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Praise for Kill the Messenger


“This is an important piece of work that has been exhaustively researched and written with humility and assurance. Maria Armoudian plunges in beyond the headlines and the mind-numbing television images and the celebrity pundits shouting at one another—what suffices for ‘mainstream journalism’ today. Instead, she takes us on an eye-opening journey into the struggles of people around the world. From Mexico, Nazi Germany, and Northern Ireland to Taiwan and Rwanda, Senegal and Yugoslavia, she provides the painful history, the deep background, and the authentic understanding most of us have been sorely missing for too long. Her book is both a moving documentary exploration of the darker side of our humanity and a hopeful prescription for our future. She has taken the media, the history, and the culture of these countries and woven it all into a cautionary tale that one won't soon forget.”


—Michael Paradies Shoob, filmmaker of Driven and Bush's Brain


“Maria Armoudian has written a fascinating book that combines the rigors of academic scholarship with the lucidity of journalistic writing at its finest. In today's world the media plays an increasingly important role on all sides of a conflict. It can foment fear and resentment against another group or nation that leads to widespread carnage, terrorism, and genocide; it can also mobilize people against entrenched authorities and empower the oppressed. It is therefore of little surprise that the messengers are at once embraced as heroes and targeted for violent retribution. Armoudian's penetrating insights into the role of the media are sure to enhance our knowledge in the academic community and make compelling reading for a much wider audience. I congratulate Maria Armoudian for her exemplary effort.”


—Dipak K. Gupta, Fred J. Hansen Professor of Peace Studies and Distinguished Professor in Political Science, San Diego State University


“Maria Armoudian wisely and insightfully inspires us to look at the character of the messenger who delivers today's news. This book should be read by anyone concerned with the fate of the world, which should be everyone.”


—Thomas M. Kostigen, Dow Jones MarketWatch Ethics Monitor columnist and New York Times bestselling author
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Karl Marx was not a militant on the barricades but a journalist who wrote frequently for the New York Herald Tribune on great issues of the day, like the American Civil War. But when he retired to the London Library to write of capitalism and history, he seemed to forget the power of the pen, instead conceiving of murky “material contradictions” as the key origin of consciousness and historical cycles. Nearly a century later, my sociological hero C. Wright Mills commented that it was easy to overlook the role of mass media because “in Marx's day, there was no radio, no movies, no television; only printed matter, which…was in such shape that it was possible for an enterprising individual to start up a newspaper or magazine.”1


Given the times in which he lived, Marx can be forgiven for thinking the essential struggle was over the means of material production, even if he himself was a working journalist and not a factory producer. As late as the early 1960s, as an ambitious young university newspaper editor, I was hardly aware of the power residing in the media either. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) made us aware of the power of photos of beaten protesters and the practical urgency of press releases bringing northern media attention to southern injustice.


But it was not until Marshall McLuhan's Understanding Media (1964) and The Medium Is the Message (1967) that Marxism became completely inverted, that is, the media that had been considered mere “superstructure” for Marx now became the material basis of consciousness itself. In a typical observation, McLuhan merrily announced that “Heidegger surf-boards along on the electronic wave as triumphantly as Descartes rode the mechanical waves.” A historical shift toward digital cognition, from the printing press to the computer, was unleashed. The endless struggle of the many against the few changed from a battle over the means of material production to one over who controls the production of information. The new corporate serfs surfed the Web. The Canon became more powerful than the cannon. Something called media studies all but replaced Marxism and coexists now alongside gender, racial, and environmental studies in the core university curriculum.


This environment is the setting for this book on the media's role in a number of the world's bloodiest and most persistent conflicts, including those in the former Yugoslavia, South Africa, Rwanda, Nazi Germany, Bosnia, Northern Ireland, Chile, Mexico, and Taiwan, and addressing violence against young girls and the debate over global warming. The author, Maria Armoudian, is an Armenian by background, which might explain her personal engagement in these long and painful struggles over identity. She is the host of a weekly talk show on KPFK, the Pacifica radio station in Los Angeles, and a fellow in political science and international relations at the Center for International Studies at the University of Southern California.


Armoudian tells each of these horror stories with a fine journalist's eye for drama and narrative, as well as the unique ability that certain journalists have to focus on unspeakable episodes that most people prefer not to know or pass on to their children. In fastening her attention to so much pain, she also finds threads of redemption in the bravery of so many journalists. Hundreds of journalists (to be exact, 850 since 1992, and 72 in 2009 alone) have been killed as eyewitnesses to violence. These people were not detached and neutral bystanders; given the growth of secrecy, journalists are an enemy to the institutions they cover.


This work is a survey of media patterns in conflict and crisis situations. But it is clear from Armoudian's account that the “mainstream media,” whether state or corporate controlled, have largely acted as an instrument for shielding government, corporate, or military interests. There are exceptions—for example, in the case of special investigative reporters, or for media that find niche markets with a countercultural bias—but in general, the “mainstream media” reflect the status quo. We lack a new C. Wright Mills to take this question further and reveal whether there are interlocking directorates, for example, that connect the supposedly independent media with the interests of the state or corporations.


Take the case of Iraq and Afghanistan. Are there top journalists today who are “assets” of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) as there were in the 1950s? The matter is shrouded in secrecy. Or are there social connections that produce a common mind-set, as in the case of the New York Times’ Judith Miller, who wrote the misleading front-page articles about mysterious aluminum tubes that shaped the official justification for the 2003 Iraq invasion? Is it only accidental that in a “free media in our free society,” virtually no mainstream editorials have appeared to urge the withdrawal of all our troops from Iraq and Afghanistan—an opinion shared by as many as 25 to 50 percent of the American people, depending on how the survey questions are asked?


If the media fail their critical function in the run-up to wars, it is also true that the media sometimes serve to interrupt the war makers when doubt has spread into key institutions, as in the case of the 1971 Pentagon Papers disclosures by the New York Times or the 2010 publication of the WikiLeaks documents by the Times, Guardian, and Der Spiegel. Are papers like the Times capable of intellectual growth on their own, are they responsive to complaints from the reader market, or do their editors and publishers represent particular viewpoints within the national elites? How are individuals chosen to be on their editorial boards? What are the roles of their publishers? Who decides to delay a story at the request of the White House or the Pentagon? We simply don't understand the internal processes, which are kept opaque by the same journalists who demand transparency of others. But obviously the mainstream media is not a monolith, though it moves in mysterious ways.


But Armoudian does suggest the cutting-edge role of an “independent media,” the underground press, and more recently the blogosphere, in reporting important news far ahead of the mainstream. This is not a new phenomenon, as she notes. The story of the My Lai Massacre in Vietnam was reported first by a passionate young reporter for the Pacific News Service, Seymour Hersh, who soon after became one of the country's leading investigative journalists at the New York Times.


When I began writing and reporting, the concept of an “investigative reporter” was unknown—or at least unmentioned—in the schools of journalism and among budding writers. The niche of investigative journalism grew in the default of mainstream journalism and was incorporated (along with the editorial-opinion page) as a response to the rapid growth of the counterculture and so-called underground papers in every city and on every campus in the country. Publications like Ramparts went further, not only scooping the mainstream media but becoming glossy and successful in their time.


Armoudian gets it right that social movements invent their own media and propaganda organs, shedding light on conditions that otherwise go unreported but that, in time, gain the attention of the mainstream media and the wider public. They also reflect an alternative community of meaning to the media narratives that typically reduce the news of protests to fringe or violent behavior. The alternative media wrests control of the all-important naming process from the elite media and hands it to writers and spokespersons who represent the authentic voices of protest. They provide vital information, a sense of belonging, and direction for those at the current margins. They do not wait for the mainstream media to catch up. They begin to embody a new ethic: We write ourselves into history. We write, therefore we exist. (Or is it, perhaps, we exist, therefore we write?)


I am not sure that media studies, as an analytic framework, can see that “all the news that is fit to print” is itself a wholly inadequate description of the journalistic mission. The very phrase “fit to print” suggests a censorial and elitist standard. Real news—like the four North Carolina students who began the sit-in movement in February 1960—is not really news as conventionally defined when it is most important, at the moment of its inception. There is a response to McLuhan that says the revolution will not be televised—at least not at its birth.


