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Abstract

This thesis aims to identify potential peacemaking roles for journalists working for mainstream
media in liberal, capitalist societies such as Britain or the United States.

Chapter 1 outlines the history of the profession of journalism in Britain since the late 18th century as
a means to tracing the evolution of the professional norm of impartiality.

Chapter 2 reviews the literature on the sociology of journalism in order to describe how journalists
go about producing news, the kind of events which are likely to end up as news, and other factors
and dynamics which impact on news production.

Chapter 3 charts the emerging debate about journalism and peacemaking whilst chapter 4 aims to
build a coherent framework for discussing the peacemaking potential and capabilities of journalism.
The chapter suggests that journalism can contribute to peacemaking in four areas: building and
sustaining a commitment to peaceful resolution of conflict; monitoring and building awareness of
conflicts; conflict analysis; and opening channels of communication and facilitating dialogue
between parties to conflict.

Chapters 5 and 6 are empirical case studies: chapter 5 documents and discusses the peacemaking
efforts by the local newspaper, the Bradford Telegraph & Argus in the wake of riots in inner-city
Bradford in June 1995, whilst chapter 6 examines the phenomenon of megaphone diplomacy when
the British government and the Irish republican movement used the media for dialogue during the
clarification debate about the Downing Street Declaration in early 1994. Both case studies are based
on process-oriented content analysis and supplemented by qualitative interviews with journalists
involved in producing the articles studied.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis is an exploration of potential peacemaking roles for journalists. It

asks whether it is possible to imagine any peacemaking roles which can be undertaken

by journalists working for mainstream media in liberal, capitalist democracies such as

the United Kingdom or the United States while also taking into account journalistic

norms for professional behaviour and the kinds of pressures and limitations which

characterise modern newsgathering. In answering this question, the thesis takes its

starting point in British journalism although it also includes material and inspiration

from further afield where appropriate.

The thesis consists of six chapters in three parts. Part one contextualises

journalism as a profession, both historically and in terms of its sociology. Part two links

the profession of journalism with the concept of peacemaking, and part three contains

two case studies of the peacemaking roles undertaken by journalists and the media in

two communal conflicts in the United Kingdom. 

Calls for journalists to play an active and positive part in peacemaking processes

in society tend to be met by suspicion and disquiet by many journalists who believe that

the historically appropriate role for journalists is to provide a neutral and impartial

account of events, and that they should avoid becoming actors in the events they cover.

Chapter 1 charts the historical development of the profession of journalism in Britain

since the late 18th century as a means to understanding the professional norm of

impartiality for journalists. Journalism emerged at a time of political partisanship which

lasted until Parliament repealed a number of taxes on newspaper production in 1856.

That set in motion a process of industrialisation which provided a commercial logic to

impartiality as news services emerged which supplied news to customers of different

political persuasions, and as the rationale of newspaper production increasingly came to

be the provision of an account of the day's events rather than political instruction of the

readership. A political logic to impartiality came into being after the First World War

with the rise of broadcast news and an increasing concentration of newspaper

1
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ownership. Both broadcast media and the press adopted measures of impartiality to

protect themselves against unwanted government intervention and to give an impression

of serving the interests of all sectors in community, not just special interests. The

chapter argues that journalism is a dynamic profession whodr norms for appropriate

behaviour are constantly changing and therefore it is possible to consider changes in the

norm of impartiality which will allow journalists to contribute to peacemaking processes

in society.

Chapter 2 reviews the literature within the paradigm of sociology of journalism

as a means to describing the process of journalism. The chapter discusses how

journalists go about producing news; which events are likely to end up as news; and the

interrelationship between news production and the political process. The chapter

concludes by criticising the sociology of journalism for having neglected the study of

the agency of news organisations as well as individual journalists in using public

communication via the media to contribute to processes of positive social change in

society. 

Having established a context for understanding the profession of journalism,

section two proceeds to linking journalism with peacemaking.

Chapter 3 maps the emerging discourse and debate about peacemaking

journalism. The ideal that journalists have an obligation to serve the cause of peace

rather than that of war has existed since the end of the First World War. However, the

conceptualisation of the exact relationship between peace and journalism has been very

weak until comparatively recently where a discourse informed by the paradigms of

journalism, conflict resolution and political communication has begun to emerge. The

chapter addresses a number of key themes in current debates about the potential of

journalism to impact on processes of peacemaking and conflict resolution in society.

The first is the vexed question of publicity during processes of negotiation, be they

diplomatic at an international level or of a more communal nature. The second concerns

the question of the potential power of journalists to bring about outside intervention to

resolve the crises that are the subject of news coverage. A final theme is that of war

2
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reporting and the role of journalists in escalating or de-escalating tension. 

Having established that journalists can and do impact on processes of conflict

management in society, the chapter proceeds to a presentation and discussion of a

number of ideas for how that impact can be used for peacemaking ends such as

providing a neutral and impartial news service to areas embroiled in ethnic conflict,

early warning, conflict analysis, the inclusion of more good news and stories of conflict

resolution on the news agenda, and the civic journalism movement in the United States.

Chapter 4 aims to provide a coherent framework for organising the thinking

about the peacemaking functions and potential of journalism as it is practised in liberal,

capitalist societies. A key question is why should journalists worry about peace in the

first place? The chapter offers two main reasons why journalists and their news

organisations at this point in time might consider contributing more openly to processes

of peacemaking and conflict resolution in society. New technology and the proliferation

of media outlets are threatening the position of journalistic media as the main link

between governments and citizens, and if the media are no longer needed by citizens to

provide them with information they need or want to exercise their civic duties, it is

possible that news organisations will have to look for other services they can provide

above those of a factual account of a day's events in order to stay in business. One such

service could be a determination to help society cope with conflict. Another reason for

journalists to reconsider their relationship with conflict is that news audiences across the

Western world have grown weary of a news diet focusing on seemingly never-ending

conflict and accuse the media of getting in the way of society solving its problems.   

If journalists want to undertake peacemaking functions, how can they then do it?

And do journalists have to be able to point to peacemaking effects of their efforts before

it can be said that they have undertaken peacemaking roles? These questions form the

basis for the remainder of chapter 4. The chapter advances the view that in terms of

peacemaking it is better to think of public communication in the media as a process of

building a shared understanding rather than expecting the peacemaking potential of

journalism to be inherent in the degree to which journalists can ensure that messages are

3
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absorbed by recipients in exactly the manner it was intended by the sender of that

message such as much of the literature on the role of communication in conflict

resolution seems to suggests. Such a view liberates the discussion about peacemaking

journalism from the question of peacemaking effect and allows it to concentrate on

peacemaking intent. The chapter concludes by presenting a catalogue of potential

peacemaking roles for journalists which in the absence of explicit research in the area

has been developed by adopting a common-sense view of the functions the media might

serve in relation to processes of conflict and conflict resolution. The chapter suggests

that the roles can be grouped under four main headings: building and sustaining a

commitment to peaceful resolution of conflict; building awareness about and monitoring

particular conflicts; analysing conflicts with a view to finding solutions; and facilitating

dialogue between parties to conflict.

Having outlined a number of peacemaking roles for journalists, the thesis

continues in part three with two empirical case studies of the peacemaking roles which

have been undertaken by the media in two conflicts of a communal nature: the 1995

riots in the inner-city area of Manningham in Bradford in Northern England, and the

conflict in Northern Ireland. Whilst both case studies carefully document instances

where the media have been instrumental in processes of conflict resolution and

peacemaking, they are very different in character and should not be compared. Where

the Bradford case study focuses mainly on the behaviour of one particular local news

organisation, the Bradford Telegraph & Argus, the Northern Irish case study explores a

phenomenon, that of megaphone diplomacy, which involved many different newspapers

and media whose journalists were more or less aware of the dynamics at work in the

interplay between the media and the political process. Also, where the Bradford case

study illustrates how a newspaper attempted to affect a debate about the riots in the

public sphere, the Northern Irish case study shows the media's role in facilitating

dialogue between direct parties to the conflict. Both case studies do, however, employ

the same kind of methodology which will be discussed in some detail below, namely an

indepth process-oriented content analysis supplemented by qualitative interviews with

4
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journalists and editors to test assumptions about editorial decision making and allow

reflection on the theme of peacemaking.

The Bradford Telegraph & Argus ventured into peacemaking in June 1995 after

three days of tension and rioting by a couple of hundred mainly Muslim Pakistani-

heritage British young men who were protesting about alleged assaults by the police on

some members of their community. After a brief description of events in Bradford, the

chapter outlines and discusses how the riots were covered by the national press and

regional television as a way of providing a background on which to assess the

peacemaking efforts of the Bradford Telegraph & Argus. 

In Bradford, there were two main concerns after the riots. One was to avoid

further violence in the short term whether by disaffected Asian-heritage youths or by

other groups who queried the overall legitimacy of immigration into Britain. The other

was to avoid a repeat of the riots in the future and many wanted an investigation into the

underlying reasons for events in Manningham. In the terminology of peace studies,

avoiding outbreaks of direct violence is negative peace, whereas changing underlying

instances of structural violence is positive peace. The chapter outlines how the

Telegraph & Argus in unique ways contributed to both negative and positive

peacemaking in the wake of the riots. The chapter concludes by discussing some

limitations to peacemaking by local newspapers which were raised by the case-study.

Chapter 6 examines the media dialogue which developed between the British

government and the Irish republican movement in the five months after the British and

Irish governments initiated a new peace process for Northern Ireland with the

publication of the Downing Street Declaration in December 1993. This kind of dialogue

through public means of communication has been called megaphone diplomacy, and the

case-study aims to show how the media channel worked and the role of journalists in

maintaining the channel and keeping it open. 

The chapter opens with a section contextualising this particular phase of the

Northern Irish peace process; the absence of direct means of communication between

the British government and the republican movement; and the restrictions which made it

5
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very hard for journalists to use republican sources on par with other political sources.

After a discussion of the emergence and characteristics of the phenomenon of

megaphone diplomacy, the chapter presents evidence that the dialogue was the result of

a conscious communication effort and also discusses why the British government found

it advantageous to use the media to carry its messages to the Irish republican movement

during the five month long debate about clarifications of the Downing Street

Declaration. The chapter continues to recount what was said in the media channel and

how parties to the conflict fed messages into the channel, before discussing the idea of

megaphone diplomacy with journalists working in Northern Ireland for British, Irish and

Northern Irish newspapers. The chapter concludes with an assessment of the

peacemaking effects of the media dialogue and the role of journalists in facilitating the

dialogue.

The thesis concludes that it is possible to identify peacemaking roles for

journalists working for mainstream media and observing traditional norms for

professional behaviour. The thesis does, however, only present a very embryonic

understanding of the dynamics, and it would be useful to supplement the analysis with

research on the attitudes to peacemaking journalism held by parties to conflict as well as

those of other third parties. It would be interesting to look at whether different media

have different peacemaking potentials, but most importantly, it is necessary to find out

what media audiences think of peacemaking journalism to see if that would provide an

impetus for the idea to be more widely adopted by journalists.  

Approach and methodology

This thesis is informed by a liberal, pluralist view of the media which is shared

with the majority of journalists and in no small measure stems from the fact that the

author is a professional journalist. It adopts a pragmatic approach which is interested in

finding roles that can be widely accepted by journalists working for mainstream media

rather than advocating wholesale change in the news industry. Consequently, the thesis

does not address the question of whether current media systems can be said to be

6
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peaceful in their organisation and structure or whether there ought to be more pluralism

in media ownership to ensure better access and distribution of different points of view.

Instead it aims to discuss how journalists can claim responsibility for and use the public

communication process in the media to aid processes of peacemaking and conflict

resolution in society.

It is generally accepted that the media have the power to contribute to the

escalation and de-escalation of tensions in society, and both of these dynamics are

worthy of study. Nevertheless, this thesis deliberately approaches the question of

identifying potential peacemaking roles for journalists from a positive angle. This

approach should not be confused with naivety or lack of critical awareness of the

negative roles that journalists and the media can play when covering conflicts. It has

been chosen for methodological reasons. It is possible that potential peacemaking roles

could be identified through careful analysis of instances where the media got it wrong.

That is a perfectly respectable and traditional approach to research within the social

sciences to which peace studies belong. Such an approach, however, would almost

inevitably produce an understanding where peacemaking roles are seen as remedies to

right that which went wrong in particular instances, and it would not go very far in

building a systematic and general understanding of the capabilities, encouragements and

limitations within the journalistic environment to undertake peacemaking functions.

The empirical focus in this thesis is on conflicts of a communal nature rather

than war. This is not to deny that journalists and the media can impact on the dynamics

of war. However, when this thesis makes only limited reference to war it has two

reasons. Firstly, as will be pointed out later, war is a case apart in terms of conflict

coverage. During times of war, journalists are subjected to measures of control which

they would not ordinarily accept and their personal loyalties come into play too,

especially if the war involves their own country. This makes research of journalistic

coverage of attempts to resolve war more difficult than research on communal conflicts.

Secondly, whilst war attracts a lot of attention, it should be remembered that wars are

comparatively rare compared to communal conflicts, and that most journalists will cover

7
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communal conflicts during their career whereas only a minority will cover wars. For that

reason it becomes more interesting to focus on the peacemaking potential of journalism

in communal conflicts.

Like journalists, this thesis employs a very wide understanding of what might

constitute a conflict. Unlike many journalists, however, this thesis believes that conflicts

are dynamic and subject to change instead of being static entities which seem to appear

out of nowhere and fade into obscurity once episodes of direct violence are over.

Conflicts need not be negative: if properly managed, a conflict can be the source of

positive human development and social change. Badly managed conflict, on the other

hand, has the potential to degenerate into violence, either in the form of direct violence

or in the form of structural violence where people live under unjust conditions which do

not allow them to develop and express themselves freely without fear of violence.

Because conflicts are dynamic they will not remain untouched by journalistic attention

to them because media coverage is fed back into the conflict and can affect both the

attitudes and the behaviour of people involved in the conflict. In that sense, journalists

become part of a conflict's management the moment they start covering it, and this

thesis argues that if journalists are part of conflict management, they should also

contribute positively towards their resolution or at least towards avoiding that a conflict

slides into (further) violence.

The thesis draws on a wide range of reflections on journalism, and ideas and

attempts to put peacemaking into practice. Because the field of peacemaking journalism

is only beginning to emerge there is very little academically validated evidence and

analyses to draw on, and in building a preliminary analysis of the peacemaking potential

of journalism - such as this thesis attempts to do - it is necessary to draw on anecdotes,

ideas and guesses about potential peacemaking effects. It is important, however, to

realise the limitations of such anecdotal evidence. For a journalist, a well told anecdote

can form the basis of a good article which need no further evidence to work as a piece of

journalism. For an academic, the value of the same one anecdote is that it illuminates a

question which might merit further research to see if other anecdotes can verify the

8
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hypothesis thrown up by the first anecdote. The anecdotes are therefore here presented

as ideas and prompts for further research, not as proof of anything.

The methodology employed for the two case-studies has been a qualitative

process-oriented content analysis supplemented by qualitative interviews with a number

of journalists and editors involved in producing the texts studied. In both case-studies

the aim was to document the ways in which journalism became part of a process of

conflict management. To do that it was necessary to follow the ebb and flow of media

coverage of the conflict management processes in question on a day-by-day basis rather

than selecting certain days or events around which to base the study because the latter

approach would have produced a number of relatively static snapshots rather than an

appreciation of a continuing development. In the Bradford case-study, the primary

research material therefore consists of all articles, editorials and letters to the editor

about the riots in the Bradford Telegraph & Argus over a period of almost two years

from June 1995 to March 1997, and in the case-study about megaphone diplomacy in

the Northern Irish peace process, the primary research material was constructed by

reading through the daily coverage of Northern Irish politics in one Irish and some

British newspapers from the day the Downing Street Declaration was published to the

end of the clarification debate on 20 May 1994. In the Bradford case-study, the

peacemaking efforts of the Bradford Telegraph & Argus concerned the public discourse

about the riots and how the events should be assessed and overcome, and the analysis

therefore looked for the angles which journalists applied to riot coverage, the sources

they chose to use, the perspectives they sought to cover, and any direct attempts by the

newspaper to affect developments in the wake of the riots. In the Northern Irish case-

study the emphasis was on studying how megaphone diplomacy works as a channel for

dialogue between two parties who were unable to communicate face-to-face and the role

that journalists played in keeping that channel open and working. For each article it was

therefore noted down who was speaking or acting, a shorthand indication of what was

said, and wherever possible the source the journalist had for the information. The result

is presented in Appendix A and allows reflection on how information was fed into the

9
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media, who did it, and what - if any - role journalists played in maintaining the channel.

Analysing media contents says little about the concerns which pre-occupied the

journalists who produced the texts. Therefore the analysis was supplemented by

interviews with journalists who had been involved in producing the articles studied as a

way of testing some of the assumptions and conclusions reached in the analysis of the

text. One particularly interesting question was to determine whether what had been

labelled peacemaking in the analysis was the result of conscious efforts on the part of

the journalist to move a peace process along or whether it was more of a coincidence.

The interviews also allowed for reflection on the general theme of peacemaking roles

for journalists. Whilst the answers from journalists to such general questions were quite

interesting, it should also be pointed out that they often were gut reactions rather than

considered opinions formed after a long period of reflection. The peacemaking potential

of journalism is not something that most journalists have thought seriously about -

indeed, it proved very difficult to talk journalists into being interviewed for this thesis

because many of them failed to see the point of the research question. Once engaged in

dialogue, however, it was clear that a process of awareness building took place and

journalists began to grapple seriously with the issue. However, in terms of academic

research, the interviews probably are better seen as illuminating areas for further

exploration rather than providing conclusive evidence of how those journalists feel

about peacemaking.

A brief literature assessment

Since the 1970s the academic literature exploring the relationship between the

media and peace has taken its starting point in the main international issues of the day. 

In media research terms, the late 1970s and the early 1980 came to be dominated

by a highly polarised debate about international communication and the call for a New

World Information and Communication Order (NWICO). The call was launched by the

Non-Aligned Movement in 1976, mainly in response to concerns from leaders of former

colonies in Africa, Asia and Latin America who felt that formal political independence

10
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had not eliminated the continuation of cultural domination by former colonial powers.

In particular, the Non-Aligned Movement criticised the major Western international

news services for their monopoly over the flow of news to and from developing

countries and for creating negative stereotypes of the Third World by covering mainly

negative events in those countries, such as coups, earthquakes and famines.1 The

criticisms were taken on board by UNESCO which set up an International Commission

for the Study of Communication Problems under the chairmanship of the Irish diplomat,

Sean MacBride. The commission was charged with examining communication as a

world problem, and it published an interim report in 1978 and a final report, known as

the MacBride Report, in 1980.

Framed very strongly by the wish to address issues of peace and social justice,

the MacBride report has been praised for its rich analysis of global and national

communication problems. Unfortunately, it was soon to become embroiled in north-

south and east-west controversies. Demands from the south that the MacBride report

should be followed up with action was met by consistent hostility from the Western

World, with the United States leading the attack. The movement for a NWICO which

was supported by the then Socialist bloc, was systematically portrayed as a communist

plot to shackle the free press throughout the world.2 For instance, in 1981 journalists and

media leaders from 20 countries met in France and adopted the Declaration of Talloires

which was a stinging attack on the idea of regulating newsgathering in any way. Stating

that they believed that the free flow of information and ideas is essential for mutual

understanding and world peace, the signatories rejected all ideas which could restrict

journalists in any way when covering international affairs:

There can be no international code of journalistic ethics; the plurality of
views makes this impossible ... Licensing of journalists by national or
international bodies should not be sanctioned; nor should special
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requirements be demanded of journalists in lieu of licensing them. Such
measures submit journalists to controls and pressures inconsistent with
a free press.3

Notwithstanding the fact that the MacBride report did not advocate the licensing

of journalists according to any international standards of ethics, the US withdrew from

Unesco in 1985 after a massive press campaign against the organisation, and a year later

the United Kingdom followed suit.4 

From the point of linking peace and journalism, the NWICO was a lost

opportunity. The MacBride report and the wide spectrum of academic research

commissioned by the Commission began to discuss the ways in which journalists could

contribute to building peace and international understanding, albeit at quite an abstract

level. Unfortunately, the ideologically based controversy following the report effectively

stopped further exploration of the issues, and in particular how such ideas could be

implemented at the practical level.    

During the 1980s the main academic literature linking journalism and peace

came from within the critical media studies perspective which tended to identify peace

very narrowly with the popular campaigns across the Western world against nuclear

weapons and the concept of nuclear deterrence. Research focused on the representations

of the nuclear issue and disarmament in the media, and a key question for academic

researchers tended to be the degree to which journalists and the media treated anti-

nuclear campaigners as dissenters and paid less attention to or even excluded their views

and data in favour of those of pro-nuclear governments.5 However, it is interesting to

note that critical media researchers such as the Glasgow University Media Group and

the Canadian academics Peter Bruck and Robert Hackett all reached the conclusion that

even if journalists had the power to marginalise the views of peace groups the media did

not exlude peace groups - mainly anti-nuclear campaigners - from getting their views

represented altogether. Robert Hackett concluded his lengthy book News and Dissent:

The Press and the Politics of Peace in Canada

In sum, the press is neither a closed, monolithic system effortlessly
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reproducing official perspectives and hegemonic definitions of reality,
nor is it fully open to various oppositional perspectives. Rather, the
press must be regarded as a site of contestation which is "structured in
dominance". The press is not a level playing field, but sometimes it is
possible, even playing uphill, to score points, to win a match, and
perhaps occasionally even to redefine the very rules of the game.6 

This particular line of research faded when the Cold War ended in the early

1990s, and prompted by the 1991 Second Gulf War the main focus of journalistic and

academic debate on the role of media in conflict moved on to discussions of real-time

television (CNN) and issues of censorship and media management techniques during

times of war. Much of this research had the same issue at its core, namely the problems

posed to peace and the peaceful resolution of conflict when journalists succumb to the

pressures from the government and the military to abandon basic principles of

independence and impartiality. Amongst these are the role of the media in creating and

maintaining enemy images, and the question of whether the media in their reporting

from the Gulf War in fact had been advertising for the arms industry and helped create a

myth that with "smart" bombs a new era of clean and humane warfare had arrived.7

Others have discussed how journalists in their coverage were neglecting or

marginalising alternative views on the necessity of an armed response to Iraq's invasion

of Kuwait, or served as a transmission belt for official information to the public whilst

ignoring the media's traditional commitment to providing people with enough

information to judge for themselves whether this was indeed a just war. In this context

the peacemaking potential of journalism has been interpreted to be inherent in the

degree to which journalists queried military logic, supported efforts at peaceful

resolution of the conflict, and refused to dehumanise the enemy.8

The mid-1990s have been dominated by so-called "international social conflicts"

which are rooted in relations between communal groups within stateborders but at some

point have broken out of the domestic arena and become a crisis for the state itself and

led to the involvement of the international community.9 The number of this kind of

conflict is rising and includes some of the most violent conflicts in the world today such
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as those in Bosnia, Rwanda, Chechnya, and Sri Lanka.10 It is in this context of large

scale human misery and suffering that journalists and academics alike have begun to re-

examine the role of the media in conflict and whether news media has the potential to

help resolve the conflicts that is the subject matter of so much journalistic output. As

Robert Karl Manoff, the director of the Centre for War, Peace and the News Media, has

said:

... it is clear that, taken together, mass media technologies, institutions,
professionals, norms and practices constitute one of the fundamental
forces now shaping the lives of individuals and the fate of peoples and
nations. To be sure, media influence is not evenly distributed in space or
time and varies with circumstance. But, overall, media influence is
significant, and increasingly so, and as a result the media constitutes a
major human resource whose potential to prevent and moderate social
violence begs to be discussed, evaluated, and where appropriate,
mobilised. 11

So far, however, there are only a few books within the academic literature which

looks specifically at questions about the capacity and potential of the media to

contribute to processes of peacemaking and conflict resolution in society.

A pioneer in the field was W. Phillips Davison. A professor of journalism at

Colombia University, he published a book in 1974 called Mass Communication and

Conflict Resolution: The Role of the Information Media in the Advancement of

International Understanding. The book was followed up by two articles in 1975 on

respectively the rules of diplomatic reporting and the role of the news media in

international negotiations.12 As the titles of his book and articles imply, Davison's main

interest was in the peacemaking potential of the media in an international context, and

he paid no attention to the role of the media in national or communal conflicts. In his

book, Davison used a methodological approach which took its starting point in research

on media effects and aimed to identify roles that journalists could undertake with the

intention of bringing about a particular peacemaking effect.13 The book contains many

good ideas and conceptualisations of potential peacemaking roles which have withstood

the test of time whereas in other areas the book seems outdated, particularly in its
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exclusive focus on international relations and because of a rather narrow view of peace,

conflicts and actors in conflict. By and large Davison identifies conflict with war, peace

as the absence of war, and the main actors in situations of war and peace as

governments. It is a view which has been overtaken by recent events with the

emergence of international social conflicts as well as an increasing number of violent

communal conflicts. His articles, meanwhile, were based on extensive interviews with

journalists and policy makers and suggested some positive roles of the media in

international negotiations such as illuminating the issues under negotiation, helping to

ensure intra-governmental coordination, linking governments with interested publics,

and providing supplementary communication channels for diplomacy. Whilst these

articles too are based on research from a period before the current leap in media

technology, they are nevertheless valuable for the positive conceptualisation of publicity

and for beginning the work of linking processes of conflict resolution to the process of

journalism.

It took 10 years for the next book to emerge which touched seriously on the

potential of the media to act in peacemaking roles. In 1984, Andrew Arno and Wimal

Dissanayake co-edited a book called The News Media in National and International

Conflict.14 The aim of the volume was to examine the ways in which media can become

actors in the conflict situations they report on. In addition to some more philosophical

texts, the book contains case-studies which detail the role of the media in international

conflicts such as the US-Iranian conflict, the Indo-Pakistan conflict, and the conflict

between US and China, and in national conflicts in Iran, Sri-Lanka, Hong Kong, and the

US. The main focus of the book is on the structural relationship between the media and

the political process and the kind of peacemaking potential which might flow from that,

and the book also looks at the impact of national cultures on the way that a national

media system treats conflict. It does not, however, point to specific peacemaking roles

for journalists. The book advances the idea that in terms of conflict, the media occupies

a specific third party role, namely as "tertius gaudens", the third who rejoices. There is a

symbiotic relationship between the media and parties to conflict: the media need the
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conflict of others to produce news, and parties to conflict try to win the support of the

media, either as an ally or as a nonpartisan mediator.15 In as far as media organisations

have conflict resolving potential, it rests with their third party position, and the book

notes that it is striking that the idea of the news organisation as objective and

uncontrolled should be so strong, even in political contexts in which it is difficult for

them to be so.16 The book does, however, not offer any arguments to make media

organisations want to utilise their potential for peacemaking ends.

After another 10 years a third book discussing the peacemaking potential of

journalism was published by the Institute of Conflict Analysis and Resolution at George

Mason University in the US in 1994. Frameworks for Interpreting Conflict: A

Handbook for Journalists17 primarily locates the peacemaking potential of journalism

within the ability of journalists to carry out conflict analysis. Describing journalists as

conflict specialists because conflict is at the core of the majority of news stories, it

argues that by becoming better conflict analysts, journalists can become part of the

solution rather than part of the problem. The book then introduces journalists to the

main theoretical frameworks for conflict analysis such as theories about bargainable

interests, modernisation, basic human needs, relative deprivation, and class struggle. It

also provides an overview of the basic vocabulary and concepts of conflict resolution

and is supplemented throughout with exercises and questions to encourage journalists to

engage with the issues. Even if the book provides a plethora of examples of instances of

peacemaking journalism, it is essentially an adaptation of the methods and theories of

conflict resolution for use by journalists and does not put forward a structured

framework for discussing the peacemaking potential of journalism.

The following will obviously draw on all the texts mentioned above but it will

differ in a fundamental respect: it takes its starting point in the daily routines of

journalism and applies them to theories and ideas of conflict resolution and

peacemaking in order to work up to a vocabulary and an understanding of what might

constitute peacemaking journalism and where the processes of journalism can interact

with processes of conflict resolution. 
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PART ONE: CONTEXTUALISING JOURNALISM

CHAPTER 1
NO ROOM FOR MISSIONARIES?

                                                     

Calls for journalists to play an active and positive part in peacemaking processes

in society tend to be met with suspicion and disquiet by those who believe that the

appropriate role for journalists is to provide a neutral and impartial account of events in

society which others can then act on in whatever way they see fit. In this view,

journalists derive their legitimacy from being the conduits for other people's messages

and facilitating public dialogue, not from being actors in relation to the events they

describe. As Robert Steele has pointed out, journalists have a tendency to draw a

vertical line between independence and detached reporting on the one side, and

participation, advocacy, and activism on the other side. The first side is right and good,

while the other side is wrong and bad.1 At first glance, the problem with proposals for

peacemaking roles for journalists is that it seems to carry with it an implicit assumption

that journalists should abandon strongly held norms for professional behaviour to

support what appears to be nothing more than an ordinary political process where

protagonists have different definitions and aspirations as to what the outcome should be

and what would constitute peace in that particular situation. For many journalists,

journalistic intervention in political processes are only appropriate in cases of

campaigning or advocacy journalism, not in the mainstream journalism which underpins

pluralist, democratic societies. As it has been put eloquently in the guide on editorial

standards for staff at the BBC World Service:

The BBC has no political views of its own ... The BBC does not
campaign on behalf of anyone, be they communists or capitalists,
landowners or the landless, employers or trade unionists, dissidents or
the authorities that ostracise them. We do report the circumstances in
which they live and die, enjoy human rights or are deprived of them,
possess or are denied power and freedom. We do so in neutral language,
avoiding for example a label of "terrorists" for one armed group and
"freedom-fighters" for the next. ... It is by being reliable and accurate,
unbiased, balanced and independent that we are credible - "worthy of
belief". And only through being credible do we win and maintain our
listeners' trust.  (original emphasis)2
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This thesis will challenge the view that the norm of impartiality is one which

prevents journalists from contributing to peacemaking processes in society. McNair

might be right that objectivity - of which impartiality is a part - has become the standard

to which all journalists should aspire3 but it is a standard which is constantly subject to

challenge from the dynamics of media development and the interaction between

journalism and society - a point which has been particularly well illustrated in the

history of British journalism since it became a full-time oocupation around the

beginning of the 19th century.

The aim of this chapter is to outline the history of British journalism as a means

to understanding the roles which have been assigned to journalism over time and as a

means to tracing the evolution of impartiality as a professional norm and practical work

routine for modern day journalists. Section 1 describes how journalism emerged at a

time of partisanship where the raison d'être of most newspapers was to support a

particular political cause. Section 2 describes the industrialisation of newspaper

production which boosted journalism and turned it into a profession and also gave rise

to commercially motivated impartiality. Finally, section 3 describes the evolution of

politically motivated impartiality which in no small measure can be ascribed to the

emergence of radio and television broadcasting. 

It is worth reflecting for a moment on the difference between the concepts of

objectivity and impartiality. In terms of journalism, objectivity is a shorthand way of

referring to a number of professionally agreed rules which will minimise the impact of

the journalist's subjectivity on reporting.4 A journalistic metaphor for objectivity is that

of journalists functioning as a mirror, reflecting but not affecting, the events on which

they are reporting. According to McQuail, two principal means are employed to achieve

objectivity, namely those of factuality and impartiality. Factuality relates to the quality

of the news account and can be measured empirically in the sense that outsiders can

assess whether the journalist has clearly distinguished fact from opinion, used named

sources, avoided vagueness, presented an accurate and reliable version of reality which
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got matters of fact or quantity right, and has provided people with enough information to

understand the issue. Impartiality, on the other hand, relates to the journalist's behaviour

in relation to selecting and presenting news. It calls for an evenhanded approach to

covering the story and aims to ensure that all relevant parties get access to the media to

present their side of the story. It also demands that journalists should be neutral when

presenting a story and not take sides sympathising openly with one party or outcome, or

present the story in a sensationalist manner in the hope of stirring up emotion on the part

of the audience.5

Over the years, academics have convincingly argued that it is impossible and at

times undesirable for journalists to achieve complete objectivity in their reporting of

events in the world6. However, during the same period the notion of impartiality has

become codified in British law and is a standard held in as high a regard as ever. This

thesis agrees that news is socially constructed accounts of events and in that sense

objectivity is plainly not possible. But even if objectivity is impossible to achieve, the

ideal of impartiality is still an important one because of its role in defining what

constitutes appropriate behaviour for journalists. Therefore, it becomes interesting to

explore how the ideal emerged to see if history justifies journalists in rejecting potential

peacemaking roles because they might interfere with notions of impartiality.

It is almost impossible to separate the history of journalism from that of news

organisations. However, Anthony Smith provides some useful guidelines when he calls

journalism the "software" supplied to fill the "hardware" of the newspaper system:

It depends upon an industrial activity, [and] it involves the creative
individual as a worker within a fairly complex process of
manufacturing and distribution.7 

To Smith the evolution of journalism is the result of transformations in the

underlying media systems, and he outlines five different dimensions in which a media

system can change and thereby affect the software in its system - journalism. The five

dimensions can be summarised thus:
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1) changes in the way audiences are grouped - and historically there
has been a tendency towards larger audiences which do not all share
the same interests
2) changes in the ways that the flow of information from event to news
medium is organised
3) changes in the skills deemed necessary to be able to perform as a
journalist (for instance the ability to do shorthand, use radio equipment,
or speak a foreign language)
4) developments in printing or broadcasting technology
5) changes in structures of ownership and editorial  control8  

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to detail all the changes on the above

parameters that the British media system has undergone since the late 18th century and

which might have affected journalism in one way or another. Rather, offering Smith's

framework as a way of understanding the complex interrelationship between the

"software" and the "hardware" of media systems, this chapter will limit itself to looking

only at a number of key changes in the media systems which had a profound influence

on the way journalism has developed historically.  

 
1: JOURNALISM EMERGES IN PARTISAN TIMES, 1770-1855

The process of gathering and disseminating news has probably been part of

human affairs at all times, but the emergence of modern journalists - understood as

people employed to gather information for regularly published print media - did not

happen until the 18th century. In 1729, owners of London's coffee houses complained

about how most of London's papers employed one or two people to spend time in coffee

houses where they would eavesdrop and "thrust themselves into Companies, where they

are not known" in order to bring bits of news back to their employers.9 These people

were, however, not full-time employees but stringers who were paid on the basis of

individual news items. It took another 40 years before full-time newsgatherers arrived in

force in London when - in the early 1770s - journalists finally gained access to the

English Parliament and could start reporting from debates in the House of Commons

(1771) and the House of Lords (1775).10

22

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


The newspaper business

Several technological developments in the first part of the 19th century

combined to make the physical production of newspapers easier and thereby facilitated

greater circulation. Around 1810 a steam printing machine was invented and allowed a

10-fold rise in printing output compared to the old hand-presses. Half a decade later

type-founding was invented and enabled a doubling of the production of type.11 These

developments led to a massive increase in numbers of publications as well as an

increase in the circulation of individual publications. In 1781 there were 76 newspapers

and periodicals published in England and Wales; by 1821 the number of newspapers

alone had risen to 267, and by 1851 it had reached 563. During the first decade of the

19th century an average of 40 newspapers and periodicals were started each year: by

1832 the number of news publications per year had risen to 250. A fair amount of this

growth was accounted for by a rise in English provincial papers. In 1782 there were 50

provincial papers, in 1830 there were 150, and by 1851 the number had risen to over

230.12

The British press was very diverse in its early days. In the 1780s there were three

important kinds of newspapers: the London morning dailies, the evening papers

published once or twice a week, and the provincial weeklies. Towards the end of the

18th century two new types were added: Sunday and daily evening papers. From 1816 to

1819 there was a brief development of a radical working-class weekly press, which was

revived in the 1830s and was supplemented by Chartist newspapers from the late 1830s.

Attempts to counter the "destabilising" influence of these radical papers on society led

to the growth in the 1830s of so-called "useful knowledge" weeklies. The 1830s and the

1840s also saw the development of illustrated and comic journalism; the proliferation of

"class papers" representing the interests of various professions and trades; and the

growth of a pressure group press advocating anything from Free Trade to religious

freedom, Owenism, and vegetarianism. 13 The single most important factor underlying

the massive expansion in the number of publications and the sales of newspapers in the
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1830s was the reduction of the government's duty on advertising in 1833. This enabled

proprietors to lower the prices of their papers, increase their size, and publish them more

frequently.14 

Early journalism

It was in this environment of expansion that the profession of journalism

developed from its small beginnings in the 1770s. Numbers of journalists increased

significantly: In the 1780s daily morning newspapers in London had only one or two

parliamentary reporters and no regular foreign correspondents. However, by 1850 most

of them had twelve to sixteen parliamentary reporters, about six law reporters, a foreign

correspondent in every major European capital, leader writers, and a number of

provincial correspondents and 'penny-a-liners.' The provincial papers had smaller

reporting staffs than the papers in London but here staff numbers were also growing.15 It

should be borne in mind, though, that the overall figure of "authors, editors, writers, and

other literary persons" in the whole country was only 2,751 people by 1851.16

Journalists in the early 19th century were working for papers which were openly

politically partisan - as pointed out by a former editor of the Daily Express:

The newspapers of those days were conducted as political organs and
nothing else ... Each newspaper depended for its circulation on the
small but solid and educated body of readers whose political opinions it
represented, and who looked to it for authoritative guidance on the
important questions of the day.17 

The papers consisted in very large measure of reports of political, religious,

scientific, and educational speeches. Anthony Smith describes the basic image that

emerged from the newspapers of this period as "a man on a platform speaking to rows

of listeners and reaching a wider public via the shorthand reporter."18 

It was based on these shorthand reports that editors wrote long editorials which

contained the political instructions of the day. The writing of the editorials was

considered the most serious part of journalism at the time - not newsgathering. The
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London Times, for instance, employed two types of journalists. There were shorthand

notetakers who covered Parliament, the courts of law and other set pieces. This group

brought back the staple news diet of the Times, mainly the lengthy summary of

Parliamentary debates which sometimes took up half the entire editorial space in the

newspaper. The other group of journalists consisted of gentlemen educated from Oxford

or Cambridge who were employed as leaderwriters and as leading foreign

correspondents. 19 The leaderwriters were paid more than the shorthand reporters

because they were supposed to be uncorruptable. Tunstall points out that in this

arrangement are at least some of the origins of the British distinction between news

(what notetakers take down) and comment (the uncorrupted views of gentlemen).20

Until 1856 the London Times was the only national daily newspaper of any

significance, and it could afford to employ about 100 journalists to produce about 24

pages of editoral text per week. Meanwhile the provincial four-page weekly would have

only two editorial pages (or perhaps four or five for a bi-weekly) and a rough ratio of

one journalist per page. 21 The set-up in the provinces often consisted of a proprietor

who owned the press, then an editor; and a reporter who also did sub-editing. Next was

the overseer or head printer; then a few compositors; some pressmen and errand boys.

Many journalists started as compositors and, as late as 1840, provincial journalists

would describe themselves interchangeably as "printers" or "editors". Some journalists

would even take down a speech in shorthand and compose straight from shorthand into

type with no written stage intervening.22

Most of these provincial papers had close ties with a political party, but the

contents of the papers were not exclusively about politics. The main political news

consisted of speeches made at local public meetings plus what could be lifted from the

London papers. Then there were letters from neighbouring towns about markets, prices,

meetings, and dramatic courtcases and in some cases even correspondence from

abroad.23

The two main techniques employed by newsgathering journalists in this period

were shorthand and observation.
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John Gurney perfected a system of shorthand in the 1750s as a reporter in the

Old Bailey,24 but shorthand systems did not enter the world of journalism before

journalists in the gallery of Parliament were permitted to take notes from the debates

and adopted the system (until then journalists had been forced to memorize debates).25

The use of shorthand was important to the development of journalism in a

number of ways. Firstly, it was a tool which could be used in many places besides

Parliament, and reporters were soon sent to cover court proceedings as well as speeches

and events held outside London, including events abroad like the 1789 French

revolution, and the Napoleonic wars at the beginning of the 19th century.26 Secondly,

shorthand became the key skill that turned journalism into an occupation apart from

others: the shorthand journalist was a person who specialised in observing or hearing

and recording with precision.27 Finally, shorthand gave journalists an aura of neutrality

as they stood between event and reader: they were only relaying what other people said,

not their own views.28

During the first 50 years or so of modern journalism the main journalistic

technique was observation. Journalists did not ask questions. Even the most seasoned

reporters did not claim for themselves the right to behave differently from any other

spectators to particular events, but confined themselves to recording their own

observations and what evidence official bodies represented:

They did not print quotes, unless the statements were made in public,
they may have made inquiries, but they did not interview, they refrained
from addressing the principals, they did not intrude, they did not
investigate.29 

The journalistic technique of asking questions was not far away though. In 1836

the American journalist and editor James Gordon Bennet of the New York Herald

began his own investigations into the murder of a young prostitute named Ellen Jewett.

He went to the scene of the crime, a brothel, several times and talked to the people there.

A young man had been arrested by the police for the murder, but based on his

investigations Bennett developed a different theory in his articles, namely that the
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murder could have been committed by another prostitute, jealous of Ellen Jewett's good

looks. In the end the young man was acquitted of the murder. This new idea of asking

questions and probing uninvited into the affairs of others spread quickly in America.30 In

Britain, however, this journalistic technique did not become established until after the

repeal of  taxes on newspaper production in 1856.

The importance of the radical press

Nowhere was the partisanship of the press more evident than in the radical and

chartist papers which flourished in the beginning of the last century. It is worth taking a

brief look at the radical papers because their advocacy and outspoken politics in effect

helped pave the way for a more commercially based journalism which had little room

for "missionaries" such as those from the radical press.

The radical press consisted of newspapers which grew out of the working class

movement and in the 1830s also from the Chartist movement which campaigned for

universal political suffrage. The papers were completely independent from government

as well as any political groups in the English parliament and criticised the existing social

order in fundamental ways.31 The papers emerged as a political force already in the late

18th century, and successive administrations in the late 18th and early 19th centuries

sought to suppress them by prosecuting journalists for legal or blasphemous libel. That

tactic soon backfired. Juries were reluctant to convict editors and journalists, and

prosecution often meant a huge rise in popularity of the prosecuted papers. Instead the

government tried a different scheme and introduced a number of taxes on newspaper

production. It was hoped that the taxes would make the papers so expensive that only

people of a certain economic standing could afford to buy them. The taxes came to be

known as 'taxes on knowledge' and included a stamp duty on all published papers as

well as taxes on paper and advertising.

During the 1820s the authorities were relatively successful in curbing the radical

press. However, by the early 1830s the radical press had developed not only a very good

network of distribution but also set up a fund to help families of people who were
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imprisoned for having sold unstamped newspapers. This meant that there were always

enough unemployed people who volunteered to carry on the distribution and selling of

radical newspapers even though at least 1,130 cases of selling unstamped newspapers

were prosecuted in London alone during the period from 1830 to 1836.

The political impact of the radical newspapers was considerable. James Curran

points out that in the early 19th century, newspapers were often the only readily

available source of information about what was happening outside the local community.

Furthermore, newspapers were often read aloud in taverns, workshops, homes and at

public meetings in order to generate debate, and this social pattern of consumption

meant that political newspapers had a greater agitational effect than those of today. The

political message emerging from the radical papers up until the late 1820s was one that

raised expections both by proclaiming a mythical past in which plenty
and natural justice had prevailed, and by proclaiming the possibility of
a future in which poverty could be relieved through political means.32

The parliamentarians at the time were deeply worried about this assault on the

prevailing social order - particularly when some of the leading publications within the

radical press built up a nationwide circulation in the 1830s and thereby helped unify

groups of workers spread all over the country. By 1836 the unstamped press published

in London alone had an aggregate readership of at least two million, and even the

government admitted that its circulation exceeded that of the respectable, stamped press.

The journalism of this radical press was one of passionate advocacy. The

journalists tended to see themselves as activists rather than professionals. Curran points

out that many of the paid correspondents of the Poor Man's Guardian, Northern Star,

and the early Reynold News were also political organisers for the National Union of the

Working Classes or the Chartist movement:

They sought to understand and expose the dynamics of power and
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inequality rather than to report "hard news" as a series of disconnected
events. They saw themselves as class representatives rather than as
disinterested intermediaries and attempted to establish a relationship of
real reciprocity  with their readers.33 

Concepts like "hard news" and "disinterested intermediaries" did not emerge in

journalism until the end of the 19th century, but notwithstanding the anachronistic

character of Curran's assessment, the core point is correct: journalism was used as a

powerful tool for political and social change. And it is here the significance of radical

journalism lies for the development of a journalistic profession. Radical journalism is

not important because of its dominance in the newspaper market of the early 19th

century. Rather, its importance stems from the reactions to it from the parliamentarians

at the time.

As pointed out earlier the number of publications in Britain expanded

dramatically when the Government decided to lift the taxes on advertising in 1833. This

decision was taken mainly to counter the threat which many members of Parliament saw

emanating from radical journalism. It was argued in Parliament that if some of the taxes

on knowledge were lifted then it would encourage more men of capital to invest in

newspapers. Many MPs believed that cheap newspapers owned by capitalists would

become an educational weapon in the fight against trade unionism. In Curran's

assessment:

     
What these parliamentary campaigners for a 'free press' emphasized
was not libertarian principle but the need for a more positive approach
to political indoctrination.34                                      

However, the lifting of advertising duty in 1833 did not prove to be enough to

silence the radical press. Therefore, in 1836 new laws were passed which strengthened

the government's search and confiscation powers. Penalties were increased for being

found in possession of an unstamped newspaper, and the stamp duty was reduced in

order to make "smuggling" less attractive. The policy worked and the radical press was

severely curtailed. The main point is, however, that the new policies were not
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introduced to stop illegal behaviour as such but to stop a particular kind of advocacy

journalism.

In 1848 a new parliamentary lobby against 'the taxes on knowledge' was formed.

The driving force behind the campaign was a group of liberal industrialist MPs who saw

the repeal of press taxes as a way of promoting principles of free trade and competitive

capitalism. In particular, they hoped that a reduction of newspaper prices, following the

abolition of taxes, would assist the growth of a local commercial press with which many

of them were closely connected.

Some reformers also felt that the repeal of taxes on the press would move

journalists away from dangerous radical ideas. According to Curran one leading

campaigner felt that the establishment of a cheap press would create "a new

hierarchical system of communication in which journalists 'two or three degrees' above

the labouring classes would enlighten them."35

The parliamentary lobby against the 'taxes on knowledge' eventually succeeded.

Advertising duty was fully abolished in 1853, the stamp duty was abolished in 1855,

and the paper duty disappeared in 1861. But, argues Curran

the parliamentary campaign was never inspired by a modern
libertarian commitment to diversity of expression. Indeed the ruthless
repression of the unstamped press in the mid-1830s had much the same
objective as the campaign which set the press 'free' twenty years later:
the subordination of the press to the social order.36

2: THE COMMERCIAL LOGIC OF IMPARTIALITY, 1855-1914

The period from 1855 to 1914 was of key importance to the development of

journalism in Britain. It was during this period that modern journalism emerged, mainly

as a result of the process of industrialisation which took place in the newspaper business

at the same time. There was a transformation from partisan-based newspapers and

journalism to a commercially-based press the journalism of which catered to a much

wider audience than the people concerned with parliamentary politics. News agencies

using the newly invented telegraph systems also contributed to the commodification of
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news, and the two developments combined provided a commercial logic for the rise of a

notion and work-routine of impartiality.

The birth of a cheap press

In his history of the origins of the British popular press, Alan J. Lee points out

that the effects of the repeal of the taxes on newspapers were twofold. In the provinces it

led to a massive rise in the number of daily newspapers. During the first fifteen years of

the cheap press 78 news dailies were founded in the provinces, 59 of which were still in

business by 1870.37 In London the immediate effect of the repeal of taxes was to reduce

the price of the papers by one penny. In 1855 there were six morning dailies and three

evening papers in London which all sold at five pence each. Only the Express was

cheaper at three pence. 15 years later there were seven morning dailies and five evening

papers in London. However, now the prices ranged from 1/2 a penny over one, two and

three pence with only the Sun charging four pence. So in general newspapers had

become significantly cheaper for the consumer.38

Lower newspaper prices led to an explosion in demand. To meet this demand for

more papers, the newspapers employed expensive new print technology like rotary

presses of increasing sophistication, lino-type machines and improvements in graphic

reproduction. All these developments led to a sharp rise in fixed capital costs and - of

course - made it much more difficult for people with limited funds to set up new

papers.39 Simultaneously with the rise in capital costs, it became more expensive to run a

newspaper. National newspapers had become big enterprises with large numbers of staff

and long print runs, and the papers therefore needed a high level of circulation before

they broke even.40

What financed the rising costs of producing a newspaper was the the growing

importance of advertising as a source of income. Alan J. Lee reports that a count made

on 21 March 1866 showed 2,140 advertisements in the Clerkenwell News (soon to be

the Daily Chronicle), 1,865 in the Times, 560 in the Standard, and 416 in the Morning

Star. Similar results were obtained 20 years later, and Lee estimates that when the
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proportion of advertising in a newspaper "fell below half [of the total space] it is

probable that most papers would have been in trouble."41

The ability to attract advertising therefore became instrumental for the survival

of newspapers. Those who could not attract advertising closed down, and this had

severe implications for the journalism of the radical press. The radical press was denied

advertisements mainly because the readers of their papers were deemed to be bad

consumers and therefore advertisers would lose money advertising in these papers.

Political arguments for denying radical papers a share in adverts existed only to a

limited extent. In Curran's view, advertising thereby achieved what political measures

failed to do in the early half of the 19th century, namely the severe marginalisation of

the radical press.42 

The golden age of journalism

During the period from the repeal of the 'taxes on knowledge' to the First World

War, two concepts of the role of the press in society were competing. One was of the

press as a Fourth Estate. Growing out of the political debates about the repeal of the

taxes on newspaper production, this concept saw proprietorship as a form of public

service and journalists as a species of public philosopher. The other concept simply saw

the press as an industry where proprietors were businessmen and journalism was a trade

or a craft.43 Lee points out that although public-spirited men often had a sharp eye for

business, the ideal of combining the two different conceptions of the role of the press

became increasingly difficult. In Lee's words

the odds were firmly on the side of the industry and against the Fourth
Estate; and they were stacked precisely by the forces of technological
change and the expanding market which the repeal of the taxes had
allowed full rein.44

However, the period from 1855 to the late 1870s was still one when journalism

sought "to inform, to instruct" and only in the last instance to "amuse".45 The task of the
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journalist was to provide serious political information to his (and increasingly her)

newspaper's readers, journalists were not employed to attract and amuse readers. The

mid-Victorian press was still strongly partisan because freedom from state control was

interpreted to mean the freedom to make a political choice.46 All the London dailies

published in 1855 as well as in 1870 were committed to either the Liberals or the

Conservatives; the same was also broadly true of the provincial press. After 1870 the

link began to weaken but between 1868 and 1885 still only about one fifth of all

provincial papers were  not politically committed.47

Even though the staple of the news diet continued to be politics, there was an

expansion in news content, particularly in the local press. The domination of the Times

at the mid-century had produced a feeling of inferiority in the provinces. However, the

new "cheap" press in the provinces decided to address this problem and formed a Press

Association in 1865. Although the Press Association only really became effective after

the government took over the telegraphic services in 1868, its formation meant that

provincial daily newspapers could now buy news from the emerging news agencies as

quickly and as cheaply as the London papers, and then supplement it with the local news

so essential to a local paper. Indeed, Lee argues, if the 1870s was a golden age for

journalism "it was so by and large with reference to the status and even the influence of

the provincial press."48

According to a liberal journalist and press historian writing in 1887, the press

had achieved everything possible by the early 1870s:

It had come to be possible for a large and well-printed sheet, supplying
intelligence from all parts of the world, put together at great cost, and
edited with great care to be sold for a penny, and the number of people
able and anxious to need good newspapers had grown with the trade
that catered for them. The competition between rival producers was
keen enough to force them to use all their wits in seeking and winning
public favour, but not yet so keen to drive them to often unworthy ways
of attracting and amusing readers.49 

War correspondents
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However, by the 1870s the serious political journalism was already experiencing

a push for change from within the newspaper ranks. Since the repeal of the taxes on

newspapers, the journalism of war correspondents had become instrumental in building

up circulation of newspapers and finance technological developments as well as

lowering the cover prices of the papers. For instance, Archibald Forbes' coverage of the

Franco-Prussian War (1870-71) in the Daily News trebled that newspaper's circulation

from 50,000 to 150,000 copies. 50

The first daily newspaper to pick up the lucrative trend of war reporting was the

Times. The Crimean War broke out in 1854, and in February of that year the Times

dispatched William Howard Russell to cover the war. Other newspapers soon followed

suit.51 Russell returned to London two years later to fortune and fame with a huge rise in

salary and an invitation to have breakfast with the Prime Minister.52 The real "golden

age" of war correspondents, however, was the period from 1865 to 1914 when war

correspondents became an elite corps of journalists.

War journalism became a powerful factor in the shift towards the "new"

journalism of the 1880s and 1890s. In his assessment of the journalism of early war

correspondents, Philip Knightley points out that their popularity in large measure was

dependent on their ability to write war reports as narratives of adventure and without too

much political comment or moralising that would interrupt the flow of the story. 53

Audiences identified with the war correspondent and saw him as a hero. The war

correspondents themselves seldom engaged in war reporting for purely journalistic

reasons. Many of them saw corresponding as the next best thing to being a soldier, and

war correspondents generally did not have the status of being a non-combattant.54

Knightley, in summing up these correspondents' achievements, points out that they

showed little humanity and no historical perspective in their reporting, and that only a

few of the correspondents were partisans for truth and compassion - instead they

emphasised adventure and glory, and most saw war as a "big factor in the joy of living.

"55
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Campaigning journalism

War reporting was not the only attempt in the mid-Victorian period to redefine

journalism. From the late 1850s a number of newspapers and magazines pioneered new

techniques such as lighter writing styles, more crime and human interest stories,

magazine features, gossip columns, sport, and even the occasional "sensational" news

item.56

Another interesting invention was campaigning journalism, understood as

journalism specifically aimed at achieving social or political change57. One prime

example of that was the Pall Mall Gazette. Launched in February 1865 it was only

selling 600 copies a day when the editor, Frederick Greenwood, decided to send his

brother James to spend a night in a ward in one of London's workhouses. The resulting

newspaper reports were sensational exposées of the appalling conditions for London's

poor people, and the stories not only boosted sales of the Pall Mall Gazette by 1500

copies a day but thousands of reprints were bought and even the Times reproduced one

of the articles in full. 58 In 1868 Greenwood continued newspaper campaigning by

exposing the widespread practice of "babyfarming". Together with his brother and a

female assistant, Greenwood told the stories of how babies were being starved, drugged,

drowned and beaten to death. The public outcry following the articles led to other

newspapers refusing to carry baby farming adverts; a woman was arrested and hanged

for masterminding the practice; Parliament passed the Infant Life Protection Act; and

the London Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (now RSPCC) was

founded. 59

New journalism

The term "new journalism" was coined in 1887 to describe - and criticize - all

the new developments in journalism that had emerged since the beginning of the decade.

Matthew Arnold commented on the new journalism in a copy of the journal Nineteenth

Century, observing that "it has much to recommend it, it is full of ability, novelty,

variety, sensation, sympathy, generous instincts; its one great fault is that it is feather-
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brained."60 The new journalism was one which changed the relationship between paper

and readers from that of a tutorial or instructive nature, to one of market character.61

According to Joel H. Wiener the main features of the new journalism were

changes in typography and makeup, changes in content, and the commercialisation of

the press.

The relationship between business and journalism was redefined as the number

of purchasers of daily papers almost quadrupled in the period from 1880 to 1914. Some

papers and magazines gained circulations of hundreds of thousands of copies. The Daily

Mail was founded in 1896 and had a circulation of close to one million copies a day by

1900, and in 1911 the one million mark was surpassed by the Daily Mirror.62 In terms of

ownership a shift occurred away from small scale family businesses to papers owned by

large companies and press barons suchs as Newnes, Pearson and Harmsworth (later

Lord Northcliffe).63 The new owners were more concerned with profits than with

politics, and journalism changed in the words of some critics from "a liberal profession

to a branch of business."64

The new business of journalism attracted readers by changing the looks and the

contents of the papers. Inspired by newspapers in the United States, headlines and

crosslines were introduced, and in 1892 the Morning put news on its front-page instead

of exclusively reserving it for advertisements. Illustrations became far more frequent

and around the turn of the century it became technologically possible to use photographs

effectively in daily newspapers.65 On the content side there was a shift away from a near

to exclusive focus on Parliamentary and political news to also including sports, gossip,

crimes, and sex. Newspapers also increasingly catered to special interests among their

readership with women’s pages, children’s features and comic strips. New techniques

like interviews and investigations were used, and overall journalists began to employ a

brighter method of writing using "good English [language] of common life."66

However, the above developments did not in themselves bring about a press

committed to ideals of impartiality. Rather, the press moving away from the role of

political instruction of its readership started to see itself as a "news recording machine",
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and one of the press barons, Harmsworth, said that his objective as the proprietor of

newspapers was to provide a "quick, accurate presentation of the world's news in the

form of a careful digest."67 To provide a representation of the world's news Harmsworth

and others were making use of the telegraph and the emerging news agencies, and it is

here the first pressures for impartiality are found.

The telegraph

The telegraph made its appearance around 1844 and it was evident from the start

that newspapers were going to use it to speed up the process of newsgathering and

expand the areas from where news could be gathered. 

Newspaper historians do not quite agree who was the first to use the telegraph.

David Keir says that the Times used it first in 1844 and was able to print news of the

birth of a son to Queen Victoria within the hour, 68 whereas Alan J. Lee maintains that

the first message transmitted by telegraph for a newspaper was in May 1845 for the

Morning Chronicle along the London and South Western Railway Company's line from

Portsmouth to London.69 In 1851 the first telegraph cable was put in the sea linking

England and France, and 15 years later - in July 1866 - Britain and America were linked

with a cable on the bottom of the Atlantic ocean.70

Julius Reuter set up his international news agency in 1851, mainly to supply

news to the finance market, not the newspaper market.71 However, by 1860, most

London dailies subscribed to Reuter's telegraphed news service. 

Prior to the 1870s the newspapers in the provinces only to a limited extent used

(mainly domestic) news supplied by the private telegraph companies. The costs were so

high and the service so inadequate that provincial editors and proprietors in 1865

formed the Press Association (PA) as a way to organize a cooperative system of news

collection and reporting. The private telegraph companies responded by charging

prohibitive rates for transmitting PA News and the whole venture was only resurrected

when it was decided to nationalise the telegraph services in 1868 under the Post Office.

72 In November 1868 the PA service was launched and in early 1869 a deal was made
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with Julius Reuter's agency to supply PA with foreign news. Another main news agency,

the Exchange Telegraph Company, came into operation in 1872. To begin with it only

supplied financial and commercial news to its subscribers, but in 1886 political news

was added to the company's menu. The use of the telegraph was not limited, however, to

big news agencies. Many smaller agencies and individual journalists working on a

freelance basis also used the facility, and the competition to supply newspapers with the

"latest" became fierce from the 1870s onwards. 73

The implications of the telegraph for journalism were significant. Not only was

the telegraph instrumental in separating "news" from "opinion" but it also changed the

news format by encouraging the use of the "inverted pyramid" as a key way of telling

news.

Facts-based journalism

According to popular journalism history the "inverted pyramid" began during the

American Civil War. The war created a huge demand for news and journalists rushing

to transmit their most newsworthy information over often unreliable telegraph lines

developed a habit of compressing the most crucial facts into short, paragraph-long

dispatches. 74 From there it did not take long before journalists began reserving the first

paragraph of their stories for the most newsworthy facts, and organising the rest of the

material in descending order of newsworthiness. This is called the "inverted pyramid"

because the news value of the facts stacked in these stories, like the width of an inverted

pyramid, grows smaller as you read down. 

Facts-based journalism - focusing on the answers to the questions of "who, what,

how, when and where"75 - took decades to establish its dominance. It was after all a

significant break with the earlier practice of British journalism where journalists often

reproduced speeches without distinguishing between the more salient and the less

significant items. However, in the new news-oriented press, facts-based journalism was

a financial necessity in the race to obtain news. Gathering news and transmitting it over

the telegraph lines was an expensive affair - particularly if the news came from abroad -
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and news agencies as well as their customers shared an interest in keeping costs down.

