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F R O M  O U R  

W O M A N  I N  

M A A S T R I C H T  
 

It was a spring day when I came to UCM for my in-

terview. It was the usual nerve-wrecking affair it is 

for most prospective students; that idea that now is 

the time to prove yourself as mature, ready to work 

and learn. “Why UCM?ˮ  

 The question was at once simple and tricky. I 

answered: “Because I want to learn as much as I can 

about the world. I want to be a journalist; therefore, I 

must try to understand everything.ˮ I had carefully 

considered this. I still think it to be true. Journalists 

can make a living of their curiosity, but they must 

also have a certain amount of knowledge to begin 

with. My answer seemed to be only moderately sat-

isfying to the professor who was leading the inter-

view.  

 “What kind of journalist? A celebrity report-

er?ˮ     

 I was being goaded! Before I knew it, I had 

replied, almost intuitively:  

 “No. A war reporter.ˮ  

There, I thought- this will show you how serious I 

am, how sincere, and also that I am tough and aware 

and concerned with the world. (It was more or less 

how I had described myself at the beginning of the 

interview: “I am an idealist, but I am also critical.ˮ 

“Critical of what?ˮ “Of whether the world is how I 

think it should be.ˮ When the professor asked me to 

give an example, I told her: “I was very pleased to 

see that Obama won the elections. But he must close 

Guantanamo for me to be truly convinced.ˮ) 

 

My interviewer blinked.  “A war reporter! Do you 

mean that you want to be at the front? So in a couple 

of years, when I switch on the TV, I will see you, 

standing in some desert, holding your microphone?ˮ 

I affirmed this. The lady looked at me quizzically. “I 

hope you'll be wearing a bullet-proof vest.ˮ 

  

I was not sure whether she was humouring me. 

 

All is well that ends well though, and I was enrolled 

at the University College. I am now finishing my last 

semester, and as you can see, the idea of war jour-

nalism has not left me in the three and a half years 

that lie between that interview and my graduation. I 

could not tell you if I had carefully considered my 

retort to the examiner's follow-up question when I 

gave it. But it is true that the idea stuck in my head.  

 Like so many theorists and scientists, and 

politicians and (world) citizens, I cannot surpass the 

impression that the September 11 attacks left on me. 

I was glued to the television set for hours. For 

months, I kept a copy of the following day's newspa-

per in a stack on my desk. Naturally, the shock had a 

great impact on me; but so did, subsequently, the 

rhetoric, the massive outcry and the emotive, rally-

ing stories that dominated any and all press outlets -

or at least, the Western ones that I had access to, at 

the time. The phenomenon of “embeddingˮ journal-

ists with the surging American and British troops 

made clear to me the essential task of reporters. 

  War, politics and the media seemed intri-

cately intertwined; there was a thrill in the war cov-

erage. If anything, the green-filtered night-vision 

images of tanks blundering over the desert sand, into 

Iraq, reminded me of Hollywood. Later, the embed-

ded journalists as well as the editors -even of author-

itative outlets, such as The New York Times- admit-

ted to having done “sloppyˮ work. Their coverage of 

the war on terror and the surge into Iraq had done 

too much to “win the hearts and mindsˮ, and too lit-

tle to be critical and objective. The Dutch journalist 

and foreign correspondent, Joris Luyendijk, released 

the memoirs of his time in the Middle East. Through 

it, I came to understand more about the perception-

shaping qualities of journalistic work, of the ways 

that reporting and politics -indeed, journalism and 

democracy- are connected.  

Still, the Middle East and even the war on terror are 

not the focus of this thesis. I decided not to empha-

sise the new phenomenon of journalism. Instead, I 

went back to the first war I can remember. I was 

very young when the former republic of Yugoslavia 

disintegrated in conflict, but I was aware of the tur-



 6 

 

moil the two wars brought about, even in the Nether-

lands. The fall of Srebrenica was dealt with 

(ironically and inappropriately, perhaps) as a nation-

al trauma. The realities of the horrible violence ech-

oed for a very long time, and they instilled in me a 

realization that responsibility is a notion that can be 

stretched infinitely, but that it is a notion which the 

international community must carefully consider. I 

have come to the conclusion that journalists, too, 

carry with them a responsibility towards their sub-

jects of coverage. 

More than once, wisecracking listeners have told 

me, “So really, you don't want wars to end because 

that would mean you wouldn't have a job.ˮ But of 

course, that is not true. I am not a war-lover, and I 

believe many wars are unnecessary. Yet I also think 

that conflict can never be completely abated. Con-

flict will be ever present in our societies; it certainly 

is now. A first step to dealing with these conflicts is 

to strive to understand them. We must acknowledge 

and carefully observe the occurrence of violence and 

conflicts in the world. Observing is what journalists 

do. 

 Journalists cannot decide on policy. Terrible 

things happen in the world everyday, and one may 

argue that words or televised report will do little to 

change that. A news article or a feature-length 

“storyˮ (whether online or in print) cannot change 

the world, no matter how eloquently written or truth-

fully reported. But it might just be read by the next 

young bright mind; by future and current politicians; 

by tomorrow's activists. 

 I am convinced that without people to tell the 

tale, far worse things would happen. It is always bet-

ter to know than to be ignorant; it is even preferable 

to know which things we do not know than to be 

oblivious to these gaps in our knowledge. In a way, 

every new day presents us with new gaps of 

knowledge, and reporters fill these blanks. Their 

work is of influence on our daily lives, our 

worldviews and our politics. 

The realization that (democratic) society needs infor-

mation in order to function, and that new events un-

fold on a daily basis, that might change the lives of 

world inhabitants in an instant, instils in me a desire 

to see what is happening out there. While I have 

never yet set foot in a war zone, it is this that com-

pels me most to the profession of reporter. It is why I 

have decided to write this thesis – in anticipation of 

my first foreign assignment.  

Lisa Dupuy, editor Don't Shoot the Messenger 
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I N T R O D U C -

T I O N  
 

This volume is a stand-alone journal that was pub-

lished as part of the University College Maastricht 

Capstone Project. It was written and edited with the 

objective of raising attention to the issues concern-

ing the position of journalists in war situations. The 

topic of journalism is not much treated in the aca-

demic catalogue of UCM. This capstone could thus 

be regarded as a piece of modest work that might 

shed academic light on the debates that are currently 

on-going in the fields of journalism and media. 

 War journalism allows for allocation with 

academic fields that are treated at UCM. Conflict 

resolution, international relations, war and peace 

studies and policy-making can all, more or less, be 

connected to war coverage. So, of course, can also 

be media studies. However, this journal attempts to 

come closer to the realties of war than the theories of 

communications studies.  

 A lot has been written on the ties between 

media coverage and the waging of war. In contrast to 

those publications, what has been crucial to the crea-

tion of this volume is an emphasis on the journalist 

himself (herself), and on the content of his (her) 

work. This capstone aims not to give an answer, but 

merely to provide a basis, a stepping-stone, for the 

debate on journalistic responsibility to continue. If it 

is a journalist’s job to critically observe society, then 

surely such scrutiny should be applied to the own 

practices.  

 As an academic journal, Don’t Shoot the 

Messenger contains a range of texts. They differ in 

aim as well as methodology. It has been the set-up of 

this journal to include papers of theory, application 

or analysis, and reflection. The first paper is a theo-

retical venture into the fields of journalism as well as 

war studies. It is a research into the representation of 

war in media, and it considers as well as critiques 

the concept of Peace Journalism as proposed by Jake 

Lynch as a solution to the discrepancy between con-

flict and resolution studies and news coverage. The 

second paper contains a comparative analysis of the  

news coverage of war. The aim here is to correlate 

the impact of the journalistic endeavour on public 

opinion as well as political policy. Finally, the third 

section of this journal features an inquiry into the 

personal motivations and convictions of several jour-

nalists – Moshe Negbi, Wouter Kurpershoek and 

Tom Daams. They have been asked to reflect on the 

theoretical issues derived at through conflict theory 

and the agenda of Peace Journalism. The interviews 

have also been included in the Appendices section of 

this journal, so that this capstone might serve as a 

public display of appreciation for their own as well 

as their colleagues' work. 
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I N - B E T W E E N  

W A R ,  P E A C E  

A N D   

I N T E R V E N -

T I O N  
 

The subject of war, according to former journalist 

Jake Lynch, is the “journalist's litmus test”. Few 

events are as dramatic, horrible, yet sensational as 

war, or come with such intricate contexts and wide 

consequences. Reporting war involves ethical dilem-

mas as well as political analysis. According to 

Lynch, “words and images”, already the journalist’s 

clichéd weapons, “have become as lethal as mis-

siles” in the context of war. 

 There  is a discrepancy between what it is 

theorists say of conflict, and the information (or the 

image) that is conveyed in news coverage. In many 

ways, war reporting uses the wrong set of tools to 

cover conflict. This paper explores the concept of 

journalistic responsibility and the perception that is 

shaped of war and peace through news coverage. Of 

particular interest is the notion that journalists could 

play a role in the construction of peace. 

Journalistic responsibility 

Journalists are frequently referred to as “watch 

dogs”. In the system of trias politica, the press func-

tions as the “fourth power”: it controls, criticizes and 

checks the actions taken by a state's ruling elite. As 

such, journalists stand in between the ones in power 

and the ones who have to approve of that power, the 

citizens (Sormany, 199. It is because of this function 

that journalism and democracy are re-enforcing ele-

ments. While democracies ensure freedom of press 

and expression, policy-makers within democracies 

need the press to communicate their aims to the wid-

er public. Abroad, too, journalists perform this role. 

The sensible citizen needs information in order to act 

in the political realm; the reporter provides this in-

formation from whichever region in the world is 

deemed important or interesting enough to influence 

political action (Sormany, 199.  

 What then, can be said of the responsibility 

and function of journalists in society? In his hand-

book for journalists, Sormany states that journalists 

are obliged to find the truth, and to always print it. 

 There is, however, more to this simple state-

ment. With the vast amount of information that 

meets us every day, journalists do a job in selecting 

those pieces that “should” be of importance to the 

wider audience. In short, journalists -and their edi-

tors- are interested in those events that can be 

deemed “newsworthy”.  

 In the words of Dutch journalist Joris 

Luyendijk (2006), the newsworthy constitutes that 

event that is out of the ordinary, which breaks with 

the norm of society. What is covered by reporters is 

the divergence. In journalism, as opposed to science 

(or history), the emphasis is on the “event”. Protract-

ed processes or on-going developments do not easily 

lend themselves for journalistic coverage. News is 

also equated with the speed of information transmis-

sion, as we have become familiar with rapid cover-

age of world events- especially so with the rise of 

television and Internet. The news is brought to us 

“live” and as a “breaking story”. Journalists are en-

couraged to find “scoops”, to claim a piece of infor-

mation first (Sormany, 199. Indeed, Jake Lynch 

(2005) sees the hunt for scoops as inherent to the 

journalist's personality. 