Mills believed that the differences separating a “community of publics” from a “mass society” were fourfold: (1) in the ratio between givers of opinion and recipients; (2) in the possibility of answering back; (3) whether there were possibilities of acting on information; and (4) whether people have “genuine autonomy from instituted authority.”2 In a “public,” he wrote, “virtually as many people express opinions as receive them,” “public communications are so organized that there is a chance immediately and effectively to answer back,” there are “ready outlets for effective action,” and “authoritative institutions do not penetrate the public, which is thus more or less autonomous in its operations.”


How far we are from the autonomous public, one might say, especially after reading Armoudian's accounts. But Mills too was a journalist, though describing himself professionally as an academic sociologist. Through his opinionated works, he became more than an objective observer but was participatory observer as well. He realized that through his writings and criticisms he could alter the subject matter at hand. The “subject matter” included his own role.




Where Mills was very much a loner, a whole generation of Maria Armoudians has become media reformers, a collective presence inside and outside the media world representing a journalistic community of conscience.3 Instead of viewing media as an objective institution, she sees herself and her peers as inescapably part of its dynamics. Her most interesting chapter, I believe, is the final one, in which she conceives of building a better media as part of building a better society, complete with a concrete and international code of conduct for all journalists. Her closing image, drawn from the Quaker tradition, is one of journalists who are “holding candles to the darkness.” May more be drawn to this moral core of a profession at risk.
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History can be recounted in many ways and seen through many lenses. This book looks at some of the last century's most profound historical developments through the lens of media and their contributions. But as with any such approach, when one focuses on a particular aspect, or “frame,” of a history, one is bound to lose some other facets. That is the essence of “framing,” a key concept in this book that pertains to selecting, organizing, and distilling massive quantities of information into something more understandable and meaningful. We make decisions largely based on frames—decisions that collectively affect the fate of the world.


Each of the following chapters first takes you squarely into the lives of a few men and women who experienced—and often helped shape—some of the most dramatic and excruciating developments of the last century. Through their lives and experiences, the chapters explore how such developments—genocides, vicious wars, peace agreements, bloody coups, democratization, social change, and environmental policy failures—came to be, with emphasis on the vital role of media. Sometimes, due to the sheer brutality of the events, these stories are hard to bear, even long after they have occurred. But revisiting them—unsanitized—is perhaps critical toward understanding what is really at stake as well as the forces that shaped the outcomes.


Through these stories and the analysis in this book, I hope to show the profound role that the media play in people's lives and to stimulate new thought about how to approach our future media—as media professionals, as policymakers, and as a humanity. But I do not intend to rehash a “media effects” debate or tackle the so-called CNN effect about whether broadcasting humanitarian crises catalyzes public policy.1 Rather, mine is a “constructionist” approach, recognizing that the media are one of many integral forces that shape the present and future and which are, in turn, shaped by social and political forces. And while this book predominantly focuses on journalism, it also includes other types of media—books, comedy, radio drama, and film—as they also contribute to the construction of social and political reality.




While there were numerous other histories that could have been included in these pages, I chose those that I believed collectively demonstrated a picture of media's role in the fate of the world. The research is based on peer-reviewed literature, available news articles, books, transcripts, and interviews.


Every book has inherent limitations, and this one is no exception. It was simply impossible, for example, to include all the important factors and developments in a project of this size. Each chapter rightfully deserves volumes of its own books and years of exploration. And learning the disparate histories of powerful world events alongside the theoretical literature in a short period of time has been a daunting task.


I am deeply indebted to the subject and regional experts as well as to family and friends who took the time to read and comment on the respective chapters. Ultimately, I hope to have shown two things: first, how deeply media can affect our lives—for good and bad—and second, that now, more than ever, it is vital to create, empower, and support responsible media that educate, explain, and elevate, and to discard those approaches that merely blame, deprecate, and divide.
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It was a lovely July morning in Knoxville, Tennessee. The sun shone down on the lush green valley where two hundred proud parents and other churchgoers filled church pews in the local Unitarian Universalist church. Sitting shoulder to shoulder, they smiled happily, captivated by the children's performance of Annie Junior. Outside the church, fifty-eight-year-old Jim David Adkisson was infuriated. “Liberals are evil,” he wrote after he purchased a semiautomatic shotgun, sawed off the barrel, and placed it inside a guitar case.1


When the door to the church hall swung open, the stout man with a mustache and wavy, gray locks casually entered. Members thought nothing of him; he could have been any child's uncle. He might have been a musician. After all, he carried a guitar case. But Adkisson was armed with more than the twelve-gauge shotgun in the guitar case, more than the rounds of shells crammed into his fanny pack. He was armed with long-steeped beliefs that liberals had “ruined” America and an intense motivation to save the country that he loved from the grip of the “left-wing conspiracy.”2


Adkisson walked past the children who were awaiting their turn on stage and into the church sanctuary. He casually reached into his guitar case, drew out his shotgun, and opened fire, killing two church members and injuring eight before he was tackled by a small group of parishioners.3


His ultimate desire, Adkisson wrote, was to kill “every Democrat in the Senate and House, the one hundred people in Bernard Goldberg's book,” and “everyone in the mainstream media,” which included the major networks CNN and PBS. But because his true targets were “inaccessible” to him, the former US Army private instead aimed for those who voted for Democrats—members of the Knoxville Unitarian Universalist Church, which declared that it was “transforming the world through love and justice.” Adkisson admitted, “This was a hate crime: I hate the damn left-wing liberals.”4


What drove Adkisson's rage? The out-of-work truck driver felt hopeless about his own life and the state of the country for which he had served. An avid reader of books by radio commentators Michael Savage, Bill O'Reilly, and Sean Hannity, he had come to believe that “liberals are evil.” They are, in his own words, “traitors,” a “cancerous pestilence,” and “like termites.” Liberals, he said, had “ruined every institution in America.” It was his duty, he wrote, calling for “like-minded” people to join him in taking matters into their own hands. They must “go and kill…liberals” and “Democrats…. Kill them in the streets. Kill them wherever they gather.”5


Adkisson truly believed he was on a mission. Proud of his pernicious act, he pleaded “guilty as charged” at his trial and declared that he would do it again if he could.6 Why?


The books found in Adkisson's home give us a clue. It seems that Adkisson took literally what he had read or heard in mass media, material that may have been meant as dramatization and entertainment. Cast as “more dangerous than Hitler,” liberals and their philosophies, according to radio host Michael Savage, are “the HIV virus [sic] that weakens the defense cells of a nation.”7 “The left wing,” Savage said, “is on the side of the terrorists…. They're actually glad the World Trade Centers went down.”8


Savage, whose program is heard on three hundred fifty radio stations and reaches some 8.25 million listeners weekly, is among a clique of broadcasters and authors who have, for years, used hateful language toward “liberals.”9 Broadcaster Rush Limbaugh called liberals a “scourge” and argued that “liberals are destroying virtually everything they touch.”10 Author and media personality Ann Coulter claimed, “Liberals are always rooting for savages against civilization.” That included, in her estimation, rooting for “Nazis.”11 They are “treasonous,” she argued, both on The O'Reilly Factor on Fox News and in her latest book, Treason: Liberal Treachery from the Cold War to the War on Terrorism. “Whenever the nation is under attack…liberals side with the enemy.”12


Liberals, according to these broadcasters, are “raping” Americans.13 “Get ready to get gang-raped again,” said Limbaugh on his syndicated program. “People in the private sector are getting raped by this administration.”14 “[President] Obama is raping America,” according to Savage. “Obama is raping our values. Obama is raping our democracy.”15 And Limbaugh warned of “gang rape by a Democratic Party, the American left and the drive-by media to finally take us out.”16


Throughout the “shock jock” circuit, broadcasters sling malevolent slurs at “liberals,” Democratic leaders, and other targets. In these media, US president Barack Obama was called a thug, a vampire, a dictator, a mobster, a racist, an agent of voter fraud, an anti-Semite, an associate of terrorists, a liar, and the Antichrist; his agenda has been vilified as anti-American.17


