the will and the suffering of ordinary “mainstream” people
— was under assault. This rightwing ideology, successfully imported from
the United States, appealed especially to those social groups alienated and
marginalized by the effects of globalization and to those experiencing
dislocation and disempowerment.
In 1996, the assimilationist, anti-multiculturalist ex-Liberal Party
candidate Pauline Hanson was elected to federal parliament for the seat of
Oxley on the urban fringe of the Queensland capital, Brisbane. She stood as
an independent, following her expulsion from the Liberals after unguarded
comments about “handouts to Aborigines” and other racist remarks. The
One Nation party that she subsequently founded attracted huge media
attention and garnered up to 10 percent of the vote in several state elections,
in addition to the federal one, by opposing immigration and rearticulating the
racism of the old “white Australia policy.” Their supporters object, as did the
Bulletin a hundred years ago, to immigration, especially from “non-Christian
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countries,” and accuse immigrants of bringing unemployment, crime,
corruption, communal strife, disease, among a list of social ills. At the 1998
election in which John Howard’s Coalition government was elected, neither
they nor the Labor Party voiced significant opposition to the mounting
xenophobia and racism. By 2001, One Nation was almost defunct, having
been rendered redundant by the governing Liberal-National Coalition’s
adoption of m uch of its ideology and many of its policies, such as those
against asylum seekers and against Aboriginal self-determination.

DOG -WHISTLING
The 2001 federal election campaign was marked by “dog whistle politics,” a
concept and practice imported, like the attack on “political correctness,”
from the United States. (As we write, it has now been exported to the United
Kingdom in their national election campaign of 2005, with the same
Australian “spin doctors” who advised John Howard coaching British
Conservative leader Michael Howard in the strategy. If it gains less purchase
on that ground, it will largely be because the latter Howard does not have the
benefit of incumbency.) The notion of “dog-whistling” involves sending a
particularly sharp message that calls clearly to those intended and goes
unheard by the rest of the population, like a high-pitched dog whistle audible
to the canine but not the human ear.
Prime Minister Howard’s key election slogan of 2001, amid a
manufactured crisis about asylum-seeking “boat people” creating popular
hysteria around August of that year, was, “We will decide who comes to this
country and the circumstances in which they come.” This skillfully conveyed,
to a particular “we,” a message that deliberately went beyond the words.
Ostensibly it was a reasonable statement about national sovereignty that
almost goes without saying in a contemporary nation state. At the inaudible
level, it spoke to those disaffected, disoriented and displaced by local effects
of globalized economic restructuring — those whose insecurity and
ignorance leaves them susceptible to populist claims that their relaxed and
comfortable past had been stolen away by cosmopolitan “politically correct”
elites and the “multicultural industry,” by favoring Asian and Middle-Eastern
immigrants, refugees, and by privileging Aborigines. Thus, it silently but
successfully promised barriers against the unassimilable, the irrevocably
different races or cultures — non-Christian, non-white, non-Western —
against whom the previous supporters of One Nation had raised their voices.
Such “dog-whistle politics” was abetted by “dog-whistle journalism”
(Poynting and Noble, 2003). Throughout 2000 and up to August 2001, the
media presented a seemingly endless and unstoppable flow of refugees and
264

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (2010)

asylum seekers invariably described as “Middle-Eastern” arriving on
Australian territory off the coast of Western Australia. In fact, the numbers
were well within Australia’s planned immigration provision for refugee intake
of 12,000 per annum. The m oral outrage was supposedly directed at their
purported “queue jumping” and at the predatory industry of “people
smuggling” (Poynting, 2002). In this reporting on the “boat people,” the
media were depending upon and accepting information supplied by
government ministers and officials (Stani, 27/1/00). This dependence was
increasingly cultivated and exploited by government media managers.
Critical journalist Nadya Stani demonstrates how the media fixed on the
means in which the asylum seekers came to Australian territory instead of
reporting what they were fleeing from. Stories invariably originated from
press releases and briefings by the Department of Immigration and
Multicultural Affairs, and its Minister, Philip Ruddock. The reports focused
on the illegal and predatory nature of “people smuggling,” the supposed
leapfrogging of presumed orderly queues of applicants for asylum, the
allegedly privileged background of those able to pay the people smugglers for
their unlawful conveyance. They overwhelmingly used the language of fear
and eschewed the standpoint of the asylum seekers (Stani, 27/1/00).

THE “TAMPA CRISIS”
This pattern of representation was amplified into a moral panic, reaching a
crescendo with the “Tampa Crisis” from August 2001. Oppositional voices
were effectively silenced or drowned out as politically correct liberal whining.
Christine Jackman in Sydney’s Murdoch tabloid Daily Telegraph pronounced:
“The so-called humanitarians screeching ‘racist’ at anyone who questioned
the right of the 438 on the Tampa to automatic entry should explain what is
so humanitarian about indulging people-smuggling.” She went on to use the
term “people-smuggler” twice more in the piece, as well as “human cargo.”
(Jackman, 14/9/01: 17). Similarly, rightwing Telegraph columnist Piers
Akerman managed to fit “people smuggler” and “queue jumper” into one
sentence, and many more such into the rest of one opinion piece: “Plucked
from a people smuggler’s leaky ferry, the principally Iraqi and Pakistani queue
jumpers have shown little civility towards representatives of the country
where they hope to settle” (Akerman, 4/10/01: 22).
On Aug. 26, 2001, a leaky ferry, the KM Palapa, carrying more than 430
asylum seekers, mainly from Afghanistan, began to sink in the Indian Ocean.
Those on board were rescued by the MV Tampa, a Norwegian freighter,
about 75 nautical miles from Australia’s Christmas Island and almost four
times that far from the Indonesian port of Merak (Marr and Wilkinson, 2004;
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Senate Select Committee on a Certain Maritime Incident, 2002). The Captain,
Arne Rinnan, decided to head for Christmas Island, as many of the asylum
seekers were ill and in poor condition. He radioed Australia for medical
assistance, but none was provided. Having entered Australian territorial
waters, Captain Rinnan was abruptly threatened by an officer of the
Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs with the punishment
meted out to people smugglers under the Migration Act — including the
possibility of huge fines and confiscation of the vessel — if he did not turn
around and head toward Indonesia (Marr and Wilkinson, 2004; Burnside,
23/1/02). With an election fast approaching, the government had apparently
resolved to stop these asylum seekers from reaching Australian land. As
Julian Burnside puts it, “This odd decision has never been explained, except
with the rhetoric of ‘sending a clear message to people smugglers and queue
jumpers that Australia is not a soft touch.’” Burnside infers that the Prime
Minister was calculating that “a show of toughness against helpless refugees
would be electorally popular amongst the large number of Australians who
had responded positively to aspects of Pauline Hanson’s unattractive
platform” (Burnside, 23/1/02).
The Tampa was interdicted four miles from Christmas Island, boarded
and taken over by Australian SAS forces, in what Rinnan and others later
characterised as an act of piracy. From this point, in a deliberate and
significant strategy, communications were strictly limited by the Australian
military. Eventually after more than a week of stand-off, the asylum seekers
were transferred to an Australian naval vessel, for subsequent transportation
to the impoverished Pacific island of Nauru, which struck a multi-million
dollar deal to incarcerate and assess the asylum seekers there, allowing the
Prime Minister to keep his promise that the asylum seekers aboard the
Tampa would not set foot on Australian soil.
This populist venture immediately registered in the opinion polls, and
election campaign headlines began to reflect messages like “Howard’s
Tampa-led recovery” and “Tough time for Labor as nation rallies to PM.”
News reports and images of the asylum seekers were tightly controlled via
the Australian military. Lawyer Julian Burnside, who argued the case for the
asylum seekers’ challenge in the Federal Court to the government’s actions,
later wrote:
The press were (sic) not allowed anywhere near the ship. Despite
repeated requests from lawyers and others, no Australian was allowed
to speak to any of the refugees. The physical circumstances meant that
no images of individual refugees were available. At best, film footage
showed distant images of tiny figures under an awning on the deck of
the ship. By the same technique, the stories of the refugees were
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suppressed. ... Although the misery of the refugees’ situation was
obvious enough none of them could be seen as human beings
(Burnside, 23/1/02).
The deliberateness of this strategy may be assessed in the light of the
revelation on April 17, 2002, at the Senate Select Committee on a Certain
Maritime Incident, by Brian Humphreys, director general of communications
strategies in the G overnment’s Public Affairs and Corporate
Communication: “Immigration had concerns about identifying potential
asylum seekers, and so we got some guidance on ensuring there were no
personalizing or humanizing images.” The refugees were not to be allowed
to be seen in the Australian media as human beings, as individuals with life
stories.
Other crucial images were doctored and misrepresented during the
election campaign, in the now infamous “children overboard affair.” On Oct.
6, another unseaworthy vessel, a fishing trawler laden with 223 Middle
Eastern asylum seekers, was intercepted by the Australian naval frigate,
HMAS Adelaide, in Australian waters off the west coast. Shots were fired
across its bows and it was boarded. Over the following day, Navy personnel
tried in vain to prevent the vessel from sinking, so that it could be towed out
of Australian waters. As the boat finally did sink, asylum seekers, including
children, had to be rescued from the water. A video was taken by navy
personnel. That very day, a Canberra bureaucrat told the People Smuggling
Task Force that asylum seekers had thrown their children overboard in an
attempt to prevent the Adelaide turning their vessel back (Marr and
Wilkinson, 2004). The assertion was repeated publicly many times by the
Defence Minister, the Prime Minister, and those campaigning for them, and
it was echoed in tabloids and talkback across the continent. It has now been
shown to be falsification (Senate Select Committee on a Certain Maritime
Incident, 2002). It has been demonstrated that images from the video
depicting children in the water, shown on national television by the Defence
Minister during the election campaign, were cut down so as to excise the
view of the boat sinking in the background and were misrepresented as being
of the previous day when the incident of throwing the children into the sea
was claimed to have occurred. It also has been proved that the Prime
Minister’s office and that of the Defence Minister were warned soon
afterwards by Navy personnel conveying firsthand knowledge of the
falsehood of the story they were presenting, which they nevertheless
continued to defend as true until well after the election (Senate Select
Committee on a Certain Maritime Incident, 2002).
Prime Minister Howard repeated, “I don’t want, in Australia, people
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who would throw their own children into the sea. I don’t” (Four Corners,
15/4/02). He told Alan Jones’s commercial radio audience on Sydney’s
highest-rating talkback program on Oct. 8, “I don’t want in this country
people who are prepared, if those reports are true, to throw their own
children overboard” (Wilkinson, 16/2/02: p. 28).
As commentator Hugh Mackay put it, “the ‘children overboard’
incident ... show[s] us just how vulnerable Australians have become to
political spin.” He argues that “we wanted to believe the kids had been
thrown overboard, because we had already been worked over by a slick
propaganda machine that had created a ‘refugee crisis’ out of a couple of
hundred people rescued by the Tampa” (Mackay, 16-17/2/02: 31). “We”
were helped in that belief by those tabloid column-writers such as Piers
Akerman who, in rival columnist and radio talkback host Mike Carlton’s less
than charitable words, “swallow and regurgitate the Government’s deceit, all
the while denouncing the gullible bleeding hearts of the chardonnay-swilling
liberal media elite” (Carlton, 16-17/2/02: 24). Carlton was (in vain)
anticipating contrition from Akerman after the “children overboard”
misrepresentation was revealed, since at the time Akerman had written, “As
for those who threw their children into the sea on Sunday and the
malcontents who trashed the Manoora — it must be made absolutely clear
that not only is such behavior totally unacceptable but will in fact mitigate
(sic) against any future consideration for admission into Australia” (Akerman,
9/10/01: 16).
Such was the timing and execution of the media manipulation, that
newspaper headlines first became able to denounce this decisive “children
overboard” fabrication on the very morning of the election. By then, the
“War on Terror” dominated the news, and the media would instead be
exercised to connect ideologically the U.S. foreign policy objectives of
“regime change” in Afghanistan and then Iraq.

AL -QAEDA DOWNUNDER
We have argued elsewhere (Noble and Poynting, 2003; Poynting et al, 2004)
that years of representing the Arab/Muslim Other as backward, uncivilized,
barbaric, violent, terroristic, mysogynistic and other demonic qualities
received their “ideological payout” with the attacks of 9/11 and the ensuing
“War on Terror.” The media-fed criminalization of Arab-Australian youth
since the 1990s (Collins, Noble, Poynting and Tabar, 2000) could be
ideologically validated in hindsight, with its purveyors adopting a “told-youso” tone, and the themes could now be called upon to enhance the credibility
of the wider discourse of Arab and Muslim deviance which rapidly subsumed
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it. “Act of W ar” was the Daily Telegraph headline after shots blamed on
Lebanese youth gangs were fired at a western Sydney police station in 1998,
and exactly those words headed the Telegraph’s front page on Sept. 12, 2001
(Noble and Poynting, 2003). Similarly, the huge media story about “ethnic
gang rape” in Sydney by immigrant youth of Lebanese or Muslim
background, echoing similarly constructed stories in France (Poynting et al,
2004), could now lend credence to the rationalization that the recently
noticed oppression of women by the Taliban justified their vengeful
overthrow. Just as the same inherent criminality of Arabs and Muslims in
Australia could now be seen at work more globally, so the global terror
would now be seen at work in Australian suburbs.
For days after 9/11, articles in the Telegraph on the events in the United
States and their consequences were captioned “Act of War,” even before
“war on terror” was declared. Thereafter, the banner “War on Terror” has
continually reappeared in the tabloid. Three days after the airliner attacks in
New York, Washington and Pennsylvania, Telegraph columnist (and now
editor) David Penberthy wrote an opinion piece that is worth quoting at
some length for the exemplary way it presents itself as rational and tolerant,
and for the sentiments which nevertheless show through. It is also conveys
quite accurately the mood of intolerance and irrationality that had descended
on Australia, and the linking of ideological elements which accompanied it.
Whatever tiny shred of goodwill that still existed in this country towards
Muslim Australians probably disappeared at the same time the first
hijacked passenger jet smashed into the World Trade Center.
Those who seek to portray John Howard as a bigot for his stand
on the Tampa now find themselves in something smaller than a
minority; equally those who accuse Premier Bob Carr of flirting with
race politics through his stand on crime are free to meet in a telephone
booth and talk among themselves.
This galvanising of public opinion is not rational. ...
In the minds of most Australians, all of these issues have merged
into one.
A series of events has overlapped, the result of which is blanket,
unprecedented hostility to anyone who would seek to defend Islam and
its adherence.
It explains why, as the Lebanese gang rape scandal started to
unfold, there was such acrimony directed towards [Mufti of Australia]
Sheik Hilaly, over his call for a seat in State Parliament to be found for
a Muslim, not to mention his absurd suggestion that because the gang
rapists were Australian born, their criminal actions reflected more on
their new homeland than on their ancestry. ...
It explains why, when the Tampa arrived in Australian waters,
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carrying 434 people from Muslim Afghanistan. most Australians did not
want to hear any stories from those on board. They just wanted them
to go away. (Penberthy, 14/9/01: 27)
Here we have an ideological chain of equivalence, recognized as
irrational and yet endorsed as understandable: terrorism, ethnic crime gangs,
Islam, misogynist violent crime, Muslim ethnic-religious leader, MiddleEastern asylum seekers.
In October 2001, as the United States mounted war in Afghanistan,
stalwart opinion columnist Piers Akerman lauded the Australian military
“preparing to go to sea in the service of their country.” The enemy in each
case was equated:
Some are going to the Middle East, to provide back-up to the civilised
world’s war against terrorism; others are going to the edges of our
territorial waters to dissuade people-smugglers from bringing their
cargoes of illegal immigrants to our shores. (14/10/01: 95)
The Daily Telegraph, on the previous day, had printed in its editorial
column stories, since discredited, about rescued asylum-seekers in custody
aboard an Australian Navy ship threatening to harm their children.
Sententiously, it proclaimed, “Criticism that Australia lacks compassion since
the introduction of the Border Protection Act should not foster guilt over
our revulsion at those who care so little for their own children.” It continued,
“While on board, SAS m embers were able to place under surveillance a
suspected agent of the Osama bin Laden terrorist network” (Daily Telegraph,
13/10/02: 24). The letters to the editor reflected similar concerns. The same
letter-writer from Currumbin Waters who had fretted from 1,000 km away
about Sydney’s “ethnic gangs” in August now asked, “What uncivilised
barbarism is this? ... placing children’s lives at risk.” The Telegraph pointedly
headed this letter section “Terrorism on the seas” (Daily Telegraph, 11/10/02:
27). As there was never a subsequent report about the suspected Al Qaeda
terrorist being arrested or tried, we can only assume that the suspicions or
the report were as unfounded as the inventions about parents harming their
children. We nevertheless see through this process how, as with the moral
panic about ethnic crime, the demonization of the asylum seeker achieves its
“ideological payout” with the terror attacks of 9/11.
On Oct. 12, 2001, the Telegraph frontpage headline screamed,
“TERROR AUSTRALIS: Bin Laden groups in our suburbs,” and the article
detailed raids on homes of Arab and Muslim immigrants in Western Sydney
by the Australian Federal Police and the Australian Security Intelligence
Organisation. It reported that “more than a dozen men from Egypt, Jordan
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and Tunisia currently applying for refugee status, have been identified as
having connections or membership with radical Al-gama Islamiya, AlMaqdesi, Al-Dawa and Al-Nahda groups” (Miranda, 12/10/01:1,4). The
editorial of that day headlined, “Entry is a privilege not a right,” and warned
of “up to a hundred operatives in Sydney” suspected of raising funds for
“bogus charities that have been found to have links to terrorist networks.”
It urged “firm and immediate action” and cautioned that “the existence of
these groups should sound a warning over the standards required to gain
entry to Australia (Daily Telegraph 12/10/01: 20).
Since then, there has still not been a report of any charges, let alone a
trial, for any terrorism-related offence in connection with the highly
publicized raids. Of course, inadequate law always can be blamed as the
reason: a cartoon in the Telegraph depicted a judge in his wig sitting on the
sofa between four bearded, turban-wearing Taliban-like figures, drinking
cups of tea with five such visitors while saying to his wife, bearing the tea
tray, “I’m sorry dear — I told them it was okay to stay” (Brown, 12/9/01:
33).
If the turban or the veil become the symbol for the “uncivilized
barbarism” imagined by writers of letters to the editor and opinion leaders
in the tabloid press, it is reasonable to conjecture a causal connection with
the fact that these become targets for the acts of racial hatred outlined earlier
in this article. Piers Akerman’s column, titled “Opening our doors to a wave
of hatred,” was accompanied by Löbbecke drawing of a women in a chador
with a brick wall instead of human eyes showing through the gap. Akerman
began by marshalling the September 11 events for an attack on Australian
multiculturalism: “The terrorist attack on the U.S. should provide a wake-up
call to Australia to re-examine its policy of multiculturalism.”
He concluded:
When we look within Australia we find a separatist clique unsure
whether it follows religious or cultural practices.
A beard, a scarf, a headdress or the length of a sleeve or dress are all
important to some of these people and the supporters of
multiculturalism tell other Australians that they are the ones who must
exhibit tolerance when they are spat upon or cursed for wearing
ordinary clothing in keeping with the dominant culture.
It is the Muslims who must show tolerance to others here and in
other Western nations otherwise they will always be separate (Akerman,
18/9/01).
In an ideological inversion, the “ordinary” people of the dominant
culture in Australia appear as being spat upon by the Muslims, and the latter
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are presented as evincing intolerance. Yet the same newspaper recognized,
in two small column inches ambiguously headed “Muslim backlash,” that it
was Muslims being “abused, threatened and attacked, with one mosque
alerting police to a firebomb threat. Many reports have come from women,
targeted because of their head scarves” (Sunday Telegraph 16/9/01: 9). The
Sun-Herald recognized that it was indeed “women with veils” being spat upon
(Devine, 11/11/02).
After the Bali bombings in October 2002, ASIO and Australian federal
police operatives again mounted raids on suburban homes of Muslim citizens
— this time mainly Australians of Indonesian origin in Sydney, Perth and
Melbourne (Poynting et al, 2004). Below identification sketches of suspects
in the Kuta attacks, the Australian published the frontpage headline, “Hunt
for faces of terror,” followed by “ASIO raids target JI sleeper cell” (Powell
and Chulov, 31/10/02: 1). As with the 2001 raids, there have been no
charges laid and no arrests made on terrorism-related matters, although there
was an arrest over a visa infringement. Neighbors of one home raided at
dawn in a Perth working-class suburb reported the timber door being
splintered with sledge hammers and windows being smashed by a gunbearing squad wearing black helmets, balaclavas, goggles and flak jackets,
issuing from two four-wheel drive vehicles (Daily Telegraph, 31/10/02: 7). A
17-year-old, whose home in Perth was invaded, told of the trauma she
experienced along with her three brothers and sisters, one only four years
old, who “saw balaclava-clad officers thrust their machine guns in [their]
faces” (Dunn, 31/10/02).
In a simultaneous operation in Sydney, some 15 operatives confiscated
mobile phones, computers, disks, passports, bank statements, and personal
documents such as marriage and birth certificates, just as in the raids the
previous year, along with — bizarrely — a copy of the Daily Telegraph
reporting the Bali attack (Morris and Rowlands, 31/10/02: 7). One Sydney
family was “effectively held prisoner for five hours” (ABC News Online,
31/10/02), according to those held captive. In bursting into the home of a
businessman in Greenacre in south-west Sydney, one of the agents said to
him, “You are one of JI.” The man said that he had not heard of Jemaah
Islamiah, the group being blamed for the Bali terrorist attacks, until the Kuta
nightclub bombings occurred. ASIO seized computers, documents and
business records (Morris, Cameron and Cornford, 1/11/02: 7).
A man whose home in Sydney’s south-west was also raided by 15
officers with guns and a sledgehammer said that he had no connections
whatever with Jemaah Islamiah, although he had attended two or three
speeches made by alleged JI leader in Sydney (Karvelas, 31/10/02: 7; Morris
and Rowlands, 31/10/02: 7). ABC Radio’s AM program (31/10/02)
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reported that “What appears to have been a key to the raids ... is that men in
the target families had been to lectures given by Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, the
alleged spiritual leader of Jemaah Islamiah, suspected in the Bali bombing.”
The front page of the Sydney Morning Herald on Nov. 5 had an article
telling how the previous week’s security service and federal police raids were
justified by the seizure of the Muslim equivalent of a parish newsletter
denouncing Hollywood and prom iscuity, laden with double meanings and
expressing sympathy toward Osama bin Laden (Morris and Thompson,
5/11/02: 1). The newsletter was called Al Haq, which “translates as Truth.”
So, incidentally, did Pravda. Just as many labelled as “communists” and
“fellow travelers” during the Cold War had not the slightest connection with
the Communist Party nor with Stalinism, so not everyone branded a Muslim
terrorist (or terrorist supporter or sympathiser) will prove to be one. Most
will not, as in these armed ASIO raids where citizens had their doors broken
down and guns pointed at their heads — a perfectly proportionate
precaution, some will say, in the “war on terror”; a small price (for others) to
pay for the defence of freedom, civilization and democracy.
Nevertheless, the suppression of “terrorists” serves an important
function in the maintenance of the prevailing hegemony. The effect goes well
beyond those raided. The swoops were clearly intended to send an
intimidatory message to whole communities to which those raided belong.
For that very reason, the media were taken in tow in both the 2001 and 2002
raids. On several occasions the media identified the families concerned, and
they were consequently subjected to vigilante-style harassment. The raids
were useless for intelligence-gathering purposes, and no-one raided was
charged for terrorist offenses. This can hardly have been their underlying
purpose unless they were extremely bungled. Their purpose was obviously
to reassure the white, Christian “mainstream” that something was being done
about these terrorists or terrorist sympathizers in our midst, and to frighten
the targeted communities into keeping a low profile. The mainstream media
literally went along with this.
This, too, is a form of terror, as is the gentler form of persuasion in the
shape of fear of the ubiquitous enemy, propagated by the repressive arm of
the State and purveyed by its ideological apparatuses, above all the moguldominated media and those who mirror them.
This chapter has traced a “signification spiral” — or rather a series of
them — amplified and disseminated via the Australian media since 9/11,
whereby a new “other” is constructed as the folk demon of our time. In the
ideological slippages of the racist imagination, Middle Eastern has become
conflated with Arab, Arab with Muslim, Muslim with misogynist, misogynist
with rapist, rapist with gang, gang with terrorist, terrorist with “boat people,”
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“boat people” with barbaric, and so on in endless chains of equivalence
connoting criminality, irrational violence, and evil. We have learned in the
same media of the effects of such chaining. These very media will just as
important in the taking apart of these chains.
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Chapter 19