 With the responsibility to inform the audi-

ence, journalists are present all over the world, wit-

nessing the events that occur on the world political 

stage as well as the societal level. As a witness or an 

observer, they aim to report on these events objec-

tively and truthfully. According to Lynch and 

McGoldrick (2005), however, journalists must 

acknowledge that they inevitably become part of the 

dynamics of their subject. The notion of the witness 

can easily be equated with that of the “bystander”, a 

role known in the theories of human rights violations 

and laid down in the Atrocity Triangle (Hilberg, 199. 

Cruelties, war and atrocities do not only take place 

in a two-way relation from the aggressor to the vic-

tim; rather, a third party completes this dynamic.  

 The bystander, who might or might not wit-

ness the actual atrocity, or who detects or ignores the 
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signs of such events, has the “choice” of collaborat-

ing with the aggressor, or coming to the aid of the 

victim (Grünfeld, 200; Hilberg, 199. Such a decision 

is not easily made, as it depends on the bystander's 

capacities and possibilities. In any case, their pres-

ence and decisions can be of great consequence for 

the course of events. The role of bystander or wit-

ness is literally the one for which journalists get paid

- and they aim to make the rest of the world witness, 

too. This position, of standing either alongside vic-

tims or perpetrators, or maybe even in-between these 

two parties, in order to inform that rest of the world, 

is one that requires essential consideration in the is-

sues connected to war journalism. The choice to re-

port something, or not to do so, might constitute the 

bystander's option to collaborate or to aid. 

 One final issue also touches the very core of 

the mission statement of journalism. The philosophi-

cal discussion on the topic -the existence and acces-

sibility- of “truth” wonders whether there is one 

truth that can be objectively represented. Can we 

even reach it, or recognize it if we do? It seems that 

different people or groups of people have their own 

version of the truth of events. This is influenced by 

their ideologies and more abstract ideas; by their his-

torical and cultural backgrounds; and by the lan-

guage they use to shape their truth (Chalmers, 199; 

Poerksen, 201. Language brazes reality, because it is 

the only means we have to even describe it, for our-

selves and for others (Chalmers, 199. This communi-

cation constitutes a large part of the reporter's work.  

 The idea that truth, and the version of events 

that must be taken to be truthful, is not fixed but ra-

ther depends on -indeed, is constructed by- percep-

tions and language, does not discredit the practice of 

journalism (Poerksen, 201.  It does mean that jour-

nalists must be very precise in their work. Perception 

is everything; indeed, “one man's freedom fighter is 

another man's terrorist”. Reporters are amongst the 

first to draft a version of the course (and meaning) of 

events. Above, the journalist was defined as a truth-

finder and truth-publisher; for the public, his or her 

work may well be truth-determining. 

Covering war 

Thus, the journalist's perception of a war or crisis is 

crucial to the understanding of this conflict amongst 

the wider public. Equally, perception plays an im-

portant role in the development of the violence, 

armed conflict or war itself. Theorists Levy and 

Thompson (2010) use a working definition stating 

that war is “the sustained coordinated violence be-

tween two or more political entities.” In terms of da-

ta analysis, a war constitutes an armed struggle with 

over a thousand deaths within the year of its erup-

tion. Armed conflicts in general include also smaller-

scale conflicts (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 

201. By conflict we mean the pursuit of incompati-

ble goals by different groups. According to Johan 

Galtung, a conflict can be theorized as a three-way 

interaction between the parties' contradictions, atti-

tudes and behaviours. All three must be present to 

constitute a full conflict, in which all three compo-

nents influence the conflict parties' perceptions of 

one another and the other's goals and intentions. 

Thus, a conflict can be become violent through esca-

lation. Violent or deadly conflicts also include the 

one-sided use of force, as is the case in a genocide 

against civilians. These conflicts, like war and armed 

conflicts, feature direct, physical violence. Galtung 

connects his conflict triangle to the dynamics of vio-

lence (Ramsbotham et al., 201. Not only physical 

force is part of a conflict; before, while and after vi-

olence is being used, also structural and cultural vio-

lence play an important role in the conflict.  

  The typology of conflicts includes a wide 

range of sorts, including interstate conflicts and non-

interstate conflicts, which in turn can be disputes 

caused by revolutions, issues of identity (secession) 

and factional issues (Ramsbotham et al., 201. An 

important motivation for the protraction of conflicts 

appears to be greed, even if the conflict was trig-

gered by political or cultural grievances. This shows 

that conflicts often change over time. Moreover, they 

are interpreted or framed differently by the conflict-

ing parties; and they can always by hijacked or ma-

nipulated by third-party power-brokers who justify 

their meddling (motivated by greed mostly) by ap-

pealing to principle.  Databases show a decline in 

the overall number of wars. In the last decades, the 

number of interstate wars has decreased, whereas 

data show a trend towards intrastate conflict (Kaldor, 

200; Levy & Thomspon, 201. These are usually 

asymmetric, meaning that the parties are unequal in 
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power, either quantitatively or qualitatively, or both. 

In these cases, the conflict derives from the very ine-

quality in the relationship between the “top dog” and 

the disadvantaged party (Ramsbotham et al., 201.  

 In the general news coverage, war and armed 

conflicts are represented as the struggle between two 

parties who fight, maybe for the same goals, or to 

achieve opposite goals (Lynch & McGoldrick, 200. 

This interaction is often presented in terms of vic-

tims and perpetrators, or even as “good guys vs. bad 

guys”. Overall, Jake Lynch and Annabel McGoldrick 

have concluded, there seems to be very little consid-

eration for the (historical) context of a conflict. The 

violence, however, often takes the lime light in cov-

erage.  This means that Galtung's conflict triangle is 

largely ignored; journalists only gear towards the 

representation of the behaviour-component of the 

triangle. As a result, the aggressive reaction becomes 

easily equated with a spontaneous eruption of cold-

blooded hatred. In the pages of the newspapers, 

armed conflicts erupt suddenly and expose polarized 

enmity between the conflict parties, which in fact 

has been built-up over time through conflict escala-

tion. Through this journalistic approach, it is the hor-

rors of war that become the main subject of report-

ing; indeed, the violence or the occurrence of the 

war as a whole is made out to be the conflict at hand 

(Luyendijk, 200; Lynch & McGoldrick, 200. But in 

fact, as theorized by Galtung, the conflict itself origi-

nates from still other, underlying causes which only 

receive sporadic coverage.  

 It is the violence that divides the conflict par-

ties in two camps: those who perpetrate the violence, 

and those who are on the receiving end of it. Often, 

the participation of power-brokers is not even recog-

nized. While victims are amongst all groups in-

volved in the armed conflict, this is not always 

shown in the reporting. Indeed the division of who is 

“bad” or guilty and who is “good” or a victim is 

made very starkly in general coverage. Journalists 

sometimes pick sides; and even if they do not, their 

language can be very effective in shaping the wider 

audience's perception of the conflict.  

 This bias for duality also resonated with a 

preference for authority (Lynch & McGoldrick, 200. 

When rendering the news, journalists prefer to refer 

to the “official story” of events. They are therefore 

tuned to the “official sources”, who issue their state-

ments and opinions on matters through spokesmen 

(Luyendijk, 200. Official sources are part of the rul-

ing elite or of the opposition; indeed, every side in 

the conflict at hand has its own representative, and 

so do NGO's or other parties (here again, we have 

bystanders) who keep track of the conflict. Nuanced 

views are not usually included in official statements; 

yet journalists of current war coverage tend to take 

these publications at face-value as truth-telling, 

without appreciation for the fact that some official 

sources are waging the war and that the continuation 

of the conflict might even be beneficial to them. For 

example, army officials or politicians, in order to get 

citizens to “rally around the flag” (Levy & 

Thomspon, 201, will continue to issue aggressive 

statements. 

  By only focusing on the official sources, 

journalists run the risk of (unknowingly) taking over 

biased accounts, or even propaganda, from the par-

ties in the conflict. Even if they do not consciously 

represent polarized views in their reporting as their 

own, the use of rhetoric and of heavily associative 

vocabulary – for example, pseudo-military lingo- 

can have a strong effect on the coverage of the con-

flict, eventually also influencing the perception of 

the conflict, such as the issue of culpability. 

 There is thus here a discrepancy between war

-time coverage and the role of the journalist in socie-

ty that has been established in the previous section. 

As journalists are supposed to fulfil the role of 

“watch dogs” within society, they must be critical of 

the ruling elite. Yet, it seems that while working 

abroad, or in situations of crisis, foreign correspond-

ents no longer critically assess these official state-

ments. In general, it seems that the all-important atti-

tude that is missing in war journalism (as analysed 

by Lynch and McGoldrick) is a critical eye for both 

events and statements. 

 Yet one can see where this approach to cov-

erage originates. Both journalistic biases -for duality 

and official sources- allow reporters to apply the 

journalistic principle of “fair hearing”. It seems that 

journalists have taken from the wrong tool box to 

cover war. As a result, the emphasis on violence, the 

neglect of context and the bias for duality make the 

reporting of war and armed conflict reminiscent of 
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sports journalism. While Galtung sees war as the re-

sult of a dynamic process, involving several conflict 

parties with competing interests and goals that have 

been reinforced through contradictions, attitudes and 

behaviour, conflicts come to be represented as sim-

ple thugs of war between two camps (Luyendijk, 

200; Lynch & McGoldrick, 200.    

 This denotes that every action undertaken by 

X has a direct consequence for enemy Y; and also 

that one party's win inevitably implies the other's 

loss (and vice versa), as it would in a soccer match. 

Just as in sports, the eventual outcomes of conflict 

are usually represented in terms of victory of defeat- 

but what veritably ends a conflict is a resolution, fol-

lowed by reconstruction. Even the authority bias 

calls to mind the prominent place for referees and 

coaches in sports journalism, even before players 

and certainly before supporters or other people in-

volved in the peripheries of the game.  

