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Peace, Propaganda & the Promised Land: U.S. Media & the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, written and directed by
Bathsheba Ratzkoff and Sut Jhally, is eighty minutes long. This discussion guide is designed to help you
work with high school, undergraduate, and graduate students from a wide range of fields of study (e.g.,
American studies, sociology, cultural studies, critical pedagogy, communications, media literacy, journalism,
history, etc.), as well as adult education students, community groups, and activists. It is structured to engage
and manage the information presented in this video. Given that it can be difficult to teach visual content—
and difficult for students/participants to recall detailed information from videos after viewing them—the
intention here is to give you a tool to help your students/ participants slow down and deepen their thinking
about the specific issues the video addresses.

We've structured the guide so that you have the option of focusing in depth on one section of the video at a time.
The structure of the guide mirrors the structure of the video, moving through each of the video’s sections with
a series of key summary points, questions, and assignments specific to that section. We encourage you to select,
modify, and build on these activities, adapting them to meet class/workshop objectives and time constraints.
It is important to note that while this guide offers direction, it should not discourage students/participants
from asking and pursuing their own questions and interests.

Previewing Questions & Exercises: inspires preliminary discussion about the video’s issues prior to viewing.

Key Points: provides a concise and comprehensive summary of each section of the video making it easier for
you and your students/workshop participants to recall the details of the video during class/group discussions,
and providing a reference point for students/participants as they work on assignments.

Questions for Discussion & Writing: provides a series of questions designed to help review and clarify material
for students/participants; to encourage them to reflect critically on this material during class/workshop discussions;
and to prompt and guide their written reactions to the video before and after these discussions. These questions
can therefore be used in different ways: as guideposts for class/workshop discussion, as a framework for
smaller group discussions and presentations, or as self-standing, in-class/workshop writing assignments (e.qg.
as prompts for “free-writing” or in-class reaction papers in which students are asked to write spontaneously and
informally while the video is fresh in their minds).

Assignments: encourages students/participants to engage the video in more depth — by conducting research,
working on individual and group projects, putting together presentations, and composing formal essays. These
assignments are designed to challenge students/participants to show command of the material presented in
the video, to think critically and independently about this material from a number of different perspectives, and
to develop and defend their own point of view on the issues at hand.
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» View the video prior to showing it to your students.

» Review the study guide and choose which exercises you will use with your students.
» Use the previewing activities to help your students prepare for the ideas presented by the video.

» Encourage active listening. Because the content of this video is likely to elicit emotional responses

from the students, it is important that the students engage with each other in ways that ensure everybody
has the opportunity both to speak and to be listened to. It is advised that you set guidelines or norms to
ways to “actively listen” in advance of classroom discussions. Check out MEF's handout, Techniques for
Active Listening.(http://www.mediaed.org/handouts/pdf/ActivelListening.pdf)

» Have the students keep a journal. It will be an effective place for them to explore their own attitudes
and opinions and to record their observations about the media.

» Review and discuss the handout How to be a Critical Media Viewer.
(http://www.mediaed.org/handouts/pdf/CriticalViewing.pdf)

» Incorporate activism and advocacy into your media literacy study. They are an important part of
empowering students.
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PEACE, PROPAGANDA & THE PROMISED LAND: U.S. MEDIA & THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIGAN CONFLICT

In 1967, following a war between Israel and the countries of Syria, Jordan, and Egypt, Israel militarily occupied
the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem.The three million Palestinian residents of these areas have since
lived under an occupation that is illegal, being in violation of the UN Security Council Resolution passed in
1967. The years since then have been marked by constant violence between Israel and the Palestinians. This
video examines the conflict, and the extreme pro-Israel bias of coverage in the American media. Rarely, if ever, do
the American media provide a criticism of the occupation itself. Without the daily context of the brutal occupation,
the resistance of the Palestinians appears as acts of violence which have no reason other than a blind hostility
towards the state of Israel. Since most Americans get their news from television and newspapers, the video
argues that their understanding of the Middle East crisis thus directly reflects the messages that the media
put out. In fact, a good many, if not most, people don’'t know there is an occupation going on.

The content and nature of the media coverage are analyzed in three primary ways: direct viewing of American
television footage and the language of its presentation; interviews with media critics such as Noam Chomsky
and journalists such as Robert Fisk; and comparison of American coverage with that of non-American news
organizations like the BBC.