Just how truly evil are liberals and Democrats? According to many of these broadcasters, they are comparable to mass killer Adolf Hitler and the Nazis. President Obama “wants to gas the Jews, like the PLO [Palestine Liberation Organization] wants to gas the Jews, like the Nazis gassed the Jews,” said Bill Cunningham on his syndicated radio program. Savage argued that Obama planned to intern American citizens into camps and called his policies “Hitler-like executive orders.” He called a speech by then-senator Hillary Clinton “Hitler dialogue” and labeled Congressman Maurice Hinchey a “Nazi” seeking “the final solution for conservatives on talk radio” for his position on media reform.18 On Fox News Channel's Hannity and Colmes program, Fox commentator Ann Coulter called Obama a “two-bit Hitler” and his memoir a “dime store Mein Kampf.” Limbaugh compared the Democratic Party to the Nazi Party and cheered protesters carrying “Obama-as-Hitler posters and the Nazi stuff,” calling them “fabulous and fantastic.” Even on the more mainstream ABC network, broadcaster Mark Levin called President Obama's healthcare plan “Hitleresque.”19 And while liberal media also feature outrage, incivility, mockery, and sarcasm, scholars have found that the conservative media are considerably “nastier,” and they occupy much more of the airwaves, particularly on radio.20


Harmless fodder? Entertainment? Perhaps. But many Americans came to believe the comparisons made in the media. In early 2010, a Harris Poll showed that 20 percent of Americans believed that President Obama was pursuing “many of the same things that Hitler did.” Those with either a high school education or less were even more likely to believe the Obama-Hitler comparison (24 percent). Divided by party, the numbers are particularly striking, with more than one-third of Republicans believing the Hitler statement.21


In the same poll, some responded with more outlandish beliefs. Among Republicans, for example, nearly 25 percent believed that President Obama “may be the Antichrist.”22 Across all American adults, 14 percent believed in a possible Obama-Antichrist connection.23 More than one-quarter of American adults (29 percent) believed that President Obama “wants to turn over US sovereignty to a one-world government,” that he “resents America's heritage,” that “he is a domestic enemy that the US constitution speaks of” (25 percent), and that “he is anti-American” (23 percent). Less-educated Americans and Republicans held these beliefs at much higher rates.24


Might these beliefs have consequences? They might. While a causal relationship has not been established, in the United States membership in conspiracy-rooted or antigovernment organizations has surged.25 In 2009, some 363 new “patriot” groups emerged, reaching a total of 512, of which 127 have militias.26 By the spring of 2010, these types of extreme groups numbered nearly one thousand, then surpassed one thousand by the spring of 2011.27 Some of them believe that the “genocide” of the white race is under way and that the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is secretly running concentration camps. This growth has also corresponded with an increase in sales of guns and ammunition.28


In 2010, threats to members of Congress surged 300 percent 29 and reached an all-time, historical high, according to the FBI records obtained by the Hill. Among some twenty-six threats of violence directed at representatives in both major parties, provocateurs warned lawmakers that they would “come after” them. At least two threatened to “put a bullet” in a congressperson's head or body, and several threatened to kill family members and staff. One letter said, “vote for progressive liberal programs and DIE in the near future…. Make no mistake we will come for you, take the wife out to dinner [and] risk getting shot, take the kids to soccer practice [and] risk getting shot.” In one case, directed at Senate Finance Committee chairman Max Baucus, a caller said, please tell the senator that, like, he wants to redistribute my income, and I'm gonna redistribute his brain with a f—ing baseball bat and his head…. I'll kill that f—er.” Another caller suggested that a congresswoman's “off-spring will pay” for her affirmative vote on healthcare reform.30


In addition to the threats, a flurry of politically motivated, small-scale violence surfaced, directed primarily at Democrats. Angry Americans hurled bricks and other objects through office windows of at least two Democratic lawmakers, spat at a Democratic congressman, and cut the gas lines to the home of another Democratic congressman's brother.31 Months earlier, someone painted a swastika over a congressman's name-plate outside of his office and faxed him irate letters, one of which read, “Death to all Marxists! Foreign and Domestic!”32 In early January 2011, the violence turned deadly: A gunman opened fire, killing a federal judge and five other people and injuring another fourteen, including Arizona Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords. One firefighter refused to respond to the shooting because of “political bantering” in which he “did not want to be involved,” according to internal memoranda.33


Could the media's messages have had an impact on these developments? Scholars have been studying this question, and the answer is a resounding “maybe.” Under certain conditions, media have exacerbated conflict and accelerated disintegration by reinforcing differences and divisions, focusing on the negative, and using divisive frames that portray realities as if they are “us-versus-them” or “blame frames,” which condemn persons or groups for complex political problems that they alone did not create.34 But although mass media have been used to fuel some of the world's worst atrocities, media have also been known to help build bridges between adversaries and build communities, educate publics, support the protection of human rights, and elevate human dignity.


MEDIA AND MASS VIOLENCE


Over the past century, the “major humanitarian crises and human rights conflicts…began with a propaganda phase, where extremists took control of the means of mass communication and used them to incite conflict,” wrote political communication scholar Mark Thompson.35 In these cases, extremists used mass media to incite fear, anger, and hatred for an “evil other” and to galvanize forces for violence and complicity in violence. Propagandists laid blame upon an “enemy” for socioeconomic and political problems, depicted “them” as either evil or subhuman, and disseminated messages to generate fear about the future and other negative emotions.36 When people believed these frames—these hypercritical imagined realities—any hope of discussion, compromise, and agreement became virtually impossible.37


Wars “begin in the minds of men,” often through submersion in vitriol, blame, and hate, which promotes the interpretation of sociopolitical or economic situations as so horribly unjust and unacceptable that the only recourse is to destroy the “other.”38 Violence, torture, and mass killing are justified by wrapping these acts in a “noble” cause that masks the ugliness and makes destruction an important part of a larger goal: exterminating the “others” is framed as vital for the “greater good.” This combination of language and ideas makes “fighting words”—language that incites violence.39


In the most extreme cases, blame and hate frames have justified and fueled some of the world's greatest atrocities. In Rwanda, for example, after decades of intermarrying and living in relative harmony, Rwandan Hutus, en masse, mutilated, raped, tortured, and murdered their Tutsi neighbors, using clubs, machetes, acid, boiling water, and the spread of HIV. After just three months, the Hutu people had brutally and heinously exterminated three-quarters of the Tutsi population. Yet the violators were not hardened criminals with violent histories. Rather, they were ordinary people—farmers, active churchgoers, and teachers. But most were remorseless in the killings, believing that they were doing an important job, exterminating the “cockroaches” that were ruining their beloved country.40


While many factors combined to influence the Hutu people to commit these atrocities, among the most important was a powerful mass media, through which broadcasters persuaded and organized Hutus to carry out genocide against the Tutsis through messages of hate, fear, and “noble” lies: They must kill the Tutsis in order to establish a majoritarian democracy, aid development, emancipate the “victimized” Hutu race, and end Tutsi domination. Tutsis, they claimed, were rising to victimize Hutus as they had historically done and, therefore, the Hutus must kill “them” before they kill “us.”41


In Nazi Germany and the former Yugoslavia, similar blame and hate frames made killing the “other” part of an important cause. In Nazi Germany, destroying Jews, Slavs, Poles, Gypsies, Serbs, homosexuals, and disabled people was portrayed as an important part of “purifying” and rescuing a great Germany from “infestation” and the throes of an international conspiracy that was poised to annihilate the Germans. Propagandists usurped control of the mass media and increasingly inundated audiences with framing that justified their cause and supported their ideology. In these narratives, their “enemies” were so pernicious that they had to be destroyed; they were “fleas,” a “disease,” groups that were hellbent on destroying Germany. It was again “kill or be killed.”42




Similarly, in the former Yugoslavia, nationalist television programmers warned their respective communities that the “others” were raping and killing their people as part of a planned “genocide” or ethnic cleansing. Hundreds of newspapers and television stations channeled nationalist rhetoric, while journalists presented “evidence” that aroused fear, confusion, and hatred within the “kill or be killed” frame. Many were convinced of these atrocities and answered the call to rescue their own people, and some “retaliated” with horrific human rights abuses against innocent people.43


Even as far back as 1915, when media were considerably less technologically advanced, propaganda machines worked to blame an “enemy” for problems within the Ottoman Empire. Armenians, said the Young Turk government, were a treasonous threat to national security and plotting an uprising to kill the empire's Ittihadist leaders. Similar to the genocides that would follow later in the century, a designated department—in this case, the Turkish War Office—created the narrative and campaign, then propagated it through such media as the weekly magazine Harb Mecmuasi to justify annihilating an entire race of people.44


In each of these cases, members of the targeted groups were portrayed as so despicable, inferior, evil, or subhuman that destroying them was cast as an honorable duty toward the greater good, such as “rescuing” a country, a principle, or a culture. Although some people in the respective communities remained unconvinced, for many, lethal violence became desirable, not simply permissible.


