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- The government must promote its own =
- cause and undermine that of the enemy by -~ " ~
disseminating its view of the situation. and ...
this involves a carefuliy planned and co-
ordinated campaign of what for want of a -
better word must regrettably be called psy-
-~ chological operations. ;
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- ' The Conference succeedcd in bringing
: about a better understanding of the re-

ot &3 |
fr e

. spective problems faced bv newsmen and

government officials in dealing with ter-

rorism. Most participants agreed that a

postponement of_ informauon tor a few

days was acceptable if erther human life or

nauonal security were at stake. Whiic there

P : will always be some degree of mutual sus-

gl picion between press and government in a

' ~ demoacratic system. mutual cooperation

and proper working procedures in umes

of cnisis can produce an acceptuble balance

: between the interests of the state and the i3

A S ol i : press. o R R

: Mr. Peter Galliner, Director, ~ -
e o  Imternational Press Institute®

' Mai-Gen. Frank Kitson, er-lmvmm Opu-mnrm- (I.undun Faber, 1971, Gen-
- er.v.l Kitson is Brtins most telchr'lted "uamtenmmwnn theorist and prac- SN
“tinoner of “pavops.” ' i

- *Tenorivm and the Mrdiu_-g (London: International Press Institute. 1980). This con-
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".'-Tms essav explores an issue which has received little sys;
~* tematic attention within the sociological literature: the media
~-“reporting of terrorism in Western democracies. In what fol-
- lows I shall pursue three themes. First, 1 will indicate how the
. term “terrorism” is conventionally related to the question of
legitimate political activity and to the concept of practical ra-

. " tionality. Such a_semantic dimension is relesant for under-
* * standing how media discourse may routinely reproduce domi-

—

:~nant’ meanings. Next, the essay turns to an examination of
official and semiofficial orthodox "views on the role of the
~ media in reporting terrorism., And finally, to reinforce the
" arguments of the second section I shall ' make some points
- about the control of the media reporting of terrorism in the
ot United Kingdom. as this is a particularly good test case which
" - confutes the easy generalizatiohs of the antiterrorism experts.
I shall conclude by stressing the need for careful further
- investigation of the issue, particularly through-a comparative
-+ analysis of state systems in articulation with their national
" media and through an analysis of the specific causes of politi-
cal violence. : ! '

Terr;)rism: Official and Unofficial

B The language used by the media in describing acts of politi-
s Pt ¢ e S B reay: e o
cal violence is of crucial importance Bi-the-€yes O Sk enge_a

@The standard official view was clearly stated at the Inter-
natonal Press Institute’s 1978 conference on “Terrorism and
the Media™ bv Lord Harris, then Minister of State in the
British Home Office. In an “off the record™ contribution he is

- -  reported to have said that “the ltalian media allowed them-
- - selves to be caught up in the language of the -Red Brigades

tains the proceedimgs of an international semmar held in Florence in 197% under the
auspices of the Internavonal Press Insutute and Attari Extere (Rome). As the book i
unpaued. all veterences will be o partcular articles.
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~ both the British and Irish states pursueEﬂ.'n'quEjg

which had kidnapped and murdered Aldo Moro. The so-called
communiqués of the Red Brigades were just an example of
play-acting staged for the benefit of the media, which accepted

them with too little caution. ‘Terrorists . . . are common crimi-

nals: they do not have courts, they do not issue communiqués,

- and they do not have the status of public servants’."?

The rest of Lord Harris's views are, unfortunately, not pub-
licly available. However, Dr. Conor Cruise O'Brien provides a
reasoned elaboration of this position, one which is not without

interest given his former post as Minister for Posts and Tele-
graphs in the Irish government and his advocacy of censoring
. .brqadcast interviews with IRA spokesmen. Dr. O'Brien states a -

.central axiom which stands neatly for virtually all the thinking
done on this subject: “The force used by a democratic state is

legitimate while the violence of the terrorist is not legitimate.™ >
- Thus a controlled political discourse is an essential part of the -

liberal-democratic state’s fight against its enemies:

> LA e SE TS e Ly St PPN e _ e o e R ~ .
Lhezterms Sforce™and *violence™zare Teelike “{ETTOTI "7andg
sireedomi-fighteC™largely emotive propag

* L] L R} L) L 1119y W o
SOSE DOt A Jven act.depends, pot on the degree.of oL
1olence, sbut:on. a view.

Talking principally about the IRA, Dr. O'Brien argues that as
procedures
for solving political problems they are legitimate, and the
IRA’s campaign of violence is not justified. In this view, liberal
democracies are embodiments of rationality while terrorists,
being violent, are quintessentially irrational. Their notions of
liberation, whether universal or nationalistic, are but quasi-
millenarian: they concern articles of faith. not practical rea-

- _son. Hence, political debate with a terrorist should be refused,
for “though he can argue fluently from his own peculiar -
~ premises, he is not accessible to rational argument on premises

? Claudio Pontello, “Terrorism and the Media.” in Terrorsm and the Media. ~~

_ * Conor Cruise (F'Brien. “Liberty and Terror: llusions of Violence, Delusions of
Liberauon." Encounter 49 (October 1977): 38. -

Silnd., p. 35.
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other than his own.”® Terrorists should receivezng "publicity
and should be dealt with by military rather than political
. means. |

‘Whatever their undoubted advantages, liberal democracies
are not embodiments of rationality. For one, proper adher-
ence to democratic practices coupied with widespread in-
© equality, suffering, and the anarchy of production might. on
~ other criteria, be thought less than fully rational, if not posi-

tively irratiopak. Moreover, Dr. O'Brien fails to question the

“use of force in the pursuit of national security. Must it invari-
bly be above suspicion? On his view, yes, for he engages in a
FermuDEERip e hand] in which rationality and demo-
Cratic instiations mutually imply one another. Itis, furthermore,
important to recognize that political violence employed against
the liberal-democratic state is not inherently irrational. It de-
- pends upon ‘the likelihood of a successful outcome, which may

be a morally unappealing view but is nonetheless attuned to

current political realities. In short, the use of political violence
by those opposed to the state is prima facie evidence neither of
rationality nor of irrationality.’ -
Lord Harris and Dr. O'Brien propose a form o@@
==t 1 order to effect an ideological closure in which the
“good elements within the polity are radically distinguished
from the bad. the orderly from the chaotic. This rigorous
drawing of the conceptual lines has attendant dangers. By
being overwhelmed by moral repulsion and by criminalizing
politics, one is apt to overlook the possible political rationale of
those acts which one rejects.- A general presumption of poliu-
cal rationality would seem to be an important precondition tor
~ analyzing a “terrorist problem.” Moreover, the dehumaniza-
tion of the state’s enemies endangers civil liberties. These
. positions have been eloquently argued by Professors Edmund.
Leach and Franco Ferrarotti. |

