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Abstract: 

The United States’ military has been fighting the war in Iraq since 2003, and in that time, much has been done to stabilize the country and to make strides toward Iraq becoming a democratic country.  One such tactic is the propaganda campaign that the Pentagon has sanctioned. Aside from it not necessarily being a cost-effective measure, there are ethical implications as well. A democratic nation necessitates a democratic media landscape. Planting stories undermines this. Analyzing Pentagon documents and first-hand accounts of the status of journalism and media in Iraq, the media landscape can be accurately mapped and evaluated. 

Ethical implications are entirely based on perspective, and as such, the ethical conclusions are subjective.
Introduction


The United States’ media landscape is an intriguing one. The dynamics of ownership, free speech, information and entertainment collide and become a culmination of a truly democratic media age. Government censorship isn’t something that journalists are pressured by, and even more so, the government can be openly criticized and political factions can openly express themselves. This is essential in terms of liberty when one dissents against one’s own government, or political climate in the media. Previous to the overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime, the Iraqi media was nothing more than a mouthpiece for the dictator and his government, an instrument vital for the regime to maintain the status quo; its position of supreme power and spreading propaganda. The United States has worked with the Iraqi government and several U.S. based media firms to create and implement programming that casts the U.S. efforts in a positive light. Despite this being one of many strategies to win the war and to democratize Iraq, is this ethical?  


In the United States Government’s War on Terror and Operation Iraqi Freedom, there have been instances of activities that the American public may frown upon, these being supposed means to an end to fully transition Iraq to a democratized state and protect the United States troops and interests. One such activity that received little media was the United States’ Department of Defense awarding of multi-million dollar contracts to American private firms in 2008. These contracts were to be utilized over the following three years to manufacture a sweeping pro-United States information and entertainment media campaign including entertainment shows, commercials, radio broadcasts and more, to be planted seamlessly into indigenous Iraqi media outlets. This strategy is a part of the Department of Defense’s overall plan to "engage and inspire" the local population to support the United State’s objectives and the Iraqi government (White Paper: "Rapid Reation Media Team" Concept).


I believe that the basic functions the media serves for the citizenry of America is paramount in terms of government accountability. The occasional complicity of the media in the government’s actions can be devastating, and subsequently this complicity has bearing on Iraqi democratization. This propaganda effort is laying normative framework for the time when Iraq is a fully democratic entity with its own free media. In this effort, I will explore what role the media held in Saddam’s Iraq and what actions are being taken to move away from the autocratic nature of the control of Iraq’s media outlets before American occupation. Subsequently, I will look at what the United States stands to gain from this tactic, and how it affects the Iraqi people and the formation of their media as an independent, “watchdog” entity.  With this groundwork, I will examine the ethical implications of these actions and weigh the costs and benefits of the United States’ actions, with the question, “is orchestrating the media content and news stories in Iraqi media by the United States government ethical?” in mind.

Background


In October 2008, The Washington Post broke a story on the government’s awarding of three-year contracts to private media consulting and production firms to create and implement pro-American public service announcements, entertainment programs and news stories that meant to “engage and inspire” the Iraqi people and to gain support for “core themes and messages” of the American and Iraqi government (DeYoung and Pincus 2008). 


The Pentagon has stated in internal documents in 2004 that the media approach is an invaluable asset, “citing them among the ‘critical’ military activities ‘that do not involve killing insurgents.’” It is an effort that is a counteractive measure for the lies and propaganda being spread by insurgent groups and al-Qaeda. Uniformed communications specialists and contractors are now an integral part of U.S. military operations from Eastern Europe to Afghanistan and beyond. The media infrastructure of Iraq is still not completely functioning, and with the news and entertainment of Hussein’s Ba’ath Party regime being Baghdad-centric, communicating with the rest of the country is critical. “We're being out-communicated by a guy in a cave," Secretary Robert M. Gates often remarks (DeYoung and Pincus 2008). The media programming of these insurgent groups is professionally produced, and to control the damage, the Department of Defense has worked in conjunction with U.S.-based media firms to spotlight advertisements and public service announcements that are leading Iraqis to reject insurgent groups. The structure of the U.S-led media structure can be found in Appendix A. 