But if wars and other violence “begin in the minds of men,” then “they are not over until they have ended there, too.”45 Can media help to assuage years or even generations of extreme animosity? Once the demarcations, emotions, and experiences are firmly established, can media make a difference? It is a daunting task, but in some cases media have facilitated peacemaking.


In Burundi, Rwanda's “twin” nation with which it shares a border, a similar fratricidal war between the Hutus and Tutsis raged, leaving tens of thousands dead. While Burundi's traditional media exacerbated the conflict, new media emerged and eventually helped facilitate a turning point. Through media projects, including a radio production studio, Studio Ijambo, Hutus and Tutsis, once enemies, joined together to cooperatively produce news, features stories, and other programs to promote healthy and constructive dialogue, as well as mutual understanding and reconciliation among antagonistic groups. While multiple international efforts worked to secure peace accords, Ijambo's programs and their progeny helped end rumormongering and bridge the divide, leading numerous Hutus and Tutsis to make amends and reengage with each other. While the peace is fragile and tenuous, media were vital in helping diminish violence and deepen insights and cooperation between the warring communities.46


Instead of emphasizing differences and escalating violence, these media focused on common ground and sought to develop deeper understanding and empathy between those who might otherwise have remained enemies and escalated retaliatory violence. Such projects have emerged in Catalonia, Nicaragua, South Africa, and Colombia, where citizens of warring sides work together on media projects that might begin to resolve intractable political problems and quell the madness of tit-for-tat violence. In one of the most violent South African communities, mortal enemy commanders collaboratively produced a film seeking to understand the roots of mass violence. Over six months, they worked together documenting the impact of the destruction on their communities. The video spawned discussions and ultimately the realization that the chief division between them was political rhetoric. In the spirit of reconciliation, the community forged new projects to heal the discord.47


In Northern Ireland, after decades of internecine war, the international and domestic media helped usher in and encourage support for a historic peace agreement. Though it's an imperfect agreement, the cyclical pattern of sectarian violence has largely subsided. In an unlikely outcome, warring factions agreed to share power and resolve conflict through democratic means, and it might not have been possible without media recharacterizing the conflict, legitimizing the political actors and their grievances, and avoiding the “hate trap.”48


Across the globe, media have impacted matters of life and death, human rights, health, and governance. A faction of Chilean media professionals actively participated in the destruction of Chile's once-pluralistic democracy and genteel culture. With wild accusations and antagonistic frames, these journalists intensified the societal disintegration that helped provoke the 1973 military coup. These same journalists hid the junta's atrocities and legitimized the regime while it tortured, killed, “disappeared,” and exiled thousands of its own people. It took many years of life-risking work for another set of political leaders and journalists to rebuild Chile's democracy.49


In South Africa, many journalists in the Afrikaans-language domestic media ignored the brutalities that Africans faced and legitimized the apartheid system. But other journalists and leaders refused to accept the status quo and exposed the system's horrors. Over time, with international media on their side, these journalists and activists built an enormous global campaign that helped replace the apartheid government with a multiracial democracy.50


Under the new South African government, the mass media elevated the status of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission with live broadcasts and continual national coverage. Through the window of mass media, South Africans, long divided by race, collectively experienced their history, acquired shared concepts, and established new principles, ultimately helping bridge divisions and establish new laws and norms reflective of multiracial political equality.51


In both Mexico and Taiwan, a group of journalists helped expose corruption and systemic injustices in their respective governments, paving the way for greater transparency and democracy. They faced firings and prison sentences; some faced death, and some were killed. But with a relentless fight and support from the international community, they helped usher in a more transparent and less abusive government. While still imperfect and struggling, both systems are more open, and people are less inclined to accept the old authoritarian government practices.52


In Senegal, media helped thousands of young girls escape the excruciating pain of “the custom,” a long-standing, sometimes deadly practice of cutting off girls’ external genitals, usually with crude cutting tools and no anesthetic. When seen within the context of such larger social goals as health, human rights, and democracy, female genital cutting (FGC), once a social necessity, was no longer appropriate. Through an education and media campaign that combined local and national efforts, the oncesacred, “commonsense” custom became questionable and was ultimately abandoned across thousands of communities.53


How media help shape political outcomes is the subject of a later chapter, but in brief, media play a critical role in helping people understand and evaluate sociopolitical developments; they contribute to building culture and help define what is and what is not acceptable. When media get it wrong, and when people believe these inaccurate frameworks, it can set in motion some disasterous possibilities. Just as “wars begin in the minds of men” through “social construction,” so do enemies, heroes, institutions, commonsense “truths,” propriety, values, norms, and “the way we do things.” Constructed “realities” that are disseminated through mass media become increasingly engrained. Media set agendas, and they prime or provoke thoughts and concerns. They disseminate frames that favor a particular ideological perspective and contribute to the shaping of identities and cultures. Collectively, these agendas, beliefs, emotions, identities, and cultures produce political outcomes. Of course, the construction is not one-directional. As media affect systems, cultures, and outcomes, the media are also affected by them in a dynamic process of social construction.54


There are some hard, persistent realities, however, that no amount of spin or reframing can change. In these cases, media can either elucidate, explain, and help publics understand, or they can distract, distort, and mislead, which can have dire consequences. Such is the case of climate change. By framing global warming as a debate when no meaningful debate exists in the scientific community, the public was left misinformed of the true nature of the threat, leaving a harrowing problem that affects the fate of the entire world unmitigated.55


Today, in the age of WikiLeaks and new forms of media, the media's impact is both magnified and diffused. It is magnified with its expanded reach and the enhanced speed of communication. It is diffused because new media have multiplied the potential voices, messages, and frames that enter the public sphere, creating a larger menu of perspectives from which people can choose. This process has expanded the number of power brokers and power wielders, allowing power to spread beyond government officials into the hands of nongovernmental organizations and actors who now share in making meaning and in explaining and constructing realities. While state actors scramble to maintain control over the flow of information, citizen journalists, hackers, and norm entrepreneurs are asserting themselves and seizing the reins to define what can and should be. With the aggregations of both new media and more traditional media, they are working to achieve those ends. Through multiple channels, including Qatar-based Al Jazeera and the Internet, for example, citizens of Tunisia and Egypt asserted their desires and demands for a more just society, generating a vast outpouring of worldwide sympathy as they toppled their dictators. Through media, citizens of the world joined in celebration with Tunisians and Egyptians as their revolutions inspired additional waves of defiance and determination toward creating more representative governments. And despite efforts to quash it, the revolutions were, indeed, televised.56


In many parts of the world, through media, rising classes of programmers, journalists, concerned citizens, and political entrepreneurs are creating new sources of information and understandings, some that may harm and some that may heal, raising the fundamental question of this book: Is it possible to use the channels of media to construct great societies and fulfill human potential? I assert that the highest and best use of media is yet to be explored. By providing vital information and important contexts, media can help their audiences understand the roots of sociopolitical issues, explore levelheaded solutions, and engage with their communities in more meaningful ways. With great content and framing, they can help build deeper understanding among people, help protect human rights, facilitate democratic processes, inspire excellence, and contribute to the highest fulfillment of human potential.


Each of the following chapters is a snapshot in time, gazing into a particular region where media have played a prominent role in a particular outcome. While the chapters strive to capture the key dynamics through the eyes and ears of media, each chapter truly warrants substantially more discussion than can be provided here. But through these pages, one can see the crucial roles media have played: building and destroying, exposing and hiding, withholding and disseminating vital information and perspectives from which social and political realities are made, realities that then shape the future of media. At the end, we delve into the questions of “how” and “why” media may have these effects and explore how we might “kill the messenger”—today's media paradigm—in the service of a new model that might help take humanity to its next level. As we say in radio, stay tuned.
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Jean's1 brother Michel lay before him, battered, bleeding, and writhing in agony from the bludgeoning he had just endured by members of his ethnic group. Jean stood, machete in hand and gun at his head, confused about the decision he was being forced to make—decapitate his brother or face his own brutal demise. Both Jean and his brother were Hutus, one of three ethnic groups that occupy Rwanda. But his brother was married to a Tutsi woman, the group targeted for annihilation by the Hutu-led Rwandan government in the spring of 1994. When the Rwandan genocide began, Jean and Michel had offered food to Tutsi refugees who were driven from their homes through mass burning and pillaging. As penance for aiding the inyenzi (the Rwandan word for “cockroach”), Rwandan military reservists ordered Jean to behead his brother. He stood frozen, hesitant, distressed: Could he kill his own brother? As he agonized, reservists reminded him that he must either kill or be killed as an accomplice to the Tutsis. In a moment of fear and confusion, Jean thrust the machete into his brother's neck, severing his head from the rest of his body.


