CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY

Hating America

Anti-Americanism.  Nothing has so stunned Americans in the twenty-first Century as the idea that people of other countries dislike them, sometimes enough to devote their lives to killing American civilians.

If there were doubts, they were dispelled with the attacks on the World Trade Center of September 11, 2001.  The attacks had been planned for maximum media coverage, as well as maximum civilian casualties.  The terrorists timed their assault so that every television and radio outlet in the country was covering the blaze in Tower 1 as a second airliner hit Tower 2.  A stunned audience watched at home as people in the towers jumped 1000 feet to certain death.  Nearly 3000 innocent people died in the attack--more fatalities than occurred at Pearl Harbor.  While American audiences reeled from the tragedy, they were additionally shocked by the reaction of some people overseas.  News programs even showed clips of a small group of people in the Mid-East celebrating the attacks.

 
The anti-American reactions overseas grew worse as America reacted to the terrorist attacks.  The U.S. invasion of Afghanistan and, after a long build-up, the incursion into Iraq, resulted in demonstrations on the streets of dozens of countries, including nations that had been considered America’s strongest friends, such as England , Germany, and Japan.

The news coverage overseas differed markedly from the coverage at home.  Al Jazeera, the all-news cable TV network based in Qatar, broadcast graphic pictures of Iraqi civilian victims that were never seen on American TV.  As American stations were calling the Iraqi action a “war of liberation,” Al Jazeera was calling it an “invasion.”  Al Jazeera was reporting that American officials “claimed” certain facts while Iraqi officials “reported” theirs.  American media did the opposite.   Even the media of those supposedly friendly countries seemed to turn against the United States.  A cover picture in Der Spiegel, the German newsweekly, showed explosions in Baghdad under the caption: "Terror Bombing for Freedom."

How could the perceptions of people overseas be so different from those of people in America?  Many Americans just assumed that the media of other countries were biased against the United States, and the people of those countries were therefore uninformed.  But research studies conducted by American universities suggested that many Americans were also uninformed.  One study, for example, showed that in the days leading up to the war in Iraq, 48 percent of Americans thought that the US had established the existence of a close link between Iraq and al-Qaida, the terrorist organization responsible for the September 11 attacks; 22 percent thought the U.S. had found weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, and 25 percent believed that most countries in the world supported the U.S. military action against Iraq.
  Many critics believed that corporate control of the media was responsible for the misinformation that Americans believed.

It was indeed a confusing time in the world of media.
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