-~ Ybd., p. 38 - : -
T Ct. TedSrionc ‘tolence for Equality: Inquiries m Pohuical Phiiosophy (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1980).
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Leach observes that there are problems when divergent
_concepts of rationality, order, and criminality coexist “within
‘the matrix of a single political domain.” Although real consen-
- sus may be absent, the legal apparatus is obliged to produce a
consensual view which identifies and treats criminals not

merely as unheroic but also as inhuman. Thus,

according to the value system which is taken for granted by the
press and radio, anvone who refuses to accept the prevailing
conventions of how hostilities should be conducted should au-
tomatically be categorised as a criminal, lawless, barbarian.” ter
rorist, a savage who can properly be likened to a reptile or a
wild beast.* SRt w5 : :

In the cast of mind of those who engage in indiscriminate
terrorism, thinks Leach. potential victims are thought of as
" ‘people quite unlike us,” sub-human others, people to whom
my rules of morality do not apply.”® This refers both to agents
of the state and to its opponents. For states engaged in coun-
terterror there is the peril of mounting “crusades of reprisal”
and of obscuring the sources of political violence:

Howeverrincomprehensible the acts of the terrorists seem to be,
our judges, our policemen, and our politicians must never be

allowed to fogget that ferrorism.js an activity ol “our Tellowd
- . L R e g (o ;e
himan be ;ng" and not of dog-headed cannibals.1®

This humanistic caution would seem to be well made at a time
when liberal-democratic states such as Britain, Italy, and West
‘Germany have acquired “exceptional” legal powers such as the

Prevention of Terrorism Act, the Berufsverbote, and the Legge
Reale. " ;

-

" Edmund Leach. Custom, Law., and Terrvorist Violence (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univer-
siy Press, 1977), p. 26, : ‘

*Id.. p. 30. : ; iy
E . ")l p. 36 e e . :
' CL. S, Cobles, Law, Order, and Poirtics 1in Went Germany (Harmondsworth:
. 19781 Suzanne Cowan, “Terrorism and the lalian Lett.”
Plotke. eds.. The Politics of Eurocommunism. Soculivm i

Penguin, -
in Carl Boggs and David
n Tranution (London. Macmillan,

1980); Brian Rose-Smith. "Police Powers and Terrornism Legislation,” in Peter Han.
- &l Poiicing the Poiicr (London: John Calder, 1979). vol. 1.
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. Franco Ferrarotti has gone further than Leach in trying to
outline a set of humanistic assumptions within which violence, e
including political terrorism, should be evaluated. First, in . s
terms redolent of Leach, he argues that “the violent are not - -
‘mad wolves” but fully human beings.” Second, he suggests
that violence has a “specific historical determination” and that
its causes require empirical exploration. Last, he proposes that
violence is the “perversion of a virtue” and a search for e
-meaning-in order to escape the straitjacket imposed by a T
Lational. bureaucratic society. It is this deeper metaphysic - -~ .
~ which leads him to be skeptical of those who would treat ' - iy
violence as the symptom of a “sickuess.” Mere repression. he sl
suggests, is a theoretical error with the likely consequence of - : '
“eventually increasing violence rather than abating it.'* One 2
might add that the manipulation of the media by states pur-
suing short-term “psywar” goals will also come home to roost. |
~ As Professors Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman have Lo
pointed out, the dominant assumptions about order, legiti-
macy, and rationality embed themselves in a “semantics of _
‘terror.’ " Like Dr. O'Brien they recognize the importance of
language in propaganda battles. But rather than endorse the
liberal-democratic state as pertectly rational, they are con-
cerned to point to U.S. support for repression in the Third 2
World and the ideological function of “human rights” T
rhetoric. While the substance of their study extends well be- oF
yond the performance of Western media reporting of vio-

lence. it is their focus upon this theme which makes it relevant B |

here. s
Chomsky and Herman argue that U.S. policy toward Third 3

World states provides., at any given time, an ideological -l

_ framework within which “the spectrum of acceptable and un- — = 7o

12 ranco Ferrarotti, “On Violence: Paradoxes and Antinomies,” typescript transla- -
ton ol th. 7 of s Lipnov detin iolenza (Milan, T980), Alser ¢l "Anche i terrorist
sono esseri uman,” La ennien socioloqica 43 (Autumn 1977 FhiAI e

13 Noam Chomsky and kdward Herman, The Wayln

mutan, Connecton and: Tiaud-¥
sciual After the Catartwm, vols. } and 2 ot *Eh
Rights" . 8ottingham. Spokesman Books, 14979,

%
itical Economy of Human
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: acce'ptable'blmdshed" may be defined. Central to this frame-

work are “the words ‘terror’ and ‘terrorism’ ” which “have
~ become semantic tools of the powerful in the Western
world.”** These terms, they rightly contend, “have generally
been confined to the use of violence by individuals and margi-
nal groups. Official violence which is far more extensive in
_both scale and destructiveness is placed in a different category

_.altogethct.“i"' In the public discourse of the West, those who
oppose es State

the terrorists

-

L LACVELEMPIO) eSILxel
“the BCOommunistgblod In the course of their analysis

talk, on the one hand, of “official violence” as resulting in
“wholesale terror,” and on the other of “unofficial violence” as
producing “retail terror.” If adopted, this quantitative crite-
~ rion would doubtless lead to a transvaluation of present values

about terrorism in Western democracies. But it is unlikely to
- be persuasive either to the Western media or to the *accredited
spokesmen,” in Swuart Hall's apt phrase, who provide the
primary definitions of social reality which the media largely
reproduce.. Instead. as Chomsky and Herman argue, the
Western media have for the most part fallen in with the
officially endorsed usage, which, in “the 1970s has been in-
stitutionalised as a device to facilitate the exclusive preoccupa-
tion with the lesser terror of the alienated and the dispos-
sessed, serving virtually as a disguised form of apologetics for
state terror and client fascisin.”'® : _

A caveart is in order, lest in acknowledging the justice of
Chomsky's and Herman's critique we uncritically go overboard
for the “alienated and dispossessed.” An acceptance of the

quantitative critique and its implications for linguistic reform

does not

mean abandoning the need for moral and political

M Ibid.. 1: 83, % _ 5
' Ihid... 1: 6, |
' Ihid.. 1: §7.