B ETWEEN S CYLLA AND
C HARYBDIS : 9/11 IN
S OUTH A FRICAN M EDIA
Nicolene Botha & Arnold S. De Beer

L

ike elsewhere in the world, 9/11 stung South
Africa. The shared sense of shock and outrage that unified media and people
alike, especially in the West, was high on the national news agenda. For
weeks reports, punditry, and predictions dominated the media: Who did it?
Why? How would the United States react? How would the Islamic world
react? What were the implications for the world, for Africa, and for South
Africa?
The views of world leaders were sought, and, rather surprisingly,
politicians in many countries who shared a patchy past with the United States
— including Syria, Libya, Iran, Iraq, Cuba, “and even the Taliban rulers of
Afghanistan” (Dispatch Online, 2001 September 13) — expressed their
sympathies with the American people. Libyan leader, Moammar Gadhafi,
proclaimed:
“[I]rrespective of the (read: the Arab world’s) conflict with America, it
is our human duty to show sympathy with the American people, and be
with them at these horrifying and awesome events which are bound to
awaken human conscience” (Beeld, 2001 September 12, p. 9).
North Korea, which is listed by the United States as a “sponsor of
terrorism,” called the attacks “very regretful and tragic,” and added that the
country “is opposed to all forms of terrorism” (Die Burger, 2001 September
14, p. 2). Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat not only condemned the attacks,
but donated blood to help the victims of 9/11 (Beeld, 2001 September 13, p.
10). It was noted that many of these countries’ reactions “were tempered
with cautions about U.S. foreign policy — and, no doubt, the awareness of
their own vulnerability” (Dispatch Online, 2001 September 13).
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AFRICA ’S REACTION
African leaders likewise communicated their solidarity with the United States.
The Organization of African U nity called it “horrific terrorist attacks that
have caused enorm ous loss of human life and destruction” and expressed
“the full solidarity and the deepest condolences of the OAU and the entire
people of Africa over this tragedy which affected not only the people of the
USA, but humanity as a whole [Translated]” (Beeld, 2001 September 22, p. 2).
Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo said “[w]e must all resolve that there
will be no hiding place for terrorists. If this can happen to the most powerful
nation of the world, those of us who are less powerful must make sure that
we are always at alert”(IOL, 2001 September 13).
The Daily Nation of Kenya called the attacks “abhorrently savage” and
maintained that such actions only served to further alienate “the forces
dedicated to reasonable ways of ensuring justice in the world.” Many other
African leaders, such as Presidents Abdelaziz Bouteflika of Algeria, Blaise
Compaore of Burkina Faso, Alpha Oumar Konare of Mali, and John Kufuor
of Ghana, all sent messages expressing their sympathy and dismay about
what had happened (IOL, 2001 September 13).
Many of the African countries that criticized the attackers “have large
Muslim populations and share a sense of Third World solidarity with the
Arab world.” While denouncing the attacks, they implored the United States
and President George W. Bush to show restraint in their quest for revenge.
In this context the Kenyan weekly East African noted that “thanks to partisan
American and Western press coverage, the popular image of a terrorist as a
Muslim, preferably of Arab origin, with fundamentalist persuasion, is being
firmly entrenched in the world mind.” Nigeria’s This Day added: “We don’t
want to look back twenty years from now at a world devastated by racial and
religious conflict and wonder if it could have been avoided.” And an editorial
column in South Africa’s Sunday Independent urged the rest of the world to
“save United States from itself” (IOL, 2001 September 17).

SOUTH AFRICA ’S REACTION
The South African media reported extensively on the reaction of the
government, which mirrored the shock and anger expressed by the greater
part of the global community and pledged its support in their fight against
terrorism.
President Thabo Mbeki unequivocally denounced the attack (Rapport,
2001 September 16, p. 1). “No sane person anywhere in the world has any
doubt but that this catastrophe should not be repeated anywhere else in the
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world, and that all humanity should act together to achieve this result”
(Mbeki, 2001 September 28).
Mbeki’s sentiments were shared by the ruling African National
Congress (ANC), whose spokesman, Smuts Ngonyama, said that his
organization was appalled by the attacks. “We regret the loss of innocent
lives in these senseless attacks ... such attacks can only create instability
worldwide.” He also offered his party’s support to the United States “in their
efforts to deal with the crisis” (Dispatch Online, 2001 September 12).
Various opposition parties and other community groups also
denounced the attack in the media, generally agreeing that a clear and decisive
message should be sent that the world would not tolerate a reign of terror.
Douglas Gibson, chief whip of South Africa’s opposition party, the
Democratic Alliance (DA), expressed his indignation at the fact that the
“almost unbelievable events” in the United States took place less than one
week after the joint decision at the W orld Conference Against Racism in
Durban to fight intolerance (Dispatch Online, 2001 September 12). “We have
what amounts to a declaration of war on the United States ... The attack on
the leader of the free world is an attack on all dem ocracies around the
world.”
Expressing his dismay at the tragic events, United Democratic
Movement (UDM) leader Bantu Holomisa cautioned that “[t]he possible
links to the situation in the Middle East have yet to be confirmed, but if it
proves accurate, it should emphasize once and for all that the situation
requires a global and united effort by the whole international community”
(IOL, 2001 September 13).
On the other hand, some South African observers cautioned that
Bush’s plans to launch a military campaign against essentially anonymous and
amorphous groups of people with a variety of ideological convictions in
order to bring an end to global terrorism would be fruitless (Van der
Westhuizen, 2001, September 28, p. 15), and to attack Afghanistan, a small
desolated tract of land, would be to “look for fleas on a dog.” Referring to
the “disastrous humanitarian tragedy unfolding in Afghanistan,” South
African Deputy Foreign Minister Aziz Pahad called on the United States to
show care and restraint in its use of m ilitary force against civilians and the
social and economic infrastructure of the country (Mail & Guardian, 2001
October 31).

TO SUPPORT

OR

NOT

As the world started thinking about the implications of being either for or
against America, the distinction between sympathy and unconditional
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support became increasingly clear (Die Burger, 2001 September 21, p. 13). Not
everybody was prepared to give the United States a blank cheque without
knowing what would be expected of them or how long they would be
expected to participate in whatever America would plan to do. Former
President Nelson Mandela denounced the attack, but warned Bush to think
carefully if he planned retribution against the attackers, saying that America
should avoid any actions that would be just as unpopular as those of the
attackers (Rapport, 2001, September 16, p. 1).
These remarks were indicative of a growing sense of apprehension in
South Africa, which was further acerbated by Bush’s rather Messianic
proclamation that “[e]ither you are with us, or you are with the terrorists”
(Bush, 2001 September 20). To South Africa, at least according to media
reports and editorials, this was a Hobson’s choice.

SOUTH AFRICA ’S PRECARIOUS POSITION
Superficially, there was all the reason in the world to unconditionally support
the United States in its endeavors, but the situation in South Africa was, and
still is, far more complex.
Economically, the United States is the largest investor in South Africa,
with bilateral trade and investment relationships that were rapidly growing
(Mills, 2003). South Africa especially depends on North America and Europe
for more than 60 percent of its gross national product. “In other words, in
terms of its foreign policies, the Republic [of South Africa] cannot move too
far away from the direction that the broad West takes [Translated]” (Die
Burger, 2001 September 14, p. 2).
Strategically, South Africa’s geographical position could not be
underestimated, especially in times of crisis (Die Burger, 2001 September 14,
p. 2). “With the Islamic fundamentalists widely gaining ground in Egypt, with
its Suez Canal, amongst others, geopolitical scenario’s become possible which
may greatly increase the importance of the Cape sea-route [Translated].” This
warning from the Afrikaans Cape Town daily sounded not unlike those made
in apartheid years about the need to “safeguard the West” from
Communism.
Politically, Mbeki needed U.S. support for his New Partnership for
Africa’s Development (Nepad) initiative, which aims to solicit trade
concessions, aid, and international investment as a reward for a commitment
to good governance and democratization (Mills, 2003). Without extensive
involvement of the United States, these goals would be unattainable.
Militarily, the power and prowess of the South African National
Defense Force had strongly plummeted since the ANC government came to
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power in 1994, and its knowledge and experience of terrorism had vastly
diminished (Die Burger, 2001 September 14, p. 2). Moreover, the defense
force was neither equipped nor logistically capable for active involvement in
a war in Afghanistan.
Ideologically, a crucial consideration was the country’s mostly moderate
Muslim community, which, however, included organizations that could be
considered to contain “dangerous fundamentalists” — for example, Quibble
and Pagad (Die Burger, 2001 September 14, p. 2). A too strong showing of
support for the United States could, according to Die Burger, cause an
upsurge of terrorist activity in South Africa rather than solving the problem.

THE MUSLIM COMMUNITY
South Africa, often referred to as the “Rainbow Nation,” is a multi-ethnic
country where a conflux of African, Western, and Eastern cultures co-exist
— and sometimes collide. While only about 1 million of the country’s 44
million citizens are Muslim (Steyn, 2001 October 16, p. 3), which is about 2.2
% of the total population, the large Islamic community living in the Western
Cape region represents 33 percent of the total population (Botha, 2001 July).
This figure is growing, as Islamic proselytizing efforts are extending beyond
the Asian population towards the coloured and black communities
(Morrison, 2001 November 15). Not surprisingly, the reaction of the Islamic
community became a popular topic for many South African news reports
after 9/11, for even though this community is relatively small, its members
are socially active, politically vocal, and generally very influential (Mills, 2003).
More importantly, a few of its members were known to be associated with
various extremist groups across the globe.
From the onset, the South African Muslim community condemned the
attack on the United States, but they were also very concerned. “Because of
what America is doing in the aftermath of the attack, people are getting the
impression that every Muslim and Arab throughout the world is a terrorist,”
Sheikh Achmat Sedick, secretary-general of the Muslim Judicial Council, said
(Sunday Times, 2001 September 12). His fears were not unfounded, for within
a few hours after the attack in America one of the oldest mosques in Cape
Town received a bomb threat. He himself was personally threatened, and he
received offensive telephone calls and hate mail.
Many ordinary Muslims felt the attack should serve as a wake-up call
for the United States — that the country should consider why anybody
would go to such extremes (Sunday Times, 2001 September 12). A journalist
for a Muslim community radio station said: “Bush should be thinking: ‘Why
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would someone do this, and what forces someone to go to such extremes?’
He should look at the cause and not the symptom. Tuesday’s attack was a
symptom of a disease.” A social science teacher maintained that “America
had had a hand in some of the greatest human rights violations in the world
— and had many enemies ... This should be an indication to America that
they are doing something wrong. And that these people did not do what they
did without a reason” (Sunday Times, 2001 September 12).

THE MILITANT FACTIONS
In the global context, these attitudes were nothing out of the ordinary. What
was a cause of concern for South Africans, however, was America’s interest
in at least two specific Islamic organizations, namely Qibla and Pagad (People
Against Gangsterism and Drugs), both of which had been classified by the
CIA as terrorist organizations (Botha, 2005 p. 9).
Qibla, a small radical group with strong anti-American sentiments, was
inspired by Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini and sought to establish an Islamic
state in South Africa (Cordesman & Burke, 2001). Qibla supported the black
consciousness movement during the anti-apartheid struggle, had a special
relationship with the Pan African Congress (PAC), and still has strong bonds
with Iranian intelligence services (Botha, 2005 p. 9).
Pagad was founded in 1995 to fight crime and especially drug
trafficking in the Western Province (Botha, 2005 p. 10). Supporting the idea
of a violent jihad in order to establish an Islamic state, Pagad launched a
volley of terror attacks between 1996 and 2000, resulting in 472 instances of
shooting and bombing, and the deaths of 24 people, many of them innocent
bystanders (Gottschalk, 2005 February). Although their activities have been
severely curtailed by law enforcement since 2001, American security agencies
still suspect Pagad and its front organizations — e.g., Muslims Against
Global Oppression (Mago) and Muslims Against Illegitimate Leaders (Mail)
— of having ties with radical Islamic elements in the Middle East (Sullivan,
2001 p. 25).

THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONNECTION
Within days after 9/11, reports started to appear in the media about South
Africa’s alleged involvement in the attack. Interestingly, the first report about
such a “connection” was about a hoax e-mail, which contained a false CNN
article claiming that South Africans were responsible for the attack (IOL,
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2001, September 13). According to this e-mail, U.S. Secretary of State Colin
Powell had indicated that the South African government itself could be
involved in the attack and that “some of the m asterminds might be in
hideaway in South Africa,” as he cited strong ties between South Africa and
Libya. The South African government rapidly responded and called it
“simply and utterly a hoax.”
The gravity of these accusations — although only a hoax — became
apparent in reports that were published on the same day stating that the
United States suspected the existence of al-Qaeda cells in South Africa
(Steyn, Van Wyk & Khumalo, 2001, September 23, p. 1). The United States
called for co-operation by South African intelligence services in the collection
of information about terror organizations: “Pagad and its armed G-Force, as
well as the obscure terror group Qibla are on America’s list of organizations
with possible ties to Muslim extremists in the Middle-East [Translated].” The
United States requested the closure of South Africa’s borders to terrorists
who would try to enter the country to hide there, as was the case in 1998
when Khalfan Khamis Mohamed, a confidant of Osama bin Laden, sought
refuge in Cape Town after his involvement with the bombing of the
American embassy in Tanzania. He was arrested and extradited to the United
States, where he was convicted and sentenced to life in prison (Steyn, 2001,
September 22, p. 2).

YOUSUF DEEDAT
Subsequent reports claiming that the South African intelligence agencies were
investigating organizations such as the Islamic Propagation Centre
International (IPCI) in Durban, which is closely associated with the family
of Osama bin Laden, drew the connection with al-Qaeda even closer
(Munusamy, 2001 September 23, p. 1). Yousuf Deedat, who caused an
uproar at the World Conference Against Racism in Durban a few days before
9/11 when he distributed anti-Semitic leaflets featuring an image of Adolf
Hitler, was quoted as saying that he and his late father, Muslim scholar
Ahmed Deedat, had often met bin Laden since 1986, and found him to be
“quiet-spoken, respectful and humble” (Naidu, 2001 September 16, p. 3).
The bin Laden family donated more than $3 million over eight years for the
acquisition of a building for the IPCI, the printing of the Koran in English
and Zulu, as well as the printing and distribution of other Islamic literature,
and allegedly paid the 45-year-old Yousuf Deedat a monthly salary of
$100,000 while he was secretary general of the IPCI. In appreciation of their
generosity, the Deedats named their building in Durban after the bin Laden
family.
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Although there was no indication that either Yousuf Deedat or any of
the other Muslim organizations was in any way associated with 9/11, they
became links between South Africa and global terrorism (Gibson, 2001
September 20, p. 2). In fact, Deedat had discouraged his fellow-Muslims
from volunteering to enter the war in Afghanistan, for which he was severely
criticized by members of the Muslim community, who claimed he was “just
afraid of his assets being frozen by the U.S.” (Tabane, 2001 October 8).
Nevertheless, the media expressed the concern that such links could cause
internal tension, as it might force South Africans to look differently at their
Muslim compatriots (Gibson, 2001 September 20, p. 2). Also, if the South
African government should have decided to support the retributive attacks
on Afghanistan in which innocent Muslims were killed, this tension could
have reached boiling-point.

FRIENDSHIP

WITH

“ROGUE NATIONS”

Reports also expressed concern that South Africa’s friendship with countries
such as Libya and Cuba, both of which are regarded by America as
supporters of terrorism, could come in the way of the cordial relationship
between South Africa and the United States (Steyn, 2001 September 22, p.
2).
The friendships between South Africa and the “rogue countries” are
long-standing, dating from the apartheid era, when they each supported the
liberation struggle, while countries like the United States supported the
apartheid government and classified the now ruling ANC as a terrorist
organization. When former American President Bill Clinton had visited
South Africa during Nelson Mandela’s term in office, Mandela told him that
he had invited the leaders of Cuba, Libya and Iran to visit the country. In a
joint news conference, Mandela told critics of his friendship with these
countries that they could “jump in a pool,” and added that “[w]e should not
abandon those who helped us in the darkest hour in the history of this
country. Not only did they support us with rhetoric, they gave us the
resources for us to conduct the struggle and to win” (The Examiner, 1998
March 28).

