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Media, War, and Terrorism analyses responses to the events of 9/11, its aftermath
and repercussions from the point of view of Asian and Middle Eastern countries.
Perhaps controversially, the contributors argue that while the United States, and
to an extent European, media seem largely unified in their coverage and silence
in public debate of the events surrounding the attacks on the World Trade
Center, there exists open, critical debate in other parts of the world.

By examining the use of media as an instrument of warfare and analysing the
construction of public opinion in mediated electronic warfare, this book clearly
shows the difference in perspectives between public opinion in the United States
and the rest of the world. Moving away from popular assumptions that societies
in the West are democratic and progressive and those in the Middle East and
Asia are either authoritarian or underdeveloped, this examination of the media
in those countries suggests the exact opposite. In combining an examination of
the general, theoretical issues concerning the use of the media as an instrument
of warfare with rich, geographically diverse case studies, the editors are able to
provide a diverse and intriguing analysis of the impact and interconnectedness of
national and global medias.

Bringing together contributions from academics, journalists, and media prac-
titioners from all over the world, Media, War, and Terrorism is essential reading for
all of those secking an informed, non-Western perspective on the events
following 9/11.
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1 Introduction

Peter van der Veer

An assault on the financial and military headquarters in the metropolis of an
empire is unprecedented in modern history. The horror of the massacre and the
scale of the destruction as well as its aftermath in warfare in Afghanistan and
Iraq have made 9/11 a moment of world-historical significance. Empires have
always been built by war and expansion and therefore have encountered armed
resistance and military setbacks, but Paris, London or Amsterdam were never
under direct attack from militants, coming from Africa, India or Indonesia. In
that sense the attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and on the
Pentagon in Washington highlight a rupture in the history of empires. Earlier
European empires, such as those of the French, British, and Dutch, were
outcomes of a form of globalization in which empire and nation-state were
produced within the same historical frame. There was a direct linkage between
imperial culture and the national cultures of both the colonizer and colonized
(van der Veer 2001). The struggle for national independence by the colonized
often did not so much challenge the universality of enlightenment values, but
rather challenged their imperial application in the domination of peoples of
other race and civilization. In the contemporary form of globalization, a period
of decolonization, in which independent nation-states have filled the United
Nations and the map of the world, has been succeeded by the collapse of the
post-World War II division between the First (capitalist), Second (communist),
and Third (developing) World. The current era is characterized by simultaneous
talk about a New World Order (or Pax Americana) and about a Clash of
Civilizations. While the first is a continuation of the notion of the universality of
the Western Enlightenment and the need for a global police to keep global
peace, the second is a continuation of the romantic notion of essential differ-
ences between civilizations and the need to keep these civilizations peacefully in
their separate geographical places. The responses to the assault on the United
States on September 11 have held elements of both notions. This is the contra-
dictory result of the contemporary form of globalization, in which, on the one
hand, there is a growing connection between people of very different historical
backgrounds and traditions within a framework of huge power inequalities; and,
on the other, a growing disquiet and desire to keep things separate.

The horrendous attack on New York and Washington has raised, first and
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foremost, the question of who the attackers were. It is striking how little the
American public (but also the global public) was informed about the existence
of a variety of terrorist groups, let alone their global nature, their ideology, their
resources. While this may sound primarily like an issue for intelligence services,
it is also a larger question in public debate. This is not unimportant, since the
Oklahoma bombing, perpetrated by Timothy McVeigh, a psychologically trou-
bled veteran of the first Gulf War, showed how easily everyone assumed that it
must be foreign’ Muslim terrorists who attacked the United States, and how
surprisingly little the public was informed about American patriotic
supremacists. Similarly, the anthrax scare that hit the United States after 9/11
has probably no connection at all with foreign terrorism. Nevertheless, there is
now ample evidence that the 9/11 assault was carried out by the terrorist ring
of Osama bin Laden, a Saudi multi-millionaire living in Afghanistan, although
it has not been demonstrated, at least not in public. If one remembers the
Lockerbie tragedy and its judicial aftermath, it should be clear that it is not easy
to gather evidence about acts of terrorism. But if we assume that enough
evidence is gathered that bin Laden is behind 9/11, then he should be brought
to justice (which has still not happened two years after the fact) and not, as the
US president has officially stated, just be ‘wanted: dead or alive’, if one does not
want to answer group terrorism with state terrorism. Terrorism needs to be
treated as an international crime, not as an act of war. The way the US govern-
ment is treating those they have taken prisoner in Afghanistan as well as those
who have been arrested in the United States shows great contempt for the
procedures of international law. In view of the fear of terrorism the invocation
of an exceptional state of emergency has found wide popular support in the
United States

Perhaps even more striking than the lack of information and discussion in
the public sphere about terrorism is the astounding ignorance of the American
public about the role of the United States in world affairs, best expressed in the
exclamation ‘why do they hate us?” The terrorists who have attacked the United
States were Arab Muslims and therefore terrorism has been interpreted as an
expression of the clash between Western and Islamic civilizations. One could
ask whether the fact that the terrorists are Muslims and Arabs is crucial. Attacks
on civilians are common in terrorist activities all over the world. Underground
stations in London have been bombed by the IRA; the Tokyo underground was
gassed by Aum Shinrikyo, a Japanese sect; car bombs in Barcelona are regularly
placed by ETA; Christian fundamentalists attack abortion clinics in the United
States. Suicide bombers are also a common phenomenon in many parts of the
world from the Tamil guerrillas in Sri Lanka who assassinated Rajiv Gandhi to
leftist radicals in Turkey. In short, one does not have to be a Muslim and/or an
Arab to launch suicide attacks against civilian targets. However, to commit
suicide in an attack on one’s enemy requires some ideology that justifies self-
sacrifice for a higher cause. Martyrdom depends on an idea of the afterlife, but
this does not have to be heaven or paradise or any other religiously described
afterlife, but could just as well be the afterlife of one’s people, the future of one’s



Introduction 3

nation (Anderson 1999). To die for a religion or a nation depends on ideas of
connectedness with a larger community, secular or religious. However, religions
all over the world have strong conceptions of good and evil, of the afterlife, and
of just war, and Islam is no exception. As in Christianity, there are notions of
martyrdom and self-sacrifice for the higher cause of religion. Moreover, Islam is,
just like Christianity, a missionary religion, bent on conversion and spreading the
message, and therefore has an assertive and sometimes aggressive aspect.
Nevertheless, this is not the most important issue. More important is that religion
in the modern world is directly connected to nationalist aspirations of various
kinds and this is true for Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, as well as
Islam.