A local tavern owner and father of three, Jean was among the less extreme Hutus caught up in the mass-murder sprees and “made” to kill their loved ones. Others like him killed neighbors, family members, and friends under a similar “kill or be killed as an accomplice” threat. So they killed or helped kill to prevent being placed on the government's infamous hit list of recalcitrant Hutus who were also to be hunted down and destroyed. Some Hutus killed one group of Tutsis while simultaneously hiding and protecting others who were dear to them or who offered bribes for shelter.2 Others anguished over “killing my neighbor; we used to drink together…. He was like a relative.” Yet thousands of Hutus were more like Pierre, a father and subsistence-farmer-turned-killer. Pierre and his neighbors came to believe that the Tutsis had killed Rwandan President Juvenal Habyarimana and thus refused to “stand with their arms crossed [doing nothing].” Filled with rage, Pierre and thousands of regular Rwandan Hutus—farmers, teachers, parents, and active churchgoers—sought revenge, going on murderous rampages to eliminate those whom they believed were evil, criminal accomplices out to kill their Hutu brethren. They were on a mission to eradicate an infestation of vermin, infiltrators, and criminals who were coming to take their land and pile their dead bodies into “pits.” They killed every Tutsi with whom they had ever been in contact—community members, neighbors, and friends. Children and infants were hacked up mercilessly because “if you kill a rat, you must also kill the rat in gestation; it will grow up to be a rat, like the others.” To prolong their pain before death, victims were often physically and mentally tortured. One primary school teacher, Naasson, pounded a young child relentlessly with a hammer before finally killing him. Another, Jean Bosco, crushed an already-battered ten-year-old girl with a stone.3


Women were targeted for torture through rape. Told that they must rape the women before slaying them, men often sequentially raped women until their victims collapsed. They raped with farm tools, spears, gun barrels, and machetes, or mutilated their victims’ genitals and breasts with acid or boiling water. One group of soldiers held a hatchet to a twelve-year-old boy's throat, forcing him to rape his mother, while his younger siblings were forced to hold her legs open. Some raped to intentionally spread HIV, killing their victims slowly and painfully. In fact, 70 percent of surviving rape victims contracted HIV.4


Some mothers killed their own children before others could slay them. Other mothers watched helplessly as mad killers slaughtered their children—one by one or two by two.5 Children begged and screamed for mercy as they watched their parents and siblings butchered. After witnessing eight of her siblings be bludgeoned to death, one three-year-old child cried out, “Please don't kill me. I'll never be Tutsi again!” But without a second thought, killers clubbed her until her screaming faded to silence.6


Ultimately, “everywhere I went, I was a killer,” admitted Pierre, who participated in multiple murders. Sometimes he and others used the rampage as a means of seeking revenge upon their Hutu rivals. By falsifying their foes’ identities as Tutsis, their fellow Hutus were subjected to the same horrors.7


Although some impoverished Hutus participated in the murders for monetary gain or prestige, others were prominent members of society. Doctors, priests, teachers, and school principals all “rolled up their sleeves to get a good grip on their machetes,” hacking up their colleagues, students, and patients. “They all killed with their own hands [and]…they had no trouble sleeping.”8


Similarly disturbing was the slaying of people who had lived like brothers, such as the teammates on the local soccer team. When the slaughters began, star soccer player Evergiste, a Tutsi, fled to the home of his most trusted friend, a fellow Hutu teammate. To his horror, he found his friend, bloody machete in hand, had already slaughtered two children. At the moment of realization, Evergiste fled—in a full sprint—to the forest, burying himself deep in the vegetation to hide from his pursuers. He recalled passing “the ball back and forth” with those same teammates who now rabidly hunted him. Evergiste sank into the swampy vegetation, listening attentively to angry, taunting voices nearing him.


“Evergiste!” they called out. “We sorted through the piles of bodies; we have not seen your cockroach face!” they yelled. “We are going to sniff you out…. We shall get you!”9


For days, Evergiste remained buried in the swamps, rising only in the darkness of night to scrounge for food. As a Tutsi, he lives with the reality that “not one teammate gave a helping hand to another.” Another surviving soccer player, Celestin, lamented, “We had lived as brother players” and “parted as enemy brothers.” Ultimately, he noted, “Nothing survived the genocide. It cut down soccer with a casual swipe, like all the rest.”10


Even the most vulnerable populations received no mercy. Hutu killers ripped the gates off of a maternity hospital, hacked up new mothers with machetes, and smashed their nursing infants against walls. Some tossed live infants into heaps of corpses to slowly die of starvation.11 Others, to prolong the agony, “would call everyone to watch,” then hack off their victims’ limbs or crush their bones without killing them, leaving them to suffer until death.12


Acts of compassion were severely punished. A young woman, Mathilde, spotted a child left for dead after his head had been split with a machete. Day after day, Mathilde returned to his hiding place, delivering food, water, and medicine—until the day her deeds were discovered. In one slash, her husband slit her throat.13


After decades of living in relative harmony with each other, Rwandan Hutus from all walks of life rose to annihilate the Tutsis.14 Using farm tools, knives, acid, or boiling water, they hacked, mutilated, and tortured their fellow Rwandans to their deaths. In search-and-destroy missions, they moved from house to house and scrutinized every crevice to be sure they had not missed someone in hiding.15 If Tutsis were discovered, the killers dragged them out and publicly clubbed or stabbed them to death. Women pleaded for their lives, sometimes for twenty minutes or more, yet the Hutu killers hacked off their limbs or bludgeoned them to death while other Hutus walked by, going about their business.16 To ensure they had not missed a hidden Tutsi, “workers” set houses and entire villages ablaze.


In droves, Tutsi families fled for their lives, seeking cover in churches or other public places, only to find these locales had become slaughterhouses, where killers mutilated hundreds at a time, sometimes by cutting off their genitalia to inflict the greatest possible pain.17


Roadblocks littered the land, guarded by townspeople who had become bloodthirsty warriors and ensured that no Tutsi escaped death. Mutilated bodies filled church aisles, pews, halls, city streets, and alleyways in the once-idyllic land. Pools of blood “turned black in the heat of the sun.” Entire villages became heaps of dead bodies—so many that crews commissioned dump trucks to dispose of them.18


In just over three months, the Hutu people had brutally and heinously exterminated three-quarters of Rwanda's Tutsi population. Hutus were also killed—either because they resembled the Tutsis, had helped a Tutsi escape, or because they had refused to kill.19 Most violators were ordinary people who had not committed violence in the past. Yet they were remorseless in the killings, believing that they were doing an important job by avenging the death of their president, defending themselves from what they believed was an oncoming slaughter, and exterminating the “cockroaches” that were causing all their political and economic troubles.20


What converted the Hutu people from good neighbors to savage murderers in such a short period of time? Although there had been periods of ethnic rivalries among extremists, most Tutsis and Hutus had lived side by side, intermarried, and attended the same schools and churches. Historically, they had banded together to fight common enemies.21 And for centuries, they shared stories, lives, food, drink, and beds. Differences between them were minimal. Physically, one could hardly distinguish their respective traits, and they shared racial backgrounds, languages, customs, traditions, and territories. Most Rwandans had little ill will toward their own neighbors, teammates, fellow churchgoers, and friends. But in a matter of weeks, Hutus from all walks of life rose to destroy their neighboring Tutsis. How can we explain this?


THE BACKGROUND:
SETTING THE STAGE FOR GENOCIDE


Although some observers attribute the Rwandan genocide to “ancient tribalism,” that depiction is too simplistic to be accurate. For centuries, Hutus and Tutsis lived together in Central Africa, the region now divided into Burundi, Rwanda, and Uganda.22 Substantive divisions between them arose during the late 1800s with European colonization. Belgian settlers devised a scheme to separate and distinguish the tribes from each other based on minor physical differences—Tutsis were somewhat taller, more slender, and had smaller noses. The distinctions were so slight that colonists instituted an identification system, requiring Rwandans to maintain papers so as not to confuse the groups.