Journalists working for news agencies therefore concentrated on facts-based news which

could be sold to everybody, and left opinionating to the newspapers themselves.76 By

the end of the 19th century the telegraph was so firmly established as a facts-based news

medium that a Times correspondent was told in 1894 that "telegrams are for facts;

appreciation and political comment can come by post." The editor of the Times,

Moberly Bell, defined the role of the news agency journalist to be "to pick up facts, not

to bother his head about anything but bare facts, and to wire them at the earliest

moment he can acquire them" whereas the Times' own journalists had the duty to

"comment on news rather than give it."77

Telegraphed news from the agencies also came to dominate the home-pages and

the pages of the provincial press. Instead of dispatching their own reporters, papers now

relied on the news agencies to provide them with reports from speeches and events

outside the local area. At first the agencies offered a choice of "verbatim", "full" and

"summary" reports of political speeches, but by the 1890s verbatim or full reports

became very rare and long speeches were edited, often quite severely. The only full

reports of political speeches came to be confined to local papers reporting on local

politicians or local speeches by national politicians.78 

Another foundation stone of journalistic impartiality was the acceptance by the

late 19th century of positivist epistemology. Brian McNair explains that the rapid

technological progress of the 19th century was accompanied in the realm of philosophy

by the beliefs in rationalism, realism, positivism, and empiricism. These philosophies of

science stressed the possibility of an objective, "knowable" universe, a belief which was

reinforced by the invention of photography which was seen to depict reality without

human intervention. McNair concludes:

Taking all these developments together, journalists at the end of the
nineteenth century were encouraged to assume the existence of a world
"out there" which could be appropriated, or known, through journalism,
with accuracy. The assumption was "not that media are objective, but
that there is a world out there to be objective about."79   
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By the 20th century the journalist therefore found himself in a situation where he was -

in the words of Smith - on the one hand "an employee of a free press living by

controversy; on the other hand he had become tied to an ethic of pure fact, he was

expected to put truth before anything else."80 The new morals of journalism were spelled

out by the President of the Institute of Journalism, Alfred F. Robbins, in a speech to the

Institute's annual conference in 1908:

No editor has the right to ask, no owner has a title to insist upon, a
contributor doing that which, by lowering his moral tone, injures not
only the individual but the institution of which he forms part. A 'good
story' is dearly purchased at the expense of truth; no just cause is served
at the cost of fairness; and it is impossible in the long term for the
journal to retain influence or the journalists to stand well in public
regard if, for passing popularity or a snatching at success, truth and
fairness are either ignored or placed so far in the background as almost
to be lost to view.81 

It is not surprising therefore that a split emerged between news and opinion in

the newspapers. As Stephens points out:

News was increasingly seen as an independent substance, composed of
facts, whereas opinion was something else entirely, something slightly
disreputable - safe only when segregated in editorials or caged in
quotations marks ... Narrators were no longer omniscient; but the facts
reporters gathered were treated as omnipotent.82

Journalists organise as a profession

The new journalism of the 1880s and 1890s led to massive changes in the ranks

of journalists and they started to organise along professional lines. Thousands of people

entered the profession.83 They were hired to report - rapidly and efficiently - on domestic

and foreign events, and "a keen news sense" came to be a prized requirement in

journalism.84 As the news agencies took over the task of covering parliamentary affairs,
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the shorthand reporter was increasingly edged oút. It was no longer enough for a

journalist to be able to take accurate shorthand notes to fill the acres of space devoted to

reports of political speeches. By the end of the 19th century reporters were expected to

be equal to any call or demand that might be made upon them - from covering a police

court to a classical concert, from a fatal accident to an exhibition.85 

Journalism was a popular profession. According to Bainbridge, in the 1880s as

many as a hundred applicants would respond to an advertisement for a reporter at twenty

five shillings a week.86 Journalism attracted men and women of diverse qualities and

aspirations, and this influx coupled with extreme differences in salaries for journalists

led to the establishment in 1884 of the "National Association of Journalists." It was set

up with the purpose of promoting and advancing the common interests of the profession

but also to set up a benefit scheme to protect journalists against death and ill-fortune.87

In 1889 the Association was converted into the Institute for Journalists. It was not clear

from the outset whether the new Institute for Journalists should have the character of a

trade union or be a professional body like those for lawyers, accountants, chemists and

doctors. Around the turn of the century and after a long period of discussion the Institute

rejected all-out trade unionism as its basis and permitted membership for all engaged in

journalism because it was felt that 

journalism was so varied in its character and offered so much scope to
originality and journalists came from so many classes of society that
anything in the nature of ordinary trade unionism was impossible. The
operations of the Institute of Journalists had to be far larger; they had to
go beyond the lines of mere trade unionism and bring in all the
elements which went to make English journalism a great profession -
from the proprietor to the humblest reporter.88 

A trade union for journalists - the National Union for Journalists - was

eventually founded on March 29-30, 1907, in Birmingham to deal with issues of "low

wages, conditions of employment, and tenure of office; to establish out-of-work,

benevolent and superannuation funds; and to deal with questions affecting professional

conduct and etiquette." 89
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3: THE POLITICAL LOGIC OF IMPARTIALITY, 1914-1960

Developments in the press

The period from 1918 through to the 1960s saw two main developments in the

British press. Firstly, the rise of a mass-circulation popular daily press based in London

involving a vast increase in readership but a considerable reduction in the number of

titles. Similarly, the provincial press contracted and a considerable number of

newspapers disappeared although overall circulation rose.90 The second development

was an increasing concentration in the ownership of the press.

In 1918 the total circulation of the national dailies stood at 3.1 million. By 1926

it had climbed to 4.7 million and by 1939 it had risen to 10.6 million.91 Much of the rise

was due to the "circulation wars" between the Mail, Express and the Daily Herald in the

1930s. The war was fought by means of promotion gimmicks buying readers with gifts

like pens, tea-sets, clothes or kitchen equipment. It has been estimated that at the peak of

the campaign the Daily Herald spent £ 3 million a year on gimmicks and the rivals spent

£50.000 to 60.000 a week to keep pace. Also by 1934, 40 per cent of the total staff of

the national press were door-to-door canvassers.92

In Murdoch and Golding's assessment this development made the press even

more dependent on advertising revenue and large sales based on low cover prices. They

point out that in the chase after readers the popular press began to look more and more a

part of the entertainment industry:

It was during the 1930s that popular tabloid journalism borrowing
earlier American styles was employed on a new widespread scale in
Fleet Street.93

Meanwhile the number of newspapers were falling in the provinces. In 1921, 33

of the 65 towns outside London with a daily paper had more than one. By 1947, that

number had dropped to 20; and in 12 of these the competing titles were owned by the
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same proprietor. The decline in the number of provincial morning papers continued and

by 1961 there were just 18 left. Murdoch and Golding concluded that local monopoly

became the rule and reading a morning paper came to mean reading a national.94

However, the provincial papers that did survive for the most part remained prosperous

and strong as the total circulation of provincial papers continued to rise in the period up

til the 1960s.

The Second World War produced a burst in newspaper sales and the circulation

stayed high throughout the 1950s. However, in the 1960s a slump set in for the national

daily papers - except for the quality papers like the Times, Guardian, Financial Times

and the Daily Telegraph. In Murdoch and Golding's view the main explanation is two-

fold. Fistly, televison news became an alternative and increasingly attractive source of

information. Secondly, newspaper prices doubled in the decade from 1960 to 1970

because of a decline in advertising revenue and escalating costs of labour and materials.

This meant that it became too expensive for many people to buy two or more daily

papers.95 

The fierce competition between newspapers in the 1920s and the 1930s also led

to increasing concentration of ownership in the press. In the years between 1921 and

1937, 30 daily and Sunday newspapers disappeared through closures and

amalgamations. This thinning of the ranks reinforced the market dominance of five

companies: Beaverbrook Newspapers, Associated Newspapers, News of the World,

Kemsley Newspapers and Odhams Press. By 1948 the five companies between them

controlled 43 per cent of all newspaper titles in the country.96

Social responsibility of the press

It was widespread concern amongst journalists, intellectuals and the labour

movement about the tendency towards monopoly in the press that led Parliament to set

up a Royal Commission on the Press in 1947. Its brief was to examine the degree of

press monopoly which had developed and whether such concentration was on balance

disadvantageous to the free expression of opinion or accurate presentation of news.97
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The Royal Commission reported in 1949 and in the report it laid down a norm of

social responsibility for the press. The norm was based on the premise that newspapers

might very well be businesses but their role went further than that in a democratic

society:

The democratic form of society demands of its members an active and
intelligent participation in the affairs of their community, whether local
or national. It assumes that they are sufficiently well-informed about the
issues of the day to be able to form the broad judgements required by an
election, and to maintain, between elections, the vigilance necessary in
those whose governors are their servants and not their masters. ...
Democratic society, therefore, needs a clear and truthful account of
events, of their background and their causes; a forum for discussion and
informed criticism; and a means whereby individuals and groups can
express a point of view or advocate a cause.98   

The Royal Commission also outlined the means by which the press could live up

to this public responsibility. They would have to provide full and up-to-date

information together with explanation and comment; the information should be

accurate; and there should be a clear separation of fact from comment. The Commission

also emphasized three other standards of performance: Truthfulness, diversity and

avoiding sensationalism.99

The obligation to provide accurate, truthful and impartial information was never

laid down in any law for the press such as it was later to be for broadcasting news. The

idea of social responsibility was nevertheless influential in the press at the time. The

press had just come out of the Second World War where it had experienced extensive

government control, and the political colour of the post-war administration made

intervention a real possibility so it was thought wise to listen to the Royal Commission

to preserve press freedom. Secondly, similar thoughts about press responsibility had also

been put forward in the United States by the private but influential 1947 Hutchins

Commission on Freedom of the Press100 and in European countries like Germany,

Holland and France which were rebuilding their press system after the war.101 Finally, by

the late 1940s BBC Radio News was already delivering the kind of news service that the
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Royal Commission was looking for from the press. Indeed, Anthony Smith argues that

"with broadcasting's arrival as the new dominant medium, the primacy of the social

responsibility of the newsman became general."102

The rise of broadcasting news

Broadcasting news had, however, been slow in establishing its dominance.

Indeed, from the beginning of BBC News in 1922 until the outbreak of the Second

World War in 1939, it was in effect the British press which set the parameters for the

new radio news service. Seeing radio as a direct competitor, the national and provincial

papers together with the news agencies had succeeded in imposing restrictions on radio

news: it could only be broadcast between 7 pm and 1 am, and the news bulletins were

sent to the BBC over the wires by a consortium of news agencies, and the news was

formally attributed to them.103 The press felt that it was best if the BBC did not collect its

own news but left that to the newspapers and the agencies.

In 1927 the BBC became a public cooperation operating under a Royal Charter

and with a licence from the Post Office. This led to a revision of the agreement with the

press. Broadcasting could now begin at 6.30 pm and the three BBC news staff could

produce up to 400 eye-witness descriptions each year in addition to the news bulletins

which were still to be supplied by the agencies. In 1930 BBC news staff consisted of

two editors and two sub-editors who were now receiving news agency tape directly

rather than just a pre-edited bulletin. In 1932 BBC News won the right to put out

"urgent news" without consulting the news agencies, and in 1934 BBC News became a

BBC department in its own right. At the same time an Empire News Department with

an editor and three sub-editors was also set up.

Early radio journalism

When BBC News was elevated to the status of a department, two journalists

from the newspaper world were soon employed. One of them was Richard Dimbleby

whose vision of radio news was that it should use reports, eye-witness accounts,
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interviews and recordings, and that news in general should be lightened up by the

"infusion of the human element."104 Eventually these suggestions did become part of

standard journalistic practice but the move was slow. In the early 1930s socalled "news

talks" were the only diversions from the straight path of news bulletins. Most of these

commentaries were on foreign affairs, notwithstanding the fact that at the time the BBC

had no foreign correspondents of its own. The technology for on-the-spot reporting did

exist in the form of two mobile recording vans but the "news observers" - as the BBC

journalists were called then - were expected to pursue "actualities" outside their normal

working hours. After the successful on-the-spot coverage of the fire at Crystal Palace in

November 1936 and the Fenland Floods in 1937, on-the-spot reporting became pretty

well established in the BBC. Nevertheless, until 1939 virtually all news was conveyed in

bulletin form by anonymous presenters interspersed only occasionally with on-the-spot

reports and "news-talks". Independent BBC newsgathering hardly existed.

The importance of the Second World War

The outbreak of the Second World War became the impetus for an enormous

change within BBC News. In 1939 the News Department had fifteen members and was

still operating under a six o'clock rule imposed by the press. However, on the first day of

the war BBC News broadcast a bulletin at noon detailing Chamberlain's declaration of

war, and the service thereby entered into regular daytime news broadcasting. From that

day onwards BBC News expanded rapidly. In 1940 23 staff worked in shifts to meet the

demands for increased output, and the Nine O'Clock News had become an institution

attracting an audience of up to 50 per cent of the population.

In 1942 various quarters within the BBC together with the War Office and the

Ministry of Information wanted to develop a "vivid form of reporting which would

involve the civilian audience in the British military campaign."105 BBC News was

elevated once more - this time from department to an entire BBC division, and more

journalists were employed to send back voice reports and recordings for use in the news
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programmes. The reporters were given smaller and lighter reporting equipment and

"news traffic" facilities were set up in anticipation of a flood of reports from Europe and

other war theatres. This new BBC geared to speedy coverage of events now openly

competed with the press for stories. By 1944 it had a substantial corps of war

correspondents: 19 covered the Eastern front, six were in Italy and North Africa, and yet

others stationed in the Far East, the Middle East, Ceylon, India, USSR, the US and the

Pacific. Not surprisingly, the result of all these efforts - a programme called War

Reporting - was highly successful with an audience of between 10 and 15 million

listeners every night.

"Only the news"

BBC Radio News came out of the Second World War to enjoy a brief heyday of

attracting the largest single news audience, a position which was taken over by

television in the 1960s.106 In his book British Broadcasting, Burton Paulu provides a very

instructive snapshot of the state of BBC Radio News by 1955.

News came from three main sources: five news agencies, the constant

monitoring of all foreign broadcasts received in Britain, and from the BBC staff of

specialist correspondents at home and abroad. The newscasts were limited almost

entirely to serious and significant items in the areas of international and foreign events;

news of the British Commonwealth; home, political, and industrial events; significant

developments in literature, the arts, science, and other fields of learning; and the

activities of the royal family. Crimes and accidents were occasionally reported too but

only with the basic facts.107

The aim of the BBC news programme was 

to state the news of the day accurately, fairly, soberly, and impersonally.
It is no part of the aim to induce either optimism or pessimism or to
attract listeners by colourful or sensational reports. The listener has the
right to hear from the BBC all the important news, good or bad; it could
only be wrong on a long-term view to suppress unpalatable facts. ... In
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making its selection, the BBC applies the sole test of news value. To
report a speech or an event implies neither approval nor disapproval
but simply a recognition of its significance as news. ... The BBC does not
make news; it reports the news.108

As a consequence of this policy, Paulu points out, the BBC did not hurry to be

first with news but took the time to confirm it from other sources before broadcasting.

There were no attempts to add colour to a story, and the news was read in a very

impersonal, sober and quiet manner to avoid distracting the attention of the listener

away from the contents.

Why did the BBC adhere so strictly to a policy of impartiality? Schlesinger

points out that the news agency origins of radio news played a big role in this, but there

were also political reasons why radio chose to build a news policy on the doctrine of

hard facts. The General Strike in 1926 was a key event. The BBC was the only source of

information during this time and attracted a national audience. The first Director-

General of the BBC, John Reith, knew that the future of the BBC could depend on its

conduct during the crisis, especially as this was the first time that the BBC had to gather

news itself instead of getting it from the news agencies. The Chancellor of the

Exchequer, Winston Churchill, wanted to commandeer the BBC during the strike such

as the govnernment had the right to do, but Reith argued that to suppress information

was likely to exacerbate the crisis. In Reith's view it would be better to gain the trust of

both strikers and the government "through authentic impartial news" in the hope that

the BBC could facilitate some kind of resolution. Seaton concludes that the BBC

emerged from the crisis "with an ethic of political neutrality which was expressed as

much in the tone of its broadcasts as in any formal regulations."109 The key reason for

BBC neutrality, however, was to avoid a takeover by the government, and it only

worked as a policy because Reith had assured the government of the BBC's general

support for the goverment's side in the general strike.110

Television news

Like radio news, television news was off to a slow start. It took almost 25 years
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from the time the first BBC television programmes were broadcast in the early 1930s

until the first straight news programme was put on air on 5 July 1954.111

Paulu points to three main reasons for the delay in developing television news.

Firstly, due to the slow growth of television in the UK there was little demand for a

television news service before the mid-1950s. Secondly, until commercial television

started broadcasting in 1955 there was little outside impetus to develop a television

news service in the BBC. Finally, the development of a news programme on television

was complicated by attempts to observe the standards and values of BBC Radio News.

The problem was not so much the demands for absolute integrity, accuracy, objectivity

and dominance of content over style and format. What caused real concern was the

question of the news reader. The idea governing BBC Radio News was that in order to

be objective the personality of the news reader had to be minimized to the point of

anonymity. It therefore seemed out of the question to resolve the problem of not having

enough television pictures to illustrate the day's news by showing the television news

reader. 112

This problem frustrated television news for quite some time. In July 1954 the

BBC did begin broadcasting a daily television news programme which combined a five

minute news summary with a traditional newsreel and a five minute weather forecast.

Radio news were responsible for the contents of the news summary which was read out

by an announcer while viewers saw "captions, maps, and still (not moving) pictures -

but never the announcer."113

The status of the newsreader in BBC television news only changed when ITN

began broadcasting in September 1955. ITN set out to challenge the BBC tradition of

announcer-read national news by constructing a news programme built around a news

caster who used personal knowledge and style in the presentation and on occasion also

acted as a reporter gathering news with a camera crew.114 ITN was no less bound to

impartiality than the BBC. Clause 3 c in the 1954 Independent Television Act that

governed ITN clearly stated that: "any news given in the programme (in whatever form)

is to be presented with due accuracy and impartiality".115 According to Schlesinger the
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ITN experiment succeeded because

ITN showed that it could remain within the understood conventions of
impartiality and still mediate the news in a more populist manner.116

In terms of tracing the emergence of impartiality as a journalistic norm it serves

little purpose here to go into the details of the further development of television news

which took place within the BBC and ITN. Worth noting, however, is the emergence of

current affairs as distinct from hard news reporting on television. In 1950, Richard

Dimbleby - after a career as a radio reporter - began to work out ideas for covering what

he called "the big and vital field of topical but non-immediate news."117 The first current

affairs programme was Panorama launched in 1955 by BBC Television. Its anchorman

was Dimbleby himself, and it moved quite rapidly into areas of controversy with its

coverage of political and social stories and international affairs. At a time when BBC

News - controlled by BBC radio - was still struggling to find a format for presentation

of news on television, current affairs was allowing its reporters to put personal stamps

on their stories.118

Versions of the modern-day ideal of impartiality have been enshrined in the

BBC Royal Charter119 as well elevated to law in the 1990 Broadcasting Act. The

Broadcasting Act established an Independent Television Commission to license and

regulate all television stations in Britain apart from the BBC and it replaced the 1954

Independent Television Authority. Section 6b of the Act instructs the Commission to

ensure that "any news given (in whatever form) in [a licensed service's] programmes

[should be] presented with due accuracy and impartiality."120 Further, the Commission

is obliged to draw up a set of rules on how to observe proper impartiality and also secure

that licensed television services adhere to these rules.121

The 1989 BBC Guidelines for factual programmes emphasize that "viewers and

listeners should not be able to gauge from impartial BBC programmes the personal

views of presenters and reporters"122 whilst the Independent Television Commission has

adopted a sligthly more flexible approach to impartiality in their guidelines. ITC
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recognises that different programme formats - news, current affairs, docu-drama etc. -

may require different interpretations of impartiality, and the ITC even allows individual

journalists to make personal programmes about controversial issues provided they are

clearly signposted as such.123

Both the BBC and ITC also operate with a concept called "impartiality over

time". This means that due impartiality need not be achieved within a single programme

but over a longer period of time. The BBC guidelines on impartiality state that

an impartial journalist does not necessarily have to ensure in a single
programme or news item that all sides have an opportunity to speak. ...
Programme heads, editors, and correspondents must [however] ensure
that over time they have done justice in their area to a range of views
and interests.124

However, sometimes impartiality should be achieved at once. For the BBC this

is in cases "where it is not likely that the BBC will soon return to the subject, or the

issues involved are of particular urgency or sensitivity."125 The ITC demands immediate

impartiality in coverage of "major matters" as distinct from "controversial matters as a

whole".126

4: CONCLUSIONS

Summing up the discussions above, it is clear that norms for appropriate

behaviour for journalists have been constantly evolving over the past two centuries in

response to technological and commercial developments and political changes in

society.

Journalism emerged as profession in the period from 1770 to 1855. The

invention of steam printing machines and type-founding in the first part of the 19th

century led to a massive increase in the number of publications as well as in the

circulation of individual papers. It was a time of political partisanship in the press which

was very diverse and counted daily and weekly papers, radical and Chartists papers,

papers representing various professions and interests as well as pressure groups. The

main role of newspapers was to provide political instruction of their readership and
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writing editorials was considered more important than news gathering even if lengthy

reports of political speeches often took up the majority of the editorial space in the

newspaper. The main newsgathering techniques were shorthand and observation,

journalists made no attempt to interview or undertake independent investigations.

Nevertheless, shorthand came to be what set journalism apart as a profession and it gave

journalists an aura of neutrality as they were positioned as the channel between the event

and the readers.

The radical press which consisted of newspapers representing the working class

and the Chartist movement came to play a key role in moving the profession of

journalism away from political partisanship. By the 1830s, the radical press had a

circulation which exceeded that of more mainstream papers, and many parliamentarians

were deeply concerned about the effects of radical journalism and its attacks on the

prevailing social order. Attempts to silence the radical press by imposing taxes on

newspaper production failed, and instead parliamentarians repealed the taxes on

advertising and paper together with the stamp duty during the 1850s in the hope that it

would lead to the establishment of a new cheap press with commercial rather than

radical aims. 

The strategy worked, and a commercially motivated form of impartiality slowly

emerged in the period from the repeal of taxes in 1855 to 1914. A process of

industrialisation took place in the newspaper business with a sharp increase in the

number of publications, and the press came to rely on advertising revenue as a main

source of income. Until the late 1870s the press was still politically partisan but at the

same time news content expanded to include other topics than politics. Lighter writing

styles, more crime and human interest stories, magazine features, gossip columns and

sport made their way onto the news pages, and at the same time war journalism and

investigative campaigning journalism emerged and proved very popular with the

audiences.

These developments were the beginning of the so-called new journalism which

changed the relationship between newspapers and readers from a tutorial one to one of
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market character. The consumption of newspapers quadrupled in the period from 1880

to 1914 and many papers were owned by large companies and press barons who were

more interested in profits than in politics and who saw the main role of the newspaper to

be the provision of a quick, accurate and careful digest of events in the world. The

newly invented telegraph became an important part of newsgathering activities and had

a deep impact on journalism. Using the telegraph was expensive and in order to keep

costs down journalists working for press agencies sent mainly facts over the wire and

left editorialising to staff at the newspapers. This was the beginning of facts-based

journalism which was further reinforced by the fact that press agencies were supplying

news to papers of different political persuasions and therefore needed to stay neutral to

maximise their customer base. At the same time positivist epistemology was

incorporated into journalism and gave credence to the idea that an objective "knowable"

universe existed for journalists to report on. The result was that news came to be seen as

an independent substance composed by facts whilst opinion was segregated into

editorials.

Several developments combined in the 20th century to provide a political reason

for journalists to behave in an impartial manner. The period from 1918 through to the

1960s witnessed a contraction in the number of local as well as national newspapers but

an increase in overall circulation and readership. Fierce competition in the 1920s and the

1930s also led to an increasing concentration of ownership in the press with five

companies controlling 43 per cent of all newspapers in the country. In response to this

concentration, Parliament set up a Royal Commission in 1947 to examine the problems

of press monopoly. Reporting in 1949, the Royal Commission laid down a norm of

social responsibility for the press which required newspapers to keep citizens

sufficiently informed about events to be able to carry out their civic duties through the

provision of full and up-to-date information with explanation and comment, accuracy

and the clear separation of fact from comment. Newspapers adopted the norm of social

responsibility partly as a means to avoid potential political intervention in their business

and partly because the same ideas were also emerging elsewhere in Europe and the US,
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as well as forming the backbone of the popular BBC Radio News service.

BBC Radio News came of age during the Second World War after having spent

almost two decades in the shadow of the press which not only provided the BBC with

the news to broadcast but also imposed restrictions on when it could be broadcast. The

war changed that: the BBC employed its own newsgatherers to report from the theatres

of war and began to compete openly with the press for stories. The radio news service

attracted huge audiences throughout the war and for some years afterwards. Impartiality

and neutrality were key characteristics of the new BBC journalism which in part can be

explained by the news agency origins of broadcasting news but also by the lesson the

BBC learnt during the 1926 General Strike. Here the BBC only narrowly avoided a

government takeover by promising to provide only authentic and impartial news.

The political logic to impartiality has been cemented with the emergence of

television news and television's public service ideals. From the very beginning

television news was under a political obligation to present news in an impartial manner.

The 1954 Independent Television Act which governed ITN clearly stated that any news

had to be presented with due accuracy and impartiality. The requirement for impartiality

is today part of the BBC Charter and the 1990 Broadcasting Act.

The lesson of history is one which emphasizes that journalism is a highly

dynamic profession which continues to adapt to technological and political changes in

society. A recent example is that of satellite technology which has enabled television

news organisations to cover events in real time as and when they happen as well as

assemble enough material for providing continuing 24 hour rolling news services.

Analysing Gulf War coverage, Barbie Zelizer has pointed out how satellite technology

has altered the boundaries of journalistic practice, and how news organisations have

adapted in two ways: imitation and surrender. During the war, television stations tried to

imitate CNN by expanding their news bulletins and rushing stories on air as soon as

possible, whilst newspapers used a number of graphic techniques to imitate the visual

element of real time news. Other news organisations decided to surrender to CNN and

close down their own bureaus in places CNN was covering and instead rely on CNN
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coverage.127 The academic Tapio Varis has added adaption to the list of changes in

journalistic practice in the face of satelitte technologies:

In many cases, the traditional media including national broadcasters
[have been] quick to find their place of giving background information
and explanation to complement the real-time reportage.128   

Satellite technology has also raised questions about what constitutes appropriate

journalistic behaviour, particularly in the context of covering violent conflict. As it will

be discussed in more detail in chapter 3, satellite technology has enabled journalists to

tell stories of violent conflict abroad virtually simultaneously with the events happening

and it has shortened the period of time which is available to outside governments for

contemplating whether and how to intervene in the conflict to a point where politicians

have complained about journalists making up a "something-must-be-done-brigade"

which puts untimely pressure on politicians. Similarly, the former BBC war

correspondent Martin Bell has complained that with satellite technology it is impossible

to carry on the pretense underlying the notion of journalistic objectivity that journalists

and the media do not impact on the events that they are covering.

Therefore: whilst the current understanding of impartiality limits the journalist

in the way a story can be approached and precludes the journalist from assuming a pro-

active role in relation to the situation upon which he or she reports, it is important to

remember that the parameters for appropriate behaviour for journalists are constantly re-

negotiated. Such a historical insight does not imply, however, that impartiality will not

continue to be an enduring value in news production. The political logic of impartiality

is strong and it is unlikely that media organisations will want to completely abandon a

philosophy and work practice which has lent legitimacy to the journalistic enterprise as

well as served as a means to ward off unwanted government intervention in news

production. The real possibility for change in the ways impartiality is understood and

practiced lies instead in the social contract between the media and society. The notion of

social responsibility theory requires journalists to behave in an impartial and neutral

manner when presenting news because it is believed that democracy can be sustained if
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citizens have access to an untainted supply of news about the day's events on which they

can base their political decisions. Satellite technology and real time television has

focused attention on the fact that the media not only report on events but also affect

them and therefore it is possible to imagine that a re-interpretation of impartiality will

be necessary in the not too distant future. Journalists may have to accept that if

journalists impact on conflict processes, this impact should be positive in keeping with

the spirit of social responsibility theory. This would mean that journalists could end up

lending their support to processes of peacemaking or conflict resolution even if

journalists stay neutral on particular issues, outcomes and parties. 
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CHAPTER 2
THE PROCESS OF JOURNALISM

In order to discuss whether journalists can act in any peacemaking roles it is

necessary to have an understanding of how journalists go about producing news.

Understanding news production and explaining why certain events become news and

others do not has been the subject of much academic study, and particularly the

literature on the sociology of journalism has discussed a wide range of issues relating to

journalistic work routines, news values, and the interrelationship between news

organisations and other institutions and actors in society.

Section 1 will briefly outline the main perspectives within the sociology of

journalism before the chapter moves on to reviewing a number of key texts within the

literature as a means of explaining the process of journalism and some of its limitations.

Section 2 discusses how news organisations organize the news gathering process, whilst

section 3 looks at the question of news values and the kinds of events which are likely to

end up as news. It is, however, difficult to identify hard and fast rules for news

production and in section 4 a range of research is presented that points to a number of

complex dynamics between the news organisation and its sources which also impact on

what ends up as news. Finally, section 5 points to lessons for peacemaking journalism

from the literature and also discusses a number of themes which have not been

addressed by researchers working within the sociology of journalism but which could be

very useful from the point of identifying potential peacemaking roles for journalists.

1: SOCIOLOGY OF JOURNALISM

The sociology of journalism began in the early 1950s with gatekeeper studies

which looked at why editors (the gatekeepers of the media) would choose to include in

their papers certain stories from the wire services and de-select others.1 However, it soon

became obvious that news production is not only a question of selection, it is also a

process of construction where journalists actively gather information and write it up as

news stories. As Michael Schudson has pointed out:
60
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In the most elementary way, this is obvious. Journalists write the words
that turn up in the papers or on the screen as stories. Not government
officials, not cultural forces, not "reality" magically transforming itself
into alphabet signs, but flesh-and-blood journalists literally compose the
stories we call news.2

It is equally obvious that news production can not be explained by

reference to journalists alone. Journalists do not operate within a vacuum but are

part of a complex process which is influenced by factors both inside and outside

the news organisation. Over time, then, three main ways of explaining news

contents have emerged in academic research. The first is the paradigm of political

economy which relates the outcome of the news production process to the

economic structure of the news organisation; the second is one which explains

news output as the result of the social organisation of journalism; and the third is

a culturalist perspective which understands news output as the result of interaction

between news organisations, their sources, and other social institutions.3 

The politico-economic approach to the sociology of journalism is one which

believes that the output of journalistic media is determined by the economic structure of

the media organisation. It is founded on a Marxist interpretation of society and

according to Schudson, in this view 

everything in between [the news output and the economic structure of
the news organisation] is a black box that need not be examined to
understand the fundamental consonance between profitseeking private
industry ... and conservative, system-maintaining news.4

McNair explains that in a capitalist society, the media are generally owned by

private business enterprises concentrated in the hands of a small minority of the

population which leads proponents of the politico-economic approach to conclude that

journalism will always serve the cause of the economic masters:

The essence of the politico-economic approach is that the journalism
produced by these organisations is inflected in such a way as to serve
the interests of that minority - to reproduce their ideas, values and ways
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of seeing the world as part of the process by which society is able to
reproduce itself.5 

This approach to understanding news production has often been described by

pluralist media theorists as simple minded because there is plenty of evidence that

journalists can act on their own accord and sometimes will cover stories that challenge

the main powerholders in society. Instead these theorists point to the necessity of

studying the social organisation of journalism in order to understand news contents.

The organisational approach to the sociology of news production explains news

production as a result of the social organisation of journalism. This perspective tries to

understand news output by focusing on the routine professional practices of journalism

and identifying constraints imposed on journalists and their ability to gather news from

inside as well as outside the news organisation. As mentioned above, this particular

approach began in the early 1950s with the study of journalists and editors as

gatekeepers. Gatekeeper studies focused mainly on how individual journalists selected

news for inclusion in newspapers or news bulletins and attempted to identify the kinds

of factors which would impact on the journalist's decision such as professional values,

resources, technology, management concerns, the journalist's personal values and

experiences, and relations with agencies outside the news organisation. The gatekeeping

tradition has by and large been abandoned by modern media scholars in favour of

studies which move beyond the focus on the individual journalist's importance and

autonomy in selecting news. One strand, for instance, has looked at the ways in which

journalists are influenced by their social setting in the workplace, and how news

organisations can constrain and shape the news agenda through means such as on-the-

job socialisation and various kinds of social control in the newsroom. A number of

classic studies from the 1970s and the 1980s make up the foundations of another very

important strand of the sociology of journalism, namely that which explains news

content as the outcome of work routines which journalists employ in order to identify

enough events on a regular basis which have the potential to be turned into news stories.

At its basic level this is an approach which understands a news organisation as a
62
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production facility.6 As Schudson has pointed out, the fundamental conclusion emerging

from the organisational approaches to the study of news is that news is a consumer

product which must be made fresh on a daily basis according to professionally validated

methods of gathering and processing news.7

The third and final perspective on news production is the culturalist perspective.

This perspective evolved, according to McNair, as a result of the difficulties which

sociologists experienced in trying to reconcile the explanation of conservative, system-

maintaining news with the evidence of journalism that did not fit this scheme.

Consequently, McNair explains, culturalists focus not on who owns the news media, but

on how those media are positioned in relation to the power elites within society. In

terms of understanding news contents, this approach is basically attempting to explain

on what terms challengers to the elite can gain access to the media and have their

viewpoints represented in the public forum. McNair concludes that from a culturalist

perspective, the news media in liberal democratic capitalist societies are relatively open

to oppositional and dissenting viewpoints:

It suggests that a struggle takes place, outside the media organisations
themselves, for access, shifting the critical emphasis away from
journalistic bias to the skill and entrepreneurship of social actors in
winning this access.(original emphasis)8

Academic inquiry into all three perspectives has produced research which is of

relevance to the subject matter of this chapter, the process of journalism, even if it is

interesting to note that the literature has mainly explored journalism to come up with an

ideological interpretation of its products and not as a subject in its own right.

2: NEWS PRODUCTION

Newsgathering

Newsgathering is the be all and end all of news production. News organisations
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depend on a regular supply of news. If they want to stay in business, they do not have

the option of deciding not to produce a newspaper or a news bulletin because "nothing

has happened today." That would make their audiences turn to other papers and media

which deliver news at the agreed times. It is therefore evident that news flow has to be

maintained through a process of pro-active newsgathering rather than relying on events

to happen independently of journalistic efforts to seek them out. 

In her book Making News, Gaye Tuchman has likened the organisation of the

newsgathering process to a fish net. Like a fish net is designed to catch fish of a certain

size, the news net is designed to catch news of a certain magnitude.9 To envisage

Tuchman's net, it could be divided into vertical and horizontal strings. The vertical

strings are geographic areas of responsibility; topical specialisation; and organisational

specialisation. The horizontal strings are made up by journalists employed in different

capacities: the media organisation's own employees (journalists), material bought from

journalists employed elsewhere (news services), and the occasional workforce (stringers

and free-lancers). Below, all the strings that make up the mesh in the news net will be

explored and discussed as a way of understanding how journalists work as will some of

the limitations that are imposed on news production by particular ways of organising

newsgathering.

Territorial responsibility

The first vertical string in the news net would be what Tuchman calls "territorial

responsibility."10 This means that the media divide the world into geographical areas and

disperse reporters who all have responsibility for keeping track of events in a certain

territorial area. The actual division used by any specific news organisation will

obviously depend on that organisation's area of coverage. If it is a regional news

organisation, it might decide to allocate reporters to all councils or major cities in its

area of coverage. If it is a national news organisation, it might have regional

correspondents dotted all over the country; reporters at the centre to look after stories of

national importance, and yet other reporters responsible for covering international
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affairs (which again could be divided into geographical areas).

Geographical responsibility has clear implications for news production. The

intention obviously is to ensure that events in a certain area are detected and written up

by journalists as news. But - as Gaye Tuchman points out - the geographical strings in

the net imposes an order on the social world "because it enables news events to occur at

some locations but not others."11 In other words: journalists and news organisations will

learn of events in an area if they are present in that area, but events in areas without

media presence will not become news because no media representatives are there to

record them. 

This point was made particularly forcefully during the debates in the late 1970s

and early 1980s about a New World Information and Communications Order (NWICO).

The debate about a NWICO was initiated by the Non-aligned Movement within

UNESCO and culminated in 1978 with the adoption by that organisation of a motion

calling for a new communications order and the setting up of an International

Commission for the Study of Communication Problems (a.k.a. the MacBride

Commission after its chairman, Sean MacBride). The commission set out to address

some of the main concerns of many Third World countries with regards to the news

media of the West. Firstly, many Third World countries were unhappy with what they

saw as inadequate and superficial coverage by the Western press of developing

countries. They argued that the traditional focus of Western news reporting on "coups

and earthquakes" was imbalanced as well as detrimental to their development process.

Secondly, the de-facto monopoly of Western news agencies on the reporting and

distribution of international news amounted in the view of many Third World countries

to neo-colonialism and cultural domination.12 

Years of debate within UNESCO did not bring about the desired new world

communication and information order, but it did produce a wide range of academic

research on news flows between different parts of the world. The research showed that

huge geographical areas often fall through the holes in the news net. For instance, it has

been estimated that only a few thousand journalists, photographers, and technicians are
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responsible for gathering international news - and most of them are employed by the

main global news agencies Reuters, Associated Press, and the French AFP. Only very

few print and broadcast media can afford to have their own correspondents abroad.

Consequently, newspapers as well as news agencies often rely on "parachute-reporters"

or "airport-correspondents" who can set off to far-away places at short notice when

alerted by a stringer or other media about news-worthy events in that area.13 Writing in

1981, Mort Rosenblum - a long-term correspondent for Associated Press - points to

some of the consequences of such "occasional" reporting:

Because reporters tend to travel in packs, circumstances can focus far
more attention on a particular event than it might ordinarily receive.
Riots in Jamaica happened to coincide with a major International
Monetary Fund meeting there in early 1975, so scores of foreign
reporters were on hand to report them in chilling detail. Had there been
no visiting correspondents, the local Jamaican stringers might not have
seen fit to write, and the disturbance might have been a tree falling
unheard in a forest. ... The situation is similar, or worse in Africa and
Asia. ... Today wide areas in both are rarely visited."14

This still applies today. Writing in 1993, the same author reflects on media coverage of the long-running civil war in Somalia:

During the fall of 1992, the calamity worsened, but hardly any
newspeople came to Somalia. ... Then, on Thanksgiving Day, the
swarm's radar blipped bigtime. President Bush, leaving office, decided
to act: He would commit thirty thousand troops to protect food
deliveries. The parachute journalists mobilized fast. Within days, Dan
Rather, Tom Brokaw and Ted Koppel were broadcasting live from
Mogadishu. Hundreds of correspondents, photographers and
technicians rushed in, bringing everything from satellite uplinks to
Camembert.15

The above example illustrates how whole areas can fall through the news net because

the vertical geographical strings are too far apart. However, sometimes the mesh in the

news net can be so fine in geographical terms that it too prevents some events from

being covered. David Murphy, a journalist-turned-academic, provides this example of

the geographical logic of news production:

When, for instance, I worked in the 1960s as a reporter on a local
weekly newspaper (now defunct) in Stretford, a suburban town (now
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amalgamated into a larger borough) adjacent to Manchester, a plane
crashed in Stockport, a town also adjacent to Manchester, and about 6
miles from our office. It was also, incidentally, the home town from
which the editor ... daily commuted. All that was required of us
reporters, however, was to obtain a list of casualties to see if any of
them were from Stretford or Urmston (which the paper also served). The
same people reading the Manchester evening papers or their national
dailies would be interested in the Stockport catastrophe. But they would
read the Stretford Journal for news about Stretford, not far-off
Stockport.16 

Topical specialisation

A second vertical string in Tuchman's news net is that of topical specialisation. Here reporters are assigned to particular topics. Among the

typical topics are sports, finance, women's issues, culture and education, media, and environment.

The implications of topical news gathering are much the same as those of territorial news gathering. Events which fall into the remit of a

particular and well-established topical specialisation are likely to end up as news stories whereas other events risk going uncovered because no-one is

charged with looking for events of that particular type. 

One important point about topical specialisation is that it often plays a key role in a news organisation's attempt to control the news flow

and ensure that there is always material enough to produce a new edition different from that of yesterday with roughly the same amount of contents.

Many topics which are covered by the news media are not of earth-shattering importance. A regular garden-supplement, a monthly round-up of

developments in culture, or a focus on women's fashion are not meant to sell on their news value but to appeal to special interests in the audience. And if

it is not meant to sell on news value, journalists have the power to produce and release the information at times when it is convenient for the news

organisation.

Journalistic 'beats'    

A third vertical string in Tuchman's news net is the establishment of beats or

even permanent bureaus of reporters at places or organisations which generate a lot of

news on a regular basis.17 Translated into ordinary work-routines this means that

journalists gather news from institutions that in one way or another collect and store

information about events of communal interest. As James Aitchinson points out in his

textbook for trainee journalists Writing for the Press, this means being in regular contact

with sources and places like 

67

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


the council, the local member of Parliament, the court, the police, the
fire-brigade, the ambulance services, the hospital, local industries and
business and their representative bodies, the chamber of trade or
commerce or a traders' association, trade unions and trades councils,
and the local football club. ... [Other sources] are schools and colleges,
churches, local clubs and societies and local branches of national
pressure groups and charities.18 

This list is obviously created with the local and regional media in mind. National

news organisations will almost definitely supplement the list with reporters responsible

for covering  Parliament, other national institutions, and international organisations. 

The main reasons why these institutions are sought out as primary providers of

news are twofold. Firstly, the organisations are capable of supplying journalists with

reliable and predictable quantities of raw material on a regular and scheduled basis.

Secondly, by relying on an institution's own account of its activities, the news

organisation can cut back on the cost of news gathering. 

To understand the above two points a couple of examples are useful. Using the

example of a crime reporter working for a local newspaper in California, Fishman

shows how the journalist routinely consults arrest and investigation reports, coroner's

documents, traffic accident records, crime boards, court calendars, and court case files:

From the reporter's point of view, he [sic] did not have to, nor would it
necessarily have been possible to, witness the commission of crimes or
the operation of law enforcement. The police, sheriffs, and courts
recounted these events for him. Nor did the reporter need to ride in
squad cars, observe autopsies, or be present at every court hearing. The
police, sheriffs, and courts reported on what transpired in these places
too. The reporter conveniently predicated his routine coverage on the
fact that he could cash in on work already done for him by his beat
agencies.19 

Fishman's example is from the United States, but the practice is well-known in

Britain as well, and not only when it comes to crime reporting. Using the example of

coverage of local government, David Murphy explains how journalists in Britain are

able to rely on a regular and predictable supply of information in the shape of the

meetings of the council and its committees and the minutes that officials produce of
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these transactions:

The written material in the council minutes and the meetings themselves
provide the journalist with a supply of news material which can be
processed by paraphrase, summary and amplification. ... The council
then provides the newspaper with a series of events organisationally
constructed within given boundaries, and all that the journalist has to
do is to follow the leads provided, selecting those items which are seen
as having the strongest appeal possible to the audience at which the
paper is aiming.20

Newspapers are highly dependent on the supply of news from society's various

institutions. In 1991, Franklin and Murphy examined the sources of 865 news stories in

14 weekly papers in Scotland and the North of England. 87 per cent of all the stories

came from institutions, and central and local government together with the police and

the courts accounted for 50 of the 87 per cent. Only 1.5 per cent of the stories surveyed

had their roots in public protest, and only 1 per cent were the result of journalistic

investigations.21

Why should there be such a reliance on “official” sources? One obvious

explanation is that journalists in general have to produce the maximum of output for the

minimum of input. As Murphy has noted, journalists often have to produce several

stories in a day:

In the paid for weekly press from four to six journalists will produce the
whole newspaper. In free weekly newspapers there may be as few as one
reporter. Even established big city and regional evening and morning
papers operate with small reporting staffs. The Manchester Evening
News with a circulation of 230,000 has only 25 reporters. ... Each
reporter must write or process a number of stories, rarely fewer than
three - frequently five or more, per day. In this context journalists are
not and cannot be, as they often depict themselves, witnesses of the
events they describe as news.22

Murphy also points out that journalists rely on official sources because they are a

cheap way to gather stories which are considered factually accurate. Journalists rarely

have the time to verify the accuracy of the information they receive. Instead they rely on
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so-called reliable sources such as official spokespersons for one of society's institutions

or official documents. In this way the journalist can protect him or herself from claims

of inaccuracy:

Under normal circumstances if a reporter can show that he or she took
reasonable steps to get a story right then even if it can subsequently be
shown to be incorrect, no harmful consequences will follow other than
perhaps the need for a correction. And reasonable steps in the case of a
story about an organisation is to follow accurately the version of events
put forward by the spokesperson for that organisation.23  

Murphy's observation about the need of journalists to be cost-effective has been

backed up by John H. McManus in an interesting piece of research comparing and

contrasting what he calls the market model and the journalistic model of news

discovery.24 McManus visited a mid-sized, a large, and a very large television news

station in America for 12 days each, and at each station he distributed a questionnaire

which asked reporters and editors to indicate the origins of each story which had been

included in the main newscasts on a number of selected dates. McManus was interested

in finding out how many stories were the result of time-consuming - and therefore

expensive - journalistic efforts and how many were the result of efforts which cost very

little.

He divided the origins of stories into three different levels: Minimally active

discovery included events and issues that journalists learned about without leaving or

phoning outside the news room except to the emergency services. Such means included

the monitoring of other media, press releases, wire services, and scanning police and

emergency service radio channels. Moderately active discovery included events which

originated from reporting initiated by the journalist or previous reporting, or stories

which required follow-up verification such as those originating from anonymous tips.

Highly active discovery required journalists to contact sources outside the newsroom, sit

in on lengthy meetings, develop a source network, and long term searches through

records or documents. McManus found that at the mid-sized station 74 per cent of all

stories were the result of passive discovery, 22 came from moderately active discovery,
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and 4 per cent were the result of highly active discovery. At the large station 59 per cent

of the stories originated in passive discovery, 40 per cent in moderately active discovery,

and only one per cent in highly active discovery. At the very large station 31 per cent of

news originated from passive discovery, 51 per cent from moderately active discovery,

and 17 per cent from highly active discovery. McManus concluded that in all but the

largest station, passive news discovery prevailed, even if the discovery became more

active the greater the station's resources. 

The need to detect a sufficient number of events on a regular basis at the lowest

possible cost to the news organisation also explains why pre-scheduled events such as

news conferences, trials and legislative sessions have a greater chance of becoming

news than unscheduled events. Most news organisations operate a diary system which

pre-scheduled events are entered into, and these diary events often form the backbone of

a day's news production which new and breaking stories are then grafted on to. To be

cost-efficient a news organisation needs journalists to produce material from the

beginning of his or her shift instead of waiting for something to happen. Such a system

obviously rewards those groups and institutions which have the resources and skills

necessary to organise events and feed information about them to journalists in a manner

which make the events appear attractive and relevant to a media audience. As McManus

points out:  

... passive discovery tends to surrender control over the public
information stream to powerful interests in government, large
corporations and among the wealthy. By reducing the cost of discovery
of events and views flattering to themselves, these special interests can
take advantage of cost-conscious media to influence what the public
learns.25

The horizontal strings: different newsgatherers

The horizontal strings in Tuchman's news net are made up by a hierarchy of

newsgatherers of which there are three main types: the "steel-links" are constituted by

the news services to which the news organisation subscribes; the "tensile strength" is

provided by the news organisation's own employees; and the finest mesh in the net is
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made up by stringers and freelance journalists.26

Of the three types of newsgatherers, the news organisation's own employees

usually enjoy the highest status when the editors decide whose products to include in the

paper or news bulletin. One obvious reason is that the news organisation has to pay its

employees anyway and therefore generally does not want to spend money on buying in

freelance material to fill up the paper or bulletin. A second reason is that a news

organisation will generally employ its own journalists to cover the kinds of stories that it

considers to be the key to its identity and audience appeal. Local media will employ

journalists to cover the local areas to maintain control over local news production, and

then rely on the news services to provide them with coverage of national and

international events. Conversely, national media will employ their staff at the centre and

rely on stringers for coverage of the occasional local story with national appeal.

Whichever way the dynamic works, however, news services and employees represent a

fixed cost for the news organisation whereas stringers and freelancers often represent

extra costs. In practice, this often means that a story from a stringer or freelance

journalist is disadvantaged in the competition to be included in the final news product.

In a situation where stringers are only paid on the basis of the items that are eventually

included in the news product, this could mean that potentially important developments

might not be reported because the stringer does not consider reporting them to the news

organisation likely to pay off.

To many news organisations, news services are steel-links in the sense that they

will provide them with far more material on a daily basis than they will ever be able to

use. The material includes hard news as well as softer material like features and

interviews, and not only allows news organisations to provide their audience with a

better service at a reasonable price but also helps them in controlling the news flow.

However, as Tuchman points out, news organisations and news agencies often duplicate

each other's efforts. News organisations often ask their own staff to go and develop their

own angles on stories and events they have learned of through the news services.

Further, news organisations will often place their own reporters in exactly the same
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places and institutions that are already covered by the news services. Tuchman

concludes:

Instead of blanketing the world by their independent efforts, the news
media and the news services leave the same sorts of holes in the news
net, holes justified by a professionally shared notion of the news.27

News processing

Once journalists have gathered and written up their stories, the material is fed

into the news organisation's editorial process.

In his book Journalists at work, Jeremy Tunstall explores the difference between

newsgatherers and what he calls "news processors" in some detail. The tasks of the

processors are significantly different from those of the newsgatherers. Firstly, whereas

the newsgatherer will produce the news items, it is the news processors who will

ultimately decide which stories will be included in the final news product. Secondly,

news processors have the power to alter news copy and will often do that through

cutting, re-writing, up-dating, spell-checking and writing headlines for the news items.

Thirdly, news producers are concerned with the composition and layout of the final

news product and - as Tunstall remarks - "processors must rapidly butcher copy upon

which other men and women have spent their whole day."28 

According to Tunstall, the key difference between news gatherers and news

processors can be found in their orientations. The gatherers are orientated towards their

news sources, the processors towards the ultimate audience and revenue, and this is the

cause of a basic conflict between gatherers and processors:

The processors regard gatherers as over-involved in their particular
subjects; the gatherers see the processors as playing down to the
audience ... The gatherers accuse the processors of cutting stories
needlessly, lacking judgement, and being envious of gatherers.29  

The complexity of the news production process has been illustrated well by

Ericson et al. in the following model (fig. 2.1) which aims to show the many hands and
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processes a news item will go through from the moment it is conceived as an idea until

it eventually appears in the news product. 
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Figure 2.1: The news production process30

The degree to which the above describes the situation at any given news

organisation is less interesting than the basic lesson it provides for the discussion of

journalists as potential peacemakers. If news production is a joint and phased effort by

newsgatherers and news processors then it follows that any peacemaking through the

publication of news items - other than the purely accidental - will also have to be a joint

project between gatherers and processors in order to succeed. Peacemaking through the

news media would be absolutely impossible if, say, a sub-editor did not understand the

peace angle of a newsgatherer's story and edited it out or dropped the item all together,

or alternatively, if a news gatherer was not prepared to use her or his source-net for a

story with a peace angle when requested to do so by a sub-editor. 

The key problem with a model such as the one above is that it is neutral with

regards to news items. As it stands, the model can explain, through backtracking, the

news production process for items that are successful in making it into the newspaper.

However, it does not explain why these items were successful and others not, and it

leaves untouched the concerns that go into news gathering and news editing.

3: WHICH EVENTS BECOME NEWS?

So, which of the events discovered by journalists are likely to be written up as

news? In 1883, Reuters' news service produced a list of what the bureau considered

newsworthy events. It consisted of

Fires, explosions, floods, railway accidents, destructive storms,
earthquakes, shipwrecks, accidents, street riots, strikes, the suicide of
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persons of note, social or political, and murders of a sensational or
atrocious character.31

Even a brief look at current media contents would confirm that the above events

are still considered newsworthy, but also that the list by no means includes all the events

which are covered by modern media. Moreover, a list like the above says nothing about

the considerations that go into determining why these events ended up being

newsworthy in the first place. For such considerations it is necessary to turn to the study

of so-called news values which has aimed to identify the characteristics an event should

possess in order to become newsworthy.

News values

The most influential work in the study of news values has been Johan Galtung

and Mari Ruge's study from 1965 on "The Structure of Foreign News". Originally

published in Journal of Peace Research, the study analyses how three international crises

(Congo, Cuba and Cyprus) were covered by four Norwegian newspapers in the period

from 1960 to 1964. In doing so Galtung and Ruge set forward a number of hypotheses

about the "news factors" which an event can possess, and which can - alone or in

combination - determine whether an event will end up as a news item in a newspaper or

not.

  The 12 news factors Galtung and Ruge proposed were:

1.   Timespan:
An event is more likely to be noticed if its occurrence fits the time
schedule of the medium concerned. For instance, an event begun and
completed in a few hours or less suits a daily newspaper or a news
broadcast while a complex event taking several days to develop suits a
weekly newspaper. Some events are too slow in developing, however
important, to be really "newsworthy" for the mass media.

2.   Intensity or threshold value:
An event is more likely to be noticed if it is of great magnitude, or if its
normal level of significance suddenly increases so as to attract
particular notice. The latter applies where there is normally some
surveillance by the media, e.g. of government or financial matters, or
an ongoing conflict.
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3.   Clarity/Lack of ambiguity:
The less the meaning of an event is in doubt, the more likely it is to be
suitable for news treatment.

4.   Cultural proximity or relevance:
The closer the event to the culture and interest of the intended audience,
the more likely is selection. 

5.   Consonance:
An event which conforms to certain established expectations or
preconceptions is more likely to be selected than one which does not
conform to expectations. For instance, there are parts of the world
where conflict is expected, some activities are inherently dangerous,
others are associated with political change, etc.

6.   Unexpectedness:
Amongst events which are equally consonant in the sense of 5), the
more unusual and unpredictable the actual event, the more likely it is to
be selected.

7.   Continuity:
Once an event has been defined as newsworthy, there will be some
momentum to the continued noticing of the event or related happenings. 
       
8.   Composition:
News events are selected according to their place in a balanced whole
(newspaper or newscast) and some events are consequently selected on
grounds of contrast.

9.   Elite nations:
Events concerning elite nations are more likely to become news.

10.  Elite people:
Events concerning elite people are more likely to become news.

11.  Personal events:
Events which can be seen in personal terms are more likely to become
news.

12.  Negativity:
Negative events are more likely to become news.32 

The first eight news factors were held to be universal by Galtung and Ruge in

the sense that they appeal to journalists anywhere in the world. The last four news

factors, on the other hand, belong to a particular Western news culture. Galtung and

Ruge further linked the news factors in three different ways. Firstly, through an
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additivity hypothesis which states that the more news factors associated with a given

event, the more likely it is to become news. Secondly, through the complementarity

hypothesis which states that if an event is low on one factor it may compensate by being

high on some other factor. Thirdly, through a hypothesis of exclusion, according to

which an event low on all factors will not become news.

Together with Richard Vincent, Galtung has later expanded on the implications

of the complementary hypothesis above which holds that if an event is low on one news

factor it might still become news if it is high on another news factor. He devised the

model below which aims to show what he calls the structure of foreign news. The model

shows the 16 different combinations of news factors 9, 10, 11 and 12 above: reference

to elite nations, reference to elite persons, whether the event is personal or structural,

and whether the event is negative or positive. The figures in brackets are the number of

news factors.

Person negative Person positive Structure Structure
negative positive

_____________________________________________________________________
Elite country any gossip, however happy family cabinet falls elections; 
Elite people false (4) events (3) (3) even minor

(3)  
____________________________________________________________________
Elite country accidents (3) prizes economic economic
Non-elite lottery crashes (2) growth (1)
people wealth (2)

___________________________________________________________________

Non-elite scandals prizes coup d'etat elections;
country (drugs) (3) lottery wealth (2) (2) but major
Elite people change (1)
_____________________________________________________________________
Non-elite mega- miracles (1) revolutions no chance:
country accidents trouble, however
Non-elite (2) riots (1) true (0)
people
_____________________________________________________________________

Figure 2.2 The structure of foreign news33
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Summing up the model, Galtung and Vincent conclude that

From non-elite (Third World countries) for news to be reported, there
will have to be an over-abundance of highly dramatic events, including
but not limited to vast quantities of individuals, but with no coverage of
how structures are operating to produce these unhappy circumstances
for poor people. There will also be news about people high up, highly
personalized, and occasionally with happy tidings, but then preferably
about elite countries. The news could also be entirely depersonalized, in
terms of structure in the form of institutionalized processes. For
countries high up in the system, this means that there will be an over-
representation of elections and transfer of power as parts of news
reporting, focusing on regular or institutionalized processes. In other
words, a structural perspective is given for elite countries, but then as
the orderly workings of institutions. For non-elite countries the rule will
be the scandals and mega-accidents; the riots and the military take-
overs.34

In other words: the ideal top news event is something negative happening to a

person in the elite in an elite country, and the deaths of Princess Diana and Dodi Fayed

in a car accident in Paris in August 1997 must therefore be an archetypical example for

years to come. The model also explains why Princess Diana was successful in attracting

attention to the campaign against landmines in the months before her death. Whilst the

media generally do not devote much attention to the problem of landmines in non-elite

countries as they affect mainly non-elite people, the patronage of the cause by one of the

most newsworthy people in the world was enough to ensure that the issue rose on the

media agenda.

Whilst the above model is far from encompassing all events that might end up as

news, it is still useful because it points to the ethnocentric focus of news production (the

closer to home the better the story), the tendency to focus on dramatic events (accidents,

riots, winning the lottery, political change), the fact that negative events are considered

more newsworthy than positive events (an economic crash is more newsworthy than

economic growth), and the problems of positive structural change making it into the

news, especially if it concerns non-elite people in a non-elite country (a typical example
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would be stories of positive development in the third world). 

Despite the limited scope of the original case-study, Galtung and Ruge's news

factors have been found by a number of media scholars to apply fairly widely and not

only to foreign news.35 Further, although the case-study sought to verify the hypothesis

about news factors by looking at the kinds of stories that were selected once they arrived

in the newsroom on the wire-services, it seems fair to assume that newsgathering

journalists would apply the same criteria to event selection as their editors do later in the

selection process. A journalist who experiences that many of her or his stories have

been rejected for publication by an editor will probably pick up the clues fairly quickly

or risk loosing the job. Further, given that the news production process is elaborate and

involves many people who have to deal with large amounts of stories on a daily basis, it

is necessary that news values are shared to some considerable degree. There is quite

simply not time to discuss the relative news value of each individual item - and neither

newsgatherers, nor news processors can afford to spend much time on items which are

ultimately not newsworthy enough to make it into the final news product.

Galtung and Ruge's news factors are persuasive, but nevertheless some

important qualifications should be made.

Firstly, due to the choice of words with which Galtung and Ruge present their

hypotheses, they end up depicting events as almost tangible affairs with a ready-made

check-list of news factors which require no interpretation from journalists. However,

news factors are not something that are inherent in events, rather they are held by

journalists who then apply them to events to see if those events can be turned into news.

Indeed, Peterson looking at input by journalists rather than at output in content, found

much confirmation of Galtung and Ruge's hypotheses.36 A story from the police records

about a minor car crash in a suburb may not hold much news value in itself before a

journalist puts that crash together with several others in the same area and ascribes the

reason to, say, an increase in the number of youths joy-riding. Similarly, it should also

be remembered that each news organisation believes itself to be distinct from its

competitors, and whilst there are many similarities in the choices of news, there are also
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differences. As Alastair Hetherington has noted in his study of the production of news in

Britain:

... probably every experienced executive in Fleet Street believes that his
[sic!] promotion came at least partly through his personal flair and
originality.37 

A second consideration is that Galtung and Ruge's news factors are based on

propositions from the psychology of individual perception. Whereas this can tell a lot

about what makes people curious and want to learn more, it leaves out the news factors

that have grown out of the history of news production and the role news media play in

society. As shown in the previous chapter, politics was intensely important in shaping

the British newspaper industry, and later on news media have been allocated an

important role in maintaining democracy where they are expected to keep people

informed about political developments in a manner that will allow them to exercise their

civic duties. Hence, politics in all its forms has news value for the media, regardless of

whether people want to know about it or not. Indeed, after studying both academic

analyses and journalistic practices, Alastair Hetherington arrived at the conclusion that

journalists apply two sets of criteria to events to see if they merit becoming a news

story. The first is to assess the political, social, economic and human importance of the

event and the second is asking whether such a news story would interest, excite or

entertain the audience. However, if in doubt, the relative importance of an event would

always take precedence over its ability to interest people, at least in news organisations

with a commitment to serious journalism.38

The chances of an event becoming news can also depend on technological

factors. In television news, for instance, the availability of good and dramatic pictures to

illustrate an event can determine whether it makes in onto a news bulletin or not.

Another interesting point with relation to the selection of events which are

turned into news stories has been made by Mark Fishman. Noticing how people always

employ schemes of interpretation to carve out particular events from a stream of
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ongoing experiences, he was interested in finding out what schemes of interpretation

journalists covering a particular beat were using to identify events worth reporting on

from the huge amounts of information made available to them. His research showed that

journalists covering a particular beat such as the police or local government tended to

identify events by using the same phase structures as those used by the police or local

government agency:

Typical events were organised along a timeline or career path. Thus, the
police reporter saw crime news events organised around legal cases,
each of which progresses through a fixed sequence of phases: the arrest,
the preliminary hearing, arraignment, readiness and settlement hearing,
probation review, and finally the sentencing. The entire sequence of
events is a phase structure, each phase defining a possible news event.39

Fishman also noticed how journalists tended to cover events identified by

following the progression of a case through the various phases by focusing on the

outcome of each phase. Each official phase of a case is organised around some decision

to be made or action to be taken which will settle the case for the time being, and the

decision provides journalists with a highlight or news peg on which to hang their story:

Pleading guilty to interfering with a police officer, getting sentenced to
two years in prison, voting down a rise in the property tax, and passing
a new loitering ordinance are all bureaucratically appropriate
dispositions and they are the stuff of which routine news stories are
made. (original emphasis)40

One consequence of journalists detecting events in the manner described by

Fishman obviously is an increased tendency for journalists to see and understand the

issues in the news in a manner very similar to that of their sources which might make it

harder for journalists to criticise or challenge these sources. Another consequence can be

that journalists will have a tendency to approach issues like crime or local politics as a

range of individual events, rather than a holistic process. A journalist who spends his or

her time covering the crime beat by following the progress of individual cases through

the judicial system may never find the time or have the inclination to cover crime as a

process and look for reasons why people become involved in crime in the first place and
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what could be done to resolve those problems. 

4: DYNAMICS AFFECTING NEWS PRODUCTION

The discussions above paint a picture whereby journalistic output to an

overwhelming degree is determined by those who hold power in society in one way or

another: royalty, people of wealth, politicians, local and national government agencies,

businesses, and people working for the institutions of law and maintaining order such as

the police and the courts. A key question then concerns the ability of other less powerful

groups to gain access to the media and have their views and frames for understanding

events represented in the public forum created and maintained by journalists and their

news organisations. As Brian McNair has pointed out, one particular question is at the

core of much current research within the sociology of journalism, namely

the extent to which journalistic output is closed to alternative
viewpoints, functioning in the interests of a political and economic elite,
and the extent to which, on the contrary, it is open to contesting
dissenting voices. (original emphasis)41 

At one extreme of this debate are Noam Chomsky and Ed Herman who argue

that the media - even in democratic societies where formal censorship is largely absent -

act as a propaganda system which can be used by elites to manipulate public opinion

and mobilise support for the "special interests that dominate the state and private

activity."42 Comparing and contrasting media coverage in the US of mainly foreign

events of a similar type, such as elections in different Central American states where the

US had different interests in the outcome, and the Indochina Wars in Laos and

Cambodia, Herman and Chomsky identified five different newsfilters or means by

which people with money and power can and do affect the news product. Firstly,

Herman and Chomsky point out that the media are owned by an increasingly

concentrated group of people; secondly the reliance by the media on advertising to

create profits imposes limits on what is considered fit to print; thirdly, the media is

reliant on information provided by governments, businesses and experts which are
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funded and approved by the agents of power; fourthly, if the media misbehave they will

be subjected to "flak" which is campaigns by individuals and groups who threaten the

news organisations with letters, phonecalls, petitions, and lawsuits until the news

organisations fall into line again; and finally, anti-communism is used as national

religion and control mechanism warning journalists against covering some forms of

dissent in too sympathetic a manner.43  

Herman and Chomsky's propaganda model is state-centric and mainly concerned

with the way they believe that media content can be shaped to support national interests,

and their research mainly focuses on US national interests. Their work does, however,

have a counterpart at the substate level. Research conducted by critical media scholars

from the late 1960s onwards on the interrelationship between news organisations and

social movements has led to the development of what Barker-Plummer has called a

strong hegemony model. This model holds that commercial media through their

professional routines and practices will serve to "frame" critical social movements and

their activities in trivialising or marginalising ways:

In this model, news media are central players in the systematic
suppression of critical voices.44

Whilst it would be futile to deny that news organisations have the power to

marginalise dissenting voices and experience strong pressures from the powers that be

in society to cover news in ways preferable to them, it would be equally wrong to see

the propaganda model or the strong hegemony model as models which are capable of

explaining all media contents and all the factors which govern the relationship between

news organisations, their sources and their audiences. Media and peace researcher Peter

Bruck has said that many people repeat the same mistake during most of their thinking

lives when considering the relationship between peace and mass communication: they

forget that both peace and communication are processes and not fixed states.45 In a

similar manner, it is important to remember that politics, social movements and

journalism also are processes which are constantly changing and interacting. This is a
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message which has been taken well on board by other researchers within the paradigm

of sociology of journalism, many of whom have challenged deterministic

understandings of news production and looked at the ability of news organisations to

challenge powerholders and promote the views of less powerful groups. They have

pointed to a number of dynamics which makes it very difficult to predict with a high

degree of certainty how a given news organisation will cover particular events. The

discussion below will look at some of this research within three areas: the relationship

between politics and the media, the relationship between media and social movements,

and finally some of the dynamics at works within journalism.  