The video discusses the historical and political reasons for the pro-Israeli slant of American policy, and argues

that unless American foreign policy changes, the media will not dare challenge it. And the only way for that
to happen is if the public wakes up to the reality of what is happening in their name, and opposes it.
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1. What comprises the Middle East region? Locate Israel, West Bank, and the Gaza strip on a map. A good source
is available at BBC Online (BBC World > Middle East > Choose a Country > Israel/Pal areas > Israel and the

Palestinians yellow banner > Key Maps)

2. What is the population in these areas?

3. What is your understanding of the Middle East situation? From where do you get most of your information
about it?

4.What do you understand by “occupation”? Can you think of other areas in the world that are “under occupation”today?

5. What do you understand by a) propaganda b) public relations c) lobbying? Are there differences between
these three?
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KEY POINTS

» The Israeli-Palestinian conflict dominates American international news, but what is the accuracy of
this coverage?

» Life is unlivable for the Palestinian population under the longest military occupation in modern history.

» The unemployment rate is over 60 percent, land and homes are bulldozed every day, and Israeli check-
points prevent Palestinians from moving freely and are a constant source of harassment.

» But Americans do not see this suffering at all. The absence of any such reporting in the media is such
that people don’'t know there is an occupation going on.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION & WRITING

1. Are these scenes of violence (checkpoints, harassment etc.) familiar to you on daily television or in the
newspapers? If not, what are the images that you see more frequently?

2. What is the power equation that is drawn out in this section?

3. Do you agree with Alisa Solomon that there is an absence of voices in the media describing the experience
of Palestinians?

4. What do you understand by “mainstream media” and “alternative media”? List a few examples of each.
5. Why do you think checkpoints exist? Why would the Palestinian woman not be let through?
6. What is Gordon’s explanation for acts of Palestinian violence? Do you agree with him or not?

ASSIGNMENTS

1. Solomon and others point to the absence of the Palestinian experience in American media. Let’s attempt a
simple content analysis of media coverage to see whether this argument bears out. Choose a well known daily
newspaper or magazine of your choice. (Television clips will of course be harder to get. If you choose to analyze
television, you will probably have to watch TV coverage into the week/s ahead). Create a few categories of
analysis, for instance: the positioning of the article, what the headline says, whose point of view is represented,
what roles are ascribed (attacker versus victim, offense vs. defence etc.), whether there is an expression of
sympathy and for whom, etc. Examine the Israel-Palestine conflict in the past four months of the newspaper or
magazine, using these categories. Now write a one-page summary of your conclusions based on this analysis.

2. Look up the meaning of propaganda in the dictionary. Also consult a social science dictionary or glossary,
or websites. Two useful websites are www.historians.org/Projects/GIRoundtable/Propaganda/Propaganda8.htm
and www.wordig.com/definition/Propaganda_model. Find an example of a film, book, website, or anything
you consider propaganda, and discuss why you think so. Some examples are located on www.wordig.com/
article/Propaganda+Model. Would this video meet your criteria of propaganda? Explain your answer with
specific instances from the video.
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KEY POINTS
» News, especially TV news, exerts a powerful influence on our perception of world events.

» The U.S. plays a central role in the Middle East conflict,and media coverage has become a component
of this role.

» Israel is waging a two-pronged battle: one is a military battle against the Palestinians to occupy their land,
the other is a fight to occupy and control American media coverage, and keep it pro-Israel.

» This public relations campaign began with the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon.

» For the Israeli government, the problem was not the mass civilian casualties but the damage to Israel’s
image around the world.

» Israel set up the Hasbara project the next year, to ensure favorable coverage in the U.S. media.

» The PR machine is constantly in action, providing journalists with a flood of information. The Palestinian
press office is quite useless in contrast.

» The Israeli PR machine is one of the three “filters” which influence American news.
» The other two are the economic interests of media owners, and the interests of the political elite.

» There are also several media“watchdog” groups that pressure journalists to keep on the side of Israel in
all their reporting.

» One is more likely to find less biased reports in Israeli newspapers like Ha'aretz than in a major American paper.

» Fear of angering and isolating political powers keeps journalists compliant—and fear is a difficult thing
to lose.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION & WRITING
1. Why are the American media compared to an occupied territory?

2. What was the reason for Israel’s attack on Lebanon?

3. What are the three important institutional reasons (“filters”) for American media bias on the Middle East issue?
4. What is the “strategic importance” of the Middle East for American political and corporate interests?

5. Discuss what you think are cultural and historical reasons for America’s staunch support of Israel.

6. What do you think are some ways pro-Israel groups can pressure the media to report in Israel’s favor. Include
Seth Ackerman’s examples in your discussion.

7. Why do you think that, according to Ackerman, even Israeli newspapers are more likely to provide balanced
reports than major American newspapers?