Throughout the first few decades of colonization, the Belgians bestowed benefits onto the Tutsis—offering them better education, power, and prestigious social and political positions—in essence, making the Tutsis an upper class and the Hutus a lower class. However, in the 1950s, when Tutsis agitated for independence, Belgians shifted loyalties, slowly replacing the Tutsi chiefs with Hutus, who were the majority group. Hutu leaders seized the opportunity and, in a turbulent “revolution,” they conquered the Tutsi rulers and took power. In the process, they killed an estimated one hundred thousand Tutsis and left several hundred thousand refugees.23 The refugees fled to neighboring countries, such as Uganda, Burundi, and Zaire; but having lost their homes and with limited civil rights in their new host countries, they lived with a deep sense of discomfort and injustice. By 1961, the Belgian colonization ended, but a new, oppressive Hutu regime had begun.24


In 1973, defense minister Major General Juvénal Habyarimana deposed the sitting president and seized power in a coup, which killed some fifty-five people by poison or beatings.25 Although President Habyarimana ended targeted ethnic violence, his administration still oppressed, jailed, and sometimes executed political opponents.


Through a tightly knit network of family and allies, Habyarimana maintained power for more than twenty years.26 Rwandans facing oppression fled, swelling the number of exiles and refugees in neighboring countries to nearly six hundred thousand by the 1980s. But other countries, particularly Uganda, persecuted Rwandan refugees.27 In Uganda, one group of exiles formed the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) with a stated mission of ousting Habyarimana and establishing a more democratic government in Rwanda.28 On October 1, 1990, the RPF crossed into Rwanda and shot and killed the customs guards at their entry point.29


Rumors circulated throughout the nation about RPF attacks; Habyarimana rallied support for his regime and jailed political rivals.30 With the assistance of foreign troops from France and Zaire, the Rwandan military pushed the RPF back toward the Ugandan border. In the process, they summarily killed between five hundred thousand and one million unarmed people, mostly for suspicion of aiding the RPF.31


Violence erupted throughout the land. Bombs were detonated on buses, and land mines exploded in roads; unidentified assailants attacked people, led death squads, raped, pillaged, murdered, and threw grenades into homes.32 Although the government blamed the RPF for the violence, human rights groups assert that the Habyarimana government, the national police, and the Rwandan military perpetrated many of the attacks.33 While opposition political leaders and extremists attacked each other and members of the other ethnic group, civilians from both groups continued living without overt animosity toward each other. “We shared everything [among Tutsis and Hutus],” said one farmer-turned-killer. But suspicions were growing.


In 1992, at the urging of the Organization of African Unity and France, the Rwandan government and the RPF ceased fire and entered peace negotiations. On August 3, 1993, they signed the Arusha Accords, agreeing to establish rule of law, share power, and repatriate refugees. But eight months later, assailants shot down the plane carrying President Habyarimana and Burundian president Cyprien Ntaryamira, killing both leaders.


MEDIA AS A WEAPON


When you have been prepared the right way by the radios and the official advice, you obey more easily, even if the order is to kill your neighbors.


—Pancrace, one of the Hutu killers34


In one hand, they held their weapon of choice—a machete, a club, or a hatchet—in the other, a radio, most often tuned to Radio-Television Libre des Milles Collines (RTLM),35 the privately run station that aired hip, popular music; vital political information; lively on-air hosts; and messages of mass murder.36 Financed and controlled by what were known as the Akazu faction (and Hutu Power) of the Habyarimana government, the RTLM launched its broadcast programs just after the Arusha peace treaty was signed.37 Led by a young intellectual and university professor, Ferdinand Nahimana, the radio station was designed to be the “voice of the people,” luring listeners with exciting content, entertainment, breaking news, call-in requests, gossip, and quick wit.38 It fast became the most popular station in Rwanda. But nestled between Rwandans’ favorite songs and off-color jokes was an intense campaign designed to evoke passion, pride, hatred, and dedication for a murderous cause and to convert the annihilation of others into a noble act.39


How was this cause constructed? Broadcasters weaved together a passionate tale of good versus evil, in which the unmistakably evil forces—the RPF and its fellow Tutsi accomplices—were actively destroying all that was good. They were enemies of democracy, justice, the Hutu people, and, ultimately, Rwanda itself.40 The radio hosts bolstered the story line with tales of horror that repeatedly depicted the antagonist Tutsis as irreconcilably evil. In one tale, the Tutsis from the RPF had allegedly tortured, castrated, and murdered the Burundian president alongside countless other victims.41 In another, Tutsis had reportedly cut innocent Hutu people “into pieces with a machete [and] terrorized the population and the authorities.”42


The stories consistently conveyed the Inkotanyi Inyenzi as savage and heartless. The descriptions and the cumulative narrative attacked the fundamental character of the Tutsi people, as if they were intrinsically detestable and driven to evil. They allegedly burned Hutu people alive, locked them in houses to die of hunger, and threw their dead bodies into Lake Muhazi.43 The RPF “completely unscrupulous,” asserted Valerie Bemeriki, the Rwandan socialite-turned-broadcaster.44 “They mutilate the body and remove certain organs, such as the heart, liver, and stomach; they eat human flesh,” she said.45


The Tutsis “always find a way of performing evil arts,” added Kantano Habimana, Rwanda's most popular radio host.46 At their core, the Tutsis’ reason to exist was wicked, argued radio hosts. They were bloodthirsty scoundrels and terrorists,47 “created to drink Rwandan blood and to kill,” according to Bemeriki.48


The bimonthly newspaper Kangura, published by Hutu Power, corroborated this myth, asserting that Tutsis could never change their fundamentally evil nature. “Tutsis stay always exactly the same…. The malice, the evil are just as we knew them in the history of our country.”49 Kangura’s cartoons depicted RPF soldiers slicing up a Hutu baby for dinner as its mother looked on in horror. The caption read, “The RPF Democracy in full function: equal shares for all.”50 In the article THE APPEAL TO THE CONSCIENCE OF THE HUTU, Kangura writers insisted that all Tutsis, men and women alike, were dishonest, “seeking supremacy” and living “among us,” waiting to “decimate us.”51


Kangura advocated for a racially purified Rwanda, one that either segregated and closely monitored the Tutsi enemy or was entirely devoid of them.52 Overall, these journalists blamed the Tutsis for Rwanda's misfortunes and political problems, whether real or imagined. Ultimately, they suggested that the Tutsis’ heartlessness and cruelty was so intrinsic that it could “be cured only by their total extermination.”53


In addition to deeming the Tutsi people to be fundamentally evil, Hutu Power journalists portrayed them not as people but as subhuman, repulsive vermin. Most often, they called them immutable cockroaches. “A cockroach cannot give birth to a butterfly,” asserted one writer in Kangura.54


Broadcasters emphasized this static nature, in part, to prevent Tutsis from escaping by using false Hutu identity cards that they may have obtained through bribery or sexual favors. The Hutu identity cards could not “change anything,” declared Habimana.55 “If you are a cockroach, you must be killed…. No one can say that he has captured a cockroach and the latter gave him money as a price for his life!” he argued. “If someone has a false identity card, if he is Inkotanyi, a known accomplice of RPF, don't accept anything in exchange. He must be killed!”56


Although “cockroach” was the most frequent slur, broadcasters also called the Tutsi people cannibals and snakes, hyenas, and other animals—objects to be hated, feared, and destroyed.57 In their depictions, Tutsis were so fundamentally different from Hutus that intermarriage would create “hybrid” offspring—”beings with two heads.”58


These labels made the Tutsi people seem so despicable that many Hutus came to believe their “single job was to crush the cockroaches.”59 Through this desensitization, Hutus “forgot” that they were killing other human beings.60 “We no longer saw a human being when we turned up a Tutsi,” said Pio, one of the Hutu killers.61 It “meant nothing” to slaughter neighbors and friends, concurred Ignace, another Hutu killer. “To think we were cutting up our neighbors down to the last one became a goes-without-saying,” he said. “They no longer were what they had been…. They had become people to throw away.”62 Many Hutus compared their former friends to “an insect that chews up clothing and nests in it, so you have to squash them hard to get rid of them. We didn't want any more Tutsis on the land.”63


