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I’lam: Media Center for Arab Palestinians in Israel

Israeli Media Coverage of War on Gaza (for RSF Report 2009)

I’lam Media Center as the only Palestinian media NGO operating in Israel is deeply committed to the democratization of media policies, media practices, and the media landscape in Israel. I’lam’s monitoring of the Hebrew media coverage of the War on Gaza showed a number of characteristics that in many ways echoed the Israeli media’s performance during the Lebanon War of 2006. A comparative analysis of media coverage between Gaza and Lebanon will follow an analysis of media coverage during this latest war. 
Israeli Media Coverage during Gaza War

Israeli media coverage during the war showed the media to be a ‘cheerleading’ or ‘patriotic’ media, one that wholeheartedly adopted the military consensus on the war. The Israeli media did not adequately provide coverage on political solutions and completely missed the historical context to the war. Human suffering and death on the Palestinian side was essentially ignored and took a backseat to military objectives and rationales. Furthermore, the coverage of Palestinian citizens of Israel repeatedly portrayed the community as violent, a security threat and disloyal in their opposition to the war.

I’lam’s analysis of Israeli media coverage monitored the three mainstream, most widely distributed daily newspapers, Ha’aretz, Ma’ariv and Yedioth Aharonoth, between which we were able to monitor media from the liberal, left-wing to the conservative, right-wing ends of the political spectrum. Human resource scarcity prevented a monitoring of television and radio programmes, though the selected sample was sufficient for the purposes of the analysis. The units of analysis were the dependence on military sources, critical coverage of war and war’s rationales and objectives, coverage of political solutions, coverage with a humanistic perspective, coverage with an accurate historical perspective, coverage of casualties on the Palestinian and Israeli sides, coverage of anti-war demonstrations, representation of Palestinian citizens of Israel, particularly the coverage of their demonstrations opposing the war, their objections to the war, their rationales, and representation of their political and community leaders. 
Headlines during the opening days of the war were a fair indicator of how the media presented the Israeli public with the background to and the early developments of the war. Headlines on the second day of the war, the first newspaper morning since the war began, December 28, in Ma’ariv read, “Fighting Back: Accurate Intelligence and Air Assault Caught Hamas Unprepared”, “Operation Cast Lead Starts with 225 Palestinians being killed in Bombing of Organization’s Headquarters throughout Gaza”, “More than 50 Qassams and Grad Rockets Strike the South”. Yedioth Aharonoth carried the following main headlines, “Half a Million Israelis Live under Attack Daily”, “Surprise Strike in Gaza: Hamas Shocked and 225 Palestinians Killed”, “The IDF Prepares the Ground Attack: This is Only the Beginning”. Ha’aretz’s main headline on the second day of the War read, “IDF Surprisingly Attacks Hamas and Destroys 100 Targets in Biggest Air Operation since 1967”.
The fact that 225 Palestinians were killed, the majority of them civilians, did not take the focus. Rather, the focus in coverage was on military prowess, military successes and the uncritical self satisfaction at having conducted a ‘surprise’ attack on the Hamas enemy. Rather than covering the human cost of war or questioning the legitimacy of striking densely populated civilian areas, the Israeli media chose to praise the military’s operations and its stated objectives were taken as fact. 
The following day, the third day of the War (December 29) Yedioth Aharanoth carried the following headline, “Battle between Golani and Tzanhanim (Paratroopers) Over Who Will Enter Gaza; IDF Reassures there is Room for All”. This was a tongue in cheek headline at a time when the death toll in Gaza was over 300. Such coverage drives home the fact that Palestinian life and the loss of it have no value. Indeed, loss of Palestinian life is something that the various army departments are looking to contribute towards for recognition and prestige. The complete dehumanization of Palestinians in the media was another calamity of this war. How is the Israeli public supposed to gauge the legitimacy of this war if the media glorifies and congratulates the killing of Palestinians? This is diametrically opposed to the media’s role as the fourth estate, that of keeping government power in check and reinforcing ethical and humanistic values in its work. 
In concert with this practice of dehumanizing Palestinians, Israeli casualties received widespread coverage on a completely disproportionate scale. Therefore, instead of looking at the deaths of civilians on the Palestinian side and the wanton destruction of civilian infrastructure, including hospitals, schools, universities and shelters, coverage focused on Qassam rockets that on many occasions caused no casualties whatsoever. Further, following the Israeli strike on an UNRWA school that killed dozens of civilians seeking shelter, the media failed to provide adequate coverage of the news story. The media was also quick to adopt without question the claim by the Israeli army that militant fire from the school prompted the Israeli strike. The media patriotically adopted the military’s version of the events without doing the necessary background investigation on the veracity of those claims, which they reported as fact. Later, UNRWA confirmed that there was no militant fire and the army was forced to admit its ‘mistake’. 
In general, the principal message of the Israeli media to the war’s background was that Israel was restrained for too long in Palestinians firing Qassams and that going after Hamas was overdue. The media’s coverage reflected its near complete support for the war and this manifested itself in extremely sparse discussion on the morality of going to war, much less did it direct criticism towards the war’s operations or objectives. The media essentially did not provide accurate historical context to the war, that the war on Gaza began with a blockade in 2007, that which prevented fuel, food items, medicines and humanitarian aid from reaching the Palestinian community, in turn crippling the economy and causing numerous humanitarian crises. Nor did the media provide adequate coverage to how ‘the enemy’ or ‘the other’, Palestinians in the line of fire, interpreted the war. Palestinian people’s perspectives on the war were absent in the dominant analyses of media coverage so that interpretations such as this being a war on the Palestinian people and Palestinian liberation from occupation and not on Hamas were absent. Coverage on historical context and Palestinian perspective was achieved too little too late, and showed only towards the end of the war, once a handful of embedded Israeli journalists were allowed in after January 7 2009.
Palestinian citizens of Israel were completely deligitimized in the Israeli media during the war. Although the community was protesting the war and demanding an end to the violence and killing, they were presented themselves as being violent. Further, they were also presented as being disloyal and a security threat for not supporting the Israeli assault on Gaza. The portrayals of the Arab community’s demonstrations were extremely inaccurate and in pointing to ‘violence’ where none occurred amounted to harmful fabrications. Needless to say, the Palestinian community’s perspectives on the war and their opposition to it on moral and ethical grounds were completely ignored in the coverage of the demonstrations. On December 30, the headlines in Yedioth Aharonoth and Ma’ariv pointed to ‘violent  demonstrations’ by the Arab community. On the same day, Ha’aretz referred to the anti-war demonstrations as ‘disturbing public order’. Other anti-war demonstrations, in which Israeli Jews participated, received negligible coverage and police violence on demonstrators went unreported. 
The Israeli media treated all the opponents of war not as being of another opinion, but as being outside of the national interest, formatting opponents of the war inside the discourse of war itself, allowing them to be judged not by their own logic but by the logic of war. During the war, the Hebrew media viewed Arab society and Arab political positions from the viewpoint of the Zionist consensus, and did not even recognize the Arab community’s right to formulate a political position of its own, that which might be opposed to that of the government.
In order to evaluate the media’s performance, we must understand that the right to freedom of expression also encompasses the public right to receive and impart information and the crucial responsibility the media holds in that regard. ‘Manufacturing Consent’, a key piece of literature that exposed mass media’s role as mobilizing public support for policies and actions that tow the line on dominant interests
 is instructional in this regard. Herman and Chomsky remind us that self-censorship is the result of internalized preconceptions of market factors and political power. So here freedom of expression is not so much about interference with the right but more a demand for public access to the media and for diversity of media content. The Special Rapporteur of the Commission on Human Rights on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression has consistently stated that the right to seek and receive information is not simply a converse of the right to freedom of opinion and expression but a freedom on its own.
 

