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THERE IS NO DOCUMENT of civilization which is not at the same time
a document of barbarism. And just as such a document is not free of
barbarism, barbarism taints also the manner in which it was transmitted
from one owner to another. A historical materialist therefore dissociates
himself from it as far as possible. He regards it as his task to brush
history against the grain.

— Walter Benjamin

IN THE HISTORY OF civilization there have been not a few instances
when mass delusions were healed not by focused propaganda, but, in
the final analysis, because scholars, with their unobtrusive yet insistent
work habits, studied what lay at the root of the delusion.

—T.W. Adorno

[THE TASK OF critical theory] is to call things by their true names.
—Max Horkbeimer

IT IS THE RESPONSIBILITY of intellectuals to speak the truth and
expose lies.
—Noam Chomsky
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Introduction

DURING THE GULF WAR, the mainstream media were cheerleaders and
boosters for the Bush administration and Pentagon war policy, invariably
putting the government “spin” on information and events concerning the
war. By all accounts, the U.S. government was extremely successful in
managing public opinion and engineering consent to their Gulf war
policies. As Reagan's media manager Michael Deaver put it, “If you were
to hire a public relations firm to do the media relations for an international
event, it couldn’t be done any better than this is being done.” Veteran
New York Times reporter Malcolm Browne compared the press’s role in
the Gulf war to that of the Nazi propaganda agency Kompanie, claiming:
“I've never seen anything that can compare to it, in the degree of
surveillance and control the military has over the correspondents.”?

In this book, I shall argue that in an attempt to manage public opinion,
the Bush administration and the Pentagon produced a barrage of propa-
ganda, disinformation, and outright lies that covered over the more
unsavory aspects of the Gulf war and that legitimated U.S. policies. The
mainstream media helped mobilize public support for the U.S. war policy,
and after the war George Bush's popularity surged to an all-time high.
The media also promoted a euphoric celebration of the war as a great
triumph for U.S. technology, leadership, and military power. Yet, in
retrospect, it is not clear what positive benefits the Gulf war produced.
Kuwait has been returned to its previous form of authoritarian govern-
ment without significant reforms and with billions of dollars worth of
damage done to the country. Irag’s economic infrastructure has been
ruined and the Iraqi death count has been estimated as high as 243,000
as a result of the war.2 The Kurds and other groups seeking to overthrow
Saddam Hussein were betrayed by the United States, and Iraq continues
to suffer under Baath Party dictatorship. Millions of people in the region
became refugees during the war and were forced to leave their jobs for
uncertain futures. The ecology of the area was ravaged by the war, which
threatened devastation from the oil well fires that took months to. put







4 o Introduction

In addition, I systematically monitored various computer data bases
for alternative information, including the “bulletin boards,” or “confer-
ences,” in the PeaceNet information service. PeaceNet has more than 650
conferences where members enter data from various sources and from
different parts of the world. The Persian Gulf conferences were an
especially rich source of information, though, like any information source,
they had to be utilized selectively and critically.® I also extensively used
various computer data bases such as Dialog and Lexis/Nexis. The latter
provides transcripts of ABC News programming and the Public Broad-
casting System’s (PBS) “The MacNeil/Lehrer News Hour.” Thus computer
data bases have proven to be a useful source for access to both print
material and to transcripts of television broadcasting.

Above all, however, I have critically interrogated the version of the
Gulf war presented on U.S. television. Previously, written texts were the
crucial sources of historical knowledge, but I would suggest that televi-
sion now provides indispensable sources for critical historical research.
In a sense, television now writes the first draft of history that was
previously the province of the press. It is widely acknowledged that
television is now a full news cycle ahead of the press, and this was
certainly evident during the Persian Gulf TV war. As soon as the television
networks received information from the wire services, their correspon-
dents, or other sources, they immediately broadcast the information—or
misinformation, as was often the case.

Most people related to the war through TV images and discourse,
receiving their concept of the Persian Gulf region and the war from the
mainstream media, especially television. Because few people in the
audience had direct knowledge of the region and its conflicts, television
was of key importance in producing the public’s views of the war, just as
it is of fundamental importance in producing an individual’s view of the
world. But above all the Gulf war was a TV war in that it was largely
through television that people lived through the drama of the war and
received their images and beliefs about it. For the most part, much of
what appeared in the newspapers reproduced more or less what had
been reported the previous day on television. Thus TV by and large
maintained the initiative in reporting the war and in directly transmitting
primary news through military briefings, press conferences, reports from
the front, and direct transmission of TV perspectives on the events of the
war as they were happening.

