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If you are interested in seeing all of the statistical data collected for this study, please contact the APIRG office at 436-0181 or apirg@ualberta.ca.
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These dangerous sounding images of Iraqi citizens are backed up with a few overtly ethnocentric and racist editorial comments about Arabs and Muslims, like the Sun’s Eric Margolis describing the Arab world’s “chronic disunity, backstabbing and petty tribalism” (Feb. 2), the Journal’s Lorne Gunter implying that the Koran is hate literature (Feb. 12), or the New York Times’ Thomas L. Friedman suggesting that young, radical Muslims are the “real weapons of mass destruction” (EJ, Feb. 20).  





Geez, it’s a good thing the States went to war, huh?  Otherwise those weapon-laden, rifle brandishing Muslims would probably have come over and got us (while we trained doggedly in the cold).  





I’m not trying to be a conspiracy theorist – after all the Edmonton Journal is hardly the tail that wags the dog.  And we do have some alternative papers, which occasionally present an alternative viewpoint.  But all in all, the persistent bias in coverage of Iraq seems to reflect some kind of brain damage – hopefully it isn’t catching.  
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Thank You:











Sometimes the accusations are even outright refuted, as in quotations from then Iraqi Foreign Minister, Naji Sabri, saying “there are no banned weapons in Iraq” (Edmonton Journal, “We’re set for war, say Iraqi marchers”, Feb. 16).  But its uncertain whether these disclaimers have any effect – it all seems a bit like that scene from Wag the Dog, where Robert Deniro’s character masterminds a blitz of media-speculation by hosting a press conference to explain that “there is no b-3 bomber.”  “There are no Iraqi weapons,” the paper quotes, but they also entertain a host of speculations, from the mundane to the totally bizarre.


This dichotomy between the “dangerous” Iraqis and the “precision-guided” Americans was propped up by other reporting biases.  Articles humanize Canadian and American soldiers, describing how Canadians “are training in the numbing cold of the Canadian winter” (EJ, “Troops train in snow, but in Iraq it’ll be hot” Jan. 31), and how American soldiers are banking sperm “in case an attack renders them infertile” (EJ, “Chemical warfare has soldiers banking sperm”, Jan. 31).  Aw, poor little dudes.  (The soldiers, I mean.  Not the sperm.)


Iraqi citizens get no such treatment.  A February 16 article describes a protest where “tens of thousands of people marched in cities across Iraq, many brandishing assault rifles and waving giant pictures of Saddam” (EJ, “We’re set for war, say Iraqi marchers”).
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There are almost 150 times as many references to Iraqi weapons as American weapons.  And considering the fact that, the US spends 400 times as much on military “defense” as Iraq (400 billion vs. about 1 billion), Iraqi weapons gets lot of mileage in print.  In fact, per dollar spent on “defense” Iraq got 60,000 times as many references to weapons as the United States.  





This is not to say that American weapons are not highly sung in the media – they are.  But reporters use different words like “arms,” “technology,” or the name of the weapon, rather than the more dangerous sounding “weapons.”  And in one of the two occurrences where American weapons were called weapons, the reporter qualified the statement, by explaining that they are “precision-guided” (Edmonton Journal, “UN Chief Weapons inspectors want to carry on work in Iraq into March” Jan 14).  (The other occurrence is on a sign held at a German protest, translated in the caption as “Weapons inspectors into the USA” (Edmonton Journal, “Europe smoothes over divisions”, Feb. 18)).  





To be fair, many of the references to Iraqi “weapons” in the newspaper aren't reported as fact: about a quarter of them qualify their accusations with words like “widely suspected” or “claims.”














Statement of Purpose: to foster a new era of media integrity, democracy and accountability to the public good. We are committed to providing a structured, objective, and credible media analysis. This group also intends to promote the creation and seeking out of alternative sources of media and information.








We Challenge: corporate control and ownership of media outlets, sexist & racist media bias, the assumption of credibility and therefore decision making influence of those who hold expertise or economic power bases, the silencing of dissident or alternative journalists, lies of omission in the media, infotainment and the sensationalizing of information.





First Report from 


the Media Working Group:
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An analysis of newspaper coverage on the war in Iraq. We are working with AP!RG at the University of Alberta to enhance critical thought about media sources and outlets, in terms of credibility, and unchallenged assumptions of objectivity and racism.





The main goal of our study was to investigate possibilities of bias and racism within local newspaper coverage of heightening tensions with Iraq.