¥ and Herman develop a provocative distinction. They -
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opposition to indiscriminate political violence by the re-
~ pressed. E. P. Thompson puts it well when he observes that

in_conditions of extreme repression, democrats and socialists
mayv be forced to take arms in self-defence ‘or in a strategy of
‘insurrection. And in such conditions they merit our solidarity.
But where other measures of organization and agitation remain
_open, the recourse to terrorism is at best ro:nantic, self-
‘defeating and profoundly elitist (people who cannot be moved

by arguments must be terrorized by guns), and at worst merely
.__sick and villainous.'” : :

“Although this é€ssay is concerned with, in Chomsky's and
Herman’s terms, “retail terrorism,” one should bear in mind
the integral links between the internal policing of dissent
-through mechanisms of control such as the media and the
" international dimension. Chomsky and Herman make some
relevant points here. First. and most Northern Ireland cover-
age in the British ha rm, by _commonly
representing FEVOIUGONATY XeTTOTISTI. S ~force;
state violence may be seen as purely “responsive” and states
therefore as justified in riding roughshod over civil liberties.
Second, official violence in, for instance, Latin American states
such as Brazil and Uruguay is redetined in the Western media
and thus implicidly endorsed. Again, to take an “internal”
example, in Northern Ireland state-sanctioned torture of pris-
oners was redefined Tirst by a judicial inquiry, and then by | d
nedia, & “inhuman and d;?ﬂing treatment.” Third, retail
terrorism is presented as an irrational activity, and its seeming
irrationality the more persuasively presented in virtue of in-
adequate contextualization. Finally, they note. in the United
States supporters of the anti-Vietnam War movement were

_ effectively discredited by being labeled as “terrorists.” Again. -
" in Britain and elsewhere, the expanded category of “subver- . ..

sion” elides the distinction between legitimate and illegitimate
dissent in much the same way.

1" E. P. Thompson, Wnting h Candlelight (London: Merlin, 1980), p. 171
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The Orthodox Consensus and Its Limitations

_The debate about the media reporting of unofficial ter-
" rorism in Western capitalist democracies has primarily devel-
‘oped within the compass of the psychological warfare aims of
the state.’ In this respect there are significant parallels with
 the way in which information policy is located in Latin Ameri-|
‘can states governed according to an ideology of “national
~ security” which is fixated upon the “enemy within."'® During
the past decade, and especially since the mid-1970s. an inter-
national conventional wisdom has been elaborated within offi-
cial and semiofficial circles in which the media are conceived
" of pragmatically, as instruments which can contribute to, or_
impede, final victory. Although mere expediency might seem
to dictate outright censorship in order to deny violent oppo-
nents of the state the supposedly clear-cut advantages of pub-
" licity, matters are not so simple. Overt censorship threatens
the legitimacy of the liberal-democratic order, one in which
“the received conception of press freedom is that the media are
completely separate from the state. Hence, it is advantageous
for the state to set in train an information policy which inte-
grates the media into a national-security design while, at the
same time, preserving the necessary appearance of separation.
The dominant view in the current orthodoxy has been suc-
~cinctly expressed by Major-General Richard Clutterbuck, the
British counterinsurgency expert: ‘

The television camera is like a2 weapon lying in the street. Either
side can pick it 'up and use it. If governments use it in this
wav—encouraging their officials, policemen and soldiers to help
the media-men, and to answer their questions—it is far more
effective than any kind ot censorship or government control.?*

_'" ] have so located it in my essay “On the Shape and Scope of Counterinsurgencs

- —-Thought.™ in G. Littlejohn et at., eds., Power ‘and the State (London: Croom Helm.

1978), esp. pp. H2-114. - : ‘ ;

% Armand and Michele Materlart. “Intormation et état d'exception,” in De lusage
des mediny en temps do erne (Paris: Alain Moreau., 1979, :

3 Muj.-Gen. Richard Clutterbuck, Living with Terrorism (London: Faber. 1975). p.
147. Cf. his Guerrillas and Terremsts {London: Faber, 1977), where he advocares
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Aside from seeking media cooperation there would seem to

be two possible options. First, there is overt censorship. But
this is rarelv argued for in an across-the-board manner—
‘except when “news freezes” are sought, and even then media

compliance is usually forthcoming. In general. open censor-.
 ship is advocated for broadcasting rather than the press, and

in such limited contexts as refusing to allow interviews with

- spokesmen of illegal organizations engaged in political vio-

lence. Dr. O’Brien has persistently pursued this line in Britain

~and the Irish Republic as part of his wider argument that “a

liberalism, relevant to the dangers of the day should be con-

_ cerned to support and strengthen the principle of authority

under the law.”?! It has also been advocated by some coun-

-~ terinsurgency theorists and the London-based right-wing In-

stitute_'lfor_.the Study of Conflict.2? i v
Falling outside the orthodoxy is the much less frequently

stated libertarian case as proposed. for instance, by the US.

political scientist Bernard Johnpoll: “It is useless to discuss

what the media can do about terror. media are not judi-
cial institutions:,e.—;.o_ “modern SOciely 15

nformat How to erase terror is a judicial and ethical
queston: not a question of the media.”?* Perhaps this could be
seriously argued only in the United States, and, moreover, by
a confirmed believer in the separation-of-powers doctrine
both as reality and as ideal.