In the case of Islam we are in general dealing with the poor and deprived
areas of the world, especially Africa, the Middle East and Central, South, and
Southeast Asia. The fact that nowadays so many radical and terrorist groups are
Muslim should therefore not come as a surprise. Large populations in the impov-
erished South are Muslim and Islam provides the language of social justice that
these groups use to fight the regimes which marginalize them. These regimes are
often supported by the United States and its allies. This fuels the idea that there
is a global conspiracy against the Muslim poor both through economic depriva-
tion and through moral and political oppression. When these Muslims are Arab,
the injustices of the Palestinian situation and the humiliation felt in the Arab
region caused by Isracli and American supremacy are added to the general
picture. Being a Muslim and being an Arab have to be historicized instead of
being understood from some perspective as an essential Islam or Arab-ness.
Regular wars have all been lost by Arab nations. The last one that was defeated
by conventional warfare was Iraq. Terrorism is an instrument to attain goals that
cannot be achieved by other means.

Western audiences have not been well informed by their media about
terrorism and about the geopolitical role of the United States in Asia and Africa.
The popular support for President Bush’s “‘War on Terrorism’ that is shown in a
number of public opinion polls in the United States and the similar (though
somewhat more hesitant) support for it in Europe raises the issue of the relation
between liberal democracy and warfare. It seems that rational political debate in
the public sphere has much less to do with the weighty decision to wage war than
war propaganda and the manufacturing of public consent. The response of the
United States and its allies to global terrorism has been an attack on Afghanistan
and subsequently on Iraq. This in itself is a sign of a profound misunderstanding
of the globalized network society in which we live. What one will perceive as a
‘success’ in such a war will be subject to change in time and perspective. What
will be the consequences of a war in Afghanistan for the entire Southern and
Central Asian regions? It will have unintended consequences that may only
surface in a decade, just as the unintended consequences of the first Gulf War
surfaced only much later on 9/11. A crucial element will be the future stability of
Pakistan, a nuclear power in perpetual contest with an increasingly Hindu
nationalist India. The dangers of nuclear war in the region have already been
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shown in the first half of the year 2002. Another crucial element is the connec-
tion between worldwide tourism and worldwide terrorism. The massacre of
primarily Australian tourists in a holiday resort in Bali in 2002 has shown a clear
example of this. The idea that this kind of conflict could be contained in the
East worked in the earlier empires but not anymore, since the brothers and
cousins of the people who die in Afghanistan by American hands live in Europe
and the United States and their neighbors are on holiday in the areas where they
come from.

It is increasingly clear that media representations are crucial for both the
form of warfare and the understanding of it. These representations belong to a
global capitalist system of production, circulation, and consumption in which the
North is dominant, but an understanding of it in terms of world system theory
with the North as center and the South as periphery is too static and one dimen-
sional. A more culturally inflected understanding of disjunctures and differences
in the current form of globalization could refer to Arjun Appadurai’s delineation
of mediascapes:

Mediascapes, whether produced by private or state interests, tend to be
image-centered, narrative-based accounts of strips of reality, and what they
offer to those who experience and transform them is a series of elements
(such as characters, plots, and textual forms) out of which scripts can be
formed of imagined lives, their own as well as those of others living in other
places. These scripts can and do get disaggregated into complex sets of
metaphors by which people live as they help to constitute narratives of the
Other and protonarratives of possible lives, fantasies that could become
prolegomena to the desire for acquisition and movement.

(Appadurai 1996: 35-36)

Rather than taking the liberal account of the public sphere in modern democra-
cies as the starting point for a comparison between societies that are considered
democratic and progressive and those that are considered authoritarian and
underdeveloped, the present volume wants to examine media responses to 9/11
in different mediascapes without assuming too much about the nexus
public-media—politics. It is increasingly clear that media connect to complex
cultural imaginations of the self, of the community, of the nation, of the global
environment in an interplay of the local and the global that is not predeter-
mined. Broadly speaking, this volume is mainly concerned with the mediascapes
that are connected with the nation-states of Turkey, Iran, India, Malaysia, and
Indonesia, but it 1s at the same time clear that they do only partially coincide
with the mappings of national territories. Even more importantly there is a
constant interaction and intertextuality between media that originate in very
different places and constitute different mediascapes. Considering the huge
importance of the United States, both in warfare and in information and enter-
tainment, it 18 crucial to examine the development of the public sphere and the
media in the United States. To say then that this volume is about Asian and
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Middle Eastern media responses to 9/11 and its aftermath in the war on
terrorism is not incorrect, but also does not stress sufficiently that interactions in
the mediascape are truly global.

The media coverage of the events of 9/11 in the United States and their
aftermath has shown us more than ever before some of the differences in
perspectives between the United States, Europe, the Middle East, and Asia.
Arguments in political theory about the existence of open, critical debate in
liberal societies in the West have to be re-examined, just like arguments about
the impossibility of such debates in the rest of the world. A fascinating illustra-
tion of this is offered by Western responses to Al-Jazeera, a satellite channel
broadcast in Arabic from Qatar with a viewing audience estimated at 35 million.
The leadership of Qatar does not want to interfere with the channel, which is
thus free of censorship. Because of its presence in Afghanistan during the war,
and even more that it was given the videotape on which Osama bin Laden clari-
fied his political vision, Al-Jazeera gained worldwide prominence. The US media
were pressurized by the government ‘in the national interest” not to broadcast
bin Laden’s videotape and Qatar’s ruler, Shaikh Hamad Khalifa al-Thani, told
reporters during a visit to Washington that he had been advised by his hosts to
have the channel toned down. On November 13, 2002, a US bomb ‘acciden-
tally” struck Al-Jazeera’s office in Kabul. The use of the media as an instrument
of warfare both in the Gulf War and in the Afghan War further forces us to
analyze the construction of public opinion in electronic warfare. It also forces us
to clarify the role of secrecy not only in terrorist operations, but also in the
public sphere itself.

Arguments about an emergent transnational public sphere have to take into
account that states are still very powerful in their attempts to control information
and secret intelligence and that this is no different in the West than it is in Asia.
Moreover, while the West seems largely unified in its media coverage and public
debate (or lack thereof), there are important differences in the Middle East and
Asia. This book intends first of all to describe these differences and to explain
them in terms of politics and of the history of the media in different regions.