As radio hosts transformed the Tutsi people into antagonists and enemies, they also manufactured protagonists and heroes. The Hutus, said radio hosts, were the only “true” Rwandans. They had inherited “the integrity, the truth” and stood for “the rejection of inequality, of the lie” that the Tutsi people represented.64 As part of their patriotic duty to country and fellow Rwandans, Hutu people who “have faith in the republic” needed to “stand up, so we may continue to kill the inyenzi,” announced Ananie Nkurunziza.65 “Rise up as one man!”66


The “heroes” were those who “worked,” a euphemism for murder. In the mornings, just as the sun rose, radio hosts greeted their listeners: “Hello, good day, have you started to work yet?”67 Using deeply emotional appeals, the hosts offered a sense of heroism, nationalism, and admiration to Hutus who were brutalizing their fellow Rwandans and glorified them over the air, sometimes by name. “I seize this opportunity to thank the youths fighting at the front: Ruguyekera, Ntwali, Nzarora, and others,…” said Nkurunziza. Habimana lavished them with praise. “So, you killed five of them! Keep it up!” He bellowed. “Dear friends who are listening to us, you hear that people in town are still doing well in Kimicanga.”68


As part of their encouragement, journalists called for special distinctions and to honor the “workers” with special medals and celebratory parties, for which the killers expressed deep appreciation. One of them, Alphonse, reported that “coming home from the massacre in the church, our welcome was very well put together…. It was the most terrific celebration.”69


In contrast, the broadcasters shamed and threatened the Hutus who resisted killing. “Nobody loves a coward!” proclaimed Habimana. “It is evident that he will never be useful…neither to himself, neither to his country.” In fact, he insisted that the “ignorant cowards” were dishonoring the entire Hutu population. Ultimately, he argued, “We have to stop these things because they dishonour us.”70


“Every time that you cross a coward, throw stones at him,” Habimana demanded. In time, conscientious objectors became targets of violent deaths similar to the Tutsi people. To prevent their escape, broadcasters urged listeners to “learn to be sly…. You can dig a pit for them to fall into…lay a trap for them…you can lay whatever snare for them, but you have to really fight against those people!”71 At one point, they suggested compiling lists of conscientious objectors so that they could be systematically “eliminated…by the good workers who want to work.”72


Alternating between insult and morale building, Habimana and his colleagues encouraged Hutus to continue the cause. “Those who are fleeing will regret,” he insisted. Those who refuse to “die for your country [will] die like a dog.” Instead, he argued they should work together to “fight…no matter how many years the war can take, provided we kill them all.”73


Day after day, the Hutu Power media—RTLM, Kangura—and the government-sponsored Radio Rwanda inundated audiences with gory stories that demonized the Tutsis, exalted the Hutu fighters, and made the “war” more real and imminent. Like coaches and sportscasters, they cheered on their imagined team and detailed battles as if keeping score at a sporting events. Through building camaraderie and by equating extermination with an all-important cause, journalists abetted the slaughter and helped motivate their audiences to use axes, machetes, and clubs so not to waste bullets on “cockroaches.”74


“Take heart,” hosts frequently invoked, “we are together.” And later, “Our wish for the Rwandans…that they work together…continue to listen to the songs supporting our armed forces and…support one another.” Radio hosts assured listeners that they were winning. The Tutsi people, they said, “will all be exterminated and none will live to tell the disastrous story. Let them come. The Rwandans are waiting for them with machetes and other equipment…young men and women [are] burning with the desire to…fight the Inkotanyi, to finish and beat them pants down!”75


The Four Ends That Made Up the Grand Cause


Broadcasters portrayed the genocide as a grand cause, for which all walks of life, including children, teenagers, and the elderly, were recruited—either by joining in with the killing or by rooting out the inyenzi for others to destroy.76 That grand cause, according to these journalists, was the permanent eradication of evil. Like Hitler's “final solution,” this “final war” required them to “exterminate the Tutsi from the globe…make them disappear once and for all.”77 The cause contained four “righteous” ends: righting injustice through revenge and destruction, asserting self-defense, instilling a majoritarian democracy, and protecting their country.78 With this crusade, Hutus could feel good about the savage deeds before them.


Righting Injustice and Asserting Self-Defense


Although the RTLM and Kangura had spewed hatred since the signing of the Arusha Accords, it was President Habyarimana's death and the related stories that triggered the intense emotions driving many massacres. When Habyarimana's plane was shot down, many Hutus simply waited, “listening to the radio,” and watching droves of Tutsis reflexively flee.79 But without court or jury, radio hosts issued a guilty verdict: The Rwandans “will never forget that those bandits killed their president, whom they loved very much,” remarked Bemeriki.80 And “now that they have killed him, what are they fighting for?” asked Hutu Power leader Frodouald Karamira.81 This radio verdict of the plane crash catalyzed the Hutus. “We kept only one idea…suddenly Hutus of every kind were patriotic brothers,” remarked one of the killers.82 Another Hutu, Pancrace, agreed that before the president's death there was suspicion but not hatred: “The hatred came over us suddenly” after Hutu Power journalists and leaders “shouted, ‘just look at these cockroaches—we told you so!’ And we yelled, ‘right, let's go hunting!’”83


Habyarimana's death, claimed Hutu Power journalists, was yet another in a long line of injustices perpetrated by the Tutsi people. Stirring historic resentments, radio hosts argued that the Tutsis had a “superiority complex,” related to their past positions and privileges.84 For too long, the Hutu people had endured a Tutsi-driven monarchy, slavery, and exploitation, argued broadcasters.85 Tutsis had undeservedly held the upper classes and sent their children to exclusive schools while “enslaving” Hutus, argued broadcaster Georges Ruggiu. “According to feudal colonial legend,” said Ruggiu, those schools were “meant for only those born to govern.”86


Making the injustice more pronounced, journalists insisted that the land of Rwanda rightfully and exclusively belonged to the Hutus, the “true” Rwandans who had descended from Kanyarwanda. The Tutsis were “invaders” infesting the region to rob the Hutus of their rightful homes. “There is no proof to convince us that [the Tutsis] are Rwandans,” declared Habimana.87 They came to Rwanda to “attack our country…usurp power…plunder and grab everything the Rwandans have amassed in thirty years…the fruit of Rwandans’ labor,” he said.88


While the past was unbearable, according to broadcasters, the worst was yet to come—the ultimate injustice—the annihilation of the Hutu people. The RPF and their Tutsi accomplices were coming to “exterminate, exterminate, exterminate you until they are the only ones left in the country, so that they can keep for a thousand years the power that their fathers had kept for four hundred years,” said Bemeriki.89 But the true Rwandans are united in their fight against them, she insisted.90


The all-important cause made destroying the Tutsis a simultaneous fight against injustice and an act of self-defense, a preemptive strike to prevent the Tutsis from annihilating the Hutus and taking their land and property. “We have…to fight tooth and nail to defend our lives and property,” demanded Habimana.91 Many Hutus truly believed that they were doing the right thing, defending themselves, restoring what they believed justly belonged to their own ethnic group, and protecting their country.


Fighting for Majoritarian Democracy


Although the Habyarimana government and the subsequent military-controlled government oppressed suspected political opponents,92 Hutu Power journalists asserted that theirs was a “government for the entire country, not for political parties.”93 Through the genocide, they would maintain democracy and prevent a Tutsi dictatorship, they argued.