And how did this right to seek and receive information play out in the Israeli media during the War on Gaza? By adopting a belligerent military agenda without critique, by excluding dissention to the war, and by inciting to racism against Palestinians (civilians included) and Arabs in Israel, the media seriously breached its obligations under international law to the right to freedom of expression and to the right of the public to seek and receive information. The media should have been more cautious and aware of the misuse of power by State actors against civilians, which is especially likely during times of war. Furthermore the media should have been more sensitized to the idea that no patriotic tendencies should override the media’s responsibility to cover the tragedies of war on the other side as this is a central part of the citizen’s right to information. Citizens cannot analyse their political situation and the existing political potentials without knowing what is transpiring on the other side. In addition, the media largely failed to offer opportunities for political insight, which is the only way to resolve disputes and to bring about a just and comprehensive peace. Such a link between political solutions and peace would stand in contradiction to Minister of Foreign Affairs, Tzipi Livni’s take on the role of war in the context of Gaza; during the war she was quoted as saying, “war is necessary to promote peace”.
 
The Israeli media should not shape public opinion that is separate from its surrounding environment and from international public opinion. It is important that public opinion not consider war and force as the only options, but that the public are made aware that war is optional. The international principles concerning professional journalistic ethics emphasize the journalist’s duty to protect humanitarian principles, headed by peace, democracy, human rights and national liberty.  The International Federation of Journalistic Editors (FIEJ) emphasizes the journalist’s duty not to praise offences, violence or any other brutal or inhuman activity.

The true test of the media purporting to be enlightened and humanistic is its moral strength to protect human rights and universal values particularly in moments of crises and times of war.  It is the media’s responsibility to ensure that the principle of freedom of expression and the public’s right to information are implemented. That is the source of the media’s obligation not only to provide a stage for voices deviating from the consensus and thus exposed to public hostility and aggressiveness, but also to protect them. From this aspect, the Israeli media failed in fulfilling its duty. 