The present volume is divided into a section examining some general issues
concerning media responses to 9/11 and a section of case studies dealing with
Iran, the Middle East, India, Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Turkish-speaking
community in the UK. In his contribution, Peter van der Veer discusses the theory
of the liberal public sphere as the lynchpin of Western democratic systems in
light of an analysis of the connection between information and entertainment.
He notes the interdependence of technologies of communication and technolo-
gies of warfare and observes that this produces a postmodern condition in which
modern assumptions about the public sphere have become less useful. Van der
Veer points out that the current form of globalization makes it both impos-
sible to define a project of Enlightenment universalism as carried by Western
power and to define a set of bounded, territorialized civilizations. The
perspectives of the so-called East are also very much present in the so-called
West and transnational migration enables as much contemporary forms of
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capitalism as contemporary forms of terrorism. Van der Veer argues that the
life-world of growing numbers of people in the world is drastically transformed
by new economic regimes and that this elicits new religious responses all over the
globe, enabled by the new technologies of communication.

Larry Gross and Sasha Costanza-Chock argue in this volume that one has to
see the development of the present global media regime as a play in two acts.
The first is the Cold War and the failed attempts of UNESCO and the non-
aligned movement to create a new information order in which news
presentations would take different perspectives into account instead of only the
Western viewpoint. The second act is the new world order after the Gulf War
and the collapse of the Berlin Wall, in which the old divisions of the First,
Second and Third Worlds are replaced by that of the West and the Rest, or
North and South. This time the opposition comes from both the right and the
left, united in their opposition against globalization, although on very different
grounds. The digital age obviously brings something new to play in the familiar
battles about the unequal flow of information, but the authors are cautious in
their assessment of it in light of their discussion of the post-World War 1I
controversies about media, markets, and regulation.

Shoma Munshi examines in ethnographic detail the representations of the
9/11 attacks and their aftermath in the US corporate news media as well as in
discussions on the Internet. Clearly this representation is not limited to the
United States considering the global impact of US news channels. Her account
of the televised images and narrative of 9/11 highlights the nature of reporting
news as ‘it happens’, and conveys the shock of 9/11 but does not stop there.
Munshi goes on to analyze how images and interpretation of news themselves
exist in the dual sense of both representation and misrepresentation. Her contri-
bution raises important questions about censorship, propaganda, and public
debate in an open society.

Dale Eickelman’s contribution marks the transition from the general chapters
to the case studies. He engages directly with the theoretical issue of democracy
and the public sphere in the Middle East. Contrary to the often encountered
assertion that there exist not even the roots of democracy in the Arab
authoitarian states, Eickelman shows that what is sometimes called ‘the Arab
street’ 13 developing in a public sphere in which information 1s available and criti-
cism 1is expressed. He examines in some detail the way in which the Arab
channel Al-Jazeera has developed into a major player in the creation of public
opinion in the Arab world. He also addresses the use of the media by Osama bin
Laden and his group as thoroughly modern and extremely skilled propaganda.

Mahmoud Alinejad deals with the case of Iran, from which we have already
learned in the Iranian Revolution that ‘the street’ shows not only crowd behavior
but also informed, radical politics. Indeed, free democratic elections are regularly
held in Iran to the astonishment of many Western observers. After the ousting of
the US-backed authoritarian, but secular regime of the Shah, the United States
has been a prime image of the devil in Iranian politics. Moreover, martyrdom as
a political instrument in the form of suicide bombers has a strong backing in
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Shiite sensibilities and theologies, from which it seems to have spread to radical
Sunni groups. Iran, therefore, is an important player in the geopolitics of the war
on terrorism. Alinejad explores the responses in the Iranian media to the war on
terrorism and notes some interesting conspiracy theories that inform public
opinion. Like Eickelman and van der Veer, he draws attention to the religious
aspects of the public sphere that are insufficiently theorized in studies of modern
society.

Manoj Joshi speaks directly from his experience as a leading journalist in
India about the threat that terrorism and the war on terrorism pose to a free
press. India is known for its free and active press and can in that way be
compared to the press in Western democracies. At the same time India has faced
insurgencies, terrorism of all kinds, and an unstable situation on its borders with
China and Pakistan for a very long time now, without feeling the urge to counter
this with exceptional governmental powers to curtail press freedom, except for
the brief Emergency period under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi from 1975 to
1977. Joshi points out that 9/11 marked a new departure in countering terrorism
in the United States through the Patriot Act of 2001. The change in interna-
tional opinion about terrorism allowed the Indian government to come up with a
draconian Prevention of Terrorism Ordinance (POTO) but this was changed in
Parliament to allow journalists to do their work without being immediately
forced to report any information on terrorism to the authorities. Joshi’s contribu-
tion shows the extent to which global events like 9/11 get connected to national
events like the attack on the Indian Parliament on December 13, 2001, and lead
to similar discussions about press freedom in the United States, the UK, and
India.

The secular press in India about which Joshi writes is one element in the print
media, the other 1s the religious press. Irfan Ahmad has examined closely the
publications of the Indian branch of the Islamicist Jama’at-i-Islami, a politico-
religious movement that has been very influential in South Asia and the Middle
East. One of the major themes surfacing in the English language publication
Radiance as well as in the Urdu publication Sekrosa Dawat is the Jewish Conspiracy
that is also mentioned in Alinejad’s contribution on Iran and Goenawan
Mohamad’s contribution on Indonesia. It is striking that the Isracli-Palestinian
conflict is used everywhere in the region as an interpretive framework to under-
stand US foreign policy. There is a strong suspicion that 9/11 happened as a
conspiracy of the Jews to defame the Muslims and make attacks on them
possible. It is unsettling to find anti-Semitic conspiracy theories flourishing in
areas where one can hardly find a Jewish presence

Tjahjo Purnomo Wijadi’s contribution is based on a detailed empirical study
of two leading Indonesian newspapers, fawa Pos and Rompas, and their coverage
of the WTC tragedy and the US war on Afghanistan. Reading his chapter, one
can follow the decision taken by editors to allow some expressions, some head-
lines, and some interpretations rather than others. Wijadi’s theoretical framework
is based on Johan Galtung’s opposition of war journalism that takes sides and
peace journalism that tries to cover as much of the different perspectives as
possible.
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Goenawan Mohamad, one of Indonesia’s leading intellectuals, was in New
York at the moment of the attack of 9/11 and he attempts to analyze the
symbols used to interpret the event and its target, the Twin Towers. Some
Indonesians have mterpreted the target as a symbol of US power and arrogance,
even as a symbol of Jewish financial influence; others have interpreted it as a
symbol of victimhood. Some American politicians have interpreted the attack as
a second Pearl Harbor, but Goenawan points out that some others have used a
language of evil and infinite justice that is in fact close to that of the Islamicist
terrorists themselves. His contribution expresses an anguish and distrust about
the US response to 9/11 that is widely shared in the Middle East and Asia.