In U.S. law-enforcement circles different grounds are ad-

vanced for noninterference. Patrick Murphy, a New York

police chicf, offers three reasons: censorship “concedes a
victory to terrorists” by suppressing freedoms: the media “can
and do play an important and positive role” by stilling rumors

21 Gonor Cruise O'Brien, “Freedom and Censorship.” a lecturé at the Independemnt

Broadcasting Authority, London, Mar. 28, 1974, p. 9.
2 g ., Paul Wilkinson, Terrorsm and the Libeval State iLondon: Macmillan, 1977), p.

169, and Teievsion and Conflict (London: Insutute tor the Study of Conllict, 1978).

23 Berpard Johnpoll, “Terrorism and the Mass Media in the United States.” in

Yonah Alexander and Sevmour Maxwell Finger. eds., Terrorsm: Interdisciplinary Per- .

spectives (New York: John Jav, Press. 19770 p. 160,

© %7 TERRORISM AND THE MEDIA ' 83
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‘and speculation; and the government does not have the ex.
pertise to “fine tune” the media.2? The last point is parﬁcularl_v
disingenuous, and the other two are plainly informed by a =
long-term psywar outlook. H.H.A. Cooper of the Task Force :
on Disorders and Terrorism also argues for noncensorship in
news reporting, but advocates “care” in commentaries and in-
vestigations, suggesting that the media should recognize the
- possibility of their being abused and therefore be “responsi-
ble.”2s .' Pl S e ot
- This argument for “socially responsible” media is developed
against the background of some highly questionable assump-
tions about the nature of the contemporary liberal-democratic
state and the operation of the media within it. These are: that
liberal democracies are very vulnerable and they do not censor
- news; that the media are willing victims of terrorist prop-
aganda and function as open conduits for such views: that
‘media coverage has a “contagion effect.” As noted, Conor
Cruise O’'Brien has argued, in effect, that liberal democracies
need to take on an “exceptional” character, “relevant to the
- dangers of the day.” This is but an extension of the view that
such states’ are presently highly vulnerable, especially when
confronted by publicity-seeking terrorists. They are presumed
to lack an effective repressive apparatus and to be perfectly
open. This line has been canvassed by Professor Walter
Laqueur of the Center for Strategic and International Studies,
Washington, D.C,, and Dr. J. Bowver Bell of the Institute for
War and Peace. Studies, Columbia University, both of whom

. are prominent writers on political violence 2%

However, this assumption needs to be critically evaluated by

1 Patrick Mdrphy. “The Case of the United States,” in Terrorism and the Media. -

* H. H. A. Cooper, “Terrorism and the Media.” in Alexander and Finger, Ter-
rorsm. He uses typical psywar language: “he who controls the media is most power-
tully equipped 0 win the hearts and minds of the people” (p. 145); “The terrorist
needs the media as a fish needs water” (p. 150). e

** Walter Laqueur, Terrorism (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1977), pp. 108-110;

). Bowyer Bell, A Time of Terror: How Democratic Societies Respond to Revolutionary
. Vioienre (New York: Basic Books, 1978), p. 78.




reference to the recent growth of research suggestmg that

-‘-q‘ﬁ

* there have been TEnificant alterations wi lﬂ,_,c 1beral dema 0C:
auui’hv. SCHioN. ﬂﬁm&ar asst

: “duthumanan staism,” or the nanonal SCCUI’I[) state.”
e development of European antiterrorism legislation and
police and military cooperation for “internal defence,” the
weakenmg of the rights of defendants in both criminal and
. polmcal trials, the growth of high-technology police surveil-

lance of whole populauom the expanded category of “subver-

sion.” ‘restrictions upon the rights of trade unions and of -

_political demonstrations, the use of repressive technology in
civil policing are all manitestations of this shift.?” Against such
a background, which, to be sure, in part represents a response

- to unofficial political violence, it is difficult to concur with the -

picture of present vulnerability which is drawn in the writings

of the “terrorism studies” experts—where, indeed, one rarely .

finds any analysis at all of the operations of the present ad-
vanced capitalist state.?® :

But ‘where the vulnerability-of-liberal-democracy thesis is
retained it is but a small step to promote the role of the media
of communication in ‘exacerbating that weakness to one of
crucial significance. Thus Professor Laqueur remarks:

Terrorists have learned that the media are of paramount im-
portance in their campaigns,-that the terrorist act by itself is
next to nothing. whereas publicity is all. But the media. con-
stantly in need of diversity and new angles, make fickle friends.
Terrorists will always have to be innovative. They are, in some
respects, the superentertainers of our time.?*

*7 In Britin there has been a spate of concerned literature, including C. Ackroyd et
al.. The Technology of Polwtical Control. 2nd ed. (London: Pluto Press. 1980): T. Bunvan,
The Hisory and Practice of the Political Poiue in Brtan (London: J. Friedmann, 1976):
Thompson. Wrting by Candlelight. Cf. also Nicos Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism
(London: New Lett Books: 1978) and Huns-Magnus Enzensberger. "An Address on
German  Democriacy 1o the Culzem ot Neu Yurk New Left Review, no. 118
(November-December 1979). - *

™ A notable exception in Bowyer Bell's still rather cursory .nulvm ol the ltalian
and Irish states in A Time of Tervor.

® |aqueur. Terrorum, p. 923,

_ -‘."-=“-¥-'--‘-”TERRORISM AND THE MEDIA - 85
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These few remarks command widespread assent. Bowyer Bell

~ links thd centrality of the media to subversive strategies for

publicity: hence “it matters a great deal not only why and how .

a rebel kills, but also where and when. The television terrorist

understands prime time, the need to escalate his deed. to

manipulate the media. to reach the masses.”*® He goes on to
argue that manipulation of the ‘media by terrorists requires
~ that several conditions be satisfied. First, there should be a
- good locale with communications facilities. such as the Munich

Olympics in 1972. Second. the media need to be enticed by the

prospect or actuality of violence. ‘And finally, in order to hold
- the media’s attention a terrorist spectacular should contain -

frequent shifts of scene, as in, say, an aircraft hijack.!
For Bowyer Bell the terrorist is a pubhcm or showman. This
dramaturglcal perspective is present throughout similar writ-
 ings.-So Laqueur talks of “superentertainers.” while Brian
~ Jenkins, the Rand Corporation’s expert on international ter-
- rorism, likewise observes: “Terrorists chorengraph their vio-
lence. Terrorism is theatre.”*? ln a perspecuve which sees
political violence as Rinambiguouslyzettecive-drama® it is not
surprising that media coverage is accorded such importance.
Assuming the simple convergence of terrorist actions and the .
values and needs of capitalist media, it is no great step to the
view that the media are the willing victims of the superstars of
violence. However, Laqueur does qualify this by noting that
they are “fickle.” '

In the orthodox view, then, hbeml democracies are seen as
uncensored with media engaging in the untrammeled pursuit
of news values stressing violence and drama, the result being
disproportionately great publicity. But this argument runs
against actual developments where some liberal-democratic
regimes, in strengthening their repressive apparatuses. have
also developed sophi_sticintea ‘policies for the management of

™ Bowver Bell. A Time of Terror, p. 54.
3 fbud., pp. 110=116.

