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In an age of amplified access to information via the Internet, satellite television, and radio, the media’s role in shaping awareness of the issues is powerful. How effectively both Middle Eastern and Western media report the news while breaking through common misperceptions helps shape foreign policy and affects international security issues. Do the gruesome accounts and images filtering out of Iraq daily reflect the reality that the future of America in the Middle East is wholly uncertain? 

THIS PROGRAM RECEIVED LIVE COVERAGE ON C-SPAN 2 AND WILL BE REPLAYED THROUGHOUT THE WEEK. PLEASE VISIT www.c-span.org FOR PROGRAMMING SCHEDULES AND VIDEO ARCHIVE INFORMATION. 

EVENT REVIEW
Reported by Theodore Jutras, WAC Intern 

“We don’t have time to resolve the whole Israeli-Palestinian conflict tonight,” quipped moderator Susan Bennet in the midst of a spirited debate between panel members Monday night at the National Press Club in Washington DC. But, while the forum didn’t end the age-old dispute, it did cover a broad range of topics related to policy and media influence in the Middle East with a depth and energy that captivated the audience. 

The forum, which the World Affairs Council of Washington DC sponsored in collaboration with the Newseum and the Forums Committee of the National Press Club, was broadcast live on C-SPAN2. Bennet, the Director of International Exhibits at the Newseum, hosted a panel of four distinguished experts: Jon B. Alterman, Director of the Middle East program at CSIS; Glenn Kessler, a diplomatic correspondent for The Washington Post; Hisham Melhem, the Washington-based correspondent for As-Safir, Al-Qabas, and Radio Monte Carlo as well as the host of a weekly show for Al Arabiya; and Salameh Nematt, the Washington Bureau Chief for both Al Hayat International Arab Daily and the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation. 

The forum got underway with Nematt discussing the disconnect he sees between the Arab media and the US media. He pointed out that while American news sources are regularly translated and seen in the Arab world, the same is rarely true for Arab media in the United States. Furthermore, he contrasted, American media is sensational, focusing on negative news to garner ratings, while Arab news is largely political, focusing on anti-US sentiment and violence. Altman later agreed, explaining that the Arab media uses images largely to build Arab solidarity in its case against the United States. 

Nematt took the point even further at the end of the discussion, describing Pan-Arabism and the rallying effect of the Palestinian cause. Nematt expressed discontent that Arabs who lived under oppressive rule in their own countries often seem to be more concerned with the Palestinian struggle than with their own freedom. He blamed the media of oppressive governments for promoting the importance of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as a means of diverting attention from domestic issues. “Arab media can function freely in only two places,” he asserted, “in Palestine under Israeli occupation, and in Iraq under US occupation.” Melhem had a different view. Although he conceded that media in Arab countries has a long way to go, he described its increasing freedom optimistically. As it is now, Melhem described, there are those who work very hard, risking imprisonment or physical harm and those who are “dancing to government tunes.” 

The debate had its lighter moments as well. Melhem got underway by making a joke at the expense of President Bush, expressing the need for people to have more than a couple drinks in order to watch one of Bush’s speeches. He continued with his political humor, comparing the current situation in Iraq to a Greek tragedy, because “you know that it will end badly, you just don’t know how.” 

Melhem then focused on the topic, asserting that the American media did get the information right, “just not in time.” He contended that while the media is currently asking critical questions about post-war planning and the will of the Iraqi people, leading up to the war those subjects were conspicuously absent from the headlines. This became a point of contention for Kessler, a Washington Post journalist, who pointed out a number of the pre-war articles that The Washington Post published. Kessler feels that it has become cliché to say that the media was not covering Iraq issues sufficiently, and that anyone who followed the newspapers closely could have anticipated the problems that the United States currently faces in Iraq. 

Adding more provoking comments, Melhem argued that the Bush administration’s tendency to paint things as a battle between good and evil and to describe all opposition groups as terrorists is potentially very dangerous. We must distinguish, he said, between those who are fighting because they feel that they are trying to protect their culture and traditions, and those who are truly terrorists and are fighting solely for the purpose of inflicting harm on the United States and Israel. Referring again to the responsibility of the US media, he pointed out that at one point before the war, 69 percent of Americans believed that Iraq had something to do with the September 11 attacks. The media, he believes, made no attempt to ensure that people knew the difference between the Iraqi government and Al-Qaeda. “I am angry at America because I love America,” he concluded. 

SPEAKER BIOGRAPHIES
Susan Bennett is Director/International Exhibits at the Newseum. She previously was Director/Communications. Before joining The Freedom Forum in 1999, she spent 24 years as a reporter and editor. Bennett worked for United Press International as bureau chief in Memphis, Tenn., and news editor in Richmond, Virginia. She was Washington correspondent for the Philadelphia Daily News. As a national and diplomatic correspondent for Knight-Ridder newspapers, she covered Congress, presidential politics and foreign affairs, writing about arms control, the Persian Gulf War, the collapse of communism and the Middle East. Bennett later was an editor/writer on USA TODAY’s editorial page. She is a member of the Council on Foreign Relations and former president of the State Department Correspondents Association. Bennett graduated from Huntingdon College in Montgomery, Ala. 

Jon B. Alterman joined CSIS as Director of the Middle East program in 2002. Previously, he served as a member of the Policy Planning Staff at the U.S. Department of State, and as a Special Assistant to the Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs. Prior to entering government, he was a scholar at the U.S. Institute of Peace, and at the Washington Institute for Near East policy. The author of two books on the Middle East and editor of a third, he has written a wide variety of academic and popular articles concerning political and social developments in the Middle East. 

