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The New Rreign CDrrespondence
The upheaval in the Middle East has

returned the focus to that fabled character
in American journalism: the foreign corre
spondent.

The Middle East events, however,
have caused a drastic revision of the corre
spondent's image. The satellite has re
placed the telephone and telegraph wire,
bringing the correspondent into American
living rooms even as he reports.

Former foreign correspondent Stanleij
Karnow relates in the discussion that fol
lows that a long-ago colleague thought if
was bad enough ivhen the wires replaced
the moils. But technology has leaped
ogain, and so our Press on Press this
month assesses the results and looks at the
state of the foreign correspondent and
news coverage.

Three of the participants are journal
ists: Karnow, syndicated columnist and
editor of the International Writers Service:
Walter Pincus, writer for the Washington
Post arid consultant for NBC News; and
Bichard Valeriani, diplomatic correspon
dent for NBC News.

The other panelists are foreign ajfairs
analysts and writers: Constantine Mengcs
of the Hudson Institute, and Barry Rubin
of Georgetotvn Ihiiversity's Center for
Strategic and International Studies, both
of whom write about the press.

Editor Ray White began by asking
how valid the criticism was that the press
had been manipulated in Iran, that Iran
had turned reporters into diplomats and
propagandists:

^'^'-ERIANI: When have you not heard
that? I covered the civil rights revolution
in the South, and I used to hear that all
the time—'You outside agitators from
the North come down with your televi
sion cameras. If you went away, the
problem would go away.' The cliche re
sponse is, 'There were no cameras
present at the Boston Tea Party.' I
think the press, to a degree, is always
being manipulated, or people try—
politicians, political leaders always
try—to use or manipulate the press. As
a newsman, you have to be careful how
you respond to those attempts. If there
are daily demonsii-ations and you cover
them, you have to point out the demon
strations occur only because the cameras
are there. Normally, that is not the case.
The only difference is the camera is the
next stage in media technology. If you
didn't have the camei-a, you'd have .still
photography. Before you had still photo
graphs, you had the primed word, the
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Valeriani and Barry Rubin.

printing press, and before that, you |
probably had word-of-mouth.
KARNOW: There is an attempt all the
time to manipulate different practition
ers in the different media in different
ways. Part of the problem for the practi
tioner is to resist this manipulation or,
better yet, to try to understand the dif
ferent manipulations that are going on
because that helps him, in some ways, to
fi nd out where the truth lies, the truth
sometimes being different from the facts,
incidentally. It seems to be a constant
process of conflicts in which there are
going to be a lot of mistakes, particu
larly in those forms of the media that
are under the most pressure, the elec
tronic media and the news agencies be
cause of their constant deadlines. And
Dick is right about technological
progress. Read the biography of George
Morrison, who was the Times of London
correspondent in Peking around the
turn of the century. Dp to a certain
point, there was no telegraphic commu
nication between Peking and Europe,
and he would go off on muleback, spend
six months, come back and fi le a story
with a byline 'from a traveller recently
in Szechuan province.' He said it was a
terrible day when the telegraph lines
were installed because he had to sit
there in the capital filing stories every
day. In many ways, rapid communica
tions has increased the pressure on the
reporter.
PINCUS: I'm a great believer in manip
ulation. I think it goes on all the time on
both sides. The free press is a game.
The people who make news play with
it; the more so, the more sophisticated

they become.
We who write, or people in televi

sion or radio, are the focus of all the at
tention, and we are also competing. The
best and the worst of us are used, de
pending upon how we want to play it. If
you want to use Iran, there was a tre
mendous amount of frustration in the
taking of the hostages and the fact that
the country couldn't do anything. That
led people to look for reasons and things
to complain about. And this 'wonderful'
theory developed that if the cameras
weren't there, the demonstrations in
front of the embassy would stop. In fact,
that's even been followed up now by sto
ries recently that since the Americans
have been kicked out, the demonstra
tions have stopped. It's really not true. I
was there on Ashura, which was the big
demonstration day, and there were enor
mous crowds. The thing that the crowds
responded to was not American televi
sion, but rather Iranian television,
which had a position up on a wall look
ing down and which also had a truck
right in the middle of the crowd. And
when those cameras went on, everybody
really played because that was local
television and they knew they'd see
themselves and their families would see
them, and that was it. I lay into George
Will, who is my favorite whipping hoy,
who said wc sort ol 'made the militants
in the embassy because wc kept photo
graphing them and we carried their
message to the world. They became a
power in Irtm because they set up a stu
dio right in the embassy that went rigin
to Iranian television. Wc are not thf l•^.^
ter ol" the Iranian tmiverse. They don't



Constantine Menges

give a hooi about whether they're on
NBC.