 Perhaps it is the image of a definite score or 

outcome that presents the greatest discrepancy be-

tween war journalism and war theory. The public 

and reporters seek for the end of a conflict, the mo-

ment at which the referee blows the final signal and 

everybody goes home. However, the data show that 

conflicts are rarely brought to a close, but that they 

slowly die down, and remain latent (Levy & 

Thomspon, 201; Ramsbotham et al., 201. The latest 

“war list” of the Systemic Peace Project includes 

326 episodes of armed conflict in the world that 

have occurred over the contemporary period, 1946-

2012. In 2009, the list counted 315 cases. Thirty-one 

cases on the new list were on-going in 2012. Nine-

teen episodes that have been denoted as having end-

ed in the past five years are considered at high risk 

of return to warfare, including the 2008 dispute be-

tween Russia and Georgia, and the episodes of vio-

lence following the US invasion of Iraq (Marshall, 

201.  

 Although peace is the dichotomous entity of 

war, it does not receive nearly as much coverage as 

violence. Peace is neglected in most of journalistic 

coverage, because it is an unfit subject for “news” on 

account of the same factors that make conflict and 

violence interesting or newsworthy. First, peace is 

regarded as the norm in our society- it is not a diver-

gence, and therefore is nothing new to the readers. 

Second, peace -unlike violence- does not suddenly 

erupt. Rather, it is a state of affairs, which is created 

through long, tedious processes of negotiations and 

bargaining (Regan, 200. Peace negotiations are deli-

cate fabricates of diplomacy, often through the assis-

tance of a mediatory party. Negotiators deal with nu-

ances and sensitivities that might not be easily ap-

preciated by the wider public. 

 Conflict resolution, in the theory of Galtung, 

requires the veritable transformation of the conflict, 

to where the contradictions between the parties need 

to longer lead to problems (Ramsbotham et al., 201. 

Indeed, the parties' perception of each other and of 

the meaning of the behaviour toward one another 

must be overturned. This reversal of perceptions and 

intentions is reached through a durable process that 

not only involves the ruling elites or top-level indi-

viduals of the conflicting parties. It also calls for -

really, can only be truly successful with- the partici-

pation of the lower level. Conflict transformation is 

hardly reached without the assistance of a third party 

mediator, or mediators, which allow(s) for the com-

munication between all parties involved and over-

sights in the process of bargaining and negotiation. 

The position of mediator is crucial, and demands the 

involvement of a party or representative which is 

respected by all sides of the conflict; ideally, such a 

mediator must also involve the grassroots level of 

the parties involved to ensure that an overall accept-

ed peace can be built (Regan, 200; Svensson, 200.  

 The only possible discernible one-time event 

that constitutes (or perhaps “symbolises” is a better 

word) “peace” is the signing of peace agreements -

indeed; these are usually heralded by the press corps 

as the resolution and conclusion of conflict (Lynch 

& McGoldrick, 200. Of course, the symbolical quali-

ty of peace agreements has its merit in the long pro-

cess of resolution and reconstruction. Yet at the same 

time, agreements allow for observers and commenta-

tors to make up the balance: they are reproduced in 

coverage as grocery lists of claims made and accept-

ed. Finally, the journalists can say, who has won and 

who has lost? As such, the peace agreements are the 

pinnacle of the sports-termed coverage of conflict. 

The final scores are noted down. Peace agreements 

are interesting to journalists on another point as well: 

they are signed by the official conflict parties, and 
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thus adhere to the journalistic preference for official 

sources. Again, this features the trap of copying offi-

cial rhetoric, although overt war propaganda rhetoric 

has little value in the ambition of keeping to the 

agreement, even for the parties involved. The sign-

ing of agreements is the perfect “photo-op”. 

 The fact that peace cannot be brokered by 

appealing only to the ruling elites constitutes the last 

factor that complicates the subject for journalists. 

Peace is not merely the absence of war or physical 

violence. This is known as “negative peace”, which 

is presented as the closure of a conflict 

(Ramsbotham et al., 201. Of course, this absence of 

violence is not undesirable; it is just not constructive 

and durable enough for peace to last. Peace is an at-

titude that must become part of the cultural traditions 

of and the relations between the former conflict par-

ties. It is why Johan Galtung, emphasizes the role of 

the “grassroots”, of society and citizens at large. An 

official peace agreement need not directly lead to the 

abolition of cultural and invisible violence, which is 

what is needed to reach the desired “positive peace”. 

How can coverage be improved? 

 

In order for the coverage of war to change, journal-

ists, editors and media moguls must all make deci-

sions in the light of conflict resolution. “Improved” 

coverage here refers to a kind of reporting that pays 

heed to the agenda and practices of peace-building, 

and pays less attention to the polarized justifications 

or condemnations of violence. Reporters should be 

aware of the influence of their reporting on the 

course of events. Lynch's critique on the current war 

journalism leads to the development of a new set of 

tools that journalists should use in conflict situations. 

 If current coverage emphasizes the violent 

responses to conflict, the public is led to overvalue 

such reactions, while undervaluing non-violent or 

peace-building responses to conflict. Peace Journal-

ism, as developed by Lynch and McGoldrick (2005), 

is not pacifistic as such. It does not ignore the vio-

lent response or the overall existence of violence. 

Rather, it is founded on the notion to “give peace a 

chance”, and a place, in coverage. This form of jour-

nalism, according to Lynch, essentially means that 

journalists and editors make the choice to focus 

more on peace opportunities, and that they shy away 

from representing war or violence in dual terms 

(Lynch & McGoldrick, 200. The coverage of conflict 

requires a consideration for the (historical) back-

ground of such a conflict. Some very simple practic-

es can be mastered to present a more accurate image 

of war and conflict.  

 In terms of perception-shaping, journalists 

should pay attention to the language they use, avoid-

ing heavily-connoted vocabulary or pseudo-military 

language. This way, the matter of culpability and the 

duality of “good vs. evil” also become more nu-

anced. It also includes the search for non-official 

sources and the portrayal of all victims or citizens 

who are affected by the conflict; either through the 

physical violence, or by the invisible and cultural 

violence that also permeate the conflict.  

  The use of official sources need not 

be removed from reporting practices, but they should 

be treated much more critically and not be taken at 

face-value. Through a more critical approach, jour-

nalists might also pay more attention to peace oppor-

tunities, because the polarization of conflict parties 

might not be as stark as the parties involved might 

see it themselves. Such would take away some of the 

“horror” and sensationalism that are now part of war 

journalism. Finally, according to Lynch and McGol-

drick (2005), journalists must take care to present to 

the context of the conflict, the historical domestic 

context as well as the wider responsibility of the in-

ternational community. Indeed, “responsibility” is a 

key concept in the understandings of Lynch. 

 However, certain realities will pose a compli-

cation for the Peace Journalism that Lynch and 

McGoldrick have developed. There are practicalities 

that might impair the reporter's freedom, and ability 

to work freely; of course, safety is an issue in war 

zones. “Embedded media units”, the journalists who 

are integrated in (official) fighting forces, are en-

sured of some level of security, but in this situation, 

the trap of taking over the official story and military 

lingo is great. Moreover, the organization of society, 

especially in times of conflict, can well be hostile 

towards open reporting (Luyendijk, 200. Finding 

unofficial sources who are still reliable is complicat-

ed in these chaotic circumstances, as is getting 

around and communicating with the population. 
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 A more pressing reservation with regards to 

Peace Journalism requires a return to the question 

that what answered at the beginning of this paper. 

Journalists are not scientists or historians. Their first 

duty is to “be present” and to observe those instanc-

es “where the action happens” (Sormany, 199. The 

chase for the news  implies that the representation of 

events is occasionally erroneous -but at least the 

coverage can count as a first “rough draft of histo-

ry”. This is especially the case for first-line journal-

ism, the kind of reporting on-site. There is still a dif-

ference between the first-line and investigative 

branches of journalism (Sormany, 199. If Lynch ar-

gues for anything, he should bear this distinction in 

mind. Indeed, the kind of journalism that can be em-

ployed to invest more attention to the explanation of 

the context of conflict is investigative journalism. Of 

course, some of the tools that have been developed 

for Peace Journalism can also be easily applied to 

the rapid first-line journalism. A more nuanced set of 

vocabulary as well as a stronger awareness of the 

journalistic responsibility could be easily integrated 

in this kind of news-finding coverage. Joris 

Luyendijk (2006) also highlights an additional ele-

ment that would improve the first-line news journal-

ism, arguing that journalists must acknowledge and 

admit their own gaps in knowledge. If this kind of 

transparency is missing, reporters risk creating the 

illusion of absolute truth-finding. That notion has 

been dismantled by the idea that truth is constructed 

through language and perspective. 

Journalistic conflict transformation 

 

It stands to reason that the rapid and acute reporting 

will remain to be a feature that society cannot go 

without. The strong quality of this journalism, in-

cluding its filters and perception-shaping effects, is 

that it shows the status quo. We become aware of 

the reality of the moment through journalistic cov-

erage. Lynch (2005), his main crux being the atten-

tion for historical context, bypasses this strength of 

first-line journalism.  

 This kind of coverage could in fact be very 

consequential and effective in assisting peace-

building or conflict transformation processes. There 

is merit in making known the severity of a situation 

of conflict, if journalists can maintain a nuanced lan-

guage. The tendency to portray the “horror” of war 

or violence leads to the underestimation of peace 

processes, and often carries a covert judgement of at 

least one conflict party, which will stand in the way 

of resolution. However, the strength and function of 

first-line journalism lie in the depiction of reality. 

Political decisions and policy are made on the basis 

of that reality. Although historical context can also 

affect the course of events, the events themselves 

constitute a response. Decisions on the demand for 

intervention, mediation and resolution are a reaction 

to whatever is happening at the moment (Regan, 

200. It is the state of affairs that calls for humanitari-

an aid and a stop to violence, not the parties' under-

lying positions or interests.  

 Following the Conflict, Violence and Atroci-

ty Triangles discussed above, the practice of journal-

ism can be made part of conflict dynamics. The Re-

porting Triangle (see below) shows the impact of 

news coverage on the dynamics between the conflict 

and its larger international context, where neighbour-

ing countries and the international community are 

labelled the bystanders of the conflict, because of the 

information conveyed in reporting. On the basis of 

this information, the community must make its deci-

sion of intervention or providing assistance in the 

transformation of the conflict.  
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The scrutiny of on-going events is thus a viable ap-

proach in conflict resolution. The behaviour of the 

conflict parties must be crucially altered. The con-

flict must not only be transformed, but it must be 

realized that conflicts in themselves are transforma-

tive of society. Susan L. Woodward (2007) has come 

to the conclusion that while there are certain root 

causes to (civil) war, a focus on these causes does 

not necessarily render peace interventions success-

ful. While certain political grievances initiate a con-

flict that escalates towards violence, the violence 

itself creates its “own” reality which brings about 

new grievances. The protraction of conflict is effect-

ed through retaliations (Kaldor, 200; Levy & 

Thomspon, 201; Ramsbotham et al., 201. Violence 

causes suffering, which asks for a response, which 

adds to the conflict at hand and takes the escalation 

of the conflict further along (Woodward, 200. This 

means that the initial steps in conflict resolution 

must take away the latest of grievances that were 

caused by the violence, before mediators can start to 

transform the root causes. The information that is 

provided by first-line journalism can be essential to 

this task. It is through reporting that mediators know 

what happens and who are affected. 