ANTI-AMERICAN SENTIMENTS
Because of America’s historical association with the apartheid government
as well as its stance towards the ANC, there still exists a strong antiAmerican and anti-Western sentiment amongst many black South Africans
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(Mills, 2003). This animosity was visible in some of the ANC members’
reaction to 9/11. Eastern Cape Premier Makhenkesi Stofile said he felt that
the hijackers who flew the airplanes the World Trade Center and the
Pentagon “were perhaps guerrillas and not cowardly terrorists” and that the
United States should “look into itself” for the cause of the attacks (Dispatch
Online, 2001 September 15). Stofile was quickly brought into line with the
official ANC view and retracted his comments.
Ebrahim Ismail Ebrahim, ANC chair of Parliament’s Foreign Affairs
committee, expressed the opinion that indiscriminate attacks by the United
States would create a “generation of terrorists” and said that the committee
did not think that “an attack on the people of Afghanistan, because of the
actions of some of the leadership of the Taliban movement, can be justified”
(Michaels, Mkhwanazi, Ebersohn & Fabricius, 2001 September 17). He said
that the attacks could not be justified “by any stretch of the imagination,” but
accused America of being arrogant when they dealt with less influential
nations. They had also “done nothing” to solve the problems in the Middle
East, but instead, by siding with Israel, “even to the extent of vetoing simple
UN resolutions such as a request by the Palestinians for international
observers in the conflict zone — the U.S. has sent a message to Palestinians
that their cause was a hopeless one.”
These remarks reaffirmed Mbeki’s unenviable position: While showing
support for the United States, he also had to pacify his support base both
locally and in the rest of Africa. Consequently, many of the ANC’s
statements in connection with the 9/11 attack were designed to appease the
South African electorate, as well as to counter African perceptions that South
Africa “operates economically and politically as little more than an embassy
for Western views on the continent” (Mills, 2003). According to Greg Mills,
who is National Director of the South African Institute of International
Affairs, “Pretoria’s response is thus a difficult balancing act, one between
keeping close enough to the United States to have a voice, but shrill enough
to keep its credentials in Africa and among the South.”

OFFICIAL POSITION
Early on the South African media speculated about what South Africa’s
policy and role should be in the unfolding drama, stating that although it
would be best if the country could officially remain neutral, it could not
regard itself as an island unaffected by events in the rest of the world (Die
Burger, 2001 September 15, p. 26). Moreover, such neutrality should at least
show goodwill towards the United States. “Depending on how the conflict
played out, this might be an unattainable luxury. And under such
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circumstances the government should very soberly and very calculatedly
consider the country’s objective interests [Translated].”
A week after 9/11, Mbeki officially made the government’s position
known. He announced that South Africa would cooperate in any
international venture to prosecute those responsible for the terror attacks,
but that the country would not militarily support retributive attacks on
Afghanistan (Lackay, 2001 September 20, p. 2). He also agreed to the
resolution of the United Nation’s Security Council which compelled member
countries to prosecute terrorists within their counties’ borders (Rapport, 2001
September 13, p. 2). According to the resolution, countries that did not
comply could expect military action against them.
The main area of involvement was South Africa’s assistance to the
United States in the search for and investigation of possible suspects
(Munusamy, 2001 September 23, p. 1). Intelligence and security agencies
immediately processed the names, identikits and passport numbers of more
than 200 people — most of them from Arab descent — which they had
received from American investigators. The state intelligence agencies
conducted searches through Home Affairs and airline records to trace
whether the suspected terrorists were in the country or had any association
with South Africa (Munusamy, 2001 September 23, p. 1). The government
also pledged to tighten airport security and border control, to exchange
information and monitor suspected terrorist organizations and their
movements, including the IPCI, and to extradite suspects. Furthermore, the
Reserve Bank instructed South African banks to track and report on
transactions with terror organizations (Rapport, 2001 September 13, p. 2)
The government decided against offering the U.S. military assistance,
because although they recognized America’s right to prosecute the terrorists
(Lackay, 2001 September 20, p. 2), they were concerned that United States
might unfairly target Islamic countries — many of which had longstanding
friendships with the South African government — in their response to the
terror attacks (Munusamy, 2001 September 23, p. 1). Such a step might also
have created domestic tension in certain community sectors, which is also the
reason why the government refrained from widely publicizing the scope of
its cooperation with the U nited States (Rapport, 2001 September 13, p. 2).
Furthermore, the government felt that military action was not the way to
address global terrorism and that the United States instead should search for
an understanding of the motivation for the attacks as well as make a
concerted effort to resolve conflicts worldwide (Lackay, 2001 September 20,
p. 2). The results of an instant opinion poll by the internet news service
News24 indicated that South Africans agreed with the government’s view
about military aid, as 72 percent of the respondents indicated that they were
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against South Africa becoming militarily involved in any planned
counterstrikes by the United States (Beeld. 2001 September 21, p. 4).
In an open letter to Mbeki, Tony Leon, as leader of the official
opposition, lambasted the government for its policy stance, saying that the
country should rid itself of “immoral and degrading friendships with despots
and oppressors” and rather focus on building friendly relationships with
democracies “sharing our values” (Leon, 2001 September 21, p. 13). He
continued that although there was reason to criticize the foreign policies of
the United States and the West and that the government was correct in
placing the interests of its people first, it remains crucial for the sake of the
country’s long-term interests to “stand up for human rights and democracy
... If we are prepared to use our influence over Mugabe, it will carry m ore
weight when we ask the USA to use its influence over Israel. If we condemn
Palestinian terror, our condemnation of Israeli military excesses will carry
more weight.” Leon stressed that South African foreign policy should be
cleansed of “moral duplicity and hypocrisy” and that the attacks on the
United States had provided just such an opportunity.

THE WAR

ON

TERROR

The pending American attacks on Afghanistan drew loud cries of disapproval
form especially the Muslim community. About two weeks before the attacks,
the organization Muslims Against Illegitimate Leaders (Mail) claimed that it
expected up to 5,000 people would volunteer to fight against the United
States, despite South Africa’s promise to prevent any “mercenaries” from
departing its soil (Bester, 2001 September 28, p. 10). Bester quoted Bush’s
ultimatum and warned that “South Africa must prevent that any support, of
any nature, is offered to Afghanistan, as the question: ‘friend or enemy?’
might just occur to the USA.”
Such sentiments did not deter Muslims who saw the attacks by the
United States as a war on Islam. The Star interviewed a seafood merchant and
his two sons who said they saw themselves as “members of the al-Qaeda
movement and are ready to defend their religion Islam, which they say is
under attack from Americans” (Tabane, 2001 October 8). “If the call comes
tomorrow, every single Muslim will go and defend the religion. You have not
seen anything like it. It will be so horrific that the world cannot stop it. I
must be prepared to go and kill, otherwise I have to leave the fold of Islam.
Every Muslim has al-Qaeda in their hearts. We love al-Qaeda because we
know what they do. Everyone of us is a time bomb.” When reminded that
the South African government prohibited the recruitment of people to fight
overseas, the brothers warned that “South Africans risk a civil war — if they
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do that.”
Shortly after the first strikes against Afghanistan, U.S. Secretary of State
General Colin Powell contacted Mbeki, who, as the chairman of the NonAligned Movement, was considered as an important player in the
Afghanistan crisis, to inform him of the events (Seale, 2001 October 9, p. 3).
The Sunday Independent reported that government officials “appeared relieved
... that when President George W. Bush called President Thabo Mbeki to
thank him for his unequivocal condemnation of the terror attacks on the
U.S., he did not ask for military assistance” (Fabricius, 2001 October 22).
Predictably, the South African community had mixed reactions to the
eventual strikes by the United States (Van der Westhuizen, 2001 October 9,
p. 3). The government itself refrained from commenting, except to say that
its was keeping an eye on the situation, but the South African Communist
Party (SACP) and the Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu)
denounced the offensive, saying that it would contribute to a vicious circle
of violence, as it will lead to retaliatory attacks, which will undermine global
peace and stability.
“It is disconcerting that the USA attacked Afghanistan without
convincing the world that bin Laden was responsible for the attacks on the
USA. The United Nations as an independent body should have taken the
lead in resolving the impasse between Afghanistan and the USA,”
Zwelinzima Vavi, General Secretary of Cosatu said (Van der Westhuizen,
2001 October 9, p. 3). The SACP felt the suspects should have been
prosecuted based on proof and according to international law. The PAC
responded that terrorism must be fought under the supervision of the UN,
and that no country or coalition should be allowed to act unilaterally to
punish terrorism. The Palestinian Solidarity Committee condemned the
attacks “because as in all wars, it will bring misery to the most oppressed and
poorest of people ... It is criminal to spend huge amounts of money on wars
when you consider the global starvation, poverty and need for medicines
against Aids.”
Conversely, the DA fully supported the attacks, praising Bush for his
“commendable conduct” (Van der Westhuizen, 2001 October 9, p. 3).
“From any perspective he has lead the USA wisely, and while his does this,
he deserves the support of all decent people.” Cassie Aucamp of the AEB
(“Afrikaner Unity Movement”) also supported the strikes, “because they
were executed with precision, which will limit the loss of life, and because the
video-recording of bin Laden clearly showed that more attacks were
planned.” He called on the government to express its support for the United
States as “aloof neutrality” could be detrimental to the country.
Two days after the strikes against Afghanistan, Die Burger reported that
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the government was considering the possibility of banning the Muslim
organizations Q ibla and Pagad (Seale, 2001 October 10, p. 2). Aziz Pahad,
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, stressed that such action would not be
an attack on Islam, as the two organizations only represented a small
extremist minority.
Members of the Muslim community subsequently marched on the
American consulate in Cape Town, accusing the government of supporting
a war against Islam and waving posters with slogans such as “Mbeki sack
your blairy bushy terror-able bosses,” “Root out terrorism and not innocent
Afghans,” and “Bush: wanted dead or alive” (Cruywagen, 2001 October 12,
p. 2). A member of the public expressed the opinion that the strong police
presence at the protest was proof that “the government obeyed American
instructions.” In its statement, Pagad accused the United States and Great
Britain of being judge, jury and executioner, while world leaders idly looked
on. The Workers Organization for Socialist Action (Wosa) said America was
attacked because of all the “crimes against humanity” they committed and
that they were unleashing powers they would not be able to control.
The United States shortly afterward indicated that it might require
military assistance from South Africa and “would expect such assistance
forthcoming” (Fabricius, 2001 October 22). This showed that the American
government was either ignorant of or indifferent to Mbeki’s plight. Merely
allowing American warships to use South African harbors could have been
interpreted as “an act of hostility against Islam and would probably stir up
Muslim extremists such as Pagad in South Africa,” according to Jakkie
Cilliers, the head of the Institute for Security Studies in Pretoria (Fabricius,
2001 October 22).

NELSON MANDELA
The intensity of the emotions around these issues was illustrated by the
scathing attacks on Nelson Mandela for expressing his support for the strikes
against Afghanistan after talks with Bush in Washington (SABC News, 2002
January 2). He repeated this view in December when he visited Durban’s
Grey Street mosque, saying that Osama bin Laden should be captured and
tried, and that the al-Qaeda network as well as other terrorist strongholds
should be destroyed.
Angry Muslims responded by saying he “had no right to label bin
Laden a terrorist when he had not been convicted in a court of law” (SABC
News, 2002 January 2). The Muslim Youth Movement accused him of not
being committed to the rule of law, which demands a trial before conviction
(Khan, 2002 January 5). He was criticized for “not displaying the
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statesmanship and even-handedness that characterizes his politics.”
The PAC, a long-time ally of the Qibla movement, also lashed out at
the former president (Mamaila, 2001 November 14). “Does Mandela
condone the death of children, women and the elderly in Afghanistan while
patron of the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund in South Africa? Or does he
want to tell us to believe that the life of children in Afghanistan is cheaper
than that of children in South Africa?” The PAC said that Mandela’s call for
the “flushing out of terrorists” showed just how determined he was to please
Bush.
In early January 2002, Mandela issued an apology for his previous
“vociferous and unqualified support to the U.S.-led coalition’s war on
terrorism in Afghanistan,” saying that his initial statements had been “onesided and overstated” and that he regretted giving the impression that he was
“insensitive and uncaring about the suffering inflicted upon the Afghan
people and country” (Khan, 2002 January 5). This was considered by some
to be a move to “appease a constituency that has always been important to
the ruling African National Congress (ANC).”
Muslims welcomed his apology and the leading newspaper Business Day
praised him, saying that “[b]y humbling himself and revisiting his position on
the bombing campaign, Madiba (Mandela) has once again demonstrated his
greatness in a world where politicians’ egos often get in the way of reason
and good judgment” (Khan, 2002 January 5). John Stremlau, a professor of
International Relations at the University of the Witwatersrand in
Johannesburg, also described it as “a very sensible approach” and said that
“[t]he war on terrorism should not divide South Africans among
themselves.”
Shortly after Mandela’s apology, (former) Vice President Jacob Zuma
told a meeting of Muslims at a mosque in Durban that the word “terrorism”
was interpreted differently by different sectors of the community (Joubert,
2002 January 5, p. 2). “He found it unacceptable that the West regarded the
attack on America as terrorism, but had no problem with the Allied attacks
on Afghanistan, in which innocent people are dying.” The DA warned that
Zuma was playing a very dangerous game (IOL, 2002 January 4). DA
chairman Joe Seremane said these comments looked as if the government
was trying to distance itself from Mbeki’s initial exemplary statements that
South Africa has a role to play in the fight against terrorism. “Quibbling over
definitions creates the impression that he (Zuma) might be supporting
Osama bin Laden — surely this is not the case?” According to Ross Herbert,
Africa Research Fellow at the South African Institute of International Affairs,
it appeared as if Zuma was also trying to placate Muslim voters (Essop, 2002
January 8, p. 2).
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PREAMBLE

TO

GULF WAR II & III

Probably the most controversial remark from a South African pertaining to
the war on Iraq came from Nelson Mandela: “If (Iraqi President) Saddam
Hussein was not carrying out the UN instructions and resolutions ... I will
support them (the UN) without resignation, but what I condemn is one
power with a president who can’t think properly and wants to plant the
world into holocaust” (Bell, 2003 January 30). He asserted that Bush wanted
Iraq’s oil and that British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s support had made him
the U.S. “foreign minister.” He also insinuated that the United States ignored
the United Nations because its secretary-general, Kofi Annan, was black.
“They never did that when secretary-generals were white.”
The reaction of South African political leaders to this diatribe again
stressed the political divide in the South African community. While the PAC
and the UDM applauded Mandela’s stance, other leaders thought it
inappropriate (Bell, 2003 January 30). PAC Deputy President Motseko Pheko
said his party had repeatedly condemned the American war plans. “We
believe the U.S. is making itself a bully in the world and that they are the
cause of this war ... why should it demand other countries disarm when it
does not?” Bantu Holomisa said he wished that Mandela “was still president
of this country,” and added that Mandela had “questioned the rationale
behind Bush’s desire to attack Iraq, when Mbeki’s government was
‘pussyfooting’ around the issue.”
Tony Leon, leader of the DA, said he “respectfully disagrees with the
way Former President Mandela has characterized the issue,” while the New
National Party (NNP) said it understood Mandela’s concerns, but that he had
damaged a good argument by “playing the race card” (Bell, 2003 January 30).
The Inkatha Freedom Party was “amazed” about the “viciousness” of
Mandela’s attack, saying the “the issue is not as simple as Mr. Mandela is
trying to make it.”
President Thabo Mbeki (2003 January 26) stated his views on the
proposed attack on Iraq in an article that was published in the Sunday Times.
While opposed to the use of weapons of mass destruction, and thoroughly
in favor of the destruction of any such munitions that Iraq might have, he
was “not aware of any information that would suggest that Iraq has been in
serious breach of UN resolutions. Nothing credible has been said that any
such breach has occurred to justify war.” He also stressed that “[t]he very
countries that are threatening Iraq over weapons of mass destruction
themselves own large quantities of these weapons. They say nothing
whatsoever against Israel’s weapons of mass destruction. Of course, from
their point of view, the matter has nothing to do with principle. It turns
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

291

solely on the question of power. We disagree.”
The editorial column in the same newspaper stated that while there was
not enough evidence of a breach of U nited Nations disarmament
instructions to justify an invasion by the United States and its allies, they still
planned to continue doing so (Sunday Times, 2003 January 26). “What is most
perplexing is not that the U.S. and Britain are planning to invade Iraq, but
that they are prepared to do so without the sanction of the UN. Not only is
the belligerence of Washington and London in danger of physically
destabilizing the Middle East, but it is destroying the very notion that world
matters belong in the court of world bodies.”
The Afrikaans Sunday newspaper Rapport (2003 February 9, p. 22)
noted that even before the war in Iraq had started, South Africans were
deeply divided about the issue. “What is upsetting in the case of the
Iraq/America conflict is the possibility that a war that actually has nothing
to do with South Africa will confuse and confound our people to such an
extent that we soon will be unable to agree on the solutions to our own
problems. Or that the war will become the a new source for mistrust and
alienation [Translated].” The newspaper criticized people like ANC
spokesman Smuts Ngonyama who said Colin Powell’s arguments to the UN
were “irrelevant” and “fabrications,” and called on the government to “stop
trying to play mediator in Iraq.” “Regardless of how badly a war can harm
South Africa and Africa, our country simply is not in the league of countries
capable of stopping a war. The uncertain times ahead will demand greater
political leadership than that exhibited by both South Africa’s government
and the opposition leaders.”
At least three political parties — the DA, NNP and Freedom Front —
warned that South Africans will regret anti-American statements that could
be understood as pro-Iraqi (Du Toit, 2003: February 23, p. 15). Professor
Willie Breytenbach at the University of Stellenbosch commented that even
if one should agree with Mandela’s view of Bush, it is for the sake of Nepad
probably not a good position to take. “If you want large sums of money
from someone, it might be better not to step on his toes.”
About South Africa’s attempt to stop the war in Iraq by sending a
group of experts in biological and chemical weapons to the country, Dr.
Wouter Basson, project leader of the previous government’s chemical and
biological warfare program, said it was a “senseless” exercise, as well as
“utterly arrogant” (Jansen, 2003 February 23, p. 15). He said it was nonsense
that Iraq had the ability to threaten America with weapons of mass
destruction. “What is a weapon of mass destruction? It means that you
bedevil everything with hundreds of thousands of casualties. Apart from a
nuclear bomb, such a thing does not exist. Moreover, America has the
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weapon that comes closest to a nuclear bomb. It is the Daisycutter bomb
that they used in Afghanistan [Translated].” He continued that Bush should
not say that it was a global issue. “He must not say it is for our safety. Iraq
can do absolutely nothing to South Africa.”

IRAQ ATTACKED
When the United States attacked Iraq, Mbeki expressed his regret, with
presidential spokesman Bheki Khumalo calling it a “blow to multilateralism”
(IOL, 2003 March 20). NNP Foreign Affairs spokesperson Boy Geldenhuys
stressed the importance of South Africa’s neutrality. “Humanitarian aid must
be encouraged but South Africa should at all cost not be seen to support
Saddam Hussein,” he said. “We hope the targets will be the military targets
and not civilians.” Still, after the attacks on Iraq, the editorial column of
Rapport (2003 March 30, p. 14) said South Africans should be proud of the
way the government had taken a stand and had tried to contribute to a
solution for the sake of world peace. “Indeed, South Africa played a leading
role and it must have improved our stature worldwide.”

CONCLUSION
Like the rest of the world, the South African politicians, media and public
were stunned by the scope and m agnitude, as well as the audacity, of the
9/11 attack on America. If it was simply a case of being either with the
United States or with the terrorists, of simply choosing to be on the side of
the cowboy with the white hat, then South Africa’s 9/11 tale might have
been simple, maybe even boring. H owever, because of the spectrum of
cultural, political, racial, and religious divides in the country, South African
President Thabo Mbeki had no other choice than not to choose at all, and
do it in such a way as not to offend anybody.
Perhaps Die Burger said it best: “It is a fact that the government had to
practically squeeze the country through the narrow straight between Scylla
en Charybdis. Yet it seems as if the chosen direction was mostly the correct
one” (Die Burger, 2001 October 5, p. 8).
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Part V

NORTH & SOUTH
AMERICAN MEDIA

Chapter 20

H OW U.S. TV J OURNALISTS
T ALK A BOUT O BJECTIVITY
IN 9/11 C OVERAGE
Kirsten Mogensen

W

atching CNN on September 11, 2001, in the
United States I noticed that all the American sources involved in the
discussions during the first 24 hours were people expressing mainstream
American views. The sources were witnesses, intellectuals, experts, and
present or former government officials from the Democratic Party as well as
the Republican Party, but there were no sources expressing views considered
politically incorrect. We know from other media that there were extremist
views among Americans, but the supporters of such views were not allowed
to express themselves on CNN or on the major networks.
The extremist views can be divided into two major groups. The first
consisted of views that Muslims in general were a threat to the social fabric
of American society. These people expressed anger against American
Muslims in local radio talk or call-in programs and in interpersonal
conversations. In Louisiana, where I lived at the time, an owner of a local
sandwich bar was harassed as a result of such a radio show. Fortunately, in
this case a group of responsible people concerned about the possible
backlash against Muslims helped stop the harassment.
The other group of extremist views came from Americans who, to
some degree, expressed sympathy for the terrorists. Easterbrook (2001)
mentions as examples a talk show host who said the September terrorists
were brave; a professor who called the United States a terrorist nation;
another professor who, on Septem ber 11, told his university class that
anyone who would blow up the Pentagon would have his vote; a composer
who called the World Trade Center destruction “the greatest work of art
ever”; and a novelist who said that George W. Bush and Osama bin Laden
were interchangeable. According to the law, people are allowed to express
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such views if they are willing to risk being unpopular, and in a crisis situation
the public may react aggressively. However, while citizens have a right to
speak, the media have no obligation to present extremist views, and on 9/11
major American news networks allowed only people outside the United
States, such as Palestinians, to express support for the terrorists.
But why were extremist views excluded from CNN and other major
networks? After all, the influential journalists at these news networks
subscribe to ethical standards such as those expressed by the Society of
Professional Journalists (Day 2002: 445-446). They included statements like:
“Journalists should ... tell the story of the diversity and magnitude of the
human experience boldly, even when it is unpopular to do so ... examine
their own cultural values and avoid imposing those values on others ...
support the open exchange of views, even views they find repugnant ... give
voice to the voiceless; official and unofficial sources of information can be
equally valid” in the name of public enlightenment, justice and democracy.
American journalists often talk about “objectivity” as an ideal, meaning
that they “strive to keep their personal preferences and opinions out of the
news stories, to achieve balance in coverage, and to relie on credible and
responsible news sources. According to this traditional view, the ethics of
news writing is concerned with facts and impartiality in the presentation of
those facts” (Day 2002: 36).
In contrast, Merrill, who is an advocate of existential journalism, argues
that “all reporters must be selective, and this selectivity involves being
subjective — selecting and using information that fits their existing ideas as
to what constitute news” (Merrill 1997: 121). He adds: “All productive
thinking, observing and communicating are driven by the observer’s interest
and respect for the essence of what is being observed and reported.” As an
ideal, “good and ethical reports are truthful, unbiased, full and fair” (Merrill
1997: 174). Some people assum e that the reason CNN and American
network journalists chose not to be objective in their coverage of 9/11 was
that their viewers were in a state of shock and crisis (Greenberg 2002), where
the combination of sadness and anger easily could result in violence or other
forms of unacceptable behavior (Schramm 1965; Minkdak & Hursh 1965;
Neal 1998). But this study asks the journalists who covered these events how
they interpreted the journalism norm of objectivity during the first hours
when their nation was the victim of a seemingly ongoing terror attack.