What are PIRGs? 





Public Research Interest Groups (PIRGs) are student organizations based on the idea that students are citizens, and as such, part of their education should include recognizing and solving the problems of society. PIRGs exist to provide training, support, and opportunities for students to be active citizens in their communities.





Current Project-





Often, American sources dominated entire articles, where Iraqi sources had a single quote at the end – for balance, we assume).  





We also looked at how the papers used language – using four keywords, “terror,” “peace,” “security” and “weapons.”  The use of the word “terror,” for instance, demonstrates a clear bias in the media portrayal of Iraq. 





In all 267 articles, there were 72 references to “terror,” “terrorism” and “terrorist(s).”  Almost a quarter of these references referred directly to links between Iraq and “terror”.  In contrast, only one article makes a link between “terrorism” with the United States, despite the fact that there are stronger and better documented links between Al-Qaeda and the United States (see Jonathan and Gwynne Beaty’s The Outlaw Bank, or J.H. Hatfield and Mark Crispin Miller’s Fortunate Son).   As the American government tried desperately to link the Iraqi state with terrorists, the media played right into their hands.  





An even more dramatic example is that out of 524 references to “weapons,” 297 (57%) referred to Iraqi “weapons,” compared with 2 references (0.4%) to “weapons” possessed by the United States.
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On average, the Sun took most of its coverage from the Associated Press (61%), and the remainder from Canadian Press (27%) from Sun Media (13%).  The Journal, on the other hand, was more varied: 19% from AP, 10% from CP, 9% from CanWest, 21% from Southam, 10% from the New York Times, 9% from the Washington Post, 7% from the LA Times, and 16% from other sources including, Christian Science, the Calgary Herald and Newsday.  (Numbers do not add up to 100% due to rounding).  (Vue and See tend to either focus on local stories, or pen articles based on unnamed sources.)  These figures show us again something we already know – most of our news comes from a few agenda-setting corporations which own a lot of media.  And a lot of them are American.  





So how did the large percentage of American ownership affect the coverage of the war in our study period?  Well, to start, the largest source of citations both direct and indirect, were from the American government and military, with almost half (47%) of all stories citing American officials.  Iraq trailed the US, with only a fifth (21%) of stories citing Iraqi government sources.  (And these numbers do not even reflect the actual disparity between these two sources. 











 (Total length six weeks)





 Sources collected from the Edmonton Journal, the Edmonton Sun, See magazine, Vue Weekly for a six week period from January 9-February 20, 2003.





Articles selected for study were taken from the ‘A’ section of the Journal, the ‘news’ section in the Sun, and inclusively from both See and Vue.


The criterion for selection was based on the appearance of the word Iraq somewhere in the body of article because this method would be more objective than relying on reader discretion. 


For each article we recorded source, length (column cm) and page number.


We tracked the occurrence of four words: peace, terror (ism), weapon(s) and security. How many times did it appear in each article? Which country is each word ascribed to (United States, Iraq, Other, International Organizations)? And in what context do the words appear?


We also flagged instances of racism and extreme bias in articles.


This study combined quantitive and qualitative methods





methodology: MEDIA analysis from January 9-february 20 
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~Kirsten van der Meer





 How are local newspapers covering the pending war in Iraq?  This question led several University of Alberta undergraduate students and I to collaborate on a six-week media analysis project.  Our main goal was to uncover any bias in print coverage of Iraq, with the editorial and op-ed pages of the Edmonton Journal and Edmonton Sun being a good place to start.


 











Lead-up commentary coverage to the war in Iraq was not overwhelmingly skewed in favour or in opposition of war in Iraq.  From January 9 to February 20, there were 40 editorials and comment pieces from the Edmonton Journal and Edmonton SUN that contained the word “Iraq”.  Very few articles took a decisive position on the prospect of going to war. 





Analysis of Editorial and Op-ed coverage of Iraq








Over a six week period from January 9th to February 19th, 2003 the AP!RG Media Working Group analyzed coverage of Iraq from the Edmonton Journal, the Edmonton Sun, Vue Weekly and See Magazine. We looked at three things: the sources used, the language used and the overall bias.





During the period of the study, readers were bombarded with coverage of the build-up to war in Iraq.  A total of 269 Iraq-related articles were collected from the four newspapers.  The dailies, the Journal and the Sun, together published 266 of those articles, and the weeklies, Vue and See, published 3.  That’s an average of 3.5 articles per day in the Journal, and 2.8 in the Sun (and, well, not quite as many in Vue and See).  


