CLOSE UP ON CONTROVERSY

Media War-Making:  The First Gulf War


In 1990, when the U.S. was deciding whether to respond to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, every network television news program carried the story of Nayirah, a 15-year-old Kuwaiti girl who had testified before Congress.  Nayirah, who was identified as a hospital worker, told the hearing, “I saw the Iraqi soldiers come into the hospital with guns.  They took the babies out of the incubators…and left the children to die on the cold floor.”
  Her evidence was mentioned often in the debates that led to the Gulf war against Iraq.  With each telling the number of incubator deaths seemed to increase, reaching 312 at one point.  After the war it was revealed that Nayirah’s false testimony was the centerpiece of a $11.5 million campaign by the Hill and Knowlton public relations firm, paid for by the Kuwaiti government.  The coverage of the hearings was supplied to television stations as a video news release that was part of the campaign. It was also revealed that Nayirah was not a simple hospital worker, but the daughter of Kuwait’s ambassador to the U.S.

The use of public relations tactics in an issue as serious as whether or not a nation goes to war worried many critics, who fear that countries might enter into bloody wars based on false information.  Still, the practice continues unabated.   Today, the Internet has become a major tool for wartime public relations.  The 1999 conflict with Yugoslavia was dubbed “Web War I,” the first Internet war.  Computers and e-mail were common in Yugoslavia, allowing everyone from Kosovar militia fighters to Serbian bureaucrats to post their views and explanations of their policy.  Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic operated his own web site at www.serbia-info.com that provided his own spin on events.  Several anti-bombing demonstrations in big cities like Chicago were coordinated by the Serbian Unity Congress through its web site at www.suc.org.  The site posted dates and times to gather for protests, along with suggestions for protest slogans like "Hey, Clinton hey.  How many kids did you kill today?" The U.S. State Department and NATO also created home pages for the conflict, to state their policies and counteract Milosevic’s propaganda.
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