Farish Noor has written a gripping story about the localization of a global
conflict in the political arena of Malaysia. He demonstrates that the enthusiasm
of one of Malaysia’s major political parties for Osama bin Laden, expressed in
calls to support a jihad against the United States, was directly connected to a
struggle for gaining the Islamic high ground in Malaysian politics that had gone
on for a long time. The fact that this party supported a lost cause does not
diminish the long-term importance of an Islamicist political theology that influ-
ences national politics in all Middle Eastern and Asian arenas. Farish Noor also
connects the political development in Malaysia with developments in popular
culture (selling of Osama bin Laden T-shirts) that directly fuel Islamicist
rhetoric.

Finally, Asu Aksoy reminds us of the fact that civilizations are not geographically
divided and that transnational migration is an aspect of globalization that brings
everyone 1n direct contact with everyone else. She discusses the precarious situa-
tion of Turkish migrants in the UK. As Muslims and ‘outsiders’, their political
and religious loyalty is always scrutinized in the national media, but this becomes
a more pressing issue in the war on terrorism. She challenges the argument that
these migrant groups turn to ‘their own’ media for information and presents a
much more complex picture about the ways in which Turks in the UK used the
media to form an opinion about the events of 9/11 and later. Hers is an empir-
ical study of focus group discussions and it shows the importance of secularism
for these Turkish migrants combined with an ambivalence, both about the
Islamicist cause and about US politics. She also warns rightly against assuming
too much about media effects and the ways people respond to information.
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2 War propaganda and the
liberal public sphere

Peter van der Veer

Introduction

A decade ago the Gulf War ended with a tickertape parade in Manhattan for
General Schwarzkopf and other American heroes who had returned victorious
from the battlefield. Also around ten years ago the Russian War in Afghanistan
ended in a defeat of the Russians. Afghanistan had been Russia’s Vietnam and,
in some readings, Russia’s defeat had led to the collapse of the Soviet Union and
thus, again, the victory of the United States. Some philosophers even thought
that history had ended with the end of the competition between capitalism and
communism. But perhaps neither history nor these wars themselves ended. Ten
years later Manhattan was the target of an attack, in which a majority of young
Saudis, strongly opposed to the presence of the US military in Saudi Arabia
near the Islamic holy places, during and after the Gulf War, played a dominant
role. This protest had been voiced in many ways by religious leaders who criti-
cized King Fahd of Saudi Arabia, ‘the guardian of the two noble Sanctuaries’
(Mecca and Medina), but the religious form of the protest and its significance in
the Saudi polity had been ignored, since it was hardly recognizable and inter-
pretable for Western media. In one of the many ironies of recent history, the
CIA had brought many of the radical opponents of the close collaboration
between the Saudi regime and the Americans to Afghanistan where they had
successfully driven the Russians away, but subsequently had helped their funda-
mentalist Pathan allies, the Taliban, to establish a radical Islamic state. The most
important of the Arab supporters of the Taliban was Osama bin Laden, a Saudi
millionaire who used Afghanistan as a base for an anti-American terrorist
network, called Al-Qaeda. The Americans therefore decided to attack
Afghanistan in the aftermath of the 9/11 attack on New York and Washington,
and the war ‘ended’ with an American victory in Afghanistan. But, again, the
seeds of a new war were already visible in the relatively fast toppling of the
Taliban regime. President Bush Jr. decided that he should finish what his father
had not accomplished in the first Gulf War, namely the ousting of Saddam
Hussein, the leader of Iraq, together with his entire regime. With the Bush
family in charge in these wars, one gets the feeling of watching a television
miniseries with different episodes.
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Perhaps even more than infotainment, wars are like news items: they focus
attention on something, on some region, for a while, but the attention span of
the world’s audience is short and soon other news items come up and the audi-
ence forgets the continuity of history while it is looking somewhere else. The first
Gulf War was in many ways the precursor of the War in Afghanistan. There are
some obvious differences also. The Gulf War was a response to the invasion of
the US ally, Kuwait, by Iraq, a regional power, led by a dangerous dictator, while
the recent war was a response to an attack on the United States, in which 3000
American civilians were killed. The solidarity with ‘our troops’ in the latter case
therefore was a ‘given’ and did not have to be created by a folk ritual of ‘yellow
ribbons’. In both cases vital oil and gas interests of American companies were
crucial in the decision-making process (Klare 2000). The first Gulf War dealt
with interstate warfare, while the war in Afghanistan and the second Gulf war
were called ‘the global war on terrorism’, although in fact it was miniaturized
into the Afghan and Iraqi war theatres and the focus continued to be on states
rather than on terrorist networks. While the first Gulf War dealt with an invasion
of one Arab country by another, the present war had, at least ostensibly, to deal
with Osama bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda, a particular form of transnational Muslim
terrorism. Despite these differences we can still learn from the first Gulf War
when we examine the relation between media, warfare, and public debate.

In this chapter I want to explore some questions about media, postmodern
warfare, and the transformation of the transnational public sphere. First of all, I
want to suggest that there is an uncanny relationship between infotainment and
postmodern warfare. Second, I want to argue that liberal philosophers assume a
really existing public sphere as the basis of Western democracy, but ignore the
role of the media as well as the role of religion in political debate and political
action. Third, I want to suggest that there is an uncanny connection between
developments in religion, media, and warfare. I want to begin by examining the
well-studied media representation of the first Gulf War.

The Gulf War

The Gulf War received unprecedented media coverage. However, it also raised
fundamental questions about the nature of this coverage. First of all, there is the
general problem of war propaganda: coverage as cover-up, the orchestration of
the news by the Pentagon. It is the spreading of disinformation or straight false-
hood, such as the famous story that Iraqi soldiers had killed Kuwaiti incubator
babies by stealing the incubators and bringing them as war loot to Baghdad.
Even more importantly, it is the framing of the narrative of the war in the
mythological terms of World War II: Saddam Hussein as the Great Dictator
who had invaded a small neighbor, Kuwait, just as Hitler had invaded
Czechoslovakia. The logic of the narrative thus required an immediate response
by the world powers in order not to repeat the earlier, historical mistake. The
most important element of the media cover-up, however, seems to have been the
almost complete erasure of Arab bodies, of Arab voices, of Arab history. This
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was possible, because of the domination of the mediascape by the West and thus
the lack of challenges from Arab media.