Contracts amounting to $300 million were awarded to four companies in what the Department of Defense refers to as the “information/psychological operations” in Iraq in early 2008, and previously, contracts amounting to nearly $134 million were awarded in 2004. (Congressional Reports: Report of the Select Committee on Intelligence on the U.S. Intelligence Community’s Prewar Intelligence Assessments on Iraq 2008). Simply put, this is a broad tactic that the Defense administration has been using as a bridge from Saddam Hussein’s state-controlled media industry to a means by which to inform the Iraqi people of the United States government’s mission, stabilize the country, and create provisions for the Iraqi people to take control of and create their own free, independent Iraqi media under the now-defunct Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) (White Paper: "Rapid Reation Media Team" Concept). 


The companies that were awarded the contracts are SOS International (SOSi), an information operations company (SOS International Ltd. - SOSi - Providing Support Wherever Your Mission Takes You); Leonie Industries, a communication strategy firm (Leonie Industries - Communicate Beyond Borders); MPRI, a strategic planning firm , and the Lincoln Group, specializing in non-Westernized communication strategies (Lincoln Group - SourceWatch).  

The American Standard


American media outlets have a unique position within a democratic nation as compared to the emerging Iraqi outlets. News sources such as Fox News, CNN, MSNBC and newspapers are permitted, as per allowances of the First Amendment, to report on any event and to render it with interpretation, or slant, usually within the agenda of their respective news organization. In the United States, journalism isn’t a “dangerous” profession, and they are assured the safeguard that they have the right to report, without persecution or censorship. It is a much more complex and dangerous situation in Iraq for Iraqi and foreign journalists and other media professionals, there is the constant threat of harassment, kidnappings, violence, and even death. 


Despite the constant contradictions within the American media, there are instances of the American media not being watchful enough of the United States government, and covering political events that could be categorized as pseudo-events. The American media is under scrutiny from all sides that they are not digging deep enough or are being spoon-fed what the government wants the public to see. Consumers of news media are generally well-informed enough to know to look to other sources to get a well-rounded perspective of the world and news around them.


This begs the question, “what purpose does the American media serve?” This question is particularly pertinent in terms of democracy and liberty. News sources can dissent, entertainment media can be risqué, and radio “shock jocks” are well within their rights to go on hour-long diatribes about essentially anything. It is reasonable to assume then, that with the democratization of Iraq, should come all the freedoms of democracy that Americans enjoy as well.


A Pentagon document that was procured through the Freedom of Information Act by George Washington University outlined the United States’ “Rapid Reaction Media Team” (RRMT) and the year-long plan to re-establish Iraqi media outlets, starting in 2003 (White Paper: "Rapid Reation Media Team" Concept). The document states that “The RRMT program will serve as a ‘quick start bridge’ between Saddam Hussein’s state-controlled media network and a longer-term ‘Iraqi Free Media’ network in a post-Saddam era.” This plan was meant to bring the Iraqi media back on line with the assistance of the United States troops and media professionals by 2004. It is six years later and although the networks are up and running, they are not performing the tasks that the Iraqi public need and the United States government wants.


The logic was to have Iraqi media teams, trained by United States professionals, in place immediately after cessation of hostilities to portray the new Iraq that was entirely democratic and provide hope for a prosperous democratic future. A democracy and media landscape that is by, and for, Iraqis is thought to have a profound impact, whether it is politically or psychologically. After years of being under Saddam Hussein’s thumb, this would have signified a milestone that Iraq citizens had never been able to reach before.

 
According to the RRMT paper the mission included informing the Iraqi public about United States government/coalition intent and operations, to stabilize Iraq, and providing hope. This is no small task, considering the regime overthrow, and the possibility of trifurcation of Iraq when the United States occupation leaves the country. The stabilization and providing hope could take years to achieve. Iraq needs to be able to stand on its own and make independent decisions.


To call the RRMT effort a propaganda campaign might be considered dismissive, but given the major tasks, to convey coalition policy into an information campaign and to follow a set of thematic guidelines with entertainment and news programming, it is a correct label. Because it is a propaganda campaign, it is easy to focus and capitalize on the aspects that would paint Iraq as a victim, to see that the United States is a puppeteer. In some aspects, there is an argument to be had, but the coalition is also trying to spread awareness in the Iraqi public on issues like mine awareness, oil production, and in a broad sense, democracy. As a means to this end, the coalition task force is identifying and vetting Iraqi media experts and news anchors, along with training a group of Iraqi journalists. 