8. What are lobbyists? How do you think they operate to influence U.S. government policy? Two examples you
could consider are the pharmaceutical lobby and the gun lobby.

9. Journalist Robert Fisk discuses the fear factor in journalistic reporting. Discuss the culture of fear in the United
States today, using examples you can think of from media coverage and the speeches of politicians.

ASSIGNMENTS

1.The Israeli attack on Lebanon is described as a public relations disaster. Read the Wexner Analysis, an Israeli
PR strategy prepared by the PR firm Luntz Research Companies and the Israel Project. The pdf version is online at
www.adc.org/luntzwexneranalysis.pdf. The MS Word version is at www.adc.org/ATT00017.doc. Assuming you
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are a PR firm hired by the U.S. government, create a basic point-by-point PR strategy for the U.S. invasion of
Irag. Take into consideration strategies such as embedded journalists, different audiences such as the general
public, press conferences, and the American Muslim population, and concepts such as the “global war on terror.”

2. The video offers three “filters” that influence American coverage of the Middle East. The concept of filters and
the propaganda model were proposed by Noam Chomsky in his book Manufacturing Consent. Read this chapter
of the book (pages 1 to 35). Do you think this model applies fully today? How might it be affected by a) sources
of news outside the mainstream media, such as the Internet and alternative media, b) the different groups that
people are associated with in their daily lives, such as churches, labor unions, peace groups, universities, and so on.
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KEY POINTS
» What'’s left out of a news story is as important as what’s included, in terms of how people make sense of it.

» The missing context is that the Palestinians are fighting a 35-year occupation. If there’s no occupation
in the story, the fighting makes no sense.

» The riots shown on television are not shown as occurring on occupied territory.
» Only four percent of network news reports mention that the West Bank and Gaza strip are occupied.
» Israel is not shown as attacking people on their own soil, but defending itself from attacks.

» When you are militarily occupying someone else’s land, defense is a false and misleading term to defend
your actions.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION & WRITING

1. Jensen and Solomon state that the absence of context is more important than what'’s included in a news
report. What is the missing context here?

2.Why do you suppose that Israel has an army while Palestinian resistance is normally from people pelting stones,
firing mortars etc?

3. Throwing stones at fully armed soldiers, and tanks, seems rather a futile exercise. Why do you think they do so,
and what do you think they hope to achieve?

4. What specific instances of language can you recall that the news media use frequently in describing the clashes?
What do you think is the importance of the daily repetition of this language?

5. Israel is in defiance of UN Security Council Resolution 242. What is a Security Council Resolution? What authority
does it have?

6. Where do groups like Hamas figure in this picture of the conflict?
7.What is Ariel Sharon’s position on the invasion of the West Bank?
8. Who is his counterpart on the Palestinian side?

ASSIGNMENTS

1. Choose two news stories, from different sources, on the Middle East conflict. Keeping context in mind, rewrite
or rescript (if it's a TV report) these reports. Enumerate the changes you made and give your reasons for doing so.

2.Read a copy of the UN Security Council Resolution 242. It can be found on the website of the Jewish Community
Relations Council (JCRC) at www.jcrc.org, on page 19 of the report JCRC’s In-Depth Review of Peace, Propaganda
and the Promised Land that is on their home page. Next, read Appendix A, Assertion 2 in the same report. Write
a one-page outline of the conclusions you draw from this reading, and from watching the film? Do you feel you
have enough information to take a clear stand on the issue? Is there too much information or do you need more?
What areas are clear to you and what are not? Finally, reflect on what this means for getting news stories on
the whole from one source of information.
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KEY POINTS

» One must ask why Israel continues to maintain the occupation, knowing it is illegal.

» Israel’s colonization process has been through the building of settlements on Palestinian land, through
illegal force.

» These settlements and by-pass roads are a strategy of control over the area.
» The settlements are couched in friendly language to hide the fact of their illegality and strategic proliferation.
» The British press offers a very different view of the settlements from the American press.

» Inserting a large Israeli population in the occupied territories gives the Israeli government a reason to
not give up control over these regions.

» The settlers are often very aggressive and threatening towards the Palestinians, and many refuse a
compromise with Palestinians.

» Palestinian homes are regularly demolished because they are often built without a permit.
» It is next to impossible for a Palestinian to get a building permit.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION & WRITING
1. What, according to the film, is the reason Israel continues an illegal occupation instead of withdrawing?

2. In what ways do settlements work as a strategy in the occupation?

3. What is the difference between calling a settlement a “settlement” and a “neighborhood”?
4. What is the difference in the BBC's depiction of settlements? Why this difference?