Politics and media

Gadi Wolfsfeld's work on constructing a model for understanding the role of the

media in unequal political conflicts takes into account a wide range of variables and

dynamic relationships between news organisations and the protagonists in conflict who

try to mobilise media support for their causes. Unequal political conflicts include all

public confrontations between a government and at least one antagonist where the state

has a significantly superior amount of coercive resources at its disposal. Wolfsfeld calls

the more powerful antagonists the authorities, whilst the weaker ones are the

challengers. Wolfsfeld maintains that there are five dynamic dimensions which affect

the interaction between politics and media contents: (1) The political process is more

likely to have an influence on the news media than the news media are on the political

process. This does not deny that news media can influence the political process but

mostly it happens within an agreed political framework and not as challenge to it. After

all, political power can be translated into power over the news media, and more often

than not the media respond to political power, react to political events, and reflect the

reigning political values and norms in society. (2) The authorities' level of control over

the political environment is one of the key variables that determine the role of news

media in political conflict. When authorities succeed in dominating the political

environment, the news media find it difficult to play an independent role. When, on the
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other hand, the authorities lack or lose control it provides the news media with a much

greater array of sources and perspectives from which to chose. (3) The role of the news

media in political conflicts varies over time and circumstance along with such factors as

the political context of the conflict, the resources, skills, and political power of the

players involved, the relationship between the media and each antagonist, the state of

public opinion, the ability of journalists to gain access to the conflict events, and what is

happening in the field. (4) Antagonists compete along two dimensions: one structural

over access and one cultural over media frames. The structural dimension deals with the

extent of mutual dependence between the antagonists and each news medium to explain

the power of each side in the transaction. The cultural dimension deals with how norms,

beliefs, and routines all have impact on the construction of media frames of conflict. (5)

While authorities have tremendous advantages over challengers in the quantity and

quality of media coverage they receive, many challengers can overcome these obstacles

and use the news media as a tool for political influence. Wolfsfeld concludes:

When taken as a whole, these five arguments suggest a process that is
neither linear nor constant. The competition between authorities and
challengers over the news media is as fascinating and unpredictable as
politics itself.46

The work of Daniel Hallin has made another important contribution to the

understanding of what promotes dissent or plurality in journalistic coverage of particular

issues. Testing the conventional wisdom that politicians in the United States decided to

pull out of Vietnam because of hostile media coverage, he found that media coverage

only turned hostile at the moment when politicians themselves had started to question

American involvement in the war. Before then, in the earlier stages of the war, the

majority of politicians had been in agreement about the United States' involvement in

Vietnam, and media coverage of the war at that time was largely uncritical. To explain

his finding, Hallin produced a model of American journalism which argues that the way

journalists approach the coverage of a specific topic depends on whether the topic can

be said to belong in the sphere of consensus, the sphere of legitimate controversy or the
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sphere of deviance.

Figure 2.3: Spheres of consensus, controversy and deviance47

Each sphere has different rules for appropriate journalistic behaviour. The

sphere of consensus is the uncontroversial side of news coverage, which Hallin

describes as the "region of motherhood and apple-pie" where the journalists do not feel

compelled to present opposing views or to remain disinterested observers but instead

serve as "an advocate or celebrant of consensus values". Then there is the sphere of

legitimate controversy where objectivity and balance reign as the supreme journalistic

virtues. It encompasses electoral contests and legislative debates, and its limits are

determined by the major established actors in the political process. Beyond that is the

sphere of deviance which Hallin defines as the 

realm of those political actors and views which journalists and the
political mainstream of society reject as unworthy of being heard. ...
[Journalism] plays the role of exposing, condemning, or excluding from
the public agenda those who violate or challenge the political
consensus. It marks out and defends the limits of acceptable political
conflict.48

Each sphere has internal gradations, and the boundaries between them are often

fuzzy. However, the key point here is that it was disagreement between US politicians

on how to pursue the war aims in Vietnam which was instrumental in moving the issue

of US involvement into the sphere of legitimate controversy, not journalists. The critical
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coverage did not originate within the media but only came about because politicians

became split on the issue, and journalists covered this split as part of their commitment

to impartiality. As Hallin concluded:

... television's turnaround on the war was part of a larger change, a
response as well as a cause of the unhappiness with the war that was
developing at many levels, from the halls of the Pentagon, to Main
Street, USA, and the fire bases of Quang Tri province.49

Applying Hallin's model to media coverage in 1981 of the republican hunger

strikers in the Maze prison in Northern Ireland, Michael von Tangen Page found

evidence in Britain too of Hallin's contention that it is the political elite rather than the

media which sets the boundaries of legitimate political debate within society. The

hunger strikes took place because prisoners were campaigning to be recognised as

political rather than criminal prisoners. Surveying coverage in three different

newspapers at the time of key events, Page found that at no time did journalists allow

the question of the status of prisoners to enter their reports, and instead they just

followed events on a day-by-day basis. Page puts this omission down to a cross-party

consensus on the issue of political status for paramilitary prisoners in Northern Ireland

which held that the prisoners and their demands were too deviant to engage with even if

ten thousand people were marching in the streets of Northern Ireland and one of the

hunger strikers was elected to the British parliament.50

Whilst Page's findings seem to affirm the power of politicians to set the media

agenda by not talking about an issue, Wolfsfeld has pointed out that in fact Hallin's

work also illustrates that it is possible for challengers to shift the media agenda by

working on breaking down elite consensus on a particular issue. Elite support for a

dissenting view means there is a possibility for moving an issue from obscurity and

marginalisation to the centre stage of legitimate controversy.51

The media and social movements

Barker-Plummer has looked at the relationship between social movements and
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the media. She rejects the strong hegemony model as simplistic and too deterministic to

accommodate the day-to-day complexity of media-movement relationships. Instead she

advances a dialogic model which perceives the interaction between social movements

and the media as structured and complex, but essentially indeterminate in the sense that

it is impossible to predict what the outcome will be in all cases.

Barker-Plummer points to five dynamic dimensions in the interaction between

media and social movements which have been neglected by the strong hegemony model:

(1) Social movements are not static entities with one fixed identity. They constantly

change over time depending on who are active within them and the forces they are

responding to, including the media. (2) Movements can and do impact on the way they

are presented in the media by adopting or rejecting strategies for working with the

media. (3) There is no blueprint for the interrelationship between movements and

journalists. Some journalists may be more willing than others to cover the issues of

social movements and incorporate them into their network of sources. (4) The specific

historical context which a movement operates within may also impact on how easy it is

for that movement to gain media access for its points of view. (5) The impact of a

movement on public discourse should be measured over longer periods of time. It is

possible that a movement which in the beginning experiences marginalisation of its

views in the media or failure in achieving its objectives, over time may gain the power

to name new issues and change the questions asked in society, such as the influence of

the women's movement in raising the issue of sexual harassment. Barker-Plummer

concludes: 

All of these aspects of media-movement relations challenge a strong
hegemonic model. The relative complexity of interactions that involve
reflexive individuals in different political-cultural contexts, and the over
determined nature of news as a professional discourse, are all likely to
produce news content that is much more complex and contradictory than
a simply "marginalise" or "incorporate" dichotomy is able to handle. ...
Seeing the media movement relationship as two-way does not preclude it
from being an imbalanced interaction, nor deny that one organisation
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holds more power than the other. ... But to say that a relationship is
difficult, complex, subtle, and unbalanced is not to say its outcomes are
inevitable.52  

Challenges from within the newsroom

Whilst news production is a highly routinized process which favours the

political, economic and social elites in terms of access to the media forum, it does not

mean that elites can not be challenged from within the newsroom and encounter

resistance from journalists when it comes to promoting their view of events.

Firstly, even if passive discovery is the norm, news organisations have the power

and autonomy to allocate journalistic resources to stories which require a high level of

research. The higher the degree of research, the more likely that journalists will

encounter and report on views which challenge the way the story is told by elite sources.

David Murphy, for instance, has pointed to number of examples of such reporting by

local British newspapers which uncovered how detectives in Sheffield were beating

prisoners in police cells during the early 1960s and the investigations in Bradford of

corruption in the Poulson case.53 Murphy has also written a book which details how the

British press in 1986 investigated and challenged the official version of events in the

so-called Stalker Affair, where the Deputy Chief Constable of Manchester, John Stalker,

was removed from duty on shaky pretences of personal wrongdoing after he had come

too close to uncovering evidence of an RUC conspiracy to pervert the cause of justice

following the shootings of six unarmed Roman Catholics in Northern Ireland. Murphy

aimed to show how main stream media could arrive at an explanation of events which

held that Stalker had been set up for a fall by the security forces as a test of what he

called the "convential academic picture of a right-wing-dominated press producing an

ideological justification for the status quo and the forces of control."54 He concluded

that when the version of events promulgated by official sources did not provide an

adequate explanation for why Stalker was removed from duty, the press decided to look

for evidence elsewhere and used different sources, including Stalker himself, to piece
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together another version of reality. Murphy concluded:

... The press cannot be understood simply by deriving its behaviour
from a general model of society. It has to be understood in terms of the
activities of people engaged in a production process under conditions
which vary from situation to situation and do not necessarily produce
results which conform to some universal rationality.55

Secondly, as Wolfsfeld points out there is a long tradition in Western news

media for a public watch-dog role which puts a high value on stories that show how

those in power are corrupt, cruel and incompetent. This adversarial position has become

especially important in journalistic culture since Watergate and has made it more

difficult for powerholders to present their views unchallenged by journalists, in

particular as prizes, awards, promotions and prestige amongst journalists often depend

on their ability to produce stories which uncover some disturbing or shocking aspects of

the social or political world.56

Whether the media watch-dog barks loud enough and at the right things is a

topic of never-ending debate amongst journalists and academics. One critic is Bennet

who argues that media criticisms of authorities tend to be ritualistic in the sense that it

only gives elites the right to criticise; more often than not the target of criticism is an

individual rather than an institution; and the purpose of critique is reform rather than

radical change.57 Others such as Rosen58, Hume59, and Patterson have argued that some

journalists have taken adversarialism to such an extreme that it has totally distorted the

picture of politics in a country like the US. Researching media coverage of presidential

elections between 1960 and 1992, Patterson concluded that it had changed dramatically

and now provides an extremely cynical picture of the political process:

The press makes ... lies appear to be the norm. Candidates are said to
change their positions as they campaign in different regions or talk with
different groups, make promises they plan to break, make commitments
that cannot be honoured even if they try. Cynical manipulation is the
story that is told of candidates' efforts to woo the voters.60
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5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

From the point of identifying potential peacemaking roles for journalists, the

sociology of journalism illuminates some of the limitations and opportunities for

journalistic peacemaking by providing valuable insights into the ways in which

journalists produce news, the kinds of events which are likely to end up as news stories,

and the many different dynamics which impact on news production. However,

researchers within the sociology of journalism have also neglected some themes which

could be very helpful in the endeavour of identifying peacemaking roles for journalists.

These themes will be discussed below after a summary of the lessons learned from the

research reviewed above.

The first and most important lesson is that there is nothing happenstance about

journalism. Journalists employ a set of highly organised routines to survey their

surroundings in order to identify enough material on a regular basis which can be turned

into news. These routines have been likened to a fishnet which aims to catch events of a

certain magnitude by allocating journalistic resources ranging from permanent staff to

news services and stringers to different areas of responsibility, such as geographical

areas, topical specialisations such as environment or sports, and beats such as local

government or the police where journalists specialise in reporting from certain

institutions in society. The metaphor of the fishnet highlights the fact that news only

occurs in places where journalists are based and looking for it whilst events which occur

around the holes in the net risk going uncovered. The debate about a New World

Information and Communication Order showed that events in the Third World often fall

through the news net which is problematic from the point of journalists making any

contributions to peacemaking efforts on North-South issues. On the other hand, it is

possible to add new strings to the news net and, for instance, establish topical

specialisations around issues which are of concern to peacemaking in society. 

Journalists are in general highly dependent on information from society's

institutions, such as the police, the courts, the emergency services, and local and central

government. It is a dependency born out of a desire and need to keep down the costs of
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newsgathering. Journalists do not have the time to witness every event they write about

and instead they often rely on accounts produced by an institution such as the police

about its own activities as the basis for news. These accounts are supplied on a regular

basis, often by spokespeople whom it is safe to quote without further evidential

searches, and they allow journalists to plan their time and maximise the number of

stories they can do in a day. Generally, the smaller the news organisation, the more

stories are produced using minimally active discovery which also explains why planned

events are more likely to make it into the news than un-scheduled events unless the

latter have a certain magnitude and importance to the audience of a particular news

organisation. Highly active discovery most often is the preserve of larger news

organisations with larger financial resources. The implications of such a dependency

obviously are that society's institutions and those with resources to pre-plan events

which attract the attention of journalists find it easier to gain access to the media whilst

less resourceful groups loose out. The issue of access is one which has deeply concerned

members of social movements and peace movements over the years, but on the other

hand, many of these movements have also realised that it is possible to gain some media

access by taking into account the journalists' need to minimize the costs of discovery of

events to write up as news and send the media press releases, put up spokespersons, and

organise events.

What kind of events are likely to end up as news? Put very bluntly, news is those

events which journalists decide are newsworthy. No event comes with characteristics

that guarantees it a place in the news. Nevertheless, it is possible to point to a number of

factors which guide journalists in their selection of events to cover. In democratic and

capitalist societies, political events are generally considered very newsworthy, which

can be explained by reference to the origins of journalism as a tool for political

instruction and because of the media's role in maintaining democracy. Other news

values are timeliness, drama, magnitude, relevance, importance, consonance, clarity,

unexpectedness, continuity, composition and events which concern elite nations or elite
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people, and events which can be described in personal terms, and events which are

negative. Yet other events end up as news because a new decision has been made in an

ongoing story which the journalist has been following such as the sentencing in court of

a person arrested three weeks earlier, or a local government committee passing a

proposal which has been considered for some time. There are no hard and fast rules

when it comes to news values but it is possible to point to some biases that grow out of

the values mentioned above. News production is biased in favour of events which take

place within a short timespan and fit the production cycle of the news medium, whilst

change - including positive social change - taking place over a long period of time tends

to go unnoticed. News production is biased in favour of drama and crises often with

violence as a trigger-event for media attention, but against paying attention to the build-

up and de-escalation of crises which makes it harder for journalists to help prevent

crises or contribute to the solution of crises. News has a bias toward ethnocentrism, no

matter where you are in the world. And news has a tendency to deal with larger issues in

small bits, rather than taking a holistic approach - such as covering crime on a case-by-

case basis rather than as a social issue.    

Finally, more recent research into the sociology of journalism has shown that

journalism is a process which interacts with other institutions in society and makes it

hard to determine exactly how a certain news organisation will cover a certain event.

Whilst it remains true that newsgathering and production routines favour the most

resourceful in society, they are by no means guaranteed an easy ride. The powerful

encounters resistance from other political actors who compete with them over media

access and frames for understanding events, and sometimes less powerful actors succeed

in creating dissent within those groups which automatically have the ear of the media by

virtue of their political, economic or social status. Sometimes media organisations will

exercise their power to abandon a policy of minimally active discovery and decide to

investigate an issue opening it up to further scrutiny, just as adversarial and investigative

journalism aimed at exposing corruption and wrongdoing by the powerful enjoys high

professional status.
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Agency, autonomy and media agendas?

Reading through the main literature on the sociology of news it becomes clear

that it does not really address the question of the potential agency of individual

journalists as well as news organisations in contributing to positive social change in

society.

At the level of individual journalists, the literature pays little attention to the

autonomy of journalists to shape and frame events when reporting on them. In fact, after

media researchers abandoned their focus on individual gatekeepers in favour of

understanding the dynamics of news production, the literature has peeled layer after

layer of the notion that journalists do have any autonomy at all, to the point where it

appears naive to insist that it does still exist. Indeed, amongst critical media researchers

even ideals of professionalism are seen as measures of social control which ensure that

journalists do not exercise too much autonomy in the way they approach coverage of

events.61 Whilst it is true that journalists employed by mainstream media are not given a

platform to argue for revolution and overthrow of the system, that should not prevent

serious academic attention to issues of journalistic autonomy within the news system.

Personal autonomy is a key way of initiating processes of change in any organisation,

and it would be interesting to study how and to what extent individual journalists can

exercise autonomy in the choice of events to cover and the way they are presented, and

in particular how autonomous behaviour can contribute to processes of positive social

change in society. 

That the possibility exists should be self evident. Firstly, like any other

profession, journalists can exercise their craft with more or less skill, and like any other

profession, journalists gather on a regular basis to reward those who have performed

well. This dynamic has already been utilised by a number of organisations in the context

of the contributions that journalists could make to processes of peacemaking in society.

The United Nation Association in Australia offers a yearly Media Peace Award to media

individuals and teams whose work has made a significant contribution to the resolution
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of conflict. A similar award has been created in Canada by the Fund for Dispute

Resolution. It is administered by the Canadian Association for Journalists and rewards

those journalists whose work has contributed to a better understanding of particular

conflicts. Such awards underline the point that the individual does matter in journalism -

not all journalists are equally good at analysing conflicts, for instance - and also that

individual approaches are allowed to win through in the news product, and that a

conflict does not have to be reported in a certain way. Secondly, as Barker-Plummer

has pointed out in the context of covering women's issues, the personal background and

experiences of individual journalists can leave them open to certain new ideas, and the

women's movement in the US managed over time to build a de-facto women's issue beat

in Washington by courting and supporting a group of sympathetic women reporters:

The women journalists involved in these interactions were not atypical
reporters. Generally, they followed the same routines as their colleagues
... [and] these women journalists were by no means always feminists but
because they had different experiential backgrounds from their male
colleagues, they were willing to bring their 'professional' judgement to
bear on feminist sources of information. ... These kinds of interchanges
between activists and journalists, in which the source base is expanded
by sympathetic journalists to include new voices, remain one of the few
ways the news can be easily modified in the short term.62

A second theme which is not explored in the sociology of journalism is the

potential of news organisations to contribute positively to processes of social change in

society, whether that contribution comes about as a deliberate act on the part of the news

organisation or is an unintended side effect. There are a number of reasons why such a

theme might not have been immediately obvious to research for people working within

the sociology of news. Firstly, as was discussed in the previous chapter, journalists and

the media subscribe to professional ideals of impartiality which would appear to give

little room for considering deliberate contributions to social change on the part of the

media, and this view might have been accepted by some media researchers. Secondly,

the language of sociology is no less confrontational and informed by critical suspicion

than that which journalists have often been criticised for. The preceding pages have
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described journalists and the media in terms of contests, conflicts, social control,

authorities, challengers, elites, non-elites, hegemonic behaviour, dominance and

marginalisation. They are words which do affect the perception of the subject under

study and that might in part explain why media research often focuses on the constraints

of news production in terms of social change instead of looking for the potentials for

cooperation and positive contributions from the media. A third and much more

important reason might be the metaphor which underlies much research in the area of

news production and its relationship to conflicts, namely that the media is an arena in

which conflicts are played out where journalists are spectators charged mainly with the

task of telling the story of the conflict, not actors with their own agenda and wish to

impact on the dramas in the arena. Gadi Wolfsfeld has provided a particular strong

example of this metaphor in the introduction to his book about the impact of the media

on political conflicts:

Imagine, if you would, a not-so-mythical world in which conflicts are
fought within a magnificent arena. The arena was built with the latest
technology and allows millions to hear stories about the battles that take
place throughout the day without even coming to the event. The crowd
who actually views the battles is surprisingly small. It is composed of
professional story-tellers (sometimes called journalists) who are
responsible for turning even the most monotonous of contests into
exciting drama.63

In this view, news media is something that people compete over in terms of

access and ways of framing the events. Whilst this view acknowledges that the media

can impact on these competitions, it is an impact which grows out of news routines and

their interaction with various dynamics in society. It does not really consider the ability

and wishes news organisations might have to impose certain rules on the way

competitions and contests are played out in the media arena.

Yet, here too there is evidence that sometimes news organisations impose their

own agenda on the conflicts played out in the news for the sake of positive social

change. Whilst controversial at times, investigative journalism with a campaigning aim

has been used by many news organisations to expose wrongdoings and press for
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political or social change. Local news organisations often engage in campaigns which

aim to benefit their local community. And many of the examples of peacemaking

journalism which will be presented in the following chapters have been born out the

explicit desire by the news organisation to have a positive impact on a situation of

conflict.  

Robert Karl Manoff, Director of the Center for War, Peace and the News Media

at New York University has followed the emergence of media-based initiatives to

minimize conflict and has pointed out that such initiatives represent largely intuitive

responses to the challenge posed by conflict and the ideas are based on little or no

analysis of the media's potential roles or their actual capabilities.64 Part of the reason

why such an analysis does not exist can be found in the failure of the sociology of

journalism to find answers to questions such as these: In what ways do news

organisations contribute to social change in society, and how can the interrelationship

between media and social change be utilised in a positive way? What forms can such

contributions take? Can they be unintended side effects of news production? Under

what circumstances will news organisations consider acting in support of processes of

social change in society? What limitations do norms for professional behaviour impose

on the willingness and ability of journalists and news organisations to contribute to

positive social change? How important are individual journalists in initiating change

within news organisations in terms of deciding which events to cover and how that

coverage should be? Answers to questions such as those above could then be applied to

the issue of peacemaking and conflict resolution as a way of identifying potential

peacemaking roles for journalists. In the absence of such research, the next two chapters

approach the issue in a different manner: chapter 3 charts the emerging discourse of

peacemaking journalism as a means to identifying some of the underlying themes and

assumptions of the current debate, whilst chapter 4 outlines a framework for

peacemaking journalism which is based on a commonsense approach to the relationship

between the process of journalism and the process of conflict and peacemaking.   
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PART TWO: LINKING JOURNALISTS WITH PEACEMAKING

CHAPTER 3
MAPPING THE EMERGING DEBATE ABOUT

 PEACEMAKING JOURNALISM

In 1993 when research for this thesis began the literature on journalism and its

potential for peacemaking and conflict resolution was very limited indeed.1 By 1998,

however, the role of the media and journalism in conflicts and their resolution has

become an issue of journalistic soul searching as well as a topic for increased academic

scrutiny to the point where it is possible to talk about an emerging discourse of

peacemaking and conflict resolving journalism. The aim of chapter 3 is to trace some of

the most important current ideas and discussions about the peacemaking potential of

journalism.

Section 1 points out that the ideal that journalists are international actors who

should serve the cause of peace rather than war has existed since the end of the First

World War. The ideal has been expressed through journalists' own codes of ethics as

well as in international communication law even if the conceptualisation of the exact

relationship between peace and journalism has been rather weak. The emerging

discourse of peacemaking journalism is informed by a number of different paradigms,

including those of journalism, conflict resolution, and political communication and

section 2 briefly outlines the merits of each paradigm before turning to a thematic

discussion of a number of key issues in the current debate about the impact of

journalism on efforts of conflict management in society. The first theme is that of the

relationship between journalism and diplomacy. Historically there has been a perception

that interest from journalists in ongoing diplomatic efforts at resolving conflict was

likely to be counter-productive and put such negotiations in jeopardy. This problem of

publicity is assessed and challenged, before the section moves on to discussing the

relative power of journalists to bring about action to resolve the crises that are the

subject of so much journalistic output. This is a question which has become increasingly

important as many conflicts in the world seem to require outside intervention in order to
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be moved into a more non-violent direction, and the public debate seems to nurture an

assumption that there is an automatic cause and effect relationship between media

pictures and subsequent government action on crises such as Bosnia, Rwanda, Somalia

and Chechnya. The section continues to discuss a number of ideas for peacemaking

journalism which have grown out of criticisms of war reporting. By and large, these

arguments focus on how journalists can counter the drive to violence and war in society

and avoid becoming enrolled in propaganda efforts on behalf of war. The section

concludes with a discussion of the idea of Journalism of Attachment which has been

propagated by former BBC correspondent, Martin Bell, as a moral prism for reporting

the atrocities perpetrated against innocent victims of war.

Having established that journalists can and do have an impact on conflict

management in society, section 3 is a discussion of a number of ideas currently

circulating about how that impact can be used for the ends of peacemaking. Some of

these ideas present little or no challenge to the values and norms of journalism whilst

others challenge news values as well as ideas of what constitutes appropriate behaviour

for journalists. The organisation of the discussion follows this distinction and the

section covers ideas such as providing a neutral and impartial news service to areas

embroiled in ethnic conflict, early warning, conflict analysis, the inclusion of more good

news and stories of conflict resolution on the news agenda, and the civic journalism

movement in the United States.

1: JOURNALISM AND PEACE IN A HISTORICAL LIGHT

Historically there has been a clear appreciation of the fact that journalism can

play a role in conflict, its prevention and its resolution. Firmly embedded in a

framework of interstate relations and mainly understood in the context of peace and war,

numerous international laws, conventions and codes of ethics for journalists have

confirmed that the notion of journalists as peacemakers exists as an ideal.

Howard Frederick has traced the emergence of international communication law,

and he points out that the First World War and the Russian revolution ideologised
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international relations in general and gave the media a powerful role in international

political communication.2 At the same time a body of opinion emerged which held that

journalists in their capacity as actors in international politics should strive to serve the

cause of peace rather than that of aggression or war. For instance, in a 1925 resolution

entitled the "Collaboration of the Press in the Organization of Peace" the League of

Nations stated that 

The Press constitutes the most effective means of guiding public opinion
towards moral disarmament, which is a concomitant for conditions of
material disarmament.3

A few years later, in 1936, the Congress of the International Union of Press

Associations adopted principles some of which urged journalists to

- abstain from all praise of violence or incitement to the use of 
  violence for settlement of disputes in other states;
- fight everywhere against the mistaken idea that there are disputes
  in the world incapable of solution otherwise than by war and
  hence that war is inevitable4

   

Since then journalists have continued to address the question of their own role in

war and peace through the adoption of professional codes of ethics,5 the most wide-

ranging of which is the 1983 International Principles of Professional Ethics in

Journalism. Agreed by professional organisations representing 400,000 journalists

worldwide, including the International Organisation of Journalists, the International

Union of the Press, and the Federation of Latin American Journalists, the principles

aimed to redefine journalism as a socially committed profession which should not be

neutral with regard to the universal values of peace, democracy, human rights, social

progress, national liberation, nor with regards to violations of humanity such as wars,

the arms race, violence, hatred, discrimination, and oppression. Kaarle Nordenstreng

points out that according to these ethics, the professional role of all journalists would be

to pursue not only truth in general but also the universal values of humanism:
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In other words, the definition of professionalism [took] a great leap
forward from the libertarian notion of a journalist, whose task is to
transmit facts and opinions by remaining independent and neutral with
regard to various socio-political values.6

Whilst Nordenstreng acknowledges that not all journalists are likely to practice

or even accept the ethics advocated above, it still represents an important trend amongst

professional journalists to accept that it is possible for journalists to be committed to

certain political values such as those which constitute the foundation of international

law and order:

Thus, the new professional ethics in journalism does not bring any
particular "politization" into the field of information; it only provides a
safeguard against policies which depart from the universally recognised
values of peace, democracy etc. ... In this respect, the new professional
ethics has as "impartial" a foundation as can be imagined: the universal
values of the international community.7

Declarations about the media's role in maintaining peace and building

understanding between peoples and states have also been made repeatedly within the

UN system. One of the most comprehensive declarations is UNESCO's 1978 Mass

Media Declaration which article III, point 2 reads

In countering aggressive war, racialism, apartheid and other violations
of human rights ... the mass media, by disseminating information on the
aims, aspirations, cultures and needs of all peoples, contribute to
eliminate ignorance and misunderstandings between peoples, ... thereby
promoting the formulation by States of the policies best able to promote
the reduction of international tension and the peaceful and equitable
settlement of international disputes.8

Unesco's Mass Media Declaration is but one example of a vast number of

international laws and instruments which stress the importance of communication in the

media to the maintenance of peaceful relations between peoples and states.9

Collectively, the laws and instruments have been addressing military as well as political

aspects of international relations. On the military side, they have called for the media's

help in building a climate conducive to disarmament, and they prohibit journalists from
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engaging in propaganda for war and the use of weapons of mass destruction. On the

political side, the laws and instruments have called for the media to help disseminate

information which will promote détente and international understanding which in turn

will promote peace and cooperation among nations.10 

Despite the fact that international law asserts that media organisations and

journalists are actors in the international system with an obligation towards maintaining

peace, only few ideas have been put forward with regards to how exactly to interpret

that obligation. Indeed, in a 1984 assessment of international conventions in the area of

media and peace, Nordenstreng concluded that the conceptualisation of the link between

information and peaceful relations was rather vague and placed no clearcut obligations

on the contents of communication:

As a matter of fact, information is often thought of as an abstract
category, in the sense of unrestrained free flow. As such, it is understood
to be a factor which, without any contentious considerations, will
promote peace and détente, or which is an integral part of peaceful
international relations.11

2: JOURNALISTS AND CONFLICT MANAGEMENT

Contributions to the current discussions about the peacemaking or conflict

resolving potential of journalism come from three different main paradigms and

discourses.

The first set of contributions comes from within the journalistic paradigm and

the different media organisations which have deliberately ventured into the area of

peacemaking or conflict resolution to help their audiences deal with conflicts affecting

them - often with the backing of external funders. This group includes such diverse

projects as radio stations broadcasting impartial news and pro-social education to areas

embroiled in ethnic conflict12, to newspapers in Northern Ireland uniting across the

sectarian divide to facilitate telephone-polls against continued violence from

paramilitary organisations13, to the phenomenon of civic journalism in the US which

aims to facilitate processes of problemsolving and rebuilding civil society in American
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cities14. Over the past several years the Center for War, Peace, and the News Media at

New York University has been making an inventory of such media-based initiatives to

minimize conflict. The list stretches to more than 100 inititatives but as the director of

the centre, Robert Karl Manoff  concluded at a conference in 1997  

... these initiatives represent a largely intuitive response to the challenge
posed by conflict, based on little or no analysis of the media's potential
roles or their actual capabilities, and produced on an ad hoc basis by a
diverse and changing constellation of private enterprises, NGOs,
governmental agencies, and multilateral institutions which communicate
little and have had few opportunities to learn from one another.15

 

Despite the lack of a conceptual framework, the projects are nevertheless very

valuable. They all contribute to building an understanding of the possibilities for and

limitations to peacemaking by journalists which can be used to develop the analysis

Manoff is looking for. The projects also show how journalists negotiate obstacles to

peacemaking which may arise from journalistic norms and work practices.

The second set of contributions comes from the paradigm of conflict resolution

where academics and NGOs in the area of conflict resolution are conducting research

and/or developing training programmes in the area of peacemaking or conflict resolving

journalism. The group is very diverse and counts academics and NGOs from many

different countries such as the United States, Canada, South Africa, Australia, Sri

Lanka, and Britain.16 Some of the most important work within the conflict resolution

paradigm centers on adapting the theory of conflict resolution to the needs and processes

of journalism so that conflict resolution techniques can be become a practical and

integral part of news production.

The third and final set of contributions comes from academic research in the

area where the disciplines of media studies and politics converge in the sub-category of

political communication. In particular, the impact of television news on the conduct of

foreign policy has been the subject of much scrutiny. Whilst much of this research has

focused on tracing any - as opposed to only peacemaking - outcomes of interaction

between media contents and policy making processes, it still has much to contribute to
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the field of peacemaking and conflict resolving journalism as it considers issues which

are not necessarily covered by the paradigms of journalism and conflict resolution. This

includes issues of the relative power of media and journalists within policy processes;

whether the media agenda is set by journalists or their sources; and the power of other

actors than politicians and journalists to impact on processes of conflict and their

resolution, such as groups which use terrorism to communicate their messages.

The discussions below will draw on a range of materials from within these three

discourses but it would be impossible to cover them all, and in this sense the following

should not be understood as a literature review but as a thematic discussion of some of

the most important themes and ideas in the emerging discourse of peacemaking

journalism.

2A: DIPLOMACY AND PUBLICITY

Whilst international laws, conventions and codes of ethics have talked mainly in

the abstract about the obligation of journalists to serve the cause of peace and

international cooperation, diplomats and politicians have been cautious about the actual

involvement of journalists in foreign policy processes. Generally speaking, diplomats

and policy makers have tried to use the power of publicity for their own ends and there

has been widespread agreement that interest from journalists and the media in the

progress of negotiations often is counter-productive to the process of facilitating

agreement between conflicting parties. For large parts of this century journalists have

cooperated with diplomats and politicians in a positive spirit but more recently their

relationship has become far more adversarial.

In a study of the use of publicity in diplomacy between England and Germany in

the period from 1890-1914, Oron James Hale has pointed out that quite early on

diplomats made strategic use of the publicity afforded by newspapers in their

management of relations between states. Whilst there was a strong aversion to publicity

during negotiations, treaties and military or alliance obligations were routinely

published either as a means of deterrence or to make parties publicly pledged to the
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agreements they had entered into. Publicity was also used in various ways to manipulate

the outcome of negotiations or secure or deter public support for certain positions.17

However, at the same time a new factor in foreign policy emerged, namely that

of the public. Against a background of general male suffrage, growing rates of literacy,

and a massive rise in newspaper production and consumption, the traditional secret

diplomacy of governments came under attack and was labelled a "great conspiracy

against the public welfare"18, and in many countries opposition politicians and citizens

insisted on democratisation of foreign policy through greater openness. They also used

the media as a tool to impact on foreign policy:

.... newspaper editors, party leaders, private persons, and pressure
groups employed all the techniques of propaganda, agitation and
advertising to bend the foreign policy of the government.19 

In his history of the relationship between media and international affairs,20 Philip

M. Taylor concluded that in the period after the end of the First World War,

governments in many democracies were forced to become accountable to the forces of

public opinion in whose name they were operating and they began providing people

with the legitimisation required for decisions about war and peace:

By the 1930s, the mass media had already emerged as the interface
between the once-secret world of diplomacy and the publicity conscious
public sphere. They provided invaluable information for government
and people alike, with the foreign department of The Times, for example,
often being regarded by foreign affairs specialists in the first half of this
century as a more valuable source of intelligence than the Foreign
Office itself. Correspondents could go where diplomats dare not ...
[and] on their return, most correspondents would not think twice about
debriefing State Departments or Foreign Offices about their visits and
interviews with foreign officials and heads of state.21

Journalists were willing to cooperate with their national governments and

provide them with information which governments at times had found it difficult to

obtain themselves. The willingness of the media and journalists to put their resouces at

the disposal of governments has, however, never been reciprocated in kind by

diplomats. When moving beyond the personal relationships between diplomats and
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reporters, the conceptual relationship between the practice of diplomacy and the media

production process has rarely been comfortable. Diplomacy is about the routine

implementation of policy decisions made by politicians, and professional career

diplomats normally operate quietly out of the glare of the media. At times of crisis or

negotiations, diplomats  like media attention even less. As  Taylor has pointed out:

It is then that they begin to see journalists as intruders, potential
mischief-makers who can jeopardise their quiet, methodical ways of
working by publicising or exaggerating some disagreement or point of
legitimate negotiation. 22 

In a similar vein, former UN Secretary General, Boutros Boutros-Ghali has

described the fundamental tensions he sees between the practice of journalism and

diplomacy. According to Boutros-Ghali, diplomacy requires privacy and time, and it

seeks compatibility and reconciliation whereas the media is looking for publicity and

immediacy, and seeks conflict and confrontation.23 In his view the media can be counter-

productive to efforts of resolving a conflict because journalists sometimes seek to

apportion blame and responsibility which is then fed back into the negotiations together

with reactions from the parties' constituencies, or because media coverage of small day-

by-day developments or setbacks can miss the bigger picture of evolving change:

Sometimes, the very fact that diplomatic discussions are taking place, if
made public, is enough to cause such talks to collapse ... Concessions
are easier to make when they are hard to see, or when those who make
them do so without attribution at the time. Successes, when they come,
often are easier or greater when those responsible do not take the
credit ... When a party to negotiation commits an error, it may be best
not to characterize it quickly. Let time go by and the situation may
improve. The ups and downs of the dance of diplomacy should not be
captured at the top or bottom of their movement. Rarely is it desirable to
take snapshots to freeze a moment in time.24
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Similar arguments have been used against untimely media attention within the

paradigm of conflict resolution, which also encompasses conflicts other than

international disputes between nation states. In 1994, for instance, the Institute for

Conflict Analysis and Resolution at George Mason University in the US produced a

handbook for journalists called Frameworks for Interpreting Conflicts.25 The handbook

reminded journalists that there are good reasons why conflict resolvers want to maintain

privacy in their work:

Facilitating discussion of a serious social conflict requires that the
parties be free to make statements, take positions, and consider
alternatives that would be politically suicidal if done publicly. Problem-
solving and publicity on difficult, divisive conflicts seldom mix. An
analytical conflict resolution process cannot take place where the
participants are playing to an audience or fearing its reaction. (original
emphasis).26

It would be wrong, however, to conclude at this point that publicity and

diplomacy/conflict resolution do not mix per se. Firstly, the tensions between journalism

and conflict resolvers to a large degree depend on how journalists behave when

approaching the coverage of a situation of conflict resolution and/or diplomacy.

Secondly, it is possible to argue that publicity via the media can play very positive roles

during those processes and that the absence of enough information in the public domain

may in fact hamper the progress of a conflict resolving process which always enters a

phase of implementation once negotiations are over. Thirdly, the advent of real-time

television has made the distinction between journalism and diplomacy rather blurred

because television has become an immediate soure of diplomatic information as well as

an avenue to respond to new developments in a manner that makes it viable to talk

about tele-diplomacy which is conducted in full public view.  

Journalistic  behaviour

It has been said that journalists are only interested in publicity whereas the

diplomat always thinks in terms of the effect publicity can have on policy.27 But such a
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statement is far too crude and does not take into account the differences between

journalists and their working conditions which allow some journalists to consider the

effect of publicity on policy and withhold information for a period whilst other

journalists do not have that privilege. 

In the early 1970s, W. Phillips Davison interviewed 34 diplomats and 26

diplomatic correspondents in the US and Europe. His findings showed that diplomats

distinguished between two types of journalists: Reporters from popular mass-circulation

newspapers were disregarded whereas correspondents for quality newspapers were held

in high esteem and together with the diplomats formed a diplomatic reporting network.

Within the network, information was exchanged subject to a complicated framework of

checks and balances where diplomats supplying insufficient amounts of information or

journalists breaking the trusts of diplomats all risked being excluded from the network.28

Much of the work produced by diplomatic correspondents was enterprise reporting

which gave many journalists the freedom to decide when to publish the information

made available to them. As Davison pointed out:

Diplomatic correspondents usually have more freedom to choose when
they will use a given item of information than journalists who are mainly
concerned with spot news. If the latter withhold a potentially
newsworthy fact, they are likely to be scooped by the competition. But
reporters specialising in internatioanl affairs are less subject to this
hazard. Their products are likely to be a jigsaw picture made up of
many small pieces. Competing reporters will not usually have the same
pieces.29

Davison found that it was not unusual for journalists to withhold information

about attempts at mediating in an international dispute because they judged that badly

timed publicity could be counter-productive in the situation.30

The degree of trust and closeness between journalists and their diplomatic

sources can also determine whether journalists will seek to publish no matter the

consequences or can be talked into "sitting" on the information for a while. Taylor

points to a telling example of what close relations between sources and a journalist can

mean: In 1961, the American press corps knew of the 1961 Bay of Pigs episode in
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advance but adhered to a White House request not to publish anything until after it was

over. Not so in 1993 when the US government was preparing an operation in Haiti.

Hundreds of journalists defied UN sanctions as well as a White House demand for a

voluntary embargo on live coverage and instead broadcast the whole operation in real-

time.31 Taylor attributes this change towards adversarialism to the advent of new

technology but also to the fact that journalists today often are on short-term contracts

and as a consequence the newsgathering systems are no longer geared towards the long-

term task of building mutual trust between individual journalists and diplomats and

policymakers.32

Close relations between journalists and their sources are open to accusations of

being a conspiracy to deprive the general public of information they have a right to

know, and it is difficult to argue that from a peacemaking point of view it would be

better if journalists at all times adhered to requests about keeping things quiet because in

some instances that would be the equivalent of covering up things which it would be

better to know about. The key message to take away from this discussion is that it is

possible for journalists to decide that publicity should be postponed for the sake of

giving peace a chance. Today such decisions to delay information are likely to be the

result of considerable personal experience of covering conflict and attempts to resolve

them as the British journalist and diplomatic correspondent, Nik Gowing points out

although journalists want a story, the wiser, more seasoned conflict
journalists recognise that unseen mediation and diplomacy can play a
more pivotal role than - and even be complicated by - public posturing
to the media.33

Finally, it is worth noting that whilst the above points to certain tensions and

trends in the interaction between journalists and people engaged in negotiations, there

exists no blueprint for how either side must behave. Some journalists, for instance, are

open to suggestions on how to cover peacemaking processes in ways which are not

counter-productive to the outcome. One interesting example of that took place in
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Pittsburgh PA in the US when it became known that the city was going to host the

Second Peace and Justice Gang Summit in 1994. The Pittsburgh based NGO, Conflict

Resolution Center International, decided to intervene in what they saw as spectacularly

sensationalist preview coverage of the conference by informing editors of media in the

city of the positive history of Peace Gang Summits, encouraging them to cover the story

in a conflict resolution oriented manner, and providing clarification on the process of

negotiations. The results were good: events during the summit were put into the context

of an evolving peace process, and instances of violence were not immediately made

synonymous with the failure of the process.34 Similarly, it is possible for parties

committed to a process of conflict resolution to resist pressures from journalists and

avoid digging themselves into a trench when negotiations run into problems. One

example of that could be observed in the final stages of the 1998 negotiatons about a

peace deal in Northern Ireland. Three days before the deadline, one party to the

negotiations, the Ulster Unionist Party, felt that they could not support the draft treaty as

it stood and sent out a press release which emphasized their inability to recommend the

result but they refused to comment on the exact problems to journalists following up the

story. This tactic allowed the Unionists to continue negotiations whilst also placing their

reservations on public record.35

The positive roles of publicity

There can also be positive sides to publicity during negotiations. It may or may

not be the case that negotiators find it easier to make concessions and discuss difficult

proposals if they do not have to confront their constitutencies immediately via the

media. However, it is possible to challenge the desirability of negotiating only in

private. Recently many people have pointed to the 1993 Oslo Accords between Israel

and Palestine as a successful example of what can be achieved in negotiations which

were kept out of the public eye. Yet the implementation on the ground of that agreement

has been far from peaceful, and it is fair to raise the question whether the secrecy has not
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been counter-productive because some parties to the conflict felt threathened and

excluded by a peace-deal brokered in secret and decided to demonstrate their

disagreement by protests and violence.36 Certainly, in the context of one of the world's

other protracted conflicts, Northern Ireland, the respected Protestant Archbishop, Dr.

Eames has pointed out that secret meetings between the British government and

representatives of one party to the conflict [Sinn Fein and the IRA] had undermined

public confidence in the peace process and that people have a right to expect that they

are told what they ought to be told.37

The dilemma between secrecy and publicity in negotiations is difficult to

resolve. Secrecy may ensure that negotiators feel safe to contemplate change because no

journalists are trying to hold them accountable to past words and actions. On the other

hand, secrecy may also be counter-productive, especially in protracted social conflicts

where not all stakeholders in a conflict may be represented at the negotiating table or

where there is a lack of trust between negotiators and their constituencies. Dr. Mo

Mowlam, the current British Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, publicly

acknowledged this paradox after taking the parties to conflict in Northern Ireland

through complex and difficult negotiations over the period from autumn 1997 to early

spring 1998. Interviewed on a current affairs programme on television, she said that

ideally she wanted to conclude the talks process by taking the negotiators away to a

place of isolation outside Northern Ireland to solve the problem of publicity:

The difficulty ... is the press. The press are crucial to this process, it
is crucial that the arguments are put to the public. But to negotiate
through the press is counter-productive. So we are caught in a
contradiction and that is one thing we are trying to work through ... to
give enough information so that the public knows what is going on but
not enough that people entrench when they discuss an issue and [feel]
they have to go out and tell the cameras where they stand. That does
not help discussions the next morning.38 

Tele-diplomacy

The dichotomy between journalism and diplomacy has been further challenged

in recent years by the emergence of global television and in particular the emergence of
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the Cable Network News, CNN. CNN - which incidentally was founded by Ted Turner

as a means to bring about world peace39 - has challenged traditional journalism by

covering events live as and when they happen with very little editing. This phenomenon

has been dubbed real time news and it has had severe implications for the way

diplomacy is conducted. Marlin Fitzwater, former Press Secretary in the White House,

summed up the changes thus:

The advent of live coverage of wars, pestilences, famine and whatever
has put a different timetable on how the government operates, how long
you have to respond, how you make decisions. It has changed the whole
flow of diplomatic information and decisionmaking.40

Lewis A. Friedland points to three main ways in which CNN has changed world

diplomacy. Firstly, CNN is monitored constantly by heads of state, foreign offices,

political organisations, and non-governmental organisations all over the world. It is an

immediate source of diplomatic information, which not only delivers news of events,

but allows an immediate avenue for governments to respond to them long before any

formal diplomatic letter can be written. Secondly, world television has helped solidify

new forces of world public opinion. It is no longer possible for national governments to

present issues in purely national terms because global television offers viewers within

the country as well as those far away an alternative against which to measure national

government claims. Finally, world television not only reflects and shapes opinion, it can

also channel events. This was demonstrated in particular during the 1991 coup-attempt

in the Soviet Union where opponents of the coup plotters followed events on CNN after

the official Soviet media had been cut off.41

One consequence of covering events live is that journalists can demand answers

in real time from policymakers and diplomats about how to handle a particular emerging

crisis which makes it painfully clear that global television often is part of a conflict and

its management. A second and equally obvious consequence is that if policymakers and

diplomats respond to a crisis via the media and on the prompting of journalists,

diplomacy is no longer private but a rather public exercise undertaken in cooperation
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with the media, rather than being separate from it.

The fact that tele-diplomacy has been very visible during times of dramatic

international crises such as the 1991 Gulf War should not obscure the reality that the

majority of crises in the world requiring diplomatic or conflict resolving intervention

never make it onto television screens. Similarly, real time news might have challenged

the speed of diplomacy to the point where journalists become involved in its execution

but that does not imply that journalists have gained any power in terms of affecting the

kinds of responses governments might give to emerging crises as the discussion below

will show.

2B: POWER AND POWERLESSNESS

The advent of international and real-time television has renewed the debate

about the relationship between media and governments and raised fundamental

questions about the power of the media to influence national governments to take action

aimed at resolving or preventing violent conflicts in other countries.

As Nik Gowing has pointed out, journalists and politicians alike often assume

that media coverage - and in particular real-time television coverage - has a pivotal role

in helping conflict management or prevention, even if there is no clear understanding of

what that role is:

By receiving live transmission of press conferences, speeches, interviews
and sometimes unfolding horrors, the government machines experience
no delay in receiving raw information. ... The conventional wisdom is
that such vivid immediacy regularly forces some kind of change in
policy -- especially after horrific events in conflicts like Bosnia.42

Gowing has subjected this assumption of an automatic cause-and-effect

relationship between media coverage and foreign policy to academic scrutiny in reports

for respectively the Joan Shorenstein Barone Center on the Press, Politics and Public

Policy and the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict.43 In 1994 Gowing

interviewed more than one hundred senior officials and politicians at the heart of policy
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making in several countries. Gowing was interested in finding out to what degree policy

makers let themselves be influenced by television reports when responding to armed

conflicts and crises abroad. Gowing asked his questions in the context of real-time

television where instantaneous reports from the world's troublespots put increasing

pressure on governments to respond faster than previously where there was often a

timelag between an event being filmed and then broadcast which gave governments

more time to consider their responses. 

Gowing's conclusions are not encouraging for would-be journalistic

peacemakers. He found that in general policymakers denied being influenced to any

significant degree by television reports, and that television was but one of a much

broader mosaic of intelligence on which the world's most powerful nations base their

decisions,44 even if TV news cameras do have a role in prioritising crisis management

both within a specific crisis and between different crises.45

Gowing maintains that in general television has been a catalyst for humanitarian

help and financial aid but has not forced crisis prevention beyond carefully defined

diplomatic limits except on a few occasions of policy panic in moments of policy

weakness. He makes a distinction between real changes in policy which commit a

country to deploy financial, political or military resources to resolve a conflict abroad

and what he calls palliative reactive responses such as the dispatch of humanitarian

aid.46 The former is more likely to happen if governments perceive that a national

interest is at stake. If no national interest is at stake, TV pictures have little impact no

matter how ghastly the situation they depict. Gowing concludes:

Future real-time television coverage of the proliferation of regional
conflicts will create emotions but ultimately make no difference to the
fundamental calculations in foreign policy making. No journalist should
believe otherwise, however ghastly the horrors he (sic!) witnesses and
reports on. It is likely something will be done, but not much.47

 

Gowing is not the only one who has been grappling with the difficult issues

raised by media coverage of protracted international social conflict. Since the outbreak
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of civil war in Bosnia there has been a vociferous public debate in Britain between

journalists and politicans where the latter have accused the former of being founder

members of the "Something Must Be Done Club" who argue for interventions for which

they as journalists do not have to take responsibility. Former Foreign Secretary, Douglas

Hurd, for instance has said about journalists in the context of British policy on Bosnia:

Journalists become interventionist - not all, but most. This is not at all
surprising. It is a human reaction to what they see and report. ...
Suppose that, as urged by many in the media and opposition, we had
launched air strikes as a measure of our indignation and determination
to resist aggression. Suppose that the result was not to help the effort for
peace but to destroy it. Suppose the result was the halting of the
humanitarian airlift, retaliation against the British and UN troops. Who
would be the first to denounce the lack of judgement, the failure to
foresee, the recklessness of a disastrous misadventure? No prizes for the
answer.48 

Martin Bell, one of the BBC's most distinguished war reporters before he

resigned in 1996, replied in a thoughtful essay in 1997 that he was pleased to be a

founder member of Hurd's "Something Must Be Done Club":

I find the company I keep there more honourable, and easier to live
with, than those who associate with the opposing faction, the 'Nothing
Can Be Done Club'. Besides, I never openly advocated intervention in
Bosnia. I did not need to. The images did it for me. But if, as a result of
the TV reporting from Bosnia, governments were moved to take action
which they would not otherwise have taken, and people were helped who
would not otherwise have been helped, I see nothing there for which we
need apologise. For all the failures and retreats of the UN's involvement
there, it probably saved a hundred thousand lives. Is anyone
maintaining that those lives were not worth saving?49

In view of discussions in chapter 2 it is hardly surprising to find that foreign

policy makers drive journalism harder than journalism drives foreign policy but it does
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not mean that journalism is without any impact on encouraging efforts of conflict

resolution or prevention. It may well be that governments are not always interested in

committing huge resources to an intervention in a conflict abroad, but as Martin Bell

gently reminds us humanitarian action may be palliative but therefore it should not

necessarily be scorned. Humanitarian action is also a contribution to the task of making

peace even if that contribution is not perfect or capable of settling the underlying

problems, and in this respect television (and other media) does seem to play a role in

mobilising governments and humanitarian agencies. In an article in Journal of Peace

Research, Peter Viggo Jakobsen has looked at the difference between national interest

and humanitarian motives for intervention in a conflict abroad. Jakobsen compared five

post-Cold War UN peace enforcement operations in Kuwait, Northern Iraq, Somalia,

Rwanda and Haiti to determine what triggered the operations. He concluded that media

attention to a conflict - the CNN factor - does play a role for mobilising humanitarian

efforts:

When discussing the CNN effect, it is necessary to distinguish between
national interest-driven enforcement operations and humanitarian-
driven enforcement operations. The CNN effect is irrelevant with respect
to the former type of enforcement because the government here wants to
intervene. ... The situation is different with respect to humanitarian
enforcements as governments often will prefer not to intervene. The
CNN effect, which by definition implies that a humanitarian case for
intervention exists, does appear to be a necessary condition for
humanitarian enforcement.50

Martin Bell has said that he would have liked to have ended his career with a

stint as Peace Correspondent if such a job were to exist but he has concluded that sadly

it does not.51 However, both Bell and Gowing base their conclusions about the limited

peacemaking potential of journalism on analysis of a specific type of conflict, namely

international social conflicts, and the impact of television on one specific type of actors,

namely foreign policy makers, and they see peacemaking almost exclusively in terms of

international intervention capable of curbing the behaviour of conflicting parties and

pushing the conflict towards political resolution. However, the absence of an automatic
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cause and effect relationship between television and foreign policy does not mean that

television reporting is completely without impact in the realm of international efforts at

peacemaking and conflict resolution.

Humanitarian aid agencies which depend on voluntary contributions from the

general population for a significant part of their income have for years been acutely

aware of the connection between television pictures and people's willingness to send

them money, something which was demonstrated very clearly in 1984 when BBC

journalist Michael Buerk brought back pictures from the famine in Ethiopia and the

whole world responded through Bob Geldoff's Live Aid concerts. In 1996 many aid

agencies experienced a slump in contributions which forced them to cut back on

projects abroad. One director blamed the crisis on a fall in public awareness of the Third

World and the lack of television pictures of famine, disaster and genocide:

After Rwanda, the images coming through from the Third World are not
serious enough to convince people that there is anything wrong. Unless
people are hit with the nakedness, brutality and savagery of abject
poverty, they don't respond.52

Another interesting, if not clearcut, example of the impact of journalism on

ordinary people acting in the context of foreign policy was the acquittal by a jury in

Britain of four women charged with causing £1.5 million worth of damage to a Hawk

aeroplane. The women had broken into a British Aerospace factory in January 1996 and

disabled the aeroplane which was about to be delivered to the Indonesian airforce. The

women gave themselves up to the police, and in July 1996 they successfully defended

their actions in Liverpool Crown Court. Here they argued that their acts were reasonable

under the Genocide Convention which obliges governments and citizens to do all that is

necessary to halt genocide where it is committed or threathened. The majority of the jury

agreed that the women had good reasons to fear that the British built aeroplanes were to

be used as a part of Indonesia's genocide of the population in East Timor.53 Media

coverage impacted on the outcome of the courtcase in two ways. Firstly, conducting

their own defence the women made use of newspaper articles54 and films55 which
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documented that Hawk aircraft were used by the Indonesian military to intimidate

people in East Timor and halt protest against the occupation. Secondly, since 1991 when

the British camera-man Max Stahl filmed Indonesian troops killing scores of East

Timorese demonstrating peacefully in a cemetery, the British media has reported

extensively on the situation in East Timor and the complicity of the British government

in perpetuating the situation through selling arms to Indonesia. Many people in Britain

showed great concern for the situation in East Timor, and after the broadcasting of John

Pilger's film Death of a Nation on ITV in February 1994, British Telecom logged 10,000

calls a minute to a phonenumber which provided more information about the situation

there.56 Short of polling the jurors in the courtcase it is impossible to determine what

impact previous media coverage had on their verdict but it seems fair to say that without

the general awareness building by the media amongst the population with regards to

East Timor, it would have been considerably harder to convince a jury that the

Indonesians were using Hawks to perpetrate genocide on the East Timorese.

2C: PEACEFUL FORMS OF WAR REPORTING

The rising number of international conflicts has also led to discussions amongst

peace researchers and journalists about whether it is possible for journalists to counter

the drive to war and what might constitute a more peace-oriented form of war reporting. 

One major proponent of building a discourse of peace journalism by contrasting

it with war journalism is Johan Galtung who summarised his critique of the current

paradigm for war journalism in a series of lectures which he gave in London in August

1997. In Galtung's view war journalism is based on a general zero-sum analysis where

peace is defined as victory plus ceasefire. War journalism tends to focus on violence as

its own cause and is disinclined to look into the deeper structural origins of a conflict

and instead concentrates on the visible effects of violence such as the number of dead or

material damage. Galtung also criticises war journalism for taking sides and becoming a

tool of propaganda for "our" side where the enemy is demonised and participants on

"our" side are humanised. In Galtung's view war journalism requires clear winners and
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loosers and therefore often ignores or conceals peace initiatives from the other side or

from third parties. If peace initiatives are covered it tends to be from the perspective of

elites and official information sources.57 

Galtung went on to propose a framework for peace journalism which contrasts

with war journalism on four dimensions. Where war journalism focuses on violence,

peace journalism should explore the conflict in all its complexity with a view to finding

win-win solutions, preferably before violence occurs. Conflicts should be made

transparent and the main problem be identified as the conflict itself, rather than those on

the other side. If war journalism is propaganda oriented, peace journalism should be

oriented towards truth and expose untruths on all sides. In Galtung's view, peace

journalism should replace the orientation of war journalism towards elites and official

sources with a focus on ordinary people, their suffering and ideas for solution. Finally,

peace journalism should be oriented towards solutions other than the peace equals

victory approach of war journalism. This would include highlighting peace initiatives,

focus on the structure and culture of a peaceful society, and cover efforts for resolution,

reconstruction and reconciliation in the aftermath of violent conflict.58

Galtung maintains that his analysis of the paradigm of war journalism can also

be applied to coverage of conflicts other than those between warring states and nations:

What is said here also applies to violence between other groups, to
rape and wife battering, mistreatment of children, race and national
strife, class conflict. The violence is reported and the blame is usually
fixed clearly on one side.59

Whilst Galtung is right that the paradigm of war reporting has often been used as

a model for coverage of other conflicts and events too, he is also in danger of grossly

oversimplifying the complexity and variety of conflicts in the world and the way that

journalists approach their coverage. Assuming that the war paradigm is applied

universally ignores, for instance, that in terms of conflict coverage war is often a case

apart. In times of war journalists traditionally have either voluntarily supported the war

aims of their own country or they have been subjected to measures of censorship, news
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management and regulation from the military and governments to ensure that media

coverage was a help rather than a hindrance to war efforts.60 These are dilemmas and

propaganda techniques which the majority of journalists are unlikely to encounter when

they are reporting on events at local, regional or national levels which have neither the

intensity, nor the prestige of real wars. Here the dilemma for journalists is much more

likely to be how to avoid becoming too involved with one or other party to the conflict

because most journalists believe it is not their role to be advocates or propagandists for a

particular party or cause during peace time even if they might accept this during periods

of war.61

The question of whether the paradigm of war journalism is universally applied is

further frustrated by the fact that wars can be divided into what Taylor has termed "our

wars" and "other people's wars" where the approach of journalists to covering the war

can be very different depending on whether the journalist's own country is involved in

the war. As Taylor explains "our wars" involve "our troops" fighting against a clearly

defined enemy whereas outside media coverage of "other people's wars" differs

fundamentally in character:

... there is a greater level of disengagement about the issues involved
even though they may invoke a similar emotional response to the human
suffering. ... [Also] media coverage of other people's wars is
characteristically less susceptible to censorship by military non-
participating governments.62

However, Taylor also points out that in other people's wars, journalists from

countries not directly involved are still the targets of concerted attempts to manipulate

world opinion in favour of one side at the expense of the other.63 In that sense,

journalists reporting on war are always at risk of being enrolled into the propaganda

efforts of conflicting parties.

It is exactly the dimension of propaganda which is at the core of the German
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academic Wilhelm Kempf's discussion of what would constitute what he calls peace-

journalism. Based on his involvement with an inter-disciplinary and multinational

content analysis of Gulf War coverage in American and European media, he has

suggested that media coverage can either contribute to the escalation of a conflict by

identifiying with one of the parties to the conflict, the propaganda option, - or media

coverage may counter-balance the escalation by emphasising those aspects that can only

be realised from a position of critical distance, the peace-journalism option. Kempf

argues that while propaganda journalism presents the conflict in a way which gives

support to war, peace-journalism keeps itself open for peaceful solutions and queries

military logic. In terms of reporting, propaganda journalism will evaluate issues in an

antagonistic and confrontational manner, while peace-journalism would aim for a

balanced evaluation of both parties' interests and focus on chances for cooperation.

When it comes to emotions, propaganda journalism stimulates destructive emotions

such as distrust of the enemy and any third parties trying to mediate in the conflict. It

also stimulates confidence that the war can be won. Peace-journalism, on the other hand,

focuses on perspectives for reconciliation and points out the price that has to be paid for

a military victory. Finally, while propaganda journalism only gives incentives for

identification whith their own side and rejects those striving for peaceful conflict

resolution, peace-journalism tries to stay impartial towards all sides and gives incentives

for identification with peaceful alternatives and their actors. 64

Kempf bases his suggestions for peace-journalism on an analysis of the coverage

of third party initiatives for the peaceful settlement of one particular conflict: the 1991

Gulf War and the lengthy international crisis which preceeded it. It is a conflict which

lends itself particularly well to a retrospective discussion of escalating and de-escalating

elements of media coverage - mainly because the timeframe of the conflict was such that

news organisations did have time to make informed decisions about how to approach

coverage of the evolving crisis and were not just swept along by events.65 The result of

his analysis has been a series of useful conceptualisations of how journalists could

counter the general drive for using military rather than peaceful means of settling
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conflict which can be applied in other situations too. However, Kempf's own research

also shows that peace journalism is not merely a result of making sure that for instance a

peace initiative receives media coverage:

If a peace initiatve has failed, the mere coverage of this event may
contribute to the plausibility of war and military logic. Critical peace
journalism, obviously, demands more than to avoid judgements and to
report facts only. It requires an intellectual capacity which goes beyond
antagonism. If journalists claim to contribute to the termination of war
and violence, it does not suffice for them to stay neutral but they have to
abandon the framework of war and military logic and to take a firm
stand in the logic of constructive conflict transformation.66

Whilst very positive in terms of suggesting how journalists can construct a

discourse of peace during times of war and mounting crises, Galtung and Kempf are in a

sense only extending and strengthening an argument which will be discussed later in this

chapter, namely that there is an inherent peacemaking potential in providing pluralistic

and independent news services to areas embroiled in conflicts which are sustained by

hate speech and war propaganda in local media. Implicit in both Galtung and Kempf's

argument is that the cause of peace is badly served once pluralism fades and gives way

to partisan journalism whether it happens in "our wars" or in "other people's wars".