KARNOW: I don't think it's fair,
though, to deny completely that they're
trying to manipulate.
VALERIANI: But their original motives
had nothing to do with television.
RUBIN: There's another angle: the irony
of the thing is the Iranians thought they
were manipulating the American televi
sion and press, and a lot of Americans
thought they were manipulating it. But
actually, I think the more the Americans
saw the demonstrations and listened to

Ghotzbadeh and other people, the more
antagonistic they became to the Iranian
cause. So this is, in part, why we're get
ting the media backlash, because the
Iranians are saying 'Well, we thought
we had it under control, and obviously
we didn't really have the media under
control, and, therefore, they must have
been twisting everything.'
PINCUS: Did they throw everybody out
because they were bored with the em
bassy coverage? What was much more
interesting and much more news were
Tabriz and the riots.
RUBIN: That's right.
VALERIANI: Wait a minute, Walter. I
think that's much loo simplistic. I think
that the Americans were thrown out

partly because the Revolutionary Coun
cil and others who may have some
power in Iran decided the militants at
the emiiassy had more power than they
deserved through their access to Ameri
can television and American newsmen.
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And if you were going to have a resolu
tion to this problem, you had to some
how diminish the power of those folks,
and one of the ways you did this was to
diminish their ability to communicate
PINCUS: No. I've seen that written and
I've heard that said, and I think that's
wishful thinking. The militants' power
comes from the militants' ability to go
on their own television and to hold doc
uments up. And after the Americans
were out, in fact, they still did it, and
they knocked two more of Khomeini's
aides right out of the government by
finding more documents. That's where
their power comes from. It doesn't come
from ^pearing on TV here.
KARNOW: I'd like to point out for the
record that there've been several enor
mous events in recent history that have
not been televised, if you can believe
that. Take, for example^ an upheaval in
Indonesia in 196S-tSr.

people in a fantastic uph^a^l—a
slaughter. I>[o television cameras around
It happened llic Cultuial
Revolution in China, which has some
times been compared to the events in
Iran. No television cameras, and there
was an anti-foreign element in that.
When the British ambassador was
locked up and they demonstrated against
the Russians, they weren't asking televi
sion cameras to come in and film it be

cause they didn't need that. Events will
happen whether the cameras are there
or not.

MENGES: You might add Cambodia to

that with two million people who died
from 1975-1976.

VALERIANI: That's the point I'm trying
to make. That television is the latest de
velopment in journalistic technology. If
it's not there, fine. Each personality,
each movement, decides what he has to
do for his own personal interest, na
tional interest, whatever. If the camera
isn't there to record it, that's not a moti
vating factor. That's precisely the point.
WJR: But would you deny that the
presence of these new technologies
somehow affects what it's taking pic
tures of?

RUBIN: I think it affects what's
90—iiI>_^^snington a lot more than
whrnX^ng on in Teheran. _
VALERI/^l! 1 don't even accept that.
RUBIN: It's relative. I disagree with
some people who say the media are
making foreign policy and this kind of
thing. But I think the pace and nature
of media coverage do have more effect,
do put more pressure on Washington
and on foreign policy than they did 20
or 30 years ago. Not only because of
changes in media technology, but also
because of changes in the media them
selves. They are much more critical and
^aUenging than in the past.
WJR: How do you think the coverage of

government policy?
nUBIN: First of all, the pacing. I would
not doubt that having American hos
tages in Teheran would have forced
pressure on the government for quick
action at any time by the nature of
things, but clearly, having it on the tele
vision every night created this sense of

need to do things . . -
VALERIANI: Excuse me, Barry, can I

the quick action was?
KUBIN: One might argue it's having
more of an effect on the election cam
paigns than it would have otherwise.
Iran is a central issue in the election
campaign. Carter and various govern-
rnent spokespeople are on television each
night, adding to the feeling of crisis and

tension.
VALERIANI: Barry, Teddy Roosevelt
also got elected for charging up San
Juan Hill, and that was before televi
sion.

