CLOSE UP ON CONTROVERSY

Was It Newsweek’s Fault?

It was only a one-sentence item in Newsweek’s “Periscope” section, but somehow it led to 17 deaths in five days of rioting in Afghanistan.  The May 9, 2005 item reported that a Koran, the holy book of Islam, had been flushed down the toilet by guards at the U.S. military prison in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.  


Newsweek apologized and retracted the story, saying that it had been based on a confidential source -- a "senior U.S. government official" -- who later said that he was not sure whether the story was true.   "Just as citizens, we feel badly about the fact that there's been a rash of violence. . . . Clearly, that was not our intent in publishing what we thought was a solid news item," said Newsweek Editor Mark Whitaker.  "Whatever facts we got wrong, we apologize for.”
  

Critics seized upon the story as the latest in a series of media blunders at such respected news organizations as the New York Times, USA Today and CBS News.  Among the most vocal critics were government spokespeople.  At the Pentagon, one such official said that Newsweek "hid behind anonymous sources which by their own admission do not withstand scrutiny. Unfortunately, they cannot retract the damage that they have done to this nation or those who were viciously attacked by those false 

allegations."


Many critics insisted that Newsweek was directly responsible for the riots.  Critics on the other side of the issue, however, insisted that Newsweek was being used as a scapegoat.  One stated, “The administration has been so successful at bullying the news media in order to cover up its own fictions and failings in Iraq that it now believes it can get away with pinning some 17 deaths on an errant single sentence.”


Further analysis of the incident showed that the anger over the Newsweek report had been exploited by some religious and political groups in Afghanistan, including the ousted fundamentalist Taliban regime.  These groups knew that the populace already had other sources of resentment against the United States, including prisoner abuse, civilian deaths in U.S. military actions, and the feeling that U.S. influence was vulgarizing the traditional Islamic society of Afghanistan.  Said one conservative Muslim intellectual:  "Our constitution says Islam should be respected, but in our capital, people are drinking liquor and half-naked girls are dancing on TV."

Media scholars were interested in the way word had spread about the alleged desecration.  It had been reported in an American newsmagazine that few Afghanis had ever heard of.  It was then disseminated by Afghani newspapers and radio and television stations that did not exist just two years earlier; but most importantly the Internet played a crucial role in what was later seen as a public relations ploy by anti-American groups.  These media-savvy groups had distributed news of the item to the Web sites of local mosques.

Media scholars also pointed out that the incident showed how important the book is as a form of mass media.  In fact, desecrating a copy of the Koran is punishable by death in Pakistan, Afghanistan and many other Islamic countries.  Some Muslims consider a non-Muslim even touching the Koran to be a desecration.

For many media scholars, nothing better symbolized the changing state of world media than these riots and their aftermath.   They showed the power of the world’s oldest medium—the book—and its newest—the Internet.   And they showed how controversial some media practices, such as coverage of war-torn areas, mention of religion, and the use of confidential, unnamed sources, can be.
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