 The task of mediation is hardly neutral in and 

of itself (Svensson, 200. The third party might have 

its own motivations for intervention, such as wanting 

to regain security and stability in the international or 

regional system. Moreover, the actual process of me-

diation sometimes involves a more overt stance in 

the conflict situation itself. This is especially the 

case in the intrastate, asymmetric conflicts. These 

conflicts often originate from the very structure of 

the relationship between the parties involved. It is 

necessary to “level the playing field” so that negotia-

tions and mediations might continue between equal 

parties. The mediation process thus involves the very 

conscious empowerment of the weaker side, in what 

is known as “structural transfor-

mation” (Ramsbotham et al., 201. 

 As the inequality that defines asymmetric 

conflicts need not necessarily be military, there is a 

role for journalists here as well. The access to infor-

mation as well as a media outlet can be an effective 

platform for the weaker side. This kind of dynamic 

thus provides a window for journalists to aid in the 

dynamics of transformation. By covering the weaker 

party and critically assessing the “top dog” of the 

conflict, reporters can help in construction a more 

symmetric relationship, which in turn is a prerequi-

site for peace. 

Conclusion 

The journalist’s function as the “watch dog” is cru-

cial to society. In the situations of crisis and conflict, 

however, reporters take to the wrong tools to cover 

the news. As a result, the news coverage of war con-

veys a skewed image of conflict, in which the vio-

lent reaction is overvalued in sensationalism. Peace-

building opportunities are undervalued, as is the no-

tion that peace must be carefully constructed 

amongst the conflict parties. 

 A shift in attitude can improve coverage, so 

that it fits better with the agenda of peace building. 

With Peace Journalism, Jake Lycnh proposes a new 

set of tools for war, including nuanced language and 

a heightened attention to unofficial sources. Journal-

ists can so take part in the empowerment of disad-

vantaged parties in asymmetric conflicts, thereby 

contributing constructively to peace-building. 

 Throughout coverage, reporters must remain 

aware of the constellation of perception-shaping and 

decision-making that forms around their work. The 

responsibility of the international community to in-

tervene and protect also resonates in the journalist’s 

responsibility to carefully gather and convey infor-

mation  in society.  
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P O L I C Y  

F O L L O W S  

P E R C E P T I O N  

An comparative analysis of interna-

tional coverage on Srebrenica, 1993 

 

Introduction 

War and armed conflict have a great impact on the 

international system. The events become part of the 

public discourse and debate, often well outside the 

borders of the states involved. The representation of 

conflict can, on the one hand, be a contributing fac-

tor to the course of events; on the other hand, it can 

be seen as the manifestation of political views and 

mechanisms that are already in place. To further ex-

amine the perception-shaping effects of journalistic 

coverage of war, the following analysis includes a 

comparative inquiry of articles published on the 

events in Srebrenica, the Blue Helmets-controlled 

safe haven that was established by the United Na-

tions in April 1993 (Reynolds, 200.  

 With the fall of Communism, the general ex-

pectation was that of a peaceful Europe. The United 

Nations saw an influx of members, as former Soviet 

states entered the international arena. The Dutch 

journalist Wouter Kurpershoek (2012) also entered 

this arena for the first time in the late eighties, a re-

cent graduate of journalism. He remembers: “Het 

was net rustig. Oudere collega’s hadden de revolu-

ties in Zuid-Amerika meegemaakt, maar iedereen 

verwachtte dat de zaken in Europa goed geregeld 

zouden zijn, dat het nieuwe internationale systeem 

vrede zou garanderen.” The eruption of ethnic vio-

lence and civil war in the Balkans shocked the inter-

national system that saw itself forced to make a deci-

sion on intervention and peace-enforcement 

(Reynolds, 200. These notions became subject of 

fierce debate within the member states. Public 

discussion and eventually policy decisions were 

fueled and informed by the journalistic coverage of 

the war.   

War in Bosnia and the siege of Srebrenica 

 

The region of Bosnia-Herzegovina, which had 

traditionally been the poorest and most mixed of the 

former Yugoslav republic, declared its independence 

in February 1992 (Reynolds, 200. The declaration, 

however, was not accepted by everybody, most 

notably the Serbian minority within Bosnia and the 

Serbs in what was left of Yugoslav, the regions 

Serbia and Montenegro. The Bosnian Serbs, aided 

by the Yugoslav Army, laid siege to the Bosnian 

capital of Sarajevo.  In April, the United Nations 

deployed a protection force (UNPROFOR) in 

Bosnia, and started an airlift from Sarajevo airport to 

provide food and aid to the civilian population as the 

siege continued (Stoessinger, 201. In May, both the 

UN Security Council and the European Community 

imposed trade sanctions to Serbia in an attempt to 

stop the Yugoslavia involvement in Bosnia-

Herzegovina. In the region meanwhile, more 

instances of “ethnic cleansing”, executions and rape 

occurred amongst the Muslim population. It was 

in October of 1992 that the Security Council banned 

all military flights over Bosnia as the civilian 

population suffered severely under Serbian 

brutalities (Reynolds, 200. On November 28, a UN 

convoy succeeded in delivering food and supplies to 

the isolated Muslim enclave of Srebrenica. 

 Heavy fighting continued in 1993, as war 

also broke out between the Bosnian Muslims and 

Croats. In early January, the UN Special Envoy 

Cyrus Vance and EC representative David Owen 

attempted to negotiate a peace agreement amongst 

the warring parties (Stoessinger, 201. Their plan 

included the division of Bosnia into ten semi-

autonomous regions. The plan was initially accepted 

by the Bosnian and Croat factions, however, the 

Bosnian Serbs rejected the plan in May. Several 

Muslim cities, including Srebrenica, were 

proclaimed safe havens by the United Nations, in an 

attempt to protect the civilian population from the 

expulsion and ethnic cleansing practices which had 

continued to during the negotiations (Reynolds, 200. 

Resolution 819 was voted on April 16. It reaffirmed 

the political and territorial independence of Bosnia 

Herzegovina and demanded that “all parties and 

other concerned treat Srebrenica and its 
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surroundings as a safe haven which should be free 

from any armed attack or hostile act"(UNSC, 16 

April 199. More cities in Bosnia were later 

proclaimed safe areas as well. Finally, in June, the 

Security Council also decided to send additional 

peace-keepers to the safe havens. 

Of the events in the Bosnian war, Wouter Kurpers-

hoek says: “We moesten leren dit soort conflicten te 

verslaan.” The component of ethnicity was new in 

the understanding of the conflicts of the nineties. 

Within Yugoslavia, broadcasting outlets were active 

only in the separate republics, therefore becoming a 

major source of power for the party leaders: they 

played a significant role in the escalation of the con-

flict and the mobilization of the populations. The 

decentralized media were used as propaganda ma-

chines. 

The Netherlands 

A survey of the Dutch NIOD (2002) concludes that a 

“politiek-publicitaire constellatie” developed in the 

coverage of and public opinion on the dramatic 

events in former Yugoslavia, and Srebrenica espe-

cially (Graaff, 200. Some five hundred Dutch jour-

nalists -this includes editors, commentators and edi-

torial desks- have been “involved” with Bosnia, 

making it the most-covered war in the Dutch press. 

According to Piet Hagen (2002), the strong emotive 

and opinion-creating effects of the reports that were 

published in Dutch media were very significant for 

the political decisions that were made by the Dutch 

government in its response to the war. The events in 

Bosnia were heavily framed in notions of Serbs as 

the “actors” and the Bosnian “victims”. The use of 

terms such as “ethnische zuivering”, 

“oorlogsmisdaden”, and the referral to camps, creat-

ed a strong conviction that the Serbs were the sole 

aggressors in the conflict. In this light the frequent 

recurrence of rape also got a lot of attention. Thus, 

the Dutch media were very poignant in the shaping 

of public opinion, and in 1992 the overall call 

(sometimes expressed in joint editorial pieces, pub-

lished in several titles at once), was strongly in fa-

vour of intervention. The eventual employment of 

Dutchbat Blue Helmet soldiers in Srebrenica -a task 

others in the international community dared not take 

on- was thus widely supported by politicians and 

carried by the press at large. 

 This was true for the Dutch media in general, 

in spite of slight differences of tone or interpretation. 

In the analysis of Hagen, the printed press is deemed 

somewhat more continuous than the televised media, 

because broadcasters like the NOS sent out different 

journalists to cover the events, whereas newspaper 

reporters were fixed correspondents for longer peri-

ods of time (Hagen, 200. De Volkskrant was espe-

cially early in its calls for humanitarian intervention, 

and it was also most explicit in denouncing the Serbs 

as the only aggressors. 

France 

In contrast, France was less inclined to blame one 

party for the troubles that started growing in Yugo-

slavia. In fact, the French, who were still dealing 

with nationalist movements in Corsica and the 

Basques, initially harboured some sympathies for the 

Serbian cause. This sttitude also bears some remem-

brance of historic relations; the Serbs had sided with 

the French and the British in the Allied forces in 

World War II (Reynolds, 200. 

 French politics, however, became very heavi-

ly involved in the international concerns over the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and later, the French 

military was the main suppliers of troops to the pro-

tection forces. In 1994, the French government 

pressed the decision to start an air strike campaign in 

Bosnia to relieve the humanitarian crisis that was 

unfolding under the Serbian siege (Reynolds, 200. 

 This switch of public opinion was spurred on 

by the actions of prominent French intellectuals and 

publicists, such as the philosopher Bernard-Henri 

Levi. Interestingly enough, the issue of intervention, 

which was heavily debated and which mandate must 

be carefully considered within the arena of the UN, 

was treated very much as a matter of domestic poli-

tics. The coverage of the UN Protection Forces, in 

French newspapers, centred around the stand-off be-

tween the President, François Mitterrand, and the 

head of the UNPROFOR in Bosnia, General 

Philippe Morillon. As the Independent noted on 

April 16, 1993, he “may be seen outside France as a 

good old-fashioned military hero, but at home the 

word is that he has become a trouble mak-
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er...” (Nundy, 199 It was Morillon who, in early 

1993, made the promise to protect the inhabitants of 

Srebrenica- thereby effectively making the creation 

of the UN safe areas a fait accompli (Stoessinger, 

2010). 