In an idealized situation, the freedoms that Americans enjoy would already be in place and be utilized by the Iraqi public, but given the status of Iraq’s political climate, factions locked in bitter conflict, and the democratic free media that is anything but democratic, 



Today the ‘real world’ of the country’s political scene is only too well reflected in 

Iraq’s 30-plus terrestrial and satellite channels, the layout of which increasingly 


mirrors the country’s turbulent scene, with stations cropping up to represent every 

sectarian and political trend. (Cochrane)
Iraqi broadcasters have much more to contend with than sectarian rivalries. The current security situation is so bad that channels are spending up to 20% of their monthly budgets to protect personnel. It is a fear for editors to send their journalists into the field, especially to be embedded with American forces. According to Nabil Al Khatib, executive editor at Al Arabiya, “The story will most likely be met with skepticism and resistance” (Cochrane). The only way to balance out the problem is to embed a journalist with insurgent forces. One doesn’t need an advanced degree to see what a poor idea that would be for the journalist.


After the revolution in 1958, several newspapers cropped up supporting different factions within Iraq. It was in fact during Abd al-Karim Qasim’s regime that the average Iraqi had the most journalistic freedom, between the time of the monarchy and Saddam Hussein’s rule. The power in Iraq changed hands five times between Qasim and Hussein. It is ironic then that during this period that the television was so heavily utilized. 


With literacy rates low, the television was the primary means by which information about the government was disseminated, and reinforced through the subsequent broadcasts. Indeed, it was via the television that military coups were so successfully achieved. If one controlled the media, most specifically the television, a more seamless transition could occur by convincing the Iraqi public that a new government was in control, even if they were not fully in power yet (Al-Deen).


Under Uday Hussein’s tyrannical control, The Ministry of Information used the Iraqi media as an orchestrated affront to democratic media. Even down to supposed criticism of Saddam Hussein’s regime, the government had control over all aspects, giving the impression that criticism was indeed welcome and allowed, only that it wasn’t. Appearances of a “free press” were reinforced by interviews by vetted “scholars” and “officials” (Cordesman and Hashim 1997). The media in Iraq, plainly, served as a government mouthpiece to spread propaganda and maintain control. “The Ministry also has close links to other intelligence services so that it can control or spy on foreign visitors and journalists, and manipulate crowds and events in Iraq” (Cordesman and Hashim 1997, 48).

Provisions for Iraq



As it has risen in influence…the Arab media has become a topic as divisive as 


Iraq itself. The political war over the media raging in the Arab world resembles 


American battles over media bias from the left and the right in its intensity and its 


venom. – Marc Lynch, Voices of the New Arab Public 


Despite the oppressive hand the Ba’ath Party used within the Iraqi media, there was still growth and dissent against Saddam and the political corruption. After the Gulf War and Desert Fox, the Arab media, especially Iraqi media, began to find their voice. “The new media has asserted a claim to represent the authentic Arab voice – to be the one free voice with the ability and the courage to speak out on behalf of the Arabs against both American power and corrupt Arab regimes” (Lynch 2006, 25). The trouble, it seemed, lay with the fact that despite constant bombings and supposed “liberation” by the Americans, Saddam stayed in power. The media in Iraq did not necessarily represent large factions, nor did it come from a small, powerful faction. What was generally agreed upon was:


But even if divided over the nature of the problem in Iraq and the appropriate 


response, most Arabs agreed that it was a matter about which a collective Arab 


position should exist. Arabs defined themselves as Arabs by participating in the 


debate, an expressive approach to political action whose importance cannot be 


reduced to strategic outcomes. (Lynch 2006, 10)
Simply put, Iraq was well on its way toward a democratic media landscape. With the American occupation came the media fallout. Al-Jazeera, among other media outlets, was using terms such as “invasion” rather than “liberation.” Coalition forces had a public relations nightmare on their hands. The media outlets of Iraq were to become a scapegoat for American and Coalition failures. 