A moral question: 'Journalism of Attachment'

A more peace-oriented kind of war reporting may also require from journalists a

willingness to accept a moral responsibility for events. Based on their experiences in

Bosnia, some journalists have called for journalists to side more clearly with innocent

victims of war crimes, atrocities and genocide and demand that the world puts a stop to

such events. One of the most vociferous exponents of this view has been the former

BBC correspondent, Martin Bell. Bell surprised many when he announced publicly that

after Bosnia he had lost faith in the values of detachment and objectivity for reporting

from war zones. Bell now calls this approach to war-reporting 'Bystanders' Journalism'

which he rejects in favour of 'Journalism of Attachment':

By this I mean a journalism that cares as well as knows; that is aware of
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its responsibilities; and will not stand neutrally between good and evil,
right and wrong, the victim and the oppressor. This is not to back one
side or faction or people against another; it is to make the point that we
in the press, and especially in television which is its most powerful
division, do not stand apart from the world. We are a part of it.67

Bell has gone out of his way to emphasize that he still believes in fairness,

impartiality and a scrupulous attention to detail. His quarrel is with BBC guidelines

which required him to be objective and dispassionate too. Bell points out that he can see

nothing objective in the relationship between the reporter and the event, but rather a

human and dynamic interaction between them where the reporter has an impact on the

event. Journalism can no longer claim to be holding up a mirror to events in the world:

[This analogy] is a false one. It is false for this reason, that the mirror
does not affect what it reflects; the television image does. This is a clear
and consequential distinction. One of the consequences is that
journalism - not only in the war zones and amid human suffering, but
perhaps especially there - is not a neutral and mechanical undertaking
but in some sense a moral enterprise. It must be informed of an idea of
right and wrong. It operates frequently on morally dangerous ground. It
makes a difference. It has to be aware ... what that difference might be.68

This state of affairs brings with it a moral responsibility, Bell believes, to help

de-legitimise that which is plainly wrong. An important part of 'Journalism of

Attachment' is to report in some detail the horrors that have befallen ordinary people in

war zones such as Bosnia and not censor the pictures for reason of taste or fear of

shocking the audience. To do otherwise, Bell maintains, is to present war as a relatively

cost-free enterprise and an acceptable way of settling differences:

We should sometimes be willing to shock and to disturb. ... And if we do
not, then perhaps we should ask ourselves whether we are merely being
considerate, or indifferent. And in a world where genocide has returned
in recent years to haunt three continents we should remind ourselves
that this crime against humanity requires accomplices - not only the
hatred that makes it happen, but the indifference that lets it happen.
(original emphasis)69

Bell's argument is a moral one which emphasizes that journalists should not be

allowed to pull back and hide behind notions of objectivity when faced with crimes
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against humanity. In those situations different rules apply than when reporting routine

events in peace time because the failure to make a point may perpetuate indifference

towards that which is criminal.

Bell has been criticised by fellow journalists for threathening the core values of

objective reporting and others have said that if war reporting is reduced to stories about

victims of atrocities, it could be counter-productive from the point of peacemaking. As

Mick Hume, editor of LM Magazine, rightly has pointed out

Human suffering among victims is not hard to find in any war zone. It
can make moving eye-witness reports. The trouble is, however, that it
does not allow the journalist or her audience to make sense of what is
happening. ... In an atmosphere where war reporting from somewhere
like Bosnia means competing with other journalists to find the most
dramatic human interest story on one side of the lines in one city
[Sarajevo], a clear view of the bigger political forces shaping events
can easily become obscured by the emotional reaction.70 

The above is in itself not an argument against stories about human suffering but

rather a warning that they can not stand on their own. The question is, however, if it is

fair to imply that 'Journalism of Attachment' is best understood as 'Journalism of

Emotion'? Commitment to a moral standard such as caring about the suffering of

innocent victims is obviously based on an emotional understanding of what is right and

wrong. However, Bell has never said that the practice of 'Journalism of Attachment'

should be based on emotion alone or take on the form of crusading journalism

advocating certain actions. In fact, Bell believes that 'Journalism of Attachment' is a

perspective which should inform war reporting rather than a recipe for how to do it.

Indeed, he argues that he has always found it useful to seek out the unfavoured

spokesmen of unpopular causes because they will often hold the key to a conflict and its

possible resolution.71

3: PEACEMAKING BY JOURNALISTS

Over the past few years there has been a lively debate amongst journalists and
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academics about how to practice journalism in ways that could contribute to

peacemaking processes in society. As of yet, however, no coherent framework has

emerged for organising and analysing these ideas, although Adam and Thamotheram in

a 1996 report on the media's role in conflict have suggested that there are three main

peacebuilding roles for the media: mediators, educators and pro-social propagandists.72

Adam and Thamotheram suggest that the three roles can be placed on a scale

from non-directive to directive in relation to the conflict in question. The non-directive

approach is that of media as mediators where the media uses its capacity to allow each

party to hear the other's grievances, positions and desires but the media does not push

particular issues or outcomes.73 The more directive social education role in conflict is

modelled on traditions of development communication. Here the media sets out to

address social issues of concern to the target audience in a balanced manner which

allows the audience to make up their own minds. The issues addressed often involve

health, literacy, tracing missing persons, awareness of landmines, war trauma etc.74 The

most directive approach is that of pro-social propaganda where institutions which

consider themselves genuinely committed to the best interest of all parties undertake

advocacy work using the media, like the UN did to promote free elections in Namibia in

1989 and in Cambodia in 1992.

Whilst Adam and Thamotheram provide a useful framework for distinguishing

between different types of media-carried peacemaking projects, it is not particularly

helpful in terms of identifying potential peacemaking roles for journalists engaged in

everyday newsgathering activities as opposed to efforts of an educational nature or

purposes of propaganda. This section will instead organise the discussion of suggestions

for potential peacemaking roles for journalists according to the degree to which the

suggestions challenge traditional news values and/or ideas about what constitutes

appropriate journalistic behaviour.

3 A: REDEFINING OLD PRACTICES

A number of ideas for peacemaking roles for journalists pose little or no
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challenge at all to the traditional journalistic paradigm in pluralist democratic and

capitalist societies. In fact, the ideas are nothing but extensions or re-framing of old

practices in the light of new circumstances. These include the idea of providing pluralist

news services to areas embroiled in ethnic conflict; media providing early warning of

conflict and blowing the whistle on wrongdoings; and media taking on the task of

conflict analysis.

Providing pluralist news services to areas embroiled in ethnic conflict

The highly destructive role of the media in conflicts in Bosnia, Rwanda and

elsewhere has highlighted the need to find ways to counter the effects of media systems

dominated by hate speech and propaganda for violence.75 Heidi and Alvin Toffler have

suggested that the UN needs a rapid reaction contingency broadcasting force that can go

anywhere, set up, and start beaming news to areas cut off from sources of neutral and

impartial news. Such a contingency force could have been particularly useful in the

context of Bosnia, the Tofflers believe:

With transmitters on navy ships or from the soil of nearby Italy or
Greece, the UN itself could easily have provided a media voice for the
silenced moderates in each region, injecting a stream of sanity to these
former Yugoslav republics.76 

The stream of sanity Heidi and Alvin Toffler are talking about is based on the

idea that a neutral and impartial news service modelled on the journalism of pluralist

democracies will speak to those people who are trying not to succumb to the pressures

of media bombarding them with lies, fear, hatred, and national and religous prejudice,

desire and revenge.

The provision of a neutral and impartial news service need not, however, be

dependent on coming from an outside source. Mirko Klarin, a Brussels correspondent

for the Belgrade daily Borba, wrote an article in the Guardian in 1993 where he pointed

out that independent media already publishing or broadcasting in the former Yugoslavia

had a similar peacemaking potential to that mentioned by the Tofflers and therefore
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deserved financial support from the international community:

The most that can be expected from independent media [in
circumstances such as former Yugoslavia] is to serve as a safe haven of
normality, offering shelter to those who managed to resist nationalistic
fervour. You could say this is not very productive, since they are mainly
preaching to the converted and are less successful in recruiting new
believers. But, by persistently spreading "normality" - promoting multi-
ethnic and multi-cultural tolerance, civic values, human and minority
rights - independent media are gradually enlarging their safe havens.
Without them it would be impossible to secure conditions for the future
process of decontaminating people's minds and emotions.77

A key requirement for a media organisation's success in terms of peacemaking is

therefore not necessarily dependent on where the information emanates from but rather

that the organisation is trusted and welcomed by its audience. A key element in creating

that trust is a strong commitment to being fair and impartial and to avoid succumbing to

pressure from conflicting parties. A couple of radios broadcasting to Rwanda and its

diaspora population have taken this approach in response to the 1994 genocide in that

country. One of them is Radio Agatashya which is backed by Swiss money and set up

by Reporters Sans Frontières. Based in Zaire, its editor Jean-Marie Etter has no doubt

that the radio's peacemaking potential lies in the fact that it is known as the radio that

"does not lean to one side or the other". This is what gives it a chance of countering

Hutu propaganda calls to slaughter Tutsis:

... if we report the truth that two people have died in an incident, when
propaganda radio talks of hundreds of deaths, then we must also report
truthfully if there is an incident with many deaths and say who were the
perpetrators. Only then can people have confidence in our honesty and
impartiality. We have a lot of evidence that people do trust us. We have
even heard of some people in the refugee camps, selling their food to
buy batteries for their radios so they can listen to Agatashya.78

Not surprisingly journalists and media managers alike have embraced the idea of

helping to make peace by doing what they believe they already do best - namely

providing fair, balanced and impartial news services.79 The main problems in this

context are of a practical nature and include financing and obtaining an appropriate
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frequency for broadcasting into areas in conflict. The most ambitious attempt to provide

a genuinely independent news and humanitarian radio service to former Yugoslavia was

Radio Brod which was financed by the European Union. The radio was unlicensed and

began broadcasting in April 1993 from a ship in the Adriatic sea. It went off the air

when the EU withdrew its support the following year. Despite producing an excellent

news service free of political and government slant, the radio failed because of the

weakness of its broadcast signals so its only listeners were a number of Bosnian

refugees on Croatia's narrow coastal strip.80 

To remedy this problem Veran Matic, Editor in Chief for Radio B92 in

Belgrade, has suggested that the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe

could support constructive media projects throughout Europe more readily if it had a

number of satellite channels and frequencies at its disposal and could distribute them in

line with its programme for conflict prevention and resolution..81 With this suggestion

Matic opens up to a discussion about one of the basic principles of international

communication law, namely that communication media shall not be used to intervene in

the internal affairs of another state, including the interference in civil strife in another

state.82 In practice, there may be little that a government can do about such attempts of

peacemaking intervention except, of course, to make it as difficult as possible for such

media organisations to reach the intended audiences. The Rwandan government, for

instance, stonewalled bids for a government license to Radio Agatashya83, and Veran

Matic complains that even if authoritarian governments have signed the International

Convention on the Distribution of Frequencies, they often place restrictions on the

allocation of frequencies.84 Therefore, in order to fully realise the peacemaking potential

of providing a neutral and impartial news service to areas embroiled in ethnic or

nationalist conflict it may be necessary to revise international law in this respect and

agree on principles for when it is it permissable to intervene in conflicts in such a

manner, and on how such intervention should be regulated.

The peacemaking potential inherent in providing a neutral and impartial news

service to areas experiencing conflict is one that deserves further study. So far the
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evidence of its effect is mainly anecdotal. One particularly interesting question to

research in this respect is at what stage of a conflict and its resolution process neutral

and impartial news services are most effective: is it in countering a drive to violence, in

providing a "safe haven" during times of violence, or is it in helping to rebuild trust and

cooperation during phases of reconciliation? 

Early warning 

The idea that journalists and the media can draw attention to conflicts early

enough to help avoiding a slide into violence is simple and appealing and in fact is one

of the main driving forces of contemporary journalism. Mort Rosenblum, a Special

Correspondent for the Associated Press since 1965, put it thus in his thoughtful book on

international journalism: Who stole the news?:

It is the simplest of concepts. We take notice of threats, human and
natural, so that we can act while there is still time. Our lives, or at least
our grandchildren's lives, depend on it ... No nation can defend itself
against an enemy it doesn't understand. This applies to a hostile nation,
a predatory economic bloc or a climate that is quietly frying us to
extinction.85

As discussed in chapter 2, current news values are prone to focus on that which

is problematic and often negative, and it is therefore not surprising that the idea of early

warning should find favour with journalists as a potential peacemaking function they

would be happy to undertake. Academics too have talked about the ability and the duty

of news organisations to build early warning systems that could provide advance

information about pending conflicts.86

But do news organisations have the capacity to build early warning systems and

would it matter even if they did? As a monitoring system the media is a net full of loop-

holes, and for many news organisations violence and the images of fighting is the

catalyst for media attention, not the notion that something might be about to explode. As
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it was pointed out in chapter 2, huge areas of the world are covered only if and when

something has already happened that justifies the expense of sending journalists there.

Even if early warning is charitably interpreted to mean reporting on a conflict from the

moment it turns violent rather than before, it does not mean that journalistic attention is

guaranteed. As the former UK Foreign Secretary, Douglas Hurd, pointed out in 1993:

The searchlight of media coverage is not the even and regular sweep of
a lighthouse. It is patchy, dwelling on some rocks only briefly, on others
at length. ... We see little on our screens of the tragedies in Liberia, in
Angola, and in Sudan; they feature little in the debate in the House, they
feature little in the editorials of our papers, they bother British citizens
only occasionally.87

Nik Gowing explains the patchy coverage of conflicts as a result of a mixture of

factors: editorial perceptions, the nationalities of those fighting and the forces being

engaged to stop them, calculations about the interests of audiences, and cash-availability

in the news organisations:

Henceforth, commercial pressures are likely to predominate. The
overriding pressures for budget discipline in media operations will be a
harsh reality that cannot be overstated. Conflicts that explode at a
moment of overspending or budget-stretching in a news organisation
are unlikely to receive firsthand coverage, however pressing the
threat. ... This is the new reality. There is no point taking a moral view
and expecting matters to change ... Now the dominant question in
deciding whether to commit increasingly scarce resources to a conflict
tends to be: "What's the value added by going there ourselves?" Often
the answer is: "Nothing worth paying for."88

So the situation might very well be one where media organisations in theory

have the technical abilities to engage in meaningful exercises of early warning but

neither the technology, nor the journalistic resources will be deployed for economic

reasons unless news organisations experience a demand from audiences that makes that

deployment viable for them in economic terms.

A second key problem with media and early warning has already been discussed
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above - namely the fact that early warning is only really useful if somebody is prepared

to act on the information that journalists make available about a given conflict. If such a

will does not exist on the part of policymakers and other actors, early warning by

journalism has no peacemaking effect whatsoever.

The points made above are, however, not sufficient to write off completely the

peacemaking potential of early warning in the media. Even if imperfect media systems

do not catch all conflicts in time to warn of imminent trouble, they do catch some which

is still positive. Also, a new international system is emerging after the end of the Cold

War where regional conflicts of a nationalistic or ethnic nature are posing new

challenges and responses often come from changing international alliances. It is not

impossible to imagine that politicians and populations will begin to demand that any

interventions in conflicts should happen earlier than today and that early warning

therefore will become a more important news value for media organisations responding

to demands of their audiences. Finally, there is a tendency to interpret early warning

narrowly in the context of international relations when in reality it works just as well on

problems of a national, regional, or local nature where solutions are frequently easier to

come by than in international relations. 

Conflict analysis

A third area in which journalists do not have to compromise or change their

ideas about journalism in order to contribute to processes of peacemaking is that of

conflict analysis. In fact, many journalists would argue that sustained media attention to

a conflict where journalists try to contextualise the problems and search for their causes

as well as possible solutions through analytical, indepth reporting is the best kind of

journalism possible. 

The suggestion that journalists could aid processes of conflict resolution and

peacemaking processes in society by improving the publicly available analysis of

conflict has its roots in the paradigm of conflict resolution. People working within this

paradigm have noted how journalists and people concerned with the resolution of
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particular conflicts often occupy similar structural positions with regards to the conflict

and its parties and therefore can perform similar functions. The similarities between

journalists and conflict analysts have been most succintly summarised in a handbook for

journalists on conflict analysis published by George Mason University in the US:

Both are nonpartisan "third parties" whose activities often influence the
dynamics and outcomes of a conflict even though they do not act as
disputants. Both are committed to analyzing conflicts as accurately and
penetratingly as possible, which means allowing the disputing parties
themselves, as well as interested outsiders, to tell their stories. Both look
into the future, to the extent possible, in order to evaluate the
possibilities of conflict escalation, deescalation, or settlement. And both
are compelled in the process of analysis to make decisons that are, in
the broadest sense, "political" (because of their potential impact on the
parties or on the outcome of the dispute). 89

Therefore, it is hardly surprising that many practitioners and academics in the

world of conflict resolution should see conflict analysis as a path of least resistance

when they have attempted to convince journalists of their potential as conflict resolvers

or peacemakers.90 There is a danger, however, that too strong a focus on the media's

potential ability to act as a third party to conflict obscures one of the main differences

between journalists and conflict analysts. Where the primary aim of mediators and other

conflict resolvers engaging in conflict analysis is to facilitate a process of peacemaking,

the main responsibility of journalists when approaching a conflict is to produce news for

public consumption. It is unrealistic to expect journalists to facilitate a process of

conflict resolution over that of journalism. Also, the process of journalism moves so

much faster than that of resolving conflict, and just because journalists and conflict

resolvers both aim to understand a conflict better, it does not mean that they have the

same commitment to the process of resolving it. In many cases news organisations will

be unwilling or unable to commit their journalistic resources for as long as it may take

to undertake an analysis of the conflict that is sufficiently nuanced to allow it to form

the basis for discussions about resolving the conflict. Journalists may stop their analysis

once they feel that the audiences have a fair idea of what is going on and other new
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developments demand their attention. 

3 B: SUGGESTIONS WHICH CHALLENGE CONCEPTS OF NEWS

The suggestions that journalists could contribute to peacemaking processes in

society by expanding the news agenda to include more news of positive developments

as well as covering in more detail stories about the resolution of conflict, have already

posed strong challenges to the perceptions many journalists have of what constitutes

news. 

The problem was illustrated particularly well in the UK when BBC newsreader

Martyn Lewis held a speech which criticised television news for its "often remorseless

emphasis on disaster, conflict, and failure".91 Judgements on the relative value of news

stories and whether they are included in news bulletins have come to be based on the

extent to which things go wrong, Lewis felt, and he called for a shift of the news agenda

to include more good news. Widely reported, Lewis' speech struck a chord with the

British population. Hundreds of people wrote to the BBC and the newspapers while

others rang radio phone-ins up and down the country to express their support. Many said

that they wanted to see more stories about successes and positive developments to help

combat the feelings of hopelessness and apathy that was often the result of a news

agenda exclusively focused on "bad" news. One man argued in a letter in the

Independent on Sunday:

It is important to be more aware of injustice and tragedy - otherwise we
can do nothing to alleviate the results. But unless we also celebrate
successes, examine promising developments and generally give
adequate coverage to more constructive activities, we do ourselves less
than justice - and much more dangerously, may succeed in convincing
ourselves that all is hopeless.92 

Whilst welcomed by TV audiences, Lewis' call for more good news was met

with suspicion and ridicule by journalists in and outside the BBC, many of whom

maintained that news is neither 'good' nor 'bad' but just news, and the criterion for

including an event in the news should be its relative importance, not the way it might

make people feel. Journalists should not pander to people's feelings during the selection
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of news, they said, that would be akin to propaganda and distortion. Peter Sissons, at the

time presenter of the BBC's Six O'Clock News said:

It is not our job to go in for social engineering to make people feel
better. If it makes people slit their wrists, we have to report the way it
is.93 

Another BBC colleague and presenter of Newsnight, Jeremy Paxman said:

Places which engineer their reporting around what they determine to be
'good' news aren't engaged in journalism but propaganda.94

It is a bit difficult to understand how a story about the creation of new jobs can

be considered propagandistic whereas a story of job-losses is not, and it certainly was

not Martyn Lewis' intention to advocate the manipulation of the news in order to allow

people to sleep easier at night. On the contrary, he argued that the job of journalists is to

reflect changes in society and if they only reflect changes for the worse that would

amount to distortion. Instead, good and bad events should be approached with equal

seriousness and enthusiasm as potential items for inclusion on the news agenda.95

The debate outlined above points to an interesting question which is of great

concern to the endeavour of identifying potential peacemaking roles for journalists.

When Martyn Lewis used the words 'good' and 'bad' about news, he was referring to

events about which journalists were making decisions as to whether or not they should

be covered. Lewis argued that too often journalists were deciding against covering the

positive event. However, in their responses to Lewis, media audiences and BBC

colleagues alike used the words 'good' and 'bad' to describe the effect that a news item

might have on audiences. Where journalists rightly pointed out that journalism would be

open to charges of manipulation and propaganda if they use ideas of intended effect on

audiences as a main criterion for the selection of news, media audiences were equally

right when they argued that the composition of news agendas can have an effect whether

or not it was one intended by journalists. This tension between causing and

experiencing an effect is one which deserves further study, particularly in the context of

potential peacemaking roles for journalists, because it raises fundamental questions
138

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


about the impact that journalists can have on society and the degree of responsibility

journalists want to claim for that impact.

Closely related to Martyn Lewis' call for more 'good' news on the news agenda is

the suggestion that news organisations should focus more on stories of positive conflict

resolution. It is instructive to note what happened at radio Voice of America (VOA)

when it decided to embark on a project of introducing its audiences to the theory,

principles and practice of conflict resolution in 1995. From the very beginning, project

officers worked on introducing the concept of conflict resolution as something which

could be applied to certain events, projects or people and focused less on the conflict

resolving effect of such reporting, even if it was both acknowledged and hoped for.

The project was welcomed only very cautiously by VOA journalists and there

was considerable scepticism in the beginning with regards to the wisdom of pursuing

conflict resolution stories:

They raised concerns that the project might be promoting advocacy
journalism or 'good news' journalism, and as such would be in conflict
with journalistic standards of impartiality and objectivity.96 

Project officers concluded that many of the objections from journalists had to do

with the term "conflict resolution" itself rather than the cluster of concepts behind it:

It has been our experience, for instance, that if it is explained to a
reporter that by reporting on "Conflict Resolution", he/she has an
opportunity to write features on how people solve their problems, the
receptivity to the Conflict Resolution reporting grows. ... Journalists
tend to view themselves as extremely practical in their approach to their
craft and are at the same time fiercely protective of their journalistic
independence. As a result, they are often suspicious of academese, what
they consider to be overly abstract approaches, and certainly anything
that smacks of advocacy journalism.97

Very soon, however, journalists from VOA's language services began to

embrace the idea of covering stories of conflict resolution because they saw them as

extremely relevant to their audiences, and it was decided to spend a considerable part of

a project grant from the Carnegie Corporation on covering stories of conflict resolution

from the former Yugoslavia and Central Africa. 
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Reflections from some of the VOA journalists who travelled to Croatia, Bosnia

and Serbia show how journalists began to feel comfortable with reporting on efforts to

reconcile and rebuild the region and how it opened their eyes to some positive effects of

such reporting which did not threaten or compromise their position as independent

journalists. Pamela Taylor, who went to Bosnia, talked about the overwhelming and

positive interest amongst people in Bosnia for hearing more stories of conflict

resolution:

Often when we would tell people from one region what reconciliation
project we had seen in another area, they would listen with intense
pleasure and many times would say 'please broadcast this, we need to
hear this'. I realized ... that these are stories the media normally never
tells. The people in Banja Luka need to hear about how Serbs are
beginning to trickle back to the burned out Sarajevo suburbs, despite all
odds and finding that their neighbours, for the most part, welcome
them.98

Ivana Kuhar, chief of the Croatian Language Service, also commented on the

lack of positive stories in local media after a visit to Bosnia and how this state of affairs

can be counter-productive to achieving a lasting peace:

The effect of (deliberate?) omission of reporting on positive inter-ethnic
experiences and reconciliation efforts is potentially very grave:
discouragement, disbelief, closing of minds and ultimately - closing of
societies. Therefore, conflict resolution projects should be given a lot of
publicity and high profile.99

3C: SUGGESTIONS WHICH CHALLENGE NORMS FOR APPROPRIATE
JOURNALISTIC  BEHAVIOUR: CIVIC JOURNALISM

This chapter has already dicussed ideas such as 'Journalism of Attachment'

which challenge ideas of what constitutes appropriate behaviour for journalists.

Nowhere, however, have discussions about appropriate journalistic behaviour

blossomed more than in the United States after the emergence of the civic journalism

movement. Since 1988 this movement has gained more and more momentum, and one
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of its main distinguishing features is a focus on public problem-solving which has led

many journalists and editors to ask whether it is right for them to be involved in

something which could be likened to organising on behalf of the public. For anyone

interested in identifying potential peacemaking roles for journalists these critiques are

well worth examining, as civic journalism not only has much to contribute to the overall

idea of peacemaking journalism but in some ways also is peacemaking journalism. By

default rather than design, it would appear that civic journalism has stumbled on a way

in which journalists can help resolve some of the underlying issues in many of the

conflicts of modern urban society by facilitating what is in effect a process of active

conflict resolution, and it is likely that some of the ethical dilemmas experienced by

journalists carrying out civic journalism projects will also have to be faced by journalists

undertaking peacemaking functions. 

Civic journalism began mainly as an experiment in creating new ways of

covering elections in the US. Disgusted by the 1988 election campaigns, journalists at a

newspaper in Kansas polled the population to identify the issues most important to them

before the 1990 election of a new governor. Based on the results, editors at the Wichita

Eagle decided which issues the election coverage would concentrate on - irrespective of

the candidates' own agendas.100 This first attempt at drawing citizens into the political

debate and putting the concerns of citizens above those of politicians and journalists

alike, became the beginning of a movement which aims to make connections between

journalists and the communities they cover, and between journalism and citizenship.

Since then the practice of civic - or public - journalism has blossomed across the United

States involving a wide range of media using a host of different methods and turning

their attention to a number of different subjects. Often supported by grants from the Pew

Center for Civic Journalism in Washington, civic journalism has branched out to

embrace issues like race relations, regeneration of inner-city areas, and how to combat

crime.101

To its proponents, civic journalism is about rejuvenating journalism as a

democratic practice. They point out that civil society in the US as well as journalism are
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in trouble and that there is a link between those two phenomena. It was put thus in a

joint report from the Pew Center for Civic Journalism and the Poynter Institute for

Media Studies in St. Petersburg, Florida:

By most common measures of citizenship -- registering, voting,
volunteering -- citizens are shunning public life. The implications for
democracy are serious; self-government depends on individuals taking
responsibility. The implications for journalism are equally ominous;
citizens who do not participate have little need for news.102

Ed Fouhy, Executive Director of the Pew Center for Civic Journalism, argues

that the threat to journalism in the US is real and rising: Newspaper circulation is sliding

at an alarming rate; fewer than a third of women aged 18-34, the demographic group

advertisers want most, report reading a newspaper regularly; and less than half the adults

in America answered yes when asked in a survey if they had read a newspaper

yesterday. At the same time the audience for television news programmes taken as a

percentage of the total population has been the same since 1981.103

Responding to these developments, many proponents of civic journalism believe

that it should have the facilitation of public problem-solving at its core. In the words of

Dough Clifton who was editor of the Miami Herald in 1994:

The newspaper that practices public journalism should be able to
provide help related to problems of public education, health care
delivery, and criminal justice, not by dictating a solution, but by
facilitating broad, purposeful discourse on the issue, by celebrating
victories, by diagnostically noting failures, by encouraging citizens'
involvement, by outlining and assessing available courses of action.104

In 1997 the Pew Center for Civic Journalism published the first evaluation of

four civic journalism projects which had received funding from the center. The

evaluation was based on 400 interviews with journalists, ordinary citizens, and officials

and supplemented by a quantitative survey of people's attitudes to the projects. Among

the main conclusions were that the civic journalism projects studied all had an

impressive reach into their communities and had increased public discussion and led to

improvements in community life. Citizens exposed to civic journalism wanted more
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such reporting, and the strength of the projects could be traced directly to the intensified

use of enterprise reporting by journalists. However, the evaluators also found that in all

the projects studied, civic journalism had been more welcomed by the communities they

sought to serve than by the newsrooms that produced them where journalists were often

ambivalent or even negative towards the projects.105 

A brief review of one of the more successful projects at The Observer in

Charlotte, North Carolina, may serve as an introduction to some of the critiques of civic

journalism. The project called "Taking Back Our Neighborhoods/Carolina Crime

Solutions" focused on how to combat crime, the centerpiece being a series of in-depth

stories in The Observer on the areas of highest crime in Charlotte. Reporters went into

the heart of an inner-city area called Seversville and sought the opinions of citizens on

the specific problems faced by residents, such as housing and unemployment, which

contributed to crime in those areas. Special efforts were made to ensure that citizens

whose voices were not normally heard in the public domain were given a platform. By

spring 1995, the project had sponsored half a dozen town meetings in inner-city

neighbourhoods attended by hundreds of residents; more than 700 groups and

individuals had come forward to help; the city had agreed to tear down dilapidated

buildings, open parks and recreation facilities, and clear owergrown lots which had

provided a haven for illegal activitiy; and several local law firms had agreed to file suits

to close crack houses in the area without charging for it. In addition to these concrete

results, the project managed to raise public awareness of the problems in inner-city areas

amongst people who lived outside the inner-city; prompted residents to join forces for

better services; and stimulated a wide range of new initiatives where residents began

working together across racial and class boundaries. The project was extended for

another six months to cover a total of 10 neighbourhoods. The following year overall

crime rates were down by 24 per cent, and violent crimes down by 48 per cent.106 

Despite the positive outcome of civic journalism projects like the one above, the

practice of civic journalism is controversial amongst journalists and editors in the

United States. One main concern has been the fear that by setting up projects and then
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reporting on them, the news organisations would be creating the news and in that way

undermine the ideal of objectivity where journalists only reflect events around them

without interfering in them in any way, let alone organising them. Such a critique

obviously ignores the fact that journalists are always constructing the news through the

issues they choose to cover and the sources they choose to use, and that polling or

organising the public into discussion groups to some extent is nothing but a way to

impose a frame of organisation on a group of ordinary people so that they become

accessible as sources on par with organisations like the police, administrations and

governments. In their response to the critique, however, proponents of civic journalism

have made a very useful distinction between process and issues, arguing that it should

be possible for journalists to be normative on processes while they remain neutral on

issues. According to Friedland, Rosen and Austin, the normative emphasis in civic

journalism is on strengthening the process of public life which means

declaring an end to neutrality on ... whether people participate in public
life; whether a genuine debate takes place when needed; whether a
community comes to grips with its problems; whether politics earns the
attention it claims. This does not mean that journalists take sides in
political debates or community issues. The point is not that journalists
should declare themselves on partisan issues or specific candidates. It
does mean that they actively encourage public discussion, providing the
public space where shared information is translated into action.107

 

A similar distinction can be made with regards to peacemaking journalism

where it is possible to argue that journalists should feel free to contribute to processes of

peacemaking as long as they do not take sides or push particular outcomes.

Closely related to the question of creating the news, is the issue of whether

journalists engaged in civic journalism projects have overstepped the line between

journalism and community activism by organising the public and urging people to take

action on certain issues. This ethical question has been subjected to careful analysis by

Robert Steele at the Poynter Institute for Media Studies, and he believes that in the

debate there has been a tendency to draw a vertical line between independence and

detached reporting on the one side, and participation, advocacy, and activism on the
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other side. According to traditional journalistic values the first side is right and good,

while the other side is wrong and bad.108 Instead Steele suggests horizontal lines that

work as a continuum where journalists can move back and forth depending on

circumstances. At one end of such a horizontal line could be Agenda Setter, at the other

end Convenor. Or it could be Detached Observer with Interpreter at the other end. Using

such a continuum, Steele argues, an individual journalist or news organisation can play

different roles to varying degrees depending on circumstances, while still honouring

important journalistic principles. A main proviso is, however, that journalists and the

media at all times seek to safeguard their independence of other institutions in society,

and only take on more activist roles if no one else is willing to do so:

For instance, a newspaper might move from traditional reporting on the
issue of medical care for the children of illegal immigrants to a position
of advocacy when no other organisations or governmental units respond
to a crisis that is endangering lives. Or a local television station may
move from a messenger and interpreter of information about an
educational crisis in the community's schools to a convenor of a town
meeting on the issue when no other organisation is willing to take the
lead in seeking solutions.109

Extending Steele's argument to peacemaking, it is possible to draw a horizontal

line with Detached Observer at one end and Peacemaker at the other and discuss in

which circumstances it would be legitimate for journalists to move away from the

position of detached observer to facilitating processes of peacemaking.

A third complaint against civic journalism is the fear that the media may loose

their independence and ability to serve the whole community if they allow news

contents to be dominated by the concerns of their audiences. One such critic is Jonathan

Cohn who wrote in The American Prospect about the dangers of allowing the public to

dictate news contents through consensus:

The great art of journalism is not in restating what the public already
thinks, but in getting the public to think differently. With its emphasis on
consensus -- not to mention its reliance on polls and focus groups to
determine what issues to cover and now even what opinions to run on
the editorial pages -- public journalism champions a different ideal. The
concern, then, is that armed with a mandate to promote consensus and
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give the readers what they want newspaper editors will abdicate their
agenda-setting role in the name of public journalism.110

This critique is one of which proponents of peacemaking journalism should take

note. In a reality of strained newsroom resources, focusing exclusively on civic

journalism could be to the detriment of other kinds of journalism - for instance that of

telling people things they do not know already or are not interested in. A key component

to peacemaking journalism will always be to raise awareness of conflicts including

those that people do not necessarily want to know about. Given the choice, people

might not point to issues of famine in the Third World or ecological degradation as

something they worry about. Yet, both are issues that hold strong potential for changing

life as we know it in the industrialised world and are issues which undeniably need

dealing with. Nevertheless, this argument does not detract from the validity of civic

journalism but only points out that it can not stand alone, neither in general nor when it

comes to identifying peacemaking roles for journalists.

4: CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has shown that the ideal of journalists serving the cause of peace

rather than that of war has existed since the beginning of this century and has been

enshrined in codes of ethics for journalists and in a number of international declarations

and communication laws. The conceptualisation of how journalists could interpret their

obligations towards peace has, however, been rather weak and it is only comparatively

recently that journalists and academics alike have turned their attention to exploring the

peacemaking potential of journalism and the media.

Section 2 outlined some of the current debates about the impact of journalism on

processes of conflict management in society such as diplomacy, war, and peacekeeping

intervention in conflicts abroad. The focus of those debates has been on the management

of international conflict between states - even if that concept has become rather blurred

by the increasing degree of intervention by the international community in intra-state

conflicts - and the impact of journalism on a few, sometimes rather abstract set of actors
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such as governments, policy-makers, diplomats, and publics. The result has been an

analysis influenced by the realist state-centric paradigm which concludes that the

peacemaking potential of journalism will always be subordinated to a state's national

interests. The view of peace and peacemaking in this analysis is also rather narrow. It

understands peace mainly as a result or fixed state of affairs such as the absence of war,

peacekeeping control of violent behaviour, or high-level negotiations aimed at achieving

a political once and for all settlement. The peacemaking potential of journalism is

understood to be inherent in the degree to which journalists can challenge (e.g. counter a

government's drive to war by providing alternative perspectives whilst staying within

agreed boundaries for journalistic work), encourage (such as bringing about intervention

in conflicts abroad) or avoid hampering the actions of others (e.g. ensuring that

negotiations are not obstructed by untimely attention from journalists). This is an

important point because it leaves the act and main responsibility of making peace to

others, whilst journalists only assume a limited role in the process.

The suggestions for peacemaking roles outlined in section 3 open up the debate

about the peacemaking potential of journalism in a number of ways.

Firstly, even if several of the peacemaking roles suggested (such as early

warning and conflict analysis) have been born out of a wish to remedy conflicts in the

international domain, practitioners within the conflict resolution paradigm have pointed

out that these roles can also be carried out in other types of conflict and thereby

broadened the range of conflicts which could benefit from peacemaking journalism to

also include intra-state and communal conflicts. Broadening the range of conflicts also

leads to a broadening of the understanding of who are involved in conflicts and attempts

at resolving them which goes beyond politicians, policy makers and peacekeepers, to

include ordinary people and their organisations who together make up civil society.

Secondly, ideas such as providing a neutral and impartial news service to areas

embroiled in conflict and including more news about positive developments and efforts

at conflict resolution on the news agenda, suggest that the peacemaking potential of

journalism also relates to the interaction between the process of journalism and the
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process of conflict. Journalism contributes to the reproduction of conflict in society and

the understanding of how and if it can be overcome and transformed into less violent

forms of expression or even resolved. It is a process which affects all levels of society

and not only selected actors such as governments or diplomats and it places the

peacemaking potential within the quality of the public communication produced by

journalists on a day-to-day basis. 

Finally, civic journalism argues that the peacemaking potential of journalism

can be found within the ability and willingness of journalists to be pro-active with

regard to facilitating a public communication process about problemsolving in the

community. In addition to moving peacemaking journalism firmly into the sphere of

community relations, it also expands the concept of peace away from being fixed on

treaties and peacekeeping to include processes of social change.   

In sum, the chapter demonstrates that a discourse of peacemaking journalism is

emerging and brings with it many ideas for putting the widely shared international ideal

of journalists as peacemakers into practice. However, as of yet there is no overarching

framework for organising an intellectual discussion of these ideas, nor has there been

serious discussions of why journalism should want to be involved in peacemaking

processes in society beyond that which happens by coincidence. Both of these questions

are the subject of the next chapter: Towards a framework for peacemaking journalism.
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CHAPTER 4
 TOWARDS A FRAMEWORK FOR PEACEMAKING JOURNALISM

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this chapter is to outline a coherent framework for discussing the

peacemaking functions and potential of journalism as it is practiced today in liberal,

capitalist democracies such as the United Kingdom and the United States.

The profession of journalism as a democratic practice is currently at a cross-

roads. Traditionally, journalists and the media have interpreted their main responsibility

towards society as an obligation to help uphold the institutions of democracy and

citizenship by acting as conduits for the exchange of information and opinions between

citizens, and between citizens and their elected representatives. Section 1 briefly

introduces the concept of the media's social responsibility and its impact on the thinking

about the relationship between journalism and peacemaking before proceeding to a

discussion of current challenges to social responsibility theory. Recent technological

developments and the proliferation of media outlets are seriously threatening the

structural position of the media as the main link between politicians and citizens to the

point where news organisations have to reconsider the kind of services they offer to

society over and above that of producing news stories. Many commentators have

pointed to the need for journalism to provide more context, interpretation and analysis

to news stories in order to secure the future of journalism. This chapter suggests that one

possible service and framework for contextualisation journalists could provide is that of

using public discourse to contribute to processes of peacemaking and conflict resolution

in society.

There is another reason why journalists and news organisations may consider

contributing more clearly to processes of peacemaking and conflict resolution in society.

The current approach of many journalists to conflict coverage is already at the centre of

much public discontent with the news media and has been accused of causing growing

disenchantment with politics and civic involvement in many countries. It is therefore

useful to consider the centrality of the concept of conflict to journalism to determine
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whether that contains any obvious barriers to journalists and news organisations

improving their conflict coverage to also include processes of conflict resolution.

Section 2 links the concept of conflict in news production to the underlying culture and

outlines a number of ways in which journalists have internalised and embraced conflict

in their self-image and approach to news production. 

Over the years there has been very little academic research into the potential

roles of media in conflict resolution and peacemaking. Section 3 argues that the dearth

of such research in part can be attributed to the fact that most of the work by academics

in the area of conflict resolution has employed an understanding of communication

which almost excludes public communication per definition. Section 3 then briefly

introduces the work of two academics, Andrew Arno and W. Phillips Davison, who are

among the very few so far to have considered in a systematic manner how and why

media can be useful to processes of conflict resolution and peacemaking in society.

Section 3 concludes with a critique of Davison's approach which identifies potential

peacemaking roles by using research on media effects. Whilst the desired effect from

peacemaking behaviour by journalists obviously is more peaceful relations in society, it

is impossible to pinpoint an exact relationship of cause and effect between news

coverage of an event and the subsequent behaviour by people who have read, seen or

heard that news item. Instead section 3 suggests that in terms of peacemaking

journalism it is more useful to view public communication as a process of building

understanding which then can lead to peacemaking instead of placing the peacemaking

potential of journalism in the ability of news organisations to ensure that messages in

the media are absorbed by recipients in exactly the manner it was intended by the

sender of that message.

Finally, section 4 presents and discusses a number of potential peacemaking

roles for journalists. The roles have been grouped under four main headings and are

based on a commonsense approach to the kinds of functions public communication in

the media could have in relation to processes of peacemaking and conflict resolution in

society: public communication can help build and sustain a commitment to peaceful
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resolution of conflict; it can build awareness about and monitor particular conflicts; it

can analyse conflicts with a view to finding solutions; and it can facilitate the exchange

of information and discussion between people in conflict.  

1: SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY THEORY CHALLENGED

Since the late 1940s journalists' main obligation to society has been expressed

through the notion or theory of the media's social responsibility. The idea was put

forward both by the 1947 US Commission on the Freedom of the Press1 and the British

1949 Royal Commission on the Press. Its main tenet is that news is more than a

commodity and that the media have certain obligations to society. In the name of

democracy, the media should link the ruler and the ruled by providing a truthful,

accurate, fair, objective and relevant account of the day's news that will enable the

population to act as citizens.2 In addition the media should act as forum for the exchange

of ideas on the governance of society, and the media are supposed to be the guardians of

the citizens' interests vis-à-vis their elected leaders and protect the people from abuses of

power. 3

The notion of social responsibility has guided much of the early thinking on the

relationship between peacemaking and journalism. W. Phillip Davison for instance, saw

the media as instruments or tools for governments grappling with issues of war and

peace: 

Contrary to the concept ... that war begins in the minds of men and that
it is there that the defence of peace must be constructed, war and peace
results from decisions made by governments. It is therefore important to
inquire whether mass communications enter significantly into these
decisions. As far as can be determined, they do enter at several points:
They help to set the agenda for political leaders, as they do for the
general public; they provide these leaders with much of the information
on which decisions are based; they likewise influence the experts and
elites who in turn influence the decision-makers; they affect public
opinion on specific issues and the public mood in general ... and they
provide the channels through which governments must explain their
policies in order to obtain the consent or cooperation of the governed.4

During the 1980s and the second Cold War, it was still the notion of the media's
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social responsibility towards maintaining democracy that guided thinking on how and

why journalists should be involved in covering the highly polarised debate about nuclear

weapons and nuclear deterrence. One of Britain's most influential journalists, Jonathan

Dimbleby, for instance, called covering the activities of the anti-nuclear peace

movement a question of democracy:

... if the principles which sustain democracy are to be nurtured rather
than violated, the media - television, radio and newspapers - must no
longer be content to echo the response of the defence establishment to
the anxieties - and arguments - of what is now known as the Peace
Movement. Of course, the media should report the speeches and
decisions of those who have their fingers on or near the nuclear button.
However, it is an elementary but fundamental proposition that the role
of the media in a free society is to question and analyse prevailing
assumptions and attitudes and not merely to regurgitate the conclusions
that flow from them for the edification of an uninformed populace.5

Statements like those above understand peace as issues that can be placed in

time or space such as the decision to enter into war, broker a peace agreement or discuss

the ramifications of nuclear deterrence. As such peace becomes a political issue which

journalists will approach and cover like other political issues informing the populace

what politicians are thinking and doing about the issue and feeding back to politicians

the citizens' responses. 

Journalists and news organisations continue to reaffirm their commitment to the

notion of social responsibility but the pivotal role of the media in maintaining

democracy in accordance with the ideals of social responsibility theory has come under

severe pressure from recent technological developments and the proliferation of media

outlets which are threathening the structural position of the media as the main link and

intermediary between ruler and the ruled. 

Ways and means to bypass journalists
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Bardoel has pointed out that new technology has led to an explosion of

information both in terms of volume, speed and density of available information. The

increased volume and density of information in the public sphere makes it harder for

journalists to attract the public's attention whilst the increased speed with which new

information becomes available shortens the lifespan of a public issue. An issue may well

be overtaken by other events before the journalist manages to contextualise it in a

meaningful way that lives up to the ideals in social responsibility theory of a well-

informed citizenry.6

The interactivity of some new media also challenges journalism since it gives

the users the possibility of selecting their own information rather than accepting choices

made by journalists. Similarly, interactivity has also opened up new avenues for

increased communication between citizens who for relatively little money now can

publish their own information on the Internet and thereby eliminate or lessen their need

for journalists and the traditional media when it comes to advancing their causes and put

them in the public domain. Vertical communication between state and the citizens could

also become more direct with interactive media and thereby make the journalist less

necessary as a conduit through which public opinion is channelled to governments.

Bardoel concludes that in order for classical journalism to survive, the

profession will have to evolve from just assembling facts about new developments to

offering orientation to the citizens:

More than ever, the task of journalism will lie in filtering relevant issues
from the increasing supply of information in a crowded public domain
and its fragmented segments. Journalism [must] evolve from the
provision of facts to the provision of meaning ... Communication rather
than information becomes the keyword, and journalists have a long
tradition in bringing minds together.7

Assessing the same developments as Bardoel but in the context of the US, Ellen

Hume - executive director of the Democracy Project at the Public Broadcasting Service

- points to an interesting paradox. The market for journalism would appear to be better

than ever as people need reliable gatekeepers to help them sort out the torrent of news
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and pseudonews which is flooding their homes. However, audiences are increasingly

choosing other gatekeepers than journalists and the journalist's audience is becoming

smaller and smaller, particularly for traditional newspapers and the national television

networks.8 The response from some major American news organisations has been to "go

tabloid" in the hope that it would help them hold on to their mass audiences.9 But tabloid

news has turned out to be a false promise, explains Hume:

Tabloid news formats - emphasizing drama, violence, celebrity gossip
and sex - can boost ratings temporarily, but they may actually be
counter-productive in the main task: developing audiences that will
actively seek the news. The local and national television news programs
holding consistent first-place positions in their markets most often are
those offering the highest-quality news.10 

Hume believes that more tabloid-style news will not be able to save news

organisations and journalism from a future where audiences will continue to break down

further into niches and news producers will have to develop more loyal customers from

a smaller, narrower, group. The mass audience is dead except for a few collective

experiences such as sports events, disasters, or celebrity trials and funerals, but

journalism is well equipped for becoming successful in the marketplace of niches,

Hume believes:

Thus, while the multimedia, interactive technologies create a more
competitive landscape, journalism's oldest standards of quality -
verification, relevance, and fairness - are more important than ever for
creating a credible brand name and a loyal audience.11

At this point in time it is hard to ascertain the degree to which the market for

news will change from a mass market to one of niches and people chosing particular

brands of news over others. But both Bardoel and Hume edge around the idea that in the

future journalism will need to offer something more to justify their continued existence

than just providing people with fast information in the name of democracy. The surplus

value of consuming information that has been produced by a journalist instead of, say,

an internet search engine or a talkshow host has to be clear and significant. Bardoel and

Hume both point to the need for journalists to provide context for news and information
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but as Jay Rosen, professor at New York University, has said, contextualisation is not a

neutral process, it demands that journalists are so aware of social, political, and

economic developments in society that they know why an issue is important and how to

contextualise it:

Whenever I hear these terms [context, interpretation and analysis], I
always ask: which context do you propose to add, interpretation from
what perspective, analysis based on what? After all, context can not be
located in the events to be contextualised; interpretations do not spring
from the facts themselves; analysis will not come from the analysed.
These things are works of mind, not naturally occurring phenomena.
They are only as good as the "software" - the ideas about society and
economy, power and politics, human nature and contemporary culture -
from which they arise.12

Rosen argues that generally journalists do not want to discuss what ideas form

the basis for journalistic analysis because the very idea of discussing it seems to violate

the doctrine of objectivity.13 However, it may be impossible for journalism to avoid

those discussions in the future if people no longer feel they need news produced by

journalists in order to carry out their civic duties, but find the information they need for

that elsewhere. In that situation news organisations and journalists will have to reassess

what constitutes social responsibility and develop new arguments for why there is a

need for their products in a way that their audiences will accept and reward. A

determination to help society cope with conflict could well be one way of improving the

value of journalism As Joann Byrd, an ombudsman with the Washington Post has said

in a speech about the need to change the ways media covers conflict to include attention

to the resolution of conflict:

In a very large reality check, I think we [should] be updating our
definition of public service to incorporate the service that's actually
needed now. ... Why us? Because we are the only institutions speaking to
the whole community ... Ethically speaking, our responsibility increases
sharply when we are the only ones with the ability to do it.14

2: NEVER-ENDING CONFLICT? 

Other factors seem to indicate that it could be fruitful for journalists and news
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organisations to reconsider their relationship with conflict in society. The current

approach to conflict coverage is already at the center of much public discontent with the

news media and has been accused of causing growing disenchantment with politics and

civic involvement in a number of countries, most notably the US where 71 per cent of

respondents to a 1994 survey by the Times-Mirror Center for People and the Press

agreed with the statement that "the news media gets in the way of the country solving its

problems."15 It is therefore useful to briefly consider the centrality of the concept of

conflict to the practice of journalism to see if there are obstacles inherent in that concept

which makes it difficult for journalists to also attend to the resolution of conflicts.

Conflict is news for cultural reasons

Some people maintain that the majority of news concerns conflict. Andrew

Arno, for instance, asserts that news is defined by its focus on conflict:

Systematic, purposive involvement in conflict situations is the most
immediately salient feature of the anatomy and behaviour of the news
media in relation to other contemporary social entities. They insert
themselves or are drawn into virtually every kind of conflict, because, in
a basic sense, conflict is news.16

The main reason why conflict is news can be found in the human disposition to

find alarming reports more stimulating than stories about what is right with the world,

Arno argues.17 Arno's viewpoint is shared by Johan Galtung, whose pioneering work in

identifying news values was outlined in chapter 2. Together with fellow researcher, Mari

H. Ruge, he identified 12 characteristics an event should possess to some degree to have

a chance of becoming news. Eight of these characteristics the two social scientists held

to be universally shared by all cultures in the world, whereas the last four are specific to

the Western world and hold that events concerning elite nations and elite people are

more likely to become news as are events which can be seen in personal terms and

events which are negative.18 30 years later Galtung reflected on why this should be so in

the preface to a book about communication and culture in war and peace. The media

have a perverse fascination with war and violence, and neglect the peace forces at work,
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he wrote and pinpointed the reason in culture. The dominant world culture right now is

Western culture. This culture is - in Galtung's view - centralistic in its image of space;

highly dramatic with cathartic and apocalyptic understanding of time; inconsiderate to

nature, nonhuman life, and human life that stands in its way; highly individualistic and

competitive; and given to monotheistic dedication, hard work, a certain puritanism and

greed. It is, however, also the culture of the rule of law and human rights, privacy and

private property, arts and science:

... we have the media one would expect in a culture of that kind. Or, to
be more precise and more just, we would expect media to reflect
mainstream Western culture and should not be surprised when this near-
tautological hypothesis is confirmed. It would be far more surprising
were it falsified.19

Galtung's argument is that news production and its relationship to conflict is

determined by culture. However, it is important not to take cultural determinism too far

and allow it to become a simplistic argument akin to that strand in the sociology of news

which sees news output largely as a function of the political economy where a capitalist

system automatically ensures conservative system-maintaining news. Whilst factors

such as economy and culture obviously play a major part in shaping the environment in

which journalism is exercised, they can only be used to explain tendencies in output.

Similarly, it is true that Western culture is fascinated by and pre-occupied with conflict

but not necessarily with never-ending conflict. Attention to the repair of conflict is also

of great concern and is a major theme in the global entertainment industry which

produces an endless number of police and courtroom dramas focusing on the just

solution of conflict between people. In their current approach to conflict coverage, it

would therefore appear that journalists have accelerated a cultural tendency significantly

beyond what Arno called the natural human disposition to be stimulated by alarming

stories. The explanation for that can be found by examining how journalists have

internalised and incorporated notions of conflict into their craft and self-image over

time. 
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War as a main driving force of journalistic development

It is hard to over-emphasize the importance of war - the ultimate violent conflict

- to the development of journalism as well as new media technology. Casting back to the

discussions in chapter 1, times of war have always been times of high demand for news,

and therefore wars have been powerful vehicles for technological and professional

development. An early example of this was the American Civil War. The war created a

huge demand for news, and journalists rushing to transmit their most newsworthy

information over often unreliable telegraph lines developed a habit of compressing their

most crucial facts into short, paragraph-long dispatches.20 That was the beginning of the

fact-based journalism which is still dominant today. Around the same time war

correspondents became an elite corps of journalists in Britain, and as a group they were

instrumental in building up the circulation of newspapers and finance new technological

developments. For instance, Archibald Forbes' coverage of the Franco-Prussian War

(1870-71) in the Daily News trebled that newspaper's circulation from 50,000 to

150,000 copies a day.21 The popularity of war correspondents was dependent on their

ability to write war reports as stories of adventure, and often the audiences identified

with the war correspondents and saw them as heroes.22 The trend has continued this

century. BBC Radio News came of age during and because of the Second World War.

And the 1991 Gulf War gave a tremendous boost to satellite journalism, real-time news

and media organisations like CNN. 

In the hierarchy of newsworthy events war has always come out on top, and it

would be strange if journalists had not internalised this message and tried to dress up

more mundane stories in the glamourous uniform of war from time to time on the

assumption that it will find favour with the audience and bring glory and importance on

themselves.

Cynical watchdogs serving the public

Social responsibility theory is partly to blame too for journalists' tendency to
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accelerate the image of conflict. Nominated as guardians of the citizens' interest vis-à-

vis their elected representatives, journalists have developed the idea that they should

subject those in power to systematic and independent scrutiny in order to give the

citizens an idea of their activities - a watchdog role which over time has been interpreted

widely by different kinds of media. More importantly, it has given rise to a culture

where journalists often perceive themselves as adversaries to the powers that be and

whose responsibility it is to hold such powers accountable for their actions to the public.

It follows that the adversarial journalist will not want to spend time on issues of

motherhood and applepie but focuses his or her time and resources on the problems

involved in the pursuit of political and economic power.

Whereas adversarial journalism has an important role to play also in

peacemaking journalism, critics have pointed out that in its current form adversarial

journalism might be counter-productive and in fact give an impression of more conflict

than actually exists. In his book on public journalism, Jay Rosen has said that in his

experience journalists talk easily about what they are against, but find it difficult to

explain what they stand for:

Often the answer seems to be a snarling and relentless cynicism - a
categorical mistrust of all public actors. If the American press has a
belief system, it tends towards the cultivation of a generalized disbelief.
The journalist's characteristic way of seeing is to see through the phony
facade, the arranged impression. If there's an identifiable tone, it is the
tone of the zealous prosecutor, in search of the hidden motive or the
telling lie.23 

Ellen Hume has said that journalists overreacting to the Watergate, Vietnam, and

Iran-Contra revelations have

become so automatically negative as they approach politics and
governance that they are skewing Americans' understanding of
themselves.24

Images of conflict arising from ideals of non-partisanship

The journalistic ideal of impartiality also encourages journalists to depict the

world in terms of conflict. The need to appear impartial (or objective) has given rise to a
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number of work practices which among other things emphasize that journalists must

present different sides of an issue in a balanced and evenhanded manner. As Gay

Tuchman has pointed out in her classic study "Objectivity as Strategic Ritual",

journalists can appear to be objective if they present conflicting possibilities because by

telling "both sides of the story" the reporter allows the readers or viewers to make up

their own minds without being influenced by the reporter.25

In terms of every-day newsgathering this means that journalists wanting to look

at any slightly controversial issue will have to phrase the story in terms of a conflict or a

problem that two or more parties have different opinions about in order to avoid

accusations of pushing a particular point of view. In such circumstances it does not take

long before any story has to have a conflict at its core in order to merit attention from

journalists trained in the tradition of non-partisanship.

Whilst it may not be a problem in itself to present two sides of an issue in every

article or newsbulletin, it can be if the story is only sketched and drawn out at the edges.

Joann Byrd, an ombudsman with the Washington Post, has considered what it means if

most stories are portrayed in extremes and dramatic quotes:

News as conflict encourages the players to get into corners, to adopt a
belligerent, rigid view and stick to it. And people out there must feel that
if they are going to get involved in the subject at all, they have to sign up
with one extreme or the other. Winners and Losers is a world in which
compromise is for wimps. And people and ideas become either Them or
Us. I don't probably need to point out that this polarizes people.26

Byrd suggests that it is time that solutions and agreement and cooperation rise in

the estimation of journalists to the status of news:

We ought to add to the public agenda a search for common ground, an
effort at mutual understanding and attention to fixing problems. We
ought to make it hard for a conflict to get on the agenda without the next
item being attention to its repair.27

But can stories about conflict resolution and cooperation sell? Considering the

current contents of many news stories the reaction from many journalists seems to

suggest a negative answer. However, it is hard to determine the selling value of a
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product if it is rarely on offer, and the previous chapter did indicate that news of conflict

resolution can find appreciative audiences. Johannes Botes, a South African journalist

and academic, has pointed out that whilst there might be a human disposition to find

alarming reports stimulating, many news organisations fail to recognise that people do

not read or tune in to the news only for stimulation or 'kicks' but also to relieve their

anxieties:

With general levels of fear and frustration rising throughout the
industrialised world, there is a market for stories featuring successful
problem-solving and conflict resolutions. Desperate people often turn to
charlatans, snake-oil salesmen, demagogues, and others who promise
quick cures for their personal and social ills. Journalists can address
these needs without becoming confidence-peddlers by describing
genuine instances of conflict resolution and prevention. (original
emphasis)28 

The American News Service is an interesting experiment in getting such stories

of public problem solving onto the mainstream news agenda. Set up in 1995, the

American News Service is a non-profit news organisation which provides its subscribers

free of charge features on innovations in the solution of problems in society. The stories

are about real people tackling some of the country's most difficult problems. From the

forests of Oregon to the streets of Baltimore, the American News Service reports on

citizens who are engaged in creating safer neighbourhoods, better schools, jobs for the

unemployed and homes for the homeless. Distributed on the Knight Ridder/Tribune

news wire, the service has been well received by editors all over the US.29

It is also important not to gloss over the nuances in news production. What

makes an event newsworthy at the national level may not be the same as what makes

an event newsworthy at the local level. For instance, Robin Fletcher, editor of the

British local newspaper Chronicle and Echo, has emphasized that for local newspapers

good news are a must without which local newspapers can not survive. And not only do

readers of local newspapers prefer positive stories to general doom and gloom, they also

expect their papers to act in the interest of the local community and spearhead

campaigns for local change if necessary. Robin Fletcher has recounted the story of how
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the newspaper ended up running a successful campaign to get more police officers in

Northampton after one day where the newspaper's front-page had been devoted to a

murder, a rape, and a kidnapping.

The prioritising of such stories was, in our view, justified on traditional
news values. But in a community which had experienced five murders in
six months, and a machete attack on a policeman in that same week, the
mood indicated that our paper was becoming a refuge for bad news. ...
We agreed that whilst we could not do much about people killing each
other, we could help by campaigning to put more officers on the beat.30

Whilst not providing conclusive proof, the above discussion indicates that there

is scope for improving media coverage of conflict to also include paying attention to

conflict resolution. People may feel stimulated by stories of conflict, but they also want

media coverage to help provide relief for personal and societal anxieties and point to

ways forward. The extent to which journalists neglect reporting on positive moves

towards resolution of problems and conflicts in society probably has more to do with

specific journalistic cultures and work practices than it has to do with the culture

prevailing in society.

3: COMMUNICATION AND CONFLICT RESOLUTION

As discussed in the previous chapter, diplomats and politicians often prefer to

conduct negotiations aimed at resolving conflict away from the public eye as they

believe that media coverage can be counter-productive to the process of making peace.

Researchers into peace and communication have by and large ignored the question of

the peacemaking potential of journalism too. In her introduction to the book

Communication and Culture in War and Peace31, editor Colleen Roach argues that it is

essential that peace researchers and activists integrate more fully into their field issues

relating to culture and communication.32 Yet, the reader looks in vain amongst the

contributions from some of the leading critical peace and communication researchers for

any reference to the potential roles of media and journalism in conflict resolution and

peacemaking. The dearth of such research may in part be explained by the fact that
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politicians and diplomats through their attempts to exclude the media from peacemaking

processes have not conferred prestige on this as an area of research. Another important

reason could be that the main work by peace and conflict researchers carving out a role

for communication in international conflict resolution in addition to that of official

diplomacy, has been based on an idea which almost excludes public communication per

definition.  

The main thinking on the role of communication in international conflict

resolution is embodied in the work on problem-solving workshops. The origins of this

can be found in a book by the influential academic John Burton: Conflict &

Communication: The Use of Controlled Communication in International Relations .33 

According to Burton, conflict can occur as a result of ineffective communication

and its resolution therefore involves processes by which communication can be made

effective:

The process of resolution of conflict is essentially the process of testing
whether information is received as was transmitted, and whether what
was transmitted was sent deliberately and contained accurate
information.34

Burton acknowledged that both diplomacy and the media are means of

communication but he also believed that neither system had the ability to ensure

effective communication. Communication in diplomacy is often used for mis-

information and creating 'noise' whereas communication in the media frequently

contains distortions of attitude or policy, and can be further distorted when interpreted

by the receiver. In Burton's view neither systems are therefore good enough for

effective, conflict resolving communication which instead demands that parties to

conflict meet in an environment free of interference in order to be able to control the

contents of communication.35 Burton went on from these thoughts to develop the

problem-solving workshop which would bring together people from either side in

protracted international conflicts to explore the differences and potentials for solving the

conflict under conditions of controlled communication.
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Burton developed the idea of the problem-solving workshop together with

colleagues in London in the 1960s, and the American academic Herbert Kelman applied

it to the conflicts in the Middle East. Burton and Kelman played significant roles in the

development of the academic field of conflict resolution through the 1970s and the

1980s, which may well explain in part why the conflict resolving community paid little

attention to the peacemaking potential of public communication via the media. The

essence of the problem-solving workshop was that it was direct communication within a

conflict between opposing sides, but in an unofficial and complementary way to the

more official diplomatic processes. An obvious prerequisite of such an exercise would

be that it stayed out of the public view and therefore the media was of limited interest,

and often something to be avoided in order to succeed with the workshops, for people

like Burton and Kelman.36

The problem solving workshop is a facilitated process which makes use of a

third party mediator to move proceedings along. From that point of view it is interesting

that one of the few academics to consider the structural relationship between the media

and parties to conflict, Andrew Arno, should arrive at the conclusion that any power and

potential the media might have as conflict resolvers is embedded in the news

organisation's position as a third party to conflict. Arno labelled this third party position

tertius gaudens, which means "the third who rejoices":

In many cases, a third party profits from the conflict of two others, and
this is especially true of news organisations. Were it not for such
conflict, in fact, they would not even exist. Newspapers or television
stations could serve other purposes, such as education, national
integration, or entertainment. In order to function as news media, they
need the conflict of others.37

To be a third party in a conflict situation is to be in a position of power but the

power is derived solely from the third party's position in the middle where he or she is

independent from either party to the conflict, argues Arno

the relationship between the third party and the two parties is symbiotic;
he [sic!] needs them - and their state of conflict - and they also need
him. The two parties each want the third in some cases as an ally, and in
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some cases they need him as a nonpartisan mediator... to allow
communiction that can lead to accommodation.38

Arno likened the conflict resolving potential of the media to that of the early

bishops of Rome who made it a practice to side with any bishop who, in a conflict with

another bishop, asked for their support. To protect themselves, both parties found it

necessary to petition the Roman bishop, and his authoritative role in conflict

management was established.