United Kingdom 

In the UK, too, the deliberate blaming of one party 

over another was reluctant. The English held all par-

ties involved responsible for the violence, and thus 

the British public remained opposed to military in-

tervention in Bosnia. This opposition was also up-

held by the English government, as the military saw 

no risk-free option for UN intervention. Instead, the 

administration actively pursued the establishment of 

severe political and economic sanctions, geared es-

pecially towards the Serbian regime in Serbia and 

Montenegro. Until early April 1993, the British 

stood together with the US and France in an attempt 

to find a solution of the conflict through this way, 

rather than opting for military or interventional ap-

proach (Reynold, 2001) . Even the enforcement of 

the UN no-fly zone over Bosnia-Herzegovinian terri-

tory was to be implemented without the deployment 

of British aircraft; when the English did offer their 

material several other member states were already 

potential contributors to that particular mission. 

 As the English were reluctant of military un-

dertakings and initially focused on international, dip-

lomatic co-operation to end the conflict, the British 

coverage of the events in Yugoslavia was rather dis-

tanced. Indeed, much attention was paid to the inter-

national arena and the dynamics, negotiations and 

agreements therein. As such, many reports that ap-

peared in the printed press presented mosaic-

information, taken from multiple sources and re-

expressing the different opinions of UN and NATO 

member states or members of parliament (Reynolds, 

2001).  The establishment of the safe area in Sre-

brenica and the intervention into Bosnia have been 

regarded critically in the British press; and always, 

the possibility of and indeed preference for imposing 

sanctions was stressed. 

Content Analysis 

The following content analysis aims at determining 

the overall tone of the coverage of the conflict in 

Yugoslavia, as it was represented in the Dutch, 

French and English press. What can be said about 

the differences between the articles, the emphases 

put on the conflict matter, and the domestic political 

debate or the role within international community of 

the war correspondents’ home countries? It is likely 

that the public opinion and political statements of the 

respective societies have been voiced in the cover-

age; it is equally likely that the journalistic reporting 

has worked as a magnifier and director of these 

tendencies within the societies.  

 Three articles are the subject of a compara-

tive analysis. They were taken from a selection of 

the coverage of the conflict in former Yugoslavia, 

published in the period of end February until the end 

of April, 1993. It was in this period that the French 

general of UNPROFOR pledged to protect the Bos-

nian Muslims in Srebrenica; also at this time, the UN 

voted for the resolution that called into existence the 

safe areas; and subsequently, the Dutch decision to 

send over troops for the protection force. As such, 

the articles can be seen as thermometers of public 

opinion.  

 The texts were taken from de Volkskrant, le 

Monde and the Guardian- three authoritative news-

papers, known to be objective, independent and criti-

cal. The articles were all taken from the news or for-

eign news pages, so as to ensure as little subjectivity 

or personal opinion as possible. The selection of 

British and French publications was found through a 

Lexis Nexis search; the publications of de 

Volkskrant were found in a microfiche archive. All 

articles have an approximate length of one page. 

The conflict and the conflict parties 

All dailies stick to a three-party interpretation of the 

conflict in Bosnia, contrasting the actions and posi-

tions of the Bosnian Muslims, Croats and Serbs. It is 

does not escape the journalists' attention that the 

Bosnian Serbs receive support, in word and military 

materiel, from the government of Serbia and Monte-

negro. The Guardian refers to Slobodan Milosevic, 

the president of what was left of Yugoslavia, as a 

“war-baby”. The Guardian as well as de Volkskrant 

refer to the “niet-erkende Servische regering”, “het 

oorlogsparlement” and “the self-proclaimed Serb 

republic in Bosnia”, thereby discrediting and delegit-
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imizing the position of the Serbs in Bosnia. Le 

Monde critically assesses the Serbs' “cause” in the 

region. On March 29, the French newspaper makes 

mention of their seemingly agreeable attitude to-

wards the truce that has been signed; but the news-

paper believed that the Serbs are playing down their 

“evil” intentions, only to return to them at a later 

stage.  

 Later, on 3 and 14 April, de Volkskrant and 

the Guardian respectively run emotive language 

with regards to actions of the Serbs.  An indignant 

header reads “Servië wast zijn handen in onschuld”, 

to an article which relates of the case that was filed 

in the International Criminal Court in The Hague. 

On April 14, the Guardian quotes Larry Holling-

worth, the senior UN refugee official on the perpe-

trators responsible for an attack on Srebrenica the 

day before: “I hope that their sleep is punctuated by 

the screams of the children and their cries of their 

mothers.” 

 Srebrenica is in all publications described in 

terms of “tragedy” and “siege”. From February until 

early April, the journalists go back and forth be-

tween the Serbian and Croat blockades of the con-

voys of humanitarian aid destined to Srebrenica and 

the enclave of Tuzla. The Serbs are especially ac-

cused of frustrating these convoys. Overall, the Mus-

lim population of Bosnia is regarded as the victim. 

They are a group of people in-between two fires. 

What is more, according to le Monde, they are the 

“population originelle” (April 7) of Bosnia. The 

Guardian is unique in reporting the alleged breach 

of the truce by Bosnian Muslims on April 7, refer-

ring to statements delivered by the Russian foreign 

ministry.   

(Re)solutions to the conflict 

This overall cease-fire, signed on March 26 1993 

under the mediation of generals Morillon and the 

Swedish Eric-Lars Wahlgren, is a hot topic in the 

French and English publications especially. De 

Volkskrant also carefully keeps track of the media-

tors and the endeavours of Cyrus Vance and   David 

Owen, but the Guardian and le Monde actually keep 

scores. They will make frequent mention of the du-

ration of the cease-fire agreement: each day without 

fighting is an achievement, despite the continuing 

difficulties raised by the Serbs. On April first, le 

Monde seemed equally pleased and surprised to state 

that “la trêve […] a encore tenu.” 

 The newspapers all related of the difficult 

negotiations under Vance and Owen, as the Bosnian 

Serbs refuse to sign the peace pact that would divide 

Bosnia in ten semi-autonomous zones. According to 

the Guardian of April 6, the plan was “accepted ea-

gerly by Bosnian Croats and reluctantly by Mus-

lims”; several days earlier, le Monde has reported 

the same. On the same day, the French daily also 

includes a detailed report of the Serbs’' reaction to 

the plan, quoting the appeal of a Serbian extreme 

right leader, who states that the plan must be rejected 

in order to preserve “what the Serbian people have 

been fighting for” (April 3). 

 As the international pressure on the Serbs to 

accept Vance-Owen is heightened, the French in-

cluded a critical assessment of the international com-

munity's efforts in Bosnia: the pressure has had, 

“pour premier résultat, (…) de durcir la position des 

Serbes bosniaques.” This is clearly an inverted and 

undesired result; indeed, the Monde reporting on this 

subject adheres to a linear notion of negotiations, 

decisions and results that are either good or bad. 

 The humanitarian aid that is offered by the 

UN is also the subject of coverage. As reporters re-

late of the attempts to deliver food and supplies to 

civilians in the isolated enclaves, the image that aris-

es is of confusion and frustration. Indeed, on April 

first, a Dutch article reads  “chaos en doden bij evac-

uatie uit Srebrenica verwarren VN”. As early as half 

February, Volkskrant correspondent Frank Wester-

man makes mention of the “political connotation” of 

the convoys, which are blocked first by Serbs, later 

by the Bosnian Muslim authorities out of protest 

against the failing attempts of international assis-

tance. 

Responsibility of the international community 

and the own country 

While all three outlets report of the same events oc-

curring in Bosnia-Herzegovina, the focus of domes-

tic issues connected to the Bosnian war varies great-

ly. Apart from its “feed” on general Morillon, le 

Monde takes an analytical stance to the involvement 

of the French government in the international efforts. 
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On April 13, in an article titled “Aide humanitaire 

dans l'ex Yougoslavie: Les gestes de la France”, the 

newspaper publishes an overview of the allocation 

of 5,000 troops  to UNPROFOR as well as the 

French ONG's that receive monetary aid.  

 On 7 and 8 April the Guardian reports that 

the British government “opposes intervention” and 

that its jets “will not police Bosnia air ban”. The 

very first line of the first article, however, also 

claims that the “public disquiet over the Bosnian 

tragedy” is mounting, implying that the govern-

ment's decision does not appease the domestic opin-

ion. 

 De Volkskrant, in contrast, features reporting 

that solidifies a strong bond between the domestic 

and international issues. Already on February 16, it 

features two pieces on the National News pages. The 

first one, “Boycot ontneemt Servische remigrant uit-

kering”, places the political sanctions into the per-

spective of the domestic public; the second piece 

relates of the second Dutch fregat that is to leave the 

harbour of Den Helder for the Bosnian coast. The 

article features a Dutch female marine, saddened by 

her departure, yet also includes phrases that imply 

pride and conviction.   

 As the search for solutions to the conflict 

continues in the months from February to April, the 

focus on the United Nations and NATO actions is 

considerable in all publications. As time wanes on, 

the reports which initially focus on the diplomatic 

endeavours and negotiation practices -in which Rus-

sia is frequently mentioned, also, as a spoiler for its 

support to the Serbs – start to include issues of the 

UN's credibility, effectiveness, and responsibilities 

in preventing the escalation of the war in Bosnia as 

well as the death, through starvation or otherwise, of 

the population “trapped” in Srebrenica. This shift is 

presented most explicitly in le Monde, as it writes on 

April 7: “comment peut-on espérer garder la moin-

dre crédibilité lorsque, incapable de défendre ses 

propres principes, on accepte qu'une terre soit vidée 

de ses habitants pour le plus grand profit de l'agres-

seur?” And the Guardian states one day earlier that 

“Srebrenica's fate has become the litmus test of in-

ternational reaction to the Bosnian war.” 

Sources and individuals 

Many of the articles concerning the status of human-

itarian aid and the decisions of the UN have been 

“constructed” through the combination of reporting 

from the UN headquarters in New York, the White 

House, and Sarajevo. Very few journalists were ac-

tually located in Srebrenica or even within Bosnia. 

The reporters therefore mostly relied on reporting 

from the large press agencies, UN representatives 

and occasional eye-witness accounts. Yet, these cir-

cumstances seem not to have affected the certainty 

of journalists to report on the situations on-site. For 

example, le Monde reports about the apparent reas-

surance amongst the population in Srebrenica over 

the permanent presence of general Morillon, in an 

article that was written from outside the enclave.  