 Brian Jenkins, “Responsibilities of thr News \lcdu—l " in Terrorism and the \frdm

st . o —
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,.p_ublicity} State strategies toward the media in West Germany

“Jare a case in point.

_ Mr. Armin Griinewald, the West German government's of-
* ficial spokesman, has observed that the media “play a substan-
tial part in the terrorists’ logistic organization” and that the

state therefore has a right to insist on collaboration

- press and broadcasting. In the 1970s “information policy has '

from the

_ 'become 2 stable component of every consultative moment of
the_situation,”_and principles of collaboration between the

media and state have been developed. involving centralized

_ channeling of information. He has illustrated this process of
- control revealingly. During the month-long “news freeze”

- during the kidnapping of Hanns Martin Schieyer, head of the _' :

" West German industrialists’ organization,

the Secretary of State, Herr Bolling, granted dozens of inter-
views, made statements and took part in a series of decbates
almost entirely centering round the meaning and legitimacy of
these restraints. This was not only a quest for understanding but a

consciows calculation. Self-restraint by the media, the most important
element of the news operation, is feusible only if thex are urged to deal

with questions that are nol dangerous for police tactics.>®

Successful control of media coverage was achieved without

legal compulsion, for such powers did not exist.

The Vice-Chairman of the Bonn Criminal Police, Mr.
Reinhard Rupprecht has given a similarly frank account of the
control of news during the Schleyer kidnapping. Preferring
the more euphemistic “deferment of news” 1o “news freeze,”
Mr. Rupprecht argues that the media were of crucial im-
portance in achieving public cooperation in the hunt for those
suspected of the kidnapping. A few minutes atter Schleyer’s

~body had been found a police information film was
and the entire press carried a -

broadcast

whole-page insert with photos and distinctive characteristics of

I -7 = Armin Griinewald, "Government and the Press: National Security and the Pub-

he's Right o Roow.” i Terrorsm and the Medw: emphasis added.

“ - the 16 wanted terrorists, together with summaries of certain

——
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pieces of evidence and details which would on the one hand
_ arouse suspicion should the terrorists rent flats that could be -
-used as meeting or hiding places or purchase used cars, and on

the other be useful in recognising any forger\ of passports.
:dcnmv cards and driving hcences

Other aspeCts of this public moblllzatinn for “national secur-
ity” included a further nine police films broadcast on televi-
“sion at prime time on nine consecutive days “with no need to
- have recourse to the right of divulgation on radio and televi-
~ sion which was reserved to the Federal government.”** Special

- research on the use of pictures and graphics was commis-
" . sioned in order to make this “search operation” more effec-

tive. When one considers evidence such as this of the effec-

tiveness . with which the media may be subject to state
direction at times, it is hard to accept the general picture of
limp-wristed liberal democracy current in the orthodox view.33

Let us now turn to the last standard assumption—that the
‘'media, by reporting terrorist acts, have “contagious effects.”
This has been advanced, for one, by Professor Yonah Alexan-
der of the State University of New York. But while he says
that publicity legitimizes terrorism, he provides no sound evi-
dence to support this contention. For instance, he cites the
results of two U.S. public-opinion polls which indicated
“greater awareness” of the PLO during 1974-75, years when
that organization was attracting lots of media attenuon. How-
ever, he seems not to realize that public recognition of a
group’s existence does not indicate that its goals are now
publiclv favored. Nor, indeed, does recognition mean that the
public necessarily understands the political aims of the group
in question in terms that it itself would wish. For the media

treatment of sieges, bombings, and hijackings may well result

-3 Reinhard Rupprecht, “The Case of Federal (-crm.m\—l in Terrorsm and the
\fladm e D g

38 Not all states have wrh eftective svstems of control, it is truc. The continual

leaking of intormation during the Aldo Moro kidnapping to the [talian press hay led

to calls tor news treezes and for a cade of practice. CL. Robert Sole, Le défi tervoruste:
= kmm Halennes @ Cusage de PEurope (Paris: Seuil. 1979, esp. pp. :.'tn-'.’*m
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in their ostensible rationale being either excluded entirely,
ridiculed, challenged, distorted, or plaved down.?®

A further variant of this naive weffects” argument is Alex-
ander’s suggestion that publicity for terrorism leads to the
exportation of violent techniques which are taken up
elsewhere. Yet the evidence cited is exiguous indeed: we are
merely told that Nelson Rockefeller, Andrew Young, and
'Major-General Clutterbuck believe this to be so. The following
illustration is offered: =~ : |

Several weeks after Argengiria’s Montoneros removed the body
 of ex-President Pedro Aramburu to secure the return of Eva
“~ Peron’s body from Spain. Burmese terrorists stole the body of U

Thant for the purpose of using it in negotiations with the

Burmese government.®’ -

But sUrel}*”a‘pérticular technique, body-snatching, cannot be
considered in total isolation from the social relations in which
it occurs. One must specify the mediating conditions which
explain why such acts occur. It is not enough to assert loose
correspondences between actions in Latin America and in Asia
with the supposed explanation that terrorism is a “world-wide
theatrical attraction [which] tends to encourage angry and
frustrated groups beyond a particular country o understake
‘similar acts out of their helplessness and frustration.”® Which
angry groups? Why them especially? In which societies and in
which circumstances do they use such techniques? Do they
have alternatives? Such basic questions for research cannot be
made to vanish by the magical invocation of media effects.
In fact. Professor Alexander’s argument is yet another var-
iant of the venerable and quite unproven contention that the

