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The Persian Gulf War

The Persian Gulf War, also known as Operation Desert Storm, officially started during the late night of January 16 and early morning of January 17, 1991 when air attacks on Iraqi targets began.  This was the day the United States became involved with military action; however, the conflict in Kuwait began months earlier.  Tensions had existed between Iraq and Kuwait for many years.  The tensions go back to the time Kuwait was granted independence from Britain.  Iraq believed that Kuwait should be part of Iraq because Kuwait had been part of the Ottomon Empire in Southern Iraq until 1899.  Iraq eventually gave up its claim and recognized Kuwait as a country in 1963.  Yet, even with Iraq’s recognition of Kuwait the tensions continued.  The relations between Iraq and Kuwait improved during the Iran-Iraq war when Kuwait helped Iraq financially.  After the war though, the tensions between the two countries returned when Iraq made several complaints against Kuwait, these complaints mainly concerned monetary issues.  Then in the summer of 1990, Iraq forces unexpectedly began to mobilize near the Kuwaiti border.  Most countries did not see this mobilization as a large threat, as they thought that Iraq was mainly trying to intimidate Kuwait, but, to the surprise of many, Iraq attacked Kuwait in the early morning of August 2, 1990.  The Iraqi troops easily overwhelmed the small, inexperienced Kuwaiti army.  The Iraqi soldiers were able to quickly overtake Kuwait City, the capital, and gain complete control of the country.

A week after the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, an international force gathered in Saudi Arabia, a country that shares a border with both Kuwait and Iraq.  The international force, or coalition, included many countries from all over the world.  The countries involved in the coalition were involved in many different ways, from providing troops to providing financial support to contributing ships and air forces.  This initial force from the coalition was intended to prevent further Iraqi action.  On November 29, 1990, the United Nations Security Council passed a resolution to allow member states to “use all necessary means” to force Iraq from Kuwait if Iraq was still in the country after January 15, 1995.  This led to the air attacks of Iraqi targets on January 17, when Iraq had failed to withdraw from Kuwait. Almost every member of the coalition supported these air attacks.

The media coverage of the war began instantly, however, not necessarily the way the media would have chosen to cover this event.  While trying t cover the war the media did not have enough information to give full reports. They also had governmental restrictions placed on what they were allowed to cover.  In this paper I will look at the news coverage of the Persian Gulf War starting the day the air attacks began and the few days following. While looking at this topic I will also be focusing on the media through The New York Times’ coverage.

At the beginning of the air attacks, the media devoted nonstop coverage of the event.  This event was a major story and extremely newsworthy.  Also, it was an event that concerned the people of United States, and the people wanted to know everything that had happened and all of the new developments.  The television news stations, such as CNN and the major networks, devoted all of their broadcast time to the Persian Gulf the first couple days of the attacks.  These networks promised 24-hour coverage of the events in the Persian Gulf to keep the public up to date and fully informed.  However, they were not able to report the way they had planned.   The media was finding out that there simply was not enough information to fill all of the time they had planned.  As the New York Times had reported on January 18, “…as the networks carried on yesterday with what they had promised would be 24-hour coverage of the war against Iraq.  After the excitement of Wednesday night (January 16, 1991), however, they were finding that 24 hours was a lot of time to cover a war that was far out of camera’s range” (Goodman).

The media was straining to fill their airtime.  They just did not have enough new information for the round the clock news coverage of the attacks that they were determined to show.  The television media seemed to cover anything they felt was related to the war.  “Every available military analyst was drafted, and maps, charts and diagrams came into play.  Much of the day was filled with accessory reports like the surge in stock prices and the drop in oil prices, antiwar protests and precautions against terrorism” (Goodman).  The television media was desperate to fill up the time that they had, since they did not have many pictures of the events overseas and there just were not many new developments often enough for them.  According to The New York Times, some producers were so desperate to fill up time that some even “brought on psychologists and psychiatrists to talk about the mind of Saddam Hussein and the effects of war on mental health, not so much of those being bombed as of those doing the bombing and their loved ones” (Goodman).   In other words, the media was devoting time to the mental health and the emotions of Americans and others involved in the bombing of Iraq targets instead of the people on the other end of the bombing.  To some people this was appropriate though, since it was the American media and they were covering the mental health affects of the Americans.  The media was filling time by explaining to the American people how this war was likely to affect their own people.  