Virillio (1991) has argued that the Gulf War was a local war in terms of its
battlefield, but a global war in terms of its representation and in terms of its tele-
command based on satellite communications and perception. The image of the
desert as the battlefield, emptied of history and real presence, made the war
resemble a video game, a virtual reality. Baudrillard (1991) went even so far as to
ask whether the Gulf War ever really happened. The tele-visual power of new
military technologies displaces the human encounter on the battlefield and
indeed displaces the battlefield as a territorial notion. It is right to extend
President Eisenhower’s notion of a military—industrial complex by speaking, as
Der Derian (2001) does, of a military—industrial-media—entertainment complex,
MIME in short, with complexly interwoven institutional powers. In the US
Army’s National Training Center at Fort Irwin, at the Central Command in Fort
Knox in Tampa, and in many other sites, wars are simulated in synthetic
theaters of war. Distinctions between the simulated and the real begin to break
down when one realizes that the Iran—Iraq War was first played out as a macro-
strategic game on video which the consulting company BDM International sold
to Iraq and that the invasion of Kuwait was similarly rehearsed by the Iraqi mili-
tary in the form of computer simulations.

The techno-scape of warfare so much depends on the virtuality of the
computer screen that it connects profoundly to the virtual reality of media repre-
sentations, broadcast in real time, on the television screen. Television turns us
into armchair imperialists, audio-visual masters of the world, as Stam (1992)
puts it. The question of representation and truth becomes even more vexed than
usual under the circumstances of a hyperreal in which nothing has a clear
authenticity or is outside a play of signifiers. It is especially the embodied iden-
tity that gets lost in the information superhighway as will be acknowledged by
anyone who has participated in chat rooms and the like. Experiments by
Milgram and Zimbardo about the relationship between torturers and their
victims lead us to argue that technological remoteness creates a morality of
action, that is a moral responsibility to perform well in military action, which
replaces a morality of substance, that is subject to substantive assessment of
behavior as either good or bad (see Bauman 1989). The causal link between
action and the suffering of the victim can be easily ignored. While this is already
the case for those who are directly engaged in technological violence, it is further
enhanced for television audiences by the vicarious participation in violence made
possible by infotainment. Specific solidarities and identifications with one’s own
people as opposed to a demonized ‘Other’ are created and reinforced by the
media. To some extent there is a manipulation of the news, an editing of what is
presented: for example, the so-called ‘turkey-shoot’ of thousands of Iraqis fleeing
on the six-lane highway from Kuwait City was regarded as too horrendous to
put on television. But more generally it is the mediated distantiation, visually and
emotionally, from the ‘Other’ as real, historical human beings with their own
lives and motivations that helps in shaping a reality that resembles Hollywood
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representations of aliens attacking the planet or, in the recent movie Pearl Harbor,
the Japanese attacking the United States. There is a kind of intertextuality
between war coverage, Hollywood movies, television miniseries, and video games
that has created a virtual reality that seems to be open primarily to metaphysical,
mystic, Manichean interpretations in which both Christian televangelists and
Muslim video-preachers specialize. Both bin Laden’s division of the world into
good and evil and Bush’s imitation of it seem to connect virtual and virtuous
realities in a dazzling fashion. The assault on the Twin Towers of the World
Trade Center itself seemed to participate uncannily in this hyperreality from
which the terrorists expected immediate salvation.

It seems to me that there is much more at stake here than war propaganda as
such, more than deliberate disinformation and lies, for which the Pentagon now
appears to have created a new bureau. It is not so much that audiences are
misinformed or just badly informed and that they would be choosing differently
and acting differently if they were better informed. The dominance of American
news agencies combined with the power of American popular audio-visual
culture has made the media into a crucial element of both the global war
machine and collective identity. Those outside of its reach need to be converted
and, since missionaries are not so successful with Islam, pop culture may have a
try. Norman Pattiz, founder and chairman of Westwood One, the $3.5 billion
company that is largest distributor of commercial radio programming in the
United States, has been asked by the Bush Administration to oversee an inno-
vative radio network aimed at bringing American values and pop culture to
Arabs in the Middle East with a budget of $30 million. It will broadcast twenty-
four hours a day and will devote most of that time to playing a blend of Western
and Arab pop music. Twice an hour, five-minute news segments in Arabic,
reported by American-sponsored journalists, interrupt the music. In the
Manichean struggle between Good and Ewvil, Good is represented by pop
culture. This raises fundamental questions about the relation between the media
and the public sphere.

The liberal public sphere

Some sixty leading American intellectuals, most of whom are high-powered
academics teaching ethics, religion, and public policy at American universities
and think-tanks, have a view of the defense of American values which is not
rooted in Norman Pattiz’s American pop culture but in the European
Enlightenment. In an open letter on why the war on terrorism is necessary and
just, published in The Washington Post of February 12, 2002, they refer to four
values that they view as the founding ideals of the United States. These values
are the following:

1 Human dignity of all persons is politically expressed in democracy.
2 Universal moral truths do exist.
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3 Disagreements about values call for civility, openness, and reasonable argu-
ment.
4 Freedom of conscience and freedom of religion.

The authors think that these founding ideals of the United States are under
attack from Islamicist terrorists and that a war against them is a just war. In
Europe the British politician Chris Patten (2002), European Commissioner for
External Relations, has recently given a similar justification of the war on
terrorism. However, Patten refers not only to enlightened ideals but also to the
literary work of Rudyard Kipling to explain the war on terrorism. This is a
telling reference, since it is indeed this combination between high ideals and
expansionist politics that characterized the old ‘Great Game’ as it does the new
imperialism. For Kipling, the British had a moral duty to bring civilization to the
rest of the world, so that the issue is less the defense of one’s civilization against
the barbarism of others than the conversion of others to Western values.
Kipling, obviously, wrote at the height of British imperial power. American intel-
lectuals, on the other hand, can only view the war against terrorism in terms of
defense by ignoring the role of the United States as global superpower. What
concerns us here, however, 1s that the intervention by these intellectuals by way
of an open letter in one of the US leading national newspapers is based on the
crucial assumption of the real existence of a liberal public sphere and of a civi-
lized or civil society in which freedom of expression and conscience together
with rational argumentation define modern democracy. At the same time the
existence of civil society and public sphere defines modern civilization as a
universal ideal that happens to have been realized in the United States. Finally,
the universality of moral truths is asserted, while disagreements about which
truths are universal have to be discussed in an open debate. This set of assump-
tions is undoubtedly important and needs further reflection.