RUBIN: Yes, but it's different. That was
not an ongoing event that everybody was
focusing on. I'm not really in disagree
ment with you. I generally try to play
down some of the.se effects, but I think,

speaking, they are there.
MENGES: Maybe I can take an exam
ple. As a foreign policy specialist I
found myself wondering what was hap
pening in Afghanistan. I read on pag^
A-30 of the Washington Post one-inch
stories about massive offensives against
the rebels; I read a story about the dep
uty commander of the Soviet armed
forces on page B-29 of the Washington
Post being in Afghanistan. And, yet, I
never saw it on television. Night after
night after night, all I saw was in front
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of the embassy. And I wonder had the
Post or the New York Times or the net
works covered the major offensive
against Afghanistan—the rebels—that
was launched shortly after the embassy
was taken, whether the policy-makers
might possibly have spent a little more
time on that before mid-December when
they began to focus on the movement of
Soviet troops and so forth. I wonder if
that s an effect, if to some degree the
agenda of all the meetings and the har
ried discussions was partially set by the
television coverage, not that television
should be blamed for that. I think the
judgment of the policy-makers has to be
faulted.

VALERIANI: I would suggest you've an
swered your own question by mention
ing B-29; television news deals with
page one because of the limitations of
time. I don't say there's a justification;
It s a reality. You have 22 minutes out
of a 30-minuie evening newscast to put
news on the air. If the Washington Post,
New York Times, Chicago Tribune, Los
ngeles Times had put Afghanistan on

would have seen it in the
first 22 minutes.
MENGES: Of course there's an inter
active quality to that. I think some edi-
ors teel that what's news is what was
on television the night before.
VALERIANI: Man, I gotta tell you,
you ve got it exactly backwards.

MENGES: Then let's ask the question:
tfie creation of 300,000 refugees in

November by the Soviet-backed ofTen-
sive in Afghanistan should have been
page-onC' why was it on the back page
of the Post until December 15?
PINCUS. But Iran is a classic case for
media coverage and particularly for tele
vision. It suits all the needs of the sys
tems: all the networks had four or five
camera crews; it's a guaranteed grabber

iT people because they don't1 e e idea of their people taken; there
is one central focus that's active every
day which provides a basic story which
you can cover; and you commit your as
sets to covering this thing and so you
pro uce a certain amount of material
that gets on the air, and it's self-fulfill-
ing. 1 hat isn t necessarily a criticism of
te evision, a s the way thp sy'-^Ti works.

I ^ have two or three peo-P e ere, and we're grinding out two
stories a day. And there is ^ rein-

lorcedJj.elief l"hi<; i<; the r-pntnl
oTeverybody s atteminn B also comes at
a time when we have conditioned our
selves to needing a central focus.

Person to talk to me about
Afghanistan was Ghotzbadeh in an in
terview in the first week of December
during which we were discussing, 'Are
the Russians strong, are the Russians
weak? The vision of the United States
was^that the Russians are strong, and if
they d ever been caught in the Iranian
situation, they would have acted with
MARCH, 1980

Stanley Karnow

strength. We, on the other hand, were
weak.

Ghotzbadeh's view was just the op
posite: Russia and the United States
were both major powers faced with the
same problem, which was the rise in the
Muslim central revolutionary growth,
and that the Russians in that early part
of December were about to lose. They
had killed people and been killed, and
they were on their way out. And we
ought to be looking at that, comparing
what was happening to them to the way
we were acting, which he thought was
unsatisfactory from his point of view,
but certainly a better way of handling it.
But at that time, the focus *"'11 m
Iran. I. tried to get NBC to send some-XI fXll. * 1.4 Ll_/ 1 ̂

body in and they didn't want to do it.
And it took the Post nearly two weeks to
send somebody in.

