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Disinformation: Truth is the Virus

Jolaina Nasseri


The war in Iraq and the media attention it has gathered has resulted in a mass of information being spread from the Gulf to other parts of the world.  No doubt, tensions arise between journalists’ wanting to report on conflict and military actions and the military’s concern regarding security and ‘too much information’. As a result, we have an influx of information, the truth of which no one is the wiser for.
The growth of information tools like the Internet has increased drastically the amount of information that we are bombarded with daily. We rely on the mass media to obtain information and news, ranging from health issues to interest rates. It is a common held belief that we will be able to obtain fair and accurate news and information from the mass media. But this is not always the case, especially when discussing controversial issues and during times of war. So what is real and how do we know what has been fabricated and edited?


Frankly speaking, war is good for the media business as war involves stories about trial and tribulation, heroism and tragedy, exciting pictures and quotes, etc. During these times, newspaper sales increase while television and radio ratings skyrocket. It is safe to say that media wars exist side by side with real wars. They are a sort of desensitised version of the real war. Media wars cater to the majority who treat war as a spectacle, a sort of gruesome type of entertainment. 


Media is a double-edged sword as it can serve to spread ‘honest’ news and information and also propaganda and misinformation. This is possible as news coming out of war zones is subjected to all sorts of influences ranging from military censorship to decency and taste.
 Also, there is the hard question posed to every journalist: to be objective or to be patriotic?
 One way to answer this question is to understand what propaganda and misinformation really is.


The first institute for propaganda was set up in order to improve the dissemination of religious dogmas. The origins of the word ‘propaganda’ can be traced back to the Reformation when the Catholic Church was struggling to maintain its influence on non-Catholic countries. The word came to de associated with any organisation whose aim was to spread doctrines, then to the doctrine itself and finally to the methods used to disseminate the doctrine. Historically, propaganda has been linked to the Ministry for Public Enlightenment and Propaganda run by Joseph Goebbels for the Nazi’s. The Soviet Union established Department D (which stands for ‘dexinformatsia’) in the KGB. It forged documents, false quotations, misleading rumours and other false claim of events, policies or relationships.
 Even the British and the Americans had their Ministry of Information and an Office of War Information respectively. 


Propaganda and disinformation are similar in the way they lead people to believe in something. Propaganda is sometimes based in fact, but twisted in a certain manner to provoke certain desires or wants. Politicians and campaigners are the ones who usually employ propaganda to get their ideas across. On the other hand, disinformation is the diffusion of incomplete, inaccurate and false information with the intent on misleading others about the truth. The motives behind disinformation are usually political. Deception is probably similar to disinformation as it is defined as “causing another to believe what is not true; to mislead or ensnare”.


Propaganda relies on the poor memory of the public, their indifference or their gullibility. For it to be effective, it has to drown out everything else. In other words, repeat a lie enough times and it will eventually become the truth. It is worth mentioning that according to Goebbel, propaganda news should be as accurate and as credible as possible.
 According to him, propaganda is always in danger of falling victim to its own spin. When this happens, spin mongers start living in a day to day basis, each day creating a new lie and thus bringing themselves deeper and deeper into their delusion. 


However, propaganda does not have much holding power. In the short run, it rides on the waves of enthusiasm but as time passes, the public is able to ask questions and find facts, thus rendering propaganda useless.
 Another reason lies in the fact that nowadays, we have so many alternate means of obtaining information, the Internet playing a major role in opening up these new doors for us.


Disinformation, on the other hand, uses the public as a means to spread even more disinformation.
 Therefore, the journalist selling disinformation could be considered much more dangerous than the drug pusher could as the latter delivers the goods, while the former only delivers lies.


Propaganda and misinformation has always existed in times of war.
 It is no longer considered a bad thing and has been sanitised so much that nowadays, it is openly acknowledged as part of the good military strategy. This type of military strategy also includes censoring and monitoring journalists’ movements and reports, destroying evidence, lying about locations and giving out false statements. But don’t the people deserve to know what is really going on? Some argue that it is in the interests of the public that information is withheld while others think that keeping vital information from the public should be considered a serious crime. The latter seems even more powerful when coupled with the fact that information is usually withheld from the public with the intention of securing public opinion for the government. 


Journalists and reporters play a vital role in society. They (should) provide an independent source of (accurate) information, historical, political and social milieu to make sense of those facts and to air the widest range of views available. Somewhere along the line, all this changed. Nowadays, journalists and reporters readily discard their journalistic integrity in order to sell more papers, please more ‘powerful’ people, keep their jobs, etc. These journalists and reporters are often times referred to as embedded. This means that they do their work not according to their morals but by what they are told to do. Journalists and reporters who not only rode with military units but also followed their rules did the most important coverage of the war in Iraq. Some of those rules were that they not travel independently
, all interviews had to be ‘on the record’ in order to ensure nothing too critical was said and that officers had the power to censor or temporarily restrict any transmissions in the name of ‘operational security’.
 Therefore, not surprisingly, much of the news coming out of the region was devoid of any useful information. What the reporters and journalist probably succeeded in doing was to propagate propaganda of US bravery.


Dissent and being critical of how our governments handle situations does not make us any less patriotic, in fact, we are helping to tell the government what we really want. However, the path in front of the dissenter is not looking bright in these advanced times. If you work in an American university, you could lose your job and be blacklisted. If you are a human rights activist in the States, you could be charged with civil disobedience. But dissenting is what we need now more than ever. What with the US enacting the Domestic Security Enhancement Act, also known as the Patriot ActⅡ. This new bill will give the government new powers for surveillance, wiretapping, detention and criminal prosecution. Limits appointed by courts on police infiltration and the disruption of dissident political groups would be abolished and the government would be exonerated from disclosing information on individuals arrested for terrorism inquisition.
 Having said that, it is worth mentioning that dissent is on the rise. People from all walks of life are getting up and voicing their dissatisfaction.
 Even parents of soldiers have stepped up and filed a litigation suit against Bush, challenging his jurisdiction to wage war without a congressional hearing.
 


So how do we fight propaganda and misinformation and how do we find out what is the real truth? It is imperative that we become critical of any information we come across. Disinformation and propaganda cannot affect the thinking. Media workers should also disassociate themselves from the movers and shakers in governments. Journalists have grown too dependent on leaks and handouts from those in power.
 We need to return to assertive and carefully researched reporting. The first amendment needs to be defended if it is to be saved from ridicule.
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