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The second Persian Gulf War saw a media blitz like no other conflict in the history of the United States.  Media outlets not only provided us with twenty-four hour, in-depth coverage, they created a reality television genre of sorts.  Complete with a cast of characters including embedded reporters, politicians, and military personnel, the news story began well before the first shot was fired.  With leading titles such as "War Diary Spins Web of Intrigue," "Searching for Foes Door to Door," "Shock and Awe," "Are Iraqis Flipping Us Off?," and "Rumsfeld's Calibration Fetish" audiences often felt as if they were receiving promos for the upcoming season’s television programs rather than news from the front lines.

To further the reality TV feeling, a play-by-play sports dialogue was used by many network reporters to spice up the coverage. Tank Cams, grainy night vision cameras, and animated maps gave the war coverage a video game feel and allowed viewers to become part of the action. Despite the entertainment blitz, audiences somehow managed to get a picture of what was going on in Iraq.  A new wave of news coverage had begun.  

"Infotainment" and "newtainment" are terms coined to refer to the merger of news and entertainment coverage characterized by the first Persian Gulf War and taken to a new level in Gulf War II.  This hybrid concentrates on presenting quick facts in a flashy style.1 All of this translates to higher ratings. 

The infotainment style of coverage has received a great deal of criticism. This criticism has taken many forms including lack of anti-war commentary, sanitization of news and lack of reporter objectivity.   Results from a study conducted by the Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) group showed that televised views from opponents of the war were greatly underrepresented during the period of study from March 20, 2003 to April 9, 2003.  FAIR examined several news sources including ABC World News Tonight, Fox’s Special Report with Brit Hume and PBS’s News Hour With Jim Lehrer among others.  Only 10% of sources shown on the programs were opposed to the war. The study also noted that criticism of military planning was rare.2 

Sanitized versions of the events in Iraq appeared to be the choice of the networks.  In a Washington Post article, embedded reporter William Branigin described his eyewitness account of U.S. soldiers killing civilians on Highway 9 near Karbala, Iraq.  The eyewitness report detailed the failure of U.S. soldiers to fire a warning shot when an unidentified vehicle approached an intersection held by the U.S.  This failure resulted in the death of 10 out of the vehicle's 15 passengers.3  Television stations and newspapers had a choice between Branigin's eyewitness account of the events and a watered down version of the story put out by the Pentagon.  Many media outlets chose to report the Pentagon's more sanitized version of the story, which stated that warning shots had been fired and only 7 civilians were killed.     Here the media simply serves as the Pentagon's propaganda tool.  Television is an easy way for the government to put their spin on media messages. 

Media critics also examined the objectivity of news broadcasters and found that it was often lost especially in the case of the embedded reporter.   American news media critic Norman Solomon, also the director of the Institute for Public Accuracy, has said that "[The reporters are] so embedded with the troops, they may as well be getting a P.R. retainer from the Pentagon."4 Echoing this sentiment are many other critics including Dr. Rita Kirk Whillock, chairwoman of the Division of Corporate Communications and Public Affairs at Southern Methodist University who feels that reporters can't help but get close to soldiers.  She says, "If you're an embedded reporter and you have no gun, you develop friendships with them."5  Reporter's loss of objectivity leads to biased reporting and distortion of the events of the war. 
It is important to note that there were also many differences between what American audiences viewed on the news and what foreign audiences saw.  BBC Television and American stations often covered the same stories but with stark contrasts.  One striking example of the difference in coverage came on April 7, 2003 when a "friendly fire" incident took place on the battlefield in Iraq.  Immediately following the event, BBC television broadcast live from the scene with a detailed report of the horror including the blood stained road, mangled vehicles, and the number of casualties.  Several hours later CNN had very little to report on the event and only mentioned that a friendly fire incident had occurred and there was no word on U.S. casualties.6   This example represents a trend of sanitized, relatively gore free broadcasting that was seen throughout U.S. war coverage.  The reason for the differences in news reported from the U.S and from overseas can be explained by looking at the Pentagon as well as audiences and advertisers.  The Pentagon was a true propaganda machine during the war in Iraq, feeding the news media stories with a spin.  American news producers always had the audience in mind when determining what to air and how much detail to include.  Worries over offending viewers with gore and in turn upsetting advertisers was a major concern throughout the war.  Anything that influences the bottom line is seriously scrutinized.  Audiences in the U.S. are also accustomed to being entertained by their news like no other viewers.   

Today entertainment is the news.  Award shows such as the Oscars and the MTV Video Awards make national news.  When the TV sitcom Seinfeld went off the air, the event was accompanied by several stories on network news.7  Given this, it is no surprise that the lines between news and entertainment have been blurred when it comes to news of war.

The Embedded Reporter

One of the major stars of Operation Iraqi Freedom media coverage was the embedded reporter.  Due to heavy pressure from major news organizations requesting more access to the realities of war, the Department of Defense selected more than six hundred reporters from a lottery prior to the start of the war.  These journalists underwent military training including chemical attack preparedness to ready themselves for travel and missions with Coalition forces.  This unprecedented access to the war did not come without obstacles.