When action picked up the media was there to cover it, and were very excited that there was new information.  When there was a new development, they were quickly included in the broadcasts.  For example, here is a quote from the New York Times that shows how the media jumped at a new development and even played it up, “Not until shortly after 7 P.M. did drama return with reports of a missile attack on Israel (by Iraq).  Both Martin Fletcher of NBC and Dean Reynolds of AMC delivered their reports through gas masks, which their anchors insisted they put on….Suddenly, the coverage regained the urgency of the first night.  The next three hours were a commotion of changing, conflicting and often confusing reports on the number of casualties and missiles, on whether the missiles carried chemical warheads and on whether Israel would retaliate” (Goodman).  This quote shows the way the media jumped at every new lead, even when they did not have the full story.

A couple days into the war, the media coverage began to lighten.  The newspapers were devoting less of their space to the war, and the television stations were beginning to show less coverage and get back to normal programs.  As the New York Times reported on January 22 in an article by Bill Carter, “The television networks said yesterday that they were trying to scale back the amount of live coverage they were devoting to the war in the Persian Gulf” (Carter, “Networks Cutting Back on Live War Coverage”).  The networks were trying to get away from the little stories that did not provide any real information and were not necessary.  According the “Networks Cutting Back on Live War Coverage,” an article in the The New York Times, “Specifically, network executives said they were trying to get away from covering small developments in the story as well as full live coverage of every military briefing” (Goodman).  Instead of showing 24 hour coverage two networks, ABC and NBC, lengthened their evening newscasts to two hours, ABC and CBS had brief updates every hour with any developments concerning the war, and all three of the major networks had news programs at 11:30 P.M every night to summarize the developments of the day.  This move was made, as stated in Bill Carter’s article, because, “’It is now reaching a stage where not everything that moves is news,’ said the executive, Joanna Bistany, vice president of ABC News.  ‘We’re not going on for the sake of going on.  The public is more informed now,’” (Goodman).

Another major problem the media ran into while covering the Gulf War was the restrictions that were placed on the press by the government.  At the start of this war the government would not release many details to the media.  As early as January 18, only the second day into the reporting of the attacks on Iraq, the New York Times printed the article, “The Press; Government’s Strict Orders Limit Reports,” that discussed the restrictions that the government had issued.  The beginning of the article read, “A strict information policy has been imposed by the Bush Administration on the war against Iraq, with few specific details being make available to reporters and the public about the first day of the bombing against targets in Baghdad and Kuwait” (Lewis).  One of the main reasons the government did not release as much information to the public that the press would have liked was because they did not want to give any information to the enemy.  In the article stated earlier, it reads, “The Defense Department has been reluctant to divulge details, officials contend, both because it is too early to know some things with certainty and because they fear the Iraqi military may learn something from such reports,” (Lewis).  The government officials refused to answer many of the questions the media asked because they did not want to release certain information. They also limited the amount of time the press had with government officials, for example they did not hold as many Pentagon briefings as people would have expected.

Not only did the government offer little information to the press, but they also limited much of the media access to the reporters that were part of a press pool.  As Neil A. Lewis reported, “the Pentagon adopted rules that limit coverage of hostilities to reporters assembled in officially escorted groups, known as pools” (Lewis, “The Press; Government’s Strict Orders Limit Reports”).  In addition to being part of these press pools, the reporting by these journalists were subject to a “’security review’ by military officers before the information could be disseminated” (Lewis, “The Press;”).  With these press pools and “security reviews” the United States government reverted back to censorship of the press.  Lewis reported this in his article which said, “Both print and video reports were screened, and while there did not appear to be significant censorship of the earliest dispatches, reporters said some deletions were made by military officers” (Lewis).

The media claimed that the government was so restrictive with the media that it was the most restrictive time period since the Korean War.  In Lewis’ article he said, “The reporting regulations are the most restrictive since the Korean War and in some ways even more so, since reporters then were not confined to escorted pools.  American reporters generally accepted censorship in both world wars and Korea, but there were few restrictions on reporting in Vietnam: reporters were free to make their way around the battle front and their reports were not screened,” (Lewis, “The Press;”).  Many people believed that the restrictions during the Gulf War were a result of the press during the Vietnam War.  Due to the way the press acted during Vietnam, the government felt as if they could not be trusted to have complete freedom.