Yet some newspapers provided context and views frequently ignored
in television and engaged in some investigative reporting that put in
question official views.® The TV networks, by contrast, tended merely to
reproduce what they were told or shown by the U.S. government and
military. In addition, newspapers presented more critical opinion pieces,
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letters to the editor, cartoons, and other material critical of the official
version of the war.

Many academic scholars and antiwar activists have questioned whether
one can learn anything significant from television, arguing that it is
intrinsically superficial and unreliable as a source of historical evidence.
In some ways, this charge is true, and I shall be sharply critical of the
television version of the war in this book. But in another sense, television
provides a new source of direct, immediate, and important visual evi-
dence of how the war was played out in military press briefings and live
reports from Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Israel, and other parts of the world
affected by the war. Many speeches and press conferences by political
and military leaders, pool footage from the front, and TV interviews with
participants also provide primary documentary evidence. Some TV ma-
terial was transcribed into print sources, but the TV version of the war
contains much material that never found its way into print. Video re-
corders make it possible to tape TV coverage of political events and to
cite it in scholarly works. TV archives contain videocassettes of much TV
news, and texts of TV news often are available from the networks,
transcription services, or computer data bases.

Thus scholars are now forced to view television as an important source
of historical knowledge. Yet TV is admittedly superficial and in its lust
for instant information is often a source of disinformation, easily manip-
ulated by officials with specific agendas to promote. The challenge to
critical media analysis is to decode the manifest political pronounce-
ments and media discourses to attempt to analyze the political content
behind the masks of disinformation and propaganda. This requires anal-
ysis of: (1) the version of the Gulf war presented on television and the
mainstream media contrasted with more reliable accounts; (2) the polit-
ical maneuvers and struggles behind the scene; (3) the disinformation
and lies concerning official policies and the events of the crisis and war;
and (4) the effects of the war, some of which were visible in the
mainstream media and some of which were hidden.

In this book, 1 concentrate on how the mainstream media in the
United States presented the Gulf war, though T am also interested in
“what really happened” and thus draw on a variety of sources to put in
question the mainstream account of the war. Accordingly, | analyze some
of the political, economic, and military interests and agendas at play in
the Gulf crisis and war and attempt to discern the political decisions and
interests behind the various official pronouncements, briefings, leaks,
disinformation, and events. 1 also draw on a wide range of alternative
media sources. One cannot be certain that alternative sources and views
are always correct, but direct contradictions between the official U.S.
version and other versions at least raise some questions for thought,
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ences, and debates on the Gulf war and discussed the issue with friends
and colleagues from many disciplines and perspectives.

For providing research assistance for this book I am grateful to a large
number of students and colleagues who contributed material and to a
group of students who carefully checked my analysis of the television
presentation of the war against my videotapes. For Canadian media
sources I am grateful to Valerie Scatamburlo and Jim Winter; for Irish
sources, my thanks to Ronan Lynch; for British sources, I am indebted to
PeaceNet, Les Levidow, and Taisto Hunanan; and for U.S. media sources
I am especially grateful to David Armstrong, Michael Burton, and Beth
Macom for sharing their extensive files and tape collections. Thanks to
the University Research Institute at the University of Texas for a grant
that enabled me to search various data bases for material. Thanks to Brian
Koenigsdorf for help in getting me set-up with PeaceNet; to Sarina Satya
for helping me with Dialog searches; to Paul Rascoe for setting me up
with Lexis/Nexis; and to Keith Hay-Roe for general computer guidance
and help with frequent computer quandaries and emergencies. For criti-
cal comments on the manuscript that helped with the revision, I would
like to thank Robert Antonio, David Armstrong, Oded Balaban, Steven
Best, Stephen Bronner, Noam Chomsky, Harry Cleaver, Michael Emery,
Scott Henson, Richard Keeble, John Lawrence, Les Levidow, Tom Philpott,
Ellen Sharp, and Steve Reece. For superlative copyediting and editorial
suggestions that were extremely useful in revising the manuscript I am
indebted to Jeanne Remington and Michelle Asakawa.

To keep alive the tradition of critical thinking I dedicate this book to
the group of thinkers associated with the Frankfurt School who strived
to preserve the traditions of critical social theory and cultural critique
during similarly dark periods of contemporary history: Max Horkheimer,
Herbert Marcuse, T. W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Erich Fromm, Leo
Lowenthal, Jiirgen Habermas, and others associated with the tradition.