In my understanding civil society stands for institutions and social movements
that are independent enough from the state to be critical of it, while public
sphere stands for the spaces, sites, and technologies available for public discourse
that 1s critical of the state. The possibility of public criticism of the state and its
policies marks the distinction between dictatorship and political freedom.
Obviously, there is a constant debate about the limits and procedures of political
freedom under the rule of law, but the principle of public criticism is crucial.
The concepts of civil society and public sphere, as distinct from the state, are
fundamental to liberal, political theory. Despite the influence of Marxism on his
thinking, this is also true for Habermas’s (1989) understanding of the public
sphere. Crucial to his theory is a modernist emphasis on a particular kind of
secular rationality and subjectivity. This effectively requires the subject to be
modern and excludes the subject that is (as yet) not modern. Habermas does not
give religious argumentation or religious movements a place in the public sphere,
since religion in his view is an obstacle to the freedom and rationality of debate,
because of its absolutist claims on truth. The assumption is that society has to be
secular before one can have a critical, public debate. There is a huge literature
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discussing these concepts and the assumptions connected to them (see, for
mstance, Calhoun 1992, Taylor 1995, Chatterjee 1995) but I would like to focus
on two elements of the public sphere that have not acquired enough attention
and are crucial to our current discussion. The first is religion and the role of the
media in it. The second is the counterpart of what is public, namely what one
would call ‘secret’.

Religion, media, and public sphere

The development of communication technologies is crucial not only to the mili-
tary—industrial-media—entertainment nexus, but also to the public sphere and to
religion. In theories of the secular public sphere, religion under modern condi-
tions is perceived as belonging to the private sphere, but this is more a secularist
dream than an empirical reality in the majority of modern societies. Anderson
(1991) has argued that one particular media revolution, the rise of print capi-
talism, has had a profound impact on the way human societies imagine
themselves as nations. While his interest is in the rise of a secular national
consciousness — crucial to the formation of civil society and public sphere — he
also pays some attention to the ways in which religion has been transformed by
this media revolution. Of course, it is not new to emphasize the importance of
print culture on the rise of Luther and on the entire Protestant Reformation. It is
also not new to connect the emergence of national territories with the Protestant
break with Catholic unity. The power of Anderson’s intervention is that he
connects these accepted historical facts with an interpretation of modern
consciousness, influenced by Auerbach (1957) and Benjamin (1973). According
to Anderson, nations imagine themselves horizontally, simultaneously, and
evenly, thanks to a new conception of time, measured by clock and calendar. For
Anderson this new conception of time also enables a new literary genre, the
novel, where things happen simultaneously by actors who are unaware of each
other, and for the newspaper, informing us of ‘current events’ in the nation. He
emphasizes how different this modern, secular conception of ‘homogeneous,
empty time’ is of the preceding Christian one of prefiguring and fulfillment.
Modern consciousness, in his view, is thus both secular and national. Despite his
awareness of the Protestant Reformation he posits a sharp break between a reli-
gious worldview and a modern, secular one. This opposition of religious tradition
and secular modernity is in fact a dominant trope of most accounts of moder-
nity in Western social science and philosophy that is based on an anti-religious
trend in the European Enlightenment.

A serious, non-ideological engagement with religion under modern condi-
tions, however, shows that religious institutions and religious movements take
part in the production of the modern self and continue to play a public, political
role in most societies even in the so-called secular West. This is true for most
Western societies as indeed for any other society (van der Veer and Lehmann
1999) but most strikingly for the United States, industrially the most advanced
and dominant society today.
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There is no doubt that the research institutions in the United States are the
major sites of production of scientific and technological knowledge in the
contemporary world. At the same time a Gallup poll in the mid-1970s showed
that over one-third of adult Americans (50 million Americans) described them-
selves as ‘born-again’, that is as having experienced ‘a turning point in your life
and when you committed yourself to Jesus Christ and felt “that the Bible is the
actual Word of God and is to be taken literally, word for word” ’(Harding 2000).
These Americans are active in the public sphere as the so-called ‘Moral
Majority’. Do these two facts — scientific productivity and religious activism in
the public sphere — in one society conflict? In fact, they do not; except for the
debate about creationism and evolutionism that is, in fact, marginal to most
scientific debate. Even the fact that so many Americans are biblical literalists
does not seem to affect their participation in the scientific and technological
activities of their society. Does this imply that there is a separation of spheres
that are relatively autonomous? This is only the case in the sense that laborato-
ries and churches are different sites for the production of knowledge and that
these forms of knowledge have different effects, but not in the sense that they can
be reified as separate spheres. The relative irrelevance of science for religious
doctrine and vice versa does not marginalize the public role of religious institu-
tions and movements in the United States. Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority was
perhaps the most important political movement in the United States in the 1980s
and even the younger Bush’s campaign for presidency in the late 1990s
depended crucially on Christian fundamentalist backing. The support it gave to
the military—industrial complex in its Christian patriotism has been of crucial
importance to the funding of scientific research for military purposes including
the development of the Internet. The development of new forms of virtual
action and communication has been and will be overwhelmingly dependent on
military research (Robins and Webster 1999). Moreover, the Moral Majority
movement has made ample use of the technological advances in communica-
tions and consumption (telemarketing, television, theme parks) to bring the
message of the literal truth of the Bible. This continued in the 1990s with the
full use of the new communication technologies by these movements. What is
particularly striking is the extent to which these movements occupy the same
terrain as secular humanist movements and with a similar flexibility and versa-
tility. They are not outside modernity, but fully part of it. Considering their
patriotic support of the build-up of US military power, one finds an uncanny
connection between the virtuous and the virtual in the Moral Majority which is
quite different from the Enlightenment view expressed in the letter of American
intellectuals, discussed above.