 De Volkskrant frequently makes use of corre-

spondents who do make it into the enclaves of Sre-

brenica and Tuzla, and into the further heartland of 

Bosnia. On March 27, the paper featured an article 

by Frank Westerman who reported of Serb Bosnian 

farmers in Capardi. A farmer's wife -so not an offi-

cial source- is quoted as saying: “All this compas-

sion [for the Muslims] will have us lose”. It is one of 

the few publications found in the selected time peri-

od in which not regular Muslim citizens (as the vic-

tims), but Serbs are portrayed.  

 On two occasions, de Volkskrant ran translat-

ed stories from the Guardian, complemented with 

Reuters or AP reporting. That was on April 14; the 

Guardian piece, “Thousands face starvation as UN 

food supplies run out” was featured as two separate 

articles in the Dutch daily, “VN-hulp Bosnië is bijna 

uitgeput” and “Frankrijk roept Morillon terug uit 

Bosnië na kritiek legertop”. The original English 

publication provides an illustration of the mosaic-

style articles that were published in the Guardian. 

This particular article featured three reporters sta-

tioned in Brussels, Vienna and Paris. 

 Apart from the use of official sources within 

the United Nations offices, the newspapers also put 

considerable focus on certain individuals involved. 

The general Morillon is certainly one of these key 

figures. He is quoted, at times without criticism and 

unsuspicious, at other times with admiration, in a 

selection of the Monde articles. This is especially the 

case on 30 March, when Morillon is quoted as being 

optimistic about having “started the dynamic to-
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wards peace”. But a week later, on April 7, he is por-

trayed as a lone voice for his aid (“l'action isolée”) to 

Srebrenica. It seems that his fate and that of Srebren-

ica are connected: “... qui s'était juré de tout faire 

pour sauver cette poche musulmane assiégée depuis 

pratiquement un an et sur le point de tomber.” In an-

other seven days' time, the Guardian makes mention 

of the fact that general Morillon has been recalled by 

the French government “after high-profile but appar-

ently unsuccessful campaign to secure a respite for 

Srebrenica.” 

 In the United Kingdom, the lady Thatcher 

raises the stakes as she makes an emotional appeal to 

more sternly confront the Serbs in their refusal to 

sign the Vance-Owen peace plan. While the Guardi-

an writes that her position is an “embarrassment to 

her successor”, the newspaper itself does not reject 

her appeal, instead praising the lady for taking the 

situation in Srebrenica at heart (April 14). 

Language and imagery 

Srebrenica becomes the focus of the reporting in de 

Volkskrant, the Guardian and le Monde, as the “deal

-breaker” in the Bosnian war: it will decide whether 

the Serbs “win” and it will also determine the inter-

national community's legitimacy. As already indicat-

ed above, the publications’ appreciation of the UN 

actions grows weaker as the sanctions and threats to 

the Serbs yield to effect and the enclave is still be-

sieged. De Volkskrant talks of the UN being 

“confused”; in an article of April 3rd, the newspaper 

cites with annoyance the “vague” description con-

veyed by Cyrus Vance and his successor, Thorfald 

Stoltenberg, on their position as mediators: “buiten 

proporties” and “de moeilijkste taak die ik 

ken” (Vance). 

 With all eyes on Srebrenica, the city is de-

cribed in gloomy terms and phrases -even ones more 

macabre as the “siege” and the “tragedy” that were 

mentioned at the beginning of this analysis. The no-

tion of “ethnic cleansing”, or “nettoyage ethnique”, 

comes up more often in April and so does the word 

“massacre”. Le Monde foresees, in the first week of 

April: “De ses 'enclaves', il ne reste plus beaucoup 

après le passage des forces serbes (....) Etant donné 

le déséquilibre des forces, on peut aisément prévoir 

le sort de Srebrenica.” It is this image that becomes 

prevalent amongst the domestic public. Incidentally, 

the French daily is also the only to frequently refer 

to the UNPROFOR troops -in the spotlight alongside 

general Morillon- as “les casques bleus”. 

 Thus, the horror and the moral outrage over 

the circumstances of the inhabitants of Srebrenica 

are present across the pages of the three publica-

tions, especially after the negotiations of the Vance-

Owen peace plan had turned sour.  

 Before this time however, the Volkskrant 

coverage of events in Bosnia already carries a heavy 

tone, of almost personal and moral involvement. 

While the English and French dailies occasionally 

print longer stories on their Features pages, the arti-

cles of the Dutch newspaper are more emotive. This 

is also conveyed through the choice of subjects, such 

as a focus on the victims, especially children, Twice, 

Volkskrant correspondents relate of the horrific cir-

cumstances in which Bosnian youth grows up, for 

instance in the article about traumatized children in 

Sarajevo on April 7.  

 A cross-reference of articles illustrates this 

difference in tone and perspective in reporting. On 

April 13, in a Features article, the British newspaper 

writes: “Nothing excites attention -which yesterday 

included sightseeing picnickers outside at least one 

airbase- like warplanes heading for action.” The 

same subject, the enforcement of the UN no-fly zone 

over Bosnia, was also the subject of an article pub-

lished on the Foreign News pages of de Volkskrant. 

Here however, the piece titled “NAVO begint met 

patrouilles boven Bosnië” features language that 

mirrors that exact excitement, as part -and not the 

subject- of the coverage. The article is buzzing with 

the thrill of finally seeing action, as the correspond-

ent has sought out two Dutch flyers who are quoted, 

Like in the article about the Dutch navy mentioned 

above, de Volkskrant is somewhat proud to relate of 

the own troops' involvement in Bosnia, with relief 

that is connected to the broken tension as aid to the 

Bosnians is “kicked into gear”. Apart from the offi-

cial sources of parliaments or military neither the 

Guardian nor Le Monde is geared in this degree to 

the efforts of compatriots in the war of Bosnia. 

Conclusion 
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The war in Bosnia was much-covered in the Dutch, 

French and British press, including the three news-

papers analysed above. In a time when the interna-

tional community had to decide on the issue of inter-

vention, the coverage of events was crucial in the 

provision of information. Eventually, when the UN-

installed “safe haven” of Srebrenica needed to be-

come protected by its forces, the Dutch sent in their 

soldiers -a task that the other countries, concerned 

with the situation though they were, did not dare on, 

according to the NIOD. 

 Moral shock and sympathy for the citizens of 

Bosnia is apparent in all publications, but the overall 

tone of the coverage does show variation. While the 

English and French publications largely went by 

their governments' diplomatic endeavours, in the 

months of February and March at least, the coverage 

of de Volkskrant displayed a strong implication of 

moral responsibility for the safety of the Bosnians. 

As all outlets predominantly regarded the Serbs as 

the aggressors in the conflict, the Dutch correspond-

ents explicitly sought to report on personal stories. 

Their articles often appealed to the general public in 

the Netherlands, by focussing on children or on the 

endeavours of individual Dutch troops in the area, 

whereas the Guardian and le Monde sought out offi-

cial sources for their stories. As such, it is likely that 

the Dutch general public fostered a personal respon-

sibility for the safety of the citizens of Srebrenica, 

causing for the appeal for and facilitation of deploy-

ing the own troops in the enclave to protect it against 

the Serbs. 

Postscript: the “twin event” Kosovo 

The safe haven of Srebrenica fell in 1995, causing 

the death of some eight thousand Bosnian Muslims. 

The war in Bosnia was ended in 1995, when all par-

ties signed the Dayton Accords. The disintegration 

of Yugoslavia continued, however, in 1998, when 

the Serbs, still under the leadership of Slobodan Mi-

losevic, attempted to suppress the independence 

movement of the Albanians in the region of Kosovo. 

As the persecution of Albanians continued into 

1999, the NATO started airstrikes against the Serbs, 

who had mounted a campaign of ethnic cleansing. 

 Of these events, Wouter Kurpershoek (2012)  

relates of the dynamics that had formed between the 

press and the international community. While very 

few journalists were actually in Kosovo, all of them 

reported on the apparent mass-murders and the 

cleansing of villages “Hele dorpen zouden zijn 

uitgemoord, maar niemand van ons in zo’n dorp 

geweest”.  

 As the events in Srebrenica had grossly 

shocked the international public, the determination 

to prevent such an occurrence in Kosovo lead to a 

very strong reaction within that community, and at 

the same time, reporters and journalists seemed to 

have taken it upon themselves to add to this dynam-

ic.  
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The Dutch  photographer Tom Daams left for Syria to become a war re-

porter. He did not have any experience, but wanted to help the popu-

lation and portray the “human side” of the conflict. In Aleppo, he 

was taken in by the rebel forces. He even followed a a snyper from 

within their troops.  
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I N T E R V I E W  

A N A L Y S I S  

 

In a series of interviews, three journalists were asked 

to reflect on their practices and their understanding 

of their tasks and duties as a reporter covering con-

flict. The conversations centred on several themes, 

including journalistic responsibility, position with 

regards to subject, practicalities of reporting, percep-

tion-shaping, and the interviewees' sense of 

"mission" or reasons for covering war. The journa-

lists were Moshe Negbi (Israel), Wouter Kur-

pershoek and Tom Daams (both the Netherlands). 

Journalistic responsibility 

All three journalists believe that the function of jour-

nalism is crucial to the functioning of society. Ac-

cording to mr. Negbi, there are pieces of information 

that every citizen "should know". This is the kind of 

information that helps citizens in making political 

choizes. Indeed, mr. Negbi sees a necessary inter-

connection between the practice of journalism and 

democrcay. Mr. Kurpershoek, too, associates the in-

formation conveyed in news coverage with the poli-

tics, stating that he expects politicians to carefully 

consider the information furnaced by reporters when 

they make policy decisions. 

 The idea that journalists are the "watchdogs" 

of society was most strongly expressed in mr. 

Negbi's statement: "A journalist has two duties. The 

first is to find the truth. The second is to always  

print the truth of things that are important for citi-

zens to know." He included in this the sharp analysis 

of government policy and activities. Without refer-

ring to duties, mr. Kurpershoek equated "the journa-

list" with several of his own personality traits:  

I am a person who likes to be outside. I like to tell 

stories." Both Kurpershoek (a "trained" reporter) and 

Negbi (an experienced journalist trained in law) ex-

tended their definition of the journalist as an objec-

tive truth-finder to the position of the journalist in 

war situations, implying that in essence this kind of 

situation does not change the position or attitude that 

is desired of the reporter.   

Perception-shaping 

Keeping in mind the thus defined task of the repor-

ter, the issue of perception-shaping also seemed 

much-considered amongst the interviewees. Mr. 

Negbi again stressed the need for journalists to re-

main critical, regardless of the situation. Emotive 

reporting creates a wrong understanding of events. 

