“Coverage of Gaza Violence Done with Little Context”

Originally published in Jerusalem Post (Sect. Opinion, p.13), 7 Jan. 2009, entitled “Death of Innocents”

PIX: of 3 Palestinian children looking at blood spatters day after
How do Israelis feel when our artillery strikes a UN- run school building, killing dozens of people? The answer is: deeply shaken, profoundly distressed, sorrowful at the catastrophic loss of life.

But we do not feel guilt. We are angry at Hamas for forcing this war on us; for habitually using Gaza's civilians as human shields; and - in this latest outrage - for transforming a center where people had sought refuge into a shooting gallery and weapons depot.

To paraphrase Golda Meir, there may come a time when we will forgive the Arabs for killing our sons, "but it will be harder for us to forgive them for having forced us to kill their sons."

Images of carnage take on a momentum of their own, and it requires a certain amount of savvy to realize that, sometimes, a picture is not worth 1,000 words. Images that jumble people's thinking and distort reality are less than worthless - they're propagandistic.

News consumers rely on journalists to keep them from being duped. But what if the media becomes part of the problem?

Take, for instance, a report by Gaza-based BBC producer Rushdi Abu Alouf from Shifa Hospital. The segment opened as frenzied crowds crying Allahu akbar encircled ambulances bringing war- wounded to Shifa's emergency room. The camera took us inside. This "you-are-there" treatment, patented by Al Jazeera, provides a voyeuristic, nearly pornographic, view from inside emergency rooms, operating theaters and morgues.

The BBC producer interviewed a Norwegian physician, Mads Gilbert, presumably to get the view of an impartial foreigner, a Good Samaritan who had arrived in Gaza days earlier to volunteer his medical skills. Gilbert, clad in green scrubs, stethoscope slung around his neck, expressed outrage that international aid agencies were absent from the hospital. He called what is now happening in Gaza the worst man-made medical disaster he'd ever seen.

The Israelis, prompted the producer, were claiming that most of the killed were gunmen - Gilbert's cue to assert that of the hundreds of patients flooding Shifa, maybe two were "militants." He elucidated: 2,450 had been injured, 45 percent of them women and children - and that didn't even include innocent men. Twenty-five percent of the dead were innocents; 801 children were "killed or injured."

Faced with heartrending images of blood-drenched hospital floors, and funeral processions bearing white- shrouded toddlers, who could be bothered to recall that Gaza's Palestinians empowered Hamas knowing full well that its raison d'etre is relentless struggle against the existence of a Jewish state? Or that some of Hamas's leadership is operating out of that very Shifa hospital? Or that Hamas hijacks international medical aid intended for the Gazan masses, diverting it to special locations where its gunmen are being treated?

When readers of Britain's Guardian are confronted by a front- page photo of a father collapsed in front of his three dead children, they can be forgiven for losing sight of the bigger picture: that between 2001-2008, over 8,000 flying bombs were launched at Israel, traumatizing an entire generation of Israeli children; and that unless the IDF manages to stop Hamas, the months ahead could see life in metropolitan Tel Aviv become as perilous as it is in Sderot.

And when readers of London's Times see the headline: "We're wading in death, blood and amputees. Pass it on - shout it out" they, too, may be forgiven for overlooking the fact that Hamas purposely situates its launchers in densely populated areas.

When the Arizona Republic reports: "Israel ignores calls for peace," a photo isn't even necessary.

A WORD about Dr. Mads Gilbert: It turns out he's no neutral medical man, but active in "solidarity work with Palestinians" for 30 years. Responding to 9/11, Gilbert didn't rush to New York's Bellevue Hospital to offer his services. Instead, he defended the moral right of the "oppressed" to have launched that attack.

Too many news outlets have allowed their coverage of Gaza to be agenda-driven, to willfully disregard the duty of presenting news and images in context.

Cynically thrusting pictures of dead toddlers at readers and viewers obfuscates truth, bedevils news consumers, and robotically demonizes those "who could do such a thing."