MENGES: I had the experience in mid-
November of talking with a number of
network people and, in fact, making a
Xerox of one of the stories on page A-45
and saying, 'I think this is important. I
believe that the Soviet Elnion will not let
an entrenched communist regime be de
feated. I believe the only way, based
upon the history of Soviet relations with
their Muslims in Central Asia, the
Islamic revival can hurt them is if there
were a victory for the rebels, and, there
fore, I would expect some things will be
happening. They simply would not let
their client communist government go
down to defeat. You ought to be taking
a look at that. I had four network peo

ple chat with me for an hour each, and
we had some good conversations, but
they simply said, 'No, there won't be
any coverage.' As a matter of fact, I had
one say to me, 'What will that do to
SALT II to rouer"thati?' which I found
to be rather strange.
WJR: How do you encourage better
coverage?
PINCUS; There's a simple answer. If
the New York Times only had as its
whole production every day two thirds
of its front page, you would not have the
kind of coverage you get out of the New
York Times. Television is the 20th cen
tury's tabloid. It is going to give you
quick and fast short news. It is giving
that kind of news to more people than
ever had it before, and that is a plus. It
is covering nine or so stories, and that's
really all it can cover.
KARNOW: I think you have to make a
distinction between the written medium
and the electronic medium. There's a
tendency on the newspapers to play
'catch-up' with television without realiz
ing that most of the American public is
getting its news from television. And
therefore, what it is reading in the
newspaper the next day tends to be
somewhat redundant. So that the papers
that are taking a different tack, like the
Wall Street Journal or the Financial
Times of London, Le Monde or a few
others, are devoting less and less time
covering what has been on television the
night before and what has been seen by
a large propoi tion of the public and try-
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Richard Valeriani

ing to get into trend stories. The num
ber of trend stories one sees on the front
page of a newspaper has certainly been
increasing. It is undeniable that there
are more stories on the front page of the
New York Times or the Washington Post
that don't have 'today' in the lead than
there were 25 years ago.
VALERIANI: Stan, it's not fair to com
pare live coverage of conventions, space
shots or sports events, which is what
television does best, to stories in the
field. There's still an awful lot of room
for print journalists to do things that
television people can't do in the field.

And there's another consideration:
economics. Jf theJTimes wants to have a.
titri^gpr in jCabui. that's one thine. But
fnr NRf. tn Kavc covcrage out of Ka^l.
is another ^ wpnt-tbere iwire with "Kis-
singer. We dirfn t have ̂  uronM
have cost an extraordinary amount of

to" send a crew TTTKahul. Ar^-
timP you're talking about a television

^pnt a camera, sound and mavhe a pro-
Hj.r-Pr, which 1^" of mone.y,.
KARNOW: It costs a lot for newspapers
and magazine.s, too. Marvin Stone [edi
tor of T..S. News and World Report] told
us at a conference that it costs him
$2.50,000 a year to keep somebody in
Tokyo. I don't think you can clear your
throat for ies.s than $150,000 a year in
most places. This means you're going to
see the press gradually pull back these
people because of the costs. And you're
going to see more f»l the kind of thing

you're seeing now—which is the flying
squad technique, getting people in and
out in a relative hurry.
RUBIN: Our context here is Iran and
the Middle East, but that is not a good
example of how press covers foreign
news. The stories that the American

media blow are not the ones which it

but the ones that are neglected. And if I
were to go back over the last decade, I
would talk about some of these neglected
stories.

VALERIANI: Such as?
RUBIN: Coverage of the guerilla con
flicts in southern Africa; a lot of dimen
sions of the oil stories; Chile under
Allende.

VALERIANI: Excuse me. How was
southern Africa ignored?
RUBIN: On two levels. First . . -
VALERIANI: Are you talking about tele
vision coverage?
RUBIN: I'm talking about both. Televi
sion, because of the technical problems,
but also the print media. Southern Af
rica was pretty much ignored in both
television arid the press for different fea-
^ns ujTtil aftemThe Portuguese coup
when it became a crisis. Afterward, it
was not dealt with very well analytically
in explaining the different guerilla
movements and what they stood for.
The T.rhanese rivil war with tremen-