METHOD
This article is part of an ongoing project for the Reilly Center for Media &
Public Affairs at The Manship School of M ass Communication, Louisiana
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State University, about how CNN and the networks covered the September
11 crisis. A content analysis of the first eight hours was published in
Greenberg’s Communication and Terrorism: Public and Media Responses to 9/11
(Mogensen, Lindsay, Li, Perkins and Beardsley 2002). The project also
includes a narrative analysis of the first 24 hours on CNN (Mogensen 2003).
Even though there were differences in the coverage at the various TV
networks and CNN, the overall narrative was pretty much the same given the
nature of the events. An overview of CNN’s coverage is provided below.
This article is based on personal interviews with 37 journalists who
covered the events on 9/11 for ABC, NBC, CBS, CNN, MSNBC and FOX
News. The interviews were conducted in the interviewee’s own newsroom
between January and March 2002 using a flexible, semi-structured
questionnaire containing eight open-ended questions. Seven members of the
LSU faculty did the interviews working alone or in groups. Five of them had
a background in practical journalism, so they were familiar with journalistic
norms.1
Interviewees — including reporters, producers, editors, anchors, and
vice presidents of news operations — were asked to describe how they
reacted initially and how they worked through the 24 hours that followed.
The interviewees were allowed to talk freely about anything that they found
important with respect to coverage during the first couple of days. When
they described situations of special interest to us, the interviewers would ask
them to elaborate more on the topic, and a few times a discussion developed
between an interviewer and an interviewee. The interviews lasted between 20
and 80 minutes. All interviews were recorded, transcribed by secretaries, and
analyzed for themes and issues using the computer program Atlas.ti.
Based on analysis of the interviews, the following presentation will
focus on five aspects of objective and balanced reporting:
1. Balanced sourcing
2. Legitimate views
3. Patriotism
4. Conformity to reality
5. Concern about viewers’ reactions

FIVE STAGES
The media coverage can be divided into five distinct stages. There were, of
course, overlapping themes and sources as well as a replay of footage from
one stage to the next, but the stages differed in two important ways: major
events and types of sources interviewed or giving public statements. The
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stages were:
1. The catastrophe: Chaos and horror. 8:49 a.m. to approx. 6:40 p.m.
2. Control and national unity. Approx. 6:40 p.m. to 9:10 p.m.
3. Rescue work. Approx. 9:10 p.m. to 12:30 a.m.
4. International. Approx. 12:30 a.m. to 6 a.m.
5. Mourning begins. Approx. 6 a.m. to 8:49 a.m.
The terrorist attacks were staged events that monopolized the agenda
on 9/11, but the influence on the coverage of that agenda changed through
the five stages.
During the first stage, news was constantly breaking, and government
officials left their offices in fear. Journalists saw it as their primary task to
inform the American public and the rest of the world about what happened
and to find sources that could provide interpretations.
The second stage had important symbolic massages in which political
communicators reassured the public that the social system had not collapsed,
that the legal government was in control, and that people could count on
their neighbors because Americans behaved in a civilized manner and helped
one another during a difficult time. They also told the public that the United
States was the best place in the world with its freedom and justice and that
nobody would succeed in destroying the American way of life because the
United States is a strong military nation.
In the third stage, CNN to a large degree served as a channel for
information from the rescue officials to the public — especially to the
relatives of victims but also to other citizens who wanted to help.
In the fourth stage, most of the national political communicators left
the spotlight, and CNN presented news from around the globe. Some
journalists used these nightly hours to experiment with longer and more
narrative formats than those from breaking news stories.
The fifth stage marked a new day, and when the format suggested that
the situation was under control and government officials were able to tell the
public what to expect next.
Table 20.1 shows who was interviewed or who gave statements to
reporters or anchors on CNN. Within each stage, the unit of analysis is one
clock-hour, meaning that one interviewee may be counted more than one
time in a stage, but only once within a clock-hour. The table does not include
replays, and it does not include eyewitnesses or relatives of victims
(Mogensen 2003).
Overall, the results show that U.S. government and political officials are
quoted much more often than ordinary people, whose role is usually limited

304

Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (2010)

Table 20.1
Title of Persons Interview ed on CNN
(Number of Persons)

Stage
1

Stage
2

Stage
3

Stage
4

Stage
5

T otal
24
H ours

Form er governm ent officials,
including form er N A T O com m ander

20

8

5

1

3

37

Rescue officials and N YC m ayor and
N Y governor (including
spokespeople for ho spitals,
firefighters, police officers, volunteer
organizations and Pentagon, w hen
the focus of the interview or
statem en t is the rescue effo rt)

11

3

8

4

11

37

U .S. political leadership: C ongress
and President B ush and his
spokespersons

11

9

5

1

0

26

International leaders

4

0

0

9

2

15

U .S. Adm inistration: Current
governm ent officials (except the
President, the N Y top leadership,
rescue officials and m em bers of
C ongress)

0

5

0

2

1

8

T errorism expert

3

0

1

4

0

7

A irline o fficials and aviation safety
experts

2

0

1

1

0

4

O ther official

3

1

2

3

0

8

Eyew itnesses and relatives of
victim s*

22

0

14

13

6

55

T O T A L**

76

26

36

38

23

199

T itle

*The estim ates for eyewitnesses and relatives are from the Vanderbilt archives.
**Table excludes replays.

to talking about how the tragedy affected them or their families. Sources that
might offer views or opinions that conflict with U.S. official sources were
rarely interviewed.
The table also shows that eyewitnesses played an important role in the
first stage, when viewers were eager to hear what had happened. In the
second period the national leaders staged a massive demonstration of their
leadership, control and unity, and they received full attention from CNN.
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When the rescue work came into focus, officials responsible for this work
naturally were interviewed together with eyewitnesses and relatives of
victims. International leaders were more prominently covered during the
evening hours and expressed their support for the United States. Many
international leaders expressed support for the United States. In fact,
according to CNN’s Tom Fenton, vice president and deputy managing editor
of International Newsgathering, some of them contacted CNN and asked to
have statements broadcast because they wanted to distance their countries
from terrorism.
The next morning, officials connected to the rescue operation were
more frequently interviewed. As expected, the use of interviewees and public
statements generally mirrored the focus of attention. However, somewhat
surprising is the finding that former government officials played a major role
during the first stage. One might have expected eyewitnesses and current
leaders to dominate. One possible explanation for this finding is that current
leaders were too busy assessing the situation to participate in interviews, so
the media turned to former government officials, at least initially. Not
surprisingly, the research shows that most of the officials are also established,
consensus-seeking politicians, diplomats and former governments officials.

FINDINGS

OF THE

INTERVIEWS

Balanced Sourcing
Since the days of Daniel Defoe and James Franklin, liberal journalists have
fought for their right to present provoking information and opinions to the
public. With the development of professionalism and social responsibility in
the 20th century, it became a norm for many journalists to balance such
opinions. As Hamilton and Krimsky put it (1996: 13):
One of the fundamental journalistic rituals is “balance.” Journalists do
not report what one person purports to be the truth, however
compelling that truth may seem. They gather varying opinions. So when
it comes to reporting their mother’s love, journalists quote the views of
others who agree or disagree. In this way they earn the status of
impartial observer.
The concept of balance nicely fits the adversarial nature of the
American democratic system.
The tendency in many news stories is to find “‘duelling experts who
have staked out views at distant poles” (Hamilton and Krimsky 1966: 14).
However, as every child has learned on the playground, the seesaw can be
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brought into balance not only by placing equally heavy weight on each end,
but also by placing all the weight in the center. Balanced news reports
presenting distinct opinions staked at distant poles are fundamentally
different from balanced news reports relying on only mainstream opinions.
Usually, the first type of balanced news reporting is common in liberal
democracies, while the latter have similarities with the one-sided news
reporting in more authoritarian systems.
Interviewed on their 9/11 coverage, our informants generally insisted
on being fair and balanced, and, when asked to elaborate, they explained how
instead of creating balance between opposing views they chose to interview
well-informed sources with balanced views. Five journalists working in
CNN’s booking department in Atlanta provided us with an insight into the
procedures for selection of sources to be interviewed on the air. The booking
department has a database that at the time contained information about
50,000 potential interviewees. Right after the first attack on the World Trade
Center, the group started brainstorming about relevant information and
analyses needed. The first requirement to the sources was that they had the
knowledge needed and that they would not speculate.
We don’t want to put somebody on the air that says something that’s
premature or that somebody that doesn’t have all the facts ... In
breaking news like that, the inclination is to speculate. And we like to
stay as far away from speculating ... I heard that over and over again in
the first few days.
As a rule, one of the journalists in the booking department will do a
pre-interview with guests before they go on air. During this pre-interview,
each source is asked questions that the journalist expects the anchor to ask,
and the interviewee’s reactions are typed into the computer. When news is
breaking, its sometimes difficult to pre-interview, but if sources are on air for
the first time, CNN will pre-interview. The staff also searches in the
databases to see if the credibility of the sources has ever been challenged.
I might think, I’ve booked this great guest and then Gail does the preinterview and does a dead body search and finds out that the guest isn’t
legitimate ... Or in talking to him, he or she comes up with a comment
out of left field we weren’t expecting. We thought they were objective
analysts which turns out they’re not so that we do need to bring
somebody else.
In its ordinary news coverage, the booking department seeks to balance
views and is especially careful about balance between major political groups.
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[We are] carefully looking at who we’re booking and what their
background is and where they fall on issues, and even if someone is
Democrat, you know they may fall one way on an issue that most
Democrats don’t fall. We’re aware of all of that and we listen, and if
somebody says one thing and it’s cleared up, you can put the other side
on, you know ... We won’t just sort of let a one-sided opinion stand ...
We sort of check and balance ourselves [but in] breaking news it’s just
getting, finding, you know, the right people and just the daily day-to-day.
This balance check on ordinary news coverage is carried out in
connection with each show, and the fact that there is no time for such
balance checks during breaking news may be a reason for concentrating on
“balanced sources.” One of the extreme viewpoints that were seemingly not
allowed to be aired on the major TV networks on 9/11 was blaming Islam
for the terrorism, which would easily lead to anger and backlash against the
American Muslims. Here’s another comment from a CNN booking
department spokesperson:
You were asking, if we would book somebody who’s angry at Muslims?
Well that’s not balanced, that’s not what we do.

Major TV networks had a similar policy. NBC’s host on the “Today
Show,” Matt Lauer, said:
I mean you have to be balanced. ... I’ll give you an example of being not
balanced. It would be easy on that day to say ... look what they have
done to us! Now we are going to go get the bastards. You know, that we
are going to go find them, and we are going to get them. ... That’s what
you can say on talk radio and you can say that on ... some cable news
networks, but we can’t say that. Fair and balanced, you know.
A few Americans who could not get on the air in a regular way tried to
cheat. According to Executive Producer and Director Al Ortiz of CBS
Special Events:
There was a call from one fellow who ... was giving a description of
what he was supposedly seeing and then started a rant about how the
CIA had done this and ... Assad had done this, and he thought, he was
on the air, but he was being pre-interviewed by one of my producers.
However, it was only American sources that had to be balanced. When
it came to foreign sources, CNN was back to balancing between opponents
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such as the fighting groups within Afghanistan. According to Tom Fenton:
We were in the northern alliance territory. We were also in the Taliban
territory. You know we were balanced.
When it came to showing international reactions to the events,
American television covered a more open exchange of views — even views
they found repugnant, such as pictures of celebrating Palestinians. Some
viewers felt that the news networks should not have shown those pictures,
because they provoked anger against the Palestinians. But the journalists
argued that it was necessary to provide the viewers with a trustworthy
account of the international reactions. One of them was Bill Shine, network
executive producer of FOX News:
That tape, I think ... gave Americans another aspect that, you know,
there are people out there that don’t like us ... There are people out
there who think today is a great day.
In short, the American TV journalists’ definition of “balance” on 9/11
excludes controversial opinions or extreme views from Americans, but that
practice does not apply to non-Americans. This practice of distinguishing
between national and foreign sources has interesting consequences. TV
coverage managed to place the most disturbing viewpoints outside the
United States, where they were not threatening to national cohesion but
created an image of “us” versus “them.”
Legitim ate View s
The findings for how TV journalists define “balanced” led us to look closer
at what they considered were appropriate ways for Americans to respond to
the terror. The anchors at the main TV networks wanted to tell the viewers
what happened in a calm way. Around them in the studios and control
rooms, camera people and producers broke down in tears when the second
plane hit World Trade Center; others were screaming when the Pentagon was
hit, and most were stunned when the towers fell apart. As Matt Lauer put it:
When we ... started to see the pictures of people running as the building
was collapsing behind them, it was very easy to realize that this was a
feeling of panic that was going to sweep the nation. It was also
personally the hardest moment for me.
Several journalists spontaneously referred to the old fairy tale about
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Chicken Little as a symbol of the role they didn’t want to play. FOX News
Anchor Jon Scott said he just wanted to crawl under the desk, but
At some point ... it occurred to me that if everybody did play Chicken
Little, then the terrorist won and that was exactly what they were trying
to do. Hence the name. They want to instill terror in people.
As indicated, the anchors did not see themselves as detached journalists
reporting the facts neutrally. They interpreted the events as a fight between
the terrorists and the United States, and in that fight they felt loyal to the
nation. They would not let the terrorists win, and they felt no obligation to
talk to American supporters of terrorism. Many of them were personally
touched by the events. MSNBC Anchor Lester Holt experienced for the first
time in his more than 20 years as a journalist that half of his brain was not
focused on the coverage because he was concerned about the safety of his
children, who went to school near World Trade Center:
This was a story that didn’t have two sides to it. You didn’t have to
worry about being impartial.
Anchor Shepard Smith of FOX News also did not find the viewpoints
of the terrorists legitimate:
Every story you cover has two sides; this one didn’t ... There is nothing
I could think of that we, as a people or ours as a government, could
have done to make anyone be able to shape the argument that it would
have been OK to retaliate in such a manner. Therefore, this conflict in
my mind didn’t have two sides.
Matt Lauer agreed:
There was nothing partisan about this story. ... This was black and white
... This was evil.
What those comments indicate and what was supported by the content
analyses was that viewpoints supporting terrorists were considered unfair and
evil with no legitimate right to be voiced in the broadcasts during the first
day and night. However, one may argue that the terrorists got their message
across (Deppa 2001). They set the media agenda in form of attacks,
according to Senior Executive Producer Steve Friedman of CBS.
I believe they attacked at a time when they knew all three network
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morning shows were going to be on live. So they knew they would get
live coverage right away... They wanted the pictures of those towers on
fire.
Question: Do you think that they (the terrorists) are good communicators in their own
way?
Yeah, I think they are masters of impact ... I think you are going to see
more and more spectacular attacks ... if they make it. For I do believe
that our job is to kill them before they kill us ... Our job is to ask
questions; our job is to tell people what is going on. But we don’t have
to be down the middle on everything. That’s ridiculous.
Patriotism
The coverage of 9/11 has been widely criticized for being too patriotic. This
patriotism revealed itself through the naming of programs (e.g., America
Attacked, Attack on America and America Under Attack) and graphic images
(e.g., wrapping the programs in red, white and blue colors, using flags as
decorations and so on). Do journalists think they can be objective and
patriotic at the same time? Robert Dembo, director of National News,
Assignment Desk, at NBC thinks they can.
I did not drape my desk with American flags even though it is on
camera. I did not do those things; it is not appropriate. Even though the
United States may be attacked, it is our role to remain as objective as we
possibly can, and I think we did ... If you slap a flag on your vest, it is
making it very difficult to certainly appear to be objective, let alone to
be objective.
However, Dembo found that journalists as a whole are patriotic and
sees it as a fundamental part of being a journalist.
The journalist’s job is a critical part of the democratic process, so I think
it would be right for us to bristle at the suggestion that one should be
surprised that a journalist is a patriot.
Similar views were expressed by our informants on the other major TV
networks. Paul Friedman, executive vice president at ABC, said patriotism
became part of the story because Americans instantly started waving the flag
and singing “God Bless America.” ABC made it a policy for its staff not to
wear pins or buttons with flags on air because the network did not want the
individual members of the staff to be seen as more or less patriotic
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depending on whether they were wearing a flag. Friedman said:
[The coverage was] certainly more patriotic than usual. I don’t know if
it was less objective ... I don’t think we at least were guilty of any being
non-objective because of any patriotic issues. I think it was more ... in
the case of not going hard on the story.
Bill Felling, national editor at CBS, commented on the naming of
coverage:
The facts are the facts. We are under attack. This is a country; we are
citizens of this country. There is a we. I mean we are part of the we ... It’s
patriotic ... but is also accurate. If it were patriotic and inaccurate, that
would be jingoistic, but it’s not. It was accurate and ancillary patriotic in
the same sense. Although I ... don’t think we should be wearing flag [on
our] lapels and all of that. I mean I don’t want to be in a position where
I somehow don’t feel as though I should be questioning the
government. I am here to be an adversary.
In general, the journalists saw themselves as part of a society that had
been attacked. They felt that they provided a public service to that society,
that seeking and reporting the truth were a critical part of the democracy, and
that their role as watchdogs in relation to the government was a sign of this
loyalty to the nation and its people. O bjectivity to these journalists did not
imply detachment from the nation.
Conform to Reality
According to Merrill, “Journalistic objectivity connotes a relationship
between symbol and reality with virtual correspondence of meaning, or
harmonizing, being the result.” Merrill also says that journalists should want
their stories to “be as thorough and accurate as possible, to conform
maximally to reality” (Merrill 1997: 117). All reporters must be selective in
their choice of facts for their stories, but the “reporter’s attitude basically
determines objectivity” (Merrill 1997: 119).
Does the reporter diligently attempt to covey reality in words or
pictures? Does he demand of himself to be as thorough, accurate,
disinterested, fair and balanced as humanly possible? On 9/11 the reporters
at Ground Zero were faced with grim realities. What was their attitude to
presenting the full story?
ABC Correspondent Don Dahler told us about two cases where he
deliberately chose not to tell the public newsworthy facts because he was
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concerned about the consequences. When interviewed six months after 9/11,
he was satisfied with his choice in one of the cases, while he was still
bothered by the other.
Dahler lived near the World Trade Center. He was watching “Good
Morning America,” when he heard the loud noise of an airplane and shortly
after the huge explosion from American Airlines Flight 11 crashing into the
North Tower. He called ABC, was put on the air almost immediately and
reported from his fire escape via the telephone most of that morning. He
described what he saw:
In reporting, objectivity is more ... a function of not putting forth a
personal agenda ... Objectivity was not an issue because all I was doing
was reporting what I was seeing ... I would try to just give it as succinct
and clear a description as possible.
However, he decided not to include in his description the fact that
people jumped from the World Trade Center.
I knew that there were viewers who had loved ones in those buildings
so ... I made the decision to not report that. And the way I justified that
to myself was [that] I couldn’t confirm ... that these were people
jumping ... It was only my eyes telling me this. So I opted not to
mention it ... It was a decision I made at the time for my own personal
standards.
Six months later and after having received positive responses from his
bosses and the viewers, Dahler was satisfied with this decision. The viewers
were told by others about the people jumping, but ABC chose not to show
pictures of people leaping to death from the burning towers. Dahler felt
more uncertain about not having reported another event that happened later
that day when he was at Ground Zero.
In the company of a federal agent, he took refuge in a technology store
that had been heavily damaged by dust and water. While he was there, he saw
firefighters reaching through the bars taking cameras off the shelves. Dahler
found that distasteful. When he asked a fireman for his opinion on the
looting, the source said that the cameras would be thrown away anyway and
the insurance would pay for it, so the firefighters might as well use them to
document their own experience.
Dahler did not think the public would like to hear that the firefighters,
who were seen as heroes, looted the shops. He knew it was not a story the
first day when everybody was choked up because of the enormity of what
happened, but a few days later he discussed the story with his producer, who
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said that there were too many larger stories to do and that with thousands of
firefighters those looting were just a few bad apples. In fact, some firefighters
were later sentenced for looting. Dahler did not report the story, but six
months later he talked about self-censorship.
It bothered me personally; just my sense of integrity was kind of
offended by it … So that was a moment of censorship, and it was a real
struggle for me … To this day … there’s a part of me that says, ‘I’m a
little bothered by glossing over that.’ And even my justification now, I’m
not sure what I would have done with it … I’ve heard from the
producers that I’ve talked to, that there was a real sense of what the
public needed to hear, and a part of that was reassurance.
Reporters from all the major TV networks and CNN made similar
decisions regarding the appropriateness of certain information while covering
the events on Ground Zero. Gary Tuchman of CNN did not talk about body
parts like a foot or a hand from a victim but preferred to talk about
“remains.” Molly Falconer of FOX News would not show people screaming
at the hospital but focused on the treatment and help they received.
Photographers chose not to film suffering people burning to death, and, even
if they did, the major networks would not show those pictures. Journalists at
all the major news networks were concerned about “tone” and “taste” and
about the feelings of the viewers when they explained why they did not
report the full story.
Concern About View ers’ Reactions
Our informants generally supported the norm of objectivity. As Executive
Producer Paul Slavin of ABC World News Tonight put it:
You can never be totally objective. All you can do is recognize what
your biases are and where and try and minimize them as best you can.
However, as this article has pointed out, there were in fact points at
which journalists consciously choose not be objective, neutral, or impartial,
and they often explained their actions by referring to the feelings of the
viewers. Jim Murphy, executive producer on CBS Evening News, said:
People are so strongly moved by what happened that you know there
is a lot of irrational reaction to what we do. And you have to think about
that.
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Question: Well, what do you think about that? Do you think about it, or do you try to
say, “I have to be objective?”
Well, I am pretty much past thinking about it now. In the beginning you
have to think about it because part of your job is to serve your audience.
You are trying to just beat objective journalism ... but we are not robots.
You have to be concerned about how the whole country is reacting and
what they are dealing with. I mean it was a huge trauma. So you couldn’t
just [say] on the first day: Good evening, this was probably your fault!
The history of Western civilization has lead to a complete dismissal of
the Islamic world and its culture, and it decided to strike back. ... It
wouldn’t be right. It also wouldn’t be objective either ... We didn’t
consciously sit here and say, “Damn it! I love my country, and this is
what the news is going to look like.” I think that that was just a purely
visceral natural reaction of a group of people who felt like everyone else
here that they were attacked. We also live here ... It is difficult under
those circumstances to just say I am going to be completely deliberate.