The correspondents were asked explicitly about the 

focus they place on understanding conflict and its 

context. According to mr. Kurpershoek the context 

of a conflict can be important- "but to understand 

what is going on at the moment, I do not have to 

know about historical events that took place years 

ago. Nor is that my job, that is what analysts or his-

torians do. But I have to inform the public of current 

events." He strongly identifies himself as a "eerste-

lijns journalist". Mr. Daams, who is familiar with the 

situation of Syria, epxlained that he spent a long 

time getting informed on the conflict, before leaving. 

Nevertheless, his understanding of the conflict was 

mostly based on a moral stance, rather than a scienti-

fic approach. As a result, he says, "I really did 

choose for the rebels. I want them to win the war." 

By doing so, mr. Daams surpassed that traditional 

dogma, or "rule" of journalism, objectivity. But he 

mentioned in the interview that he believes some 

principles of the trade have become outdated, there-

by also implying that a continued use of these tools 

will likely create a skewed image and understanding 

of the subjects of coverage.  

 Daams left for Syria with the clear intention 

to help the population, and to change the public 

image of the war. Seeking out "the human side" of 

the conflict, the photographer did not want to focus 

on the fighting or the dead and wounded in Aleppo. 

Upon his arrival, he was also struck by the amount 

of joy and kindness that was displayed by the citi-

zens of the Syrian city. "From the coverage that I 

had kept track of before leaving, I was expecting to 

see terror, distaster, a ghost city. But people still live 

their lives, and I decided I wanted the audience to be 

aware of that." Especially striking in this remark is 

that fact that indeed, Syria was mr. Daams's first ex-

perience in war journalism. Until then, he had been a 
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member of the audience, too. 

 With regards to the perception-shaping cha-

racter of coverage, and thus of their own practices, 

sensationalism was a theme often mentioned by all 

three interviewees. They appeared to consider it a 

degradation journalism. Both Kurpershoek and 

Daams, their practices being in respectively televi-

sion coverage and photography, condemned the 

"images of horror" that are often part of war repor-

ting. Moshe Negbi has noted with concern the rise of 

sensationalism in reporting, connecting it with the 

increased centralization and commercialization of 

media. Whereas sensationalism and gossip might 

interest the general public, this is not information 

they should know in order to behave like citizens. 

 Kurpershoek and photographer Daams argue 

that sensationalism must be avoided, but that the ter-

rible nature of war can still be made clear through 

more aesthetic images. "The more nuanced message 

is often not appreciated, if I consider the times at 

which I have been invited to talk about conflicts in 

talk shows",  says Mr. Kurpershoek.  

 In these interviews, sensationalism was asso-

ciated with the orientalism and adventurous image of 

the war reporter. Kurpershoek referred to this image, 

the war correspondent as "the rockstar of journa-

lism", mockingly.  Kurpershoek pointed out the 

"convoy of reporters" who all follow the same 

course of events in a war, aided mostly by offical 

press agents, and who find one another in the same 

hotels. These are the "theater critics" that mr. Daams 

refers to. He has stated that these are journalists who 

venture into war zones precisely because of the pu-

blic image it will provide for them, and as a way to 

advance their career. He strongly opposed this with 

his own personal motivations, which are more 

strongly based upon a sense of mission and moral 

duty. Kurpershoek, who has long-time experience in 

war journalism, indeed referred to the aspect of ca-

reer, yet not in terms of achievement. He was simply 

and haphazardly allocated to the most interesting 

stories which indeed are subjects of war: "I was 

lucky to get these jobs." 

 Interestingly enough, while both Dutch jour-

nalists wanted to stay clear of sensationalism and 

adventurism in their reporting, there seemes to be 

temptation to mention personal experiences 

nonethesless. Kurpershoek readily admitted that, es-

pecially in the presence of equally experienced col-

leagues, conversations often culminate in the telling 

of tall tales. Daams, far less experienced, also told a 

lot of anecdotes in the interview. 

Safety and practicalities 

When it came to the practicalities of reporting in a 

combat of heightened secrutity zone, Kurpershoek 

and Daams displayed a certain nonchalance, which 

was nonetheless founded on different reasons. Mr. 

Kurpershoek, having had years of experience, talked 

of a routine but not very special kind of preparation 

for tours. He did say that safety comes first.Tom 

Daams decided to go into Syria on his own, and wi-

thout the back-up of a press agency, or even the pro-

tection of a bullet-proof vest or insurance.  

 Most critical was the question whether mat-

ters of safety affect reporting. According the Moshe 

Negbi, "the tendency at times of a threat is not to 

talk about military or security matters, for fear of 

endangering national security.” Reporting of issues 

connected to the army, mr. Negbi says, are often 

treated by the press corps without criticism. Journal-

ists do not their job as they should in times of 

heightened security or war. Mr. Kurpershoek oppos-

es this view, stating that as a journalist in a war 

zone, the work can be of the same standard. Even 

embedded journalism need not suffer from a journal-

ist's  limited mobility. In fact,  Kurpershoek denied 

the notion that as an embedded media unit, a reporter 

is necessarily confined to the official story and 

movements of his troops, stating that “it is a matter 

of protection. In the current wars, journalists are tar-

gets- we are outsiders, and thus we are enemies.” 

Here, a reference that what are known as the “new 

wars”. Kurperhoek: “Being embedded does not even 

mean that you are with an official army. You can be 

embedded with rebels or other fighting groups. It 

means you go along with one party.” Being embed-

ded at least assures that some aspects of the war are 

known; the alternative to being embedded is not to 

go at all.  

 But Daams's outlook was opposed to this. 

Although he, too, was ensured of work within the 
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safety of the rebels, his idea of being embedded was 

having to stick to the timetable and propaganda of 

official fighting forces. “That is not how it should be 

done.” 

 The “new wars” have been equated with the 

surge of “new media” or “social media” and the pos-

sibilities it might pose to the practice of journalism. 

Here, something of a generational divide might be 

observed: whereas both mr. Negbi and mr. Kurp-

ershoek opt for a more critical stance, the much 

younger Tom Daams appears quite enthusiastic and 

a frequent user of such media as Twitter, Facebook 

and blogging. Mr. Negbi sees the appeal of the Inter-

net, in the hope that it might open up the access to 

information. However: “people ususally go to the 

sites of the media companies that they know, which 

are the big companies, with their own biases.” Mr. 

Kurpershoek, too, see a trap in the use of Internet 

tools for reporting: “I think it gives us almost an 

overload of information, and this information comes 

so quick, and could come from anywhere, that we 

can hardly check it.” Speed, he says, can be another 

trap for sensationalism in reporting. 

Peace journalism 

Lynch's theory of Peace Journalism was addressed at 

the end of the interviews, and mostly positively re-

ceived. Wouter Kurpershoek mentioned that it is 

crucial that investigative journalists and analysts 

scrutiny the coverage of world events, yet he also 

said, “but that is not my job”. He once again stressed 

the difference between the first line reporting and 

investigative journalism. Also mr. Negbi empha-

sized the need for facts. “It is however quite likely 

that a shift in the focus of reporting will also lead to 

a shift in the rethoric used in public opinion and pol-

itics. But it will be very hard to achieve that.” 

 Tom Daams seemed especially appreciative 

of the possibilities of Peace Journalism. As a pho-

tographer, his work is quite devoid of context, which 

has been marked as a problematic issue in the theo-

retical paper, but which Daams himself seems to 

consider a strength. His poetic images, devoid of 

horror or wounded, are created to start a process of 

awareness and realization amongst his audience. 

This approach comes close to the concept of Peace 

Journalism, of which he said: “It's a nice idea, it 

might also achieve more attention for the lives of 

people who are situated in conflict.” 

Closing remarks 

Naturally, three interviews hardly constitute a viable 

ethnographical research. The interviewees differed 

greatly, in age as well as experience and even out-

look. Mr. Negbi, with his focus on domestic report-

ing within the heightened security situation of Israel, 

put forth an alternative approach to the issues that 

were part of the interview questions. However, the 

focus that was put on media ownership and censor-

ship during his interview has helped in creating a 

more well-rounded (albeit very broad) picture of the 

interaction between journalists and their subject of 

war. Tom Daams is the only "factor" of war photog-

raphy in this journal.  

 Overall, it seems that three outlooks on the 

practice of journalism in war situations are repre-

sented. Wouter Kurpsershoek has a perspective that 

seems most realistic on the actual possibilities and 

capabilities that are available to the reporter in a 

heightened security situation. This does not mean 

that mr. Kurpershoek is not critical of the standard of 

war reporting. As was just mentioned, mr. Negbi's 

outlook is grounded in an analytical and rights of 

press kind of approach. Lastly, Tom Daams ap-

peared very idealistic.  

 A final remark on the individuals who have 

been interviewed concerns their gender. The fact that 

three men have been interviewed for their activities, 

in no way is meant to imply anything about the work 

of female war reporters. It is due to circumstances 

that these three interviewees were requested and 

found willing to provide their cooperation. 

 

The complete interviews can be found in the Appen-

dices. 
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T O M  D A A M S  
 

I met Tom Daams in November of 2012, as he was pre-

paring his second trip to Syria. Daams, a 28-year-old 

Amsterdammer, has been a professional photographer 

for a while, and in 2012 he made the decision to go to 

Syria to document the civil war that erupted after anti-

regime protests had been brutally beaten down by the  al-

Assad administration. When I saw his pictures published 

in de Volkskrant, I was intrigued by the images as well as 

his story. 

Wanneer heb je besloten te stoppen met je werk als recla-

mefotograaf en je toe te leggen op oorlogsjournalistiek? 

Daams: “Op mijn 25ste kreeg ik een hernia, waardoor ik, 

als ADHD’er, niks kon doen. Dat was een heel frustre-

rende tijd, maar ook een moment om mijn ambities te 

revalueren. Ik kwam tot de conclusie dat ik in het werk 

deed, wel tot het uiterste ging, maar de mensen met wie 

ik werkte niet. Wat ik deed had maar weinig impact. 

Toen besloot ik terug te gaan naar mijn jongensdroom.” 

Je bent altijd al gefascineerd geweest door oorlogsjour-

nalistiek, en fotografie in het bijzonder. 

“Ik was als jongen al gefascineerd door de foto’s van Ca-

pa. Ik heb ook een achtergrond in de beeldende kunst, ik 

houd van fotograferen. Het is niet zo dat ik de beelden 

die uit de oorlogsfotografie komen zo geweldig vind… 

het was toen vooral het idee. Dat je er als fotograaf zó 

ergens middenin gaat zitten. Die jongensdroom komt ook 

echt voort uit het respect dat ik had, voor degenen die het 

doen, en het avontuur dat erbij zit. 