The U.S. government heavily censored the embedded reporters.  Every White House tries to control media coverage of war to some extent (a certain amount of censorship is necessary to protect national security). Many of the reports delivered from the front lines by embedded reporters were scripted.  All stories had to be approved by the unit leader before they could be covered. These stories then needed the approval of the Department of Defense before they were sent out the public.   Embedded reporters were not allowed to go far from their units, thus possibly missing out on many noteworthy stories. Often the embedded reporters would recount inaccurate information that was broadcast and misleading to the public. 

The embedded reporter brings up many issues of objectivity as journalists seem to be "losing themselves" in battle.  Their position on the battlefield makes them completely dependent on the troops for their safety thus giving a distorted view of the reality they are reporting on.  Tom Browkaw calls this situation the "fog of journalism" where reporters get lost on the battlefield along with their objectivity.  They are caught up in the moment and perspective is lost.8   

Some argue that there is no such thing as real objectivity in journalism but a few correspondents truly crossed the line.  One notable example of a journalists lost in the "fog" was veteran war correspondent Peter Arnett. NBC's Arnett was fired over comments he made on Iraqi television criticizing the American war plan.  When asked to comment on the war plan, Arnett's years of experience as a war correspondent were thrown out the window as he responded to the question with harsh criticism.  Known for his years of reporting hard news from the front lines, Arnett's response was shocking not only because it was anti-American war plan but also because it was a subjective comment from a reporter who was known for his objectivity.  NBC published a statement on the matter expressing that "it was wrong for Mr. Arnett to grant an interview to state-controlled Iraqi TV-- especially at a time of war-- and it was wrong for him to discuss his personal observations and opinions in that interview."9  

While the embedded reporters were lost in the "fog of journalism," pressuring the Department of Defense to have them there was a smart move by the networks.  The embed's coverage allowed the audience to become part of the action which was good for ratings.  Never before had Americans been able to view the war from this perspective. 

A Wave of Patriotism 

Loss of objectivity could also been seen in the wave of patriotism that swept through the almost three weeks of news media coverage. Many news outlets featured reporters with flags on their lapels and stars and stripes waving in the background.  MSNBC had a wall of heroes entitled "America's Bravest" which contained photos of loved ones overseas sent by viewers.  This wave of patriotism, apparent after the September 11th attacks, led to a sanitized and biased version of the war coverage. 

The sanitized coverage of the war has been criticized as being unrealistic.  After the official fighting ceased and the media blitz calmed, Ted Koppel was quoted as saying “we need to show people the consequences of war. People die in war."  The American people did not see the bodies of dead American soldiers and few Iraqi casualties were aired.  The dead bodies of Sadam’s sons were however widely broadcast in an effort to boost pro war sentiments. Many critics argue that the lack of gore on the networks was a result of concerns over upsetting their sponsors verses their viewers.  

In terms of media bias, it seemed as if reporters were afraid to cover anything viewed as unpatriotic.  Anti-war protests were shown but often in a negative light. The idea the news outlets seemed to be selling was “if you are not with us, you are against us” and "support the troops - support the war."  The bottom line seemed to be that patriotism was good for ratings.  Audiences were not necessarily looking for objectivity. During this time of crisis, television news viewers relied on the comforting words of news anchors detailing the successes of allied forces. This biased news coverage allowed the news outlets to reap ratings benefits.

The Fox News Effect

Fox News was the top-rated news network going into the war and continued to be on top after the ratings were all in.  Since the start of the war, 3.3 million viewers have tuned in to Fox News (an increase of 239 percent according to Nielsen Media).  Compare Fox's numbers to the 2.7 million for CNN and 1.4 million for MSNBC and all of the cable news networks have done well, better in fact than the broadcast network stations which continue to suffer from low ratings.10  The Media Research Center graded each network's performance and the Fox News Channel came out on top with a B while CBS was a close second with a B-.11
“Fox doesn’t sell journalism, it sells attitude” said Eric Alterman author of What Liberal Media. 12  This attitude has garnered the network top billing in the war coverage ratings race largely because of its flag-waving slant.  During the first Persian Gulf War, CNN held this top position with the major broadcast network affiliates often preempting their coverage with feed from the cable news network.13  Viewers ended up staying at home to watch the Persian Gulf coverage on CNN instead of another news source. This phenomenon is known as the CNN effect and many experts thought this would again be CNN's war. Now it’s the Fox effect. Fox's oft-repeated slogan, "Real journalism, fair and balanced" was traded in for a war cheerleader demeanor that a great deal of viewers seemed to like.  

CNN took direct hits from FOX.  One such hit can be seen in a newspaper ad in the April 21st, 2003 issue of The New York Times which looked more like a movie billboard than a television news promo.  Fox personalities Bill O'Reilly, Greta Van Susteren, and others were depicted in celebrity poses with "Operation Iraqi Freedom" sprawled across the bottom half of the page.  The advertisement contained quotes from various newspapers (similar to movie reviews) that focused on how much better Fox's coverage of the war was than CNN's.