Notes

1. The Deaver quote is cited in The Fund for Free Expression, February 27,
1991, p. 1, and the Browne quote is cited in the Village Voice, February 5, 1991.
In this book, I shall provide references in the bibliography for the sources that I
draw on more than once, or that were important in shaping my interpretations.
Sources that merely reference quotes or facts will be given in the text or notes.

2. Greenpeace estimated in a press release that as of December 1991, the war
and its aftermath had caused between 177,500 and 243,000 Iraqi deaths, includ-
ing third-country nationals resident in Iraq who may have also been killed.
Casualty figures are highly controversial, however, and 1 shall discuss the various
cstimates in section 10.2. For some accounts of the devastation wrought by the
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Gulf war, see the articles by Hooglund and Hiltermann in Middle East Report,
July/August 1991; Cainkar in Bennis and Moushabeck 1991; Middle East Watch
1991b; and Clark et al. 1992.

3. I should note that this model of democracy is a normative one that can be
used as a standard against which one can measure the extent to which social
orders are or are not democratic. Although 1 am producing this model of
democracy from the constitutional order proposed in the French and American
revolutions, to a large extent popular sovereignty was rarely realized in the
United States (see Kellner 1990, pp. 173-174). In this book I shall argue that the
growing concentration of corporate power whereby transnational corporations
control the state, media, and other institutions of society threatens the separation
and balance of powers necessary to a democratic social order, thus undermining
democracy at the expense of capitalist hegemony. I am engaging in the strategy
of “immanent critique” where I take the existing norms and constitutional
framework as standards to criticize deviations from these norms and framework;
on the development of immanent critique by the Frankfurt school, see Kellner
1984 and 1989.

4. 1 am using the term “crisis” here in the medical sense in which it refers
to the phase of an illness in which it is decided whether or not the organism's
self-healing powers are sufficient for recovery” (Habermas 1975, p. 1). A crisis is
a disruption of a state of affairs that threatens to produce a decisive and cata-
strophic change in the existing institutional order. A “crisis of capitalism” in Karl
Marx's theory describes a situation in which the survival of capitalism is threat-
ened, and a “crisis of democracy” describes a state of affairs in which the survival
of democracy is in jeopardy.

5. Not enough is known of the complex relations between Iraq, Kuwait, and
the United States to write a definitive analysis of the prehistory of the war
Valuable material, however, is found in Salinger and Laurent 1991, Emery 1991,
the articles by Murray Waas in the Village Voice, Frank 1991, and Yousif in
Bresheeth and Yuval-Davis 1991.

6. Pro-Bush administration books on the Gulf war began appearing immedi-
ately. Friedman (1991) focuses primarily on the military aspects of the Gulf war
and is full of disinformation. For instance, he claimed that Irag was offered “a
series of last-minute, face-saving offers” that it “rejected” (p. 147), a claim for
which there is no evidence whatsoever. He accepts at face value the U.S. military
claims about the Iragi baby-milk factory being a chemical warfare factory and
the civilian shelter being a bunker, lies that I shall expose in the course of this
book. Friedman claimed that much of the damage visible in Iraq was due to
“Iraq’s own spent antiaircraft projectiles falling back to earth” (p. 143), another
piece of disinformation. Friedman asserted: “The dismal performance of the
Iragi national air-defense system soon led Saddam to retire its chief by killing
him" (p. 162); this piece of disinformation was refuted a short while later by the
appearance of the chief in Baghdad. Friedman also privileged the theory tliu
Iraqi planes that went to Iran were defectors (pp. 162f.), a theory that wus als.
discredited later. The book, published by the Naval Institute Press, is tull o
propaganda for the indispensability of naval forces in the Gulf wir qid tiion
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operations. Thus the author assumed .the mode of disinformation, lies, and
propaganda dominant during the war itself as well as evoking constant threats of
future Third World military interventions.

Cable News Network (CNN) military consultant James Blackwell (1991)
churned out a book that is extremely superficial, poorly written, and solely
advances the military point of view; his CNN colleague retired General Perry
Smith (1991) followed with a book that brags about how he fought to advance
the pro-Pentagon view of the war in the CNN Atlanta “war room.” Producer
Robert Weiner (1992) published his diaries which provide an insightful account
of how CNN operated in Iraq. A predominantly military history was published
by NBC military consultant James Dunnigan and coauthor Austin Bay (1991).
This book is a useful source of official military information and it also deflates
some of the official myths of the Gulf war, though it perpetuates other myths and
disinformation.