Due to government’s restrictions the media was limited to what they could report.  The media had to work with this roadblock, but they also let the public know.  They informed the public about the fact that the government would not release much information.  In his New York Times article Neil A. Lewis let the public know how the government was handling the media, and this is only one example of the press telling the public what they were up against.  In this article not only did Lewis report on the limitations set by the government, but he also gave reactions of member of the press.  An example of this is: “Michael Getler, the assistant managing editor for foreign news for The Washington Post, said he was dismayed by the restricted flow of information.  ‘It seems to me that 24 hours after the first strike they should be able to provide a more detailed assessment as to what’s happened,’ he said,” (Lewis, “The Press;”).  At the same time, there were others involved in the media that did not like the small amount of information the government was releasing but understood the government’s actions.  “Timothy J. Russert, vice president and Washington bureau chief of NBC News, said the restrictive flow of information was making news reporting difficult.  ‘Not only do we not have pictures, but we don’t have words,’ he said.  Timothy Russert expressed sympathy with Pentagon officials, who said they were sorting out the information themselves, and said his correspondents were doing the best they could under the circumstances” (Lewis, “The Press;”).

With this information though, the American people were able to see how much the media depended on the government for information.  Without the government handing over information to the press, they did not have any information to publish for the public.  During at least this part of the Gulf War the media relied on the government for news stories.  This can be a dangerous habit though, especially during times of crisis.  If the media is in desperate need of developing news to fill their airtime, the government can get almost anything published.  In other words, the media can easily be used as a propaganda tool for the government.  Some may see the fact that the majority of the information in the media is directly from the government as beneficial because the government would seem to be the best source since they are the ones directly involved. Yet, it is also important to remember that the government does not always give the public complete and entirely honest information.

To think of the media coverage during these first few days of the Gulf War, it may be helpful to think about the media coverage of the recent terrorist attacks in America.  In many ways the coverage at the beginning of the Persian Gulf war was quite similar to the media coverage of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. on September 11, 2001.  For several days all of the major networks, news channels, and many entertainment cable stations devoted all of their broadcast time to these events.  This is a method that may be seen in the United States when an important event occurs that affects a large proportion of our nation.  There were many similarities of the media coverage of these two events.  When the television stations began devoting 24-hour news coverage, they were finding, as in the Gulf War, that there was not enough new information to fill the space.  They also showed charts and maps, called in specialists to give their opinions, and had psychiatrists and psychologists explaining how this would affect the people of the United States.  Another similarity in the media coverage of these two events was the newspaper coverage.  In both of these events a large portion of each newspaper was devoted soley to the crisis at hand.  They covered all of the information that they had available.  The majority of the other news, that is anything that did not concern the major event, was given little space in the newspapers.  Despite these similarities, there was one large difference between the coverage of these two events.  This was the fact that there were many pictures and film clips of the actual terrorist attacks and destruction caused by the attacks. This meant that during the time periods where there were no new developments, the television stations had the option of showing clips and photographs of the actual attacks and the resulting destruction.

The air attacks on Iraqi targets were a major newsbreak for the press.  These attacks were an event that the press in America felt deserved their entire attention.  They took the reporting on the beginning of the Gulf War very seriously, and they were determined to give the American people all of the latest news, this included devoting 24-hour television coverage to the event the majority of every newspaper.  However, their idea of how they were going to cover this even was much better than the reality of how they were actually able to cover the event.  The media had many roadblocks in front of them that made it difficult to report on the war.  First of all, there was not enough information available to them to cover all of the time that they had hoped there would be.  The media did not have enough pictures to fill in space, and they did not have many new leads the first couple days.  Part of the reason they had so little information was the fact that the government was not releasing much news.  The government was afraid the information given to the press would end up in the wrong hands.  In addition to simply not giving the American press information, the government also censored some of the press.  This is an idea that goes against much of what freedom of the press is all about in America, but the government did it anyway because they felt it was a way to protect the America military.  This was considered a restrictive time in American history as far as the media was concerned.  