CONCLUSION
American journalists in their everyday reporting seek to be objective in their
reporting. They want to tell the full story and they strive to be impartial, fair
and balanced. However, they also value democracy, and when these two
values collide, the journalists would often forego neutrality in reporting. By
condemning the terror on civilians, they reminded their viewers of the norms
shared by the United States and most of the international community.
The loyalty of the American journalists toward their nation and its
people lead them to make editorial decisions that helped create a “we”
different from the criminals and their supporters. In order to create such a
“we,” they chose to focus on mainstream American opinions and neglected
to a large extent extremist views as well as unacceptable behavior among
Americans. Such unacceptable opinions and behavior became part of
“them.”
These findings support many theories of mass media, particularly social
system theories, which see the mass media as producing content that helps
support and maintain a social system (Demers 1996; Donohue, Tichenor and
Olien 1973). A interesting question for future research is whether such
findings can be applied during the first 24 hours of other crises, when
viewers are in a state of shock and fear.
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Chapter 21

S EPTEMBER 11

C ANADA :
R EPRESENTATION OF M USLIMS
IN T HE G AZETTE
IN

Ross Perigoe

T

he attacks of 9/11 shocked Canadians as much
as they did citizens of other Western nations. Within minutes of the collapse
of the twin towers, the office of Canada Prime Minister Jean Chrétien issued
a press release describing himself as “stricken” by the news. In the 101-word
statement, he developed an astonishing eight Orientalist themes and
frameworks that would be repeated by world leaders over the subsequent
days and months.
This analysis looks at the representation of Muslims over a 20-day
period in Montreal’s English language newspaper The Gazette immediately
following the attacks of 9/11. The Gazette published a special edition within
4 hours of the attacks, describing the events with the banner headline, War
on America. The research demonstrates how, in the moment of crisis, leaders
and others characterized the events and so naturalized general fear and
suspicion of Muslims that an attack on Afghanistan became a part of the
discourse without there being an interrogation as to whether violence on
Afghans would be a productive first step in George Bush’s “War on Terror.”
It begins with a review of the methods to be used in this analysis. That
is followed by a description of The Gazette newspaper, its cultural battle for
readers, and a brief contextualization of coverage of events in Afghanistan
over the preceding six months. The texts are then examined using Critical
Discourse Analysis to interpret the attacks by each of the four distinct
constituencies who spoke. The chapter concludes with an analysis of the
long-term legal and societal implications. What we see in this analysis is a
remarkably complex but, nevertheless, coherent and unified series of textual
productions that led toward the production of the Muslim as a weak,
disorganized victim in the West and as treacherous misogynists in the East.
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FRAMEWORK

FOR THE

ANALYSIS

This analysis explores how previously established ideology is applied to new
events; how it catalyzes and seals the boundaries of the nation, defining those
who belong and those who don’t. The work is grounded in an
epistemological framework that adopts an Althusserian (1971) understanding
of ideology as a false consciousness propagated by the ruling elites (Lewis,
2002); and H all’s et al. (1977, p. 333) interpretation of Gramsci’s (1971)
description of hegemony as a form of consensual, rather than coercive,
reduction of power by the elites on the masses. The study is predicated on
the belief that mass media play a large role in reproducing ideology, belief
systems and values in a social order. The media’s power in the ideological
framing of events is centralized (Foucault, 1980). Thus, racism presumes the
normalization and the perpetuation of elite White domination — through
textual production — by rhetorical and discursive means.
Bulhan (1985 p. 13) defines racism as
the generalization, institutionalization, and assignment of values to real
and imaginary differences between people in order to justify a state of
privilege, aggression and/or violence. Involving more than the cognitive
or affective content of prejudice, racism is expressed behaviourally,
institutionally, and culturally. The ideas or actions of a person, the goals
or practices of an institution and the symbols, myths or structure of a
society are racist if (a) imaginary or real differences of race are
accentuated; (b) these differences are assumed absolute and considered
in terms of superior, inferior; and (c) these are used to justify inequity,
exclusion or domination.
Thus, racism presumes the normalization and the perpetuation of elite
White domination — through textual production — by rhetorical and
discursive means. Both Content Analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis
were used in analyzing 362 racially implicated articles in The Gazette
newspaper over a 20-day period, from Sept. 11-30, 2001. Content Analysis
served as a method for early identification of the types of rhetoric and
discourses, their number and frequency. It was followed by the application
of Critical Discourse Analysis to evaluate the specific language of the various
“voices” which appeared as quotes within the text. The work of van Dijk
(1991, 1993, 1998a, 1998b) Foucault (1980), Hall (1982), and Karim (2003)
are important methodological guides. They note that who gets to speak,
about what and when are of critical importance in the study of the
representation of minority groups.
In this study, four groups were organized by their power constituencies
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or “voices.” These were Leaders, whose discourses focused largely on elite
White dominance; (White) Victims whose quotes reflected a form of post
traumatic stress disorder; Muslims whose victimization was distinguished by
gender and geography; and finally Journalists, who, in the absence of anyone
else to quote, gave their own opinions. In terms of racist production, the
most problematic of the four groups was the Journalists, who produced what
I have come to describe as “deliberative” racism. This will be expanded upon
in a subsequent section on racist production and the Journalists themselves.

THE GAZETTE NEWSPAPER
Like most of Canada’s newspapers, The Gazette is a morning publication. It
is a folio-style newspaper, printing 136,000 copies per weekday and 173,000
on Saturdays, making it the eighth largest newspaper in Canada in terms of
circulation. It is also Canada’s oldest continuously operating daily newspaper,
having been started in 1778.
Gazette marketing brochures boast that over a seven-day period,
632,000 people read the paper at least once.1 Considering that there are only
757,000 English speakers in the province,2 it is fair to say that a large
proportion of the population reads The Gazette at least once a week, although
a significant number of The Gazette’s readers are Allophones whose mother
tongue is neither English nor French. More than 80 percent of Gazette
readers read only the one newspaper; thus, they rely on The Gazette
exclusively for their daily consumption of textual information.3 Perhaps most
important in terms of this study, though, is The Gazette’s claim that it reaches
a majority of English language decision makers — i.e., managers, owners,
professionals and executives in the Montreal area.4 The Gazette belongs to a
number of news services, including Canadian Press/Presse Canadienne;
Associated Press; Reuters; Agence France Presse; The New York Times; and
Bloomberg News.
Over the past two decades, The Gazette has presented a series of
conflicted ideological positions because of changes in ownership. The
relatively laissez-faire ownership of the Fisher and Balfour families under the
Southam Publications corporate banner, where editorial opinion was left to
the discretion of the individual paper’s publisher in each location, was
replaced by oversight by a passionately Conservative owner in Conrad
Black’s Hollinger Corporation when it was purchased a decade ago. The
paper reverted to a position of unqualified support of the Liberal Party of
Canada when the Southam chain was re-sold in 2000 to the Asper family,
who own CanWest Global Communications Corporation. In 2001, CanWest
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Global owned 37 daily newspapers, including The Gazette, most of them
under the Southam Publishing banner, as well as an English-language TV
network in Canada and holdings abroad.
Under the Aspers, most particularly CEO Israel Asper, the newspaper
became a vociferous supporter of Israel in the Middle East on the editorial
pages of The Gazette. Just over a week after the 9/11 attacks, David Asper,
son of the owner and a director of CanWest Global, attacked Muslim
leadership in the Middle East for “demonizing” the West, “brainwashing
their children” and allowing for “brutal dictatorships who are driven by
fanatical Islamic objectives.” The Gazette article continued, quoting Asper:
“They train their populations from the earliest ages to hate us for what
we stand for and to be willing to heave themselves in deathly attacks
upon us,” he said. ... “They cry poor, appeal to our humanitarian
instincts, take our well-meaning aid and then arm themselves so as to do
us harm. And they openly celebrate when they achieve that end, whether
it be one death or thousands.” ... Asper lashed out at the West’s fanatical
enemies in the Middle East who “believe that our business world is a
godless, worthless and vile place.”5
Less than a year later, in October of 2002, Israel Asper attacked his
own newspaper chain as well as other Canadian media when he said in a
speech in Montreal, “much of the world media, in covering the Arab-Israeli
conflict, have abandoned the fundamental precepts of honest reporting. They
have adopted Palestinian propaganda as the context for their stories.” 6 This
pro-Israel position did not diminish even after Israel Asper died in October
of 2003.
Less than a year later, in September of 2004, the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation (CBC) Television news reported that Asper’s Southam News
Service was violating a contractual agreement with Reuters News Service by
adding the word “terrorist” in news copy, to describe Palestinian attacks on
Israelis.7 Additionally, the Canadian Islamic Congress has evaluated articles
published for the past six years. The National Post, CanWest’s flagship national
newspaper, was ranked every year of its existence as containing the highest
amount of anti-Muslim rhetoric. The Gazette ranked as the second or third
worst in Canada for five of the past six years. For the last year reported, in
2003, The Gazette was ranked as the fifth worst (or, to put it inversely, the
second best) of the six newspapers studied.8
Statistics Canada (2004) reports that by 2001, “Canada had 4 million
visible minorities. ... accounting for 13.4 percent of the total population.
Projections show that by 2016, visible minorities will account for one-fifth
of Canada’s population.” 9 Muslims in the Montreal region now number over
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one hundred thousand, and Islam is Canada’s second largest religion, having
surpassed Judaism.10
The Gazette m anagement is not unaware of the need to reach readers
whose mother tongue is neither English nor French. The newspaper’s
current advertising campaign slogan — The Gazette IS Montreal — is
supported by photographs of visible minorities reading the paper. Actions at
The Gazette, however, speak volumes. A month before 9/11, The Gazette
terminated its board of editorial contributors, among them Salam Elmenyawi,
chairman of the Muslim Council of Montreal. Three months after 9/11,
Elmenyawi told The Globe and Mail newspaper that “I suspect the Muslim
approach and point of view is no longer welcome” at The Gazette.11 It was not
until 2002 that The Gazette hired its first ever Arabic-speaking journalist. She
was dismissed a year later as a part of budget cutbacks.

PRE -9/11 COVERAGE
The fact that Montrealers and, indeed, Canadians more broadly were caught
completely by surprise by the 9/11 attacks is understandable. An examination
of The Gazette for the 11 days in September leading up to the attacks revealed
no mention of either Osama bin Laden or al-Qaeda. Indeed, the only
mentions of Afghanistan appeared three times in coverage during the
preceding six months.
In March 2001, Bamiyan Province of Afghanistan was the site where
the Taliban blew up two statues of the Buddha, dating from the 7 th century
or earlier. The larger statue, at 53 metres, was the tallest Buddha known.
Afghan leader Mullah Mohammed Omar justified these actions by declaring
that the statues were “an offense to Islam.” 12 In August 2001, 24 Christian
missionaries were jailed for proselytising the Christian faith in Afghanistan.13
On September 8, N orthern forces leader Ahmed Shad Masood was
assassinated by al-Qaeda operatives, thus eliminating the Taliban’s most
powerful opponent in Afghanistan. In retrospect, it is believed this cemented
the relationship between the Taliban and al-Qaeda,14 although the name alQaeda did not appear in the coverage of the assassination at the time.
These were the only major news stories readers of The Gazette received
in the six months leading up to the 9/11 attacks. As a group, they produced
a textual reading of a rigid, doctrinaire, religious Afghan leadership, intolerant
of other religions and engaged in civil war. While they were a narrow reading
of life in Afghanistan, they were hardly a motivation for war. Within a month
of the attacks, however, American, British, Australian and Canadian troops
had been mobilized and the bombing had begun.
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Tuchman (1978) notes that, when reporters are confronted with the extraordinary, they tend to adopt routine behavior — attending press conferences
and interviewing authority figures. When details are sketchy and the
magnitude of the threat unknown, the press searches for leadership,
reassurance of normalcy and for context. Thus, in the first hours after the
attacks, the Canadian press looked for guidance from its political leadership.
Indeed, one of the most interesting elements in examining the representation
of Muslims throughout this period appeared on the day of the attacks.
The Gazette realized the magnitude of this event, and not wanting to be
a full day behind the electronic media (since the attacks took place at 9 a.m.
and the next regularly scheduled paper would not be in the hands of
consumers until 6 a.m. the following day) worked feverishly to put out a
special edition.15 On Sept. 11, barely four hours after the World Trade
Centers had collapsed, The Gazette published a special 16-page edition. Within
those 16 pages, largely consisting of photographs and no advertisements, the
Prime Minister’s statement to the press was printed, in whole or in part, three
times: once as part of the main story 16 ; another as part of a national reaction
to the events 17 ; and, finally, as part of an international round-up of leaders’
comments.18 This repetition clearly showed that The Gazette was searching for
an interpretation of the attacks and for confirmation that the government
was in control of the situation. Most of the Prime Minister’s statement was
published again, a fourth time, the following day, in the normal Sept. 12
edition of the newspaper.
Whether intentional or not, the text of the Prime Minister’s statement
had a large say in the press release which was distributed. We can surmise
that the Prime Minister wrote the statement himself, by the misuse of the
word “stricken” in the first sentence. The past tense of “to strike” in the
passive voice is “I was struck,” not “I was stricken.” In his brief (101-word)
press release to the media, Chrétien outlined an extraordinary number of
discourses — eight in all — that would inform the future textual reading of
the attacks. Here is the statement by Jean Chrétien on Sept. 11, 2001.
I was stricken by news and television pictures coming from the United
States this morning.19
It is impossible to fully comprehend the evil that would have
conjured up such a cowardly and depraved assault upon thousands of
innocent people. There can be no cause or grievance that could ever
justify such unspeakable violence. Indeed, such an attack is an assault
not only on the targets but an offence against the freedom and rights of
all civilized nations. We stand ready to provide any assistance that our
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American friends may need at this very, very difficult hour and in the
subsequent investigation.20
After spending his first sentence explaining what his topic would be,
Chrétien’s second sentence evoked five separate textual codings. The Prime
Minister began his statement using the Discourse of Orientalism, the theme
most frequently resorted to throughout the period of study. “It is impossible
to fully comprehend” (Orientalism’s mystery, treachery, exoticism, and
inexplicability) “the evil” (a religious judgment) “that would have conjured
up” (an allusion to magic) “such a cowardly and depraved assault ...”
(minimization) “upon thousands of innocent people” (the discourse of
innocence).
The remainder of the text contains one discursive thought per sentence.
First he minimizes the motivation of the hijackers. “There can be no cause
or grievance could ever justify such unspeakable violence.” He then turns to
the themes of an attack on civilization. “Indeed, such an attack is an assault
not only on the targets but an offence against the freedom and rights of all
civilized nations.” And he concludes with a hegemonic declaration of
solidarity. “We stand ready to provide any assistance that our American
friends may need at this very, very difficult hour and in the subsequent
investigation.”
With these 101 words, then, repeated over a two-day period (The Gazette
reprinted the Prime Minister’s statement in their Sept. 12 edition), the
ideological framing of eight discourses had been set. These powerful
thematic frameworks would be the major reference points around which
Canadians would construct our understanding of the attacks and by which
we would frame our response to them. Later, in a speech to Canada’s House
of Commons, Chrétien would reiterate several of these themes, expressing
hegemonic solidarity with Canada’s allies, while reminding Canadians of who
“we” are.
We will stand with our allies, we will do what we must to defeat
terrorism. However, let our actions be guided by a spirit of wisdom and
perseverance, by our values and our way of life. As we press the
struggle, let us never, ever, forget who we are and what we stand for.21
Thus, from the very earliest of days, the discourses developed by
Chrétien would serve as the framework for Leaders to interpret the attacks.
The most prominent of these discourses were an Attack on Civilization;
Solidarity and Status Quo; Incredulity; and the Discourse of War. Other
themes were developed by George Bush. They included the Discourses of
Christianity (versus Islam by way of references to the Crusades); and with
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W estern Justice (Osama bin Laden was “wanted dead or alive” 22 ). The
parallel between 9/11 and Pearl Harbor was particularly important for the
Americans, interpreted as it was an attack by the East on innocent civilian
and military targets, by air, without provocation, and leading to war.
These metaphors, while they all appeared in the pages of The Gazette,
were not used to justify the war in Afghanistan in which Canada would
ultimately participate. Nevertheless Bush’s rhetorical approaches certainly
touched the American people, giving him an approval rating of 90 percent,
highest in the 50 years of polling.23

WHITE VICTIMS
The second group to be given a voice became increasingly forceful in the
days immediately after 9/11. Those who witnessed the attacks, either in
person or on television, were so traumatized by the events and the frequency
of their repetition, that their quotes occupied an important part of newspaper
coverage for several days. The need to express publicly their sense of
victimization was something that newspapers like The Gazette afforded their
readers, and it offered them a cathartic experience. Interviewees responded
with passion and eloquence.
Clearly, when a newspaper publishes examples of how others are
feeling, readers tend to feel better about their own mental condition. On the
other hand, the grieving process naturalizes behaviors and itself can lead to
racist behavior. One person, a waitress in a restaurant near the CanadianAmerican border, found that picking on someone else was a feeble attempt
at trying to feel better about oneself. “People are feeling their own mortality.
They are looking for someone to point the finger at, trying to make
themselves feel better because it’s someone else’s fault.” 24 Other people used
words like “vulnerability,” 25 “insecurity” 26 and “mourning their own
mortality” 27 to explain the depth of their emotional abyss. A freelance art
director from Lachine told The Gazette reporter Donna Nebenzahl that he
dreamed he was driving on the highway following a plane in flames. “It’s the
possibility of war, the not knowing what’s coming next that is freaking me
out. In a way, it’s even scarier now.” 28
The deconstruction of victim-oriented stories in which they largely did
the talking, closely approximated the categories of five stages of grieving
which Elizabeth Kubler-Ross (1969) identified in her book On Death and
Dying. These are shock and disbelief; denial; anger, resentment; depression;
and acceptance. Interestingly, Kubler-Ross’s final stage, acceptance, simply
does not appear in the 20-day period of study. Coming to terms with this
trauma took much longer than the short period of examination. Thus, the
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discourses that White Victims adopted included the discourses of Denial and
Surreality (interpreting the attacks as a surreal movie); the Discourse of
Denial and Blamelessness (as victims emphasized innocence); The Discourse
of Anger and of Personal Safety (a fear which was palpable and routinized);
The Discourse of Revenge (such as the sign directed at Muslims in the New
York City window, “We’re coming Motherf----ers” 29 ); The Discourse of
Racial Profiling (the quote, “If ... he’s got ... a fan belt around that diaper on
his head, that guy needs to be pulled over and checked,” 3 0 was never
repudiated by The Gazette); of Sadness and Depression; and the Discourse of
Fear and Moral Panic — all of these were printed in the pages of The Gazette
and were employed to construct an emotional response to the attacks. Most
importantly, they produced, reproduced and naturalized the notion of
revenge.