bxjhe.prim media onji.
nor bT television, eiver

problems. Now there certainly are ex
ceptions, and everyone can cite favorite
reporters and favorite stories, but I
would say, going back over the coverage,
the American people were not informed
on those events and developments, but
particularly on the analysis of those de
velopments. So a story like Iran gets the
attention, and they're going to do a
much better job on it, but it's the ne
glected stories that are costly.
MENGES: But Iran is an even better
example of my concern because one had
a slow-motion revolution in 1978 that
was carried out by three very different
groups—a moderate center nationalist
group, a radical left and communist
group and an Islamic group of mullahs
and institutions. And, yet, there was
practically no coverage in 1979 after the
shah left and fell, after Bakhtiar left, of
exactly how the shah was brought
down, what the elements were. They all
have deep historical roots, but I have
seen practically no coverage of the dif
ferences among the groups.
VALERIANI: There was very profound
analysis in the Washington Star, which
had George Ball do a series of articles
after he had been commissioned by the
White House to do the same thing.
MENGES: I haven't seen any sense in
1979, especially once the hostages were
taken, of the differences. I've heard
about Khomeini and the Revolutionary
Council and the militants in the em
bassy, but I didn't hear about factions
and so forth until the Azerbaijani sepa
ration became much more public. The
irony to me is that with all the television
crews there, with all the media coverage,
the spotlight is on the embassy on that
particular story although the opportu
nity was there for a much better look
into the factions and groups contending
for power under the cloak of Khomeini,
for a much better look into the question
I still have in my mind: Do those people
in front of the embassy represent 20%,
90% or half of the Iranian people? I
haven t seen the coverage, whether in
print or on electronic media, which
would help me understand some of those
things better.
RUBIN: Just one sentence to reinforce
that point: took at the French and Brit
ish media, which I think did a much
better job of political analysis.
VALERIANI: The French and the Brit
ish reporters don't know any more about
who the militants at the embassy ace
than the American reporters.
MENGES: My point is a broader point.
I'm saying that the whole question of
coalition groups under Khomeini's cloak
and competing for power is really not
well understood and not well covered
yet, and it's really very important.
PINCUS: Let me try and deal with what
you're both saying. You may be inter
ested in this and maybe it would be im
portant for people to know about this to
make a rational judgment about Iran,
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Ray White

but most Americans don't want_to knc

simple. It's a terrible thing to say, but
they have a limited amount of lime.
MENGES: They don't want to know if
35 million people or one million in Iran
hate them? They don't care about that?
PINCUS: No, I don't think they do.
KARNOW: I think they care about that.
PINCUS: I don't. We're giving ppoplp
what thev want. We're giving ppoplp
what weVe^-npnhip. oL giving. A jot of
your questions were answered, but they
were answered in a 20-second sentence
on one night's program which you may
have missed. What you're saying is, be
cause of television's nature, it ought to
be repeated night after night after night
because television is a repetitious me
dium. That's why ads go again and
again. It has to be done four or five
times. That's why Iran is perfect televi
sion—it's on every night; it t^es that
long lo sink in. There were pieceslTTThe
Post, pieces in the Times, j)icccs in the
Star analyzing those particular things
you're worried about. They may not
have been done tts well as you may have
liked them tf) have Ijeen done. There are
also more serious journals, there are
weeklies, there are monthlies, there are
poliiital science reviews. There are peo
ple who write books. But you tan't ex
pect everything to appear at the mass
level.

VALERIANI: I .et me interrupt to say I
fion't a<<c[ji tltat they're more serious
because tliey're covering a weekly,

monthly or yearly event. The daily jour
nalist can be a terribly serious person.
KARNOW: And that includes dailies
outside Washington and New York. In
traveling around the country, I con
stantly hear criticism or denigration of
what might be called the provincial
press in this country. It's extraordinary
when you go out and look at papers like
the Minneapolis Tribune and the blash-
ville Tennessean and Miami Herald and

the Sacramento Bee—the extraordinarily
good coverage you get of world events. A
constant coverage. Often they're buying
some quality service like the L.A.
Times/Washington Post news service.
The best single editorial I read on the
president's Slate of the Union Message
was in the Philadelphia Inquirer. When
you think back to the days when every
body got their news and commentary
spoon-fed to them by H.V. Kaltenborn
and Gabriel Heatter and so forth, I
think the public is gelling a much bet
ter view of the world. They can buy the
Wall Street journal and read the long
pieces, they can get the New York Times
almost everywhere, they have their own
regional newspapers, and they can
watch television.