_portrayal of violence on television. or in the cinema, or before

w A¢ occurred for instance with the “Angry Brigade” in Britain. Ct: S.-Chiball. -

 Law-and-Order News (London: Tavistock, 1977). pp. 951t.
3 Yonah Alexander. “Terrorism, the \Media. and the Police.” Poitce Studies (June
1978): 47. Given his encrgetic promotion ol “terrorism studies” and his editorship of

the journal Terrorism, Ajexander’s views are probablv quite influential.
™ Ibid.. p. 47-
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 that in the nineteenth-century theater, has had deleterious ef-

fects, especially upon impressionable children. There has been

a long-standing debate on this question in cultural criticism

and mass-communication research which makes it plain that
no simple cause-effect relauonsh:p between the portrayal of
_violence in the media and a given social response has so far
been establlshed Indeed, to conceptualize the problem in
- those terms at all is to leave out any study of popular attitudes.
their production by given social relations, and the highly com-
- plex process of the mediation of meaning which communica-

tive activities entail.® When Alexander asserts that “by
- providing extensive coverage of incidents the media give the
impression that they sympathize with the terrorist cause
. thereby creating a climate congenial to further vzolence 2 he
is actually posing a problem for future research into the re-

porting of political violence and m public mterpretatmns not
stating an est.lbhqhed proposmon

Some Aspértc. of the British Model

The “terrorism studies” experts’ views on the media re-
porting of political violence are entirely innocent of any seri-
- ous analysis of the process of news production and the con-
straints it faces in u liberal democracy shifting to an “ex-
ceptional” modality of rule armed for psychological warfare.
‘The British model of media control during the past decade
. provides a particularly good illustration of how crass overt
- censorship by the state may be avoided and instead be substi-
' tuted by indirect control coupled with media self-censorship.
- The appeals of this solution are international. At the 1978 1P]
| conference on “Terrorism and the Media™ it was widely hailed

™ CL James D. Halloran, *Mass (.ummumuuun Svmptom or Cause of Violence?”,
| International Socwl Scwence Jowrnal 30 (1978): Stuart Hall, “Culture, the Media. and the

{ ‘Ideological Effect.” in James (,urran et al., eds., Mass Communicaton and Society
- (London: Edward Arnold, 1977 :

~ ** Alexander. “Terrorism, tht' .\!ﬂliu. and the Polwe,” p. 51.
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as an exdmple worth following. One can readily see why. For
by avoiding evident censorship the state’s ideological capital
remains  intact, and the media, by being socmllv responsible

" and by pursuing voluntary self-restraint.” also retain their

public credibility. And yet the solution does have its costs for

the state. for, at given moments, the institutional imperatives
~ of the media supervene over the doctrine of national security,

and so they rock the boat. This contradictory situation may be
illustrated by reference to the coverage of the continuing crisis

“in Northern Treland. one which has involved British troops in

ﬁghtlng an undeclared “small war” for the past decade.
~The sncnopolmcal impasse in Northern Ireland has contrib-

uted to a wider “crisis of legitimacy™ within the British state at
_ the root of which lies the continuing inability of successive

governments to discipline labor and to restore adequate prot-
iability to capital. The drift toward more authoritarian forms

‘of rule has made much more crucial the role of the media in

winning consent for increasingly coercive policies. Since the
late 1960s. a framework of interpretation tor quite separate
forms of dissent has been elaborated, based upon the notion
of a society suffering from the malaise of violence. Industrial-
relations conflicts (notably picketing), street crime, juvenile
hooliganism. political demonstrations, and antistate violence
(such as the continuing IRA campalgn) have all been assimi-
lated to the “violent society” framework.'' It is in such a
context that state strategies toward the media should be seen. 1
shall touch only very selectively upon several instances which

cast further doubt upon the st;mdard assumptions of the ex-

perts. ; 1

The cov erage of Northern Irish affairs in the Brmsh media,
as Philip Elliott has pointed out, has tended to slmplnh- violent
incidents. to avoid historical background. to concentrate upon
human-interest stories. and to rely heavily upon official

~sources. Even during the periods of the most intense constitu-

4 For elaboratons of this argument. cf. Start Hall et al., Policmg lkr Crius (Lon-
don; Macmillan. i“tH! and Chibnall. I.au-uud Crder New.
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tional political activity, the story has been preeminently one of

violence, and of irrational, inexplicable violence at that.4?

Aside from weaknesses in the journalistic practice of the

British media, there can be little doubt that the one-

- dimensional coverage reflects, at least in part, the effective

T o Skt

-

long-term strategy of attrition waged by the British state in its
psychological-warfare campaign, one which has involved in-

- creasingly sophisticated public-relations techniques.

Most public attention in Britain has focused upon the
British state’s repeated efforts to control broadcast news and

current-affairs coverage without stepping over that fatefully
- delegitimizing line into overt censorship. It is a struggle which

has been waged patiently and with skill, and, moreover, one

‘which has aroused little public disquiet. As both main political

parties have been involved in prosecuting the war effort, op-

. position has come from within the media themselves and from
- civil libertarians. Aside from those trade unionists directly

involved in media production, however, it has no mass char-
acter at all. e e

It is impossible to do justice to this complex history here. but
at the risk of oversimplification some general indications of its
course may be given.*® In general the British state has been
largely successful in inducing the broadcasting organizations
to censor themselves under the guise of “responsibility.” Tele-
vision, as the medium with the largest news audiences and the
highest credibility,-is seen as especially important in the
psychological-warfare campaign. The public service British
Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and the commercial Inde-
pendent Broadcast Authority (IBA) are responsible for all

radio and television programming in the United Kingdom.

s Philip- Elliott, “Reporting Northern Ireland.” in Ethnicity and the Media (Paris:
UNESCO-19%0). - »T e e F »

# For a detailed account. cf, Philip Schiesinger, Putting/'Reality” T ogether: BBC News

“(London: Constable, 1978), esp. ch. 8. CL. also Anthony Smith. “Television Coverage

of Northern. Irelund.” Index on Cemsorship.- no. 2 (1972). Intormativ
contuned in The Brinsh Mediwa and | )
Ireland. 1979), ¢
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_Thé BBC is:'ﬁf"n-;an'ced By 2 license fe‘e.le\-ie'd by the state, but

has a charter of independence from government. The IBA's
~ finances are regulated by the government, which takes a levy
- from jts ad\'eruslng revenue, and it is subject to a Broadcast-
ing Act. The public legitimacy of these central cultural institu-
tions (which i is great) derives from their formal independence
from the state and from their obligation to provide “impartial”
‘and “balanced” news and current-affairs coverage.