Fox wasn't perfect.  The Media Research Center pointed out that Fox’s final grade suffered because of Geraldo Rivera.14 In a case of newscaster as actor, former talk show host Rivera, dodged bullets and engaged with the enemy all the while microphone in hand, cameras rolling. Embedded within the 101st Airborne, Rivera made the ultimate journalistic mistake; threatening national security. He sketched a map in the sand detailing the location of military resources and was removed from the embedded operation at the request of the Pentagon.  It doesn't get more entertaining than this.
Audience is Key

Much of the Operation Iraqi Freedom news coverage was audience driven.  Poll results show that a great number of Americans supported the war and television news coverage reflected this sentiment.  Although media coverage of the war had it's critics, as detailed earlier, audiences seemed to approve of the patriotic slant given to many news stories.  The media's bias happen to mirror many viewers support of the war.

As mentioned previously, audience driven coverage included a highly criticized sanitized version of the war with little blood especially American.  News networks were constantly trying to determine whether or not coverage would offend their audience and if so whether or not they would stop watching. It was all about the audience.

Audiences desire celebrity and television war coverage delivered.  From background details of soldiers killed in action to the constant replay of P.O.W. Jessica Lynch's rescue footage, Americans were able to get up close and personal with Pentagon appointed celebrities.  Audiences embraced the made-for-TV heroes as their own.

Apparently American audiences wanted something different out of their news than viewers in other countries. The contrast between what Americans saw on the news and what European and pan-Arab audiences saw is striking.  Foreign news bureaus showed far more blood and gore than American stations.  The foreign media were delivering audiences the true face of war.  

The Jessica Lynch Story

Perhaps no better example exists to illustrate the blending of news and entertainment than the Jessica Lynch story.  Lynch is arguably the most famous P.O.W. the U.S. has ever known.  Lynch's story is Pentagon propaganda at it’s finest.  Television audiences were able to see a P.O.W. rescue for the first time.  The well shot, Pentagon edited, footage of her rescue was widely released to the media15.  Several news outlets got Jessica's story wrong, saying that she was a Rambo of sorts, fiercely firing her way out of trouble only to be captured in the end.  The reality was that she never fired a bullet.  Lynch was actually cowered over crying and praying for survival. The Pentagon felt that our country needed a hero and kept quiet on the misinformation.  

Television networks solidified Lynch's hero status by fervently competing for interviews and movie deals with the celebrity.  The November 2003 media blitz included a book entitled I Am a Soldier, Too: The Jessica Lynch Story,  NBC's made-for-television movie "Saving Jessica Lynch, " and ABC weighed in with Diane Sawyer's exclusive interview.

Why is news entertainment?

One of the reasons war coverage is coming off as entertainment is the nature of the hard news story. Hard news is defined as any event that occurred within the previous twenty-four hours.  Hard news focuses on issues of ongoing concern.  Given this, there is a trend to personalize and individualize hard news stories to gain a wide audience. 16 Personalization and individualization were rampant during Operation Iraqi Freedom coverage.  Similar to guests on a talk show, biographies of soldiers were detailed along with shots of family farewells and reunions all in an effort to identify with the audience and of course in turn boost ratings.

Another part of the infotainment craze is reflected in the format of the news, which has obviously changed over the years. Leaders and celebrities have media training so they can appear credible on camera.  In the age of the sound bite, politicians have learned to speak in fifteen-second blurbs.  Audience attention spans are short and to capture them, news needs to be quick.  The bottom line is that news media is a ratings showdown and if you can entertain the audience the best, you win.

Conclusion

Some of the most interesting news stories have developed in Iraq after the war officially ended, yet coverage has declined greatly.  In the minds of many, the war hasn’t ended. In fact more soldiers have been killed since the official declaration of the end of the war than were killed during the official fighting phase. However, the fireworks display of the Shock and Awe campaign are missing, as are the embedded reporters and networks are scrambling for ratings by covering other news.  The "bang" has gone out of the war and it’s just not as entertaining to watch.

In a March 21, 2003 news briefing Secretary of State Donald Rumsfeld cautions that "[w]hat we are seeing [on TV] is not the war in Iraq; what we're seeing are slices of the war in Iraq. We're seeing that particularized perspective that reporter or that commentator or that television camera happens to be able to see at the moment."17  It is important to keep this in mind along with the fact that there was government censorship of media in this war as in all other U.S. conflicts. Audiences are not always getting the whole story and news coverage will have some type of bias. It is up to the individual media consumer to be critical in gathering news information on the war from a variety of sources - ideally entertainment free sources.
 It is almost impossible to imagine military news coverage without some elements of entertainment.  After Operation Iraqi Freedom, there will be no going back to the days of war correspondence without the embedded reporter and the subsequent movie deals conflicts bring.  TV viewers should have no worries; we will continue to be entertained.  
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