VALERIANI: Bui .Stanley, we have lo
make a distinction beiween factual re-

pfnaing and commentary when you're
talking about that.

KARNOW: But there's a comhlnation of
those things. The Missouliun in Mon
tana carries either the New York 'Times

or the Washington Post/L.A. Times
service, so the stuff is there. They carry
news, they carry columnists. I deal widi
a lot of these editorial writers: these
guys sit down and really try to think
about things.
WJR: But what about this argument
implicit in Constantine's and Barry's
criticisms—that the media may cover
events well but they don't prepare the
public for those events. Walter, your se
ries in the Post on the shah's finances
make interesting reading, but wouldn't
they have been more valuable if we'd
been able to read them prior to the em
bassy takeover?
PINCUS: Oh, it would have been much
belter if they were done contemporan
eously with the events.
WJR: Would the Post have put them on
the front page prior to the events?
PINCUS: You couldn't have gotten them
there. I couldn't have collected the infor
mation. Thai's the problem, because the
beginnings of that story came out of ma
terial I got in Iran after the shah was
out.

KARNOW: Yeah, but Waller, there
were stories. Francis Fitzgerald had a
piece in Harper's
PINCUS: The Post ran a six-part series
by Dick Sales in 1976.
RUBIN: In terms of the strategic picture
in the Persian Gulf and the U.S.
Iranian arms sales, I think the press did
a pretty good job in preparing people, if
one goes back and looks at the clips.
The Washington Post and Neiv York
Times coverage of Iran in the 1970's was
very good—and it stands up surprisingly
well today. The main points I think the
press missed were the problems in deal
ing with the arms on the ground, I
mean the total and complete disorgani
zation that was going on in Iran. Do
mestic affairs. Now the press faced a
tremendous problem because Iran was a
police state, the borders were limited,
there were language difTiculties—we all
know the problems. Nevertheless, one
gets the feeling Amerir..n reporters
never realf^got Ir^IdTTHnian
^^Wrican reporters r^-^Hy undeiz
_stoQd how it clicked. Thev never really
got at some of the social problems.

Now why is that? Well, it's not
easy to be a foreign correspondent, and
anyone who thinks it is should be con
demned to try it, but the answer in part
is the nature of American media. They
do not believe so much in specialization.
Jmirnalists do not do as mnrh research
in terms of reading books and scholarly
anicje^They don't have as Tnuch-fan-

ability as they should. I'll he per-

fectlv frank, I_have been talking to pnni
and television rep6iTri'S'"1T)r Uk last two
-7i:T57niir~who Jia^crilled me~1Tpi and
iheir it;T^r:n-icF of Iran is almosi apuall-
.Jf^^'Frrf^n.gbiened to realize I'm lalkine
m^)me()ne wh(/si,^taunfi;4o_ jjoim X'
nPiwfu-k t-nifjlv b;tvF to lens
oX mUlitins of [»F<>iile and has absolutely
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no Idea what's going on. These are some
of the problems.

EujQpeans.42 "ot have ail the solu
tions by any sense ol the word, but there
is_mniie of a commitment lo ■^ppriaiiya.
tion. there is more of a commitment to
research anH shows in their repori-
ing—
KARNOW: You know, there's nothing
mystical about journalists; journalists
are just guys who come out of the soci
eties they live in. In the 1950's, many
journalists were Cold Warriors. But at
titudes change, so we have the famous
quote from Admiral Felt in Vietnam
when someone asked him a pernicious
question, and he said 'How about get
ting on the team?' He was living in a
past in which journalists didn't ask
tough questions, and they were begin
ning to ask them in Vietnam. But I
agree with Barry that Iran was not a
mainstream area as far as American
journalists were concerned.
WJR: But shouldn't it have been?
Didn't we all know that Iran was im
portant to America after the oil embargo
of 1973?
PINCUS; I hate to defend the media, be
cause I spend most of my time attacking

but I really think you're asking an
excessive amount, and particularly with
hindsight, in terms of what you want. I
read the clips on Iran before I went out
there. I didn't know all that much about
It. But the Post did run a six-part series,
which was very unpopular because at
that point the shah was a favorite, he
was an ally, he was doing what we
wanted, and it was extremely critical
and it talked about the domestic prob
lems. But that was three years ago and
the series went by like a shot because
people didn't particularly want to focus
on that. There were other things going
on.