THE VOICES

OF

MUSLIMS – ‘GOOD ’

AND

‘BAD ’

In analyzing the Voice of Muslims, it becomes apparent that not one but two
distinct voices were generated by the press, or what Karim (2003) describes
as the depiction of “Good” Muslims and “Bad” Muslims. This creation of
a bi-polarity permeates the entire discourse on Islam, and, indeed, the
framework of George Bush’s “War on Terror”; the bi-polarity of the conflict
between Good and Evil; East and West; fear and freedom; right and wrong;
justice and tyranny.
The textual interpretation of Muslims varied, depending upon location
and gender. Here, “Good” Muslims were all Western Muslims and Eastern
women. They were described as sharing common beliefs — fearful of
reprisals, peaceful but disorganized, weak and victimized. “Bad” Muslims
(Eastern males) were unrepentant of the 9/11 attacks, unfathomable zealots,
and misogynists. Good Muslims in this context disavowed the tactics of alQaeda, describing the hijackers as “demonically possessed.” 31 Bad Muslims
supported Osama bin Laden and justified the attacks. What is produced,
then, is a textured and nuanced ideological reading that stereotypes “Bad”
(Eastern male) Muslims as treacherous and crazed; while applying
reductionist generalizations to “Good” Muslims, who, while they were
treated sympathetically, are nevertheless portrayed as victimized and
submissive. Jiwani (2004) also found this to be true. She noted that
Journalists applied Orientalism (Said 1979, 1997) when she searched for the
use of the term “hijab” in several Canadian newspapers immediately
following the 9/11 attacks.
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EASTERN MUSLIMS
The Gazette carried many examples for both the “Good” and “Bad” Muslim
groups. In the article Where equality is “obscene”: Conservative Pakistani clerics vow
to crush women’s rights ,32 Gannon quotes a Muslim wom an in Pakistan
describing the abused women who come to her shelter. “Their self-esteem
is not there. They think of themselves something akin to the animals.” 33
Meanwhile, there is an undercurrent of resistance. Referring to the Taliban
leadership, the woman says, “‘They know that if their (Afghani) women
know their rights, they won’t be able to control them,’ she says, smiling
beneath the shawl.” 34 The notion of rescue of women is raised in the text
here and, combined with a number of quotes from Eastern Muslim women
that expressed fear of the impending attacks from the West, the attitudinal
distance between them and their Muslim male counterparts is striking.
Misogyny is developed in the same article by Gannon when she quotes
a Pakistani cleric Maulana Sakhi Badshah: “‘Women should stay in the home,’
he shouts. ‘These people say that men and women are equal. Of course, they
are not. Women cannot be as smart as a man.’” 3 5 Gannon then quotes
another cleric who refers to feminist organizations that enter Afghani
villages. “‘Don’t allow these sinful women to enter our villages,’ roars
Maulana Zia-ul Haq, a cleric in Banda, a village in the Dir district (of
Pakistan). ‘If you see any one of them, just take her home and forcibly marry
her. If she is a foreigner, kill her.’” 36 Cooke (2002, p. 468) describes the
technique of quoting clerics to produce “(I)n the Islam ic context, the
negative stereotyping of the religion as inherently misogynist (that) provides
ammunition for the attack on the uncivilized brown men.”
Only once during this period does The Gazette note contributions of the
East, in a feature article that takes a swing at Islam in its title, Twisting the faith:
Islam is a serene religion, but can be warped into a form of totalitarianism, Gazette
staffer Paul Waters writes,
And Muslims are indeed members of an old and proud civilization. They
led the world in science, medicine, mathematics, astronomy and
navigation from the 7th century until the Renaissance. Their scribes
preserved and commented on the classical works of the Greeks, and
their cities had paved roads, working sewage systems and public street
lighting at a time when Europe’s illiterate petty princelings lived in
comfortless stone and wooden forts. It must be galling for the inheritors
of that legacy to be condescended to by a people whose most visible
cultural accomplishments include such ornaments as Porky’s, punk rock
and Survivor.37
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WESTERN MUSLIMS
In contrast with the strident portrayal of Eastern Muslim males, Naber
(2000) writes that North American Muslims were virtually “invisible.” She
maintains that Muslims have attempted to blend in to society and did not
organize themselves on the basis of religion. Nevertheless, because The
Gazette published a total of 108 statements by Eastern Muslims and 109 from
Western Muslims during this period, some conclusions can be drawn.
The first is that women were almost invisible both East and West. Only
7 of the 56 (or 12.5%) of all Western Muslims interviewed were women —
not much better than the 5 of 101 (or 5 %) in the East. Second, Western
Muslims who were interviewed were almost exclusively employed and
authority figures in their community. In this sense, the Muslims interviewed
were displaying the Western Protestant ethic of personal industry, which
allows them to be embraced by a society dominated by the ideology of hard
work.
Third, there was not only a sense of impending victimization but of
inevitability of attack. On the first full day of reporting, Sept. 12, The Gazette
ran the following headline: Arabs brace for a backlash: Members of Middle Eastern
communities prepare for the outrage of the intolerant.38 Muslims appeared resigned to
attacks and beatings. This resignation is summarized in the quote by airport
worker Michael Rezkala (note that his occupation forms an essential part of
his personal description): “(He) says he’s become inured to the bigotry. ‘For
sure it’s going to happen, we are going to get blamed for this. Every time
there’s a plane crash, Arabs are the ones who are suspected.’” 39 This headline
and others, such as Montreal’s Pakistani Muslims feel the heat: “We are here; we are
not the terrorists,” 40 embodied a plea for reason and peaceful coexistence; and
at the same time, signaled that Muslims expected trouble.
This framing created the expectation that the attacks were not only
inevitable, they were also justified — since even the Muslims themselves
expected them. The predicted attacks did occur. Bahdi (2003) reports that the
Montreal police department recorded 40 instances of racist attacks on
Muslims in the 30 day period after 9/11. The number of reported attacks on
Muslims throughout Canada in the year after the 9/11 attacks compared with
the previous year increased 17-fold, from 28 to 481.41

VOICE

OF THE

JOURNALIST

The final grouping, the Voice of the Journalist, appeared only after the
previous three Voices had been thoroughly examined. Even after the
representation of Muslims had been thoroughly examined in terms of the
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quotes from Leaders, (White) Victims and Muslims, there remained a great
deal of representation of Muslims still unaccounted for. It was then that it
became clear that, in the absence of other voices to quote, the Journalists
used their own ideas to fasten on several frameworks to cast M uslims in a
negative light.
The primary discourses for Journalists were the immigration system and
public safety and security. Columnist Elizabeth Bromstein described her
feelings of seeing a man in a turban — more likely a Sikh than a Muslim. “I
am in the Place des Arts metro station. I see three men, one of them wearing
a turban. I start to shake. I want to get out of the station but force myself to
get on the train.” 4 2 Bromstein’s intention may have been to give voice to
racist thoughts so as to discount them. But the impact of her words can also
be used to naturalize racism itself.
On other occasions, Journalists attempted to set the agenda for their
readers. A Gazette editorial of Sept. 14 reads, “Fortunately, the anti-Muslim
backlash has been less than first feared ... Such tolerance is encouraging.” 43
In addition to predicting and accepting the inevitability of violence against
Muslims, The Gazette, because it had not recognized that any violence against
Muslims was unacceptable, decided there was no story. In the final 11 days
of the study, The Gazette never reported on violence perpetrated against
Muslims in Montreal, despite the evidence that beatings were continuing. An
attack on a Sikh gas station attendant was reported on twice (Sept. 18 and
29),4 4 even though the attack had happened on Sept. 15. But there was no
news concerning Montreal Muslims and attacks after Sept. 18, 2001, until the
end of the study period 11 days later.
Early in the coverage, an erroneous front page report linking the
hijackers with illegal entry into the United States from Canada was never
retracted. On Sept. 13, Gazette reporters wrote that five of the hijackers had
entered the United States through Canada.45 Within a matter of days, it
became clear that all the hijackers had entered the United States legally from
a variety of points of origination, none of them Canada. But no retraction
appeared. Instead, Gazette Columnists explained the hijackings on a
combination of inept airline security; “sloppy” 46 immigration policies; porous
borders; and an immigration and refugee screening system that is “a joke.” 47
Gazette Columnist Brian Kappler wrote,
Perhaps it will turn out that this week’s terrorists didn’t make use of
Canada’s refugee process at all. The report about Canada (being the
entry point for 5 hijackers) may be wrong. The hijackers may have been
in Canada illegally. They may have been sixth-generation Canadian
citizens. But the idea that this week’s hijackers may have been refugee
claimants sprang at once to the minds of many Canadians familiar with
330
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the current system; that fact alone suggests that we already admit to
ourselves just how sloppy the existing system is. There’s already
abundant evidence that every escaped killer, Triad gang-lord, terror
mastermind, fugitive con-man, and “snakehead” people-smuggler
around the globe knows full well what a soft touch Canada is.48
In this way, immigration and terror were linked in Canada.
Racist topics raised by Journalists also included the question of the
ultimate fate of Osama bin Laden. Journalists in The Gazette who had written
about the sanctity of human life as they mourned the loss in the 9/11 attacks
had no difficulty discussing the killing Osama bin Laden, using a variety of
verbs and euphemisms to describe his demise. While there were no
references to bringing Osama bin Laden to trial, there were descriptions of
how, once he was caught he would be “exterminated” 49 as one dispatches
vermin. After his capture, Journalists described bin Laden’s fate as being
“eliminate(d),” 50 “taken out” 51 or “kill(ed).” 52 Meanwhile, bin Laden had
escaped, they reported, “on a donkey, ‘whose droppings led anywhere from
Lebanon to Yemen to the Sudan.’” 53
The type of text that Journalists largely em ployed in producing and
reproducing the discourse of White elite domination were Columns. This
study indicates that researchers identified 5.8 examples of racist discourse per
1,000 words in Columns, while News textual production of racist themes
generated 3.2 examples per 1,000 words. This was particularly surprising
since News reporters were obliged to report the words of Leaders, who
adopted metaphors such as the Crusades and Pearl Harbor. Columnists work
under less deadline pressure, producing texts every second day or even more
infrequently. This additional time allows columnists writers to craft their
arguments, to develop balance and to challenge conventional thought. And
yet the production of racist discourses was at its highest in those areas where
it could have been the lowest, or at least contained balance by adding antiracist sentiments. These judgments, which produced such high amounts of
racism, are what I have termed “deliberative racism” — suggesting a
conscious will on the part of the writer to judge others and find them
inferior.
Other reporters, based in the Far East, participated in the creation of
Muslim men as ignorant and messianic. The Taliban were described as
“ignorant psychotics,” 54 living in “rat’s nest of international thugs,” 55 willing
to use nuclear warheads if they had them 56 ; the madrassah or school, was a
“Jihad Factory ... (producing) ... the perfect Jihad machines.” 57 On Sept. 22,
Ansary wrote, “When you think Taliban, think Nazis. When you think bin
Laden, think Hitler.” 58 Karim (2003) notes this characterization of Islam as
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producing fundamentalist terrorists is no more valid than a characterization
of all Christians as fundamentalist terrorists after the blowing up of the
Alfred P. Murrah federal building in Oklahoma City. He points out that the
Christian fundamentalists were characterized as being well beyond the
mainstream of Christian fundamentalism, while Islamic fundamentalists were
grouped with both terrorism and with mainstream Islamic interpretation.

IMPACT

OF THE

COVERAGE

In Canada, coverage of the attacks produced, for White Canadians, feelings
of insecurity, vulnerability and suspicion of the Muslim community. In a poll
undertaken by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation three weeks after the
attacks, over a third of Canadians polled (37%) reported they had more
negative feelings toward “Arabs” than previously; and 50 percent said they
agreed with the statement, “Given current circumstances, I think that it is
acceptable that airline, police, and customs officials give special attention to
individuals of Arabic (sic) origin.”
Nearly a year later, in August 2002, the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation commissioned a similar survey and discovered that the
percentage agreeing with the above statement had declined by only 2 percent,
to 48 percent.59 Ismael and Measor (2003) examined a variety of magazines
and newspapers in Canada and found that virtually all media had accepted
the ideology of the status quo — accepting the Leaders’ interpretation of the
9/11 attacks as a civilizational conflict and ignored questions such as the legal
legitimacy of an attack on Afghanistan.
On Dec. 18, 2001, the Canadian Government passed Law C 36, the
Anti-Terrorism Act60 for implementation between that date and Jan. 6, 2003.
Scholars have described it as “hastily drafted” 61 and have decried the
provisions, which allow the Canadian government to hold suspected
terrorists for an indefinite period without notifying the suspect of the charges
and evidence.62 This led to the detention of Adil Charkaoui, a Moroccanborn permanent resident in Canada, in a Montreal jail for 20 months before
his release; and of the torture of Canadian citizen Maher Arar in a Syrian jail
on suspicion of his involvement with terrorist operations — a charge later
shown to be unfounded.
Canadians have since measured their actions somewhat more carefully.
Instead of plunging headlong into the Iraq War, as they had in Afghanistan,
the Canadian government offered additional troops to the coalition in
Afghanistan and, thus, allowed the forces of other countries to be deployed
in the Iraq campaign without committing troops directly itself.
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SUMMARY
This chapter set out to discover how Muslims were represented in the crisis
period immediately after the 9/11 attacks. It showed not only that all types
of Voices (Leaders, White Victims, Muslims and Journalists) participated in
the representation, but that Orientalist interpretations of Muslims were
naturalized so as to perpetuate elite White domination. Largest among these
groups were Journalists, specifically, columnists. They produced more racist
rhetoric and discourses than any other textual producer, what has been
termed “deliberative racism.”
That being the case, the impact of The Gazette’s position should not be
overstated. On Sept. 29, 2001, Gazette columnist Brian Kappler wrote, “A
poll published in La Presse yesterday showed 33 per cent of Canadians —
including 40 per cent of Quebecers — believe the main cause of the
September 11 horror was ‘American policy in the Mideast.’ How can so many
people believe that? How can anyone believe it?” 63 This opinion may be
attributable to the tone with which French language media were taking, or it
may be that The Gazette, in supporting the America position in the impending
war, was ignoring a sentiment among Quebecers that there was more to the
attacks than was being reported. No one should suggest that the alarming
increase in attacks on Muslims in Canada was solely attributable to coverage
by The Gazette newspaper, any more than the suggestion that The Gazette was
uniquely responsible for sending Canadian troops off to war in Afghanistan.
But what is clear is that The Gazette participated in the construction of
a reading of the 9/11 attacks as worthy of retribution, violence and deaths
of others who were as innocent as those who died in the World Trade
Center, the Pentagon, and a field in Stoney Creek Township in Pennsylvania.
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Chapter 22

S EPTEMBER 11 AND
THE U.S. IMAGE IN
L ATIN A MERICAN M EDIA
Sallie Hughes & Jesus Arroyave

1

I

n this essay, we explore the impact of 9/11 and
the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq on Latin Americans’ opinions
of the United States. We do this through the use of country-level survey data
and a content analysis of newspaper coverage in a sample of countries where
the U.S. image is more or less positive than the regional average.
The survey results show that, when the 18-country region is taken as
a whole, opinions of the United States dropped significantly after 9/11 and
the wars. Opinions improved only in one country: Panama.
Additional analysis shows that Latin Americans who held a more
positive image of the United States after the terrorist attacks and the wars
generally were more likely to live in countries that (1) had a better experience
with neoliberal economic reforms promoted by Washington; (2) have leaders
who profess a belief in the free trade model of the 1990s; (3) depend more
on remittances sent home by immigrants in the United States; and (4)
experienced lower levels of deportation of their citizens from the United
States after 2000. An analysis of newspaper coverage of the United States
reinforced these findings: Images of the United States are more positive
when discussing domestic politics, culture, education, science and
technology, but equally negative when covering immigration, economic
integration or the U.S. war on terrorism.
However, we found some anomalies. Mexico is the most notable
example. Despite high levels of immigration, visitation, economic integration,
a free-trade agreement and a shared 2000-mile border, Mexicans’ image of
the United States is among the lowest in the region. A review of newspaper
articles suggests this is partly because Mexicans quickly rejected President
George Bush’s pre-emptive strike doctrine, which conflicts with Mexico’s
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long-standing support of non-interventionism in foreign affairs. The low
numbers also may stem from the fact that greater economic integration has
not brought prosperity for the majority of Mexicans and from concern over
mistreatment of Mexican immigrants in the United States.
This essay explores the causes of Latin Americans’ opinion of the
United States by analyzing data in four general categories: (1) economic
liberalization, (2) personal interaction across borders, (3) attitudes about the
Iraq War and U.S. handling of international conflicts, and (4) Latin American
media images of the United States. First, we present country-level data on the
U.S. image across time in 18 Latin American countries where the
Latinobarómeter survey has been conducted since 1995. Next, we test the
influence of factors associated with economic integration, personal contacts,
and perceptions of the War on Terrorism on general country-level
perceptions of the United States in a series of multiple regressions. Finally,
we discuss how elite media representations of the United States reinforce our
argument that 9/11 aggravated an already troubled relationship.

THE U.S. IMAGE

IN

LATIN AMERICA

Public opinion toward the United States in Latin America has shifted over
time, depending upon world conditions, policies and priorities of the
incumbent U.S. presidential administration, and the internal conditions of the
region or a particular country. 2 Some authors argue that the region is
undergoing a wave of anti-Americanism unseen since the invasions and
revolutions of the 1950s and 1960s (Ballve 2005, McPherson 2003). Yet,
while the image of the United States has declined markedly since 2000, there
is a great deal of variation in country-level appreciation of the United States
before and after 9/11. Our compilation of country-level data from the annual
Latinobarometro surveys in 18 Latin American countries between 1995 and
2005 is shown in Table 21.1.3
W hen the region is taken as a whole, the percentage of respondents
who expressed a “good” or “very good” opinion of the United States peaked
in 2000, before the attacks of Sept. 11, and then declined 12 percentage
points between 2000 and 2005, from an average of 73 percent of residents
per country expressing a “good” or “very good” opinion of the United States
in 2000 to 61 percent in 2005. Opinions showed significant declines in 11
countries. Five showed little or no change. And opinions improved in only
one country: Panama, which showed a 8 percentage point increase. (The
Dominican Republic is excluded from this analysis because it wasn’t surveyed
until 2004.)
Although the overall trend showed a decline, there were considerable
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Table 21.1
O P IN IO N O F TH E U N ITED S TA TES
BY C OU N TR Y A N D Y EA R
(Percent of “Good” and “Very Good” Responses)

1995 or
First Year*

2000

2001

2003

2004

2005

First Year
/2005
Difference

31

53

38

30

31

32

1

Bolivia

48

a

69

55

45

41

50

2

Brazil

66

68

54

50

50

53

-13

Chile

75

73

70

58

61

57

-18

Colombia

36

a

71

76

68

73

70

34

Costa Rica

59a

81

84

75

80

75

16

NA

NA

NA

85

74

-11

77

85

68

77

66

-3

Country
Argentina

b

Dominican R

85

Ecuador

69 a

El Salvador

53

a

82

84

80

84

81

28

Guatemala

34a

78

80

67

77

77

43

Honduras

55a

87

89

80

81

87

32

Mexico

67

72

63

41

41

53

-14

Nicaragua

62a

89

84

69

69

68

6

Panama

70

a

75

89

80

82

83

13

Paraguay

76

79

70

50

62

48

-28

Peru

79

72

75

69

72

71

-8

Uruguay

50

58

51

46

44

38

-12

Venezuela

59

65

68

59

55

41

-18

63

73

71

61

64

61

-2

TOTAL

Survey Question: I would like to know your opinion about the United States. Do you have a very
good, good, bad or very bad opinion of the United States?
*First year data were collected: a1996, b2004.

variations across countries. Residents of Central American countries and the
Dominican Republic held the most positive opinions of the United States in
2005. The Andean countries were in a m iddle range, with Bolivians and
Venezuelans more critical of the United States than residents of Peru,
Colombia, Ecuador and Chile. Residents of South American countries
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expressed the lowest assessments of the United States, with Argentines being
most negative. Mexico, belying its geographic proximity to the United States
and Central America, was in a lower-middle position in 2005, although the
U.S. image in Mexico had improved substantially over 2004. Colombians
held more positive views of the United States than other South Americans.
What accounts for these differences? Several authors who have
addressed negative perceptions of the United States distinguish between
“external” causes linked to U.S. foreign policy decisions, military action or
economic domination, and “internal” causes linked to political, economic or
cultural conditions within a particular country (Shlapentokh and Woods,
2004; Shlapentokh, Shiraev and Woods, 2005; Tai, Peterson and Gurr, 1973).
While these categories are useful, the transnational linkages between Latin
America and the United States encouraged us to re-conceptualize the
possible explanations. We will assess the strength of explanations stemming
from market-based economic reform in the region since the “Washington
consensus” promoted economic liberalism throughout the region in the
1980s and 1990s, changing levels of direct human contact through
immigration and visitation of the United States, and more focused feelings
about the U.S. role in Iraq and international conflicts.