5. What does the Israeli government stand to gain by allowing more settlements?

6. Since settlements are built by encroaching on Palestinian land, what do you think the actual scenario of building
these settlements involves? Would they be met with resistance? Would they need military back-up?

7.The video depicts the aggressive behavior of settlers. How does this agree with or contrast with images you
may have seen on television?

8. What is the “two-fold” process of colonization discussed in the film?
9. Why are Palestinian homes demolished so frequently?

ASSIGNMENTS

1. Language plays a crucial role in shaping our perception of an issue. Examine the language used in the current
conflict and policy in Iraqg, looking at the past week’s news reports in a newspaper or TV news show. Pick out
key words and phrases such as the Patriot Act, The War on Terror, Iraqi terrorists vs. rebels, “support the troops”
vs.“oppose the war” etc. What do you think are the intended and the actual effects of such language?

2. The language used in opinion polls determines the way the questions are answered. Working in groups,
construct a 10-question telephone poll on a recent act of violence in the Middle East, such as a suicide bombing
by a Palestinian suicide bomber in Israel, or the razing of homes by an Israeli army unit. What are the major
problem areas you encounter in constructing the poll? Take into account factors such as choice of issues,
sequence of questions etc.
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KEY POINTS

» Palestinian resistance has been nonviolent as well as violent.

» Suicide bombings on Israeli soil have been one form of violence.

» Violence like this is perhaps not surprising when people are pushed to extremes of desperation.
» There is increasing support for these measures among Palestinians.

» Military action is no substitute for a political settlement.

» Unlike in the foreign press, there is no attempt in American media to understand or lend context to
suicide bombings.

» In the American media, the occupation is in fact shown as the result rather than the cause of the bombings.
» If these bombings are shown without context, Palestinians appear as inherently violent people.
» Israel has real defense needs. The word “defense,” however, is extended to almost anything and then justified.

» Since 9/11, Israel’s PR strategy has been to repackage its military occupation as part of America’s “war
on terror.”

» The strategy has worked because American journalists confuse the two without question.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION & WRITING

1. The film talks about violent and nonviolent resistance by the Palestinians. What might some of these non-
violent means be? What of these do you recall seeing on television or reading of in the papers?

2. What is the context within which suicide bombings occur?

3. How do media reports on suicide bombings compare with this segment of the video?

4. Why are civilians the targets of suicide bombings?

5. In what specific ways are the BBC’s report of the suicide bombing different from an American channel?

6.In Lerner’s opinion, Israeli punishments upon the entire Palestinian people create an easier climate to recruit
terrorists. Do you agree?

7. How does the language of cause and effect used by American media compare with the language used by
Colin Powell about the cause of the crisis being terrorism in its rawest form?

8. What, according to Jensen, has been Israel’s PR strategy post 9/11? What issues and emotions does such a
strategy seek to blend?

ASSIGNMENTS

1. The newscast mentions the “best intentions of the Saudis” being unable to stop the Palestinian attacks.
Read page 10 of the JCRC report on the role of Saudi money. In a brief research project, gather some information
on the influence of the Saudis. Some sources could be the New York Times news report on the Port Authority
of New York suing the Saudi Government; the book House of Bush, House of Saud; and the movie Fahrenheit 911
or the book The Fahrenheit 911 Reader. Find out who are the world’s largest oil producers and consumers. One
useful site is www.opec.org/FAQs/QuestionsAboutPrtroleumind.htm. Summarize your understanding of
the politics of the petrodollar.
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KEY POINTS

» The periods described as “relative calm” by the American media are those when Palestinians have often
been killed.

» Israeli victims are empathized with in American TV and newspaper reports.
» The Jenin refugee camp invasion that was condemned as a war crime was downplayed in the American media.

» Israeli soldiers are presented in a way that Americans can identify with, while Palestinians are mentioned
as mere numbers or anonymous faces.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION & WRITING

1. What does a period of “relative calm” imply to a reader? What does Jensen say is actually going on during
this calm period?

2. What was the context of the invasion of Jenin?

3. The Jenin invasion was called a war crime by several human rights organizations. What is a war crime?

4. What does Ashrawi mean by saying that the media give a killed Israeli soldier the fullness of his humanity?
5. What is “collateral damage™?

6. What does Ashrawi refer to when she talks about the normalization of horror?

7.Examine and comment upon the statement, “Israeli soldiers fired on Palestinians violating the curfew. At least
four were killed.” What are the unanswered questions in such a sound bite?

8. What does Jensen mean by saying that the American media blame Palestinian victims for their deaths?
9. What do you understand by a “human interest story”?