It is crucial to realize that one is referring here not only to the production of a
religious public, but also to that of a religious private. Not only is the imagina-
tion of community important here, but also the imagination of ‘the self’. The
mediation and virtuality involved in modern technologies of communication,
earlier the printed book and now the Internet, have a profound impact on the
content and effects of religious communication. Religion is not only mediated,
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but is also crucially concerned with the forms and practices of mediation.
According to William James (1985) [1901] religion is founded on the subjective
experience of an invisible presence. This may be true, but we only have access to
that subjective experience through the mediation of concrete practices, such as
speaking, writing, acts of worship, while, at the same time, these acts may be
considered to produce the experience. There is a whole range of activities that
induce religious dispositions and are about the relation between human subjects
and, what I would like to call provisionally for lack of a better term, ‘the super-
natural’. Crucial in that mediation is the relative invisibility of the supernatural
or, perhaps better, its virtuality. There is always in religious mediation an ambi-
guity about the addressee and about the arrival of the message that is connected
to epistemological uncertainty. Technologies of communication, such as print or
the Internet, create a new sense not only of community and the public sphere,
but also of the self. The act of reading in private shields one from direct interac-
tions with the immediate life-world, while linking one to a larger world of virtual
interactions. The same seems to be true for the Internet. It is the act of reading
and writing that constitutes the world of print, but also the world of the Internet.
My suggestion here is that, analogous to the religious transformations, such as
the Protestant Reformation, enabled by the print revolution, there are religious
transformations today, enabled by the information revolution. Similar to the
transformations in infotainment and warfare, there are transformations in
current religious configurations that are crucial to the emergence of transna-
tional, radical forms of ‘born-again’ Christianity that informs the Bush
Administration. While in the nineteenth-century Protestant Tract and Bible soci-
eties, as well as a mass-produced visual culture, produced the ideal of a Christian
America in the public sphere, in the late twentieth century new communication
technologies are used to produce new images of saintly sacrifice and Christian
solidarity, in which the global mission of the United States 1s enshrined (Morgan
1999). These new communication technologies are also, however, crucial to the
‘born-again’ Islamicism that informs the Al-Qaeda network.

Recently, Roy (2002) has distinguished several responses to globalization by
Muslims. The first is the so-called ‘salafist’ that stresses the return to an original
and authentic Islam, but in doing so goes against the ethnicization of Islam. A
general tendency of ethnic division among Muslim groups and societies has
been rejected as ‘fitna’ (division) in Islamic thought and the ‘salafists’ or ‘new
fundamentalists’ make use of this to preach a global Islam transcending ethnic
and national divisions. The second is a process of individualization in which
individual belief instead of social conformism is the basis of Islamic behavior. To
be a ‘true” Muslim is more a personal choice and a matter of internal conversion
than the result of social pressure. It is here that we can understand the success of
a number of Muslim movements that produce a kind of ‘born-again’ Muslim.
Third, there is an expansion of web sites where self-appointed experts on Islamic
thought and behavior teach their version. This creates a new sphere of Muslim
communication and debate in which the traditional interpreters of the tradition,
the ‘ulama’, play a diminished role. In this debate, however, it is not ‘liberal
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Islam’, promoted by such thinkers as the Algerian Muhammad Arkoun, which is
prevalent. Rather it is the more literalist or even fundamentalist arguments that
are dominant. These developments do not show conservatism, but quite signifi-
cant transformations that bring ‘born-again” Muslims, so to say, in direct conflict
with their own fellow Muslims who try to continue some of their ethnic—religious
practices in a new environment.

One could argue that there is an emerging Muslim public sphere in the
Muslim world (Eickelman and Anderson 1999). This sphere is transnational and
cannot be controlled by the regimes of the various Muslim states. The Internet
especially allows a growing literate public to discuss and interpret the sacred
traditions. Some of this resembles the Protestant Reformation in the way the
new media enable direct, personal access to religious truth without the hierar-
chical mediation of an exclusive class of learned interpreters. One should,
however, not take the comparison with sixteenth-century Protestantism too far.
What we see in the Muslim world is much more comparable with nineteenth-
and twentieth-century Protestantism in which mass education and growing
literacy are combined with the rapid expansion of mass-mediated images and
visual symbolism. In the Muslim world there is a growing market for audio and
videocassettes of popular preachers and their sermons and discussions are the
subject of debate on the Internet. What one finds here are mixed genres of argu-
mentation, derived from science, from popular culture, from human rights
discourse, and from Islamic traditions. The intertextuality of soap operas,
patterns of mass consumption, advertising strategies, and religious exchange in
the Muslim world reminds one very much of televangelism in the United States.
Notions of secularization cannot capture this interlacing of secular and religious
communication.

An earlier generation of Muslim reformers, such as Maududi, the founder of
the South Asian Jama’at-i-Islami or Hasan al-Banna, the founder of the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, already belonged to a professional class outside
of the traditional Islamic learned circles. Today there is a transnational class of
engineers, doctors, and professional men that constitutes the avant-garde of
Islamic reform. For this class the old Enlightenment opposition of science and
religion does not pertain. Somehow it came as a shock to Western liberal media
that the assault on the United States had been conducted by highly trained
Muslim engineers. The British newspaper the Guardian carried the following
argument by an American philosopher:

It is a modern thought that faith is antagonistic to reason. Scientific
reasoning does not sit easily with the presuppositions of any religion, and
the work of Enlightenment philosophers made the belief in God appear
irrational. ... It is easy to imagine Mohammed Atta, at Hamburg University,
encountering the dichotomy between faith and modern reason, and turning
to a form of Islam untempered by any rational morality. But, if so, Atta, like
many others, followed a path first laid out in the ‘Modern West’.
(Fleischacker 2001)



18  Peter van der Veer

The strong presence of engineers and scientists in Muslim fundamentalist move-
ments which is noted in work on Iran, Turkey, Indonesia, and Malaysia is indeed
something that requires some thought, but it is not a separation of faith and
science that allows them to participate in these movements. On the contrary, I
would argue that specific affinities between spirituality and science allow this
participation. In the case of Islam it is a newly militarized spirituality, which
enables a radical negation of a conventional view of spirituality as composed of
compassionate and merciful acts. This depends on a counter-orientalist argu-
ment that posits a spiritual, moral Fast that can use rationality and science for
the welfare of humankind and a materialistic, morally debased West that uses
them to colonize and humiliate others. As Tavakoli-Targhi (2002) has argued,
one finds among these radical Muslims, such as Mohammed Atta, a readiness to
destroy the hateful ‘Other’ of Western civilization by going on a spiritual journey
of physical self-annihilation in martyrdom.