ECONOMIC LIBERALIZATION
As Latin American economies reeled in the 1980s, an agreement emerged in
U.S. policy circles about the economic measures that could best respond to
the inflation, deficits, debt, and lagging productivity that plagued many Latin
American countries. The “Washington Consensus,” as the economic package
became known, responded mostly to the preferences of the U.S. Treasury
Department and international financial organizations, such as the
International Monetary Fund, in the context of debt reduction negotiations
with developing countries (Santiso, 2004: 831). The policy recommendations,
sometimes imposed as part of loan agreements, but often supported by
domestic finance ministers trained in the United States, included deep
spending cuts, trade opening, privatization of state-owned enterprises, deregulation, and liberalization of exchange rates, capital markets and prices.
Several Latin American presidents decided the best way to proceed was
through “shock treatment,” suddenly ending currency and price supports
while selling off state companies such as telephone companies and banks. At
the same time, they cut import tariffs and quotas, and ended subsidized
exchange rates for industry. Economic liberalization and open-trade curbed
inflation and budget deficits in several countries, but by 2000 it became
apparent that balanced budgets and freer trade were not enough to spur
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economic development. Unemployment, poverty and wealth gaps remained
stubborn or increased. In the 2000s, the Washington Consensus and many
of the domestic politicians who supported them were out of favor in Latin
America. Specifically, newly elected governments in Argentina, Venezuela,
Brazil, Uruguay, Bolivia and Ecuador cut ranks and criticized the neoliberal
model. Santiso writes (2004: 828-829) that “the reform impetus inspired by
the Washington Consensus has stalled and given way to widespread doubts
about future developmental strategies. Two decades of market-oriented
reforms in Latin America ended equivocally, marked with a general sense of
unease and frustration. O nce-promising emerging market economies have
been rocked by a series of shocks” (Santiso, 2003).
According to the Economic Commission for Latin American and the
Caribbean (ECLAC), the average annual GDP growth rate for the region was
3.8 percent between 1995 and 2005, lower than the region’s pre-crisis
performance of 5.5 percent between 1950 and 1980. GDP growth was also
far below what was necessary to address persistent inequality, rising poverty
and increasing unemployment. There was variation in growth levels by
country, however. Averaging over the decade, the best annual GDP
performances occurred in the Dominican Republic (5.3%), Chile (4.6%),
Costa Rica (4.3%), Panama (4.2%) and Nicaragua (4.1%). The worst
performers were Venezuela (1.1%), Paraguay (1.5%), Argentina (1.9%), Brazil
(2.4%) and Colombia (2.4%). Posting a middle range of average annual GDP
growth were Ecuador (2.6%), Mexico (2.7%), El Salvador (2.9%), Uruguay
(3.1%), Bolivia (3.3%), Guatemala (3.4%) and Honduras (3.4%).
GDP per capita grew even more modestly than overall GDP,
suggesting that inequality increased over the decade, according to ECLAC
data created on the basis of official country-level figures ( constant 1995
prices). GDP per capita grew an average of just 1 percent annually between
1995 and 2005. Real wages essentially stagnated at the regional level between
1995 and 2005, although government wage data reported to the Economic
Commission on Latin America in many cases does not capture rural wages
or wages of the underemployed. Real wages reported here then are mostly
for the most-secure, urban portion of the Latin American population. They
grew by only 0.2 percent annually between 1995 and 2004. Again, the
regional figure masks substantial differences in wage performance at the
country level. Wages declined most annually in Venezuela (-3.0%), Uruguay
(-3.4%), Brazil (-1.2%), Paraguay (-0.5%), Peru (-0.5%) and Argentina (-0.3),
while they grew most annually in Bolivia (3.4%), Nicaragua (2.7%), Chile
(2.4%) Colombia (2.2%), Costa Rica (1.5) and Mexico (1.1%). Wage data
were not reported for six countries.
Performance on urban unemployment was also troubling. Again, using
Journal of M edia Sociology, Volum e 2, N um bers 1-4 (1010)

345

ECLAC data from official country sources. The average annual rate from
1995 to 2004 was 9.6 percent across 18 countries, but the trend was toward
growing unemployment in the second half of the decade under study. This
measure also masks underemployment because millions of Latin Americans’
work fewer than 40 hours or in unregulated and untaxed jobs such as street
sales or unlicensed assembly jobs. Unemployment varied by country. Mexico
reported the lowest average annual level of urban unemployment (3.6%),
followed by Guatemala (4.1.%), Costa Rica (6.1%), Honduras (6.2%), Bolivia
(6.6%) and El Salvador (6.9%). The highest levels of urban unemployment
were reported in Argentina (16%), Panama (15.9%), Dominican Republic
(15.5%), Colombia (15.2%), Venezuela (123.6%) and Nicaragua (12.6%).
Brazil (8.0%) Chile (8.1%), Peru (8.9%), Paraguay (9.3%) and Ecuador
(10.7%) reported middle levels.
The percentage of people living under the poverty line decreased only
slightly across the region (ECLAC, 2004; 62, 63). From the early 1990s to the
early 2000s, the best dates available, poverty declined a total of 3.6 percent
across the 18-country sample. Change in the number of people living under
the poverty line showed a great amount of variation by country, however,
40.3 percentage points. Countries where poverty increased the most between
1989-90 and 2001-2002 were in South America: Argentina (+20.5%),
Paraguay (+17.8%) Bolivia (+9.8%) and Venezuela (+8.8%). Poverty
decreased the m ost in Chile (-19.8%), Panama (-14.6%), Brazil (-10.5%),
Guatemala (-8.9%) and Mexico (-8.3%). The least amount of change in
poverty occurred in Ecuador (1.4%), Colombia (-1.9%), Uruguay (-2.5%),
Honduras (-3.5%), Nicaragua (-4.2), El Salvador (-5.3%), Costa Rica (-6.0%)
. The population under the poverty line in Peru increased 7.2 percent
between 2001 and 1998, the only comparative dates available. There were no
comparative figures for the Dominican Republic.
In absolute terms, countries with the highest percentage of people
living under the poverty line in 2001-2002 were Honduras (77.3%),
Nicaragua (69.4%), Ecuador (63.5%), Bolivia (62.4%), Paraguay (61%),
Guatemala (60.2%), Peru (54.8%) and Colombia (50.6%). Countries with the
lowest percentage of people living under the poverty line that year were
Uruguay (15.4%), Chile (18.8%), Costa Rica (20.3%) and Panama (25.3%).
Middle range poverty levels were reported in Brazil (35.8%), Mexico (39.4%),
Argentina (41.6%), the Dominican Republic (44.9%), Venezuela (48.6%) and
El Salvador (48.9%).
Considering GDP, GDP per capita, real wages, urban unemployment
and the population living under the poverty line, Latin America’s economic
progress after the Washington Consensus consolidated around market-based
economic reform and opening to free trade was halting at best. From the
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mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, GDP posted an average annual increase of 3.8
percent, but that did not translate smoothly into gains for the wider
population because of high levels of wealth concentration and sporadic
economic shocks in larger economies. The average annual growth rate in
GDP per capita was 1.0 percent and the average annual change in real wages
was 0.2 percent, considering mostly urban and formal sector employees. The
average annual rate of mostly urban unemployment across the period was
10.2 percent. Poverty decreased by 3.6% across the region between 19891990 and 2001-2, the latest period for which data are available. The trend line
on poverty was unclear.
A composite of the five economic measures are presented in Table
21.2. The composite is an additive scale and the components are not
standardized. A higher score indicates better economic performance, and the
range across countries is 56.5 points with Argentina posting the worst
performance and Chile posting the best. The composite was created as
follows: average GDP growth rate + average GDP per capita growth rate +
average real wage growth rate – average urban unemployment – change in
population under the poverty line across the decade. The best performers, in
order, were Chile, Mexico, Guatemala, Costa Rica, Panama and Brazil. The
countries that performed worst, in order, were Venezuela, Argentina,
Paraguay, Uruguay, and Peru. In a middle range were Brazil, Ecuador, the
Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Honduras, and El Salvador.
By the early 2000s, national politicians began to react to the lackluster
record of market-based reforms led by the U nited States. Presidents
expressed doubts or openly split with Washington on market reforms and
free trade in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador and Venezuela. Another
measure of adherence to the model of the Washington Consensus would be
to look at which countries had entered free trade agreements with the United
States by 2005. Eight of the 18 countries in our sample had entered a trade
agreement with the United States in the 1990s or 2000s, signaling their
political elites’ faith in the free trade model. They were Mexico in 1994, Chile
in 2003, and Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Honduras,
Nicaragua and El Salvador in 2006.4 Negotiations for a wider U.S.-led
regional agreement that would include South America, the Free Trade
Agreement of the Americas, had stalled and seemed dead in early 2006.

PERSONAL CONTACTS
While studies of tourism and cultural exchange are somewhat speculative and
often ambivalent when discussing effects, U.S. policy since the Cold War has
certainly assumed that the greater the contact between societies and cultures,
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Table 21.2
E CONOM IC P E R FO R M A N CE
BY C OU N TRY OV ER A D ECA D E
(from 1995 to 2004/2005)

Country

Avg
Annual
GDP
Growth
Rate

Avg
Annual
GDP
Growth
Rate Per
Capita

Avg.
Annual
Avg.
Urban
Annual
Real Wage Unemploy
Change* ment Rate

Change in
Population
under
Poverty
Line

Index of
Economic
Performance†

Argentina

1.9

0

-.0.3

16

20.5

-34.9

Bolivia

3.3

0.8

3.4

6.6

9.8

-8.9

Brazil

2.4

1

-1.2

8

-10.5

4.7

Chile

4.6

3.1

2.4

8.1

-19.8

21.8

Colombia

2.4

0.2

2.2

15.2

-1.9

-8.5

1.5

6.1

-6

Costa Rica

4.3

2

Dominican R

5.3

3.4

15.5

7.7

Ecuador

2.6

0.7

10.7

1.4

-8.8

El Salvador

2.9

0.9

6.9

-5.3

2.2

Guatemala

3.4

0.8

4.1

-8.9

9

Honduras

3.4

0.6

6.2

-3.5

1.3

-6.8

Mexico

2.7

1.1

1.1

3.6

-8.3

9.7

Nicaragua

4.1

1.4

2.7

12.6

-4.2

-0.2

Panama

4.2

2

15.8

-14.6

5

Paraguay

1.5

-1.2

-0.5

9.3

17.8

-27.3

Peru

3.7

1.8

-0.5

8.9

-3.9

Uruguay

3.1

-0.1

-2.2

13.1

-2.5

-9.8

Venezuela

1.1

-0.6

-3

13.6

8.8

-24.9

3.8

1

0.2

9.6

-3.6

-4

TOTAL

* Estimated
† Higher is better performance. Categories are not standardized. Index=Avg DGP Growth Rate +
Avg GDP Per Capital Growth Rate + Avg Real Wages - Avg Urban Unemployment - Change in
Population under the Poverty Line.

the greater empathy between the participants (Frey 2005; Archer, Cooper and
Ruhanen 2005: 55, 56; Kraft 2000: 350-353; Kim and Prideaux 2003).
Throughout the Cold War, U.S. policy was to invite “multipliers” of public
opinion to the United States for educational exchange and tourism in the
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hope of positively influencing their opinion of the country. Once in the
United States, however, the experience might or might not be a positive one.
While Camp reports the influential and apparently positive role of education
abroad in forming Mexico’s economic and political elite, Frey notes that
visits by Asian elites in the 1950s sometimes produced negative feelings (Frey
2005; Camp 2002; see also Coombs 1964). We postulated that personal
contact through immigration, visitation for tourism or educational endeavors,
or money sent by friends or relatives in the United States (in and of itself and
as a proxy for having U.S. connections) are other ways Latin Americans
could form opinions of the United States.
While there have been several waves of Latin American immigration to
the United States historically, the country has experienced a sustained
increase in immigration from Latin America beginning in the 1980s. This is
due to conditions in the expelling countries, including poor economic
conditions and various forms of civil unrest in several countries, as well as
demand for labor in the United States and the maturation of immigration
networks initiated in earlier immigration streams (Suarez Orozco and Paez
2002). According to a Pew Hispanic Center study of government
immigration data, however, the increases peaked in 1999 (Passel and Suro
2005).
Does the level of person-to-person contact with U.S. citizens and
society influence Latin Americans’ image of the United States? In what way?
We collected data on the country-of-origin of Hispanics in the United States,
remittances sent by immigrants in the United States to their home countries,
visas issued for admittance into the United States, and deportations (e.g.,
removals) by country of origin over a 10-year period.
While, of course, not all people of Latin American origin in the United
States have relatives abroad, the ranking of Hispanics by country-of-origin
and comparison to the overall population in that country offer indicators of
the strength of Latin Americans’ personal connection to the United States.
The data come from the 2000 U.S. Census, which has not been updated at
the country level since that time, and the Population Conference Bureau
(2005). Mexicans have the strongest personal connections to the United
States, followed by people of Caribbean countries and then Central
Americans, who are trailed distantly by South Americans. Hispanics of
Mexican origin are most numerous in the United States (58.2%), followed by
U.S. Hispanics with origins in Puerto Rico (9.6%), Cuba (2.5%), the
Dominican Republic (2.2), El Salvador (1.9%), Colombia (1.3) and
Guatemala (1.1%). Hispanics with ties to the remainder of the countries of
Latin America make up less than 1 percent of total Hispanics in the United
States.
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Although the geographic pattern remains, the strength of ties shifts
somewhat when comparing numbers of Latin American origin peoples in the
United States to the population in their country-of-origin. Mexicans and
Mexican Americans in the United States equal 19.3 percent of the population
of Mexico. Puerto Ricans in the United States, because of facilitated travel
and legal migration status, are the equivalent of 87.3 percent of the
population of Puerto Ricans living on the island. Cubans and Cuban
Americans in the United States equal 11 percent of the island’s population,
while Salvadorans in the United States are the equivalent of 9.5 percent of
the population of El Salvador and Dominicans in the United States equal 8.6
percent of their home country’s population. Hispanic populations with ties
to the remainder of the Central American countries are equivalent to 2 to 3
percent of their home country’s populations, while South Americans in the
United States are equal to between 0.1 to 1 percent of their home countries’
populations.5
Remittances sent by U.S. immigrants to their relatives at home are
another way personal ties could influence Latin Americans’ image of the
United States. The countries with the highest levels of remittances sent home
from the United States in 2004 were Mexico ($16.6 billion), Colombia ($3.17
billion), El Salvador ($2.5 billion), Brazil ($2.5 billion) and the Dominican
Republic ($2.3 billion), according to the World Bank’s World Development
Indicators. Countries that received the least were Uruguay ($34.7 million),
Bolivia ($65.6 million), Paraguay ($138.2 million) and Argentina ($265.7
million). While remittances only reach a portion of each country’s
population, dividing the total remittances by a receptor country’s total
population is a better indicator of the importance of money sent by relatives
in the United States. When viewed through this lens, the relative weight of
remittances by country becomes more clear. Particularly, the importance of
remittances in the Central American countries and the Dominican Republic
emerges.
Remittances sent by Latin Americans living abroad have been growing
steadily for most of the countries in the region, an average annual growth rate
of 38 percent between 1999 and 2004. Remittance growth did not stop after
9/11; there was only a dip. In many countries, growth in the early 2000s
stems from the use of immigration to the United States as a survival strategy
during economic crises and stagnation. The increase in remittances sent
home by Argentines was startling, as professionals and blue collar workers
went abroad once their businesses were lost in the 2001-2003 crash. The
growth of remittances sent to Central America is the result of migration
responses to civil wars in the 1980s that became institutionalized, and natural
disasters in the 1990s and 2000s that spawned new immigration streams,
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most recently after Hurricanes Stan and Wilma in 2005. Analysts believe
immigration responses to crises become permanent, at least in the medium
term (Suro 2003). The growth in Mexican remittances is the result of longterm structural changes that increased immigration, including the uprooting
of migrants in southern Mexico, the aging U.S. workforce, consolidated
networks linking sender and receiver communities, and chronic
underemployment in Mexico.
Visitation, as opposed to more permanent immigration, is another way
Latin Americans can experience personal contact with U.S. citizens or
society. The decline in visas issued to all kinds of visitors from Latin America
to the United States after 9/11 was well-publicized, but less known is that the
decline leveled off in 2003 above where it had been six years earlier. Visas for
Latin Americans were growing at the rate of about 250,000 per year before
9/11, according to U.S. government data. They then dropped steeply in 2002
and 2003. However, the number of visas granted to Latin American visitors
increased in 2004 and never returned to pre-1997 levels even adjusting for
the full change in government record-keeping that might have inflated post
1997 Mexican visas. The decline in visas granted affects particularly
Argentina, Brazil and Venezuela, not the region as a whole.
Visas declined between 1995 and 2004 at an annual rate of 4.3 percent
for Argentina, 3.9 percent for Brazil, 2.8 percent for Venezuela, 1.4 percent
for Uruguay and 1.1 percent for Chile. They grew most in Mexico, but a
change in record-keeping accounts for much of the 26.5 percent growth,
followed by El Salvador (13.5%), Honduras (8.3%), Ecuador (5.1%), Panama
(4.9%), Guatemala (4.6%), Colombia (4.6%), Nicaragua (4.1%), Costa Rica
(3.7%), Peru (3.5%), (Bolivia (2.7%) and the Dominican Republic (0.9%).
Argentina’s case is notable and not related to 9/11. Prior to its deep
economic crisis in 2001-2003, Argentines held preferred status and could
enter the United States without a visa. The U.S. State Department and
Department of Justice ended the Argentina visa waiver program on Feb. 21,
2002, “due to the current economic crisis in Argentina and the increase in the
number of Argentine nationals attempting to use the program to live and
work illegally in the United States” (U.S. Department of Justice, 2002). The
number of Argentines visiting the United States legally almost halved
between 2001 and 2002, accounting for 30 percent of the total decline in
visas granted that year. The decline in visas awarded to Argentines, Brazilians,
and Venezuelans accounted for 61 percent of the total drop.
There is also a perception that the number of deportations of Latin
Americans with no visa or who had overstayed a tourist visa in order to work
increased after 9/11, but a closer examination of the data from the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security calls into question that generalization for
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the region as a whole. While “removals of aliens” were at a historic high in
2004 for the 18-country Latin American sample, the average annual level of
deportations from 2001 to 2004 was actually 2 percent lower than the
average annual level of deportations from 1998 to 2001. This is largely
because deportations into Mexico went down 8 percent over the two
periods.6 However, there also was a large variation in change by country. The
percentage increases in average annual deportation levels pre- and post 9/11
were highest for South American countries and Costa Rica, followed by
Guatemala and Honduras.
In summary, the citizens of many Latin American countries maintain
strong personal ties to the United States through immigration, money
received from family members in the United States, or visitation for tourism
or educational exchange. Data on Hispanics in the United States, the amount
of money they send home and its relative impact by country, and change
over time in deportations and visitation levels suggests that there was some
disruption of these ties for Mexico and Central America after 9/11, but that
this disruption did not affect all forms of ties nor was it permanent. There
was greater disruption for South Americans, who had been entering the
United States in larger numbers prior to 9/11 because of economic or
political crises in their countries of origin, but certainly in the case of
Argentina and probably in the cases of Brazil, Bolivia and Uruguay, we know
that the reason for greater barriers to visitation and immigration was
economic rather than heightened national security.