Whilst Arno makes clear why the media has a strong interest in maintaining a

structural position as the third party to conflict, he offers no argument at all as to why

news organisations may want to use that position to help resolve conflict. Arno

nevertheless has pointed to something very important about the peacemaking potential

of the media, namely that in persuading news organisations to engage in peacemaking

journalism, it is important to find roles which allow news organisations to preserve their

independence from the conflicting parties.

As one of very few, W. Phillips Davison has tried to think systematically about

the relationship between mass communication and conflict resolution. In a book

published in 1974, he took his starting point in the effects of mass communication and

then asked how the media might contribute to the resolution of international conflict in

varying types of situations. Davison identified five kinds of effects of mass

communication: it can (1) raise the information level; (2) focus attention on certain

subjects and provide priorities and terminologies for thinking about them; (3) affect

attitudes, although only under certain conditions; (4) help create a mood or a frame of

mind; and (5) enable organisations, including public opinion, to take shape and

function.39 If this is what mass communication can do, Davison argued, then it is

possible for mass media to help bring about peace by sending the right messages to the

right kind of people in the right kind of situation: 

The problem facing those who would make greater use of the mass
media in the advancement of international understanding is to identify
relevant audiences, to specify actions that people in these audiences
might take in order to resolve conflicts peacefully, and then to devise
ways of reaching these people with messages that will bring about the
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desired behaviour.40

Davison then specified six peacekeeping tasks for the media which "if carried

out, might contribute at least marginally to a more peaceful world"41.  The media should

1) increase the quantity of international communication, as the more
information people in two or more states have about each other, the
more likely these states are to resolve their differences without violence

2) increase the quality of international communication, as the more
accurately and dispassionately mass communication can transmit
messages to people in different nations, the more likely their leaders are
to find ways of resolving conflict peacefully

3) provide early warning of situations that might lead to conflict, as the
sooner political leaders give their attention to solving international
differences, the less likely these differences are to lead to violence

4) stimulate the use of mechanisms for conflict resolution such as
negotiation, mediation, and arbitration, as international conflict will be
reduced in proportion to the degree and skill with which available
mechanisms for the peaceful resolution of differences are used

5) create a mood in which peaceful solutions are more likely to be
sought and accepted, as international agreements are more likely to be
reached and respected if the public mood in the countries concerned is
favourable to the conclusion and maintenance of these agreements

6) mobilise those who are interested in finding peaceful solutions and
help build public opinion in favour of such solutions, as political leaders
are more likely to seek and find ways of resolving conflicts peacefully if
such action is favoured by an appreciable body of opinion in their
respective countries, or by international public opinion42  

Davison's ideas of conflict and actors in conflict are narrowly focused on

international conflict with governments and public opinion as the main subjects, and

therefore he appears rather old-fashioned and naive in the face of the protracted

national and international social conflicts which dominate the world today and where

many other people than just those in governments impact on the development and

resolution of conflict. However, that does not detract from the validity and usefulness of

his suggestions about how public communication in the media can be used to improve
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efforts at conflict resolution and peacemaking in society as his ideas about improving

the quantity, quality and contents of news can be applied to the coverage of conflicts at

other levels than just international conflicts. What is more problematic from the point of

developing a coherent framework for thinking about the peacemaking potential of

journalists and the media is Davison's idea that such a framework can be formed by

looking mainly at media effects.  

By focusing on effect, Davison completely forgot the very valuable contributions

that media can make by facilitating communication between parties to conflict either

directly or indirectly during their attempts to cover the dispute. The omission is so much

more intriguing as elsewhere Davison himself devoted much time to the study of the use

of the media as a channel of diplomatic communication between nations and even called

media auxiliary channels for government diplomacy.43 

There is, however, a much more serious problem in thinking of peace as effect -

and Davison acknowledged this himself - which is that it is impossible to predict with

any confidence the exact effect that a particular communication will have on a given

individual or group, even if the assumptions he made above sound both likely and

reasonable. Public communication may have no effect, it may have some effect, and two

groups may react entirely differently to the same piece of information and possibly step

up a mutual conflict because of it. Even if the establishment of peaceful relations is the

desired result, it could be counter-productive to attempt to identify potential

peacemaking roles for journalists mainly from hoped-for effects on behaviour as they

are notoriously difficult to predict and some cynics would be tempted to equate no

predictable effect with no effect at all. Journalists and the media can not - and more

importantly should not, however benign the intention  - control other people's behaviour,

only their own, and therefore it may be better to start the thinking process on identifying

peacemaking roles for journalists somewhere else. 

Bruce Phillips has provided an insight into the relationship between

communication and conflict resolution which could prove extremely useful to the

discussion about journalists and peacemaking. Phillips points out that many mediation
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models are premised upon a conduit metaphor of communication where the mind is like

a 'container' of ideas, and communication is a matter of 'sending' these ideas through the

conduit to another person. Successful communication then occurs when the listener has

understood the thoughts of the speaker which have been transmitted through the

conduit. However, this persuasive metaphor covers up the fact that in conversation

about conflict there is also a process of construction going on:

We might, instead, see communication as a collaborative-constructive
process where nothing is found or uncovered, but a mutual
understanding about the problem is built. Conversation, within this
metaphor, becomes a tool rather than a conduit, for the construction of
ideas, thoughts, and beliefs. Rather than focusing on communication as
an action performed by individuals, communication is perceived as a
social or collaborative behaviour performed between participants.
(original emphasis)44

Phillips approached the question of communication from the point of mediation

in inter-personal conflict. Analysing transcripts and videotapes from mediation sessions

he found that classic communications skills such as paraphrasing, reflection and

questioning tend to construct mutual meanings and understandings of the problem

instead of reflecting or mirroring the feelings or belief within another person.45 Similar

considerations could be made about public communication in the media. If the

peacemaking potential in communication is premised on the untainted transfer of a

message from the sender to the receiver such as Burton has suggested, the peacemaking

roles for journalists are probably very few as the process of journalism is one of

constructing rather than merely reflecting social reality. However, viewing

communication as a collaborative-constructive process where understanding is built

leaves much more scope for peacemaking journalism. 

A collaborative-constructive view of the role of communication in peacemaking

would see journalists and news organisations as contributors in their own right to a

public discourse where the peacemaking potential lies in the interaction between the

senders and receivers of messages and the news media. Like mediators in interpersonal

conflict, journalists can aid processes of peacemaking at the level of society by
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paraphrasing, reflecting and questioning the world around them in a manner which

encourages and facilitates the process of building a shared understanding at the public

level. Seeing communication as a collaborative-constructive process also liberates the

search for potential peacemaking roles for journalists from the discussion about effects

and whether there is a causal link from sending a message to the recipient's subsequent

behaviour. Even if the desired result of journalistic efforts is a more peaceful world, an

approach to communication emphasizing collaboration and construction makes it

possible to separate conversation partners and assign them individual responsibilities for

the process of building understanding, something which is not possible if the

peacemaking potential is understood to be inherent in the recipient absorbing the

message in exactly the manner it was intended by the sender. This is particularly

valuable in a situation where one party to the conversation - the news organisation - is

talking to many different audiences at the same time, and the conversation has not been

set up specifically by certain people at a certain time to deal with a particular problem.

Then the intent of journalists and the media for building understanding becomes

important, rather than the possible effect on the receivers of messages carried in the

mass media.

4: A FRAMEWORK FOR PEACEMAKING JOURNALISM

The following section will outline a number of suggestions for peacemaking

roles for journalists based on the premise that public communication in the media can

and does interact with processes of conflict and their resolution. As Christopher

Mitchell has argued, conflicts are dynamic and subject to change in three major areas:

(a) Within the parties themselves, as goals, attitudes and behaviours
change, or party structures alter in response to changes in adversary or
environment ...
(b) Between the parties, as differing patterns of communication and
inter-action emerge over time, and the conflict escalates, de-escalates,
intensifies or dies down, expands or contracts in the attribute spaces it
occupies.
(c) Between the parties and their environment, as the latter reacts to the
conflict in ways ranging from efforts at quarantine to the involvement of
third parties in roles such as suppliers of resources, interveners,
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intermediaries or imposers of limits on behaviour and settlements.46 

Communication - including public communication - plays a major role in all

three processes, and it stands to reason that media coverage about any conflict will be

fed back into the conflict and has the capacity to influence the attitudes and behaviour of

parties to the conflict. Journalists and the media thereby become an integral part of a

conflict's progression and the opportunities there might be for peaceful settlement of the

conflict.

Mitchell points out that the general level of knowledge about conflict processes is

extremely patchy and uncertain, seldom going beyond the anecdotal or the hypothesis

drawn from a single case.47 In the absence of meaningful research in this area which

could have formed a basis for developing a framework for understanding the

peacemaking potential of journalism, the suggestions below are based on a

commonsense approach to the interrelationship between conflict processes and public

communication in the form of journalism. The suggestions have been grouped under

four headings, and the function of public communication in relation to conflict and its

possible resolution under each heading will be outlined briefly before moving on to

examining the suggestions for peacemaking roles which belong under that specific

heading: 

1) Building and sustaining a commitment to the peaceful resolution of
    conflict
2) Monitoring and awareness building 
3) Conflict analysis
4) Opening channels of communication and facilitating dialogue and
     public problem-solving

It is important to point out that all the roles suggested below are based on key

lessons from the discussions in the preceeding chapters. The first and most important is

that for journalists to be able to contribute to peacemaking in society, it is necessary to

devise roles and functions which allow them and their news organisations to preserve
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their independence from parties to conflict as well as from governments. Journalists do

not want to act as advocates for particular parties or outcomes, and in fact it may be

argued that if they did, journalism would lose much of its peacemaking potential

because it is unlikely that other parties would listen to a partisan piece of journalism.

Peacemaking journalism can therefore only be normative on process - as in insisting on

peaceful solutions to conflicts and if necessary facilitate a public discussion to that

effect  - but  not on issues and outcomes.

A second important point is that while journalism may gain from being seen to

contribute to peacemaking and conflict resolving processes in society, peacemaking

roles and functions will always be of secondary importance to the main task of news

production. Peacemaking is likely to be embodied in angles on stories and approaches to

coverage, but is not - and is unlikely ever to become - the primary goal for journalists.

Few journalists will be rewarded by their editors for coming back from an assignment

and say: "Sorry, I did not get a story, but I think I made them understand each other a

little bit better." 

Following from the above, it is also important not to expect that journalists can

become peacemakers who are engaged in peacemaking journalism at all times. Rather,

some journalists can play peacemaking roles from time to time, and the fact that it may

not happen at all times in all stories should not detract from its value if and when it does

occur.

Finally, it is evident from the discussions below that peacemaking need not

necessarily be a totally foreign concept to journalists. In fact, some ideas for

peacemaking roles for journalists are nothing but making explicit potential which has

always existed in journalism, particularly when it comes to awareness building and

conflict analysis.

4A: BUILDING AND SUSTAINING A COMMITMENT TO THE PEACEFUL
RESOLUTION OF CONFLICT

The way that people think about conflict and methods of conflict resolution in

general has a huge impact on the way they approach particular conflicts. News media is
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one of many sources from which people learn about conflict and how to deal with them.

News media are also instrumental in reproducing discourses about particular conflicts

and opportunities for resolving them. Therefore journalists can contribute to

peacemaking in society by covering news in ways that will build and sustain a

commitment to resolving conflict in peaceful ways. That could be done in two ways:

Firstly, by editorial support for peace and peaceful conflict resolution as values but also

by supporting efforts at peaceful resolution of particular conflicts. Secondly, by

appreciating that media can impact on the mood of their audiences and the way they

may respond to efforts of conflict resolution. 

Celebrating peace and peaceful conflict resolution as values that should be held

in high esteem could comprise the following suggestions:

Portraying more clearly the benefits of peace. Johan Galtung and Richard

Vincent have pointed out in their book Global Glasnost that from the current focus on

conflict in the media, people might be led to believe that peace is a rather dull state of

affairs, a kind of non-entity only really suited for good, but rather weak and passive

individuals.

It [peace] may seem to be an interlude between wars, or a phase in
historic time marked "Waiting Room." War looks more real and
exciting; evil, yes, but intended for the strong and active - mainly men ...
In this way the media may become a negative factor, contributing to
worldwide insecurity rather than the opposite, slanting public opinion,
training people to see violence as normal, even teaching them the
techniques.48

Instead Galtung and Vincent encourage the media to not see peace only as the

end of wars but also pay attention to the opportunities that peace can bring for social,

political, economic and cultural development in societies where people live without fear

of violence.

Emphasizing mediatory values. Journalists and news organisations could also
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support the value of peace by emphasizing mediatory values at any given opportunity.

These are values that may help to compensate or reward one or more parties to a conflict

for making concessions during the process of peacemaking. They include norms such as

the preference for peaceful resolution, respect for the law, and compliance with political

resolutions. It could also be behaviour such as those suggested by religions, ideologies,

or traditions, or behaviour suggested by prior arrangements and preferred methods for

settling disputes. As Davison pointed out

The more the mass media use their capabilities to focus attention on
these values and to confer prestige on them, the easier it is for a
mediator - or even the negotiating parties - to appeal to them in
justifying compromise solutions.49

Conferring prestige on the peacemakers. It is well acknowledged that

journalists and the media have the power to confer prestige on certain people, and the

suggestion has been voiced by many that the media could do service to peacemaking

processes by conferring prestige on the peacemakers from the grassroots level to the

work of international NGOs to the highest levels of politics and diplomacy. Conferring

prestige on individual peacemakers through interviews and coverage of their activities

would serve the dual aims of reinforcing the general commitment to peaceful resolution

of conflict as well as that of ensuring a wider circulation of the ideas that those

peacemakers might have for the resolution of particular conflicts.  

Remind people at all times that peaceful alternatives exist or should be

looked for. When it comes to covering particular conflicts, journalists and the news

media could call for and remind conflict parties of peaceful ways of resolving conflicts

such as negotiation, mediation, and arbitration. Just as importantly, news media can lend

their support to attempts at solving particular conflicts peacefully both in the ways they

are reported and in editorials.

An example of a situation where this did not happen was the 1990 Gulf crisis

after Iraq's invasion of Kuwait. According to the American media watch group Fairness

and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR), the four different attempts at resolving that conflict
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peacefully were instantly abandoned by the American mainstream media, and by

television in particular. Not only that, but journalists and television anchors were also

actively involved in discrediting the diplomatic efforts of countries like France, Jordan,

and the Soviet Union. Sam Husseini has provided this example:

On February 21, as Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz met in Moscow
with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, CBS's Middle East analyst,
Fouad Ajami, eagerly professed that "Saddam is almost inviting us to a
ground war ... He wants a showdown and for him that showdown is on
the ground." Within the hour, Ajami's analysis was undermined by
events: Moscow announced that Iraq agreed to withdraw from Kuwait.
Ajami then proceeded to argue that a peaceful outcome would be a
"catastrophe."50

A similar conclusion has been reached by Wilhelm Kempf who has conducted

an interdisciplinary and multinational content analysis of Gulf War coverage in

American and European media:

The results of the study demonstrate a gross orientation towards
escalation of the conflict in the Gulf War coverage in American and
European media. Although the media put high emphasis on reporting
about alternatives to violence, there was extremely little critical
journalism that gave peace a chance. As was seen from a more indepth
analysis of the coverage of third party peace initiatives, this topic rather
served as a means for portraying the war as unavoidable and for raising
support for an escalation of war-aims beyond the UN-mandate.51

This can be compared to the behaviour of local journalists and media in

Northern Ireland which organised two specific peace-polls across the sectarian divide to

denounce violence and support efforts for peace at crucial points in the Northern Irish

conflict. The first peace-poll was conducted by the Protestant Newsletter and the

Catholic Irish News in November 1993 in the wake of two vicious sectarian atrocities

perpetrated by nationalist and loyalist paramilitaries, respectively. Presenting it as a
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chance for the people to send a message to the gunmen, the two newspapers set up a

special phone-line which would register the caller's support for a message which simply

said: "Stop the killing".  The editor of the Newsletter, Geoff Martin said:

[This is the first time media has] gone beyond just reporting the tragedy
we have been experiencing. We are sending a specific message to the
gunmen. Here we have the Irish News on one side and the News Letter
seen to be on the other side, and we are saying: Stop the killing, you do
not represent us. If the gunmen do not represent the Catholic population
or the Protestant population, then just who do they represent? I see this
as a small but highly significant gesture.52 

All in all, 157,457 people called the phone-line to register their vote for peace

and an end to violence, and it became the biggest response ever to a newspaper

telephone survey in the UK.53 This, however, was not the only effect of the peace-poll. It

also signified a shift in the attitude of many local Northern Irish journalists who openly

declared that they held peace as a bigger value than continued violence. Journalist Jim

McDowell who initiated the peace-poll explained in an editorial in the Irish News how

he saw the relationship between journalism and the Northern Irish conflict:

... the phone-in for peace which this newspaper, and the News Letter,
are jointly promoting today stemmed not from vanity, or propaganda, or
self-fulling purposes. The initiative undertaken by both papers stemmed
from one common trait: shared tears. The sharing of grief. ... You see, us
reporters, us hacks, us journalists, call us what you will, aren't supposed
to have feelings. We are supposed to be "objective". We had it drummed
into us almost from the start of our careers as cub reporters: "Never
become involved with the story." Rubbish. I defy anyone who has worked
most of their career covering the quarter of a century of wanton death
and wasteful destruction here not to become involved with the story.
(original emphasis)54

That this feeling was shared by more than a few journalists was demonstrated in

February 1996 when the IRA ended its 1994 ceasefire by setting off a bomb in the

Docklands area of London, killing two and causing massive economic damage. This

time five different Northern Irish newspapers joined together and organised another

telephone-poll to give people an opportunity to protest to the IRA about the resumption

of violence and remind politicians that ordinary people in Northern Ireland still wanted a
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peaceful solution to the troubles. The message on this occasion was "Keep the Peace"

and a total of 153,848 people rang the phone-in supported by the Irish News, News

Letter, Sunday Life, Sunday World and the biggest local newspaper in Northern Ireland,

Belfast Telegraph. 55 

Adding more good news to the news agenda. The relationship between

people's moods and the possibility for peaceful resolution of conflict was made very

clear in Britain during the so-called Martyn Lewis debate which was introduced in the

previous chapter. BBC newsreader Martyn Lewis called for more 'good' news on

television because

We [in television] are increasingly shaping the psyche of the nation,
conditioning the mood of people when they go to bed and the frame of
mind with which they face each day ... [If] success is permanently
demoted on the news agenda, over a period of time, there is a relentless
dripfeed into the viewer's mind that we live in a society where
achievement takes a backseat to conflict, disaster and failure.56

As already mentioned, Lewis' call for more good news prompted a favourable

response from many people in the news audience, and in fact it was in the reaction from

readers and viewers that the peacemaking potential of mixing more good news into a

diet of predominantly negative or bad news was made clear. Many said that they wanted

to see more stories about successes and positive developments to help combat the

feelings of hopelessness and apathy that is often the result of a news agenda exclusively

focused on bad news. For instance, one reader wrote to the Independent:

I would like to hear more stories of courage, hard work, excellence and
wisdom. Perhaps if these values were more widely applauded and
acclaimed, there would be a greater awareness of working for a positive
and peaceful world.57

Avoid journalistic cynicism and negativity. Avoiding journalistic cynicism

and negativity could be an important contribution to peacemaking in society. The media

can serve as a forum for the exchange of ideas for development in society, including

how to resolve conflicts peacefully. Whilst journalists can obviously serve important
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functions by criticially assessing suggestions for solution in particular conflicts, it is

important to create an atmosphere where people are allowed to believe in and put

forward ideas for the peaceful resolution of conflict. In the words of Davison:

The mass media should foster a state of mind in which peaceful
solutions, even to seemingly intractable and enduring conflicts, are
accepted as conceivable and possible, and in which a person who works
for a utopia does not have to apologise for being soft-headed.58

Andrew Marr of the Independent has provided an example of the consequences

of not making room for belief in positive change. When the IRA announced a ceasefire

in August 1994, journalists routinely refused to be optimistic about the chances for

peace in Northern Ireland. Marr called this the pessimism-equals-reality mentality of

journalists which if all pervading has the power to make the hand stay in the pocket

rather than extending it in peace:

It has been easy, these last few days, to have second thoughts about the
possibilities of peace in Ireland. All those interviews with deeply bitter
and sectarian people, those television discussions characterised by bile
and hatred, those mutual assumptions that the other side are 'animals,
bigots, monsters' ... It seems to me to be possible to know too much
about the details and complexities of Irish political history. Then one
starts seeing it as a largely static and internalised pattern, missing the
big truth, which is simply, Things Change.59

However, also at the more generic level can journalists be more on guard as to

the kind of public discourse they help create about conflicts. Thomas Suttcliffe, a

journalist from the Independent, has come up with an interesting example of how strong

the tendency is amongst journalists to describe events - including those that might lead

to violence - as inevitable. Sutcliffe asked the newspaper's database to search for the last

100 uses of the word "inevitable". Worried about the possibility of having asked for too

much, Sutcliffe was stunned when the print-out revealed that the computer had to go

back only five days to reach that number. Admittedly, not all the uses of the word

"inevitable" was in the context of escalating conflict, but nevertheless Sutcliffe

concluded:
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Reading all the examples in rapid succession evoked a depressing
picture of the world as a place beleaguered by insoluble conflict and
pain without remedy, a sense that there has been a great collapse of
human resolution.60

Sutcliffe continued to point out that journalists almost always used the word

"inevitable" about things that are humanly avoidable. His search was originally

prompted by reports about Jewish settlers killing Arabs in Israel where many news

reports talked about "inevitable reprisals" and "inevitable protests". But, argued

Sutcliffe,

It is certainly very likely that Arabs will kill Jews in reprisal for the
Hebron attack, but to say it is "inevitable" is a tiny surrender of sorts,
an acceptance of the world as it is. It may similarly be predictable
that Jewish settlers will kill more Arabs, but to say that it is
"inevitable" sloppily turns prediction into fact.61

Sutcliffe's point is worth taking. Presenting the possibility of turns for the worse

as "inevitable" closes the mind to other options and mystifies conflict as something with

a momentum of its own which at any time can propel it in a violent direction. It is worth

remembering that violence by human beings is a willed action, and journalists should

not be legitimising any escalation by predicting it as something we can reasonably

expect.

A case in point is the escalation from armed standoff to outright war when Iraq

invaded Kuwait in 1990. Research on how the Gulf crisis was covered in Scandinavian

media show how the war was presented as being inevitable by using metaphors like the

hour-glass illustration counting down to the UN deadline for Iraqi withdrawal from

Kuwait on 15 January 1991, despite the fact that attempts at reaching a peaceful

settlement were taking place during the same period.62

Peace correspondents. A final suggestion for how the media could contribute

to improving the image of peace and peaceful resolution of conflict in society could be

for news organisations to appoint peace correspondents whose speciality it is to cover

events and developments of relevance to peace, whether peace is defined as a particular
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issue or as a process of conflict resolution or social change. During the 1980s,

newspapers, television and radio stations in many countries responded to growing public

awareness of green issues and appointed environment correspondents. A report from a

summer school in Britain on peace journalism concluded that in a similar manner the

establishment of peace correspondents would focus more attention on the work for

peace in society and

would automatically bring decisions and assumptions into the open
which have traditionally been hidden.63

4 B: MONITORING AND AWARENESS BUILDING

For any peacemaking process to begin, it is necessary to be aware that there is a

conflict or problem which needs dealing with. Monitoring conflicts and bringing them

to public attention is therefore an important peacemaking task for journalists. Closely

related to this is the ability of journalists to bear witness and monitor - and maybe even

contribute to the verification of - peace-agreements.

Early warning. The idea that journalists and the media can draw attention to

conflicts early enough to avoid a slide into violence is simple and appealing. However,

discussions in the previous chapter also showed that early warning by journalists on

international conflicts often is haphazard and unable to mobilize political support for

intervention and action beyond the dispatch of emergency aid.

Michael J. O'Neill, a former newspaper editor and President of the American

Society of Newspaper Editors, has, however, put forward ideas on how to practice

journalism to make early warning more efficient whether at the local, regional, national

or international level. He calls it preventive journalism which is

a systematic and continuing effort to patrol ahead for causes before they
become results, to attack problems in the deepest recesses of society
before they grow into political strife and then explosions.64

O'Neill points out that many issues facing the world today lie beyond the reach

of conventional journalism because it is a system that specializes in action and

confrontation rather than in the more subtle forces of change. O'Neill then advocates a
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form of journalism which starts the story at the beginning of the news chain instead of at

the end, when a conflict has matured into a serious crisis. Instead of posting journalists

at the central switchboards of political power, O'Neill suggests that they are sent out to

the smallest units of society

... to neighbourhoods, community boards, parent-teacher associations,
youth groups, to all the daily life teeming beneath the political surface.
The purpose would be to catch a problem while it is still in its crib,
when news stories could alert the public soon enough to take corrective
action. The emphasis would also be on searching out the subtler forces
at work in communities - changes in patterns of living and working or
schooling, for example - that signal truly important societal
developments.65

Exposure of wrongdoings. Exposure of wrong-doings is probably one of the

most powerful journalistic ideals around and it serves important peacemaking functions,

particularly in situations of human rights abuses and wherever people are struggling

against oppressive regimes. Hugo Young, a columnist at the Guardian, has explained the

peacemaking potential of exposure thus:

Tyrants and their casual massacres flourish in a closed world. Foetid
secrecy is their peculiar oxygen. Opening this world is a way of
changing it for the better. What tyrants fear is exposure, because
exposure renders no longer so easy the silent acquiesence on which the
tyrant depends. A shaft of light can reveal these furtive allies for what
they are, and shame them into a reassessment.66

Unlike early warning, exposure of a wrong-doing can take place at any point

during its timeframe. One example is the increasing media attention to the genocide in

East Timor which has been unlawfully occupied by its Indonesian neighbour since

1974. In 1991 the British cameraman, Max Stahl, filmed the Indonesian army gunning

down several hundred unarmed demonstrators at a peaceful demonstration in Dili, the

capital of East Timor. Since then East Timor and the related issue of the complicity of

Western governments in supplying the Indonesians with weapons used for oppressing

the East Timorese have risen on the news agenda in countries such as Britain, US and

Australia and been the subject of investigative journalism by, amongst other journalists,
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John Pilger.

Exposure and publicity is a very powerful tool for peace and change all across

the world. Over time, many journalists and writers have paid with their lives or freedom

for challenging oppressors and/or publishing information which others would rather see

suppressed. 67

Publicity and peace agreements. As it was pointed out in the preceeding

chapter, governments have for years made strategic use of publicity and published

treaties, military or alliance obligations either as a means of deterrence or to make

parties publicly pledged to the agreement they had entered into. In a similar manner,

warring factions have made strategic use of journalists to verify adherence to deals such

as the handing over and retrieval of prisoners of war. Martin Bell has explained how in

Bosnia the different armies quite early on insisted on the presence of a foreign television

crew when handing over prisoners as it was considered a good means of holding each

other accountable to agreements already reached.68 

The Austrian/Canadian academic Peter Bruck has suggested that in addition to

these roles, the media could also take part in processes of monitoring and verifying

peace-agreements in the area of defense and security. Arguing that verification of arms

control agreements should not be left exclusively to the military, he advocates an

increased role for journalists and news organisations and points out that technologies

already exist which could help the media in undertaking verification tasks, such as

remote-sensing equipment and high-resolution satellite photos.69

Bruck first advanced the idea of including media in the process of verification of

peace agreements at the height of the second Cold War and his main idea is to break the

military monopoly on data about the adherence to agreements in the area of security and

defence. Involving journalists more purposefully and officially in verification tasks may,

however, not be a very stable regime, as verification is a long-term and complicated

process which demands journalists with specialist knowledge and is unlikely to produce

enough stories of a magnitude which can justify the economic costs of using for instance

satellite equipment. However, some journalists could perform important peacemaking
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tasks in the area of peace agreements - including those which are not directly related to

defense and security issues - if they made it a priority to educate themselves about them,

follow peace agreements, and build a network of sources which would enable them to

blow the whistle if and when such agreements are breached. 

 

4 C: CONFLICT ANALYSIS

For any successful process of peacemaking to take place it is necessary to

subject the conflict in question to careful analysis. Conflict analysis in the most classical

peacemaking sense of diagnosing a conflict, making a prognosis for its development,

and discussing suggestions for therapy (solutions) is an obvious peacemaking task for

journalists.

Good conflict analysis conducted by journalists for use at the public level could

be important in several ways. Firstly, an analysis which takes into account the history

and process of the conflict as well as mapping the needs, fears, and issues of all parties

to the conflict could serve as a way of ensuring that all parties to the conflict would

know facts, issues and what the "other" side is thinking before entering into negotiations

about resolution or settlement. This could be particularly important at times when one or

more parties to a conflict do not have the resources or the capacity to carry out their own

information gathering and analysis. Secondly, a good conflict analysis would be part of

any decisions made by outside parties about whether to intervene in the conflict, and if

so, what the best kind of intervention would be. Thirdly, analysis which puts conflicts

into their proper contexts and suggest solutions could also be useful to people who are

not direct parties to these conflicts. It might be possible to extrapolate lessons from

conflicts elsewhere and apply them to conflicts closer to home.

Appreciating the impact of media coverage on conflict dynamics. An integral

part of conflict analysis by the media should be an appreciation of how media coverage

is fed back into the conflict and impacts on conflict dynamics. In 1971, the Press

Institute of India published guidelines with recommendations on how to report on

communal and ethnic tensions which show how such work can be undertaken. The
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guidelines pointed out how mis-representation of people and issues and lack of

contextualisation can often exacerbate conflicts, and in particular the guidelines warned

journalists against using statistics out of context, publishing unsubstantiated rumours,

and speculating about violence. The guidelines instead urged journalists to use cool and

moderate language, especially in headlines, to portray ethnic groups in other than

conflict situations and to describe incidents leading to violence as incidents between

individuals rather than whole communities.70

Putting the conflict in its historical and systematic contexts. In a handbook

for journalists on how to report conflict, Rubenstein et al. point to the importance of

putting a conflict in its historical and systematic contexts. Every conflict, they say, is the

outcome of a process that prepared the way for it long before it made the headlines.

Further, just as any conflict has its roots in the past, it is interconnected with present

events in ways that are patterned - for instance the active causes of most modern so-

called ethnic conflicts - like the one in former Yugoslavia - are also rooted in the

conditions of modern life.71

Journalism that does not explain the historical context of a conflict may in fact

help perpetuate it, since a conflict that seems to have no point of origin or describable

causes will appear to have no possible end, say Rubinstein et al. Further, lack of a

historical understanding of the conflict may obscure the fact that the history of

relationships between individuals and groups almost always shows that violent conflict

is a phase of that relationship, not a permanent feature of it. A failure to recognise this

may make it difficult to transform a violent conflict into one where differences are

resolved peacefully.72

Setting a conflict into its systematic context basically means looking beyond the

immediate manifestations and trigger events to find out who are the real parties to the

conflict, what are the underlying issues, and whether current events are an expression of

something bigger but perhaps less obvious. It is a process of identifying the type of

conflict to determine for instance if what appears at first glance to be a riot by a group of

young men in fact is a symptom of a deeper, underlying social conflict of deprivation
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and oppression.

Mapping the conflict. Having established who the main parties to a conflict are

and what type of conflict it is, the next positive step journalists can take is to map the

conflict. A Conflict Resolution Toolkit for Journalists from the Conflict Resolution

Network in Australia suggests that mapping the conflict would include reporting and

explaining fully and fairly for every party to the conflict their needs; fears and concerns;

values; objectives; limitations (personal, financial, situational); and prevailing

attitudes.73

Looking for common ground. Having mapped the conflict a journalist might

be in a better position to see where the common ground is than the parties themselves

and can make this knowledge available by reporting not only areas of disagreement but

also areas of possible agreement. Obviously, journalists can then suggest possible steps

to resolve or settle the conflict and/or encourage parties to the conflict to look for a

solution - either through comments in their coverage or through direct dealings with the

parties (see section on facilitating dialogue).

Evaluating proposed solutions. Rubinstein et al. point to the importance of

evaluating proposed solutions as part of a conflict resolving process. Therefore it could

also be a peacemaking function for journalists to assess whether any proposed solution

will in fact lead towards the resolution of underlying problems or just exacerbate them.

Other areas of concern is whether an agreement can be implemented in the way

envisaged, and examining whether the constituents of those negotiating can accept the

agreement which was made on their behalf.74 In doing so, however, journalists should

guard against the tendency of their profession to approach any potentially positive

developments with a cynical pessimism-equals-reality attitude.

Exposing the cost of a slide into violence. If conflict analysis shows that a slide

into violence is a possibility, journalists could aid a process of looking for peaceful

solutions by exposing the costs in human, social and economic terms of such a move.

Peter Loizos has suggested that the greater the distance an individual has from a strong

and seriously thought through experience of war, the greater the need to have the human

190

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


costs imaginatively and powerfully conveyed.75 Loizos is mainly making his argument in

the context of individuals deciding whether to get involved in a violent conflict, but it

stands to reason that a responsible press ought to inform its public about the

consequences of allowing politicians or others to pursue a violent policy in the name of

that public.

4 D: OPENING CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION AND FACILITATING
DIALOGUE

It is an important pre-requisite for any process of conflict resolution to take place

that parties to conflict are able to communicate. The media form a public

communication system which can facilitate dialogue and the exchange of messages in a

variety of ways on a sliding scale from merely being a conduit for messages to the active

bringing together of parties to conflict to find ways forward.

Auxiliary channels. Just by virtue of their existence media systems have the

ability to serve as auxiliary channels between parties to conflict. This term was coined

by Davison in 1974 when he advanced the idea that publicity at times could help

promote agreement between nations, rather than hamper it.76 An interesting example is

that of talks between Denmark and Germany in the early 1950s on the status of Danish

and German minorities north and south of their common border. West German

Chancellor Adenauer gave a speech which was reported in Danish papers advocating a

treaty on the matter. The Danes did not want that and the Danish Minister of Foreign

Affairs gave an interview to a news agency indicating that Denmark did not see a treaty

as the answer to the problem. Informal talks followed, and the result was that both the

German Chancellor and the Danish Prime Minister independently declared and specified

the rights of the Danish minority in Schleswig and the German minority in Jutland,

respectively.77

The example above is relatively old but the issue of media as auxiliary channels

has come even more to the fore with the advent of real-time television stations like CNN

which has speeded up the diplomatic process simply by forcing politicians and

diplomats to deal with certain issues faster than they ordinarily would. As pointed out in
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the previous chapter, CNN has changed world diplomacy because the channel's news

output is constantly monitored by heads of state, foreign offices, political organisations,

and non-governmental organisations all over the world and is an immediate source of

diplomatic information as well as an avenue for quickly responding to new

developments.78 One example happened during the build-up to the 1991 Gulf War when

the Turkish President Turgut Ozal was watching a CNN transmission of a news

conference given by President Bush. A reporter asked Bush whether Ozal was prepared

to cut off Turkey's oil pipelines into Iraq. Bush replied that he was about to ask Ozal the

same question himself. When Ozal's telephone rang, the Turkish President told Bush he

was expecting the call. 79 As Bush has said himself about CNN:

You end up hearing statements for the first time not in diplomatic notes
but because you see a foreign minister on the screen. I really mean
CNN. It has turned out to be a very important information source.80

Providing an independent and neutral forum for the exhange of messages.

In some cases, the media may not be auxiliary channels but the main channels of

communication between parties to a particular conflict. A high profile example of this

was the breakdown of all official channels of communication between Iran and the US

after Iranian students occupied the American embassy in Teheran in 1979 and took 66

Americans hostage. In that situation journalists found themselves not only covering the

story but also being used to pass messages between the two governments. As Hamid

Mowlana has pointed out:

... with the total breakdown of US-Iranian official communication, the
media were burdened with a crucial and delicate role in the
confrontation. They had become conduits for semi-official exchanges,
reluctant publicists for the actors, and a valuable source of information
for the governments.81

To illustrate the centrality of journalists to the communication process, Mowlana

quotes an example of exchanges from the Washington Post where the Iranian foreign

minister at one point was using an interview to signal Washington on ways to end the

impasse. The Washington Post then wrote:
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The State Department took pains yesterday to knock down the latest
journalistically conveyed message from Tehran ... the latest Washington
initiative in this public exchange was a White House statement ...
reinforced by official hints conveyed to reporters as not for attribution
guidance, that certain types of military action could be triggered by such
a provocation. (emphasis added)82

Others have picked up on the same theme. Georgie Anne Geyer, a veteran

American journalist, said in 1984 that journalists had become the new diplomats:

We found the American Press, in effect, doing the negotiating with the
hostage-holders in Iran, sending messages quite above the heads of the
diplomats, directly to the American people. We [also] found a man like
Yassir Arafat of the PLO giving his messages intended for the American
government to American journalists, who were the only ones permitted
to see him.83

Mediating. Despite the fact that journalists' prime responsibility is to report the

news, there are nevertheless some mediatory steps that can be taken by journalists

during the process of news production to help move parties beyond positions and

towards contemplating what could resolve the conflict without journalists going beyond

their professional frameworks.

Both the Australian Network for Conflict Resolution and the South African

Mediation and Conflict Training for Journalists Project (MJP) have come up with

suggestions for mediation techniques which journalists could apply at all levels. They

encourage journalists to ask the parties to conflict questions like: "What would it look

like if this problem was fixed?"; "Tell me why you see this as fair?"; "What do you want

changed?"; "Are there some alternatives that work for you and would also give the

other person more of what they need?"; and "What would it take to solve this problem?

".84

Joann Byrd, a journalist and ombudsman at the Washington Post, has presented

the same idea in terms more familiar to journalists:
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What I suggest is that we make Solution into a knee-jerk. We add
Solutions to the standard list of what goes into a story: to 5 Ws [when,
where, who, what, why] and an H [how], we add S for Solution, C for
Common ground ... It gets potential opponents thinking about common
ground, it could improve the image of Solution and make combat less
attractive.85 

In direct dealing with parties to conflict, journalists will quite often also be able

to explain the position of the "other side", or maybe even spot a basis for problem-

solving which the parties may not have considered.

The potential of television in particular as a forum for mediation exercises by

journalists has been obvious since 1977 when Walter Cronkite of CBS News spoke by

satellite to Egyptian President Anwar Sadat in Cairo and Israeli Prime Minister

Menachim Begin in Jerusalem. After permitting the two leaders to state their positions,

the anchorman played a mediator's role, asking President Sadat if he would go to

Jerusalem to meet Prime Minister Begin face to face. When Sadat agreed, Cronkite

asked if Begin would receive the Egyptian president, and Begin's agreement to do so

paved the way for a historic meeting in Jerusalem five days later and ultimately to the

Camp David Accords in 1979.86

When Walter Cronkite engineered the agreement between Sadat and Begin, the

interviews had taken place four hours apart via satellite connection to New York, with

Sadat speaking first. Cronkite's editing, however, suppressed the time between the

interviews and gave the impression that there had been a face-to-face meeting. It is a

good example of one of the strengths of the television medium in the context of

peacemaking. By juxtaposing consecutive interviews it is not only the audience that is

given an impression of dialogue, the parties themselves may also feel it. The technique

has also been used by British television in the context of the Northern Irish conflict

where a range of political parties for years have refused to share a media platform with

representatives of the political party Sinn Fein because of its association with the IRA.

However, by separating the parties into different studios with satellite links and

interviewing representatives of Sinn Fein last, television journalists have been
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instrumental in passing on information between the two opposing political groups.

A journalistic format which is particularly popular in television is the studio

debate or roundtable, and it too can bring opponents together with journalists in the

mediating role. A classic example is Ted Koppel's Nightline broadcasts on the American

television station ABC in the early 1980s. Koppel brought Palestinian and Israeli

speakers together in a series of programmes, and later he was the first to bring the main

disputants in South Africa together for a debate on apartheid issues in 1985, years before

the African National Congress and the South African government entered into formal

negotiations.87 The peacemaking value of a roundtable obviously depends to a large

extent on how the journalist handles the debate and whether he or she is willing and able

to use it as a forum for problem-solving or allows it to degenerate into a slagging match.

Level the playing field by broadening media access. Most conflicts have more

parties than two and - more often than not - more than one issue at its core.

Acknowledging and describing the complexity of a conflict is a journalistic

peacemaking task which is primarily rooted within the framework of conflict analysis.

However, journalists have it within their power to give voice to groups or individuals

who may not have had a voice earlier. One peacemaking function of broadening media

access is that all parties receive a fair and just hearing in the media. Another is that it

can prevent the perpetuation of stereotypes and show the complexity of reality. If a

group of Asian-heritage youths in Britain riot, for instance, broadening media access to

include the voices of young Asian-heritage people who did not riot may help making the

public image of Asian-heritage youth more complex and fair than it would be if the

media only  focused on the rioters.

The main problem of broadening media access is that it means adding to the

public discourse the voices of those who are not ordinarily heard because they are not

easy to find for journalists who rely on bureaucratic structures for much of their

information. Patrick Younge, founding editor of BBC's Black Britain has explained that

when he wanted to establish a new framework for understanding black community

affairs in Britain, it was a major task to establish a network of sources. He had to send
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out teams to every region in Britain to find the people on the ground who make things

happen, gain their confidence and come back with a host of new contact numbers to add

to those who already had obtained the status in the eyes of the media of being a black

community leader. It was only then that Black Britain was capable of living up to its

own ambition of showing the diversity of black opinion and challenge the reigning

image in the media of black people being perpetually victimised and complaining about

their treatment. 88

Something similar has taken place at the American local newspaper Norfolk

Virgin-Pilot which has charged a group of reporters with the task of scheduling regular

"community consultations" with citizens to learn about their perspectives on topics of

public concern so that the newspaper is able to cover those on par with the views of

politicians and experts.89

Facilitating public problem-solving processes. As has been demonstrated by

proponents and practitioners of public or civic journalism in the US, journalists and

news organisations can facilitate public problem-solving processes which go beyond

merely informing people about conflicts and try to involve people actively in their

resolution. The methods of public journalism are constantly evolving but many public

journalism projects will take their starting point in polling citizens in a news

organisation's primary audience to identify problems they are concerned about, treat

those problems to indepth coverage, and encourage and facilitate a process of involving

citizens in putting forward solutions to these problems.

An early but very good example of the problem-solving approach of public

journalism was the 1992 "We The People Project" by the American local newspaper

Witchita Eagle and two broadcast partners. The project was based on a number of

background interviews which showed that the most troubling issues to local citizens

were faltering schools, crime and the lure of gangs, political gridlock, and the stresses

that build up on families and individuals trying to cope with competing demands. Each

issue was the subject of a package of features in the Witchita Eagle. The features

outlined the problem and what residents said about it in interviews; then it was
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examined why the issue was so difficult to address, and for each of the major issues

under discussion the paper published a comprehensive list called "Places to Start", with

the names, addresses and phone numbers of organisations and agencies working on the

problem. Repeated invitations were made to readers to phone, write, fax or deliver in

person their comments and suggestions for change to the paper. A series of "idea

exchanges" were held in various public places where concerned residents could connect

with others like themselves, and meet with representatives of community and volunteer

groups. A regular feature called "Success Stories" focused on individuals who took the

initiative and were making a difference. The paper's broadcast partners produced

parallel reports during the ten-week run of the project and provided on-air forums for

the discussion of problems and potential answers.90

Another very interesting example of how the deliberate use of publicly shared

communication can contribute to problem-solving is a project called Video Dialogues

which was carried out in the South African settlement Crossroads just outside Cape

Town. Here violence over issues of development and housing has claimed hundreds of

lives over the years, and in 1993 the violence was so regular that the various factions

called for help from the Western Cape Regional Peace Committee. The committee

suggested Video Dialogues which aimed to get people to speak to the camera, even

though they would not generally speak to each other. Journalist Melissa Baumann,

director of Video Dialogues, has described how the project asked people about the roots

of the conflict, about their experience of the conflict and what they could do to end it

and then showed the videos to other people in the area:

Each time we went into the Crossroads, more people were brought into
the debate and information - so poorly circulated in the 'community' (or
communities) - became more accessible, flushing out some of the
poison.91

The project in the Crossroads did not make use of mainstream media even if the

final product was shown on television, but in principle there is nothing that should stop

mainstream media from adopting similar techniques if and when they want to cover and
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contribute in a journalistic manner to the resolution of deep-rooted social problems. The

main obstacle obviously is to obtain the cooperation of ordinary people in such areas for

the project to have any value, and to have the patience and financial resources to see

such a long term project through.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has argued that there are two good reasons why journalists and the

media might consider making clear and significant contributions to processes of

peacemaking and conflict resolution in society. Firstly, as outlined in section 1,

journalism as a democratic practice is under threat by the proliferation and segmentation

of media outlets. With the advent of the Internet and other forms of communication

technology, journalistic media are no longer the main link between the rulers and the

ruled whilst the density and amount of available information in modern society makes it

harder for journalists to be heard in the marketplace of ideas. The chapter argues that for

journalism to survive in this environment it is necessary to reconsider the services it

renders to society over and above that of providing a factual account of the news. One

such service could be a determination to help society cope with the conflicts it

experiences and ameliorate its effects.

A second and interrelated reason is that of public discontent with the traditional

journalistic approach to conflict coverage which tends to polarize and disempower

people and presents conflict as never-ending. Section 2 discussed the relationship

between news and conflict and the degree to which current conflict coverage can be said

to be a reflection of the underlying Western culture. The section concluded that whilst it

is true that Western culture is pre-occupied with conflict, there is also great attention to

the repair of conflict. People do not turn to news only because they find reports about

problems more stimulating than reports about positive events, they also hope that news

can help them relieve anxieties about personal and societal ills and therefore expect
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news to contain stories about positive conflict resolution. In so far as journalism does

not live up to these expectations, it has less to do with notions of culture and more to do

with the fact that journalists have embraced conflict in their self-image and approach to

news production in a number of different ways which go beyond general cultural

dispositions.

Section 3 was a discussion of the relationship between public communication

and conflict resolution. The academic literature in this area is sparse indeed which in

part can be explained by the fact that the main academic research carving out a role for

communication in conflict resolution, the problem-solving workshop, is based on the

idea of controlled communication which finds journalists and the media counter-

productive. The section went on to discussing whether it is possible to identify

peacemaking roles for journalists by looking at research on media effects such as it has

been advocated by a pioneer in the field, W. Phillips Davison. Even if the establishment

of peaceful relations is the desired result of peacemaking journalism, the chapter

rejected Davison's approach as it is notoriously difficult to predict effects of

communication in the media. Instead the chapter argues that it would be more fruitful to

understand journalists as partners in a collaborative-constructive process of

communication which aims at building a shared understanding of conflict and the

opportunities for its resolution. Such an approach places the peacemaking potential of

journalism within its contributions to a public discourse on conflict and relieves

journalists from the responsibility of pointing to peaceful relations which have come

about as a result of their efforts before it can be said that a journalist has undertaken a

peacemaking role.

Section 4 offered a catalogue of potential peacemaking roles for journalists. As

Mitchell has argued, conflicts are dynamic and subject to change in three main areas: in

the way that protagonists themselves perceive the conflict and their role in it, in the

interaction between protagonists, and in the interaction between protagonists and the

outside environment. Media coverage of a conflict can impact on all three areas as it is

fed back into the conflict, and the question is whether it is possible to devise roles for
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journalists which allow them to impact on conflicts in a peacemaking manner whilst

also acknowledging that journalists make news before peace and want to preserve their

independence from parties to conflict even if they are in effect facilitating a process of

conflict resolution. Drawing on a wide range of academic thought and practical

examples, the section pointed to four main areas where this is possible, namely in the

ability of journalists to build and strengthen a commitment to the peaceful resolution of

conflict; to monitor and build awareness of conflicts; to analyse conflicts; and to provide

channels of communication and facilitate dialogue and public problemsolving. 
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PART THREE: CASE STUDIES

CHAPTER 5
PEACEMAKING JOURNALISM AT A TIME OF COMMUNITY CONFLICT:

THE BRADFORD TELEGRAPH & ARGUS AND THE BRADFORD RIOTS

Can and should local journalists help to resolve the conflicts that occur in the

communities they cover? As journalists hurry from one story to the next, the question

appears theoretical. Rarely is there time for the sustained attention to a particular

conflict which is necessary for any media organisation to be helpful in a process of

problem-solving in the community. However, once in a while communities experience a

conflict of such a magnitude that all sectors of the community are called upon to help

repair the damage and find ways forward. The disturbances in June 1995 over issues of

policing in the inner-city area of Manningham in Bradford in the North of England was

one such case: the rioting of a couple of hundred mainly Muslim Pakistani-heritage

British young men on two consecutive nights over alleged police assaults on members

of their community caused an estimated £1 million worth of damage and disabused

people in Bradford of any notion that the city had been wholly successful in integrating

its large population of immigrants from the Asian subcontinent1. The Bradford-based

newspaper, the Telegraph & Argus, rose to the challenge of covering the riots and their

aftermath in a manner which makes the efforts of the newspaper an excellent starting-

point for discussing the potentials as well as the limitations of local media in

undertaking peacemaking roles during times of conflict in the community.

This chapter seeks to link the processes of journalism and peacemaking in

Bradford in the wake of the disorders in June 1995 which came to be known as the

Bradford riots. It does so by means of a process-oriented content analysis of all riot

coverage by the Bradford Telegraph & Argus including articles, editorials and letters to

the editor over a period of almost two years. This involved looking at the ways in which

journalists at the Telegraph & Argus approached the coverage of the riots and their

aftermath in terms of their choice of sources, themes and editorial angles as well as

attempts to directly impact on political and social developments in the context of the
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riots. The output and the process was then assessed in terms of its peacemaking

potential and supplemented by interviews with journalists and the editor of the

newspaper in order to test assumptions about editorial decision making and allow

reflection on the theme of peacemaking journalism. The research focuses on the

Bradford Telegraph & Argus but will occasionally make comparative references to the

riot coverage of the Leeds-based Yorkshire Post. The Yorkshire Post occupies a far

more marginal position in Bradford than the Telegraph & Argus but its riot coverage is

interesting nevertheless as it is the only other daily newspaper with a commitment to

cover events in Bradford to some degree and therefore in theory the newspaper could

have felt equal responsibility with the Telegraph & Argus towards helping Bradford deal

with the problems caused by the riots.

Before proceeding further, it is worth reflecting for a moment on what could be

considered peacemaking in the specific context of the Bradford riots and in what ways

public communication in the media could be helpful in that process.

Viewed narrowly the main parties to the conflict were the rioters themselves,

some disaffected members of the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community in

Manningham, and the police. However, the task of peacemaking necessarily had to be

broader than that. In terms of community relations in Bradford, there was a potential for

an escalation in tensions between the many Asian-heritage communities in Bradford and

groups of British people who query the overall legitimacy of immigration into Britain.

Much was made of the fact that the majority of the 102 businesses and premises

attacked during the disorders was owned by white people and only one was owned by a

member of the Pakistani-heritage Muslim community. Similarly, only four out of 66

damaged vehicles were owned by people of Asian heritage.2 An inquiry into the riots

later concluded that the choice of targets probably had less to do with racism and more

to do with the fact that many white and Sikh owned businesses were left unattended on

the nights of the disorders whereas most businesses owned by people of Muslim

Pakistani-heritage were well defended and the owners were well-known to many of the

rioters.3 Nevertheless, at the time there was a significant danger of the riots becoming a
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prelude to larger scale confrontations between whites and Asians, and at one point there

were rumours of an impending coach invasion of extremist right wing groups in

Manningham.4  

Immediately after the weekend of disorders, the most important peacemaking

task obviously was to avoid further violence in the streets of Bradford in the short term

whether by disaffected Asian-heritage youths or by others using the disturbances to

legitimise Asian-white confrontations. Using a terminology which peace research has

popularised and which makes a distinction between 'negative' and 'positive' peace, this

would be negative peace in the sense that such an approach seeks to eliminate violent

behaviour without necessarily resolving any of the underlying issues that might have

caused the behaviour, or altering the attitudes that informed the behaviour. 

A peacemaking task for the longer term - that of positive peace - would be to

ensure that something was done about the underlying causes of the riots in order to

prevent repeats in the future. This would involve addressing issues of structural violence

such as poverty, unemployment and access to resources, as well as looking for ways to

ensure a just way of policing in ethnic communities like the Muslim Pakistani-heritage

community in Manningham. Positive peace would also mean working on the attitudes

that inform violent behaviour and tensions between different ethnic groups.

From the point of view of the media, peacemaking functions that would help

Bradford achieve negative peace would include promoting a culture of peace and

include reporting on calls for calm, and condemnations of and apologies for the violence

that had occurred. Further, the media could be a source of conflict analysis and attempt

to cut through the maze of confusion and rumours by helping to identify the immediate

causes of the violence and stimulate debate about what should be done about those.

Whilst doing so, it would be an important task of the media not to antagonise direct

parties to the conflict further, or report in a manner that might inflame the situation.

Adopting a longer term view the media could call for and aid the search for

peaceful solutions to the underlying social problems in Manningham. The media could

also play an important role as bridge-builders between different groups of Bradfordians
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and supply information that could form the basis of decision-making and conflict

resolution as well as improve the general understanding of the situation of the Asian

heritage communities in Bradford.

Section 1 provides an account of the Bradford riots and judicial and political

developments in their aftermath. Section 2 is an account of riot coverage in the national

press and on regional television. Section 3 is an indepth analysis of the peacemaking

efforts of the Bradford Telegraph & Argus, whilst section 4 is a discussion of the

limitations of local newspapers in undertaking peacemaking roles at times of

community conflict.

1: A BRIEF ACCOUNT OF THE BRADFORD RIOTS 

This section aims to provide a brief overview of events in Manningham in the

three-day period from 9-11 June 1995 as a context for understanding media coverage of

the events. The account is based on contemporary media coverage and on the extensive

Bradford Commission Report which was published in November 1996 and was the

result of a community inquiry set up by the Bradford Congress which represents all the

major organisations in the city.5

The problems began at around 9.30 pm on 9 June 1995 when police went to

Garfield Avenue in Manningham to investigate a noisy game of football. This led to a

confrontation between police and the local residents, mainly of Muslim Pakistani-

heritage, and that confrontation was ultimately the incident which sparked off the rest of

the events. As it has been pointed out later in the inquiry conducted by the Bradford

Commission there is absolutely no evidence that the disorders of Friday night were pre-

planned: events simply escalated from that one incident.6

Accounts of what happened in Garfield Avenue differ widely depending on

whether the source is the police or people who witnessed and/or took part in the events.

The police claims that a group of Asian-heritage youths shouted and kicked at their

police car when it arrived in Garfield Avenue. When the police officers came out of the

car, the group of youths became aggressive and started threatening them. The police
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arrested two youths whom they thought abusive, but the youths managed to free

themselves and one of them ran into a nearby house. When police went after him into

the house, they were confronted by a brother who according to a later police statement

in court "repeatedly punched one of the officers on the back of his head."7 The brother

was also arrested. Meanwhile, a crowd had gathered outside and the police officers

called for re-inforcements because the crowd "was calling us racist pigs and I was in

complete fear of my safety", one of the officers later said in court.8 The police also

described one of the youths as a "wild animal".9 A fourth young man from the crowd in

Garfield Avenue was then arrested for allegedly assaulting one of the police officers.

Ultimately, four youths were taken away while other officers dispersed the crowd in the

street.

The incident has been described entirely differently by young Muslim Pakistani-

heritage men telling their story to the British Muslim magazine Trends. Starting in

Garfield Avenue, the police car ran over the foot of one youth playing football and

trapped it under the car. The police officers got out of the car and began laughing and

decided to arrest the youth. Another youth passing by went up to the policemen and told

them that they were acting outrageously and should release the first youth. By this time a

small crowd had gathered and more police were called in. A local man, a teacher, came

out of his house nearby and asked what was going on. However, he was told to go away

and was threatened with arrest. Another man also approached the police, and a police

officer charged him back into his house with a raised truncheon and aggressively

confronted him and his sister who was carrying her eight month old daughter at the

time. Scuffles broke out, and the police officer struck the teacher's sister with the

truncheon, ripped her dress and slapped the baby before arresting the teacher.

Eventually, four people were arrested and taken away.10

When the four people arrested were on trial at Bradford Magistrates Court four

months later, the magistrate Mr. Hodgson was not impressed with what either side had

to say about the incident. However, he cleared the four youths of charges of assaulting a

police officer, using threatening behaviour and resisting arrest because an independent
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eyewitness had raised serious doubts about the "reliability of police evidence". In fact,

Mr. Hodgson felt that the police case had collapsed as a "pack of cards."11 The

magistrate also rejected completely the story of one of the youths that a police vehicle

had gone over his foot.12 Similarly, members of the Bradford Commission rejected both

the story about the youth whose foot became trapped under a police car and the story

about the assault on the mother and her baby. The stories are nevertheless important

because they turned into persistent and growing rumours in the local community and

fuelled events further. One Asian professional man told the Commission that 

What went through the community from household to household was
that Muslim women were being attacked by the police.13

Events in Garfield Avenue have also been described by a number of onlookers.14

Many people were summoned from their houses when they heard angry protests outside

in English and Punjabi from the sister of the two brothers arrested. A group of 12-15

curious residents - men, youths, women and children predominantly but not exclusively

of Pakistani-heritage - were told by an agitated police officer to go back into their

houses or risk being arrested. Following continued protests from the residents and

questions about why the youths were arrested, one of the police officers produced his

baton and waved it aggressively at the crowd in an attempt to get them to go back into

their houses. Meanwhile still more residents came out onto the street and were deterred

from talking to one of the arrested youths sitting in the back of a police car by two

police officers with drawn batons. At this point police reinforcements arrived, and the

fourth youth was arrested after making verbal protests about the arrests of the other

three. Police officers assisted by a police dog made a last attempt to get people to go

inside before setting off in a convoy, driving over the pavement, with "tyres squealing

in their haste to get away."15 

The Bradford Commission concluded about the behaviour of the police officers

in Garfield Avenue that

210

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


There was no differentiation made between curious local residents who
later became protesters, responsible people trying to calm the situation
down, and trouble-makers. All members of the public were treated with
equal hostility and contempt by the police. No attempt was made to
explain what the police were doing, even when the arrests had been
accomplished and all the activity of the other officers had ceased. Even
the manner of exit, across the traffic barrier pavement, was
unnecessarily provocative. The police swept in, and then swept out,
having acted throughout as though the local residents were of no
account, and incapable of understanding an explanation.16

Following the arrests of the four youths, two separate groups of people gathered

and went to the police station on Lilycroft Road to complain: One was a group of youths

protesting about the arrest of their friends, the other was a group of residents who

wanted to complain to the officer in charge about the hostility and contempt shown to

people in Garfield Avenue by the police. By 10.30 pm 60 local men were gathered

outside Lawcroft House police station,17 and in the next quarter of an hour the police

made eight further arrests on public order charges of people who were well regarded in

the local community and had no previous reputation as trouble makers.18 Meanwhile

down Oak Lane another group of young people had already smashed a shop window and

dragged pallets from a nearby shop into the road and set fire to them.19 Police were sent

in and met with bricks and bottles, and by 11 pm the Acting Superintendent decided to

send in police in full riot gear and call for reinforcements from other parts of West

Yorkshire. Despite attempts at intervention from local councillors and other community

leaders, the clashes between police and rioters continued until nearly 4 am, and

according to police records the disorders resulted in the looting of a chemist shop and

extensive damage to a local supermarket and a DIY store. 11 cars were damaged - five

of these were from a garage in Oak Lane and were deliberately set on fire.20

On Saturday 10 June young men in the Oak Lane area were still very angry and

threatened to take matters into their own hands because they felt that councillors had no

sway with the police at all.21 Meanwhile community leaders and police held four hours

of talks at Lawcroft House police station - talks which only included representatives of
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the residents in Garfield Avenue by coincidence.22 The community demanded that the

two officers who had first become involved in the original incident in Garfield Avenue

should be suspended. Further, the community wanted the charges dropped against all the

people who had been arrested on Friday in Garfield Avenue and outside the police

station. The police rejected these demands and instead suggested that the Assistant

Chief Constable would review all evidence, that complaints made against the police

would be investigated with minimum delay, that the police would meet with

representatives of Manningham youths, and that the deployment of the two officers

involved in the original incident would be reviewed.23

Meanwhile tension was rising in the streets. Media attention to Friday night's

disturbances attracted what the Bradford Commission Report calls "trouble makers and

excitement seekers from other areas of Bradford and beyond"24 who together with local

youths formed a growing crowd outside Lawcroft House. At around 6.30 pm a group of

about 100 youths outside the police station knocked down a wall and started hurling

bricks at the police. The police were already out in full force: A reinforced ring of 200

police officers in riot uniforms had been posted around Oak Lane and adjoining streets.