None of the papers sent reporters directly to Iraq during the study period.  So all of their coverage of the looming war on Iraq depended on other news providers, including newswires such as the Associated Press and Canadian Press, conglomerates like Sun Media and Southam, and other newspapers, like The New York Times and the Washington Post.
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There were a few times, in the lead-up to the recent war against Iraq, that I curled up with a local paper, to “get informed” and instead began to wonder if I was reading copy straight from a press release from the office of Donald Rumsfeld.  Local media wasn't quite the unabashed cheerleading of CNN, but it didn't feel exactly, um... “balanced” either.  





And I wasn't the only one with this problem. It's pretty universally acknowledged that the media plays a big role in creating public support for international conflicts – whether it’s called “wartime propaganda” or “manufacturing consent.” According to some, the media spreads patriotism and aggression like a disease.  





So starting in December 2002, the Media Working Group – a project of the Alberta Public Interest Research Group (AP!RG), a campus-based umbrella for social justice and environmental projects – tried to pin down some of the tendencies that make war coverage in our local media sources so suspect.  





Analysis of source Articles


~Bequie Lake





Seven articles argued for military action against Iraq, while six argued against immediate military action.  Twenty-seven articles were categorized as neutral, as they avoided “taking sides” in the war.  These articles focused on topics such as military spending, Canadian foreign policy and positions within the European Union. 


	


In articles arguing for military action in Iraq, a favourite theme was Saddam Hussein’s criminal record.  Several “neutral” articles also make references to Saddam’s past crimes, from gassing the Kurds in Northern Iraq and slaughtering Sunni Muslims in the South, to terrorizing Kuwait during the Gulf war and stockpiling weapons of mass destruction.   In articles that argue for military action against Iraq, Saddam’s past provides the justification.  They argue that judging on past atrocities, there is no telling what evil things Saddam could do with the arsenal of weapons that he is surely hiding.  In advocating war, there are no references to other members of the ruling Baath party or to the millions of Iraqi citizens.  Everyone else fades into the background, as Saddam Hussein alone personifies Iraq.  By equating Iraq with Saddam, the prospect of war with a regime change seems like a necessary act of heroism.
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However, it is clear that a regime change means using military force against Iraq.  It is also clear that war has enormous consequences for civilians, ignored in columns that focus exclusively on the “evil-doings” of Saddam Hussein.  


	


In contrast to the historical investigation of Saddam Hussein’s past, criticism of the American government is decidedly ahistorical.  Most criticism of the U.S. government is leveled at their failure in diplomacy and eagerness to rush into war without support from the international community.  There is only one passage suggesting that the United States should be judged on its past record.  In an article challenging Colin Powell’s case for war, author Eric Margolis notes that the Vietnam War and the Gulf War began with “faked intelligence information” (SUN Feb 9 p40) to justify U.S. military action and secure public support.  While Saddam Hussein is labeled as an evil liar in 9 articles, the moral character of the U.S. government and its march to war is only questioned once.  In his guest column, John England calls Donald Rumsfeld and George Bush “dark personnages” (EJ Feb 10 A17), that are obsessed with revenge. While criticism of Saddam Hussein is consistently used to support the need for military action, articles criticizing the U.S. government are not always anti-war.











Two articles criticize American leaders for investing too much importance in the elusive “smoking gun” in order to prove that Iraq is hoarding weapons of mass destruction.  They argue that George Bush’s strategy should have been proving that there are links between Iraq and terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda.  Links between Iraq and terrorism would have been more effective in securing support (for the U.S. position) from the international community and the United Nations.


  


Examining articles that argue against the war, several authors opposed immediate military action, but did not rule out the option of going to war in the near future.  Two articles advocated more time for weapons inspections and two called on the U.S. to disclose more evidence to support their case against Iraq.  Editorials and commentary pieces in the Edmonton Journal and Edmonton Sun, from January 9 to February 20 seldom express strong opinions for or against military action in Iraq.  Although majority of pieces keep a neutral profile, 13 of 40 articles take some kind of position on the war.  While some of these have a subtle position hidden in the text, others explode with strong personal opinions, backed by their moral convictions.  In all, the pages of the Edmonton Journal and Edmonton Sun contain a wide variety of styles and opinions that reflect on some of the logistical, political and moral complexities of war.
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