IRAQ

AND

INTERNATIONAL CONFLICTS

Thus far we have focused on material explanations, both economic and
personal. What about opinions specifically about U.S. actions in the War on
Terrorism?
This variable is almost assuredly a component of the general attitude
towards the United States in the region, but it is worth exploring as an
independent variable and then determining its relative weight in relation to
other hypothesized explanations via a series of regression models. Table 21.3
presents the results of two questions from the 2004 Latinobarómeter survey
gauging respondents’ sentiments about U.S. actions in Iraq and the U.S.
government’s handling of international conflicts generally. Because opinions
are variable, we averaged both measures as an index. The table reports the
percentage in each country that held a positive opinion.7
The responses reveal an overwhelming rejection of U.S. actions in the
war on terror, ranging from 4.5 percent support for U.S. actions among
Argentines to 35.5 percent support in Panama. The 18-country total level of
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IN D E X

U.S. H A N D L IN G

Country
Argentina

Table 21.3
P O SIT IV E O PIN ION S ON
O F I R A Q A N D W OR LD C ON FLICT
(in percent)

OF

Iraq

International Conflict

Index

3

6

4.5

Bolivia

8

14

11

Brazil

10

13

11.5

Chile

9

16

12.5

Colombia

15

33

24

Costa Rica

25

37

31

Dominican R

21

36

28.5

Ecuador

22

26

24

El Salvador

20

28

24

Guatemala

16

24

20

Honduras

26

41

33.5

Mexico

4

9

6.5

Nicaragua

14

23

18.5

Panama

29

42

35.5

Paraguay

11

18

14.5

Peru

15

26

20.5

Uruguay

5

7

6

Venezuela

23

31

27

15

23

19

TOTAL

*The index averages country-level responses to the following questions: Do you strongly agree,
agree, disagree or strongly disagree with the following: (1) The actions of the United States in Iraq
and (2) How the government of the United States is managing conflict in the world.
Source: Latinobarometer 2004, reported in Lagos (2004)

approval of 19 percent is 45 percentage points lower than for Latin
Americans’ overall assessment of the United States. At the country level, the
geographical spread noted in the general opinion of the United States and
presented in Table 21.1 is basically replicated, with the exception of
Venezuela, probably because opponents of President Hugo Chavez, who
support the United States, are numerous enough to effect the country-level
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ranking on this measure. It is interesting that the countries with the mostrecent historical experiences of U.S. intervention, including Guatemala, El
Salvador, the Dominican Republic and especially Panama, which the U.S.
invaded in December 1989, show higher than average levels of support for
U.S. actions. U.S. legacies of military interventionism or support for military
dictatorships in the region might be related to the low level of support for
U.S. invasions in the Middle East, but it does not appear to explain the
variation across countries.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Which of the possible explanations for Latin Americans’ opinions of the
United States are most powerful?
To answer this question, we created an index of country-level opinion
of the United States from 2003, 2004 and 2005 by averaging the scores to
stabilize random fluctuations and then regressed the index on indicators of
economic performance, trade ties, personal ties and attitudes about U.S.
actions in the War on Terrorism. Table 21.4 presents Pearson correlations
and Table 21.5 presents a series of regression models to estimate the
predictors with and without the presence of the war opinion component.
There are three points we would like to make about the Pearson
correlations before turning to the regression models. First, the economic
performance index is highly correlated with the presence of a trade
agreement with the United States, a relationship we believe will lower the
power and level of significance of the economic performance index in the
regression models. Second, the number of U.S. Hispanics as a percentage of
the population in the country of origin is positively but not significantly
correlated to the U.S. image, but it is highly and significantly correlated to
other indicators of personal ties (rem ittances as a percentage of the
population in the country of origin, post-9/11 versus pre-9/11 removals as
a percentage of the level of removals in 2004, and change in annual visas
across the decade). We believe the high correlations suggest interactive
effects that increase the power and change the direction of the Hispanics
variable in the regressions.8 Last, the correlations offer us little guidance in
determining whether rem ittances belong in the realm of person-to-person
ties along with other indicators of immigration and settlement, or belong to
the realm of economic performance and trade since they are the result of
survival strategies compelled by recently poor economic performance which
in turn is highly correlated to the presence of a trade agreement with the
United States.
Turning to the multiple regressions, all of the explanatory models are
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Table 21.4
P EA R SON C OR REL A TION S
1

2
.47**

3

4

5

6

7

.59**

0.11

.56**

-.57**

0.25

1. Good U.S. Image (2003-2005)

1

2. Economic Performance Index

.47**

1

.69**

0.33

0.37

-0.36

.45*

3. U.S. Trade Agreement

.59**

.69**

1

.54**

.62**

-0.39

.50**

4. U.S. Hispanics as Percent of
Home Country

0.11

0.33

.54**

1

.64**

-.60**

.87**

5. Remittances per Population in
Home Country

.56**

0.37

.62**

.64**

1

-.57**

.54**

6. Post 9/11 Removals - Pre
9/11 Removals, as a % of 2004

-.57**

-0.36

-.60**

-.57**

1

-.71**

7. Change in annual visas

0.25

.45*

.50**

.87**

.54**

-.71**

1

8. View of U.S. Performance on
Iraq and World Conflict

.87**

0.19

0.4

0

0.36

-.50**

0.15

-39

n=18; *p<.05; **p<.01

significant and powerful.9 The full model (model three) explains 94.8 percent
of the variation in country-level attitudes toward the United States. Removing
trade agreements as a predictor (model four), the explanatory power increases
slightly to 95.4 percent. The standardized multiple regression coefficients (â)
in models three and four tell us that Latin Americans’ opinions of U.S.
actions in the War on Terrorism — holding all else constant — is what most
explains the overall image of the country in the region. However,
remittances, personal ties through immigration, removals of Latin American
citizens from the United States, and economic performance during a decade
of market-based economic reform and integration are also important
predictors.
The first two regression models explore the importance of Latin
Americans’ opinion of the War on Terrorism further by removing it from the
explanatory model. They provide support for the assertion that economic
and personal ties are powerful even without considering opinions of 9/11.
Alone, they explain 85.6 percent of the variation of Latin American opinion
of the United States. W e believe that the structural explanations of U.S.promoted economic reform and personal ties to the United States are more
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Table 21.5
I M A G E O F U.S. R EGR ESSED
ON I N D EPEN D EN T V A R IA B L E S

(Standardized Regression Coefficients)
Independent Variable

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

View of U.S. handling of Iraq
and World Conflict Index

--

--

.54**

.64**

Economic Performance Index

.40**

0.13

0.15

.19*

--

.52**

0.16

--

U.S. Hispanics as a Percent of
Home Country’s Population

-.66**

-.81**

-0.28

-.26*

Remittances per Home Country
Population

.61**

.41**

.42**

.35**

Average Annual Change in
Visas

-0.22

-0.17

-0.08

-0.07

Removals from U.S. Pre- v.
Post 9/11 as a Percent of 2004

-.60**

-.67**

-.27*

-.19*

Adjusted R-Square

.72**

.86**

.95**

.95**

U.S. Trade Agreement

*p<.05; **p<.01 (one-tailed tests)

powerful for explaining the U.S. image in the region than the full regression
models suggest and must be taken into account by anyone seeking to explain
why Latin Americans’ views of the United States are more negative today
than in the late 1990s.
For additional evidence to support this interpretation of the data, we
turned to how elite Latin American newspapers in three countries — two
with comparatively negative opinions of the United States and one with a
comparatively positive view — present information about the United States.

CONTENT ANALYSIS
Newspapers are thought to both reflect and influence elite opinion.
Reporting routines in Latin America appear to be closely indexed to the
actions and opinions of governing elites (Waisbord, 2000; see also Hughes,
2006). Although empirical study of newspaper effects is less common for
print media than for television, Lawson argued that changing frames in
Mexican newspapers helped legitimize the work of nongovernmental
organizations and participation outside of the single-party Mexican state
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during that country’s political transition (Lawson, 2002). A similar argument
could be made for the Brazilian press in the late 1980s (Straubhaar, Olsen
and Nunes, 1993). In both countries, television was highly biased in favor of
the political status quo. Today in Latin America, partisan bias and
sensationalism commingle in the television news of many countries (Boas,
2005, Hughes and Lawson, 2004; Hughes, 2006; Arriaga, 2002; Torrico,
2002). In Mexico, after the end of the PRI regime in 2000 and the marketdriven transformation of television news since the late 1990s, elites still trust
information from newspapers more than television. The 2003
Latinobarometer poll in Mexico, which asked an unusually large battery of
questions on media use, found that people with higher levels of education
trusted newspapers more as a source of political information than any other
medium, including television.10
For these reasons, and because there is no archive of Latin American
media content similar to Lexis-Nexis, we chose to analyze representations of
the United States in three elite newspapers located in countries that vary by
country-level opinion of the United States. In Mexico and Argentina, where
country-level opinion was comparatively negative, we analyzed articles in El
Universal and La Nación. El Universal is Mexico’s leading circulation daily,
excluding sports tabloids. Ideologically, the newspaper sits between the leftleaning La Jornada and the more conservative Reforma. In Argentina, La
Nación is the second-highest circulation newspaper in the country following
Clarín, which has a broader market appeal, and the sports tabloid Crónica. La
Nación, which is center-right ideologically, is considered a newspaper read by
political elites. It contrasts with the smaller circulation, left-oriented
newspaper Página/ 12. In recent years it has been at odds with the President
Nestor Kirschner, a loud critic of U.S. economic policy in the region. La
Prensa Libre in Guatemala is the circulation leader in the country after the
crime tabloid Nuestro Diario, which it also owns, and is also center-right
ideologically (WAN, 2005: 143, 326, 459; Hughes, 2006, Chapters 6 and 10).
To select the articles, we created a sample of 12 days, one per month,
in the constructed week format for each year from 2000 to 2005. We chose
one of the days in 2001 to coincide with the aftermath of Sept. 11; it was
Sept. 15. In Mexico we coded all articles mentioning the United States that
were listed on the newspaper Web site as being on the front page for the
print edition on the date in the sample (www.eluniversal.com.mx/
edicion_impresa.html). For Guatemala (www.prensalibre.com.gt) and
Argentina (www.lanacion.com.ar), we used the Web sites’ archive functions
to locate the sample dates and then coded every article that mentioned the
United States that appeared in the date’s index. This produced the following
sample of coded articles: Mexico: n=88; Guatemala: n=43; and Argentina:
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n=97. The total sample size was 228.
To operationalize the variables found to influence Latin Americans’
opinions of the United States, we first created a variable measuring the
primary topic of the news article using an emergent method of data analysis
to identify the topics and then recoded the list of topics into five domains of
coverage, including issues related to economic integration (international
trade, organizations and banks; the exchange rate; and the Argentine
economic crisis), immigration (immigration or U.S. Hispanics), the War on
Terrorism (U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, the wars in Afghanistan
and Iraq, and the War on Terrorism generally), a societal-cultural domain
(religion, science and technology, education, tourism, sports, entertainment,
arts or crafts), and a political domain that excluded issues related to the War
on Terrorism (elections, other politics, political violence, governing, and
foreign policy in Latin America excluding Cuba or Venezuela). The first
author coded the entire Guatemala and Argentina sample a second time for
this variable using summaries of the articles written by the second author and
performed reliability checks. Cohen’s Kappa for this variable was .875.
To measure how the articles portrayed the United States, we created
five dummy variables coded for presence or absence of the following
characteristics: United States presented as an aggressor, United States
presented as a victim, United States presented as a friend to the home
country, and criticism of the United States within the article. We also coded
whether overall U.S. image was negative. The first author double-coded 11
percent of the sample for these variables and reliability checks were
performed. Cohen’s Kappa for the dummy variables ranged from .913 to 1.0.
We then created a six-point Likert Scale (0-5) using each of the five dummy
variables and excluded two — the United States as friend and as victim —
after correlations on the sum of the items indicated the two variables were
measuring a different dimension of media representations than the other
three. From the remaining three variables we constructed a four-point Likert
Scale (0-3) which was then used to create “good, very good” and “poor, very
poor” categories of U.S. image presented in the Latin American newspaper
articles.
The analysis consisted of the simple cross-tabulations, which are
presented in Table 21.6. The United States was presented best in articles
about societal and cultural issues (93% of articles) and then in articles about
domestic politics (78.6% of articles). We found that the U.S. image was
poorest in articles about the War on Terrorism, immigration, and economic
integration. The percentage of articles reflecting a poor image of the United
States across the coverage areas was 44.1 percent for articles related to the
War on Terrorism, 44.2 percent for articles on issues related to economic
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Table 21.6
P E R CE N T O F S TORIES IN A D OM A IN
T HA T P RESEN T A P O OR I M A G E
O F TH E U N ITED S T A T ES
Coverage Area

Poor/Very Poor Image

Immigration

45.7

Economic Integration

44.2

War on Terrorism

44.1

Domestic U.S. Politics

21.4

Societal-Cultural
Other
AVERAGE

7
33.3
35

n=228 (newspapers in Mexico, Guatemala, Argentina)
Note: Results are weighted by publication sample size. Weighted n=411.

integration and 45.7 percent on articles related to immigration.
Breaking down the results by newspaper, the Mexican newspaper
presented the United States poorly in 81.8 percent of articles on issues
related to economic integration, 73.3 percent of articles related to the War on
Terrorism and 60 percent of articles about immigration. The Argentine
newspaper presented the United States poorly in 37.5 percent of articles on
issues related to economic integration and 42.4 percent of articles on the War
on Terrorism. O nly three articles on immigration were in the Argentina
sample and they all presented a good image of the United States. Finally, the
Guatemalan newspaper presented a poor image of the United States in 50
percent of immigration articles, 41.7 percent of articles related to economic
integration, and 28.6 percent of articles related to the War on Terrorism.

CONCLUSION
This study of Latin Americans’ views of the United States has found that
blaming 9/11 for negative opinions of the United States in the region is too
simplistic. Analysis of country-level data finds that attitudes toward the
United States are the result of experiences with U.S.-led economic reform in
the 1990s and increasing personal ties forged mostly through immigration.
Analysis of elite newspaper coverage of the United States in a smaller sample
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of countries finds support for this interpretation. Coverage of the United
States in the war on terrorism, economic integration, and immigration were
equally negative.
Latin American reactions to 9/11 and the War on Terrorism are
conjunctural, though perhaps not ephemeral. They reinforce longer-term
dynamics rather than represent a rupture in the U.S.-Latin American
relationship. In the living memory of many Latin Americans is distrust
growing from U.S. support for military dictatorships or direct intervention
across the region, but also the goodwill forged by economic aide under John
F. Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress. Should the current U.S. administration
decide that Latin America is again worth paying attention to, it might
remember each of these historical experiences as it decides how to improve
the U.S. image in the region both among the people and within their media.

CHAPTER ENDNOTES
1
The authors would like to thank our colleague G onzalo Soruco for valuable com m ents during
the course of writing this chapter. W e would also like to gratefully acknow ledge D aniel Lund,
CEO of M U N D Am éricas, for the use of the M exican national data from the 2003
Latinobarom eter survey.
2

There is a not a large empirical literature on m ass opinion of the U .S. im age in Latin Am erica,
but M cPherson (2003), D ugas (2005), and Shlapentokh and W oods (2004) provide som e
insights. There is a rich literature on the criticism of intellectuals in the region and elite opinions.
See w ork by Eduardo G aleano, for exam ple (1973; 2001).
3

M ethodologies for the country surveys is found in Corporación Latinobaróm etro (2005: 81).
Sixteen polls cover 100 percent of the adult populations of their countries. Chile’s survey covers
80 percent and Paraguay’s survey covers 97.4 percent. Confidence is 95% and sam pling error
runs from +/ 2.4% to +/- 3.1% depending on the country. Controls for construct equivalence
across national and cultural groupings were not discussed.
4

T he target date for im plem entation of the C entral A m erican free T rade A greem ent (C AFT A)
was 2006. All countries had ratified CA FTA except Costa Rica by July 2005. O ffice of the
U nited States Trade Representative. (2005, D ec. 30). “Statement of USTR Spokesm an Stephen
N orton Regarding CAFTA-D R Im plem entation.” Accessed Feb. 2, 2006 at
http://w ww.ustr.gov/D ocument_Library/Press_Releases/2005/D ecem ber/Statem ent_of_
U STR_Spokesm an_Stephen_N orton_Regarding_CA FTA -D R_Im plem entation.htm l
5

Puerto Ricans and C ubans have not been included in other analyses because their hom e
countries are not part of the Latinobarom eter survey data, which operationalizes our dependent
variable. H owever, their weight in the U .S. H ispanic population necessitated their inclusion in
this discussion.
6

M exico is the U nited States’ neigh bor and largest source of im m igrants by far, so it is not
surprising that the largest num ber of its citizens were deported. H owever, som e of those
deported to M exico may actual have been Central Am ericans hoping to stay close to the U .S.
border to m ake another try into the U nited States, but the num ber is im possible to determine.
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7
N o other questions related to U .S. actions regarding terrorism were available. Both m easures
were strongly and evenly correlated to the index. Iraq: .983 (p = .000). Conflict: .951 (p = .000).
8
The M exican exception – high im m igration and low opinion of the U nited States – m ay also
influence the direction of the standardized regression coefficient.
9

The high levels of explained variance should be interpreted cautiously, because the num ber of
independent variables to the num ber of cases is high, which inflates R-square and other
regression values.
10

M U N D Am ericas, Latinobarometer national survey for 2003. D ata provided by M U N D CEO
D aniel Lund. The full Latinobarom eter sam ple is not available publicly. Q uestion: W hat is the
source of inform ation that you m ost trust to inform you about politics? Responses for people
with som e university education to post-graduate education: D aily newspaper, 28.5%; radio,
27.2%; television, 18.1% ; no one, 16.3%; friends and family, 9.0%; other 21.4%; don’t know,
44.4% . n=1200.
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A FTERWORD
Cees J. Hamelink

W

riting the afterword for the preceding pages is
like playing the “encore” after the concert audience has left. Such a wealth
of information and analysis has been offered that readers need no more.
Nevertheless, I would like to conclude here with a brief reflection on
the troublesome encounter of journalism with complex realities. There can
be little doubt that 9/11 was both a manifestation of the complexity of
contemporary history and an event that had to be mediated to worldwide
audiences through the instrument of journalism. This does raise the question
of how reliable such mediation can be. Several factors seem to erect
impediments to reliable mediation of complex realities.
Journalism is above all else observation. As we know from perception
psychology, the human observation of reality is biased and inadequate.
Humans are inclined towards a “rapid closure of perception.” They look at
events and people in prejudicial — often stereotypical ways — and tend to
rapidly confirm their initial impressions. As a result, all human perception
including journalistic observation is inherently unreliable despite professional
training and experience.
The time, attention and expertise that the mediation of complex reality
requires is often not available. There are the well-known pressures of time
(always in short supply), competition (growing with the expanding
commercialization of news media), lack of resources (among others to invest
in investigative journalism), and insufficient levels of specialized topical
expertise (most dramatic is often the absence of historical knowledge) among
journalists.
The narrative structure of the news also is an interesting obstacle. To
promote a degree of objectivity in reporting, trainee-journalists around the
world are taught the 5W s formula of What, Where, When, Who and Why.
In actual practice, this formula often obstructs reliable mediation. This is
particularly the case since answering the Who and Why questions tends to
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lead to speculation. More often than not there are no readily available
answers to “who did it?” and “what were the motives?” There are, however,
stories offered to journalists that would seem to provide such answers.
The sources of these stories are often the so called “spindoctors.” They
are the experts who know how to fabricate reality in an attractive news
format. They are the prime sources of much unreliable mediation. The crucial
question is why journalism is so often their easy victim. How can
“mediacomplicity” with the spinners be explained?
Some factors can be singled out. There is the convenience of just
relaying materials that are very skillfully produced. There is the often unequal
battle between the professional “perception managers” and the smaller
number of journalists. Often the reality as fabricated by the spindoctors
matches with the political preference or patriotic sentiments of the
mediators.
Next to journalistic inadequacies there is reality itself as a prime factor.
If one expects reliable mediation by journalists, the assumption is likely to be
that there is a single reality out there that only needs to be reliably covered.
But reality out there is chaotic, multi-layered and lacks transparency. Reality
— whether natural of social — is like a tropical rain forest. Nothing is what
is seems to be; all elements are interdependent; there are no linear causeeffect connections; minute changes can have enormous effects; and little if
anything can be predicted with a measure of certainty. In news reporting, this
implies that for most events — and among them is 9/11 — there are
different stories to be told, with sometimes conflicting interpretations. There
is hardly ever one single frame that tells it all and many different frames can
all be true at the same time!
Journalists will try to avoid this complexity and legitimize this by
referring to the unwillingness of their audiences to live with different truths
within one story. This is indeed a serious consideration: Do audiences want
a multi-layered version of reality?
As T. S. Eliott once wrote “mankind cannot bear too m uch reality.”
What to do if the news audience prefers the clarity of single realities over
chaos? The famous dictum by U.S. Sen. Hiram Johnson that in war truth is
the first victim is closely followed by the observation (phrased by
philosopher Ronald Dworkin) that the second victim is the desire to be told
the truth. Certainly, citizens need reliable mediators, but the mediators also
need “good citizens.” The quality of journalism is closely tied to the quality
of its audiences.
Can the encounter between journalism and complex reality ever grow
into reliable mediation? This will require that both journalists and their
audiences learn to live with complexity and uncertainty. On the road toward
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reliable mediation of reality, both parties will have to accept that reality “out
there” will continue to escape human understanding.
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