Local people have later said that they felt they were held in containment, and that the

riot squad was not dressed to attend a peace event. People have also complained that the

riot police only allowed white people to pass police lines, and that the riot police

marched up and down and periodically charged to make arrests. Both tactics were seen

as reinforcing an image of the police as racist and led to heated arguments.25 By 8.00 pm

a group of 300 mainly young people had gathered in Oak Lane and violence erupted as

police tried to block off the street at both ends. Over the next six hours the youths

moved through town smashing windows of businesses and pubs, as well as attacking a

garage and destroying several cars.26 It was later estimated by the police that the two

nights of riots caused approximately £ 1 million worth of damage.27 

The Bradford Commission Report said about the disorders on Saturday night

that they had taken place because 
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the police were unable to convince the local representatives that their
concerns were understood and would be taken seriously, and because
the police failed to relate to the aggrieved residents themselves. The
general indignation which therefore continued provided the occasion for
youths motivated by distrust of the police, or attracted by the potential
excitement, to follow a small number bent on confrontation with the
police.28

On Sunday 11 June community leaders and police held further talks to calm the

situation. In the evening hundreds of people gathered again outside Lawcroft House

police station demonstrating for the suspension of the two officers involved in the

original arrest on Friday evening and the dropping of all charges against the people

arrested on Friday night. This night the police adopted a different tactic. Wearing

ordinary uniforms they were posted in pairs on street corners throughout the

Manningham area. Despite tensions, the evening passed quietly with only a few

incidents of stone throwing. The end came with a spontaneous multi-ethnic peace

demonstration by local women who quietly marched through the crowd and the police

lines in an appeal for an end to the violence.29

The judicial process and complaints about the police

Since the weekend of disturbances in June 1995, a number of steps have been

taken in the judicial process. Shortly after the riots, on June 20 1995, the Crown

Prosecution Service decided that it would "not be in the public interest" to pursue

charges against the people who were arrested outside the Lawcroft House police station

on the night of Friday 9 June. 30 In October, the four youths arrested in the original

incident in Garfield Avenue were cleared by the Magistrates court of charges of

assaulting a police officer, using threatening behaviour and resisting arrest.31 Meanwhile,

the police continued their investigations to find out who were responsible for arson,

robbery and violent disorder during the riots. Ultimately, a total of 41 people were

arrested. 16 people have been punished by the criminal courts on charges of arson,
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assault, breach of the peace, conspiracy to cause explosion, disorderly conduct,

possessing an offensive weapon, and offences against the Public Order Act 1986. The

courts dismissed a number of cases, whilst others were discontinued by the police or the

Crown Prosecutor. There was one custodial sentence of 12 months imprisonment, and

another three individuals were put in detention at a Young Offender's Institution.32

In meetings between police and community leaders during the events in June

1995 it was decided that the police would undertake an internal inquiry into police

behaviour during the riots under the auspices of the Police Complaints Authority. In

April 1996, the Police Complaints Authority reported to the Bradford Commission that

it found allegations of police misconduct during the riots were "entirely without

foundation". Consequently, no police officers were to be disciplined except one officer

whom it was recommended should receive advice and retraining from his divisional

commander for having wrongly exercised his powers of arrest.33 Three months earlier

the Crown Prosecution Service had announced its decision not to prosecute any police

officers over their role in the Bradford riots.34 

Political developments in the wake of the riots

Following the weekend of disturbance, the then Labour MP for the Manningham

area, Max Madden, attempted to convince the Government of the need to set up an

independent public inquiry headed by a judge partly to look into the causes of the riots

in Bradford and partly as a way of dealing with the general problems in Britain's inner

city areas. However, Home Secretary Michael Howard refused to hold such an

independent inquiry, and instead Bradford Council called on Bradford Congress to set

up a community inquiry. The Bradford Congress represents all the major organisations

in the city, and in early September 1995 it announced that a three-person panel had been

set up to look into the riots.35 The Congress said that its commission had been set up to

be "forward looking, rather than dwelling on past events."36 There were three members

of the Bradford Commission: Professor Sheila Allen of Bradford University, Mr. John

Barrat, a former Local Government Officer with extensive experience of conducting
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inquiries for local authorities, and Mr. Mohammed Taj, an Employee Director of

Yorkshire Rider with strong links to the trade union movement. 

The Bradford Commission Report was published in November 1996 and its

main conclusion was that the riots were caused neither by police racism nor because

parents of Muslim Pakistani heritage had lost control of a generation or because of the

social pressures of poor education, overcrowded homes, poverty and unemployment.

The Commission judged these pressures to be merely "predispositions" to violence. The

Commission concluded instead that the main problems were that

Bradford's social divisions are inadequately perceived, and
inadequately bridged, and Bradford's problems are actually shared
across wrongly perceived divides, with the result that Bradford's
economy, public services, and local politics have not come to terms with
the nature, the circumstances, or the potential of Bradford's present and
future population.37

However, one of the Bradford Commission members, Mr. Mohammed Taj,

refused to endorse the final version of the official commission report and instead

published his own report "A 'Can Do' City" about a week later. In his report, Mr. Taj

attacked the Bradford Commission Report for lacking both "intellectual coherence and

courage" in its refusal to come up with practical recommendations for future action in

Bradford:

To put this as simply as possible - the thrust of the report was that
Bradford's institutions and organisations had failed the city. Yet the
draft report's conclusion was to hand the responsibility back to those
same institutions that had failed, without any guidance, targets or
timetable for action. It is clearly inadequate to have as virtually the sole
practical proposal that the Congress should set up a range of 'sub-
groups' to 'devise new strategies'.38

Mr. Taj then proceeded with a number of practical suggestions of his own on

how to solve Bradford's problems.

Following the Bradford Commission Report and Mr. Taj's report, Bradford City
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Council produced its official reply and plan of action in March 1997, 21 months after

the events in Manningham. The Council concluded that catastrophic levels of

"economic exclusion" were at the root of Manningham's problems and unveiled plans to

tackle the main issues of shortage of jobs, low skills and poor education simultaneously.

The Council identified four key areas for action: community stress, economic

regeneration, alienation of young people, and housing, and announced the creation of a

council body to oversee inner city regeneration and the establishment of a Youth Justice

Forum to focus on young people's relationship with the law.39

  

2: THE RIOTS IN NATIONAL AND REGIONAL MEDIA 

Although this case study intends to explore mainly the peacemaking efforts of

the Bradford-based Telegraph & Argus it is useful to briefly consider how the riots were

covered by the national media as well as the regional BBC and ITV television stations.

Much too often the term media is used as a blanket term and the behaviour of one media

organisation is assumed to be more or less synonymous with that of another. However, a

closer look at national and regional coverage of the events in Bradford enhances the

understanding of how unique the Telegraph & Argus was in its approach to the task of

covering the riots and their aftermath. Even a brief look at national newspaper coverage

and regional TV coverage of the Bradford riots will establish that media behaviour - and

thereby the potential for aiding processes of peacemaking - was very different depending

on the distance between the media organisation and the community embroiled in the

problems.

The Bradford riots attracted a huge amount of media coverage. The story

travelled internationally as well as being covered relatively intensively by Britain's

national broadsheet and tabloid press with the majority of the coverage on June 12, the

Monday after the disturbances.40 The coverage petered out about a month later and the

Bradford riots have only resurfaced in the national press since then at times of riot-

related events such as the publication of the Bradford Commission Report or at times of

general stories about Bradford.41 
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The short-lived attention by the national press to problems in Bradford produced

two main explanations of why the riots happened, both of which centered on the

relations between the police and the Muslim Pakistani-heritage youth. One which was

promoted heavily by the police itself was that young Pakistani-heritage Muslims had

lost touch with their cultural roots and religious traditions but without the advantage of

having been assimilated into British society. The tension, the police said, was waiting

for something to spark it off, and the police was only the "anvil on which the youths

were beating out their frustration and anger."42 

The second explanation took its cue from a particular aspect of race relations in

Bradford which was already in the media at the time of the riots. During the early part of

1995, ITV had shown a drama series called "Band of Gold" about prostitution. The

series was set in Bradford's Lumb Lane district in the heart of Manningham which was

also the real life scene of prostitution in Bradford. The local community around Lumb

Lane had for some time tried to move the prostitutes out of the area by sending out

groups of men to stand next to the prostitutes to deter any customers. The campaign

was successful in the sense that most of the prostitutes now work in a different area of

Bradford. However, the campaign attracted a fair amount of media attention - in part

because of the "Band of Gold" series, in part because of a small element of vigilantilism

where some Asian-heritage youths used the campaign to legitimise physical harassment

of prostitutes and their customers. Because the majority of the local community around

Lumb Lane is of Muslim Pakistani-heritage the media depicted the campaign as a

Muslim question of morality, despite the fact that white non-Muslim people were also

part of the campaign.43 When the riots happened, many national newspapers described in

analytical articles how relations between the police and the Asian community had been

strained because the community felt that the police was not doing enough about the

problem of prostitution, and it was that strain which had led to the riots.44 Despite this

focus on relations between police and Asian-heritage youth, the national press did not

explore police behaviour during the disorders in any detail, nor was the police held

accountable for their actions but were allowed to identify the main problems as
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originating with the protesters and rioters rather than being a legitimate question of

appropriate policing.

The Bradford Commission Report later queried the degree to which a generation

gap amongst Asian-heritage youth and elders played a role in the riots, and the

Commission did not point to the anti-prostitution campaign as a major cause of events

either.45 However, journalists from the national papers could be excused to some extent

for not getting the story right: They did not have the benefit of local contacts on the

ground, the police did not go on public record with their version of events before the

cases of the four youths arrested in Garfield Avenue came to court four months later,

and many local people refused to cooperate with national media because they were

angry about some media's instant commentaries on the situation and the lives of people

of Muslim Pakistani-heritage.46

The Bradford riots on regional television

For a few days events in Bradford were also covered closely by regional as well

as national television news programmes. However, once the tension died down

somewhat, television coverage died down too, and after a week the riots only merited

the occasional story without pictures (or one-off reports in special programmes like Edit

V and Channel 4's Black Bag shown weeks or months later). There were significant

overlaps between the coverage of the riots on national BBC News and the regional BBC

news programme Look North and similar observations can be made about the coverage

on national ITN News and the regional Yorkshire Television programme Calendar. The

main difference between regional and national news programmes was the amount of

time devoted to the Bradford story. Naturally, the issue held much more interest in the

region than it did nationally, and therefore this section looks mainly at regional

television coverage but acknowledges that from the point of people in Bradford,

national television coverage was just as present and important as that of regional TV

news in terms of the way it could feed back into the situation in the city.47

Whereas the main coverage in the written media came after the Sunday night (11
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June) had passed peacefully and did not produce a third night of rioting, the television

coverage spanned two different phases of the disorders. Firstly, over the weekend and

particularly on the Sunday, television journalists were covering a situation that was very

volatile and tense and with very real dangers of further violence. Then from Monday

onwards television journalists like other journalists were covering the immediate

aftermath of the riots. However, at the time it was not very easy to make that distinction

between riots and aftermath as there continued to be worries and threats by some Asian-

heritage youths about renewed trouble at the end of the week.48

In general, the two regional television news programmes, BBC's Look North and

ITV's Calendar, explained the riots as a confrontation between the police and a

particular group of Muslim Pakistani-heritage youths. They did not look particularly

hard for explanations of what might have triggered the disorders, nor did they look for

explanations to do with structural problems such as housing, unemployment and

poverty, even if there was some exploration of the suggestion by the police that there

was a cultural and generational gap in the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community in

Manningham. There are a number of possible reasons why television journalists

approached the subject in this manner. As has been pointed out in research on the

particular news values of television, images of violence are a major driving force in

television coverage. The pictures from Bradford showed police in riot gear charging

with batons and dogs against groups of young people, and youths hurling petrol bombs

at police, and that makes it easy to understand how the youth-police confrontation

became the major frame for understanding on television. Moreover, unlike the written

press, television journalists were covering the story during the weekend and when the

story broke, journalists were finding their main sources on the street or by attending the

impromptu press conferences organised by the police after their sessions of negotiations

with community leaders. The anger and sense of crisis came to determine the beginning

of the story and later it was probably hard to move beyond that frame of reference for

television journalists, the majority of whom did not have regular sources in the area

anyway. Secondly, competition is stiff for inclusion on a television news programme,
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and when the tension died down in Bradford, it is likely that editors on regional

television news programmes judged that other stories had wider appeal than a story

about continued feelings - as opposed to acts - of unrest in Bradford. It should be borne

in mind that both Look North and Calendar are broadcasting to huge areas outside

Bradford. The consequence, however, was that on regional television, coverage never

moved beyond the simple formula of police against youths.

The viewpoint from the Asian-heritage community in Bradford was that the riots

had been triggered by the police's undue heavy-handedness in making the arrests in the

original incident in Garfield Avenue and later by arresting people who went to Lawcroft

House police station to complain about the arrests in Garfield Avenue. Councillors and

youths alike were unhappy about the manner in which the police later negotiated with

representatives of the community and by the performance in the street of police in riot

gear. In the situation it was impossible for television (or any other media) to verify

whether police had in fact been too heavy-handed in Garfield Avenue or outside

Lawcroft House police station as the police was keeping a very tight lid on its side of the

story and journalists probably had difficulties ascertaining the degree of truthfulness in

the stories told by agitated Asian-heritage youths in the streets. Instead television gave

parity to the Asian-heritage viewpoint not only by including statements from community

leaders whenever the police was included but also by interviewing young Asian-heritage

men about their motivation for taking part in the riots and later confronting the police

with the young peoples' grievances. It should be borne in mind, however, that if parity of

access to the airwaves could be considered to have a peacemaking effect, the parity was

in no small measure a result of television news routines where journalists are obliged by

law to uphold impartiality and therefore had to make sure to include all parties to the

conflict in their coverage.

The police meanwhile engaged in an exercise of news management with the aim

of deflecting attention away from the police's own role in triggering events in

Manningham - something which was easier to observe on television than in the written

media because television relied much more on the police as a source than other media.
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From Saturday when police still believed they were dealing with an isolated

incident to Sunday there was a steady escalation in the seniority of police officers

dealing with the media from Inspector Sarah Sidney to Assistant Chief Constables

Norman Bettison and Lloyd Clarke to the Chief Constable Keith Hellawell himself. On

Saturday Inspector Sarah Sidney explained to both Look North and Calendar that the

incident on Friday night had been caused by a hard core of troublemakers after a youth

was arrested for damaging a police car, and faced with serious public disorder the police

had responded with what forces were necessary.49 However, by Sunday, Assistant Chief

Constable Norman Bettison was talking about the police being the anvil on which the

youths were beating out their frustrations over being out of touch with their cultural

roots.50 This theme was followed by Chief Constable Keith Hellawell on several

occasions in the following days, and he also strongly condemned the acts of violence

and felt it was unfair to blame the police for having caused them.51

Whereas it is difficult to fault the logic that the police can not be held

responsible for the decision of individual young people to take part in the riots, it is

interesting to note that at no point did the police face questions from television

journalists about its role in the original incident in Garfield Avenue and the subsequent

arrests of people who went to complain. On the contrary, on several occasions the police

was allowed to say that it did not know what had happened in Garfield Avenue but it

was endeavouring to find out.52 It is hard to believe that the police who is normally a

very authoritative source of information on events in the community should not know

what had happened in Garfield Avenue and later outside the police station, in particular

since police have to document and be prepared to defend their actions in court later.

There could be many good reasons why the police wanted to investigate further

before going public with their version of events but by keeping their cards so close to

the chest and trying to deflect attention by deploying very senior officers to move the

story on to new issues, the police missed opportunities to utilise public communication

to calm the situation. Firstly, it was very obvious from listening to television news

reports that there was little agreement on the actual facts of the case in Garfield Avenue.
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The trigger events were variously ascribed to an alleged police assault on two women

and an alleged police assault on a boy whose foot was trapped under a police car. On

Sunday night, Assistant Chief Constable Norman Bettison told Calendar that the police

had worked hard during the day to get out amongst the youths to squash the "myths and

rumours that abound"53 but for some reason the police did not enroll the media in that

exercise but allowed them - and their audiences - to carry on wondering what the police

did or did not do on Friday night. Also, it is fair to speculate that if the police had been a

bit more willing to acknowledge publicly that perhaps they had made mistakes that

Friday, that could have been the one concession that people in the street might have

considered as sufficient to stop the disorders54. In the event, Assistant Chief Constable

Lloyd Clarke only promised to apologise if evidence on closer inspection showed the

police had made a mistake.55

3: THE PEACEMAKING EFFORTS OF THE BRADFORD TELEGRAPH &

ARGUS

The riot coverage of the Bradford Telegraph & Argus went through four main

phases from the weekend of disturbances in June 1995 to the publication of the

Bradford Commission Report in November 1996. The first phase concerned the

reporting of the weekend's events and lasted from Saturday 10 June 1995 to Monday 12

June. The second phase was the immediate aftermath of the riots and events related to it

which stretched from mid-June until the setting up of the Bradford Commission in

September 1995. During the third phase which lasted until the publication of the

Bradford Commission Report in November 1996, the riots were part of the running

story in Bradford and were mainly covered through riot-related events such as the Police

Complaint Authority's decision in April 1996 that no action would be taken against

police officers involved in the original incident in Garfield Avenue.56 There were no

attempts to give special attention to developments and life in Manningham in the light

of the recent riots with the exception of a series of features in June 1996 under the

theme of one year on from the riots. During the fourth phase the Telegraph & Argus
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reported widely on the Bradford Commission report including the production of a

supplement with a summary of the main findings of the report as a way of making it

accessible to as many people in the Bradford area as possible.

The decision to apply a particular peace angle to riot coverage did not come

about before the newspaper's editor and journalists met in the morning of Monday 12

June to prepare that day's edition. The Telegraph & Argus had covered the events on

Friday night in the Saturday newspaper. Under the heading "Flame mobs fight police",

crime reporter Alun Palmer had relaid the night's events in an account which was mainly

based on police information but also included criticism of police behaviour from eye

witnesses to the original incident in Garfield Avenue.57 The article was remarkable in the

sense that at no point did it mention the words Asian or Muslim: instead it referred to

people, youths and crowds. Editor Perry Austin-Clarke as well as journalists Alun

Palmer and Alam Khan maintain that when writing up the story on Saturday morning

they did not think anything suggested that the disorders had been racially motivated. To

them it was an ordinary outbreak of violence, and only later events convinced them that

there were ethnic and cultural dimensions to understanding the disorders in

Manningham. In that first report the fact that the majority of the youths were of Asian

heritage was not mentioned in the article because reporters said that they had also

observed English people taking part in the riots.58

However, by Monday morning it was clear that the Asian heritage of the rioters

had played a major role in the disorders, and editor Perry Austin-Clarke decided on

pursuing an editorial line looking for ways forward in order to prevent repeats rather

than dwelling on the drama which had just happened. Austin-Clarke was less motivated

by wanting to mediate between police and the youths in Manningham as he was by

avoiding reporting in a manner that could set white people and people of Asian-heritage

against one another:

The overriding image from the riots was of Asians throwing petrol
bombs, Asians attacking the police. It didn't spark off the other way
around. There were no pictures of police attacking Asians. There was a
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real danger that if we just presented those images all that we could
possibly do was to perpetuate the violence and inflame passions. So we
took a decision to say: Look, how should we carry this coverage
forward? We should report what happened, but try not to inflame
passions, and if you like we took a bold decision to try and keep a lid on
events by not exaggerating the extent of the violence and not
encouraging the obvious response from white youths who could easily
have moved in gangs to have a go back at the Asians.59

The editorial line of the Telegraph & Argus was significantly different from that

of the Leeds-based Yorkshire Post which also covers events in Bradford. One indication

is that in the week immediately after the riots, headlines in the Telegraph & Argus were

dominated by calls for peace such as "We must heal these wounds" (12 June 1995);

"Cries we must all listen to" (12 June 1995); "Act now to deal with grievances" (14 June

1995); "Women's role in healing the scars" (15 June 1995); "Religious leaders' call for

understanding" (17 June 1995); and "Vital need for hearing" (19 June 1995).

Meanwhile only one of 35 headlines in the Yorkshire Post mentioned the word peace

("Pleas for peace bring calm to riot city", 19 June 1995), the rest were either

straightforward accounts of events (e.g. "Cars bear brunt of mob's violence" 12 June

1995; "Hindus say they had no part in flare-up" 13 June 1995; and "Independent

inquiry into riots ruled out" 16 June 1995) or if concerned with conflict dynamics at all

more likely to focus on the aspect of violence (e.g. "Fears grow of more violence" 14

June 1995; "City holds its breath as riot tension rises" 17 June 1995; and "Police fail to

allay riot fears of Asians" 13 June 1995).

Reluctant to comment on the behaviour of other media organisations in the

region by naming them, the editor and journalists nevertheless agreed that the Telegraph

& Argus had had a unique approach to covering the riots which in no small measure was

due to the fact that as a newspaper and individuals they felt part of the community in

Bradford.  Austin-Clarke said:

Other papers in the region took the purely macho approach of large
pictures of Asian men throwing bricks at police which in a sense they
could afford to do because they do not have the responsibility to the
community we have. We have to live with this community and it has a
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very important ethnic minority element.60

The editor's sentiments were echoed by journalist Alam Khan:

We did not say: "Oh, Bradford is a terrible place" like a lot of other
media which supposedly cover Bradford. We felt part of the community,
we wanted to work with them on the whole situation. How many others
would have taken that stance?61

Supporting calls for peace and peaceful relations

Calls for peace and the need to heal the wounds caused by the disorders

dominated coverage in the immediate aftermath of the riots. On Monday 12 June, the

Telegraph & Argus led its riot coverage with the front-page headline: "Urgent pleas for

peace as community leaders gather to find the way ahead after a weekend of turmoil:

We must heal these wounds", and reflecting the editorial decision not to focus on

dramatic pictures of violence, the main front-page photograph showed a group of

women carrying a banner with the word Peace.62

During those first few days the focus in Bradford was on avoiding further

disturbances during the following weekend. The Telegraph & Argus opened its columns

to several people calling for a weekend of peace, calm and dialogue instead of violence.

The group included the Bishop of Bradford, the police, council chiefs, a group of

women from Manningham, and religious leaders of five different faiths.63 

In the event the following weeks passed peacefully but there were fears of

renewed trouble around the up-coming Bradford Festival which main event, the Asian-

inspired Mela, was going to be held in Lister Park in the middle of Manningham. Quite

early on various community leaders were looking to the Mela as an opportunity to heal

the wounds opened by the riots because the Mela traditionally attracts people from all

social, cultural and ethnic backgrounds. The main problem was that for the first time it

had been decided to introduce a £1 entry fee to the Mela. This was a very unpopular

decision with the Asian-heritage community in Bradford. In Asia a mela is renowned as

a free event for rich and poor alike, and it was felt that to charge for the Mela in

Bradford would be wrong both culturally but also practically as there were many large
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and poor Asian-heritage families in Bradford who would be unable to afford the entry

fee.64 The Telegraph & Argus reported - but did not overtly support - calls for the entry

fee to be scrapped. However, when it was decided to drop the Mela fee thanks to a

donation from the Bradford Congress, the decision was reported on the front-page and

the whole story was framed in terms of re-uniting the community and healing the

wounds after the riots.65 The Telegraph & Argus continued to celebrate the Mela's

contribution to peaceful relations in Bradford. In an editorial on 3 July, the paper

congratulated Bradford on the peaceful passing of the Mela:

The event was a tribute to the organisers and to those community
leaders who have made considerable efforts to heal the wounds since the
disturbances of a few weeks ago.66

It is impossible to measure in a meaningful way the effects of a newspaper

calling for peace and celebrating peaceful relations, but that is not the same as saying

that such efforts are meaningless. In a volatile situation such as that in Manningham, a

public and outspoken commitment to the norm of peaceful community relations would

probably be supportive of work done by other members of the community who tried to

communicate to young men that rioting is an unacceptable way of behaving. At the

same time a public discourse disclaiming the validity of violence could also go some

way towards discouraging other groups in Bradford who might have seen the riots as an

excuse to attack  the Asian-heritage community.

Assessing the damage

The Telegraph & Argus also tried to impact on community spirits in another

area. The ability to find a way forward in part depends on how serious people believe

the damage to be and the likelihood that the problems can be overcome. The Telegraph

& Argus took a very positive approach to assessing the attractiveness of Bradford as a
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place to do business in the wake of the disorders and the nationwide publicity they

attracted. In an article on June 13, journalist Olwen Vasey asked a number of developers

with plans to invest in Bradford to assess the damage caused by the riots. They all

agreed that Bradford would only suffer short-term damage as a result of the riots, and

none of them were planning on cancelling their investments in Bradford because of the

disorders.67 Meanwhile, "defiant shopkeepers" in the Manningham area declared that it

was business as usual,68 and the manager of a looted charity-shop in the city centre was

even planning a brighter future on the back of the publicity caused by the riot-damage to

his shop as he believed the public would dig deep into their pockets as a mark of

defiance.69

Doing the rounds of people affected by major upheaval is normal practice for

journalists, but the spirit in which the exercise was carried out by the Telegraph &

Argus is better appreciated by comparing it with the efforts of the Yorkshire Post. On

June 13, YP journalist Richard Rae wrote an article headlined " 'Terrible blow' to city

businesses for years ahead after clean-up". In it, the manager of the Bradford Asian

Business Association said that "This weekend spells economic disaster across the

board" and the chairman of the council's compulsory competitive tendering committee

warned that it "could be years before the city realises the full economic impact".70 A

month later the same journalist wrote an article headlined "Riot-area traders 'on brink of

folding'" which detailed how a number of Asian restaurants were seeing losses in trade

and some of them might be on the brink of folding.71 At the end the article did, however,

quote a Bradford city councillor for saying that the problems of the restaurants might be

short-term and that the amount of new business coming into the city was an indication

of long-term confidence in Bradford. 72

The question is less which newspaper was closer to the truth, and more one of

slant. By focusing exclusively on the "riot-hit" traders and their difficulties, the

Yorkshire Post painted a picture of businesses being defeated by the riots and credited

the rioters with more power than they actually had. Meanwhile, by probing into the

largely positive attitudes to long-term investment in Bradford, the Telegraph & Argus
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deliberately tried to maintain an atmosphere of overcoming the riots. Journalist Olwen

Vasey who covered the beat of local politics and development said:

[What happened] could have been enormously damaging for Bradford
in view of that sort of publicity. It could have stopped investments and so
on. But in fact it wasn't as black as it was painted. Developers still came
in, and the big scheme for Manningham mills was still planned to go
ahead. So again, we were careful, we were positive, and we didn't just
paint a black picture which would have been dramatic but it wouldn't
have been right to do it.73

Maintaining good relations I:
Community relations between the white and Asian-heritage population

Another area which had been put under severe strain as a result of the riots was

that of race relations in Bradford. The Telegraph & Argus was quick off the mark to

warn the non-Asian population of Bradford against panicking. An editorial pointed out

that while links between the Asian community and groups like the police, the Church

and others had been put under tremendous strain by the riots, they were still there and

should not be written off. Also still present was "the strong will among the majority of

Asians and white Bradfordians to continue to operate successfully as a multi-racial

community", the editorial continued.74

The Telegraph & Argus' own editorial policy on operating in a multi-racial

community should be mentioned here as it had some bearing on the way the newspaper

approached the task of covering the aftermath of the disorders in Manningham. The

newspaper deliberately does not employ a special Asian affairs or ethnic minorities

reporter, explained editor Perry Austin-Clarke:

Our editorial policy here is that we cover the whole community, full
stop. It is my belief that every member of the reporting staff should be
able to deal with any member of the public irrespective of the colour of
their skin, or their background or religion. I think that if we actively
pursue that policy then naturally you should find that our coverage more
or less corresponds with the make-up of the city, almost like a pro-rata
arrangement where if 16 per cent of the population belongs to an ethnic
minority, 16 per cent of our coverage overall will be [about issues
related to that minority].75
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Austin-Clarke maintained that this editorial policy enjoys support from the

Asian-heritage community itself:

I occasionally go to meetings in the city's interfaith council and I have
talked about what we could do to make the Telegraph & Argus appeal to
a wider audience. Generally, the meetings reject any suggestions of
supplements on Asian issues or writing parts of the paper in different
languages because it tends to make them a special case and reinforces
segregation.76

Both the editor and journalists at the Telegraph & Argus acknowledged that as a

consequence of this policy, the newspaper was not an essential part of ethnic minority

life in Bradford at the time of the riots and it continues to have a fairly small readership

within the Asian-heritage community. On the other hand, the editorial policy also means

that when quoted as sources, members of the Asian-heritage communities appear as

individual members of the community rather than being seen as representatives of the

ethnic group they belong to. The implications of such a policy can be quite significant.

For instance, in Bradford the campaign to move prostitutes out of Manningham was

rightly presented as an issue for a whole community comprising both white people and

people of Asian heritage, whereas articles in the Yorkshire Post almost exclusively saw

the campaign as an Asian issue even though both newspapers quoted the same sources

of Muslim Pakistani-heritage.77 

The editorial policy mentioned above did have important implications for the

peacemaking carried out by the Telegraph & Argus in the area of community relations

between white people and people of Asian heritage. The Telegraph & Argus framed the

coverage of the riots as an issue for the whole community rather than pigeonholing it as

an Asian issue separate from the rest of Bradford in two ways: firstly, by publishing a

number of interviews with young Muslim Pakistani-heritage men and women which

helped to broaden the popular view of the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community in

Bradford, and secondly by avoiding the creation of a white-Asian divide in the riot

coverage.

The interviews with young men and women of Muslim Pakistani-heritage came
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in the immediate aftermath of the disorders in Manningham. On June 12 a group of

young men in their 20s discussed the underlying reasons for the riots under the heading

"Frustrations that fuelled the riots." The following day journalist Alam Khan wrote an

article headlined "We want a bobby on the beat here" detailing the views of a group of

male teenagers. And on June 15, journalist Lucy Ward explored the views of a group of

young women under the heading "Women's role in healing the scars."

The articles were an important part of the Telegraph & Argus' peacemaking

efforts for a number of reasons. Firstly, by seeking out the youths in youth clubs and

schools, the newspaper was broadening media access to groups whose voices are not

normally heard in the public forum. Broadening media access was important because it

was a way in which the newspaper could show that it was taking seriously the concerns

of the youths in Bradford and giving them an opportunity to air their views. It is also

worth noting that the interviews served to show that the Telegraph & Argus took a fair

and impartial approach to covering the riots which probably enhanced its credibility

within the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community and made it more likely young people

in Manningham would listen to messages for peace carried in the newspaper.

Laudable as the interviews were, however, it should not be forgotten that better

access to the media for youths in Manningham in the time prior to the riots might have

helped prevent them from happening altogether. As one young man complained after the

disorders:

Why should it take something like this for people to realise that
Manningham has problems?78

Another young man said:

We are angry that everybody is jumping on the bandwagon now. Before
the riots nobody wanted to look at the problems we have here, but now
everybody is talking about how they should tackle it.79

A young woman felt that the anger boiled over because it could find no other
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outlet:

The feeling was 'We have already sat and talked about it and we are just
not going to get our point across'.80

However, it should also be pointed out that even if media access is difficult to

obtain for young people in Manningham, they did not help themselves either when given

the opportunity: many adopted a rather hostile attitude to the media which sought their

comments in the wake of the disorders. Journalist Alam Khan, for instance, found it

very difficult to find young people willing to talk to him:

When I went out into one of the situations and tried to get some of the
young people together, a lot of them were very critical of the press, the
media, because they said that they had been brandished as these
hooligans. A lot of them were genuinely nice people and felt they had
been hard done by because they had been tarnished in that way. I got a
lot of abuse that day but I said: "This is your chance to say what you
think and what you feel." Luckily they managed to see it that way and we
talked. But a guy from ITN had gone ten minutes before me to one of
these youth clubs and he had been told to ... goodbye. Politely.81 

The second reason for the importance of these interviews to the Telegraph &

Argus' overall peacemaking efforts, was that in addition to exploring why the riots had

happened, the articles were pointedly focusing on solutions and ways forward. Among

suggestions on how to improve the situation for young people in Manningham were the

cultivation of Asian-heritage sporting talent and the setting-up of a development

association.  One young man said:

By getting more people in charge of things they will feel more
responsible and take pride in doing a good job. They will want to make
it a success.82

 

Others wanted a bobby on the beat to improve day-to-day relations between

police and youths in Manningham, and more youth facilities to offset the feelings of

boredom which many Muslim Pakistani-heritage youths saw as a major contributing
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factor to the riots.83 Young Muslim Pakistani-heritage women pointed to the need to

improve race-relations by teaching school children of all communities about racism and

good relations from an early age. They also thought it would be a good idea if there

were more Asians in the police-force, and if police officers paid regular visits to schools

to talk about police careers.84

The interviews were important for a third reason. Together with other articles

they helped making the public picture of Asian-heritage youth in Bradford far more

complex than that of a riot-mob on the rampage by talking to school-girls, students, and

young business men. The articles also helped question the idea that the riots could be

explained solely as a question of race or religion even though the group of rioters had

been made up almost exclusively of Muslim Pakistani-heritage boys and young men.

Several young people pointed out that the riots were a "community issue"85, others that

people joined in because "they were bored. They have nothing to do and nowhere to go.

"86 Some of the women felt that many of the young men were also spoiling for a fight: 

 
I think half of the men were there just for the buzz of it - just because the
rest were involved. When the TV cameras were there they were getting
in front of them and throwing bricks to show how macho they were.87

When interviewed, journalists at the Telegraph & Argus denied that there were

any specific peacemaking reasons for making those interviews with young people from

the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community. Rather they felt that the interviews were the

proper journalistic way of covering the views of Asian-heritage youth instead of relying

on what other people said about them.  Journalist Alam Khan said:

A key aspect was to ask the people who were involved where the
problems lie. Everybody was getting the blame, saying it was the Asian
youths and that the rest of the Asian young people were just trouble-
causers and had nothing better to do. But we actually went into the
community and asked them how they felt about the situation. Rather
than us making analysis and doing reports, we actually asked them. It
was all their comments saying what they felt.88 
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In addition to broadening the public picture of Asian-heritage youth in Bradford,

the Telegraph & Argus also published articles where prominent members of the Asian-

heritage community condemned and apologized for the violence of the young. Former

Lord Mayor and councillor Mohammed Ajeeb made a public apology through the

newspaper to businesses that were hit by vandalism during the riots.89 Elsewhere, four

Asian-heritage businessmen in the Manningham area said that "what happened was so

wrong" and they all recounted how the riots had affected their businesses negatively and

condemned the youths for their actions.90 Nevertheless, the Bradford Commission

Report was critical of the "limited publicity" given to the considerable extent of

apologetic feelings which existed in the local Muslim Pakistani-heritage community and

implied that local media should have done more in this area of rebuilding community

relations.91

The white community

At no point did the Telegraph & Argus single out white people for comment on

the riots unless that person or his or her business had been directly affected by the

events, whereas the Yorkshire Post did try to examine the divide between white people

and people of Muslim Pakistani-heritage in an article headlined "Beyond spark that

fired the tinder-box". The article was an interview with four different white people

living in Manningham and their reactions to the riots. The interviewees all expressed an

understanding of the need to look at the underlying causes for the riots and to work

together for a better future. A manager from a motor-dealership said: "This was bad, but

we should take it as a warning of worse to come unless everybody gets together and

works positively to give areas like Manningham more hope for the future." Another

from the city's Civic Society said: "I think many would agree that the basic problem is

not racism, it's unemployment. We need a really wide-ranging independent inquiry and

some pretty rapid bridge-building."92

The question is, however, to what degree the article in the Yorkshire Post was

representative of the views of the white population in Bradford at large. In the letters
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pages of the Telegraph & Argus in the days after the disorders there was plenty of

evidence that many white people in Bradford nursed serious grievances against the

rioters in particular and Asian-heritage youth in general. One R. Stephens from Heaton

wrote on June 15: 

We have heard a great deal about the "demands" of the Asians. Now the
white community, many of whom are also of immigrant backgrounds,
should put their "demands." Respect for the law by all citizens should
come top of the list.93 

Ann Noon wrote:

I am incensed about the behaviour of the Asian youths wanting an
apology from the police. They were in the wrong. We who live up here
are sick of how they get away with such rubbish they are giving out on
the news. They are nothing but vandals. We have had years of it and it is
time it was stopped.94

A. J. Clarke wrote:

The police were not responsible for the orgy of violence that caused
thousands of pounds worth of damage and left frightened people
cowering in their homes fearful where the mob might strike next. Let us
at least apportion blame where it belongs, namely with the marauding
gangs of Asian youths who were intent from the start on some kind of
confrontation and the excuse to go on a willful spree of wanton
destruction.95

At the Telegraph & Argus, journalists and the editor shared the perception that

the majority of the newspaper's readership had a negative attitude towards the Asian-

heritage communities in Bradford. However, the editor made a conscious decision not to

use riot coverage to add fuel to that fire mainly because he found the attitude of that

readership to be morally wrong:

I would say that the majority opinion [in Bradford] was: You know, the
immigrants are at it again, I wish they would go away. If I am totally
honest about it there is still that sort of underlying, innate racism ... I
think there are situations like this where you have to make a judgement
whether or not the majority opinion is necessarily the most constructive
or progressive opinion, and take a moral stand that even the majority
can be morally wrong. But it is a very difficult decision to take. A lot of
it is on the hoof, and you go with the flow really. It is what you feel to be
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right at any given time. And I am as open to criticism as the next man
for having taken that stance and I can only defend it on the grounds of
what I and my colleagues here feel to be morally right.96

Austin-Clarke nevertheless defended strongly the newspaper's decision to

publish letters such as those quoted above:

If nothing else local newspapers have to be a forum for debate. That's
part of their whole reason for existence really. We received a number of
letters from people who were out and out racist: completely
unreasonable, totally bigoted. And we filtered those. Having said that,
every reader is entitled to his or her opinion and provided that opinion
is expressed in a way which is not likely to incite racial hatred or
offensive in any way we are more than happy to publish it and allow
them to get that view across. And there was a view that the Asian youths
are nowhere nearly as badly mistreated as they like to think they are,
and all we were trying to do was to strike a balance.97

The editor also pointed out that the Telegraph & Argus had been criticised

severely because a number of white readers felt that the newspaper had overstated the

Asian case and not balanced it enough with views of how the white community felt

about the situation. However, the publication of letters like those above helped to

redress that imbalance.

Maintaining good relations II:
Community relations between the police and the Asian-heritage population

An important aspect of conflict analysis is an awareness of how coverage could

impact on the future course of the conflict. As the conflict at a very basic level was

about relations between the police and the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community in

Manningham, it is interesting to look at how the Telegraph & Argus reported on that

relationship  in the context of the riots.

From the outset the Telegraph & Argus employed a very even-handed approach

to covering the competing explanations of the riots which were put forward by the

police and members of the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community - mainly because the
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newspaper found it impossible to determine the cause of events as editor Perry Austin-

Clarke explained:

To be honest I think our decision to keep it that well balanced purely
arose out of the fact that there was no clear cut answer either way. It
was almost as if the police had blundered into this by accident, and the
Asians overreacted without really thinking about it. It just grew out of
all proportion. In that sense you have got to be balanced. It would be
very easy to take sides, edge your coverage one way or the other. We
just felt that it wasn't a clear issue and therefore we needed to keep our
coverage as balanced as we could. I actually believe both sides
respected that. I don't think the police felt that we were underplaying
their case, and I think the Asians felt they had a fair hearing, and we
didn't oversell the police.98

The editor as well as the Telegraph & Argus' crime reporter were quick to reject

any suggestions that by virtue of their status as one of the newspaper's most important

providers of news stories, the police's version of events would be considered more

correct and trustworthy than that of members of the Asian-heritage community:

No. We never do that. I am the crime reporter, and I am the one who
deals with them [the police], and I am fully prepared to write the truth. I
never bury stuff to keep on their good side. There is no danger of that
happening. They use us, and we use them.99

Despite such protestations it remains a fact that the police was not subjected to

serious questioning by the Telegraph & Argus on the events in Garfield Avenue which

triggered the disorders or the subsequent decisions by the police to arrest people who

went to the police station to protest peacefully about police behaviour during that

incident. Nor did the Telegraph & Argus publicly comment on the curious amnesia

which seemed to affect police recollections of events in Garfield Avenue until the case

was finally presented - and dismissed - by the Magistrate's court four months later. 

The even-handed approach was also employed by the Telegraph & Argus in the

period immediately after the disorders when one of the main complaints of the Muslim

Pakistani-heritage community in Manningham was that the police had behaved and

continued to behave in a racist manner when dealing with members of their ethnic
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group. The police vigorously denied any suggestions of racism within its ranks, and the

newspaper worked hard to ensure that the debate in its columns on this issue was

carefully balanced between claim and counter-claim. After claims of police racism and

lack of inter-cultural awareness had appeared in five different articles over the course of

three days100, the Telegraph & Argus published an interview with Assistant Chief

Constable, Norman Bettison, who felt it would be unfair to "stereotype police as racist

because of one incident" but that as a result of the riots the police had "vowed to

redouble all the efforts already being made to make police officers racially aware."101

The following week the newspaper attempted to further broaden the discussion about

police attitudes to ethnic minorities by including an article detailing training courses for

police officers in matters of race relations as well as publishing an interview with a

young Asian-heritage man who explained some of the reasons why it is difficult for the

police to recruit people from the ethnic minorities. Rafaquat Hussain who would like to

train as a police officer - preferably in Bradford - said: 

Theoretically that's perfect, but it can't be done. It would put me in an
awkward position knowing so many people. I would lose my friends. It
could be difficult for my family and myself if I arrested someone we
know. I would be sworn at because I am Asian.102

From the peacemaking point of view it was probably important that the

Telegraph & Argus kept a careful balance between the views of the police and those of

the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community whilst still allowing the question of racism in

the police to be aired rather than pushed under the carpet. In the tense and volatile

situation immediately after the disorders, it could have been very counter-productive to

give more public credence to one party than the other - in particular since short of being

present at every encounter between police and members of ethnic communities in

Bradford there was no way in which the Telegraph & Argus could verify whether the

police was or was not carrying out its duties in a manner which could be described as

racist. It is also interesting to note that in most of the articles dealing with the question
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of racism in the police force, journalists asked their interviewees to put forward ideas

for solving the problem.103 

The disorders led to a number of legal actions, and here too the Telegraph &

Argus was treading very carefully in its coverage. The first indication of this came with

the report shortly after the disorders that 38 people had been arrested and charged with

offences ranging from arson, robbery, violent disorder, possessing offensive weapons to

indecent assault and conspiracy to commit arson.104 Rather than being a straightforward

account, the article was expanded to include statements from the police and community

leaders that they were united in their desire to see those who had committed violent acts

punished.105

If police and community leaders were united in their desire to see perpetrators of

violent crimes punished, there was still considerable disagreement over the charges of

public disorder brought against the eight people arrested outside Lawcroft House police

station on Friday night. Mid-July the Crown Prosecution Service decided that it was not

in the public interest to pursue these charges. This was reported in the Telegraph &

Argus but in a very understated manner that only mentioned the names of the defendants

and the fact that five of them had successfully applied to have defence costs paid for

them.106 

A similar understated manner was applied to the coverage of the court cases of

the four people arrested in the original incident in Garfield Avenue. As opposed to the

competing local newspaper, Yorkshire Post, the Telegraph & Argus did not cover the

prosecution's case in any great detail - despite the fact that the story held plenty of

potential for sensationalising. Readers of the Yorkshire Post learned that the police

thought that the youths had behaved aggressively and violently - "repeatedly punching

one officer on the back of his head"107 - and that one of the four young men had behaved

"like a wild animal."108 Readers of the Telegraph & Argus learned only little about these

details, instead the newspaper focused on the story of the youths and that of independent

eye-witnesses.109 When the Magistrate's Court cleared the four youths of all charges

because there were "serious doubts about the reliability of police evidence and ... their
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case had collapsed like a pack of cards"110, it was reported in the Telegraph & Argus

under the headline "Public are urged: Look to the future". Readers of the Yorkshire Post,

on the other hand, learned of the events under the heading "Police evidence collapses

'like pack of cards' as four cleared over arrests which started rioting".111 Considering the

events which followed, it could have been tempting for the newspaper to use the court's

decision to blame the police for having caused the riots but editor Perry Austin-Clarke

saw that as detrimental to fostering good community relations in Bradford:

I think it would have been wrong to give the impression that the whole
thing was manufactured and this was the bad old police trying to cover
their tracks. The police thought they had a genuine prosecution and they
were proved wrong. It didn't seem in any way constructive or productive
to perpetuate the idea [that they had been wrong] in the situation
because the danger of that was it would be more ammunition for those
people who wanted to get at the police.112

However, Mr. Mohammed Taj - one of the three original members of the

Bradford Commission - was highly critical of the behaviour of the police during that

trial, and in his report "A Can Do City" he maintained that much more "public

comment" should have been made on the fact that police officers had been misleading

the court:

[Police] officers are selected and trained to observe events accurately,
record those events accurately and present an account of those events
accurately. It is a function of the oath they take to uphold the law. When
a defendant or witness misleads it is immoral and illegal. When a police
officer misleads it is immoral, illegal and constitutes a threat to policing
itself and society as a whole.113

 

Supporting efforts to resolve the conflict

From the very beginning, the editorial line at the Telegraph & Argus focused on

preventing further violence through an understanding of the underlying causes of the

riots. In an editorial on 12 June, the newspaper condemned the violent behaviour but

stressed that
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their [the rioters'] grievances need to be listened to and the real
problems identified ... All sections of the community now need to look
hard for the answer and work together to ensure that the events of last
weekend, which have done tremendous damage to Bradford's reputation
in the outside world, don't happen again.114  

Soon the newspaper put its full weight behind the efforts of Bradford council

and the local Labour MP, Max Madden, to get Home Secretary Michael Howard to set

up a judicial inquiry into the two nights of violence. In an editorial on 13 June, the

newspaper argued that the resentment among young Asians needed to be aired through

constructive suggestions to an inquiry rather than through violence. And the Telegraph

& Argus continued:

The danger is that if this formal opportunity for them to express their
feelings and opinions is not given, the tension will continue and there
will be a constant danger of it erupting again. If that happened, it would
do further damage to both Bradford's fragile racial harmony and any
prospects of a revival from which we could all benefit.115

On 19 June Bradford MPs met with Home Secretary Michael Howard to ask for

an independent inquiry to be set up. On that day the Telegraph & Argus published an

editorial which again stressed the need for a public hearing. Copies of the editorial were

sent to Mr. Howard and Mr. Madden before the meeting, and both Mr. Madden and

local council leader Tony Cairns praised the editorial for its contents and the support the

newspaper was giving to the call for a public hearing.116 The editorial pointed to a

number of peacemaking functions that an independent judicial inquiry could fulfill.

According to the editorial, an inquiry could "examine the social, economic and religious

issues which most believe form the confusing malaise of tension and unease which came

to a head in the appalling over-reaction of a group of hot-headed young men." The

editorial pointed out that at the very least an inquiry could act as "a cathartic exercise,

allowing those involved to air their grievances and showing the whole community - not
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just the ethnic minorities - that Bradford's ills are taken seriously." In the view of the

Telegraph & Argus, an independent inquiry would also prevent attention being focused

too narrowly on the police who could not be blamed for all the problems which led to

the riots. However, the editorial also concluded that ultimately, a public inquiry might

do no more than prove that the problems facing the Muslim youth of Bradford are little

different from those facing disaffected youth in any other inner-city area. Still, the

newspaper felt that

such an inquiry would help show the outside world that Bradford's
problems are not unique and that, in fact, good race relations normally
apply - an important message if the city is not to be blighted with a
'that's-a-dodgy-place-to-live' stigma and we are to continue attracting
business and social investment.117

When it became clear that Home Secretary Michael Howard was not going to set

up an independent inquiry, the Telegraph & Argus in an editorial called the decision

"disappointingly shortsighted", and the newspaper took issue with Mr. Howard over his

suggestion that an independent inquiry could prove to be a source of conflict with

various groups criticising each other:

Surely, instead, the formal proceedings would offer the best chance for
grievances to be aired and issues discussed in a positive and
constructive way.118

The newspaper then switched its support to the efforts by Bradford Congress to

set up a local hearing into the causes of the riots and what should be done to prevent any

repeats of the events in early June. When the Bradford Congress announced its

commission in early September 1995 the Telegraph & Argus made it front-page news.119

A week later, the Telegraph & Argus helped the commission reach out to people

affected by the riots by printing the commission's phone number as well as a coupon

which people could send to the commission in order to request a special appointment.120

Editor Perry Austin-Clarke explained the newspaper's public push for a judicial
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inquiry as growing out of a feeling that problems in Bradford needed to be seen to be

taken seriously to avoid repeats in the future:

It wasn't enough to dismiss it as a few Asian youths getting a bit over-
excited. There was plenty more to it than that and if we were to prevent
it from happening again we would have to research it a bit more deeply
and find out what was at the bottom of it. And we were concerned,
really, that the only way you could get to the root of that would be for
the government to publicly acknowledge that there was an issue, a
problem, and to put some money into finding out what the roots of it
were.121

When the Bradford Commission Report was published in November 1996 it was

a major event for the Telegraph & Argus. On the day of the report's publication, the

Telegraph & Argus published a 10 page news special with key points from the report

and reactions from a wide range of people in Bradford including politicians and the

police. The next day the newspaper went one step further and on its own initiative

published a 12 page supplement which summarised the main sections of the 216 pages

long report. The rationale was to give the majority of Bradfordians an opportunity to

read and assess the report for themselves. An editorial comment on the front of the

supplement argued that

Without it, readers will be left to judge its importance purely on the
basis of reaction and response. You will not know whether those
responses are correct because you will not know enough about what
they are based on ... We have done our very best to ensure that our
paraphrasing is as accurate and objective as possible. We hope there
are no crucial omissions; we hope to have offended no-one. Above all,
we hope that the people of this city will be, at least, better informed for
our efforts.122 

Again, the efforts of the Telegraph & Argus are better appreciated by looking at

how the Yorkshire Post covered the publication of the Bradford Commission Report.

Yorkshire Post coverage was sparse indeed, with the main article headlined "Riots

report 'a waste of money' ''. 123 The article covered the publication of the report as an

event and did not go into any detail as regards its contents. Yet, the article did find the
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space to include severe criticisms of the report from members of the Asian-heritage

community who attended the press launch of the report. The chair of Bradford Young

People's forum, Mohammed Amran, called the report a "cover-up", and research

consultant, Manawar Jan-Khan, said that the report was "a very amateurish attempt - a

farcical charade irrelevant to the community."124 From the journalistic point of view, the

Yorkshire Post used a very traditional formula for covering the press launch of a report

on a community issue, and it is this fact which in comparison makes the Telegraph &

Argus's efforts so much more impressive and interesting in the context of community

peacemaking. Of course, it should not be forgotten that the Telegraph & Argus also had

a bigger economic interest in promoting the Bradford Commission Report than the

Yorkshire Post: In Bradford, there was significant interest in the commission report and

coverage was therefore likely to boost sales significantly for a day or two (indeed, 5.5

pages of the supplement consisted of special advertising), whereas the mainly Leeds-

based audience of the Yorkshire Post probably did not have the same interest in reading

at length about the problems of inner-city Bradford.  

As mentioned above, one of the members of the Bradford Commission, Mr.

Mohammed Taj, refused to sign the final commission report. A few days later he

published his own report "A Can Do City" with suggestions for action as well as a

number of criticisms that had been left out of the main report, and the Telegraph &

Argus accorded Mr. Taj's report significant attention too and provided careful

summaries of its main points.125 

In the report, the Bradford Commission thanked the Telegraph & Argus for

assisting them in their work even though the newspaper had "no pre-commitment to our

work." The report called on the newspaper to continue its commitment to serious,

independent explanation of the grave issues raised in the report,126 and at the press

launch of the report, the secretary of Bradford Congress, Charles Forgan, called on the

media to keep the authorities in Bradford to task and help ensuring that the report was

followed up.127 In as far as this is a peacemaking task, it is one that journalists at the

Telegraph & Argus were happy to undertake:
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We are the only people who can ensure that anything is actually done
from that report. Otherwise, everybody will want to forget it. The police
will want to forget. The council will. They have done bugger-all,
anyway. All the different agencies in Bradford, which should be involved
will want to forget it. It is down to us to keep the pressure on because we
all know people who will be coming up and saying: "What's happening",
and that makes an instant story, which needs a response [from these
agencies]. So therefore they will be held publicly accountable by us.128

Prize and praise

The efforts of the Telegraph & Argus did not go unnoticed. From very early on

the newspaper was praised for its coverage of the riots. During a House of Commons

debate on community relations in Bradford on 21 June 1995, Max Madden, the Labour

MP for Bradford West, paid tribute to "the extremely responsible coverage of the local

and regional media, including the newspaper and broadcasting media within the

Bradford area and region" and went on to quote extensively from articles in the

Telegraph & Argus.129 Meanwhile Saeed Anwar in a letter to the Telegraph & Argus

congratulated the paper for its positive journalism and said that he found that "the news,

reporting and editorials on the two nights of rioting have been very fair."130

But the coverage also withstood the test of time. In April 1996 the Telegraph &

Argus won the Commission for Racial Equality's Race in the Media award for regional

and local newspapers. All the Telegraph & Argus' reporting, photographic and editorial

production teams involved in the coverage of the riots were jointly nominated, and the

judges praised the newspaper for its "indepth and responsible" coverage of the riots and

its attempts at analysing the reasons for events and finding a way forward.131 Back in

Bradford, the award was greeted with much enthusiasm by another reader of the

newspaper, Dr. Mohammed Iqbal. Pointing out that Bradford had come a long way since

the riots, Dr. Iqbal went on to stress that Bradford still needed a helping hand from the

media to sort out the local and cultural divisions and misunderstandings:

We need a new spirit of co-operation and harmonious integration, and
for this to emerge journalists have a responsibility to report the news
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fairly and accurately. If there is inaccuracy in the media, then this needs
to be pointed out. In my experience the T&A has been willing to listen.132

The praise was tempered by the Bradford Commission who said that they had

encountered much local disappointment with the way that accounts of violence had

obscured the widespread anger with the police. The commission also reported that

several people talking to them had criticised the local media for failing to take seriously

the issues which confront Bradford.133

Journalists at the Telegraph & Argus, however, felt that they deserved the prize

and consider some of the above criticism to be the inevitable sour grapes of people who

have themselves come in for criticism in the media. One journalist said:

The sad thing about it is that we got the credit from the Council for
Racial Equality but I don't think we have got the credit from the city for
what we did. Everyone is involved in it, so everyone is receiving
criticisms and in turn they are critical of us. But it was good to get the
credit because at least somebody recognised that we had taken this
different stand-point in looking at the problems.134

4: LIMITATIONS TO PEACEMAKING THROUGH THE MEDIA

No one should expect peace to be a result of newspaper writings alone. No

media organisation exists in a vacuum when covering community conflict, and much

depends on the attitudes of the media consumer, the actors in the conflict, and what

other media are saying about the situation as well. After a brief summary of the

Telegraph & Argus' peacemaking efforts after the Bradford riots, this section will

nevertheless proceed to discuss whether the newspaper could have done more as a way

of identifying some key limitations to resolving community conflict through the media. 

The Telegraph & Argus made major contributions to the overall peacemaking

efforts of the Bradford community in the wake of the Bradford riots. Less responsible

media might have fallen into the trap of trying to capitalise on the sensational aspects of

the riots and let the coverage be dominated by stories of violence, black-and-white

descriptions of rioters versus police, and the grievances of victims of the riots. Instead
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the newspaper framed its riot-coverage as a community-issue which all Bradfordians -

including the media - should not only be concerned about but should also feel obliged to

help resolving.

The Telegraph & Argus contributed to both negative and positive peacemaking.

In the first weeks after the riots, the emphasis in the community was on avoiding a

repeat in the build-up to the Mela. Repeated calls for calm and condemnations of the

violence sent a powerful message to the youths that their behaviour was not acceptable,

but at the same time the newspaper acknowledged their cause for grievance through

editorials and opening their columns to the views of members of the young Muslim

Pakistani-heritage community in Manningham. Similarly, the newspaper did at no point

favour the police account of events over that of the Muslim Pakistani-heritage

community and allowed both parties a fair hearing - something which did not go

unnoticed in this community.

In terms of positive peace, the Telegraph & Argus took several valuable steps.

Firstly, the newspaper helped maintain an atmosphere within the community which

conveyed the message that the riots were something that could be overcome - it did not

spell the end to either good race-relations or investment in Bradford. Secondly, the

Telegraph & Argus went to great lengths to ensure that the public picture of the Asian-

heritage community was more complex than that of a riot-mob on the rampage. Thirdly,

the paper pushed hard for the establishment of some form of public enquiry into the

underlying social causes of the riots as a way of addressing these problems in a more

long-term manner. And when the Bradford Commission finally reported 18 months

later, the Telegraph & Argus published an extensive summary of the whole report to

allow people throughout Bradford to be able to read the commission's findings for

themselves.

The role of media audiences

The question remains though, whether the Telegraph & Argus as gatekeepers of a forum

for public communication could have done more to promote peaceful relations in
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Bradford. The Bradford Commission's main conclusion about the problems facing

Bradford pointed to an overwhelming need for improved communications and mutual

understanding between the city's different groupings:

Bradford's problems are inadequately perceived, and inadequately
bridged, and Bradford's problems are actually shared across wrongly
perceived divides, with the result that Bradford's economy, public
services, and local politics have not come to terms with the nature, the
circumstances, or the potential of Bradford's present and future
population.135

The Bradford Commission went on to say:

We suggest that the themes we have identified in our Report, coming as
they do from the concerns expressed by many people from a variety of
backgrounds, are worthy subjects for urgent mutual exploration. The
extent to which this challenge is accepted will identify the bridge
builders. Only in this way can the solutions be developed to the
problems which are shared. (original emphasis)136 

A community newspaper like the Telegraph & Argus would seem an obvious

forum for starting such a process of exploring Bradford's social and economic problems

and building understanding between different ethnic groups in the city. Whereas the

editor of the Telegraph & Argus, Perry Austin-Clarke, in principle agreed that his

newspaper should be an integral part of the communication process in Bradford, he also

pointed to limitations that arise out of the fact that the primary function of a community

newspaper is not to be an agency of social change, it is a business set up to supply

consumers with a particular product. To have devoted even more resources to detailed

descriptions of life in Manningham for people of Muslim Pakistani-heritage in the name

of building awareness and understanding of the situation there, would have made his

current readership turn away, he believed:

It is very difficult for us as a newspaper to very actively pursue detailed
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issues within the ethnic communities to any greater extent than we
would have a white issue. You have got to balance the level of interest
across your readership. We know, as a matter of fact, that we have a
higher proportion of readership in the white community than we do in
the Asian community. Even now we have people who say: "I have
cancelled the T&A because there are too many Asians in it." I don't
believe that we should actively go out and upset that balance. It is in
nobody's interest if we end up having a large minority of ethnic readers
and the white readers all desert us. That would knock the balance
completely and we would not achieve any integration. 137  

Under such circumstances, building mutual understanding through newspaper

articles necessarily becomes subordinated to the overall news agenda which is accepted

by the majority of the readership regardless of how much journalists might have wanted

to pursue the issues raised in a number of reports which say that almost every indicator

of stress and poverty shows the Manningham area to be faring worse than the city as a

whole.138 Austin-Clarke felt there was a limit to how much the Telegraph & Argus could

justify continuing coverage of issues raised by the riots without an event - or newspeg -

which was widely accepted by the readership as a reason for bringing up the issues

again. Anniversaries of particular events are often considered valid newspegs and on the

first anniversary of the disorders the Telegraph & Argus published a week-long series

of articles about life in Manningham under the theme "One Year On"139 talking to

women, youths, police, business people and a member of the Bradford Commission to

find out what people thought about the situation now. But the newspeg did not hold up

with all the readership, some of whom criticised the paper severely for the articles, and

the editor therefore looked to the publication of the Bradford Commission Report as a

way of justifying further coverage of issues raised by the riots:

We came in for criticism for going back and raking over the coals again
and bringing up issues that people had hoped were swept under the
carpet. I think we had a responsibility to ensure that they did not just
slide under the carpet ... but I don't think you could deal with it
constantly. I think there are issues that will arise out of the report that
we will then go back on in a bit more depth. But that's on the back of the
official report highlighting the issues and therefore the paper is not open
to charges of "you are just dredging it up again for sensationalism"
which is the sort of thing you get, if you don't get that balance right.140
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The above points also underline why it would have been difficult for the

Telegraph & Argus to have volunteered its services and columns for a community

inquiry, even if many of the peacemaking functions that the newspaper itself ascribed to

a public inquiry at least in theory could have been carried out by the newspaper - such as

examining social, economic and religious issues and providing a public forum for a

cathartic exercise where everybody involved could air their grievances. The limited

acceptance by readers and advertisers of a newspaper devoting scarce journalistic

resources to one issue to the exclusion of others over a long period of time would

probably have led to lost sales and advertising revenue for the Telegraph & Argus.

Similarly, an inquiry carried out by a newspaper (or another media organisation) would

probably suffer from a number of other drawbacks: as an essentially self-appointed

inquiry it would lack the prestige society confers on an inquiry set up by the political

establishment; it would probably not be considered independent in the same manner as

an official inquiry and thanks to widespread suspicion of the motives of the media in

general, a newspaper inquiry might have problems attracting statements and testimonies

from all sectors of society; and finally neither the training of journalists, nor everyday

newsgathering practices are currently geared towards undertaking such a long-term

exercise. 

Another example of the limitations on peacemaking imposed by the composition

of a given media organisation's audience can be seen in the fact that in 1997 West

Yorkshire Police chose the Bradford-based Sunrise Radio rather than the Telegraph &

Argus as partners for a 52 week series of programmes aiming to educate the public

about the work of the police. The series was put together specifically in the wake of the

disorders which had exposed huge gaps in the general knowledge within Asian-heritage

communities in Bradford about police practices and how to go about expressing

concerns about police behaviour.141 In principle, there are no reasons why the Telegraph

& Argus could not have embarked on a similar project with the aim of improving

relations between the police and ethnic communities in Bradford with an Asian heritage,
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in particular since much of the information contained in such articles would probably be

interesting and new for many other people in Bradford too. However, the police wanted

in particular to reach out to the Asian-heritage communities in Bradford, and Sunrise

Radio was probably the best choice as 80 per cent of the Asian people in Bradford listen

to the radio-station.142 It should also be acknowledged that it is a general problem in

Bradford that many people of Asian heritage do not speak or read English very well, and

therefore the oral medium of the radio combined with the radio's willingness and ability

to broadcast information in different Asian languages made Sunrise Radio better suited

to this particular peacemaking task. 

The above discussion implies that whilst being very real and commendable, the

Telegraph & Argus' efforts of peacemaking during and after the Bradford riots were also

limited to periods of time when the editor believed the majority of the readership would

accept that issues raised by the disorders were newsworthy. Peacemaking thereby

became an editorial angle on a story that would be run regardless, not an aim in and by

itself. This is an important distinction because journalists at the Telegraph & Argus

found it possible to justify peacemaking angles on stories but were in general very

uneasy about being called peacemakers. To them peacemaking implied something more

active and overtly political than what could be justified by traditional journalistic norms

of impartiality, as one of them explained:

It makes out like we are going out proactively searching for peace and
getting everyone round the table, and all we did was to collate the facts
and present them in a certain way, and in the reporting afterwards we
just gave voices to people. We didn't come down and take a line saying:
The police is terrible, the Asian community is terrible, and the council is
terrible. We just behaved as the Fourth Estate reporting and voicing
people's opinions on what had happened.143

 Another journalist said:

I think it is for us to report the picture fairly and in an unbiased manner
and to let the public know what they can do. It is not up to us to do it.
We give them the information, it is up to them to do it.144
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Moving on to more practical issues, it should also be pointed out that the

Telegraph & Argus' peacemaking efforts were probably hampered by the widespread

distrust of the media on the ground in Manningham. As mentioned above, journalists

generally found it very difficult to make contact with young people in Manningham, but

other people too withheld their cooperation. The Bradford Commission Report

remarked on how instant commentaries by the media on the situation caused great local

anger, and that as a consequence many local people involved in calming things down

refused to cooperate with the media. From the point of utilising public communication

for peacemaking purposes, it is a problem if the voices of responsible people working

for reconciliation are not heard in the public forum and the platform is left open to more

extreme points of view. The Telegraph & Argus did in fact present the views of many of

the conflict-resolvers on the ground, but reporters had to work hard to point out that the

Telegraph & Argus was taking a different approach to covering the disorders than most

other media. As one of them said

We had a difficult position because of the way everyone sees the media.
We were tarred with that brush even if we struck our own path which
was totally different to everybody else.145

The general scepticism about the media also boiled over during the two nights of

rioting and probably caused some journalists to question the degree to which they

personally wanted to be involved in efforts of peacemaking. One Telegraph & Argus

photographer was threatened twice when covering the disturbances and had his film

removed from the camera - the first time at knife-point.146 Another Telegraph & Argus

journalist described to a trade journal his four hour duty that night as "the most

frightening experience I have ever had as a journalist."147 And one Telegraph & Argus

journalist declined to be interviewed for this research with these words:

As I am not interested in peace-keeping roles for journalists there's little
point in talking to me about the 1995 riots. My principal concern was
not getting a knife in the ribs or a bottle in the face. The line of riot
police was a joy to see.148
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Journalists are traditionally assumed to be neutral when covering events but it is

legitimate to question the degree to which that is possible at times when parties to a

conflict choose to turn on individual journalists and make them targets too. In fact, the

decision by the Telegraph & Argus to pursue an agenda of peacemaking despite the

distress its personnel experienced during the disorders should be considered a tribute to

the newspaper.