Attacks on Palestinian Journalists in Israel
On December 29, Jamal Amara (Editor of Online News website, 'Radar') and Raed Dellasheh (Reporter for the newspaper Fasl al-Maqal and the online news website arabs48) were both beaten and arrested by the Israeli police. These two journalists came under attack and were later arrested while covering an anti-war demonstration in the Arab town of Kufr Kanna in Israel. Dellasheh was beaten so severely by the Israeli police that he had to be hospitalized. The two were then coerced to sign a document stating that they would not return to Kufr Kanna again for the length of the war. 

Also on December 29, Palestinian journalist Saja Kilani was shooting an anti-war demonstration at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. A Jewish settler approached her and attempted to steal her camera; she managed to wrest the camera out of his control and ran away. Police standing by were witness to the development but did nothing. Three days later, the police arrested her, claiming that she attacked the settler. She was also forced to sign a paper saying she would not come to the university again to cover a demonstration. It was only after the intervention of Adalah – The Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel that the police order for her arrest was canceled.
In the instances above, not only did Arab journalists’ right to freedom of expression, their right to freedom of information, their right to freedom of association and the public’s right to information face gross violations in the journalists’ physical beating (in the case of Dellasheh and Amara) and arrest, but the documents they were forced to sign was a violation of a Basic Law in Israel. By preventing the journalists from returning to Kufr Kanna and Hebrew University to carry out their journalistic duties, the police grossly violated the journalists’ right to freedom of occupation, which because of its Basic Law standing constitutes a violation of a constitutional right.
It is the right of the Israeli public to know fully the extent of their army's wars - the real motives of going to war, the 'nature' of their 'enemy', the financial cost, and very definitely the human cost - on both sides, Palestinian and Israeli. As RSF has shown in this report, the government and army did not give their public this right in restricting foreign journalists’ coverage of developments in Gaza. The censoring of truth was further achieved with the Israeli media's complicity.
From Lebanon to Gaza
In I’lam’s analysis of Israeli media coverage during the Lebanon War of 2006, the media was found to i) provide encouragement for killing, destruction and aggressiveness, ii) incite against leaders of the Arab public and iii) reframe protest demonstrations against the War as violent rampages disturbing the public peace. 
In many ways, the Israeli media replicated their performance during the Lebanon War in the current war on Gaza. Media coverage of the Lebanon War reflected the commitment of the Israeli media and the intentional adoption of the military’s belligerent agenda, while relinquishing principal professional and moral duties typical of a free press.  This commitment found expression in many ways, among them - giving an almost exclusive stage for military personnel and various military commentators, and legitimizing their positions and viewpoints without challenge, and in parallel leading a campaign to slander and silence those with different ideas who objected to the war and refused to take the military agenda for granted.

As in their coverage of the current war on Gaza, the Israeli media largely chose to ignore the killing of civilians in Lebanon, the suffering of the refugees and the massive destruction of whole villages and civilian infrastructure, thus violating their professional and moral duty to investigate these events and to at least present the moral questions required on the background of the horrific scenes emanating from Lebanon. 

In both wars the Israeli media did not take the trouble to present the necessary questions on political alternatives, conducted field trials for the few who dared to raise their voice against the war and against the government’s decision to commence the war, and contributed to the elimination of civilian values from the public agenda, values of which it is supposed to be in charge.

The Israeli media must conduct a self examination, to confront questions of value and to examine itself and its conduct during the war, and it is obligated to do so in adherence to the principle of transparency.
 Headline Clippings and Captions

1) Ha'aretz, December 28 2008

“IDF Surprisingly Attacks Hamas and Destroys 100 Targets in Biggest Air Operation since 1967”.
2) Ma'ariv, December 28 2008
“Fighting Back: Accurate Intelligence and Air Assault Caught Hamas Unprepared”; “Operation Cast Lead Starts with 225 Palestinians being killed in Bombing of Organization’s Headquarters throughout Gaza”; “More than 50 Qassams and Grad Rockets Strike 

the South”.

3) Ma'ariv, December 28 2008, page 6

“Shock Therapy: The Surprise was Perfect”; “Successful Diversionary Action Combined with Precise Intelligence Gathered Over a Year Led to an Exceptional Air Strike on about 170 Targets”; “At least 225 Palestinians Killed in Most Severe Army Bombing Ever of Gaza”; “Hamas Leaders Go Underground”.
4) Ma'ariv, December 28 2008, page 6

On the other side: Mu'awiyeh Hassanain, Head of Emergency Services in Gaza, says that 

40% of the dead are police. The rest are unarmed citizens and between them are 3 to 4 children and 5 women.

5) Yedioth Aharonoth, December 28

“Half a Million Israelis Live under Attack Daily”; “Surprise Strike in Gaza: Hamas Shocked and 225 Palestinians Killed”; "Strike Kills a Citizen in Netivot"; “The IDF Prepares the Ground Attack: This is Only the Beginning”.
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