‘At the beginning of the 1970s the formal adherence to
| lmpartml:t). which had only formerly been waived over race-
relations issues, was abandoned over Northern Ireland. This

shift came at a time when the British Army became increas-

- ingly involved in direct conflict with the IRA. As state pressure

for “responsible” broadcasting mounted, the broadcasting
. authorities began to develop detailed internal guidelines for

reporting the contlict. These included a virtual ban upon

interviews with members of illegal organizations, one which
has been so effective that only four such interviews have taken
place on the BBC to date. More importantly, Irish Republican
views, without knowing which the contlict cannot be under-
stood, have received little serious analysis. Both the BBC and
the IBA tightened controls on programs about Northern Ire-
land. The BBC, for instance, developed a system of “reference
upwards” under which editors and reporters wishing to pro-
duce stories about Northern Ireland had to take their requests
to the highest editorial levels of the organization. This had the
undoubted effect of deterring investigative reporting of
abuses by the state. such as the employment of torture or
“dirty tricks” by the security forces. Moreover. it has inhibited
an examination of the essentially political character of the
crisis, resulting in_an overemphasis upon manifestations of
violence. The 1BA, too, insisted upon viewing potentially con-
troversial stories made by the companies it regulates and, like

the BBC, has banned, censored, and delayed several pro-

grams. It is important to note that not only have news and
current-affairs reporting been inhibited but also dramatic
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"works and major historical documentaries dealing with the
roots of the Erish crisis have been censored or banned. Thus
the effective n_:striction'of public enlightenment has operated
across. the spectrum of programming. reinforcing the de-
ficiencies of the educational system and of the wider culture.
‘which provide no basis for an understanding of Britain’s im-
perial role vis-a-vis Ireland. ;

. -Over the years, the broadcasting authorities have developed

| three elements. First, they generally support the efforts of the
security forces in law enforcement. Second, they delegitimize

“extremism” and “terrorism.” especially that of the IRA, which

is presented as the principal enemy and as the initiating cause

of violence. Finally, there is a stress upon the avoidance of

“inflamatory” . coverage. The first two characteristics are
shared by much of the press. |

~ Nevertheless, there are real tensions in the relatonship be-

tween broadcasters and the state, and the past decade has
been spotted with a number of quite dramatic rows. One
typical instance occurred in July 1979. A BBC television pro-
gram interviewed a member of the group which claimed to

Conservative Party a few months earlier. The interview, given
the virtual ban in force, was really quite exceptional. Its
transmission produced an outburst of rage in Parliament, with
the Conservative Prime Minister. Mrs. Thatcher, saying: “1 am
quite appalled it was ever transmitted.” The opposition
Labour Party home-affairs spokesman joined in the chorus of
condemnation, calling the decision a “grave error.” _

" In its defense the BBC pointed out that it had considered
the matter carefully and that the last such interview had taken
place five years earlier. The BBC's Director of News and
Current Affairs argued that tromn time to time it was right "0
show the public by way of reminder who and what the ex-
tremists are” and that s

i

|a “public order” policy on Northern Ireland which contains

have assassinated the Northern Ireland spokesman of the

-t

S ey e &6 ST
.

b, ” = ‘ 3 t dix i o



“TERRORISM AND THE MEDIA " 95

the media have a very real contribution to make, in particular, a
contribution to the maintenance of the democracy which is
under threat, both by providing a forum where the harshest
‘differences of opinion can be aired. and by reporting and cou-
rageously investigating the unpalatable truths which underly.the
problems of the province.*!

This typical liberal defense did not impress- the: goverment,
" which instructed the Attorney-General to inv
the BBC could be-prosecuted under the Prevention of Ter-
‘rorism Act for withholding information likely to lead to the
apprehension of a terrorist. No prosecution was to eventuate.
However, a further twist was given to the existing techniques
for the intimidation of broadcasters. : '

The highly “responsible” way in which the British media

have reported political violence in Northern Ireland hardly
gives credence t6 that favorite argument of the counterin-
surgency experts and the politicians that the media (somehow)
produce violence on the streets. The political causes of such
disatfection lie elsewhere in fact, and far from producing
deleterious “contagious effects” one might instead argue that

the media frequently rally behind the state. Such a process

occurred when, for instance, Lord Mountbatten was assassi-
nated. Philip Elliott has labeled this an “affirmatory ritual,”
one in which press and broadcasting have emphasized the
integrity of the social order. Terrorism 1s represented as in-
human and irrational and as the very embodiment of en-
croaching chaos.*® ' : _

A few illustrations from the press coverage of Lord
Mountbatten's assassination in August 1979 will make this
point more concretely. The tone of the coverage was highly
reverential, almost sacral, given his kinship to ‘the Queen.

Mountbatten was presented as the epitome of the finest

@ The Litener, Juls 17. 1979, p, 74. . L

8 “press Performance as Political Riwal.” The Sociologrcal Review Monograph on the
Prew and Journalvsm. Keele University, torthcoming.

estigate whether
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~ par excellence. His passing was widely referred to as the “end of
- a legend." The newspaper and television programs ran
 stockpiled obituaries, interviews with acquaintances and

was widely interpreted as irrational, as that of “evil men” (Daily
Mail), “wicked assassins” (The Sun), “psychopathic thugs” (Daily
_Express), “murdering bastards” (Daily Star), as “cowardly and
senseless” (Financial Times) and as the product of “diseased

on the other, the virtues of an exemplary citizen whose death
is inexplicable. ' : guE

. Much less prominence was given to the simultaneous disas-
- 15 crack troops in an IRA ambush. A close reading of some

seeing the two linked incidents as an irrational exercise, saw
them rather as indicative of 2 more sophisticated strategy of
armed struggle. Only one newspaper printed in full the IRA
communiqué which specified the reasons for Mountbatten’s
killing. This talked of his assassination as “one of the dis.

people the continuing occupation of our country.”4¢

This brief sketch suffices to make the point that the or-
thodox view of the media as “willing victims” of the terrorists
~ 1s without foundation. It fails to attend to how the media
- routinely deny the rationality of antistate political violence and
~ how in some circumstances they invoke the sacred dimension
—extent to which the public accepts the invitation to participate
| in such rites remains open to investigation. The points made

® The Daily Mirrm. Aug. 28, 1979.