It seems prudent to finish this extensive analysis of the Telegraph & Argus'

peacemaking efforts with a word of caution from editor Perry Austin-Clarke not to over-

estimate what the newspaper did. Academic analysis generally wants to impose order on

complex realities by careful combing through the evidence retrospectively, and in this

case study that has been a useful tool for identifying some potential peacemaking roles

for newspapers covering community conflict. However, time is a luxury which

newspapers seldom have when dealing with unfolding events which is why the editor's

words are worth keeping in mind when discussing peacemaking through the media:

If I am completely honest about it we would have blundered into doing
the right or the wrong thing in a number of ways throughout our
coverage. We are not so clever that every word we write is carefully
analysed to make sure we get our lines right. I have to say that the whole
thing was probably influenced by the fact that most of the journalists on
this paper live in the community as well, and - for all that a riot makes a
jolly good story, for all that macho journalistic instinct - none of those
journalists wanted it to happen again, for it to be repeated and
continued in that part of the community. So I am sure that would have
moved them just in subtle ways, subconscious ways.149

 

5: CONCLUSIONS

Chapter 5 has identified and discussed the peacemaking efforts of the Bradford

Telegraph & Argus in the wake of the disorders in the city's Manningham area in June

1995 which came to be known as the Bradford riots. The chapter concludes that the

newspaper's coverage of events contributed to the work of others in the community

aiming at achieving negative and positive peace, respectively. In terms of journalism
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and its peacemaking potential, the case study illustrates a number of key points. 

Firstly, by comparing the riot coverage in the Bradford Telegraph & Argus and

the Leeds-based Yorkshire Post, it becomes clear that there is nothing automatic about

the way that a news organisation chooses to approach events for coverage. As

demonstrated by the Telegraph & Argus, there is both scope and room for coverage

which aims to contribute to a process of peacemaking in society even if other media

organisations do not have the same approach.

Secondly, the motivation at the Telegraph & Argus for undertaking a

peacemaking role in the context of the riots was clearly one of proximity. Journalists felt

part of their community and actively wanted to help prevent that the disorders escalated

or were repeated at some point in the future. This sense of responsibility was probably

one of the main reasons for the ingenuity of journalists in covering events in Bradford

rather than relying on traditional news formats such as those used by regional television

and national papers.

Thirdly, the peacemaking of the Telegraph & Argus in no small measure

depended on the fact that the newspaper devoted both time and journalistic resources to

the problems for some considerable time. Rather than satisfying themselves with quotes

from sources which are easily identifiable or already known to the journalists, reporters

took the time to find and hear the views of people not normally in the news.

Fourthly, the peacemaking efforts of the Telegraph & Argus were mainly

manifested in angles and slants on stories. The newspaper took a peacemaking approach

to covering a particular set of events which would have been covered regardless, and

journalists made it clear that they were quite happy to undertake peacemaking roles in

that way but would feel uncomfortable with anything more proactive such as running

stories purely with the aim of bringing about peaceful relations.  

Fifthly, the experience of the Bradford Telegraph & Argus was that the

newspaper could only play a peacemaking role in the aftermath of the riots for as long as

they believed that the readership was going to accept continued attention to the issues

raised by the riots. The editor was concerned that too much attention to the situation on
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the ground amongst the Asian-heritage population in Manningham could make many of

his current readership stop buying the newspaper, and therefore he reluctantly backed

off covering riot related issues unless he believed there was a newspeg which justified

the coverage in the eyes of the readers.
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CHAPTER 6
MEGAPHONE DIPLOMACY 

AND THE NORTHERN IRISH PEACE PROCESS

Northern Ireland has been the scene of a protracted social conflict between the

republican Catholic minority and the unionist Protestant majority since 1969. Known as

"the Troubles", the conflict has attracted significant academic attention over the years

although only a small proportion of that has looked at the media and their role in the

conflict.1 The aim of this chapter is to discuss the potential of the media functioning as

channels of communication between conflicting parties by examining in some detail the

media dialogue which developed between the British government and the Irish

republican movement in the five months after the British and Irish governments initiated

a new peace process for Northern Ireland in December 1993. The academic writer,

David Miller, has called this form for dialogue through public means of communication

megaphone diplomacy.2 This case study attempts to show how the media was used very

consciously as a channel of communication and how the channel worked. The case

study will also discuss the role of journalists in maintaining the channel and keeping it

open.

However, before doing so, it is necessary to put the case study into its context.

When the British and Irish governments introduced the Downing Street Declaration in

December 1993 the declaration set out a basis for negotiation about the future of

Northern Ireland - not a solution. In order to reach an agreement it was vital that all the

political parties in Northern Ireland should come to the negotiation table. However,

neither the British and Irish governments nor the Ulster unionists were prepared to allow

Sinn Fein into political talks as long as the IRA continued its campaign of violence.

Communication between the British government and the republican movement about

the terms on which Sinn Fein could be included in political talks was, however, not

straightforward. In section 1a the Downing Street Declaration and the events which led

up to it will be introduced briefly before section 1b proceeds to look at the history of

previous communications between the British government and Sinn Fein/IRA during the
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period of the Troubles. The history not only illustrates how politically isolated the

republican movement was at the time of the Downing Street Declaration but also how

the new peace process was battling against a legacy of distrust  on both sides.

In a case study concerned with the role of the media, it is also necessary to point

out that the attempts at politically isolating Sinn Fein/IRA were played out in the media

too. Section 1c looks at some of the factors which frustrated the use of the media as a

channel of communication with the republican movement in 1993 and 1994. These

include the so-called "reference up" system in British broadcasting, the British and Irish

broadcasting bans and to a lesser extent the long standing unionist policy of refusing to

share a media platform with Sinn Fein.

Having established the context, the case study then proceeds in section 2 to look

at what megaphone diplomacy is. This section will discuss and criticise David Miller's

description of the concept, before the case study proceeds in section 3 to look at how the

British government consciously and the republican movement more reluctantly used

megaphone diplomacy in the dialogue about clarification of the Downing Street

Declaration which lasted from December 1993 until 20 May 1994.

One of the main reasons that the whole idea of using the media as a forum for

dialogue became so visible during the dialogue about clarification of the Downing Street

Declaration probably stems from the fact that the practice was hotly contested by the

republican movement who instead demanded that Sinn Fein's electoral mandate was

acknowledged through some form of face-to-face clarifications. At some point the Irish

Taoiseach, Albert Reynolds, began clarifying aspects of the Declaration in private letters

to Gerry Adams but throughout the clarification period the British government kept its

distance and only spoke publicly about the declaration. Section 4 will discuss how - in

the absence of an explicit confirmation - it can be determined that the government

actively pursued a policy of public dialogue and what advantages it is possible to see for

the British government in using the media to carry its messages.

The remainder of the case study is a detailed analysis of what was said in the

channel during the clarification period in order to determine how the channel works in
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practice. The analysis is presented in section 4, and section 5 discusses the role of

journalists in maintaining the channel. Finally, section 6 concludes the case study with

an assessment of the peacemaking potential of journalism in this particular context.

Methodology

This  case study aims to discuss the phenomenon of megaphone diplomacy using

as its basis one short phase of the overall Northern Irish peace process which took place

between December 1993 and February 1996. The case study will not give an historical

account of the peace process and mentions mainly events which have a direct bearing on

the conduct of megaphone diplomacy.3 Further, the case study focuses on the dialogue

between the republican movement and the British government. To give a complete

picture of that dialogue it is, however, necessary to also include statements from the

Irish government as it had been decided that the Declaration could be clarified or

explained authoritatively by either government.4 

For reasons of managebility and overview, the use of megaphone diplomacy to

send or receive messages from unionists has been excluded from the case study. It is

true that the British government on occasions used the media to send messages of

reassurance to the unionist grassroots5, but it should be borne in mind that unlike Sinn

Fein the main unionist parties were constitutional parties who had direct access to all

negotiations and they were also regularly briefed on key developments by the Prime

Minister or the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. As parties to the conflict they

were therefore less dependent on the media channel for their information than the

republican movement.

The case study aims to throw light on megaphone diplomacy through the use of

two tools. Firstly, through the re-creation of the dialogue that took place in the media

from 16 December 1993 to 20 May 1994 (appendix A) and secondly through informal

discussions with a number of journalists based in Northern Ireland and working for

either British, Irish or Northern Irish newspapers.

Appendix A is a re-creation of the media dialogue between the British and Irish
5
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governments and the republican movement during the clarification period. It has been

constructed by reading through the day-by-day coverage of political developments on

Northern Ireland in the Irish newspaper, Irish Times, and the British newspapers, the

Guardian and the Financial Times, using the chronology in the Northern Irish

magazine, Fortnight, as a base- and checkline.6 Later the local Northern Irish

newspapers, Irish News and the Newsletter, were also consulted to check that important

developments had not been missed or overlooked by the national papers which

traditionally and not surprisingly devote less space to covering Northern Irish politics

than do local papers.

For each relevant article it was noted down who was speaking or acting, a

shorthand indication of what was being said, and wherever possible also the source the

newspaper had for the information. By organising the data in this manner, it becomes

possible to deduct some of the underlying mechanisms of megaphone diplomacy. It is

interesting for example to see if the dialogue was conducted mainly through named

people or mainly through unattributable off-the-record briefings. From noting down the

sources of newspaper information, it also becomes possible to see how information is

fed into the media channel and whether there is an interrelationship between different

media forms so that newspapers, for instance, pick up on information presented first on

television.

It is important to note, however, that organising data in this way does not

constitute proof in and by itself that dialogue took place through the media. It can give

an indication - particularly in cases where questions and answers seem to follow each

other - but other evidence is needed to substantiate that the dialogue was indeed the

result of a conscious effort. That evidence will be presented in section 3.

The case study is built on an analysis of articles in newspapers. This does not

mean that broadcast media are not an important and integral part of megaphone

diplomacy. However, their exclusion as primary source material in reconstructing the

media dialogue during the clarification period has both practical and methodological

reasons.
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In order to meaningfully reconstruct a dialogue carried out in the media it is

necessary to follow the day-to-day ebb and flow of media coverage rather than focus on

particular events. Research students in the Department of Peace Studies do not have

access to the electronic equipment necessary to monitor and record radio and television

news on a daily basis. The University library did, however, contain every single issue of

one Irish and four British national newspapers throughout the clarification period and

therefore the research was based on these.

Further, the only academics so far to comment on the phenomenon of

megaphone diplomacy in the context of Northern Ireland, David Miller and Greg

McLaughlin of the Glasgow Media Group, base their observations on the study of

British television news.7 Given that broadcasting journalists are working under

conditions that severely curtail their abilities to give parity to government and

republican sources (see section 1c), it would be interesting to supplement Miller and

McLaughlin's discussions of megaphone diplomacy with an analysis based on

newspaper articles where journalists have had more freedom in covering political

developments in Northern Ireland.

The case study also includes interviews with a number of journalists working in

Northern Ireland for newspapers published in Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland

and Britain. The interviews were fairly unstructured and aimed at facilitating reflection

on the theme and ideas of megaphone diplomacy and peacemaking journalism as it

seemed wrong to assume anything about the behaviour of journalists vis-à-vis

megaphone diplomacy without at least giving some of them an opportunity to contribute

to the debate with their insights. Whilst representing a broad cross-section of the media

in Northern Ireland, the interviews can not be seen as a representative survey of the

attitudes of journalists working in Northern Ireland. Nevertheless, considering that the

journalists interviewed are all widely respected by their peers and work for important

newspapers, they were capable of providing interesting insights into the general attitudes

of journalists to issues such as megaphone diplomacy and peacemaking.

7

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


1: SETTING THE CONTEXT

1A: The Downing Street Declaration

The process which led to the Downing Street Declaration can be traced back to

the dialogue between the two politicians John Hume and Gerry Adams. John Hume is

the leader of the constitutionalist nationalist party, the SDLP, whilst Gerry Adams is the

President of Sinn Fein, the political wing of the Irish republican movement. In this

dialogue Hume put across his opinion that the cause of Irish unity was hindered rather

than helped by the use of political violence. The two leaders eventually agreed on a

package that was presented to the Irish government on 7 October 1993.8

The details of the agreement remain secret but it was thought to contain a radical

re-appraisal of the traditional republican position. The document is believed to have

contained three broad principles. Firstly, that the Irish people as a whole has the right to

exercise national self-determination. Secondly, that the unionist population of Northern

Ireland has to consent to any change in the status quo. Thirdly, that the Irish and British

government should act as persuaders in order to further Irish unity.9 Despite this

substantial moderation in the republican movement's attitude to the Protestant

population of Northern Ireland, the Irish and British governments initially rejected this

agreement as a basis for a peace deal.10

The intial rejection by the two governments led to a vociferous campaign by

John Hume to force them to rethink their attitude. As well as using his own extensive

political contacts in Britain, Ireland, the European Union and United States to lobby the

governments, he also attempted to place indirect pressure on them through the media by

harnessing the already widespread support for an end to violence in the general

population. In one example fifty prominent Catholic and Protestant community leaders

issued a statement to the British newspaper Independent on Sunday calling on the two

governments to support the Hume-Adams initiative.11 Hume also offered John Major

"peace within a week" if his proposals were accepted, and after a meeting with the

Prime Minister, John Hume repeated the statement to the press assembled outside 10
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Downing Street.12 Two massacres on the Shankill Road, Belfast, and Greysteel, Co.

Londonderry, perpetrated by the IRA and the loyalist UFF/UDA, respectively, simply

added urgency to Hume's appeals and resulted in the press aiding the creation of a

pressure on the two governments to seize the opportunity for political dialogue. This in

turn forced the British and Irish governments to re-appraise their opinions about the

Hume-Adams accord and incorporate it into their own plans.13 In November 1993, the

Irish Prime Minister, the Taoiseach Albert Reynolds, gave a number of interviews to

signal that a political process had been set in motion and that aspects of the Hume-

Adams proposal were incorporated into the inter-governmental dialogue.14

After protracted and difficult political discussions, the British and Irish

governments issued a joint declaration on the basis for a political settlement in Northern

Ireland on 15 December 1993.15 The Downing Street Declaration established a

framework within which the two governments pledged to seek a peaceful solution to the

Troubles. The British pledged that they would not stand in the way of a united Ireland if

it was the wish of the majority of people in Northern Ireland and came about "on the

basis of consent, freely and concurrently given, North and South". The province

retained its "statutory constitutional guarantee" as a part of the United Kingdom. While

not becoming "persuaders" the British government pledged to "encourage, facilitate

and enable" an agreement amongst the people of the island. The British also stated that

they had "no selfish, strategic or economic interest in Northern Ireland." The Irish

Republic pledged that it would only support Irish unity if it had the "freely given

consent of the majority of people of Northern Ireland." Both governments insisted that

"the achievement of peace must involve a permanent end to the use of, or support for,

paramilitary violence" and said that all democratically mandated parties with an

established commitment to exclusively peaceful methods "are free to participate fully

in democratic politics and to join in dialogue in due course between the governments

and the political parties on the way ahead."16 At the press conference where the

Declaration was announced "due course" was interpreted to mean that Sinn Fein could

be included in preliminary political talks as soon as three months had passed after the
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announcement of an IRA ceasefire.17

The Declaration was highly problematic for the republican movement. They

were put under considerable pressure to respond with a ceasefire, yet - as Mallie and

Kittrick point out - the Declaration was clearly incompatible with traditional republican

theory.18 The dilemma was captured well by journalist Ed Moloney writing in the Irish

Sunday Tribune:

To say no invites the risk of being isolated in nationalist Ireland, but to
say yes could lead to division and defeat. If they say no and the IRA
resumes its campaign, Dublin and London could launch a joint
crackdown, including internment. ... A yes answer on the other hand
brings other problems, not least the prospect of dissension so severe that
it might render the delivery of a positive answer impossible.19

Sinn Fein decided to play for time by announcing it was setting up a peace

commission to organise a process of consultation amongst the rank and file of the

organisation. They also decided to call for clarification of the Declaration rather than

rejecting it out of hand. Ostensibly about clarifying the details of the Declaration, the

clarification dialogue was really about who would talk to who in what ways and under

what circumstances, and it is exactly for those reasons that this period is so interesting in

terms of understanding the role that the media and journalists can play in a political

process.

1B: Talking to Sinn Fein/IRA

Pre-1990

During the Troubles the amount of direct contact between the British

government and the republican movement has been very sparse indeed, and the lack of

an established infrastructure for communication will obviously hamper any political

process. Up until December 1994 when a republican delegation met at Stormont with

British civil servants there had been no direct meetings between the republicans and

government representatives since the early 1970s and prior to that in 1921 when the

Anglo-Irish treaty was negotiated. In the interim most communications between the Sinn
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Fein/IRA and the British government had taken place either through elaborate back-

channels or in secret meetings between officials and Sinn Fein/IRA sympathisers.

One well-known meeting between the British government and the Sinn Fein/

IRA took place in 1972 when Willie (later Lord) Whitelaw had a group of republican

leaders, including Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness, flown to London for secret

talks in Chelsea. Martin McGuinness has later talked about his experience of taking part

in that meeting, and his account clearly illustrates how difficult it was for the British

government to get to talk to representatives of the republican movement at the time:

I was 22 years of age, and I couldn't be anything but impressed by the
paraphernalia surrounding that whole business, and the cloak-and-
dagger stuff of how we were transported from Derry to Cheyne Walk in
London. I was on the run at the time. There were contacts with the
British government and we insisted on a written note from them which
would guarantee our safety in the event of us agreeing to go to
London. ... We assembled here in Derry, six of us, and we were taken in
a blacked-out van from a back road in Shantallow to a field in which a
helicopter landed. We were put in the helicopter and brought to the
military end of Aldergrove airport near Belfast. We were then brought
on by a RAF plane to a military airfield in England, where we were met
by a fleet of limousines. They were the fanciest cars I had ever seen in
my life: it was a most unreal experience.20

More systematic contacts took place in 1974 and 1975 when senior officials

from the Labour government met Sinn Fein leaders on a regular basis at Laneside

outside Belfast. Again the contact had come about in a less than straightforward manner

after a meeting between a group of Protestant clergymen and top republicans in

December 1974. According to M.L.R. Smith, the churchmen provided an informal line

of communication between the republican movement and the British government.21 The

meetings eventually produced a (short-lived) IRA ceasefire, but it is interesting to note

that it was also agreed to establish a number of so-called incident centres in Northern

Ireland staffed by members of Sinn Fein and with the explicit purpose of setting up

channels of communication between the Northern Ireland Office and local republicans.22

In May 1974 the Ulster Workers Council staged a strike in Northern Ireland

which brought down the Sunningdale powersharing executive agreed between the
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British and the Irish governments the previous December. In the aftermath of the strike,

the British government decided on a new policy towards Northern Ireland, that of

Ulsterisation. Basically, Ulsterisation was an attempt to redefine the conflict into a

problem of law and order rather than a military problem, and to contain the conflict

within the borders of Northern Ireland. It led to a shift in the day-to-day running of

security matters from the army to the police under a policy known as the primacy of the

police. The army's presence in Northern Ireland was scaled down, and the government

withdrew special category status from paramilitary prisoners, so they were no longer

treated as prisoners of war but as ordinary criminals. This latter policy of criminalisation

came to complicate the opportunities for direct talks between the British government

and the republican movement even further.

In October 1980, seven Republican prisoners embarked on the first of two

hunger-strikes in the H-blocks at the Maze/Long Kesh prison in Northern Ireland. They

demanded the right to wear their own clothes; the right to abstain from penal labour; the

right to free association; the right to educational and recreational activities; and the

restoration of remission lost due to participation in prison protests.

British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher ruled out any concessions to the

hunger-strikers; but negotiations nevertheless took place between the Northern Ireland

Office, the governor of the prison, and the hunger-strikers. However, by late December

no results had been reached and one of the hunger-strikers was close to death. At this

point a new channel of communication was opened up when the republican movement

was contacted by a senior civil servant at the Foreign Office, code-named the Mountain

Climber. The Mountain Climber hinted that the Foreign Office would propose

additional clarifications with regards to a post hunger-strike prison regime that went

beyond the NIO proposals.23 One Father Meagher, at the time only known as the Angel,

was instructed by Sinn Fein to go to Belfast Airport on the evening of the 18 December

1980 to meet the Mountain Climber, and from Guardian-journalist David Beresford's

account of the meeting a clear feeling emerges of how difficult it was to get messages

from one side of the Irish sea to the other:
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[The Angel] went through the brief body frisk, and on the other side,
looked anxiously up the stairs. With relief he spotted the man exactly
where they had promised, next to the vending machine, the red
carnation ostentatious in his buttonhole. ... As the Angel sat down, the
Mountain Climber opened his briefcase, took out a sheaf of papers and
handed them to him. ... They shook hands and the Angel headed back for
the stairs, looking for his driver. They were waiting for him, in the safe
house on the Falls Road, including the Chief of Staff of the IRA and two
members of the Army Council. He handed the documents over. Hurried
orders were given to run it down the road to the offices, for photostats to
be made.24

 

The hunger-strikers called off their strike that night but it soon became clear that

their demands had not been met, and on 1 March 1981 prisoner Bobby Sands embarked

as the first on a second hunger-strike at the Maze/Long Kesh prison. In July - after the

death of six hunger-strikers - contacts were reopened between the IRA and the Foreign

Office via the Mountain Climber.25 The official policy of the then Secretary of State for

Northern Ireland, Humphrey Atkins, was a refusal to negotiate with the prisoners

through any kind of intermediaries because as far as he was concerned there was nothing

to negotiate about.26 Atkins has also denied having any knowledge at the time of the

Mountain Climber connection, and O'Malley concludes that the likely politician to have

sanctioned these negotiations would have been the then Secretary of State for Foreign

Affairs, Lord Peter Carrington.27

Sinn Fein experienced a groundswell of political support on the back of the

hunger-strikes. Before dying, hunger-striker Bobby Sands won a by-election in Northern

Ireland, and in May 1981 a number of anti-H Block candidates were elected in the NI

council elections. In 1982 Sinn Fein won 5 seats in a rolling devolution assembly set up

by the then Secretary of State, Jim Prior, and in 1983 Gerry Adams won the seat of West

Belfast at Westminster in the general election. Sinn Fein had been standing on an

abstentionist ticket but its electoral success nevertheless caused British politicians to

question whether this meant that Sinn Fein should be included in the general political

process (which would obviously have made it much easier to enter into official dialogue

about the conflict in Northern Ireland). But as journalist Ed Moloney has pointed out,
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the discussion about Sinn Fein's inclusion in politics was shortlived. Within days of

Gerry Adams' election, NI Secretary Jim Prior publicly ruled out talks with Sinn Fein,

except at official level and only on constituency matters. Ministers, he said, would not

have direct contact with its elected representatives as long as the republican movement

was committed to violence. Moloney concludes:

From then on the exclusion of Sinn Fein grew and spread, encompassing
nationalists and unionists, taking various forms and happening on both
sides of the Irish border. On each occasion the IRA's links with Sinn
Fein were given as the reason.28 

During the rest of the 1980s there appears to have been very little direct contact

between the British government and representatives of the republican movement.

Indeed, not until 1993 is there new evidence of such contacts. 

1990-1993

On 28 November 1993, the British Observer newspaper revealed that the British

government had been involved in secret contacts with Sinn Fein and the IRA for some

time. The disclosure was extremely embarrassing for the government who for years had

pursued a public policy of not talking to Sinn Fein as long as the IRA continued its

campaign of violence.29 In their detailed, authoritative, and penetrating analysis of the

events and characters in the Northern Irish peace process: The Fight for Peace: The

Secret Story behind the Irish Peace Process, journalists David McKittrick and Eamonn

Mallie explain how this back-channel of communication was established, what was said

in it, and what happened when it was exposed, and the following draws heavily on their

account.30

Immediately when the channel was exposed, the British government only

admitted to having been in touch with the republican movement since February 1993

when Patrick Mayhew said the government had received a message from the republican

leader Martin McGuinness that the conflict was over but he needed the British

government's help in bringing it to a close. Sinn Fein responded to Mayhew with a

series of angry press conferences and statements and said that the series of contacts had
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begun in 1990, not 1993, and that Martin McGuinness had never sent any "the conflict

is over" message. Sinn Fein's claim is substantiated by former Secretary of State for

Northern Ireland, Peter Brooke, who has told Mallie and McKittrick that it was he who

authorised the contacts in 1990 at a time when Margaret Thatcher was still Prime

Minister.31 Brooke gave the go-ahead on the advice of a senior intelligence officer and

felt that he had not opened an official line of negotiation:

I certainly believed, in the context of the conduit which existed, that we
could continue to say that we were not in direct contact. The conduit
was a voluntary one. There was somebody in place who had been
involved for quite some time, and he had the advantage of retaining the
confidence of both sides. It wasn't negotiation. It was not negotiation. I
was not sanctioning a whole series of things - it was the opportunity to
carry on conversation.32

According to Mallie and McKittrick the back-channel went through three

distinct phases. From 1990 to February 1993 the British government used the channel to

send 19 messages to Sinn Fein, who only replied once. There were also some meetings

including one in June 1991 when a new government representative introduced himself

to the person who was the contact to the republican movement. The new man brought

with him a letter from Peter Brooke verifying his status.33 

During the second phase from February to November 1993 discussion began

about the possibility of face-to-face meetings between the republican movement and the

government. The two parties sent each other a message once a week on average. The

government suggested that the meeting could take place in Scotland, one of the

Scandinavian countries or on the Isle of Man. They also said that any dialogue could

only happen following a halt to violent activity by the IRA, although the halt could be

unannounced.34 Despite a flurry of messages things seemed to have come to an impasse

in May 1993 when Sinn Fein asked whether the government was still serious about

delegation meetings. The government answered that the continued IRA violence posed

problems to the proposed meetings, and on May 10 Sinn Fein sent the government a

position document together with a message confirming that the IRA had agreed to a

two-week suspension of violence. However, the British government changed its mind
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and never gave the go-ahead for delegation meetings.35

The end of the back-channel came early in November 1993 when Sinn Fein

received a lengthy document from the British government responding to a non-existent

message from Sinn Fein of 2 November. The government firmly closed the door on the

channel when it said that there could be no secret agreements or understandings between

the government and organisations supporting violence. Any dialogue could only follow

a permanent end to violence.36

The end of the back-channel not only meant that there were no more meetings or

exchanges of messages directly between the government and the republican movement,

it also meant that the republicans were cut off from other bits of information aimed at

improving contacts between the two parties. According to Mallie and McKittrick, from

1990 onwards the republicans had also received advance copies of Brooke's speeches,

details of ministerial discussions, and even confidential reports on the progress of the

Brooke and Mayhew talks with the other parties and the Irish government.37 At Sinn

Fein's ard-fheis in February 1994, at the height of the clarification debate, Sinn Fein

chairman, Tom Hartley, regretted that the British government had left this, in his view,

sensible approach:

Over the past three years it was the practice of Patrick Mayhew and his
predecessor, Peter Brooke to send us, in advance, speeches which they
considered keynote. This was a sensible approach to enabling a full and
timely consideration of such matters and a prompt and comprehensive
response.38

So, by the time the Irish and British governments presented the Downing Street

Declaration, Sinn Fein was effectively cut off from any avenue through which to obtain

further information or clarification of the Declaration out of the public view. In a private

letter to Prime Minister John Major in early January 1994, Sinn Fein president Gerry

Adams pointed out that the republicans found it very inconsistent that the government

had been prepared to talk to them privately at a time when there was no peace deal on

offer, but not at a time when there was something to talk about.39 Earlier that month the

government had ruled out using the still existent back-channel for purposes of
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clarification40 and Adams' was again given short shrift when he suggested re-opening the

back-channel at the end of January 1994.41

Whereas it would be pure speculation to assert that the peace process would

have prospered if the back-channel still had been available for clarification of the

Downing Street Declaration, it is certain that its disclosure and the events surrounding it

poisoned the atmosphere and made it more difficult for almost all parties to the conflict

to have faith in the British government when it came to the Declaration. Unionists felt

betrayed, apprehensive and uncertain about whether the government would engage in

new secret talks, whereas the republicans were upset about the government's attempt at

lying about its involvement in the back-channel. A number of British politicians like

John Hume of the SDLP and Labour's Kevin McNamara had difficulties understanding

that with the prize at stake - peace in Northern Ireland - the government refused to

clarify the Declaration when it had previously been willing to talk to the republicans. 

1C: Media obstacles to dialogue with the republican movement

At the time of the Downing Street Declaration, Sinn Fein was not only isolated

politically, the party was also severely marginalised as a credible source for political

journalism - particularly in the broadcast media.

In response to political criticism of their coverage of Northern Irish affairs, both

the BBC and ITV in 1971 decided on a set of rules which made it very difficult for

broadcast journalists to make programmes about Northern Ireland and interview

members of banned organisations such as the IRA and loyalist paramilitaries. Referred

to as the reference-up system, the BBC rules had two basic components according to

media researcher Liz Curtis. Firstly, programme makers had to consult top management,

including the Northern Ireland controller, and obtain their approval for all programmes

on Ireland at all stages of production. All programmes considered controversial in the

least had to be viewed and approved by top management before transmission. Secondly,

there were special rules governing interviews with members of banned groups, and the

BBC decided that interviews with republican extremists "should only be filmed and
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transmitted after the most serious consideration, and the BBC should be seen to be

clearly opposed to the indiscriminate methods of the extremists."42 BBC opposition was

demonstrated by requiring that radio or television reporters dealt with republicans in a

tough or hostile manner.

These rules were still in force during the clarification debate in 1994. Tightened

on a number of occasions during the 1970s and the 1980s, both the 1989 BBC

Guidelines for Factual Programmes and the 1991 Independent Television Commission's

programme code insist that any interview with members of proscribed organisations

should be approved before being included in journalistic programmes.43 These

guidelines apply to interviews with the IRA as well as Sinn Fein, and the BBC's

guidelines further say about such interviews:

Generally whenever interviews are allowed they should be used
sparingly, short clips often being more appropriate than long extracts.
Challenging questions should be used to get valid contributions to the
examination of issues.44

Liz Curtis is not alone in pointing out that the reference-up system led

broadcasting journalists to censor themselves and often not bother with programmes

about Northern Ireland. Journalist Ed Moloney, for instance, has described how

impossible it became for journalists to use representatives of the republican movement

as sources:

British journalists, both electronic and print, were constantly reminded
they were from a country whose soldiers were being killed by the IRA
and that their programmes could and did give succour to the enemy.
Programmes which caused waves, criticised the security forces or
ignored government objections were bitterly criticised in parliament, by
generals and senior policemen, by Cabinet ministers and by most of the
tabloid press. ... In the atmosphere that was generated, company
executives and regulatory bodies conceded ground and journalists
quickly learned that a bit of self-censorship improved career prospects
and reduced life's hassle factor. Those who believed the views of
paramilitaries were relevant became a minority; those who believed in
strictly controlled exposure or who favoured none at all grew in
influence.45

 

How efficient the reference-up system had been became clear in 1988 when the
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British government introduced the so-called British broadcasting ban. The ban required

television and radio stations to refrain from broadcasting "direct statements by

representatives of organisations proscribed in Northern Ireland and Great Britain and

by representatives of Sinn Fein, Republican Sinn Fein and the Ulster Defence

Association." The ban also applied to statements from anyone who supported or invited

support for any of these organisations.46 However, it could not be said that the ban was

necessary to cut back on an overwhelming stream of interviews with representatives of

Sinn Fein. In the whole of 1988, for instance, ITV had devoted a mere four minutes of

television time to interviews with Sinn Fein and its supporters.47 The National Union of

Journalists' broadcasting branch in Northern Ireland could not see the problems either.

In a 1988 statement protesting against the ban, the union pointed out that only half of

one per cent of TV news broadcasting time had been given over to that kind of

interviews which would now be banned. That was the equivalent of less than a minute

in every three hours of news programme time.48 Nevertheless, the ban did have effects

for Sinn Fein. A former director of Sinn Fein public relations told Ed Moloney in 1989

that in the three or four month period just before the ban, Sinn Fein had received 500

requests for interviews and information but the number of requests had dropped to about

100 in the four months after the ban.49 

The Irish Republic operated its own broadcasting ban from the mid-1970s

preventing interviews or reports of interviews with spokespersons for Sinn Fein, the

IRA, the UDA, Republican Sinn Fein, the INLA and all organisations proscribed in

Northern Ireland. The Irish broadcasting ban went even further than the British and

made it impossible for Irish journalists to interview anybody who was a member of Sinn

Fein even if it was in a totally different context such as parents fighting against drugs or

people working to improve the rights of homosexuals.50 

Journalist Betty Purcell points out that even though the Irish ban only applied to

radio and television, it also led to self-censorship amongst newspaper editors who often

did not publish material which would have been banned in broadcasting.51

The Irish broadcasting ban was lifted in January 1994 as part of the emerging
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peace process, but the main Irish broadcasting company, RTE, immediately introduced a

reference-up system like the British to govern Sinn Fein appearances. The British ban

was lifted in 1995 as a reward to Sinn Fein for the IRA ceasefire, but both the bans and

the reference-up systems have contributed to a situation in broadcasting media where it

is impossible for republican sources to take part in any media dialogue on par with the

British and Irish governments.

No shared platform

Despite the effects of the broadcasting bans and the reference-up systems, the

academic, David Butler, still maintains that in the absence of a representative political

forum both BBC Northern Ireland and Ulster Television have performed a critically

mediative role and facilitated dialogue that could not have occurred otherwise.

However, that dialogue has consisted mainly of the juxtaposing of separately recorded

interviews in a sequence which would then give people an impression of a

conversation.52

The need for broadcast journalists to juxtapose interviews with the political

opponents in Northern Ireland stems from the refusal of unionist politicians to appear in

the same television or radio studios as representatives of Sinn Fein. Ed Moloney

explains how this unionist policy was one of many attempts to exclude Sinn Fein from

the political process in Northern Ireland after Sinn Fein had adopted its "armalite and

ballot box" strategy in the early 1980s.53 That led to a situation where current affairs

programmes in Northern Ireland, which often featured politicians in panel discussions,

became divided into two groups:

One where Sinn Fein, sometimes alone, sometimes along with the SDLP
was interviewed; the other where Unionists, Alliance and the SDLP
were interviewed together, invariably billed as "the constitutional
parties". 54

Unionists stuck to their policy even during the IRA ceasefire from August 1994

til February 1996. For instance, in February 1995, David Trimble, a leading politician
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from the Ulster Unionist Party, dramatically walked out of a live television discussion of

the British and Irish governments' Framework Document. It happened when the

producer of Channel 4's House to House programme decided to include an interview

with the senior Sinn Fein politician, Martin McGuinness, who was in a radio studio in

Londonderry at the time. 55

Leading Ulster Unionist, Ken Maginnis, had in fact shared a media platform

with Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams the previous year when Adams visited the United

States on a fundraising tour. Ken Maginnis appeared with Adams in order to be able to

put the Unionist point of view to the Americans but it was - in the words of David

Trimble - very much a one-off.56 It is one of the dark ironies of the Northern Irish

conflict that on the very night that the IRA ended its 1994 ceasefire with the Docklands

bomb in London, Ken Maginnis appeared for the first time on a Northern Irish television

programme together with Sinn Fein Chairman, Mitchell McLaughlin.57

2: MEGAPHONE DIPLOMACY

That journalists and the media have a potential role as facilitators of dialogue

between parties to a conflict is by no means a novel observation. W. Phillips Davison,

for instance, has pointed out that the literature contains numerous references to

diplomatic messages sent via the mass media and he calls the media auxiliary

channels.58 In the context of Northern Ireland, however, the phenomenon has hardly

been observed in the academic literature except briefly by David Miller, a member of

the Glasgow Media Group. Writing in 1994 - first in the Observer and later in a

conference paper with colleague Greg McLaughlin - he describes what he calls

megaphone-diplomacy between the British government and the republican movement

after the Downing Street Declaration: 

Over the next five months Ministers repeatedly stated that there was no
need for clarification. Yet, in off-the-record-briefings, ministerial
speeches and even in an article by John Major in the Belfast nationalist
paper the Irish News, hints were dropped and threats made about what
could be expected if Sinn Fein accepted the declaration. As we heard,
night after night, that the peace initiative was dead or still on track, it
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became evident that the Government was indeed engaged in
clarification and negotiation via a kind of megaphone-diplomacy in the
media.59 

David Miller's main academic interest is in how the British government has tried

to manage the conflict in Northern Ireland through the way it is presented in the media,

and he is generally critical of journalists and in particular journalists working in

television news.60 Miller and McLaughlin's observations about megaphone-diplomacy

are presented in a paper mainly concerned with the way that British television

journalists covered the Northern Irish question in the period from September 1993 to

May 1994, and from their description it is easy to get the impression that megaphone-

diplomacy was a phenomenon that emerged in that particular period, that it is peculiar to

television journalism, and is mainly operated through off-the-record contacts between

journalists and government officials.

However, as it will be discussed in detail in section 4, megaphone-diplomacy is

more complicated than that. An analysis based on newspaper articles in British, Irish

and Northern Irish newspapers shows that in this particular instance of megaphone-

diplomacy the sender of a message to the other side was almost always very visible, and

the main way a message entered the channel of communication was through public

speeches and statements rather than off-the-record briefings.

Megaphone-diplomacy is not a new phenomenon in Northern Irish politics

either. Megaphone-diplomacy has been used by the British and the Irish governments

for years when discussing Northern Ireland61 but the British government has also used it

as a means of communicating with the republican movement prior to the Downing

Street Declaration. For instance, in 1991 the then Secretary of State for Northern

Ireland, Peter Brooke, showed his awareness of the media channel in an interview with

the Irish Times. Talking about how to find out what goes on in the Republican

movement, Brooke reflected on the means of communication between Republicans and

the British government:

One of the problems, as I see it ... is that just as it is difficult for me to
read them, so I suspect it is extremely difficult for them to read me or
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read the government ... Therefore, if one can identify by anything that
they choose to say, to journalists or whoever, which represents a really
massive misconception, which is taking them down a cul-de-sac which
has no future at all, then one does have some responsibility for finding
ways - not in terms of direct communication but in terms of public
communication - that that is a total illusion, because as I say it is their
coming to the conclusion that they can not secure their objective which
is the way we come back to peace. (emphasis added).62 

At that point in time, Peter Brooke had already used the media as a means of

initiating dialogue with the republican movement at least twice. The first time was in

November 1989 when he gave interviews to journalists on the occasion of his hundredth

day in office. Here he was asked if he could ever imagine a British government talking

to Sinn Fein. Brooke replied that he thought the IRA was hard to defeat militarily but if

ever the day came when the IRA stopped violence he thought that "the government

would need to be imaginative in those circumstances as to how that process should be

managed."63 Brooke's words caused a political storm in Britain, but in Northern Ireland

Adams, McGuinness and Mitchell McLaughlin met the media together to express an

interest in what Brooke had said. A year later, in November 1990, Peter Brooke held a

speech in his Westminster constituency in which he declared that the British

government had no selfish, strategic or economic interest in Northern Ireland. Brooke

later said to Mallie and McKittrick that this statement was highly pre-meditated, and

that he gave the speech in his own constituency rather than in Ireland so that it would

have a London ring to it rather than a Belfast ring. Without the media a speech in

London would probably not have been picked up by many republicans. As it was the

speech attracted a nine-page statement from Gerry Adams and two lengthy articles by

Mitchel McLaughlin in the Belfast Irish News.64

But megaphone-diplomacy was also observed by others before the Downing

Street Declaration. In 1992, Simon Lee, a professor of jurisprudence at Queen's

University in Belfast, commented on the existence of the media channel in an article in

the Guardian entitled: "No one speaks code so well as an Anglo-Irish government

minister." Talking about the reactions to a Christmas speech made by Secretary of State,

Sir Patrick Mayhew, Lee observed:
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... Mr. Mayhew is upholding the line that there is no point in negotiating
with those who reserve the right to resort to violence, let alone those
who continue to exercise it. ... So no dealing but plenty of talking
through the media. No doubt the Government is also listening,
scrutinising just as carefully the words of republican leaders, as
reported in the media, while disdaining direct contact.65

In general, however, references to this particular role of the media were few and

far between before the Downing Street Declaration, and the whole practice mainly

became visible because not only were the republican movement particularly isolated at

the time of the Declaration, but Sinn Fein also used the issue of how the parties were

talking as a lever in their struggle to have their electoral mandate accepted by the Britsh

government.

3: EVIDENCE OF A MEDIA DIALOGUE

In the absence of explicit confirmation from the British government that it was

indeed engaged in megaphone-diplomacy via the media with the republican movement,

it is interesting to examine in more detail some of the evidence available to support the

hypothesis. In this way it is also possible to discuss some of the advantages that the

British government might have seen in utilising the media for the purposes of dialogue

with Sinn Fein/IRA.

There are two kinds of evidence which will be examined in turn. The first stems

from the republican movement whose leaders missed no opportunity to tell journalists

that they were unhappy that the British government only engaged with them via the

media. It was, said Gerry Adams, not "the fitting way"66. The other indications that

megaphone-diplomacy was at work come from two different kinds of government

behaviour. Firstly, government ministers held speeches and wrote lengthy articles about

their understanding of the Declaration which were reported and published in newspapers

aimed at a nationalist and republican readership in Northern Ireland. Secondly, on a

number of occasions the British government carefully ensured that communications
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between itself and the republican leadership were conducted in full public view.

Sinn Fein complaints

The most overwhelming evidence that the British government was involved in

megaphone-diplomacy came from the republican movement when  Sinn Fein engaged in

an exercise which only on the surface was about understanding the contents of the two

governments' joint statement but in reality was "talks about talks" focusing on the

process ahead and the conditions on which Sinn Fein could take part in political

negotiations. From the very beginning leading republicans expected that the Irish and

British governments would try to keep them at arms length and talk to them through the

media - something they strongly resented. At his first press-conference after the

publication of the Declaration, Gerry Adams therefore tried to prevent megaphone-

diplomacy from becoming the norm when he called for direct and unconditional

dialogue on the basis of the integrity of Sinn Fein's electoral mandate. Dick Grogan of

the Irish Times reported:

He [Adams] said that contact on these issues "by semaphore through a
censored media" was insufficient. There needed to be more direct
contact. "How do they expect to move forward if those who vote for Sinn
Fein throughout Ireland can not get clarification on these issues?"67 

In the event the British government stuck to its policy of not engaging in direct

contact with the republican movement, and leading republicans continued to let the

question of megaphone-diplomacy surface throughout the clarification period. On 6

January 1994 Gerry Adams said to the Newsletter:

John Major's present policy of addressing republicans through the
columns of newspapers is childish nonsense, and given the seriousness
of the situation, grossly irresponsible.68

Sinn Fein chairman Mitchel McLaughlin issued a statement mid-January 1994 in

which he said:

The British government's refusal to clarify the declaration leaves us in a
position where we're being forced to draw inferences from various
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commentary and statements they are currently making in the media. It's
megaphone-diplomacy whereas we should be engaging in face-to-face,
direct negotiations.69

At the end of January 1994, Gerry Adams dismissed an offer from Patrick

Mayhew of clarification through public speeches when he expressed the view that 

if he [Mayhew] was saying there was going to be clarification, then he
should do it. He doesn't need to do it through the columns of the Irish
Times.70

When Sinn Fein met for their 1994 ard-fheis at the end of February, Martin

McGuinness told the many journalists covering the meeting that the party was

considering recent statements made by British ministers:

We will do so constructively but it must be accepted that speeches or
newspaper articles are no substitute for real dialogue.71

In March 1994, journalist Dick Grogan assessed the way the British government

and the republican movement were communicating and wrote that

Mr. Adams has expressed dissatisfaction with this process [speeches],
pointing out that he and other Sinn Fein leaders have had to rely on
truncated media reports of these speeches. Sinn Fein is still attempting
to secure a complete text of one particularly significant speech made by
the Northern Ireland Secretary two weeks ago.72

The clarification debate was finally resolved in May 1994. However, when

asked in August 1994 by Time magazine about the compromises he had made in the

political process after the Downing Street Declaration, Gerry Adams replied:

Our key contribution was getting this started. After the Downing Street
Declaration we persisted in asking for clarifications and accepted them
even though they came through the press and the Dublin government.73 

Based on the above there is little doubt that the republican movement - much to

its dismay - gained most of its knowledge about government policy through the way

26

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


press statements and the speeches of ministers were reported by journalists. 

Government behaviour

When it became clear in early January 1994 that neither Sinn Fein nor the IRA

were prepared to quickly accept the Downing Street Declaration as the basis for

negotiations about the future of Northern Ireland, it became necessary for the British and

Irish governments to engage in a process of dialogue with the republican movement.

But as journalist Dick Grogan pointed out in an article in the Irish Times on 10 January

1994, such dialogue was not straightforward:

There are increasing indications in Dublin and London political circles
of a willingness to explore cautiously - short of negotiation - the
integrity of the Sinn Fein requests for elaboration. ... It will be a delicate
task, however, to develop some form of communication on the
declaration without setting off alarm bells in unionist quarters.74

Only a few days earlier it had been demonstrated how frayed the nerves were

amongst many unionists. In December, the Downing Street Declaration had been

welcomed only cautiously by the main unionist party, the Ulster Unionists, whose leader

James Molyneaux said that the declaration did not please his party, but he recognised

that it was essential in order to apply pressure on the IRA to call a ceasefire that could

pave the way for all-party talks.75 On 2 January 1994, the Irish Taoiseach, Albert

Reynolds issued a statement to journalists after reading a newspaper interview with

Martin McGuinness which Reynolds found very discouraging. In his statement

Reynolds said that according to the Declaration both the British and the Irish

government would become persuaders for a new agreement on the future of the whole

island of Ireland and that the time had come to start a process of demilitarisation of the

Northern conflict.76 Reynolds' statement was widely interpreted by journalists and

political commentators as an attempt to summarise the Declaration in terms more

palatable to the republican movement. However, many unionists took Reynolds' remarks

to mean that he believed the British government had committed itself to taking an active

part in urging unionists to accept the unification of Ireland, and they felt that Reynolds'
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call for demilitarisation was going beyond the Downing Street Declaration.77 The air was

thick with unionist attacks on Albert Reynolds and there were even demands from

unionists that there should be a moratorium on further public debate of the Declaration

until the IRA had either accepted or rejected it.78 Apart from exposing one of the main

problems of using the media as a channel of communication - namely, that your

messages are also picked up by others than just the intended recipients - that particular

incident showed just how delicate the situation was and how little leeway both

governments had in terms of explaining the text of the Declaration if they wanted to

keep all parties on board. In fact, in early January Ulster Unionist leader, James

Molyneaux, pointedly warned the two prime ministers against tampering with the

Declaration in any way.79

It was against this background that the two governments stepped up their efforts

at megaphone-diplomacy even though it was barely acknowledged publicly. Secretary of

State for Northern Ireland, Sir Patrick Mayhew, came closest to doing so when he

announced in late January 1994 that he would continue to make clear the Declaration

through public speeches.80 Crucially, however, he did not make explicit the role of the

media in enabling these explanations-through-speeches of the Declaration to reach its

intended audience.

At other times the government very deliberately and openly involved the media

in the process of dialogue. On two separate occasions during the clarification period,

Prime Minister John Major chose to make public letters he had received from Sinn Fein

President Gerry Adams together with his own replies.81 The task of retaining the trust

and continued commitment from all parties to accept the Downing Street Declaration as

the basis for negotiations on the future of Northern Ireland became increasingly difficult

as the republican movement by their actions and their words continued to challenge the

process through which all other parties had envisaged Sinn Fein could be admitted to the

political process. Not surprisingly there were strong reactions not only from unionists

but also from the Irish opposition when Sinn Fein tried to change the rules and for

instance engage the British Prime Minister in direct and private dialogue on the
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Declaration by writing him a letter.82 People worried about that part of the dialogue

which could not be seen and that was probably what prompted John Major to publish his

correspondence with the Sinn Fein President in order to convince people that everything

was above board. The Irish Taoiseach, Albert Reynolds also commented on the

unfeasibility of allowing some dialogue to take part in private when so many parties

were involved:

... it would be unrealistic and unacceptable that the political issues
surrounding peace in Northern Ireland could only be resolved through
bilateral clarification talks, held privately and in secret, with
anonymous representatives of the British government, when there were
so many other parties involved.83 

Similarly, when the British government finally agreed to answer questions from

Sinn Fein on the Downing Street Declaration, questions and answers were also made

public. When the British government received a list of questions from Sinn Fein, the

Northern Ireland Office responded with a statement in which it promised to publish

answers as well as questions because

... It is clearly in the public interest for people to know what these
questions are.84 

The British government was, however, not only serving public interest when it

published questions and answers in the final phase of the clarification debate. It was also

a very practical way of proving to all other parties involved - including the general

population - that they had not conceded anything to Sinn Fein even if they had decided

to answer questions on the declaration.

At this point it is worth considering why it could be advantageous for the British

government not to be too explicit about the role of journalists in keeping the dialogue

going.

Having recently abandoned the practice of sending the republican movement

advance copies of key government speeches on Northern Ireland, it is very clear that

British ministers relied on the media to convey the messages in their speeches. Many of
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them were held in places where members of the republican movement had limited or no

access such as the House of Commons, universities or press clubs, and also in terms of

practicality it would be unfeasible to expect members of the republican movement to be

present every time a minister held a speech. In fact, that could be interpreted as getting

perilously close to the unwanted situation of face-to-face dialogue. 

So why not openly acknowledge the role of the media in keeping the dialogue

going? It is reasonable to suggest that at the time the usefulness of the media to the

British government was dependent on the degree to which it was possible to say that the

government and the media were independent from each other and that any

communication in the media between the government and the republican movement

had been coincidental and subject to journalistic news values. 

For the government it was possible to argue that with megaphone-diplomacy

they had never talked to "terrorists" but only to journalists, and since the media are

economically and politically independent from the government and consider each event

on its journalistic merits, any dialogue between the government and the republican

movement in the media would be purely coincidental and definitely not something

which the government could be accused of being in control of.

The point about the importance of journalists acting as an insulating layer

between the government and the republican movement is perhaps better appreciated

when compared to the possibility of the government placing its messages to the

republicans in adverts in the same media. Whilst all media have the right to turn down

adverts, once admitted it is universally acknowledged that the contents of the advert is a

message from the advertiser. Therefore, had the British government opted for

advertising its considerations about the Downing Street Declaration and therefore

retained control over the message, it would still be dialogue via the media but it would

be very difficult not to label it as an exercise in that kind of direct communication which

the government did not want to be involved in. This question of control over newspaper

contents is probably a main reason that British government ministers only rarely used

the opportunity of expressing their views through signed articles because one too many
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might have tipped the balance between direct and indirect dialogue. 

Obviously megaphone-diplomacy is an exercise in make-believe - something

which was commented on by journalists a couple of times in the Irish context. For

instance, describing how the Irish Taoiseach, Albert Reynolds issued a press statement

in early January 1994 after reading a newspaper interview with Martin McGuinness, the

political correspondent for the Irish Times, Joe Carroll remarked tongue-in-cheeck:

While the Taoiseach was not formally replying to Mr McGuinness, as it
is Government policy not to make formal replies to Sinn Fein statements,
it is clear that the negative tone of the interview caused dismay in
Dublin despite being modified by a later statement by Mr McGuinness.85

Similarly, it is a complete illusion to think that this particular media-carried

dialogue was in any way coincidental even if its strength was dependent on people's

willingness to pretend that it was so. It must be remembered that both the British

government and Sinn Fein are highly skilled in delivering their messages in a manner

which ensures a high degree of media coverage even if that coverage can not be

controlled down to the smallest detail.86 However, the illusion was further aided by the

fact that most journalists will vociferously defend themselves against any charges of

being open to manipulation by their sources, and as it will be discussed below, a number

of journalists interviewed for this thesis expressed great concern about the idea that they

as journalists should have been actively involved in a process of carrying messages

between the British government and the republican movement.

4: THE CLARIFICATION DEBATE IN THE MEDIA

4A: What was said

From the moment the Downing Street Declaration was announced on 15

December 1993 until the British government published its clarifications of the

Declaration on 20 May 1994, the media dialogue between the British government and

the republican movement went through six distinct phases. These phases demonstrated

the different ends to which media dialogue can be used and they will be described
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briefly below. 

The first phase lasted from 16 to 31 December 1993 and was a phase dominated

by speculations about what would happen if the IRA declared a ceasefire on the basis of

the Declaration. Both governments promised to reward the republican movement in case

of a ceasefire with access to political talks and fora and the lifting of the broadcasting

bans in the two countries. In addition to the carrots, the governments also used the stick

and talked of strong security responses if the IRA rejected the Declaration. Perhaps

prompted by the imminent release of paramilitary prisoners on Christmas parole, Sinn

Fein President Gerry Adams raised the question of an amnesty for prisoners in the event

of a peace deal on Northern Ireland. Predictably the British government rejected any

talks about an amnesty for prisoners, whereas the Irish government were prepared to

discuss this during talks after an IRA ceasefire. It is unlikely that Adams expected an

easy answer at that stage to the question of an amnesty but what he did achieve was to

publicly expose the lack of communal strategy between the two governments on how to

deal with questions not directly addressed in the Downing Street Declaration. By the end

of the year Sinn Fein announced that it would undertake a lengthy consultation process

before deciding on the Declaration, and in its new year's message that year the IRA

signalled its determination to continue the armed struggle.

Phase two lasted from 2 January to 31 January 1994 and was dominated by

confusion and disagreement between the Irish and British governments over how to

handle the lack of a quick response from the republican movement to the Declaration.

The media dialogue was dominated by a discussion about whether clarification to Sinn

Fein would constitute negotiation or not. The debate was initiated when Gerry Adams

announced that he had written to Prime Minister John Major to seek explanation of key

issues in the Declaration. Charged with the difficult task of keeping the Ulster unionists

on board in the peace process, the British government immediately refused to provide

any explanations of the Declaration, called Sinn Fein's attempt to get clarification for

“negotiations through the back door”, and John Major published the letter he had

received from Gerry Adams together with his own reply. The Irish government on the
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other hand said that they were prepared to provide continuing clarification of the

Declaration. For the rest of the month all parties engaged in an exercise of trench-

digging. The governments threatened that talks would go ahead without Sinn Fein,

whereas Sinn Fein announced that they would refuse to join the peace process without

clarifications. At the end of January the two governments agreed that they would

provide explanations of the Declaration through public speeches but not through face-

to-face meetings with representatives from the republican movement - a decision which

was met with resentment from leading Sinn Fein'ers.

Phase three lasted from 1 to 26 February 1994 during the run-up to Sinn Fein's

annual meeting - the ard-fheis - that month. The media channel was employed to apply

heavy pressure on Sinn Fein to come to a decision with regards to the Declaration. Both

governments indicated very clearly that it was make-your-minds-up time for Sinn Fein,

and if a positive answer was not forthcoming the process would go ahead without them.

Sinn Fein attempted to engage the British government in a debate about the

government's role vis-à-vis the unionists and Sinn Fein's concern that unionists had a

veto over the process. During this period Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Patrick

Mayhew, and Prime Minister John Major wrote lengthy articles in the Irish Times and

the Irish News respectively, expanding at length on the contents of the Declaration. The

articles were widely considered to be clarifications of the Declaration and were probably

attempts to apply pressure of the "come-to-your-senses" variety on Sinn Fein by

convincing grassroots and the wider Northern Irish population that there was nothing in

the Declaration which was unclear.

The fourth phase was a very brief interlude around the week of Sinn Fein's ard-

fheis where media dialogue came close to being real negotiations. Although Sinn Fein

did not decide on the Declaration, Martin McGuiness came close to moving the process

forward considerably when he used his speech and a press briefing to promise a

ceasefire if the British government was prepared to say that unionists did not have a veto

over British government policy and that everybody would take part in talks on an equal

footing.87 A week later Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Patrick Mayhew, reacted
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to Mr. McGuinness' request. In a speech to the Historical Society at Trinity College

Dublin - the text of which was made availabe to journalists beforehand - he pointed out

that no-one could claim a veto to override a democratic decision on self-determination.

(Interestingly, Gerry Adams later complained that he was experiencing difficulties

obtaining a full copy of this speech and had to rely on how it was reported by the

newpspapers.)88

The fifth phase lasted from 9 March to early April 1994 and was dominated by

renewed pressure from Sinn Fein and violence from the IRA with the aim of achieving

clarifications from the British government in some form of face-to-face discussions. On

the very day that British MPs voted to renew the Prevention of Terrorism Act and to set

up a select committee on Northern Ireland, the IRA launched the first of three mortar

attacks in a week on Heathrow Airport in London. No one was hurt and the RUC later

described the mortars as "powder puff stuff" which the IRA did not intend to explode.89

As always the ways of the IRA appeared inscrutinable and media speculations were rife

about the motives for the attacks: Was the IRA splitting? Was the IRA frustrated about

the lack of progress on the question of clarifications? Or was it a show of strength as a

prelude to the next phase? In the event, the IRA's Army Council first issued a statement

confirming its belief in the peace process (13 March 1994) and then announced a three

day ceasefire over Easter hinting heavily that the ceasefire could be extended if the

British government agreed to face-to-face talks with Sinn Fein during the short ceasefire

(31 March 1994).  

Following the announcement of the three day IRA ceasefire, Gerry Adams and

Martin McGuinness stepped up the public pressure on the British government to provide

clarifications. They argued that the IRA had moved to break the stalemate and the

government should respond by authorising direct clarification to Sinn Fein. Such

clarifications could take less than an hour and once provided the republican movement

promised to make its mind up very quickly. However, the British government rejected

the possibility of using the brief ceasefire to send a representative to meet Sinn Fein, and

John Major once again published a letter he had received a few days earlier from Sinn
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Fein requesting direct clarifications. Meanwhile, the Irish Taoiseach, Albert Reynolds

began a process of breaking the link between accepting the Declaration and entering into

talks. In several speeches and interviews he stressed that all the IRA had to do to get

Sinn Fein into talks was to end the violence. They did not have to accept the Downing

Street Declaration.

The sixth and final phase lasted from mid-April to 20 May 1994 when the

British government published its answers to a list of questions from Sinn Fein. In mid-

April there seemed to have been a change of strategy by the Irish and British

governments. They appeared to have agreed on providing clarifications to Sinn Fein

after all - but only through public means. From April til early May, British and Irish

ministers called through the media on Sinn Fein to specify exactly and publicly what it

was they wanted clarified. As Sinn Fein was unwilling to use the media to put forward

specific questions, the Irish government in the end promised to receive and forward to

the British government a list of questions from the party. That happened on 13 May

1993 and a week later the British government published questions as well as answers to

Sinn Fein and thereby put an end to the clarification debate.

4B: How megaphone diplomacy works

What can this case study tell us about how the media channel works? By looking

at how newspaper journalists learned about new developments it is possible to

determine how the parties to the conflict fed messages into the media channel. Figure 1

is a description of the sources of information for each of the 102 entries in Appendix A

as journalists themselves identified them. There were seven different ways journalists

working for the Guardian, the Financial Times and the Irish Times learned of new

information: through speeches; press statements and press conferences; TV or radio

programmes; interviews in other newspapers than their own; authored articles by the

parties to the conflict; lobby sources; and finally instances where no source is mentioned

but which could very well mean that a journalist approached a source on his or her own

intiative.
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British and Irish governments Sinn Fein/IRA

public speeches 26   6

press statement/conference 19 15

TV-radio programme  7  7

interview in other newspaper  1  6

authored article  4  1

lobby sources  4  0

no known sources/journalist's own initative                       6                                                                0  

total                                                                                          67                                                              35  

Figure 6.1: How messages were fed into the media channel

A first general point which can be derived from the appendix and figure 1 is that

a media channel does not necessarily limit itself to a few select newspapers or broadcast

programmes. Messages in this case study have appeared in a wide range of British and

Irish media from the local Derry Journal to national outlets like Channel 4 News and the

Irish Times. This is hardly surprising given the long period of time the channel was used

for and the ways in which the parties to the conflict worked the channel by making their

messages widely available to the media in the form of public speeches, press statements

or press conferences/briefings. Exclusive measures such as authored articles and

interviews to individual newspapers happened only relatively rarely.

The wide range of media involved does raise the possibility of important

messages being missed or overlooked because a particular newspaper never came to the

attention of the intended recipient. In this case, however, such a risk was probably

minimal. The British and Irish governments as well as Sinn Fein were extremely wise to

the use of the channel and made it their business to look for messages - the governments

aided by significant numbers of civil servants and public relations officials.90

Secondly, the case study documents the tendency of the media to amplify

messages once they are in the public domain. In this case study it happened on
36

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


numerous occasions that a statement from Patrick Mayhew or Gerry Adams made on a

radio or television programme would be widely reported in the newspapers the next day

allowing the original statement to reach an even larger audience. The Irish Times in

particular made a point of amplifying not only statements made on radio and television

but also on one occasion by reprinting in full John Major's article in the Irish News on

25 February 1994. Northern Editor of the Irish Times, Dick Grogan, explains the high

degree of amplification partly with the wish on the part of the Irish Times to function as

a newspaper of record and partly with the wish to hold politicians responsible for what

they say in a different medium:

Part of the job, I feel, is that I have to as best I can monitor the various
interviews with politicians on a significant event on radio or the
television channels because in some of these live interviews they will
give something more than they have already said in a statement to a
general press conference. They can be evasive to a print journalist - you
can't show the attitude or the way a person is evading the question, but
it becomes obvious when the viewer or the audience is looking at the
television.91

Figure 1 shows that the predominant ways for the two governments to feed

messages into the media channel were through public speeches or through press

statements and press conferences, whereas the republican movement relied mainly on

press statements and press conferences to get their messages across.