The terrorist activity of the Al-Qaeda network shows us the other side of the
public sphere: secrecy. One of the most striking aspects of the assault on the
United States on September 11 is the extent to which small groups of deter-
mined radicals can escape the surveillance of the modern state. Despite the
enormous increase in technologies of intelligence and surveillance it turns out
that modern society is very vulnerable to this kind of attack. On the face of it,
one would consider this kind of secret operation by radical groups to be the
opposite of the public sphere. Indeed, criticism of the state in open discussions
to which everyone has access seems a defining feature of the public sphere. One
could, however, also suggest that there is a dialectic between what is public and
what is secret. The historian Reinhart Koselleck (1988) has argued that the
emergence of secret societies of freemasonry had been crucial in the develop-
ment of Enlightenment critique of the absolutist state. In the mid-eighteenth
century the masonic lodges saw an immense increase in membership and can be
seen as the most important sites for the new sociability of the Enlightenment,
besides the more public ones such as coffechouses, clubs, salons, and literary
societies. For me, the important point in this is that these lodges were able to
erect a wall of protection for their debates and rituals both against intrusion
from the state and against intrusion from the ‘profane’ world. Religion is a privi-
leged site for examining this aspect of secrecy that is simultaneously the opposite
of the public sphere and foundational for it. Religious movements and religious
sites are often suspected of secret conspiracy by the powers that be. It 1s precisely
the moving away from state institutions and official politics that gives possibilities
for fundamental moral critique. It should be clear that critique could take an
unpleasant and terrorist form like it did in the Jacobin ideology of the French
Revolution. This uncomfortable dialectic is exactly what German theorists were
interested in after the Nazi period. While Koselleck’s analysis is close to Adorno
and Horkheimer’s view of the dialectic of the Enlightenment, Habermas (1973)
chose to focus on the liberating side of the public sphere and therefore has criti-
cized Koselleck’s view that totalitarianism finds its roots in the dialectic between
absolutism and Enlightenment critique.
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In dealing with civil society and the public sphere we tend to focus on volun-
tary association and human networks, but in the postmodern network society of
today we need to pay more attention to technologies of communication. As
Anderson (1999: 53) puts it, “Technology, not association, enables participation
and 1s the means of participation in a space defined by taking it upon oneself to
participate.” The kind of virtual interactions, enabled by the Web, is character-
ized by indeterminacy and secrecy. The decentralized nature of the Internet
even allows secrecy at the level of authorship which copyright has made difficult
in the world of print. The new technologies of communication enable not only
electronic warfare and the mediated participation in it by a world audience, but
also the radical and terrorist responses to it.

Conclusion

The open letter by the American intellectuals in 7he Washington Post was called a
‘letter from America’, but one is tempted to ask: addressed to whom? One of the
signatories of the letter, Samuel Huntington, had argued earlier that a clash of
civilizations was the new global challenge after the collapse of the Soviet Union
and that the West should withdraw itself within its own civilizational boundaries,
protecting its own identity. Huntington (1996) concluded in his book that the
United States should be monocultural while accepting that the world would be
multicultural. However, a crucial element of the global network society today is
that the boundaries of the United States, defining what is inside and what is
outside, are unclear. More generally, civilizations have no location, no bound-
aries anymore, so that one cannot define a world of Islam outside of a world of
Christianity (van der Veer 1999). Transnational migration brings everyone face
to face. This is a defining element of globalization, and, as such, the basis of the
new economy, but also of new religious movements and of the emergence of a
transnational public sphere, in which the universality of moral truths is not
denied, but in which there is a conflict about which truths are universal and how
to convert others to them. To think that secular worldviews have spread less
violently than religious ones is to ignore world history. The technologies of trans-
port and communication developed under the present conditions of global forms
of production and consumption define the transformation of the life-world of a
growing number of people, but also the religious responses to it. It is especially
the constant shuttling between countries of origin and countries of immigration
that constitutes a transnational field. In the transnational public sphere there are
large numbers of people who are on the move and the history of at least some of
them makes them critical of the international order and the hegemony of the
United States. They also have the civilizational resources to suggest other
possible forms of modernity, of economy, of politics, and of civil society. These
global projects are in general peaceful, but if Western civilization is spread by
the sword one should not be surprised by violent responses.

This essay has tried to come to a better understanding of the connection
between the virtual and the virtuous. In 1961, President Eisenhower spoke in his
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Farewell Address to the Nation about the military—industrial complex as a threat
to democracy. The military—industrial-media—entertainment network of today is
an even greater departure from the Enlightenment values that are the basis of
democracy. Taylor (2002) has recently asserted that central to Western moder-
nity is a new conception of moral order. The current predicament is that moral
visions with different genealogies clash in a transnational public sphere. These
visions are communicated in media that mix the genres of the virtuous and the
virtual.

The extent to which we now live in one connected mediascape is emphasized
by the following incident. During the Afghan War, Osama bin Laden addressed
the world through a video in which he communicated his disgust with US
foreign policy. The video was filmed in a setting and with a rhetorical style remi-
niscent of Egyptian movies of the 1960s representing the time of the Prophet.
That video was broadcast by the Arab network Al-Jazeera, but was withdrawn
from American media under pressure from the White House because it
contained war propaganda and perhaps hidden messages. We encounter a situa-
tion here in which an Arab station contributes to open newsgathering, while
American media exert self-censorship. We also have here a situation in which a
particular moral style is used to motivate a transnational Muslim audience, but
also one in which the rest of the world is addressed by attacking the role of the
United States in Israel. In this kind of unbounded mediascape with mixed
genres, terrorist attacks by engineers look like video games and the responses to it
have a mimetic quality. Public debate itself about the virtues of imagined world
orders (enlightened, Islamic, or otherwise) seems not to be able to escape the
indeterminate, continuous, secret nature of contemporary technologies of
communication. The justification of war has to address the changing mediated
nature of warfare, religious and other moral visions as well as the variety of
audiences addressed in transnational public spheres.
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3 The West and the Rest

A drama in two acts and an epilogue

Larry Gross & Sasha Costanza-Chock

Act one: free flow, free press, free markets

The period following World War II witnessed the consolidation of the economic
and cultural power of the United States. In this exhilarating era, the United
States joined in promoting ambitious and noble-sounding efforts to guarantee
universal human rights, without having to consider too carefully the conse-
quences of taking these high-flown sentiments literally. Focused as they were on
the importance of contrasting democracy with communism, the US authorities
readily joined in the 1946 UN Declaration on Ireedom of Information, which
stated that:

all states should proclaim policies under which the free flow of information
within countries and across frontiers, will be protected. The right to seek
and transmit information should be insured to enable the public to ascertain

facts and appraise events
(UN General Assembly Resolution 59 (1))

This was further strengthened by the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, passed by the General Assembly the same year, which includes the
following: ‘Everyone has a right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right
includes freedom to hold opinions ... and to seek, receive and impart informa-
tion and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers’ (Article 19).

At first these declarations were wielded as weapons in the Cold War struggle
between the United States and the Soviet Union, with the United States and its
Western allies 