British qualities: soldier, hero, noble, statesman, family man

friends, and tributes from across the globe. The act of killing |

. minds rather than political calculation” (Daily Telegraph). .
~There was, therefore, a counterpoint between, on the one .
~ hand, the irrational and evil forces threatening the state and,

ter ‘which befell the British Army, namely. the killing of some

papers disclosed that sources in the security forces, far from.

criminating ways we can bring to the attention of the British

of nationhood to ward off subversive evil. The question of the
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rere are by no means peculiar to Britain: L
tance, has argued much the same for France."'

The process of ritual aftfirmation is quite spontaneous and
located within the hegemonic ideology. To indicate further
how conscious strategic calculation is at work in the British

model 100, let us consider a last example. A good instance is

that of the development of “voluntary self-restraint”™ by the
press in the reporting of sieges, kidnappings, and hostage-

takings. An agreement between the national media and the -

police in 1975 was initiated by the then Commissioner of the
Metr opulnan Police, Sir Robert Mark. The media were asked
to be * responsnble in their reporting in the interests of saving
human life. In practice, what was required was for them to
withhold. at the police’s request, information deemed to be of
use to kidnappers or hijackers. '

“The policy was rapidly tested at the Spaghettl House and
Balcombe Street sieges and in the case of a girl kidnapped for
ransom, incidents all of which occurred in 1975. During the
first siege, the media agreed to suppress news of the capture
of one of the gunmen’s accomplices. In the second, the BBC,
at the request of the police, broadcast the news that a crack
Special Air Service squad was present at the scene. The IRA
gunmen who were tuned in to radio broadcasts surrendered
rapidly. In the Kidnapping case, the police succeeded in
achieving a total news freeze for nine days in return for daily
press briefings, and the story was published only when the girl
was finally released unharmed. Such extensive cooperation
was unprecedented, and its success led to the London model
being extended to the provincial media.

Even greater cooperation was achieved during the siege of
the Iranian embassy in 1980.** In this case, radio, espeudll)_

~41Yyes Lavoinne. "Presse et cnhe-um\ sociale: le cas des prises d'otages,” Revue .

Srancaise de communication (Winter 1979): 35-41.

 This account draws upon my lengthy analysis of this siege. its implications. and.
the wider security and media policy background to it. CL. my paper “The Media

Politics of Siege-Management: Princes Gate. 1980." in Sereen Educanen (Winter 1981,
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~ the BBC's news service, was of crucial im
- because one of the ‘express objectives of the gunmen was
~ achieve some publicity for their views. The authorities had an
_equally express strategy of preventing them from com-
- municating their demands. One way in which this was
_ achieved was by cutting off all telex and telephone links be-
 tween the embassy and the outside world: these had been used

| gunmen had radio receiv
listen for news of ‘their demands bein
attrition could be aided by
licity objectives. The secur
because they had the embassy bugged. One of the extraordi-
nary twists in the tale lay in the fact that two BBC television

swsmen were among the captured hostages. It was they who
ansmitted the gunmen’s initial demands to their newsroom.,
Dne of these demands—a request for mediation by the ambas-

pdors of several Arab countries—was suppressed by the BBC
. the request of the British

) yield its control over the
C was taken into the confidence of the
Ppear, and its top officials were Privy to special security
iefings. The BBC became more deeply involved when one
its senior news executives was brou
pcess and was instrumental in ensuring that publicity was
ded for the release of some hostages. The close cooperation
the BBC and the Independent Television News Service
h the security forces seemed to mark a further step forward

the absorption of the broadcast media into the crisis-

g met, so the process of
delaying the achievement of pub-

authorities, it would

'd_occur only because of the longer-term strategy of seek-.
- The control-of publicity at-the Iranjan embassy was an
gral element in a siege-management approach which
tually led to a shoot-out using.the Special Air Service.
fi TR > ok - -
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at first by the media to make contact with the gunmen. The
ers and constantly monitored them to

ity forces' knew what these were

government, which was unwilling
bargaining process. In return, the

ght into the bargaining

lagement apparatus of the state. But such a development

cooperation which had been pursued throughout the dec- -
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~ Future Directions

~ This essay has presented a critique of the orthodox assump-
tions concerning the media reporting of what Chomsky and
Herman call “retail terrorism.” Given the evident importance
of this topic, there is surprisingly little writing on it which has

‘been informed by am focused research. There would seem to
~ be an” urgent “need for an investigation into’ existing policies
-and national debates on “terrorism and the media” in Western
‘ capitalist democracies. The orthodox arguments, which derive
. from the instrumental preoccupations of a national-security-
minded officialdom, point in the perilous direction of in- -
~creased censorship .and enhanced secrecy. Before further
' progress is made down that restrictive road, some dis-

passionate analysis, addressed to the widest possible public, of
the real significance of publicity in present struggles to “sup-
press terrorism” would seem to be called for. _

Some of the lineaments of an approach to the problem have
been set out here. Unquestionably., we need to pay careful
attention to the specific forms of political violence within a
given state and to their causation. Detailed attention needs to
be given to the organization of national media systems and the
ways in which they articulate with the state. A comparative
approach would have the merit of highlighting how national
peculiarities have affected the evolution of psychological-
warfare strategies. Such a systematic study of the dialectical

interplay between media, political violence, and the state has
hardlv begun.*®

% \ research projett altmg the lines indicated, \tllltll l am r.culrrcctmp, is I its
initial stages at Thames Polvtechnic. : ?
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