That the republican movement should find it more difficult than the two

governments to communicate through public speeches is not surprising. In chapter 2, it

was demonstrated how politicians generally are considered primary sources around

whom media organisations organise their newsgathering exercises. Therefore journalists

were likely to be around whenever an Irish or British minister made a speech which

touched on one of the main stories of that time: the Northern Irish peace process. Not so

for politicians from Sinn Fein. Public platforms were not as available to them as to

ministers, and furthermore the party's associaton with the IRA made them less legitimate
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news sources in the eyes of many journalists conditioned by the many political attempts

during the Troubles to isolate the republican movement as well as the direct restrictions

imposed on broadcasting journalists. Therefore Sinn Fein and the IRA to a much larger

degree had to forward their messages directly to the media through statements and press

conferences than the governments who could rely on journalists covering their every

movement anyway.

Amplification in newspapers of statements made on TV, radio or in other

newspapers happened comparatively more often for the republican movement than for

the two governments. There could be a number of reasons for this. Firstly, throughout

the period of this case study the British broadcasting ban was still in effect which made

it difficult for broadcast journalists to interview leading republicans as their words had

to be spoken by an actor, and in the case of the BBC, for instance, guidelines stipulated

that interviews had to be approved in advance, could only be used sparingly and should

take care not to show terrorists or people closely associated with them in an approving

light.92 Given these restrictions it is likely that broadcast interviews with members of

Sinn Fein became much more of an occasion widely noted and quoted by journalists

working for other media.

A second reason could have to do with the high degree of media management

by Sinn Fein. All journalists interviewed for this thesis commented on the expert

manner in which Sinn Fein deals with the media by nominating one or two people to

speak on particular events while all other members of the party stay silent. The Northern

editor of the Irish Times, Dick Grogan, has pointed out how this technique at times

creates a news vacuum where every word from Sinn Fein leaders will be seized upon

"as manna" by news-hungry media:

Sinn Fein knows its comments are in demand because of its closeness to
the source of violence and because violence makes news. It can pick and
choose its times to speak and to whom it will speak. It handles a
constant stream of requests for special interviews with Mr. Adams or
Mr. McGuinness.93

With such a "picky" source it is not surprising that journalists at times will find
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it easier to amplify statements from Sinn Fein even if they come in interviews with

different media from their own. Also, it should be recalled that amplification is an easy

thing to do for most journalists because it requires very little by way of independent

research.

In this case study authored articles were used relatively rarely. However, this

state of affairs may owe something to the choice of newspapers studied. For instance,

the nationalist Northern Irish newspaper, Irish News, was very proactive in terms of

getting politicians from either side to write in the paper because the newspaper's editor,

Tom Collins, felt it was important to use the paper as a forum for debate.94 It is natural

that a local newspaper would feel more inclined to be a forum for debate than national

newspapers for whom Northern Ireland was only one important story amongst many.

A final point is that information provided on lobby terms did not appear very

often in the newspapers surveyed. In almost all cases the author of the message was

clearly identified. As journalist David McKittrick of the Independent pointed out in an

interview for this thesis, the clear identity of the sender of the message was probably

very deliberate in a situation where the object was clarification or negotiations:

Off-the-record briefings do not constitute clarification. Clarification has
to be attributable. The Provos did not regard off-the-record briefings as
clarifications, they wanted direct on-the-record answers.95

Why television journalism - as indicated by Miller and McLaughlin - should be

more dependent on anonymous or lobby sources is a bit unclear. The fact that few

people are named in a broadcast piece of news could instead have something to do with

the shorthand nature of the medium where journalists generally have less time and space

available than their press colleagues to expand on a subject and perhaps do not want to

overburden a piece with too much information.

5: INTERVIEWS WITH JOURNALISTS

Writing about megaphone diplomacy, David Miller said about the role of

journalists:
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Rarely do journalists acknowledge that the briefings they are given are
actually part of the negotiation process, and this is one of the key blind
spots of mainstream British journalism's coverage of Northern Ireland.96

Miller spoke mainly of television journalists and the question is how far his

assessment also applies to journalists working in Northern Ireland for the printed media.

Do they too lack awareness of being part and parcel of a political process?

To discuss this and the general idea of peacemaking journalism, six journalists

were interviewed during the first week of November 1996. The journalists represented

the following newspapers: the Sunday Times, one of the most popular Sunday papers in

Northern Ireland as well as in mainland Britain; the Guardian, Britain's leading liberal

paper; the Independent, famed for its reporter David McKittrick's Northern Irish

coverage; the Irish Times, published in Dublin and read by all political actors in

Northern Ireland; and the Irish News, the leading nationalist newspaper in Northern

Ireland.

Three major themes were addressed in the discussions with journalists. The first

was the degree to which journalists felt that they were part of the political process and

instrumental in keeping open a channel of communication between the British

government and the republican movement. The second theme dealt with the question

whether there was anything journalists could have done to move the peace process on

during the rather long-winded phase of clarification of the Downing Street Declaration.

The final theme was one of peacemaking: would the journalists feel comfortable

undertaking peacemaking roles and what kind of responsibility do journalists have

towards an ongoing peace process.

Already in the very first moments of interviewing, a difference emerged in the

reaction of journalists working for papers published in mainland Britain and papers

published on the island of Ireland to the suggestion that they were an integral part of a

public negotiation system. Both Liam Clarke of the Sunday Times and David

McKittrick of the Independent questioned the idea that the media had been instrumental

in carrying messages between the British government and the republican movement.
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Liam Clarke said

I have never carried messages on behalf of the IRA and I am not aware
that I have been used by the state either.97

David McKittrick - one of the most astute observers of the Northern Irish peace

process - said that the idea that he in some ways was part of public communication

system had rarely occurred to him:

I just handle the news of the day.98

David Sharrock of the Guardian turned the argument a bit around. Initially very

reluctant to be interviewed, he finally said that in as far as parties to conflict

communicate through the media it is such a commonplace occurrence that it hardly

merits attention, never mind academic study. However, it was an issue that was of little

concern to him:

To be honest these questions are something which I have never thought
about - I just get on with the job of reporting what's going on.99

The attitude to megaphone-diplomacy was very different from people like Dick

Grogan, the Belfast-based Northern editor of the Irish Times, and Tom Collins, editor of

the Irish News. As one of very few journalists Dick Grogan commented extensively in

his writings during the clarification period on the use of the media as a channel of

communication and he was very forthcoming in discussing the issue. So was Tom

Collins who said that he deliberately put his paper forward as a forum for discussion:

During the peace process I said to politicians on all sides that if they
wanted to get a message across to our readership we would open our
columns to them.100

Whilst some journalists interviewed found it difficult to accept that their news

stories were not only accounts of events in Northern Ireland but also the carriers of

messages in an ongoing dialogue, there was nevertheless a general agreement that

political actors are using the media in a variety of ways as part of their political

strategies. Liam Clarke of the Sunday Times, for instance, mentioned how an
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intermediary between the Irish government and the loyalist paramilitaries passed on a

message to the Irish government through private channels but also approached the

media at the same time:

I think it was in order to ensure that everybody knew; that it was a
matter of record so the government could not dismiss it. You could say:
"Why not only speak privately?" If you go public, it is difficult to ignore.
"Why not speak only publicly?" Well, in that case a government could
say it is only a spin that the media has put on it, there is no reality
behind it.101

Journalists can also be used indirectly to apply pressure on the other side, and

Dick Grogan of the Irish Times finds it likely that both the Irish and the British

government were relying on journalists to apply additional pressure on the republican

movement during the clarification period by constantly ringing up Sinn Fein and

demanding to hear if they had reached a decision on the Declaration:

I am sure they [the governments] realised very well that this is what
journalists do. But they can't be guaranteed that journalists will
succeed. Or that they will succeed in reasonable time. I wouldn't
overestimate the influence of journalists in that way because things will
move on eventually, anyway.102

Asked if there was anything they as journalists could have done to help move the

clarification debate on, the answers differed widely. At one end was the Independent's

David McKittrick and Liam Clarke of the Sunday Times. David McKittrick said that for

journalists the clarification period was very boring because

the Provos wanted a direct statement from the government, and there
was nothing journalists could have done.103

Liam Clarke said that he found it impossible to get ministers, civil servants or

the republican movement to expand on the Declaration and the need for clarification:

When clarification was going on I was ringing ministers but both they
and civil servants were weary of communicating clarification as they felt
the document spoke for itself. Journalists were putting pressure on the
government trying to get them to say that little bit more but they did not.
[Similarly during clarification] the republican movement's first priority
was to preserve unity. They had a very tight media policy - they did not
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want to provoke their members and cause a breakaway.104

At the other end of the spectrum was Tom Collins, editor of the Irish News.

Firm in his belief that newspapers are important forums for discussion, Collins

published authored articles and high profile interviews with key people like John Major,

Albert Reynolds and Gerry Adams during the clarification period with the aim of

facilitating dialogue and giving Sinn Fein the clarification they wanted. Collins

explained:

During the clarification debate we knew there were lots of closed minds
about, and we felt there was a need to explore the fine print of the
declaration. We felt it was very important to do that and that there was a
danger people could get impaled on a hook otherwise. We saw it as our
duty during that debate to urge people to take some things on trust.105

The Irish News got increasingly exasperated by Sinn Fein's refusal to accept the

clarification offered to them through the media and in public speeches, and on the

morning of Sinn Fein's ard-fheis in 1994, the newspaper published an editorial called

"The Downing Street clarification". The full page editorial went through the declaration

section by section and offered an explanation for each one based on information already

put in the public domain by the Irish and British governments. Collins agreed that the

editorial was an unusually strong attempt to get through to the republicans:

That sort of device should not be used every day but it was appropriate
on that day in the hope that we might achieve a breakthrough. Gimmicks
like that sometimes work.106

Dick Grogan of the Irish Times was keenly aware of the importance of journalists

and the media in keeping the dialogue going between the two governments and the

republican movement but was also very firm that any dialogue had to be subordinate to

journalistic principles. For instance, in March 1994 Grogan quoted Gerry Adams for

saying that Sinn Fein was still trying to secure the complete text of one particularly

significant speech made by the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland a couple of weeks

earlier because the party did not want to rely on truncated media reports of that speech.107
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As a journalist, Grogan did have the text of that speech on file but he did not think it

should have been part of his job as a journalist to dig into those files and send Adams a

copy in the name of dialogue. Any help to Sinn Fein in such questions could only come

about if the Irish Times made an editorial decision to publish the full text of the speech

anyway, something which happened relatively often during the clarification period

because of the newspaper's policy of serving as the journal of record in Irish society:

Part of the Irish Times' traditional role in Irish society has been to be
the paper of record, to give the most accurate and complete account of
what was said at a particular stage. It is only a minority of people who
will have the time or the interest to actually read in detail and look back
at the record of what somebody said last week but anyone who is really
in the position of being a major player can do it, because it is on the
record.108

However, as Grogan pointed out too, even if he as a journalist appreciated the

importance of a particular speech or statement for the process of dialogue, that alone did

not secure the speech or an article a place in the newspaper:

What happens occasionally is that a statement comes from a politician
in Westminster which I might see as significant and which I report as
significant, but because on that day there are so many news stories in
the republic, or maybe the space is limited or the subeditor might not see
the significance of this report and therefore it does not appear. Of
course, I complain and they promise to put it in the next day but they
don't. And this can happen several times but after a week it becomes
part of history, you just have to move on.109

Grogan is quite normative when it comes to the responsibility of journalists not

to make things worse by distorting the words of parties to the conflict. In March 1994

there were quite widespread media distortions of statements from Gerry Adams as well

as the IRA Army Council and Grogan commented in the newspaper:

A highly dangerous and confused political situation has arisen within
the past week, as senior political figures - incuding the British Prime
Minister, Mr. Major, and the Tanaiste, Mr Spring, have reacted to
versions and reports of Sinn Fein and IRA statements which are not
accurate. The political leaders have ... too readily taken as absolute fact
certain media versions of, and "angles" on, republican statements. Often
these "angles" have arisen from exaggerated interpretations of Mr
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Adams's words, for example, the abstraction of phrases from their
context, and the rephrasing of them to get an angle or headline for a
story.110 

Grogan was referring to two separate incidents which took place within days of

each other. In the aftermath of the IRA attacks on Heathrow airport in London, Gerry

Adams was interviewed by RTE and commented that in an ongoing conflict there will

every so often be something spectacular to remind the outside world of the problems.

However, headlines in a number of newspapers and some radio reports of his comment

had him saying that there would be more "IRA spectaculars". This gave Adams’ words

an unintended provocative spin which in the situation was not particularly helpful to the

peace process.111 A few days later, Grogan's colleague at the Irish Times' Belfast office,

Suzanne Breen, was summoned to a meeting with a spokesman for the IRA Army

Council. The occasion again was distorted media reports, this time of an IRA statement

that had been issued a few days earlier. According to some media reports the IRA

statement had demanded new direct talks between republicans and the government,

something the spokesman denied was the case. The meeting with Suzanne Breen and

other journalists had been called because the IRA Army Council was concerned over the

fact that the Irish government, the SDLP, and other political parties had responded

negatively to the inaccurate reports.112 Grogan was annoyed with the behaviour of fellow

journalists and wrote that this tended to reinforce Gerry Adams's case for some form of

direct contact rather than contact through the media113 because - as he later pointed out -

the incident with Gerry Adams was the result of journalistic engineering rather than

based on misunderstandings:

It was helped to go wrong deliberately by some of the English press or
maybe television as well. I don't know who started that but it became
currency very rapidly. And that just annoyed me, that's why I wrote that
he didn't actually say "spectaculars" in the sense that the term was
used.114

All journalists were asked if they would be comfortable with an identity as

peacemakers and what might constitute peacemaking for them. The answers were quite
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idiosyncratic reflecting differences in personal and institutional backgrounds but one

theme kept recurring, namely the worry that peacemaking somehow implies that

journalists would have to abandon their focus on conflict and gloss over problems in

society. Henry McDonald of the Sunday Times, but previously security correspondent

for BBC Northern Ireland, was particularly concerned with this. During the interview

and later in an article in the Sunday Times he criticised BBC journalists for having put

the blinkers on after the IRA ceasefire in August 1994:

There was a culture in broadcasting that said "Whatever you say, don't
say anything bad." There was suddenly a switch of Troubles stories but I
feel that there was not enough attention paid to the continued divisions.
The media can focus on negative things and unpallatable facts and act
as a mirror that shows the rottenness in society. At the very least the
relative transparency in Northern Ireland - the fact that people could
turn on their television sets and see reality - might have helped to ensure
that Northern Ireland did not go over the abyss.115

Henry McDonald left his post with BBC Northern Ireland after a couple of

incidents where he was not allowed to point out that sectarianism persisted despite the

ceasefire.116 

McDonald's colleague at the Sunday Times, Liam Clarke, was attacked by

unnamed critics in an article in the Guardian in 1995 for being "hellbent on derailing

the peace process" by publishing "patently false stories" and not exercising sufficient

scepticism in a series of articles which questioned the sticking power of the IRA

ceasefire.117 The Sunday Times stood by Clarke118 and assessing the episode in the

context of peacemaking journalism he said:

There is a perception that some journalists have been unhelpful during
the peace process. However, it was not uppermost in my mind if I was
helpful or not. Obviously I would not publish something which would get
people killed but it is not a journalist's duty to be positive. Those who
tried were their own little spin doctors and they ended up with eggs on
their faces.119

Tom Collins, editor of the Irish News, on the other hand, felt very comfortable

with the idea of being a peacemaker but still stressed the newspaper's responsibility to

not obfuscate reality by avoiding the mentioning of conflict:
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I do not see a conflict between peace and objectivity. As a community
newspaper I feel it is right that we should be for peace and not conflict.
The most important task we have is to inform people objectively about
what is going on as a society dominated by gossip and rumour is
doomed to collapse. It is also important to publicly explore issues and
articulate opinions. We must accept differences but we should not
pretend that problems do not exist. We must confront them and stimulate
debate about them. It is important not to censor conflict away.120

Dick Grogan of the Irish Times had a different take on the relationship between

peace, journalism and covering conflict when he said

Our job is to find out what are the factors which are dividing society
and point them out. It is not our job really to go out there and actually
bring these people together and say: Look, this is your problem, you say
that and ... We can't spend our lives being chairmen of the warring
factions, you know. But we can point out the artificial nature of what
divides them and that's certainly our job.121 

Grogan also said that he would go very far in providing a media platform to

anyone who tries to reach across the boundaries and establish communication, and he

found that it would be legitimate for journalists to intervene in this sense.122

6: CONCLUSIONS

When focusing so exclusively on megaphone-diplomacy, it is tempting to

overestimate its importance in keeping the dialogue going between the British and Irish

governments and the republican movement. Obviously, there were other means of

communication too. Not only is it probable that information travelled through informal

networks less visible to the uninformed eye, but the leader of the SDLP, John Hume,

made no secret of the fact that he was talking to the British government as well as Sinn

Fein throughout the clarification period. Similarly, it was later disclosed that there had

been regular contacts through intermediaries between the Irish government and Sinn

Fein, as well as an exchange of letters between the Irish Taoiseach, Albert Reynolds and

Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams in which Reynolds had replied to questions about the

Declaration.123

As mentioned earlier, the public dialogue about clarifications was only to an
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extent about understanding the contents of the declaration. For the republican

movement, clarification had a much more important symbolic value. For them

clarification was a test of the sincerity of the British government's wish to engage in a

political process which included Sinn Fein. As Gerry Adams said in April 1994:

The British government needs to send a very clear signal to the
Republicans that they intend to be involved in a peace process. Mr.
Reynolds has done that in many small ways. Mr. Major so far has done
the opposite. It is simple and straightforward. An opportunity is now
opening up in which he can authorise a representative to do what he
authorised representatives to do for three years. We will put questions,
they will supply answers.124

This statement goes to the core of the differences between the British

government and the republican movement. Sinn Fein's continued demand for face-to-

face dialogue raised the question if there had been any peacemaking effects of the

clarification process, or if - as some journalists interviewed suggested - the whole period

is better understood as a stalemate and political vacuum that was only resolved in late

August 1994 when the IRA finally called a ceasefire.

That some journalists should perceive the clarification period as a stalemate

situation without significant political movement is not surprising. The violence

continued throughout the whole period,125 and for journalists who spent their time

recording the continued deaths, injuries and bomb attacks it must have been hard to see

that anything tangible was coming from the Downing Street Declaration. It is also worth

remembering that in general journalism is biased towards reporting events rather than

processes, and it is easier to see the event of a bomb or a killing than an emerging peace

process. That, in fact, may only be visible with hindsight.

With the benefit of such hindsight, however, it is possible to point to some

peacemaking effects of megaphone diplomacy during the clarification period. While the

media might not have been the only channel of communication, it was nevertheless a

very important one in terms of providing information about the thoughts and actions of

48

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


all parties to the conflict. It is clear that at the time of the Downing Street Declaration,

relations between the British government and the republican movement was at an all-.

time low and previously established channels of communication had been abandoned.

When the republican movement refused to quickly accept the Downing Street

Declaration and its mechanisms for political inclusion as the basis for negotiations about

the future of Northern Ireland, public communication became an obvious choice for the

governments for reasons described earlier in section 3. Through its indirect mechanisms,

megaphone diplomacy was one way the governments could square the circle of not

"talking to terrorists" and yet engage in a necessary dialogue with the very same people.

That dialogue did not immediately lead to an end to violence but it was nevertheless

important for the peace process in a number of ways.

Firstly, from its public nature came two advantages. By continuing to issue

statements to the media, both sides contributed to keeping the process alive both in their

own minds but also in the minds of others. This created a momentum even if results in

the form of agreements or ceasefires were absent. During the early months of 1994

journalists often worried that the peace process had lost its momentum because the

republicans refused to say yes or no to the Declaration, but the reality probably was that

both sides were working hard to find ways to get around that problem and used the

media as a way of preventing the process from collapsing too early. In fact, a very

cynical interpretation would be that Sinn Fein counted on the British government to

continue to knock back any of their public suggestions for facilitating some form of

direct dialogue thus buying the party time to build agreement between its pro and anti-

violence factions.

Another advantage of the public nature of megaphone diplomacy was that the

British government in particular could rise above suspicions that they were giving

concessions to the republicans - either in the form of changes in the Declaration or by

agreeing to allow Sinn Fein into political talks without the IRA declaring a ceasefire.

Such transparency was probably instrumental in keeping other parties on board while

they waited for Sinn Fein and the IRA to make up their minds.
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Secondly, the media dialogue carried some messages which were very important

to the overall peace process. Most notable among them was the two governments'

decision that the republican movement did not have to accept the Downing Street

Declaration but just declare a permanent ceasefire in order to be admitted into the

political process. This message was first advanced by the Irish Taoiseach, Albert

Reynolds, in an interview in the Irish News and was later repeated on other occasions. It

was a message which had to be publicly communicated to have any validity for the

process because it is unlikely that other parties to the conflict would have accepted the

arrangement if it had emerged after private meetings between the British government

and Sinn Fein.

The role of journalists

This case study demonstrates that megaphone diplomacy can work - at least at a

very superficial level - without the active awareness on the part of journalists as long as

messages are presented in formats that make them "events" which it is journalistically

legitimate to cover such as a press conference, a speech, or the issuing of a press

statement.

Some journalists interviewed admitted to covering Northern Ireland in a way

where a minister's speech was nothing more than a news story from that day, and in that

sense they demonstrated that blind spot which David Miller has attributed to British

mainstream journalists in terms of their awareness of taking part in megaphone

diplomacy. Other journalists interviewed, however, showed great awareness of the

dynamics of public dialogue and helped move it along by publishing speeches, lengthy

interviews and authored articles by key people in the process.

The latter group of journalists were probably more helpful to the emerging peace

process than the former group. Even so, there are probably limits to how far these

journalists could have gone in their efforts to move the dialogue along. As discussed in

section 3 above, for megaphone diplomacy to work politicians need to be seen to be

separate from the decisionmaking process of what to publish in the media. Similarly, the
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media need to be seen to be independent from politicians in order not to lose their

credibility as being politically independent. Imagine the consequences if a newspaper in

the name of dialogue let it be known that it would publish anything that Sinn Fein or the

government would have to say no matter when, no matter how. By doing that the paper

would open itself up to accusations of being partial and under political control and the

question is how long the newspaper could survive under such circumstances.

The interviews with journalists suggested that journalists working for

newspapers published on the island of Ireland were more aware of the dynamics of

megaphone diplomacy than journalists working for newspapers published in mainland

Britain - even if several in the latter group of journalists were born and bred in Northern

Ireland like the Independent's David McKittrick and the Sunday Times' Liam Clarke.

This suggests that the distance between a newspaper's audience and the conflict in

Northern Ireland is important when discussing media and megaphone diplomacy even if

this case study only provides a very tentative insight into these dynamics.

For newspapers like the Guardian, the Independent, and the Sunday Times the

peace process in Northern Ireland was just one amongst many important issues the

newspaper wanted to cover for its audiences, the majority of whom were based in other

places than Northern Ireland. The Irish Times and the Irish News, on the other hand,

considered the peace process to be one of the most important stories at the time to tell

their audiences, most of whom were either living in Northern Ireland or involved in Irish

politics. The latter two therefore devoted more space and journalistic resources to the

story than the newspapers published in mainland Britain. Whilst the Irish News put its

whole editorial force into covering the emerging peace process and engage its readers in

it, Guardian-journalist David Sharrock not only had to cover Northern Irish affairs, but

the whole of Ireland for his paper, and the Sunday Times' two men in Belfast were

facing competition for space in their newspaper from six reporters covering political

developments in Westminster.

It therefore seems prudent to conclude that awareness of megaphone diplomacy

and possibly the ability to move such a dialogue along to a large extent depended on the
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depth and detail with which the Irish peace process was covered, and depth and detail

were determined by the perceived interest of the newspaper's audience in the story.
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CONCLUSIONS

This thesis has explored the interface between journalism and processes of

conflict resolution as a means to identifying potential peacemaking roles for journalists

working for mainstream media in liberal, capitalist democracies. In doing so, it has

taken its starting-point in British journalism and attempted to build an understanding of

the peacemaking capabilities, potential and limitations of journalism from an

understanding of current journalistic work practices and professional norms. 

Understanding the journalistic norm of impartiality is of key importance to any

project of defining potential peacemaking roles for journalists. Together with factuality,

impartiality is one of the main means which journalists employ to minimize the impact

of their own subjectivity on reporting. Factuality relates to the quality of the news

account, whereas impartiality relates to the journalist's behaviour in selecting and

presenting the news. The current interpretation of impartiality is one which at first

glance seems to prevent journalists from taking on peacemaking roles because it insists

that journalists should be neutral and remain detached from the subjects as well as the

objects of the news, an interpretation which appears to leave no room for contributing to

processes of peacemaking. Through a historical review of the development of the

profession of journalism in Britain, chapter 1 charted the emergence of impartiality as a

way of understanding the norm and to see whether there are any historical reasons why

journalists today should refuse to consider changes in the way impartiality is understood

and practiced.

Journalism emerged at a time when newspapers were openly supporting political

causes. However, the dominance of radical and chartist papers led parliamentarians to

encourage the development of a more commercially based press which it was hoped

would counter the pressures for social change from the passionate advocacy journalism

of the radical and chartist papers. When politicians repealed the taxes on newspapers in

1856, it set in motion a process of industrialisation of news production. Newspapers

became cheaper and there was a simultanous increase in the demand for news. To meet
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that demand newspapers employed expensive new printing technology and came to rely

on advertising for their revenue. The subject matters and techniques of journalism were

expanded significantly beyond the coverage of politics, and technological developments

like the invention of the telegraph allowed newspapers to supplement their own

newsgathering efforts with those of news agencies. News agencies had to supply news

to customers of different political persuasions, and it is in this commodification of news

that the first traces of modern impartiality can be located as journalists working for news

agencies concentrated on facts-based news which could be sold to everybody and left

opinionating to the newspapers themselves. Gradually newspapers started to see their

main role as recording the news rather than the political instruction of its readership, and

this trend was reinforced in the period after the First World War when the number of

newspapers decreased but overall news consumption went up: to maintain advertising

revenues, newspapers could no longer cater only to those who shared the editor's

political persuasion but had to have a broader scope. At the same time, journalism

incorporated notions of positivist epistemology into its practice and separated facts from

opinion.

The beginning of the 20th century was marked by two world wars and the

emergence of broadcasting which provided a political logic to the ideal of impartiality.

In the aftermath of the Second World War several countries called for the press to

behave in a socially responsible manner and provide people with untainted news so that

they could exercise their rights and duties as citizens in a democratic society. Boosted

by the war, radio had already emerged as such an impartial news provider, but it is fair

to say that the adoption of impartiality as a professional norm for journalists in the press

as well as radio was also seen as a way for media organisations to avoid untimely

intervention and regulation of news contents by the government. With the emergence of

television and its public service ideal, impartiality became an obligation for the BBC

and Independent Television News in a way it never was for the press, but due to the

dominance of television and the interaction between journalists working for different

types of media, impartiality was strengthened as a professional norm for all journalists,
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not just for those working in broadcasting.

Chapter 1 concluded that history shows journalism to be a highly dynamic

profession whose norms and practices have been constantly adapted to accommodate

new newsgathering techniques and demands from society. It is therefore possible to

argue that there is room for considering changes in the way journalists interpret and

practice impartiality. The question is what kind of changes it is realistic to suggest. The

political logic of impartiality is very strong, and it is unlikely that any media

organisation will be prepared to completely abandon a work practice and philosophy

which not only has contributed to heightening the legitimacy of the journalistic

enterprise but also helps ward off unwanted government interference in news

production. The lever for change comes from the fact that impartiality is part of the

media's social contract with society. Social responsibility theory requires journalists to

be impartial in order to serve the needs of democracy and provide citizens with a neutral

and factual account of events which will enable them to carry out their civic duties. It is

not impossible to imagine that the notion of social responsibility could be expanded to

asking the media to contribute to processes of peacemaking in society whilst accepting

and even encouraging journalists to remain neutral in the way they cover particular

issues, outcomes and parties to conflict. 

Understanding how journalists work is another necessary pre-requisite for any

meaningful discussion of the peacemaking potential of journalism, and chapter 2 drew

on key texts from the literature on the sociology of journalism to contextualise the

process of journalism and explain how journalists go about producing news and what

kinds of events are likely to end up as news.

Journalists employ a set of highly organised routines to survey their

surroundings in order to identify enough material on a regular basis which can be turned

into news. These routines have been likened to a fishnet where the horizontal strings are

made up by different types of journalistic resources such as permanent staff, news

services, stringers and freelancers and the vertical strings divide the world into smaller

areas of responsibility, such as geographic areas, particular topics, or following events
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within a particular organisation. The idea of the newsnet is to ensure that the news

organisation catches as many events of relevance to its audience as possible but the

metaphor also highlights the fact that news can only occur where people are charged

with the task of looking for newsworthy events and can not occur in places where

journalistic personnel are not looking.

Many routines within journalism have grown out of the need or wish to

minimize the costs of newsgathering. This is one of the main reasons why journalists in

general are highly dependent on information from society's institutions, such as the

police, the courts, the emergency services, and local and central government. In terms of

newsgathering, journalists do not have the time to witness every event they write about

and instead they often rely on accounts produced by an institution such as the police

about its own activities as the basis for news. These accounts are supplied on a regular

basis, often by spokespeople whom it is safe to quote without further evidential

searches, and they allow journalists to plan their time and maximise the number of

stories they can do in a day. The smaller the news organisation, the more they are likely

to depend on information which is easy to collect or arrives in the news room

unsolicited which also explains why planned events are more likely to make it into the

news than un-scheduled events. More labour intensive types of journalism, such as

investigative journalism or enterprise journalism, often is the preserve of larger news

organisations with larger financial resources. The implications of such a dependency

obviously are that society's institutions and those with resources to pre-plan events

which attract the attention of journalists find it easier to gain access to the media whilst

less resourceful groups loose out. 

Moving on to looking at the kinds of events which are likely to become news, it

is clear that no event comes with characteristics which guarantees it a place in the news.

Events need to be interpreted by journalists before they may become news. Research

has, however, pointed to a number of factors which guide journalists in their selection of

events to cover. One classical and influential study has pointed to the following news

factors as being universal: timeliness, drama, magnitude, relevance, importance,

60

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


consonance, clarity, unexpectedness, continuity, and considerations about the overall

composition of the news product. The study pointed to another four news factors which

it held to be peculiar to the Western culture: events which concern elite nations or elite

people, and events which can be described in personal terms, and events which are

negative. The study argued that an event which is low on one news factor can

compensate by being high on another and still make it into the news. But other events

make it into the news too. Political events, however boring, are generally considered

very newsworthy, which can be explained by reference to the origins of journalism as a

tool for political instruction and because of the media's role in maintaining democracy.

In sum, this section of the chapter suggested that news production is biased in favour of

events which take place within a short timespan and fit the production cycle of the news

medium, whilst change taking place over a long period of time tends to go unnoticed.

News production is also biased in favour of drama and crises often with violence as a

trigger-event for media attention, and news production has a bias toward ethnocentrism,

no matter where you are in the world. Finally, news production has a tendency to deal

with larger issues in small bits rather than taking a holistic approach.

The chapter moved on to looking at more recent research into the sociology of

journalism which emphasizes that journalism is a dynamic process which interacts with

other institutions in society and makes it hard to determine exactly how a certain news

organisation will cover a certain event. Much of this research has grown out of attempts

to determine the degree to which journalistic output functions in the interest of political

and economic elites and whether it is open or closed to alternative and dissenting points

of view. At one end of the spectrum is research with a rather static view of the

relationship between the media and society which holds that due to the media's general

dependency on the powerful as the main sources of news the media acts as a propaganda

system on behalf of national interests, and at the substate level the media are key players

in the systematic trivialisation and marginalisation of critical voices. At the other end is

research which points to dynamics in the interrelationship between news organisations

and society which challenge the view that the social and political elite can exclusively
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set the media agenda. This research understands journalism as well as politics as

processes which interact and impact on each other, and whilst the news gathering

routines still favour the most resourceful in society, this research points to a number of

places where the resourceful may encounter resistance: challengers may succeed in

creating dissent amongst the powerful, challengers compete with the powerful about

media access and frames of understanding, and sometimes the media decides to

challenge an elite account of events by doing its own investigations just as journalists

nurture an image of themselves as the adversaries and watchdogs of those with power.  

Chapter 2 concluded by criticising the literature on the sociology of journalism

for not paying any attention to the potential agency of journalists and news organisations

in bringing about social change. The personal autonomy of journalists to identify and

frame events to cover is a key place to start a process of change in news content but the

literature mainly understands journalistic autonomy as autonomy to challenge the

prevailing social order and neglects to look at autonomy within the news organisation.

Similarly, there is no attention to the potential and wish on the part of news

organisations to contribute in a positive manner to social change in society. The reason

for the inattention might be attributed to researchers buying into the journalistic norm of

impartiality, or a historical focus on the problems of news production which has blinded

researchers from looking for the media's positive potential in the context of social

change. The reason could also be located in the assumption underlying much research

that the media is an arena in which conflict is fought out: the arena is considered a

neutral venue which imposes no rules on the way conflicts are conducted. The result,

however, is a gap in the literature which makes it harder to conceptualise potential

peacemaking roles for journalists.

Chapter 3 established that the notion of journalists as peacemakers has existed as

an ideal in the international domain since the end of World War I. From that point

onwards, journalists have addressed the question of their own role in war and peace

through the adoption of professional codes of ethics, and the media's role in maintaining

peace and building understanding between peoples and states has also been the subject
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of a number of international laws and instruments which prohibit journalists from

engaging in propaganda for war and ask the media to help promote detente and

cooperation between nations. Notwithstanding this historical legacy of the ideal of

journalists as peacemakers, a discourse of peacemaking journalism informed by the

paradigms of journalism, conflict resolution and political communication has only

begun to emerge in the 1990s.

The chapter then moved on to discuss three areas of international conflict

management in which it widely acknowledged that journalists do have an impact:

diplomacy, bringing about outside intervention in conflicts, and times of crises leading

up to war. Traditionally, journalism and diplomacy have been seen to have contradictory

aims. Where journalism is looking for publicity, immediacy and confrontation,

diplomacy requires privacy and time to seek compatability and reconciliation. The

chapter pointed to three challenges to the dichotomy between diplomacy and journalism.

Firstly, some journalists will whenever possible consider holding back on publishing

information which might damage ongoing negotiations, just as journalists are willing to

contextualise an ongoing peace process and avoid pressing parties to conflict to posture

to the media in ways that might damage negotiations. Secondly, publicity via the media

on ongoing negotiations can be very positive, particularly in situations where some

parties to conflict could otherwise feel threathened or excluded by talks conducted in

secrecy. Thirdly, global television stations like CNN have altered the relationship

between journalism and diplomacy because such stations are not only a source of

diplomatic information but also provide an immediate avenue for diplomatic responses,

often prompted by journalists who demand answers in real time about how a

government plans to respond to a particular emerging crisis.

The chapter then looked at the power of journalists to bring about government

intervention in conflicts abroad. Current research implies that there is no automatic

cause-and-effect relationship between media coverage and foreign policymaking.

Despite complaints from politicians that they experience undue pressure from journalists

to intervene in conflicts abroad, television coverage has at the most been a catalyst for
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humanitarian help or financial aid and not forced crisis management beyond carefully

defined diplomatic limits. Decisions to intervene militarily are mainly linked to

perceptions of national interests, and in those cases journalism has played no role in

triggering  intervention. 

Peace researchers and journalists have also discussed whether it is possible to

cover war in ways conducive to peaceful settlement. An implicit part of these

arguments has been that the cause of peace is badly served if journalists identify too

strongly with one of the parties to conflict, be it in wars in which their own country is

involved or other people's wars. This kind of propaganda journalism should instead be

replaced by a journalism which is open to peaceful solutions, queries military logic, and

focuses on perspectives for reconciliation and the price which has to be paid for a

military victory. The former BBC war correspondent, Martin Bell, has also called for a

more moral approach to covering wars which would understand that journalists impact

on the events they cover and have a responsibility to counter any indifference which

might allow genocide and human rights abuses to take place.

Drawing on a wide range of sources, chapter 3 then brought together a number

of proposals for peacemaking roles for journalists which are currently being discussed

by journalists and academics. The suggestions can be grouped under three main

headings. The first group contains proposals which pose little challenge to the current

paradigm of journalism and mainly reframe old practices in the light of new

circumstances, such as providing a pluralist news service to areas embroiled in ethnic

conflict, early warning, and conflict analysis. The second group encompasses

suggestions which challenge traditional concepts of news, such as the call for including

more positive events on the news agenda to counter feelings of despair and

discouragement, and focusing more on stories of positive conflict resolution. The third

group comprises suggestions which challenge norms of appropriate behaviour, such as

the civic journalism movement in the US which is attempting to rejuvenate journalism

as a democratic practice by asking journalists and their news organisations to facilitate

processes of public problem-solving through indepth investigations and actively
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bringing people together to discuss shared problems. To counter arguments that civic

journalism threathens journalistic norms of impartiality and neutrality, proponents of

civic journalism have made a very useful distinction between process and issues arguing

that it should be possible for journalists to be normative on processes - such as actively

facilitating public dialogue on controversial or important issues - while they remain

neutral on issues.

Chapter 3 concluded that so far much of the debate about the peacemaking

potential of journalism has centered on the management of conflicts in the international

arena and how the media might impact on decisions made by governments, diplomats

and policy-makers. This is an approach which gives journalists a very limited role in

peacemaking, and leaves the main responsibility to others. However, practitioners

within the conflict resolution paradigm and journalists involved in the civic journalism

movement in the US have helped broadening the range of conflicts which could benefit

from peacemaking journalism to also include regional and communal conflicts, and

have also expanded the concept of peacemaking journalism to include processes of

social change as well as pointing to ways in which journalists can be more pro-active in

relation to the conflicts they cover. 

The aim of chapter 4 was to outline a framework for discussing the peacemaking

potential of journalism. First, however, the chapter offered two arguments why news

organisations and journalists might want to reconsider their relationship with conflict. 

Since the late 1940s journalists' main obligation to society has been expressed

through the notion of the media's social responsibility which holds that the media should

provide a truthful, accurate, fair, objective, and relevant account of the day's news that

will enable citizens in a democracy to carry out their civic duties. Recent technological

developments and the proliferation of media outlets are, however, threatening the

structural position of the media as the main link between citizens and their government

as they allow people to bypass journalists when obtaining information, just as the

volume and density of information in the public sphere makes it harder for journalists to

attract the public's attention. Several media analysts have concluded that in the future it
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is not enough for journalists to provide people with a quick and factual account of the

day's news, they will need to contextualise it in a manner which the audience is prepared

to reward. One such context could be a determination to help society cope with conflict.

Many news organisations are already experiencing dissatisfaction from the

audiences over the way they cover conflict, focusing mainly on the dramatic high-points

of conflict without properly contextualising it or discussing the possibilities for

resolution. The chapter briefly considered the centrality of the concept of conflict to

news production, concluding that conflict is often at the core of news in the Western

world because of the human disposition to find alarming reports more stimulating than

stories about what is right with the world. However, Western culture also pays attention

to the repair of conflict, and indeed many people turn to the news to relieve their

anxieties and find solutions to personal and social ills. The reason why journalists

present conflict as endemic, never-ending and all-pervading to an extent that goes

beyond the natural human interest in problems might instead be ascribed to the different

ways in which conflict has been embraced in the workpractices and self-image of

journalists.  

The literature linking communication and conflict resolution has paid only scant

attention to public communication via the media, in part because the main work in the

area, that of the problem-solving workshop, considers public communication counter-

productive to ensuring effective communication between parties to conflict. However,

among the few to consider the media's potential as conflict resolvers are Andrew Arno

and W. Phillips Davison. Arno calls the media 'tertius gaudens', the third who rejoices,

and he argues that the conflict resolving potential of the media is derived from their

position as third parties to conflict. Davison, meanwhile, attempted to define a number

of peacemaking roles for the media by looking at research on media effect which holds

that the media can raise the information level, focus attention on certain subjects, affect

attitudes, help create a mood or frame of mind, and enable public opinion to take shape

and function. Peacemaking then was dependent on the media sending the right kind of

message to the right people in the right situation. The chapter rejected Davison's
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approach to identifying peacemaking roles for journalists by looking for effects, and

instead argued that it would be better to replace the widespread understanding of media

as a conduit for communication with a view which sees communication as a

collaborative-constructive process where parties to a conversation use communication

as a tool to build a shared understanding. This liberates the discussion of peacemaking

roles from the tricky question of whether peace can be directly attributed to journalistic

efforts and allows it to focus on the intent of journalists and the media for helping to

bring about peaceful resolution of conflicts in society.

The chapter concludes by outlining a framework and catalogue of potential

peacemaking roles for journalists. The framework centers on the premise that conflicts

are dynamic and interact with journalism as media coverage is fed back into conflicts

and have the potential to affect them on a number of different levels: within the parties

themselves; between the parties; and between the parties and their environment.

The chapter suggests a number of peacemaking functions which will allow

journalists to stay neutral on parties and outcomes of conflicts, appreciates that

peacemaking will always be subordinate to the main task of news production, and

understands that journalists can make contributions to peacemaking processes in society

but are not solely responsible for bringing about peace.

Firstly, journalists can contribute to building and sustaining a commitment in

society to peaceful resolution of conflict by portraying more clearly the benefits of

peace; emphasizing mediatory values; conferring prestige on the peacemakers;

reminding people at all times that peaceful alternatives exist or should be looked for;

adding more news about positive events to the news agenda; avoiding cynicism and

negativity; and establishing peace correspondents.

Secondly, monitoring conflicts and bringing them to public attention is a major

peacemaking task for journalists and includes early warning; exposure of wrongdoings;

and monitoring and blowing the whistle on breaches of peace agreements.

Thirdly, conflict analysis in the sense of making a diagnosis and prognosis for a

conflict and providing suggestions for therapy is an obvious peacemaking task for
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journalists. This involves appreciating the impact of media coverage on conflict

dynamics and tailoring coverage accordingly; putting the conflict in its historical and

systematic contexts; mapping the conflict; looking for common ground; evaluating

proposed solutions; and exposing the cost of a slide into violence.

Finally, the media is a public communication system which can facilitate

dialogue and the exchange of messages between parties to conflict on a sliding scale

from merely being a conduit for messages to the active bringing together of parties to

conflict to find ways forward. This includes serving as auxiliary channels; providing an

independent and neutral forum for the exchange of messages; mediating; levelling the

playing field by broadening media access; and facilitating public problem-solving

processes. 

Chapter 5 was the first of two case studies with an empirical approach to

identifying peacemaking roles for journalists, linking the processes of journalism and

peacemaking in Bradford, England, in the wake of disorders in June 1995 which came

to be known as the Bradford riots. The rioting of a couple of hundred mainly Muslim

Pakistani-heritage British young men over two consecutive nights in the Manningham

area of inner-city Bradford caused an estimated £1 million worth of damage and were

triggered by an incident of what many Pakistani-heritage young men saw as police

harassment of members of their community. Rioting went on until the early hours of

Saturday morning and continued Saturday evening and night after community leaders

failed to reach agreement with the police on the police's response to and role in Friday

night's events. The tensions eventually cooled down on Sunday night when community

leaders persuaded the rioters to stop their actions.

The riots attracted a huge amount of media coverage and for a brief period the

story was covered by national and international media as well as local media. The case

study, however, focused mainly on the peacemaking efforts of the local newspaper, the

Bradford Telegraph & Argus, making  only comparative reference to the riot coverage in

the competing but Leeds-based local paper, Yorkshire Post, and on the two regional

television programmes: BBC's Look North and Yorkshire Television's Calendar. 
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Through a careful analysis of all riot-related coverage in the Telegraph & Argus

over a period of almost two years, chapter 5 demonstrated how the newspaper made

major contributions to efforts in society at achieving negative as well as positive peace

in the wake of the disorders. In terms of negative peace, the Telegraph & Argus

published a number of calls for calm and condemnations of the violence which sent

powerful messages to the youths that their behaviour was not acceptable but at the same

time the newspaper acknowledged their cause for grievance through editorials and

opening its columns to the views of members of the young Muslim-Pakistani

community in Manningham. The newspaper was also careful not to fan the controversy

further: it avoided dwelling on stories of violence and people victimised by the riots,

and it employed a very even-handed approach when presenting the views of the police

and those of members of the Muslim Pakistani-heritage community. The newspaper

also refrained from reporting on the courtcases in the wake of the disorders in a

sensational manner, even if the stories held plenty of potential for doing so.

In terms of positive peace, the Telegraph & Argus aimed to maintain an

atmosphere within the community suggesting that the riots were something which could

be overcome and which should not affect the state of race relations or the levels of

investment in Bradford. Through a series of interviews with young Asian-heritage men

and women, the newspaper took great care in ensuring that the public picture of the

Asian-heritage community was more complex than that of a riot-mob on the rampage.

The newspaper also pushed hard for the establishment of a public inquiry into the

underlying social causes of the riots as a way of addressing these problems in a more

long-term manner. It lent its support to the Bradford Commission established by the

local Bradford Congress to examine the riots, and when the Commission reported 18

months later, the Telegraph & Argus published an extensive summary of the whole

report to make its findings widely available. 

A number of interviews were conducted with the editor and journalists working

for the Telegraph & Argus to explore attitudes and limitations to peacemaking roles for

journalists. The editor and journalists shared the view that compared to other media the
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Telegraph & Argus had taken a unique approach to covering the aftermath of the

disorders, deliberately setting out to explore ways forward in order to prevent a repeat in

the future. It was an approach born out of feelings of responsibility and proximity to the

local community which journalists felt they were an integral part of. Journalists as well

as the editor felt comfortable undertaking peacemaking roles that were an angle on

events they were going to cover anyway, but journalists in particular felt it would be

wrong if they took on more pro-active peacemaking roles than just giving people the

facts and letting them make up their own minds about what should happen next. The

editor, meanwhile, was quite happy to exercise moral leadership in the situation in terms

of curbing any racist tendencies amongst the readership and also felt it was right that the

newspaper should support calls for a public inquiry into the riots. However, there were

limitations to the peacemaking roles which the editor felt the newspaper was in a

position to undertake even if the Bradford Commission Report called for improved

communication between Bradford's different groups as an important way of identifying

and addressing the city's social problems. The limitations mainly arose out of the fact

that the newspaper is not set up to be an agency of social change, but is a business

supplying customers with a certain product. The editor was concerned that if he devoted

more attention to the aftermath of the riots and the situation of people of Muslim

Pakistani-heritage in Manningham without valid newspegs that would hold up with his

predominantly white audience, these people would stop buying the newspaper and even

if that shortfall was evened out by larger sales to the city's Asian-heritage population,

any integration the newspaper might have helped to build would be lost.  

Chapter 6 was the second case study to employ an empirical approach to

identfiying potential peacemaking roles for journalists. The chapter set out to discuss the

potential of the media functioning as channels of communication between conflicting

parties by examining the media dialogue which developed between the British

government and the Irish republican movement in the five months immediately after the

British and Irish governments initiated a new peace process for Northern Ireland with

the publication of the Downing Street Declaration in December 1993. Such media
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dialogue has been termed megaphone diplomacy and the case study had three main

aims: to show how the media was consciously used as a channel of communication, to

demonstrate how megaphone diplomacy worked, and to discuss the role of journalists in

maintaining the channel.

The Downing Street Declaration set out a basis for negotiation about the future

of Northern Ireland, but it was not a solution. In order to reach an agreement all parties

had to come to the negotiation table. However, neither the British and Irish governments

nor the Ulster unionists were prepared to allow Sinn Fein into political talks as long as

the IRA continued its campaign of violence. Communications with Sinn Fein about the

conditions for entry into talks were not straightforward. There had been no direct

meetings between the British government and the republican movement since the early

1970s, and relations had soured further with the exposure in November 1993 of secret

back channel talks between the government and the IRA. Therefore, when Sinn Fein

demanded clarifications of the declaration before deciding whether to agree to it or not,

any form of direct communication was out of the question if the two governments were

to retain the confidence of the Ulster unionist parties and keep them in the negotiations.

The only way to square the circle seemed to be to negotiate through the media.

The research in chapter 6 was based on a re-creation of the media dialogue

between the British and Irish governments and the republican movement during the

clarification period. It was constructed by reading through day-by-day coverage of

political developments in Northern Ireland in a number of Irish, British and Northern

Irish newspapers. For each relevant article it was noted down who was speaking or

acting, a shorthand indication of what was said, and wherever possible also the source

the newspaper had for the information. This gave a strong indication of a developing

dialogue but provided no proof that the dialogue was the result of a conscious effort. In

the absence of explicit government confirmation, the case-study provided other evidence

that the dialogue was indeed a deliberate negotiation strategy. Firstly, it documented a

number of complaints in the media from Sinn Fein leaders that they learnt about

government positions mainly through newspapers. Secondly, the government itself at
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one point told journalists that it would only clarify the declaration through public

speeches, and the government also on a number of occasions published letters it had

received from Sinn Fein together with its replies. Using the media to carry its messages

was an ideal way for the government to keep up the pretense of distance. As media and

government are independent of each other, it was possible to argue that any

communication was coincidental and subject to journalistic, not government control.

Another advantage of public communication was that it helped making sure that

everything was above board as a way of keeping all parties on board.

The appendix showed that the media dialogue went through six phases: The first

phase was dominated by threats and promises of rewards to Sinn Fein if an IRA

ceasefire was shortly forthcoming. Sinn Fein played for time calling for an amnesty for

prisoners and asking for clarification of the declaration. The second phase was

characterised by confusion and disagreement between the British and Irish governments

on how to handle the calls for clarification but finally it was agreed to do it through

public speeches. In the third phase the media channel was employed to apply heavy

pressure on Sinn Fein to come to a decision on the declaration at their upcoming annual

meeting and senior ministers expanded at length on the declaration in articles which

were widely considered to be clarification. The fourth phase was a brief interlude of

direct communication/negotiation on the substantive issue of the unionist's right of veto

over negotiations. In press briefings, Sinn Fein leader, Martin McGuinness, offered a

ceasefire in return for assurance on this point. The government replied in a speech a

week later. During the fifth phase the republican movement continued to press for face-

to-face clarifications, and the IRA launched three mortar attacks on Heathrow airport

without hurting anyone. Even if violence for a while was substituted for political means,

the IRA continued to reaffirm its belief in the peace process and announced a brief

ceasefire which it suggested could be used for clarification. The idea was rejected by the

British government but instead the Irish Taioseach changed the parameters of the

debate in a number of speeches and interviews where he said that the republican

movement did not have to accept the declaration but just end violence to get into talks.
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During the sixth and final phase, the British government agreed to provide clarification

but only through public means, and Sinn Fein's questions together with the government's

answers were published on 20 May 1994.

The sources which print journalists gave for the information in their articles,

provided a good insight into how messages were fed into the channel. There were seven

main ways of doing so: speeches, press statements and conferences, TV or radio

programmes, interviews in other newspapers, authored articles, lobby sources, and

others including enterprise reporting. The appendix showed that the media channel was

not limited to a few newspapers and that exclusives were relatively rare. There was a

high degree of amplification of information originally published in other media. While

the governments relied on putting their messages across in speeches as well as press

statements and press conferences, the republican movement mainly communicated

through press statements and press conferences. In almost all cases, the author of the

message was clearly identified, and there was little use of lobby sources.

Part of the case study was interviews with seven journalists working for six

British, Irish and Northern Irish newspapers. The interviews showed that journalists

working for London-based papers were reluctant to acknowledge that their articles

carried messages in an ongoing peace process whereas journalists working for papers

based in Ireland were much more aware of these dynamics and even strengthened them

either by publishing speeches in full or by putting the paper forward as a forum for

debate. Journalists differed widely on whether or not they could have done anything to

move the clarification debate on, ranging from complete rejection of the question to the

Irish News' attempt to convincing Sinn Fein in a full page editorial that the declaration

was as clear as it could be. Grogan of the Irish Times stressed that any help to the peace

process would have had to be on journalistic terms which sometimes means that

important developments would not be reported because an article was dropped for

editorial reasons of space or perhaps because of lack of news value. In terms of

peacemaking roles for journalists, all journalists interviewed were concerned that

peacemaking would imply glossing over problems in society and abandoning a focus on
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conflict. They did not feel that it was part of a journalist's duty to be positive on behalf

of a peace process to the point where they would have to pretend that problems no

longer existed.

The chapter concluded by pointing to a number of peacemaking effects of media

dialogue: it contributed to keeping the process alive and prevented it from collapsing too

early whilst parties were trying to find a way forward. It also dealt with the problems of

ensuring the transparency necessary to keep unionists on board. And finally, some

messages - such as the decision that the republican movement did not have to accept the

declaration but only declare a ceasefire to get into talks - had to be publicly

communicated rather than be the result of private negotiations for the wider public to

accept it.

At the level of journalism, the case study demonstrated that at least at a very

superficial level, megaphone diplomacy can function without active help from

journalists as long as messages are presented in formats that make them events which it

is journalistically legitimate to cover. Again the question of proximity to the conflict

seemed to be a main reason for efforts to support the process of dialogue. The closer the

newspaper's audience was to the conflict, the more space and journalistic resources the

newspaper devoted to the conflict, and the more efforts it put into helping the emerging

peace process along.

Some suggestions for further research

The empirical and theoretical focus in this thesis has been on the peacemaking

potential of journalism from the point of journalists and the media. Little attention has

been paid to how parties to a particular conflict experience media coverage of that

conflict and whether they have found the coverage helpful or not during efforts to

resolve the conflict. Probing the attitudes to media coverage held by parties to a conflict

might nevertheless make valuable contributions to identifying opportunities and limits

to journalistic peacemaking and is an area which merits further research. 

Similarly, the conceptualisation and discussion of potential peacemaking roles
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for journalists might also be enhanced through an analysis of the interrelationship

between the media and other agencies which intervene in conflicts, such as NGOs and

UN peacekeepers in the international arena, or the police, community relations workers

and mediation services at the local level. One aim of such an analysis would obviously

be to determine the degree to which journalists could be helpful to the peacemaking

efforts of other third parties to conflict or at least not hamper them unnecessarily. It is,

however, just as important to build an understanding of the limitations to partnerships

between the media and other organisations intervening in conflicts. Throughout this

thesis it has been argued that it may be possible for journalists to facilitate processes of

conflict resolution but that it is unlikely they will commit themselves to supporting a

particular outcome or party to the conflict. Similar reservations probably apply to

relationships with other third parties. At a 1997 roundtable on Journalism in Crisis held

by the Lester B. Pearson Canadian International Peacekeeping Training Centre,

journalists present firmly rejected the idea that the media should develop partnerships

with NGOs or peacekeepers even if journalists sometimes make use of NGO and

peacekeeping facilities for protection or to get around in a conflict zone.1 As one

journalist has pointed out in another publication from the Lester B. Pearson Centre:

The media has no role in your work as peacekeepers. We are there to
record the events and let our listeners, viewers, readers know what's
going on. ... It is not our job to sell your program. ... It is our job to find
stories that engage our readers. In the case of stories that involve
peacekeepers we need to observe what you do, to report the facts -- as
accurately and as objectively as possible.2  

Different media - different strengths?

For reasons of ease of access this thesis has mainly used material from the

print media to underpin its case studies and has not attempted to make comparisons

between the peacemaking potential of different types of media such as print, radio, and

television. Nevertheless, there is evidence in the thesis to suggest that it might be worth

exploring whether different types of media have different peacemaking potentials which

relate either to the nature of the medium or to particular journalistic formats which flow
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from a specific medium's historical development or position in relation to its audience.

Both case studies showed that a main peacemaking potential of newspapers is

embedded in their ability to contextualise and expand on events in great detail. In the

case study on Northern Ireland, some newspapers were willing to supplement reporting

with the publication of extensive background material including summaries or verbatim

reports of ministerial speeches and important negotiation documents which proved very

valuable in a situation where much information between two of the main parties to the

conflict had to travel through the media. In both case studies, journalists working for

newspapers were also given the space to report a wider range of views on the conflicts

than those which were presented in other media, and particularly on television.

Radio seems to have many strengths as a vehicle for peacemaking journalism,

particularly in the context of conflicts in the third world where an oral medium can be

the only way to provide information to an illiterate population. As Gordon Adam has

pointed out, radio is a very powerful medium in developing countries and there is a long

tradition for using other genres than news to convey information such as educational

programmes and radio plays.3 Another peacemaking potential of radio is that it is

possible to produce information outside an area of conflict and later broadcast it into

that area, bypassing and counter-acting other media broadcasting in support of the

conflicting parties.

The specific peacemaking potential of television seems to center on the

facilitation of direct dialogue. Television has the capacity to link the world's nations in

real time and serve as a channel of immediate diplomacy - something which has come

particularly to the fore at times of heightened international tension such as the Gulf War

and the revolutions in Eastern Europe. The formats of roundtables, space-bridges, panel

discussions and interviews which bring together parties to conflict for sessions mediated

by journalists is another strength of television, even if nothing prevents such formats

from being used on radio too. However, the additional feature of seeing antagonists

engaging with each other adds importance to such exercises in peacemaking journalism

to the point where it is possible to create a sense of dialogue just by juxtaposing
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interviews which were taped at different times into one sequence. 

Testing the audience

In terms of promoting change towards peacemaking within journalism, the

relationship between news organisations and their audiences is crucial. As it was

pointed out above, proximity to the audience both in the geographical and the emotional

sense of the word is important in terms of motivating journalists to consider

peacemaking roles. Moreover, as providers of a product or service, news organisations

also need to be responsive to their audiences in order to stay profitable, and an obvious

question for further research is whether audiences want journalists to undertake

peacemaking roles or not.

This thesis has presented some evidence that audiences have been favourable

towards certain ideas for peacemaking journalism such as the strong and positive

support in Britain for Martyn Lewis' call for more good news; the overwhelming

response to newspaper telephone polls in Northern Ireland calling for an end to

violence; the positive reception by VOA audiences of journalism which told the stories

of conflict resolution and reconciliation in areas torn apart by conflict; and the positive

response to the American News Service's stories which focus on instances of public

problemsolving. Most of this evidence is, however, anecdotal and lacks academic

substance. Meanwhile, the Bradford case study suggested that the audience might also

impose limitations on the degree of peacemaking a newspaper can engage in: the editor

of the Bradford Telegraph & Argus was concerned that his readership had grown tired

of the Bradford riots and he felt that the newspaper could only continue to address the

serious issues raised by the riots if journalists had a newspeg which they believed

would hold up with the audience. The editor's anxieties were, however, based more on

feelings than real knowledge about how his audience had reacted to the riot coverage

and he never tested his assumptions by pushing riot coverage beyond the parameters he

thought the audience would accept. When assessing the editor's judgement it is also

important to remember that it is a truism in journalism that most journalists' main
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audience consists of their peers and that they often construct images of the audience

according to their own self-images.4

That research into the attitudes of audiences towards peacemaking journalism

could prove interesting as a way of promoting the idea can be seen from some of the

findings of early research into the reactions to civic journalism in the US. As it was

pointed out in chapter 3, research based on quantitative surveys and qualitative

interviews with journalists and citizens showed that citizens exposed to civic journalism

wanted more such reporting whilst many journalists were often ambivalent or even

negative towards the projects. The positive attitude from citizens to civic journalism

projects could in part be explained by the way such projects are constructed: carefully

polling and surveying the opinions of citizens as a guide for journalistic coverage

probably produces an agenda which most people recognise and identify with and they

might therefore feel more favourably disposed towards the resulting output.

Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that in this case the audiences seemed to be far

more open to the possibility of changing roles for journalists than journalists

themselves, and it could be very interesting to see if this would also hold true for other

ideas for peacemaking roles for journalists. 

The mystery of peace

Resistance to change from within the newsroom could be nothing more than

natural conservatism or a knee-jerk defense mechanism against more or less well-

founded criticisms. It might have very little to do with the substance of the change in

question, and certainly this thesis offers some evidence that peacemaking need not be a

very foreign concept to journalists. In fact, one of the most surprising conclusions

emerging from the preceeding pages is that many journalists are already undertaking

peacemaking functions. Only they are not called peacemaking. For instance, in 1998

when the International Federation of Journalists decided to give the two Northern Irish

newspapers, the Irish News and the Newsletter, an award for their "unique joint

editorial calling for an end to violence", it was a prize called "A Celebration of
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Tolerance in Journalism", not a specific peace prize.5 Similarly, when the Bradford

Telegraph & Argus was rewarded for its coverage of the Bradford riots and its attempt

to help the community to find ways forward, it was not with a peace prize but a prize for

positive coverage of Race in the Media.6 Obviously, peace can be expressed in many

ways, and as mentioned above there are journalists who have been given specific peace

awards in recognition of the contribution of their work to the cause of peace.

Nevertheless, there is a certain reluctance amongst journalists to acknowledge that peace

is actually part of what they do. 

There are a number of reasons why this might be so. In addition to the worry that

peacemaking is a political act which might jeopardize a journalist's independence and

impartiality, peacemaking also has a rather mystical air. It is something which few

understand and even fewer feel qualified to practice. The thesis showed that there is

great uncertainty amongst journalists with regards to what is required from

peacemakers: Do they have to get people around the negotiating table? Do peacemakers

impose specific solutions? Alternatively, do peacemakers turn a blind eye to conflict?

And should they be able to point to a result for peacemaking to have occurred? For

instance, John Pilger, recipient of the Australian United Nations Association Media

Peace Prize, has said that he is not sure that he would agree that his work has been in

any way peacemaking:

My 1989 film Cambodia Year Ten was credited with triggering the UN's
'peace' initiative in that country, which turned out to be little more than
a washing of hands in Cambodia, with peace as elusive as ever.7

Demystifying peacemaking and making it applicable to every day mainstream

journalism has been a major aim of this thesis, and chapter 4 together with the case

studies outline a number of practical, down-to-earth ways in which journalism could

contribute to efforts of peacemaking in society. However, many of these peacemaking

functions are little more than reframing and renaming of already well-known journalistic

practices, and in that sense the thesis demonstrates that the gap between journalism and

peacemaking need not be as big as journalists and others might think when they first

79

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com


hear the term peacemaking journalism.

This thesis has supplied a vocabulary for talking about peacemaking roles for

journalists. It has put forward a framework for thinking about such roles which links the

process of conflict resolution to that of journalism to show where they overlap and

journalism can contribute to peacemaking and conflict resolving processes in society.

The thesis has documented in two case studies that already journalists are engaged in

what could be termed peacemaking. It has used evidence which is already there to show

that peacemaking is and can be an integral part of journalism. In here lies the original

contribution of this thesis to the wider body of academic knowledge. But the work has

only just begun. The process of making explicit and integrating more widely the

peacemaking potential of journalism can not be left to journalists alone. In fact, despite

a number of interesting projects in the area of peacemaking journalism, it would appear

that the majority of journalists still need to be convinced about the merits and the

methods of peacemaking journalism. Helping to convince journalists is a task for those

of us who claim to be peace researchers. It is a delicate task which will have to be

undertaken with tact and respect for the journalistic profession, many members of which

are uncomfortable with how academics approach, view and research on their work. If

peacemaking sounds mysterious to journalists, journalism is also frequently difficult to

understand for peace researchers. Hopefully this work will help bridge that gap to some

degree. It has been born out of love for journalism and respect for its practitioners, but

also out of the conviction that no one should be above contributing to the pursuit of

peace, journalists included.
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