The emboldened Iraqi media and the public sphere shaped the response to the occupation and the fall of Saddam, much as it is playing a role at the present. The United States has pinned Iraqi satellite networks with charges such as incitement of violence, and succumbing to the pornography of violence. This can most likely be attributed to the frustration of having the newfound competence and democratic influence within its grasp, only to be once more, torn away. For Iraqi media outlets, what had been seen as a force for democracy and modernity now struck many Americans as a potent enemy, spreading hostility and dangerous ideas to a credulous audience (Lynch 2006, 19).

Despite the new freedom that Iraqis have in the control of their media after the Coalition reconstruction, there is no provision to discourage the cropping up of channels that encourage and incite sectarian violence, something the United States is grappling with. In 2003, one of the first steps toward rebuilding, General Petraeus sought to bring radio and television stations back on the air that had been knocked out during conflict.



With no state television and the ownership of satellite dishes banned by the 


Baathist regime, Iraqis were, quite literally, starved for information. As a result 


satellite dish sales skyrocketed in the months following the invasion, leading to 


one of the highest penetration rates in the world in just two years. (Cochrane)
The landscape for Iraqi journalists and reporters is not a forgiving one. In 2008 there eight journalists kidnapped, some resulting in deaths (Iraq: Journalists in Danger). In 2009, there were four journalist deaths, three of which were concluded as murder, not to mention the hundreds of other media professionals that are not accounted for (Journalists Killed in Iraq - Committee to Protect Journalists). "On several occasions, our journalists were beaten, threatened by mobs, or fired at with weapons when there was an explosion," says Al-Arabiyya's Negm, who explains that crowds can turn on the media in a matter of seconds in an attempt to assign responsibility for the violence.” (Campagna and Sabra)

Not only did Saddam Hussein’s regime control radio, television and newspapers, but there was also heavy policing of the Internet. All of these outlets no longer have provisions for use, 



Just because the internet is an American technological invention, where the design 

principles bear the imprint of American cultural values like individualism, 



autonomy, the promotion of free speech, and a resistance to censorship, does not 


mean that all other communities who use the internet will become like Americans 


culturally. (Wheeler 2000)

National identity can be cemented through communication, and with local, cultural traditions adapting to new media, Iraqis will not likely become westernized as they had once feared. Although, with globalization and the onslaught of information, it is easy to be weary of any major change, especially when national identity is just being formed. According to the Washington Post article, "If they thought we were doing it, it would not be as effective," another official said of the Iraqis. "In the Middle East, they are so afraid they're going to be 

Westernized . . . that you have to be careful when you're trying to provide information to the population." Being highly suspicious of Westernized media is something that the United States probably knew to expect. Furthermore, many Iraqi staffers, mostly those that work with United States forces, take great precaution to not affiliate or be seen with their American employers. Some have gone so far as to quit their jobs, some even flee the country (Campagna and Sabra). 

"Our real fear is the Americans, we fear them more than other people here."


 The article goes on to say, “They don't know that the originator of the content is the U.S. government. If they did, they would never run anything…If you asked most Iraqis, they would say, 'It came from the government, our own government.’” 



Now, the Iraqi Communication and Media Commission (CMC) has drafted new rules for broadcast news media to abide by, “rules that fall well short of international standards for freedom of expression” (New Iraq media rules reflect return to authoritarianism - Committee to Protect Journalists). Critics fear that this is a return to authoritarianism. The United States is supposed to be setting an example for Iraq, and in doing so, setting precedence for democracy in the Middle East. If we are learning anything from the actions of the CMC, the CPA has done nothing to achieve this goal.


It was not uncommon during the autocratic regimes to use sweeping and non-specific standards. This was another means by which to assure media silence, especially of outlets that were outspokenly critical of the government. The Committee to Protect Journalist’s Executive Director, Joel Simon states that, “The regulations suggest either a lack of understanding of the news media’s role in a democratic society or a deliberate attempt to suppress information and stifle opposing views.” Aside from the glaring contrary nature to the Iraq Constitution, the CMC does not have the legal authority to draft such rules.