The Washington Post is a 200-page
newspaper to which the average reader
gives between 15 and 20 minutes. You
can't expect it to do what you want it to
do, and television even less. I'm going
through this thing with our own series
right now; when we started, it drew
enormous criticism from the govern
ment, which claimed we were doing
what the militants wanted.

So for the Post to begin printing
these things was a major decision and
there are not that many papers that are
going to give you that kind of chance.
Incidenily, we tried to build into these
stories the thought that what's going on
in Iran is going to be repealed in Saudi
Arabia, the Philippines, in Morrocco
and Egypt, probably, because the same
forces are at work in those places, and
we're going to try to follow up on that.
But you can't do everything, and that's
what worries mc about your question.
MENGES: I think Ray has a valid ques
tion because the iTvolution against the
shah was really a slow-motion revolu
tion that built month by month by
MARCH, 1980

' H^alter Pincus

month in 1978. My father has spent 50
years in the area, and knows all the lan
guages, and knows all the ethnic groups
and peoples and so forth, and I had just
seen him in Vienna, and he gave me his
sense of how shaky he thought things
were. The last two years have been fas
cinating for me because I've had the ex
perience of trying to arouse the interest
of some of my friends and former col
leagues in the government and in the
media about this part of the world, and
I  found the parallelism fascinating.
After the Afghanistan coup in 1978. the

'J^ew Yorit-..Ji:toW?-Gf>vercd il aS-_li:aLal_in
Kabul' in a very lisht-hearied way, as
did the Post.
KARNOW: Wait a minute, it wasn't
treated in a light-hearted way.
MENGES: Yes, it was. 'It happens all
the time. It's the 'nth' change in govern
ment, you know how that region is so
unstable,' and so forth. That was April,
1978. After that, it seemed to me, the
strategic connection among the countries
and the Persian Gulf as an ultimate tar
get of destabilization was something
worth thinking about in its entirety.
And it was at that point that I found, to
my great surprise, that there was not
more government attention to Iran
—which I think was catasirophically
incompetent—and more media attention.
KARNOW: Since you've linked the press
with government here, let mc make a
point. Having been a correspondent, it's
very interesting that the GIA guys at the
stations I covered were very eager to

give me information, because that was
their way of communicating their lines
back to whoever the CIA director was.
When I worked for the Washington Post,
they knew that, whoever it was—Helms
or somebody—would read the story in
the newspaper and would get it a lot
faster than if they put it in the bottle
and threw it into the sea, which was
what it was like sending it through the
bureaucracy. So if you happened to
show up some place and you were from
the Times or the Post or the Wall Street
Journal or the Washington Star, the door
was open because this was their way of
communicating back to their bosses, just
as bureaucrats here communicate with
each other through the newspapers.
Somebody's so-called scoop is a message
from one bureaucrat to another bureau
crat.

Government is similar to the press
in other ways, too. In 1961 and 1962 on
?- trip back here from Asia, I went to see
Bobby Kennedy and started talking
about Vietnam. And he cut me short
and said, 'Look, we've got 25 Vietnams
a day to deal with here in the White
House.' So, government's not much dif
ferent from the press in that respect.
Where-do-t4^e--ptHoriiie^ cume from? The
priorities begin tn shape pp when +he
hlottrl starts mnnlng in—Uoe—&H=eetS.
There's always that guy from the CIA
or the third deputy assistant of some
foreign desk who'.s going to get out all
these reports and say, 'I told you so.' It's
the banana peel school of jovirnalism:



you stand on a street corner all day |
long, someone's going to slip on a ba
nana peel and you'll have a scoop.
RUBIN: But 1 have to say that the arti
cles the Washington Post ran in 1975-
1976 pushed Congress to act.
VALERIAN!; Toward what, act toward
what?

RUBIN: Toward holding hearings, to
ward discussing, criticizing America's
transfer of arms to Iran so that by the
end of 1976, there was a lot of talk on
the Hill, a lot of pressure on the Hill to
reexamine this and to do something
about it.