ASSIGNMENTS

1. Take a look at Noam Chomsky’s examination of worthy and unworthy victims in Chapter Two of Manufacturing
Consent. Imagine you are writing a section in that chapter using the war in Iraq as your example. Use past and
ongoing media reports to create a detailed table that compares the presentation of victims in the Iraq war by
media and human rights groups, respectively. Take into consideration factors such as personalizing the victims
mentioned by Ashrawi in the video. Some websites that might be useful include www.iragbodycount.org,
and www.uslaboragainstwar.org, and the websites of Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. The
New York Times has a daily update on American army casualties.
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KEY POINTS

» Media commentators keep urging the U.S. to take a more active role in negotiations in the conflict.
» The U.S. has presented itself as a neutral broker between the two sides.

» Its overt support for Israel however belies its position.

» The U.S has exercised its veto in the Security Council in favor of Israel several times.

» U.S. military aid to Israel has made Israel the fourth most powerful military in the world.

» Control over Middle East oil will provide the U.S. veto power over Japan and other countries that rely on
Middle East oil.

» The state policy of the U.S. has been one of supporting Israel as a projection of U.S power in the region.
» There seems to be no difference any more between U.S. and Israeli Middle East policy.
» The mainstream media has never challenged this issue.

» U.S.journalists are so embedded in this power scheme that they will do nothing to rock the boat, to ask
questions, for fear of being excluded.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION & WRITING
1. What does a neutral broker between two parties aim to do?

2. Who are Israel’s closest allies in the world? Who are the Palestinians’ allies?
3. What is a U.N. Security Council veto? Which countries have the right of veto?

4. What is implied by American media reports that constantly urge the U.S. to be more actively involved in the
conflict’s negotiations?

5. Why does Pfiefer call U.S. brokering the peace a*“cruel joke”?

6. The video mentions the U.S. as suppliers of Israeli defense needs. Who supports the defense needs of the Palestinians?
7. What, according to Chomsky and Pfeifer, is the oil interest at stake here?

8. How have U.S. relations with Israel changed since Clinton and the Bush administration?

9. Do you agree with Fisk that Israel is the last taboo subject in the U.S?

10. What does Fisk say could happen if a journalist decides to challenge the U.S. policy on Israel? What does this
imply for accurate reporting on the Middle East conflict?

ASSIGNMENTS

1. Examine past vetoes in the U.N. Security Council on the issue of the Middle East conflict. Who issued most
vetoes, what were the issues? What does veto power depend on? Do you think veto power allows for democratic
functioning in the UN? Why do you think veto power is necessary?

2. Prepare a two-page report on U.S. government policy on the Middle East, U.S. relations with Israel,and U.S.
relations with the Palestinian Authority, by simply examining the websites of these states.
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KEY POINTS

» Since 1991 there have been a series of peace efforts.
» The best known peace talks held were at Camp David in 2000.

» These peace talks broke down, and the Israeli propaganda machine portrayed an effective version of
why this happened.

» But what was being offered to the Palestinians was a deal they could not accept.
» The Palestinian Intifada was sparked by a provocative visit by Ariel Sharon to a holy site in Jerusalem.

» The Israeli PR machine neatly tied the Intifada to the Palestinian rejection of the peace talks, although
it was a separate issue.

» Major American editorials sided with Israel and blamed the Palestinians for the failure of the Camp David talks.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION & WRITING
. What did the Camp David peace talks intend to achieve?

. What was Barak’s offer to the Palestinians?

. Why was this an unacceptable offer for the Palestinians?

. What does full statehood require?

. What two pieces of propaganda did the Israeli PR machine spin regarding the failure of the talks?
. Did the American media buy into this spin?

. Why do you think Ariel Sharon chose that time to visit a contested holy site?

. What is an “intifada™?

o N O 0o W N PP

ASSIGNMENTS

1. Choose five U.S. newspapers from around the country. Doing an archive search, summarize the contents of
their editorials regarding the Camp David Talks. On what points do they tend to agree and disagree? Summarize
the information on Palestinian sources of information such as the website www.palestinefacts.org/pf_
1991to_now_campdavid_2000.php or www.mediamonitors.net/pntl.html and the report on FAIR’s website
www.fair.org/extra/0207/generous.html. On what points do the latter agree and disagree with the American media?

15


http://www.fair.org/extra/0207/generous.html
http://www.mediamonitors.net/pnt.html
http://www.palestinefacts.org/pf_1991to_now_campdavid_2000.php
http://www.palestinefacts.org/pf_1991to_now_campdavid_2000.php



