Targeting journalists
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LAHORE: It’s not been a good time to be a journalist. Outside the United States, reporters literally take their lives into their own hands to cover dangerous stories, says a report by International Relations Center (IRC). 

The IRC has gathered findings by various organisations on the plight of journalists. According to the Committee to Protect Journalists, 55 journalists died in 2006, a steady increase over the last several years. The mafia-style hit of Anna Politkovskaya in Russia made headlines. Less well publicized were the deaths of 32 journalists in Iraq. More journalists have died in Iraq than in any other country or any other conflict since CPJ has been collecting statistics. Nor was Latin America particularly safe, as Hernán Uribe writes in a recent Americas Program report. 

The IRC says in the United States, journalists don’t have to worry so much about losing their lives as losing their jobs. As John Nichols chronicles in a recent piece in The Nation, falling circulation has sent newspapers into a slow death spiral. They are shedding staff at a furious rate. At least 34,000 newspaper journalists have lost their jobs in the last five years. The decline of foreign affairs reporting, even at this time of heightened concern over Iraq, has been particularly distressing. The number of US foreign correspondents has dropped by about 15 percent since 2000 and the coverage of international topics on front pages of American newspapers dropped from 27 percent in 1987 to 21 percent in 2003 to a dismal 14 percent in 2004. 

Then there’s the credibility issue. Key journalists, like Judith Miller, have deserved the criticism they’ve received for the way they framed the news leading up to the Iraq War to lend credence to the US invasion. Other journalists have more directly let the US government grease their palms. Ten Miami Herald journalists took dollars from Washington to appear on Radio Martí and TV Martí, anti-Castro propaganda stations run by the US Office of Cuba Broadcasting. For every Seymour Hersh out there plugging away at investigative stories, there’s an Armstrong Williams or a Maggie Gallagher taking kickbacks from the US government for their pro-administration sermonizing. 

It’s tough to find a kind word for journalists these days. The right complains about the “liberal media”. The left detects a corporate bias. Since the early 1980s, the public in general has “come to view the news media as less professional, less accurate, less caring and less moral,” according to the State of the News Media 2006 report. 

Some of the problem lies with the unspoken assumptions that shape reporting. At an Eisenhower Foundation symposium in December, Ray Suarez gave an excellent presentation on how journalists portray race and class in ways that reinforce, rather than challenge, the assumptions of the audience. Journalists and their editors not surprisingly tend to reflect their own socio economic position, and, as Suarez points out, their “distaste for and condescension toward poor people” can often be “jawdroppingly obvious.” In foreign coverage, the bias is even more invisible, at least to US audiences. American journalists simply project US “national interest”—what’s best for Washington rather than, say, the people of Iraq or the health of international institutions or the state of the global environment—and American readers see nothing amiss. 

Suppress the urge to surge: The United States, Great Britain, and Israel have all attempted to exert their will over other countries by using massive force. As FPIF columnist Conn Hallinan writes, this raining down of destruction has largely failed in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Lebanon. Military planners should not underestimate the capacity of a people to unite in order to expel the foreigner. 

The toll, however, has been immense. “The Israelis bombed Lebanon back to the Stone Age, and three-decade old cluster weapons are still blowing up Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians,” Hallinan writes. 

“Iraq may find it harder to recover from its ‘liberation’ than it did from the Mongol invasions. We cannot ‘win,’ but like the Romans of old, we can sow the earth with salt. What we reap will not be acquiescence or compliance, however.”