Their tale created a dichotomy—democracy versus the “dictators of extremists”—in which the democrats were the Hutu Power's Coalition for the Defense of the Republic (CDR) who “defend the interests of the people…the masses and not those of this or that minority group,” according to CDR chairman Stanislas Simbizi.94 The others, particularly the RPF and their “accomplices,” were dictators and “feudal-monarchists” who “rejected democracy…cast [it]…out the window” with hopes to “strangle it forever.”95 The RPF and the Tutsis “take and monopolize power…govern by force [and] oppress the Hutus,” claimed Hutu Power journalists.96


As broadcasters proudly recalled the Hutu “democracy” revolution that overthrew the Tutsis,97 they argued that because Tutsis were a minority, their “miniscule…clique should not decide the fate of Rwanda…. This Rwanda is mine. I am of the majority. It is I, first and foremost, who will decide…not you [the RPF].”98


Annihilating the Tutsis would therefore “help Rwandans…embark on a real democracy,” according to RTLM broadcasters.99 While calling for mass slaughter in the name of democracy, these journalists accused their enemies of doing just that. The “bloodthirsty lnyenzi Inkotanyi who are exterminating the Rwandans [are] lying that they are fighting for democracy,” declared Hutu broadcasters. But they were instead attempting to establish “a killing and oppressive regime” and a “dictatorship [by] genocide, the elimination of the Hutu majority.” 100


The Hutu-controlled broadcasters criticized the RPF for refusing to “lay down their weapons unconditionally”101 and “ask for forgiveness…promising not to resume hostilities again in Rwanda,” remarked RTLM editor in chief Gaspard Gahigi.102 “Nobody should take power again through the barrel of the gun or…through war,” argued Gahigi.103 They claimed that the RPF “chases people from their homes” and indiscriminately “butchers people and rips open their bellies,”104 while the Hutu journalists encouraged similar heinous acts.


Saving This God-Given Country


In the RTLM narrative, the massacres ensured that the Hutus would take their rightful place as inheritors of the sacred place known as Rwanda. “We are Rwandans. Let us fight for this Rwanda,” they frequently invoked. It was their very own country, in which they should have great pride: “Rwanda is nowhere else in the world. Rwanda is here—in Central Africa—where God located it.”105 But their God-given country's survival was at stake, requiring Hutus to “Rise up!” and “Take up clubs, cudgels, and axes and confront them head on, in order to prevent them from continuing to destroy our country,” according to Habimana.106


Beyond Incitement—Directing Genocide


In addition to provoking destructive emotions, Hutu Power journalists instructed and helped organize massacres. Hutu people listened intently to the radio for information, particularly about where victims might be hiding. In some programs, journalists directed the Hutus to search banana plantations, bushes, and marshes, where Tutsis frequently hid.107 In other broadcasts, they directed listeners to scrutinize Tutsi homes, particularly abandoned houses, and in drains, ditches, water conduits, and gutters, “especially in the evening,” when people in hiding might scrounge for food.108


RTLM hosts also announced specific locations where they had received tips that Tutsi people were hiding. In one broadcast, Habimana urged listeners in Nyakabanda to “be vigilant, search the footpaths thoroughly [and] ferret them out.” In another, RTLM broadcaster Noel Hitimana called out to “the people living in Rugunga…Kanogo…Mburabuturo” to scrutinize hiding places within the woods.109 Habimana also broadcast specific leads, such as one from “Bernard Ntushoboye's houseboy,” who allegedly witnessed an escape toward the town of Kimisagara. “Two of them are going toward APACE premises while the other two are going towards Nyakabanda,” declared Habimana. “Start looking for them within the APACE premises in Kabusunzu.”110 Later, Habimana advised, “Now, they have arrived in Bishenyi [and] in Kigese, in Runda.”111 He pinpointed the people “sleeping in Karamira's house…in Nyamirambo near Saint Andre. Others are lying in Rukebesha's house…[and] in Kavutse's house where they have installed a small clinic.”112 At another time, Karamira announced, “We know that some left Kimihurura” and suggested entrapping them when they were expected to return to find food.113


At roadblocks scattered throughout Rwanda, broadcasters urged heightened scrutiny to identify all who passed through while “checking particulars to avoid surprises.”114 If a Tutsi attempted to cross a checkpoint, “Look closely at his cute little nose and then break it!” urged Habimana.115


Journalists also encouraged division of labor and suggested the proper use of weapons. “What counts is cooperation among the people,” said Gahigi over the RTLM airwaves. “Those with bows, spears, clubs, catapults must get ready. If one or two people are armed with guns, they must join this group. So if an inyenzi infiltrates in the night, shoot him with an arrow.” And to dislodge Tutsis from their homes, use “a rocket launcher and grenades,” he said.116


WHAT WAS THE EFFECT OF MEDIA?


Several conditions coalesced to facilitate disaster. First, with long-term hierarchical governance, Rwandans tended to obey authority. “When authorities say move to the left, we move to the left,” admitted one Rwandan Hutu.117 “If you are my authority and you tell me to kill…I could kill him even if I had no disagreement with him,” admitted another.118


Second, by 1994, the sociopolitical atmosphere in Rwanda was already under intense pressure. A troubled economy rife with poverty and famine, tense political conditions, and the sudden death of President Habyarimana generated emotions that needed only a spark to cause an eruption. “Before the president's death, we had no problems…. There were no misunderstandings,” said a thirty-five-year-old farmer who participated in several attacks.119 Others iterated the same sentiment. One businessman and farmer “had a Tutsi wife [and]…was never interested…in the history of the Tutsis” until Habyarimana's death. “I did not know how to differentiate Hutu from Tutsi,” he said.


Third, the Rwandan genocide was well orchestrated through the military and police channels that took advantage of Rwanda's ethnic divisions, which had been accentuated by the Europeans and the death of Rwanda's president.120 Finally, the media connected historic injustices, current issues, meanings, and blame on the Tutsis for many Hutus. The RTLM broadcasts blamed the Tutsis for President Habyarimana's death and an array of sociopolitical problems in Rwanda. Until two days after the plane crash, the Hutus and Tutsis “continued to live together as usual,” according to one teenager who participated in the genocide. “We heard on the radio, ‘Look for the enemy no matter where he is; he is your neighbor!’…After [April] tenth, that is when people started to kill each other.”121


Through these “blame frames,” the media incited ethnically based resentment, fear, anger, pride, and hatred—intense emotions in a combination that was not widespread before in Rwanda—and used the frames to create new cultural values. Together, the emotions and cultural values guided behavior. Hutus’ growing fear, resentment, anger, and hatred also emerged from the belief that their neighboring Tutsis were evil, were plotting genocide, and must be preemptively exterminated. As greater numbers of community members joined the cause, it became increasingly difficult to resist the ubiquitous forces of culture and intergroup emotions. “We had lived with Tutsi friends,” explained one of the Hutus who participated in the killing. But soon, “We became contaminated by ethnic racism without noticing it.”122 Hutus really came to believe that “the Tutsis would kill us,” they admitted. “Little by little…our hearts changed.”123


Using the Hutu Power doctrines as their foundation, broadcasters consistently tied annihilation to existing values, calling the killings important, patriotic “work” for their country and a pathway to honor.124 Through inundation, repetition, and passion, this juxtaposition aroused emotions, masked the heinousness of the crimes, and transformed the meaning of butchering other human beings into lofty, noble acts. With the new values, “working” Hutus were bestowed pride and glory, while nonworkers were shamed, humiliated, and often killed.125


Simultaneously, radio hosts generated an ultimatum of disaster, should the Hutus fail to annihilate the Tutsi people. In their battle of good Hutu versus bad Tutsi, their view was a choice of only two options: either the forces of “death and desolation” or “the people.”126 As this false dichotomy and the accompanying stories permeated the airwaves, Hutu listeners grew increasingly resentful of the Tutsi people for the litany of injustices they had allegedly perpetrated—particularly the death of their president. “Everyone was angry because the president had been killed,” remarked one of the Hutu killers.


Because only about 50 percent of Rwandans were literate, radio's power was enhanced as a primary means of obtaining political and communal information. For some, radio was like “the voice of God.”127 Beginning in 1990, most other radio was muted, allowing the Hutu Power's RTLM to monopolize messaging to the public. Although the RPF broadcast on the AM band's Radio Mutubara, its broadcasts failed to reach many parts of Rwanda, and the government strictly forbade listening, frequently beating people caught tuning in to it.128 In this mediaoriented society, even some Tutsi people listened to RTLM—largely because of its popular music, entertainment, commentary, and what was believed to be breaking news.129 Without competing sources of information and framing, and because of their connection to government, these messages were both homogenous and authoritative, ultimately making the Hutu Power's version of Rwandan politics and the Tutsi people ostensibly more and more plausible.


The media did not convince all listeners. Many Hutus worked alongside Tutsis to prevent intergroup warfare. But the media's “blame frames” reinforced the thinking of those who were already inclined toward hard-line attitudes and fostered an environment of fear, anger, and hatred.130 Amid the trying circumstances and virulent messages, within one hundred days, ordinary people who had never before killed rose to collectively slay some eight hundred thousand of their fellow Rwandans.131 It's an unbearable chapter of history that unfortunately does not stand alone.
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