What a devious way of giving succor to the uncompromising fanatics who are really to blame for the horror of it all.
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There's no visceral wartime imagery; details on injured Israeli soldiers are handled delicately. Bloody

scenes such as the carnage after Tuesday's shelling of a U.N. school in the Gaza Strip appear only in

snippets, and often in the context of analysis as to how the world will react.

There is, however, round-the-clock coverage of the Israeli south, where rockets fired by Gazan militants

have killed three Israeli civilians and injured dozens since the conflict began Dec. 27.

As Israel's assault on the Gaza Strip entered its 12th day Wednesday, the divergent realities between the

Jewish state and the Arab world were on full display in the way the conflict has been covered by Israeli

news media.

Channel 10 offered continuing coverage of the conflict, with simultaneous live shots from the rocketplagued

southern cities of Ashkelon, Sderot and Beersheba. When a pair of rockets landed in Beersheba

on Wednesday afternoon, the first to strike the city in several days, the network correspondent scrambled

for cover live on the air. After the projectiles landed harmlessly, the cameras rushed to the scene and

filmed a small impact crater and police sappers retrieving rocket remnants.

In Sderot, a correspondent summarized the concerns of residents that the government would agree to a

cease-fire too soon, without definitively crippling the militant group Hamas' ability to fire rockets.

The people of Sderot, he said, "would rather the [army] continue and finish this story once and for all."

Israeli public opinion overwhelmingly supports the Gaza campaign, buttressed by frustration over years of

rocket attacks on southern communities and by the widespread belief that Hamas has brought the

bloodshed on its own people. Israeli media coverage has largely reflected that sentiment.

"This is something we needed to do for a long time. It's not going to be pleasant, but it's necessary," said

Gadi Taub, a communications professor at Hebrew University. "People are resiliently in favor of this

operation."

An editorial published Wednesday in the conservative daily Jerusalem Post summed up the prevailing

mood.

"How do Israelis feel when our artillery strikes a U.N.-run school building, killing dozens of people? The

answer is: deeply shaken, profoundly distressed, sorrowful at the catastrophic loss of life," the article said.

"But we do not feel guilt. We are angry at Hamas for forcing this war on us."

A cartoon in Wednesday's edition of the newspaper Ma- ariv showed Israeli tanks rolling by while being

encouraged by three cheerleaders -- each wearing the logo of one of Israel's three TV news channels.

The mounting Gazan death toll and international criticism have also stoked a defiant response among

many Israeli commentators who are deeply aware that 1 million Israelis live within range of Gazan rockets.

On the Ynet news website, affiliated with the prominent daily newspaper Yediot Aharonot, op-ed columnist

Hanoch Daum published an open letter to "protesters, Arab Israelis and citizens of the world."

His message: "Your views do not really make a difference to us right now. At this moment, when we are

fighting for the well-being of southern residents, the level of support we receive from you does not matter to

us too much. It is irrelevant."

There are dissenting voices as well, most prominently in the liberal Haaretz daily, where columnists Gideon

Levy and Amira Hass regularly decry the Gaza assault and Israel's refusal to negotiate with Hamas after

the militants won Palestinian parliamentary elections in 2006.

In a Wednesday editorial titled "Lucky my parents aren't alive to see this," Hass compared Israeli public

opinion to "the crowd roaring in the Coliseum."

On television, the war being viewed by Israelis is a sterile affair, at least compared with the daily images of

graphic bloodshed broadcast by Arab satellite news channels. Much like their American counterparts,

Israeli channels shy away from showing excessive gore. The Jerusalem Post editorial on Wednesday

criticized such imagery as "voyeuristic, nearly pornographic."

Instead, Israeli coverage focuses on soldiers and their families -- an emotional issue in a tiny country with

mandatory military service and thousands of reservists in combat. Television channels on Wednesday

provided interviews with a mother with twin sons in the army, one lying injured in the hospital and the other

still in the field in Gaza.

There was also happy news. One channel broadcast footage of a commander informing one of his soldiers

that the man's wife had just given birth. The channel then cut to an interview with the beaming mother

under a graphic reading, "Mazel Tov" (congratulations).