If the newspapers can no longer
compete with television, then they can
move in one of two directions. They can
go do more style things—features, best
restaurants. When I interviewed a lot of
the editors, this was exactly what they
told me people wanted—people didn't
want foreign news anymore. That was
before Iran and Afghanistan. The other
direction they can go in, which Phil
Foisie of the Post is fond of saying, is
they can become journals of comment;
they can do more serious stories, more
analytical stories, so they can begin to
develop the readership at a higher level
because they are freed from having to
cover some of these 'instant' stories. And
I would hope that what press criticism
would do would be to push them a bit
in that latter direction.
KARNOW: But timing is extremely im
portant VmrcannotTell a story either to
the pi.hijr nr to the editors before its
time. Again, it's like those obscure tele
grams that come in from Malcolm
Toom or somebody else like that, all
predicting disaster.
RUBIN: That's why Iran got a lot of
coverage. That's why southern Africa
and the Lebanese civil war did not get a
lot of coverage.
VALERIANI: Wait, wait, wait! Southern
Africa didn't gel a lot of coverage?
RUBIN: It did not get a lot of coverage
until all of a sudden we woke up one
morning and the civil war in Angola
was coming to an end, and there were
all these groups running around, every
one was trying to nail down who they
were. And Henry Kissinger was asking
for money for Angola and nobody knew
what was going on. Walter (Ironkiic
was so upset his moustache almost fell
off. That was a perfect example of a
story thai was not covered until the last
minute crisis, and then everyone is run
ning around and there is not a lot of
knowledge of what the story is about.
KARNOW: Hf)w much time did you de
vote to reafling that long story today
af)out Timor in the Neic York Times '
VALERIANI: I read the whole thing,
and, Stanley, I don't care about Timor.
But you're right. 99.99% of the .Ameri
can people dtnTi care al)out Timor.
RUBIN: IJavifi Brinkley says we don't
'are about Lebaiuni Why are we hav
ing this Lebanese civil war on 'TV:'

Barry Rubin

VALERIANI: No, no. He's wrong. Lis
ten, if you quote David Brinkley on
American public thinking, you and I
have a problem.
RUBIN: I'm not quoting him as an ex
pert on American public thinking. I'm
using him as a leading television news
man.

KARNOW: Go back to my Timor exam
ple because this is a very good example.
I didn't read that story today. I just
didn't have time, and I'm like 99.99% of
everybody else. There was no connec
tion; it didn't have anything to do with
me.

WJR: Let me try a different tack with
you. Predictably, I suppose, the critics
here tonight have criticized the press,
and the press people have defended it.
So let me turn it around and ask the
press people what they think was wor
thy of criticism about the coverage in
Iran.

KARNOW: Wait a second. I disagree
with your posture with that. The people
who criticized the press were criticizing
it because it didn't say what they
wanted it to say.
WJR: Is that right, Constantine?
MENGES: No, my criticism was that I
thought certain facets of the story, very
important to understanding what's g(Mng
on, were left out. And the resources
were there.
WJR: Any particular organizations or
•'orrespondenis that you think did an es
pecially good job?
MENGES: In the Iranian case, I was
sii-uck by the fact I could see in the cov
erage of .some individuals that they be-

EEiS

gan to get what I call second-level
knowledge. First-level knowledge is you
know where the country is and know
roughly who the main people are par
ticipating. Second level, you begin to un
derstand how they relate to each other.
Third level, you know something about
their past and can start analyzing and
predicting something about future be
havior. So I would see people like Jona
than Randal of the Washington Post who
I  thought showed an enormous insight
and a learning process that went on over
time as I would read him. And I would
notice that and notice his coming to un
derstand the reality of Iran.
RUBIN; The structure of the American
press is to cover what happened that
day, and if one wants to know the latest
developments in what happened that
particular day, there's no press better in
the world than the American press. And
American television. It's not even close.

But when it comes to understanding the
political trends, to analyzing them, the
American press falls short. There are
reasons for that. People are moved
around, there's the pressure of editors,
the fact that these are mass newspapers,
so that the Times and the Post reach far
more people and have to deal with local
issues that, say, the London Times and
Le Monde do not have to do. We don't
believe in specialization. Nevertheless,
it's a reality, and I think this is a reality
which is making it more diflitult for the
American people to understand interna
tional issues.

WJR; It s also a reality that we're out of
time. Thank y()u, gentlemen. •
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