By 1991 books that focused on the political background and unfolding of the
war began to appear. Bulloch and Morris (1991) provide background on Saddam
Hussein, the Baath state, and the events leading up to the war, drawing on their
journalism experience and sources. British Broadcasting Company (BBC) jour-
nalist John Simpson (1991) produced an account of his own experiences in the
region and provides a generally reliable account of the crisis and war. Sciolino
(1991) is useful on background to the crisis and war but accepts the Bush
administration and Pentagon line on Iraq and the Gulf war. Although Sciolino
has often done excellent critical reporting for the New York Times, her chapter
on “The Drift to War” totally blames the Gulf war on Saddam Hussein, failing to
even consider the evidence that I shall set forth in 1.2 that the Bush administra-
tion systematically blocked diplomatic initiatives. Sciolino’s chapter on “The
Degradation of Iraq” blames the Iraqis’ suffering solely on the policies of Saddam
Hussein, ignoring the killing of its people and destruction of the country by
Bush's decision to wage all-out war against Iraq, utilizing the most massive
destructive military power ever assembled. And she fails to criticize the longtime
U.S. support for Saddam Hussein or the role of the media in the crisis in the Gulf
and the Gulf war. Yant (1991) deploys mainstream press sources to put into
question the Bush administration/Pentagon version of the war, which he de-
scribes as Desert Mirage. Fialka (1992) sarcastically describes the press as “desert
warriors” and provides an insider glimpse of the manipulation of the media by
the U.S. military in Saudi Arabia with some appropriately nasty swipes at deserv-
ing members of the U.S. military and their generally compliant press corps.
Graubard (1992) and Smith (1992) provide critical perspectives on George Bush’s
manipulation of the war to serve his own narrow political purposes. U.S. News
and World Report published a book (1992) that provides primarily a military
and political history of the war from the standpoint of the Bush administration
andd Pentagon, though there is some criticism of the Bush administration and
media.

Many books more critical of the role of U.S. policy and the role of the media
in the Gulf war are beginning to appear as I conclude my study, including
MacArthur 1992; Mowlana, Gerbner, and Schiller 1992; Miller 1992; and Taylor
1992.
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valuable print sources also include a series of readers that mobilize back
wround material and criticism of U.S. policy supplemented with reports by various
organizations that have undertaken to document the effects of the Gult war in
the Middle East. The readers include Bresheeth and Yuval-Davis (1991), Brittain
(1991), Bruck (1991), Ridgeway (1991), Briemberg (1992), and Peters (1992).
Reports on the war include Arkin, Durrant, and Cherni (1991), Middle East
watch (1991a and 1991b), and Clark et al. (1992). Fox (1991) presents critical
perspectives on the Gulf war from a progressive Catholic standpoint.

7. The “mainstream media” are legitimately defined as “corporate media,”
fist, because they are owned by big corporations like The Radio Corporation of
America (RCA) and General Electric (GE), which control the National Broad-
casting Company (NBC); Capital Communications, which owns the American
Broadcasting System (ABC); and the Tisch Financial Group, which controls the
Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS). Second, the mainstream media express
the corporate point of view and advance the agendas of the corporations that
own them. More and more, the mainstream media are run like corporations
whose primary responsibility is to maximize profit, and thus they function like
other major corporations. The mainstream media include the major television
networks, national news magazines like Time and Newsweek, and national
newspapers like the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal. In this book,
I shall thus use the terms “corporate media"’ and “mainstream media” inter-
changeably and contrast them with “alternative media” that undertake investi-
gative reporting and follow journalistic ethics of providing factual information
from a variety of sources and perspectives; see the analysis in Kellner 1990, pp.
225fF.

8. All PeaceNer sources will be referenced according to the conference cited
(such as “mideast.gulf,” or “mideast.forum) and the date of its posting. Most
PeaceNet sources can be accessed through the archive of the conference, using
the date as a reference.

9. In the United States, the reporting of Knut Royce, Susan Sachs, and Patrick
Sloyan of Newsday was distinguished, and some critical coverage appeared in
other mainstream newspapers like the New York Times, Boston Globe, and
Washington Post. In Britain, Robert Fisk and Patrick Cockburn did some excellent
reporting, putting in question the lies and disinformation of the U.S.-led coalition.
For a good selection of British press coverage, see MacArthur 1991.

10. I am using the term “propaganda” in the sense of Lasswell (1971), who
uses it to describe the techniques used to manufacture consent to specific
policies like war, and not in the more general sense of Ellul (1965), who uses it
to describe the general climate of thought and public opinion in technological
societies. For an overview of the literature on propaganda see Jowett and O'Don-
nell 1992.

11. On critical theory, see Kellner 1984, 1989a, and 1990.