Israel's popular weekly political satire show "Wonderful Country" has even managed to mine some laughs

out of the conflict. Last week, four days into the Israeli aerial campaign but before the land invasion had

begun, the show presented sketches of a gung-ho military correspondent dressed like Rambo and an

impersonation of Defense Minister Ehud Barak laying out his plan for how the war would proceed.

"Israelis can make jokes about tragedies five minutes after they happen," said Taub, the communications

professor.

"Wonderful Country" was supposed to broadcast a new show Tuesday, but network executives decided

against it. "There are certain moments and situations in which airing satire is inappropriate, and we

decided to stop," said network executive Ran Telem.
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Face splotched in blood, eyes closed, mouth aslant, the child seems to be slumbering, but she is dead.

The only part of her you see is her head tilting in ash and rubble above the caption, "A day of massacres in

Gaza."

She is nameless, but her face, peeking from a black-and-white photograph spread like a flag of horror

across the Saudi-owned Al Hayat newspaper, is unforgettable. In the Gaza Strip, Israel maneuvers with

sophisticated tanks, missiles and planes. But the Arab media possess a potent arsenal of pictures, videos

and hyperventilating voice-overs that portray Palestinians as courageous victims against a bloodthirsty

aggressor.

War is fought on battlefields, but passions are roused by images. Watch the Al Jazeera satellite TV

network or skim through Islamic websites and magazines and the message is singular and clear: Muslims

are united in the suffering of Palestinians, and no drop of blood, wailing mother, raised Kalashnikov rifle,

smoking ruin or pair of empty sandals beside a lifeless body goes unrecorded.

It is the cinema verite of the underdog, an erratic landscape of martyrs and heroes and boys hurling white

rocks at the enemy invader.

Romanticism and rallying cries of defiance and resistance are often summoned. An editorial published

Wednesday in the Syrian daily Al Watan speaks to the children of Gaza: "Teach us because we have

forgotten. Teach us to be men because men here have turned into dough. Teach us how stones in the

hands of children become dear diamonds. . . . Teach us the art of clinging to the land."

Al Jazeera and other Arab media outlets have grown more objective in reporting in recent years, but when

it comes to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, balanced coverage is often outweighed by pathos and narratives

of funeral corteges proceeding amid the sounds of explosions.

Newspaper caricatures depict Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert with a hooked nose and beady eyes and

Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni as a bulbous Nazi on a pedestal. And often, lurking like a creepy Oz is the

visage of Uncle Sam, portrayed as puppet master and protector of the Jewish state.

While airing a recent news conference of Livni discussing with a European delegation Israel's right to

defend itself from Hamas rockets, Al Jazeera suddenly split the screen to show Palestinian children lying in

hospital beds. The subtext was anything but subtle. The station also frequently uses phrases such as "war

crimes" and "holocaust against the Palestinian people."

An Al Jazeera report about Tuesday's shelling of a U.N. school in Gaza offered an emotional account

about the civilians killed: "They asked for security after they lost their homes. . . . It is a tragedy. . . . There

is no place immune from attacks. . . . Images of blood have not stopped. . . . Thirteen members from one

family died. . . . The Palestinians are asking, what is the world waiting for?"

The report did not mention Israeli statements that Hamas was launching mortar shells from the school.

It is not only Israelis and Americans who are pilloried. Arab leaders, especially those seen as U.S. pawns,

such as Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, have been skewered since the Israeli offensive began Dec.

27. Mubarak has been heavily criticized for keeping Egypt's border with the Gaza Strip closed and accused

of not doing enough to aid Palestinians. His words are contrasted with the pro-Palestinian rhetoric of

Lebanon's Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah and even with the statements of Venezuelan President

Hugo Chavez, whose government Tuesday ordered the expulsion of Israel's ambassador.

Many of the images of carnage and of young, bloody men draped in the arms of brothers and fathers

rushing them to hospitals would be considered too graphic and grotesque for Western broadcast

sensitivities. But in the Arab world, where governments issue statements but are largely powerless to stop

Israel's incursion into Gaza, the unsanitized picture is the weapon.