In 1993-97, Alterman was an award-winning teacher at Harvard University, where he received his Ph.D. in history. He has also worked as a legislative aide to Sen. Daniel P. Moynihan (D-NY), responsible for foreign policy and defense. Alterman has lectured widely in the United States and abroad. In addition to his academic work, he is a frequent commentator on U.S. policy and the Middle East in print, on radio, and on television. His opinion pieces have appeared in the Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, Christian Science Monitor, Asharq al-Awsat, and other major publications. Alterman is on the Board of Advisory Editors of the Middle East Journal, and a former International Affairs Fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations. 

Glenn Kessler is a diplomatic correspondent for The Washington Post, a position he has held since May 2002. He reports on the formation and implantation of U.S. foreign policy at the State Department, the White house, and other agencies. 

Kessler joined the Post in January 1998 as national business editor, during which time he oversaw the celebrated publication of many groundbreaking articles. Kessler switched from editing to reporting in February 2000, covering domestic economic policy and the Bush administration’s push to pass a large tax cut, before moving to the national desk to become diplomatic correspondent. 

Before joining the Post, Kessler spent nearly 11 years as a Washington correspondent and New York City-based reporter for Newsday. In Washington, Kessler served as White House correspondent, national political correspondent and congressional correspondent. In New York, Kessler covered a wide variety of subjects for Newsday, including Wall Street (the insider trading scandals and the 1987 stock market crash) and airline safety. 

Among other awards, Kessler has won the Page One Award of the Newspaper Guild (1989), the Atrium Award (1990), the investigative reporting award of the Society of the Silurians (1991) and the Premier Award of the Aviation/Space Writers Association (1992). He also was part of reporting teams that won a 1992 Pulitzer Prize for coverage of a deadly subway crash and a 1996 Pulitzer Prize for coverage of the TWA Flight 800 crash. 

Before joining Newsday in February 1987, Kessler was editor of Investment Dealers Digest and, before that, managing editor of corporate Financing Week and Wall Street Letter. 

Kessler is a member of the Council on Foreign Relations. He received a Master’s degree in international affairs from Columbia University in 1983 and a Bachelor’s degree in European history from Brown University in 1981. 

Kessler lives in McLean, Virginia with his wife and three children. 

Hisham Melhem is the Washington-based correspondent for As-Safir, the Lebanese daily, Al-Qabas, the Kuwaiti daily, and Radio Monte Carlo in France. He is currently the host of Across the Ocean, a weekly show for Al Arabiya, the Dubai-based satellite television station. 

Born in Lebanon, Mr. Melhem received his Bachelor of Arts in Philosophy from Villanova University in 1976; he was awarded the 1998 Alumni Medallion, an honor bestowed upon alumni of the university for exceptional professional and personal achievements. After receiving a Master of Arts in Philosophy from Georgetown University, he became a Washington-based journalist and commentator. 

Mr. Melhem’s writings appeared in publications ranging from the literary journal, Al-Mawaqif, to the Los Angeles Times, Middle East Report, Middle East Insight and Middle East Policy. He is the author of Dual Containment: the Demise of a Fallacy, published by the Center for Contemporary Arab Studies at Georgetown University. Mr. Melhem appears regularly on television programs such as the News Hour with Jim Lehrer, Nightline, Good Morning America, CNN, MSNBC, The Charlie Rose Show, as well as National Public Radio. He also speaks regularly at college campuses, think tanks and interest groups on U.S.-Arab relations, intra-Arab relations, Arab-Israeli issues, the media in the Arab World, and U.S. policies and the Arab World and related topics. 

Mr. Melhem has interviewed many national and international public figures, most recently President George W. Bush prior to his trip to the Middle East in May 2003. 

Salameh Nematt has served as the Washington Bureau Chief for both Al Hayat International Arab Daily, based in London, and the Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation (LBC), a Lebanon-based Arab satellite channel since June 2003. Prior to this posting, Mr. Nematt worked with Al Hayat in various capacities, including as diplomatic correspondent from 1998-1999, and as Amman Bureau chief from 1988-1999. Also during this earlier period, Mr. Nematt worked as a freelance reporter for the BBC Arabic Service. For a brief time in 1999, Mr. Nematt additionally served as Head of the Strategy Unit at Jordan’s Royal Court, an advisory post for the king, before resuming work with Al Hayat. 

Prior to the association with Al Hayat, Mr. Nematt was the Chief Political Correspondent for the English-language Jordan Times daily and Al-Rai, a leading Arabic-language Jordanian daily. 

Throughout his journalistic career, Mr. Nematt has contributed to several other Arabic, English, and other foreign language publications including The Economist, Middle East Magazine, Mideast Mirror, Die Zeit, dpa, Newsweek, BBC World Service (English), UPI, Oxford Analytica; as well as international broadcast media such as BBC World, ITV News, ABC news, PBS, CBC radio and TV, Al-Jazeera, Al-Arabiya, Al-Hurra, and numerous other media. Mr. Nematt is fluent in written and spoken Arabic and English, with moderate fluency in French. 

THIS EVENT IS FREE AND OPEN TO THE PUBLIC--REGISTRATION REQUIRED 

The World Affairs Council of Washington, DC thanks you for your continuing interest and support and encourages you to bring a friend to the free programming taking place during MEMBER APPRECIATION MONTH. 