Ethics


One of many questions that comes to mind is hw is the United States contracting companies any different or any better than what the Qasim and Hussein regimes did? And to what purpose? Also, what does the United States stand to gain by orchestrating the content to be disseminated? The issues that are undoubtedly in the forefront of the concern are casting the war and reconstruction in a positive manner, preventing and quelling any sectarian violence, and subsequently preventing trifurcation after occupation. Along the same vein, protecting U.S. forces and Iraqi lives. Another issue that was briefly addressed in the Washington Post article was weakening the effect Iran is having on Iraq. The media plan "helped in developing attitudes" that led Iraqis to reject al-Qaeda in Iraq over the past two years, an official said. Now that the insurgency is in disarray, he said, the same tools "could potentially be helpful" in diminishing the influence of neighboring Iran (DeYoung and Pincus 2008).

With some, if not all, of the United State’s motives in the best interest of the Iraqi public, what does Iraq stand to lose? It could be argued that the United States could fully disclose the plan to let Leonie Industries, among the other companies, to the American public, and let the private sector take control of the reconstruction and to stabilize the Iraqi media. They can’t, not necessarily won’t, do this, for the reasons that were mentioned earlier. It could compromise the mission, or be rejected by the target audience it seeks to help. According to a CPJ article, ‘“Western journalists are not wanted at the present time in Iraq, especially in areas where there is resistance," said a Fallujah-based Iraqi journalist. "The people, the resistance, and the mujahedeen [suspect] that these foreign journalists could possibly be spies”’ (Campagna and Sabra).  So why is the Iraqi government opening the doors so freely to the contracted companies? 


Awarding government contracts versus journalistic democracy can both be argued for. With the awarding of contracts, the government is making a sweeping, but not necessarily effective, effort to make the occupation and full transition of power as seamless and non-violent as possible. But, in doing so, they are undermining journalist freedom and integrity, one of the very things that the precious democracy many have died for, protects. The propaganda campaign still protects American interests, much as the Hussein campaigns did. 

Granted, the media landscape needs sweeping improvements. The infrastructure is in shambles, and unity is ultimately priority one. Through unity, a solid democracy is possible. If this is achieved, then the impending civil war can be averted. The factions that are locked in conflict now will find equilibrium and the trifurcation will not occur.

Conclusion


Ultimately, is what the United States is doing ethical? Does an information campaign that will save lives and reinforce the new democracy outweigh the ethical implications of essentially fabricating stories? The Iraqi media has no small task ahead of it. The explosion of media outlets; radio, satellite television, newspaper and internet has brought Iraq to the dawn of a truly democratic age, but with fatal violence along ethno-sectarian lines, the democracy that is so close to being obtained could possibly stay just out of reach. The United States has taken on a job, whether one agrees with the war or not, that is inarguably too big for them, though, the efforts on behalf of the U.S. government and coalition forces are laudable. 



However, with media outlets appearing that represent every faction, especially those that are divided down sectarian lines, the media landscape is in disarray and on the brink of chaos. The unity that is required for Iraq to function as a democratic country will be undermined if theses ethno-sectarian lines continue to harden, and will eventually fragment the country. Iraq will need to be given the opportunity to show its strength, in terms of both autonomous rule and the ability to have the media and politics coexist. The United States needs to reevaluate its involvement in terms of the war and rebuilding the media landscape. Iraq will never be able to fend for itself if the United States won’t back down. 




The media, suspiciously, comes out with clean hands in the production all of these instances. It is not that they are entirely innocent, these events were originally planned with them in mind, and the media doesn’t object. Often this is when they play the card of being a mirror, reporting what is happening and passing it along to the public. This passive way of doing things allows the media to operate under the guise of journalism without doing any of the dirty work. Iraqi media acceptance of the contracted news makes the watchdog of their democracy no better than an accomplice. Unfortunately, as is sometimes the case, rejection of the media plan would be an instance of the media biting the hand that feeds it. This ordinarily wouldn’t be a problem except that the U.S. sanctioned-Iraqi media outlets collectively rely on political events and fabricated material, which are at work for the benefit of the government’s own agendas. Relying on the government as a lead, source and subject has brought about no real benefit for journalism.


The ramifications on democracy are deep and far-reaching. The whittling away of real journalism, the stereotype of the “watchdog media,” the type that seeks out the truth is on a par with the whittling away of keeping tabs on democracy. The planted stories, by themselves, could be considered an outright lie to the Iraqi and American public, along with the rest of the world. They are not being given the truth, or at least, all of the truth. The media, being complicit in spreading these lies are not helping the democratic cause either.
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