Accompanying the Al Watan editorial on Gaza's children are three pictures: a medic holding a little girl

clearly dead, her mouth agape; a running man cradling a child whose neck is covered with blood; and a

man in distress sitting by a pile of children's bodies wrapped in the green flag of Islam.

Al Jazeera, which in times of regional war becomes a kind of electronic Arab living room abuzz with

opinion, has been repeatedly airing one clip between news reports: With a dirge playing in the background,

an angry crowd burns an Israeli flag. A teenage girl with a firm voice tells the people of Gaza to "be patient.

God is with the patient." A woman says, "What is absurd is the accomplice of Arab leaders." Another

woman shouts: "Where are you? Where are you, Arabs?"
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It had to happen at some point. The army attacks a civilian building identified as a source of fire; dozens of

civilians are killed, and what little sympathy Israel enjoyed in whatever war it's currently fighting

evaporates. It happened in Qana during the Second Lebanon War, and yesterday a school in the Jabalya

refugee camp became a global symbol of indiscriminate Israeli aggression.

When these things happen, Israel is quick to respond on the public-relations front. It didn't take long before

we foreign correspondents started getting text messages from the Israel Defense Forces on our cell

phones. One said that the school was targeted because it was "a source of mortar fire." Another informed

us that video footage was available of rockets being fired from another UNRWA school several months

earlier. A third told us the names of the Hamas operatives who were killed along with the children and

mothers cowering nearby.

I frequently get asked by Israelis, "why aren't we winning the PR war? Why don't people understand that

this is what we have to do?" Many are convinced that there is something wrong with Israeli hasbara (public

advocacy), that the spokespeople aren't effective enough, or that the Palestinians have a huge and

demonically efficient propaganda machine.

When I hear this I have to explain that Israeli hasbara is so sophisticated that there is still no adequate

word for it in English; that some of Israel's spokespeople could talk the hind legs off a donkey and then

persuade the donkey to dance the hora, and that the Palestinians barely even know what a spokesman is,

let alone be able to provide one who is available when he needs to be and knows anything about what is

actually going on. So why isn't Israel winning the PR war?

Partly, of course, it's because the numbers are against it. Six hundred Palestinians dead versus nine

Israelis, as of today's figures: There's just no way to make that proportion look pretty. Retired generals can

drone on all they like about what "proportionality" really means in the laws of war, ambassadors can

helpfully point out that many more Germans were killed than British in the Second World War, but these

are theoretical notions; on television, what looks bad looks bad. (Nor do I really buy the argument that if

Israel's casualties were more visibly bloody - if, say, the media showed the gory pictures of the few people

who have been hit by Qassams instead of holding them back to keep the home front from getting agitated -

then you could counter the stream of barbaric images from Gaza. There's just no competition.)

But the deeper reason is this: Israeli hasbara is perpetually trying to answer the wrong question: "Why is

this justified?" Of course, it's natural for either side in a conflict to try to explain why it, and not the other

side, has the moral high ground. But, especially in a conflict where both sides have been claiming the

moral high ground for decades, nobody in the outside world is all that interested. From a foreign

correspondent's point of view, it makes for boring journalism: "The Israelis said this, but the Palestinians

said that." And since we're all studiously trying to be "neutral," we'll always balance your view against

theirs; so the fact that you make more of an effort to explain than they do doesn't really matter.

The question the foreign media really wants answered is invariably not "who's in the right?" but "how will

this round of fighting improve the overall situation?" And on that point, Israel never has a convincing

argument. Given the country's long history of engaging in wars that kill many more of its enemies than its

own citizens but only buy a few months or years of calm, it's a tough call to explain how this latest

escapade will change the strategic balance, bring peace and prevent the need for another such bloodbath

further down the line. Often that's because there is in fact no good reason: Wars are fought for short-term

gains. And it doesn't help that with the constant competition for power within Israeli coalitions, it's easy to

interpret this war, like many others, as a political imperative, not a strategic one.

And so when the question the world is asking is not "who's right?" but "what works?" the consistent

impression Israel leaves is that it kills people because, at best, it simply doesn't have any better ideas, and

at worst, because some Israeli leader is trying to get the upper hand on one of his or her rivals. And no

amount of hasbara can make that look good.
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