Zo iemand geeft zijn eigen leven voor wat hij fotogra-

feert. Je pakt als het ware de camera op, en niet een wa-

pen. Ik ben ook niet fan van oorlog; ik ben ook echt wel 

pacifistisch opgevoed. Speelgoedwapens kwamen er niet 

in thuis toen ik jong was; anders had ik er wel ééntje 

[corrigerende tik, LD] gekregen van mijn moeder.” 

Het gaat je dus om de situatie. Om wát de fotograaf ziet, 

het belang daarvan. 

“Ja. Een oorlog… is de meest intense situatie waarin een 

mens zich kan bevinden. Dat besef speelt bij mijn fasci-

natie heel erg mee. En, terwijl ik erover nadacht om zélf 

als fotograaf de oorlog vast te leggen, toen had ik ook 

heel sterk het idee: ik kan het aan. Als ik in zo’n [heftige] 

situatie zit, dan red ik me wel.” 

To recover from his hernia, and to finalize his plans, 

Daams moved to Germany (where his mother lived). It 

was in August of 2011 that all conditions were in order: 

“Vanaf dat moment kon ik gaan als ik iets vond waar ik 

heen wilde”, as he says. 

Waarom trok je naar Syrië? Er zijn overal in de wereld 

gewapende conflicten.  

“Het was het moment dat de Arabische Lente uitbrak. Ik 

zat in Duitsland, om me helemaal los te maken van mijn 

comfort zone, van wat ik gewend was. Dat was, denk ik, 

de eerste stap naar mijn nieuwe levensstijl.  

Ik volgde de nieuwszenders dag en nacht, alles. Syrië 

kwam daar steeds meer, steeds sterker naar voren. Op een 

gegeven moment werd in de berichtgeving gezegd dat 

daar 100-plus doden vielen. Elke dag. En toch gebeurde 

er niets. Ik had echt die reactie: ‘Waarom doet de wereld 

niets?’ En toen verschenen ook die beelden uit Aleppo, 

met de mensen zélf, die ook vroegen: ‘Waarom keer ie-

dereen ons de rug toe?’ 

En dat was moment dat ik besloot: ‘Ik móét iets doen.’” 

Wat gebeurde er toen? 

“Ik ben gewoon gegaan.” 

Knowing that medication was scarce in Aleppo, Daams 

brought his left-over painkillers with him, meaning to 

hand them out at the refugee camps or hospitals in Alep-

po. 

Je hebt je verder niet voorbereid? 

“Ik had me natuurlijk van tevoren ingelezen, ik hield con-

stant het nieuws bij. Camera’s en lenzen had ik al, geld 

nauwelijks, maar dat boeide me ook niet zoveel. Verder 

heb ik me niet echt voorbereid. Ik heb een ticket naar 

Turkije gekocht en ik ging. 

Toen kwam in Turkije, aan de grens met Syrië, wel het 

moment dat ik moest oversteken. Ik verbleef enkele da-

gen in een dorpje in de grensstreek, in een hotel. Dan liep 

ik daar wat rond, en mentaal was ik toch wel bezig daar-

mee: in Turkije ben je veilig, daar is nog orde. Maar ik 

wilde die grens over- en ik was nog nooit in een oorlog 

geweest, mentaal was dat wel iets... Kon ik wel gewoon 

oversteken? En dan zit je ineens in een oorlogsgebied. 

Wat kun je dan verwachten?”  
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Daams met a German journalist at his hotel; the only 

Westerner and the only person to speak English.  The 

man seemed rather unimpressed with the situation and 

shared his insight with Daams, stating that crossing the 

border should be a simple feat. 

Daams: “Uiteindelijk was het heel makkelijk om de 

grens over te gaan. En het typische is: zodra je Syrië in  

bent, zit je in een vluchtelingenkamp, ineens lopen er 

mensen rond die duidelijk [zwaar] gewapend zijn. Het is 

gelijk duidelijk dat je in die oorlogssituatie zit, [mensen 

nemen dat gewoon voor een gegeven]. En omdat het 

oversteken zo makkelijk is, had ik het mentaal ook niet 

moeilijk met die omschakeling van vrede naar oorlog.” 

The rebels, members of the (self-proclaimed) Free Syrian 

Army, immediately took to Daams when he announced 

himself to be a journalist. They helped him further along, 

taking him to Aleppo. 

Wat verwachtte je van tevoren? Ik neem aan dat je toch 

een idee moet hebben gehad van het werk en hoe het zou 

zijn in een oorlogssituatie. Klopten die beelden met wat 

je daadwerkelijk hebt meegemaakt? 

“Om te beginnen: mijn beeld van Aleppo, wat je ook 

voor jezelf schetst als je luistert naar de berichtgeving, 

was... een verlaten stad, geen burgers op straat, overal 

dood en verderf..... ik verwachtte ook dat ik het psy-

chisch zwaar zou hebben met wat ik zou zien, in de zin 

van gewonden of zo.... Maar dat was niet zo! In de stad 

gaat het leven gewoon door, mensen gaan naar de markt 

en koken eten, kinderen spelen op straat. Mensen leven 

gewoon nog. En: mensen zijn vriendelijk, ze ontvangen 

je, ze willen graag weten wat je komt doen.  'Híér is oor-

log?' Ik was ontzettend verbaasd. Wat wel zo is: hoe 

dichter je bij de frontlinies komt, hoe heftiger het natuur-

lijk is, en hoe duidelijker en sterker de [aanwijzingen] … 

het is dat er een oorlog uitgevochten wordt.” 

Want er waren echt frontlinies? 

“Ja, de.... “ De stad werd wijk per wijk bevochten, hè? Zo 

werd dat ook in de kranten en berichtgeving  gepresen-

teerd. “Precies.” Wat betekende dat voor je werk? Het 

feit dat er zulke duidelijke kampen waren moet een effect 

hebben gehad... ik kan me voorstellen dat het wellicht 

makkelijker was, je had duidelijkheid? Als positie voor 

de journalist. 

“Dat is... een hele simpele vraag, maar... ja, een goed 

punt. Want- ik had er niet zo over nagedacht, of me dat 

zo gerealiseerd. Maar, ja, inderdaad. Als journalist is het 

zoveel makkelijker, je weet waar je je bevindt. Ik zat bij 

de rebellen, die gedeelten van de stad waar zij controle 

hadden. In die wijken werd dus niet gevochten, daar kon-

den mensen dus -wat ik zei- gewoon doorleven. En on-

danks dat ik in een oorlog zat, wist ik dat ik daar rustig 

alleen rond kon lopen. Als journalist zat je sowieso veilig 

bij de rebellen. Ik kon voor alles bij hen terecht.” 

Je zat bijna 'embedded'? 

“Nou, nee, kijk. Ik zat niet vast aan tijdschema van ie-

mand anders. De rebellen hebben me heel veel geholpen, 

maar zij hebben niet bepaald waar ik heen ging of waar 

ik foto's van maakte. Als je embedded zit, vooral bij een 

leger, dan ben je met een groep journalisten en moet je 

gewoon volgen. Dat heb ik niet gedaan. Maar de rebellen 

hebben we wel, ja, ik sliep bij hen, ze waren heel gast-

vrij. Mocht mee-eten. En ze wilden me graag helpen. Als 

ik ergens naartoe wilde in de stad, bijvoorbeeld, probeer-

den zij me erheen te brengen, zodat het relatief veilig 

was. In geen geval mocht ik zelf een taxi regelen - je 

weet nooit wie de chauffeur is, voor hetzelfde geld gaat 

dat mis. Desnoods belden de rebellen zélf een taxi-

chauffeur die ze kenden en vertrouwden.” 

Daams grew into a close connection with the rebels. As 

he talks about his experiences of witnessing shootings 

and hanging out at headquarters, even sitting in at stra-

tegical meetings (where he did not understand anything 

as he does not speak Arabic), he paints an image of ami-

ability and ease. He emphasizes the rebels' hospitality, 

their eagerness to accomadate and feed him, while at the 

same time taking shifts fighting the frontlines that had 

come to divide Aleppo. Daams' presence as a journalist 

seems to have been take at once as a given as well as a 

very appreciative thing. 

Wat heb je vooral geleerd? 

“Het belangrijkste dat ik heb ervaren is echt de goedheid 

van de mensen. Op een plek waar je het juist niet ver-

wacht tegen te komen, omdat je denkt een oorlog alles 

wegneemt. Maar mensen waren zo gastvrij. Ik kwam 

daarom echt met een dubbel gevoel terug- dat het ver-

schrikkelijk is wat er is gebeurd, maar ook dat ik er goeie 

jongens had ontmoet. [En mijn kijk op de Islam is ook 

veranderd.] Ik heb gewoon veel humor gedeeld met de 

rebellen. Het was een groep jongens bij elkaar, ik werd 

daar zo in opgenomen.”  
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Daams acquired a lot of his contacts haphazardly and 

through previous contacts. He spent several days with a 

sniper. 

“De communicatie ging vooral met handen en voeten, of 

via Google Translator. Ik werd ook door de rebellen uit-

genodigd om mee te gaan, zoals door die sluipschutter. Ik 

werd overal geaccepteerd.” 

Begrijp je het conflict, eigenlijk? Je zei dat je het nieuws 

hebt gevold alvorens te vertrekken. Heb je je verdiept in 

het waarom? 

“Ja.” Dat lijkt mij ook nodig om de situatie te kunnen ver-

slaan? “Weet je... het gaat hierover: als een regime jaren 

aan onderdrukking doet, en er met scherp wordt gescho-

ten op een protesterende bevolking tegen dat regime... 

iedereen weet dat dat niet eerlijk is. Ik snap waarom de 

rebellen nu vechten.” 

En als we het algemener trekken: de relatie tussen jour-

nalist en conflict. Hoe moet een reporter verslag doen 

van zo'n crisissituatie, van oorlog? Want jij bent naar 

Syrië gegaan met het idee dat je wilde hélpen. Één van de 

theses waar ik mee bezig ben, is of journalisten zich moe-

ten uitlaten over de schuldvraag. 

“Ja... Kijk, ik denk dat -en ik heb niet een achtergrond 

hierin, maar met de manier waarop ik het werk heb ge-

daan- sommige regels of richtlijnen binnen de journalis-

tiek zijn verouderd. Als het gaat om objectiviteit... Maar 

ik had dus een voorkeur voor het verzet.” Leg je ergens 

de link met activisme? “Ja, zeker! Die oorlog is gewoon 

vreselijk oneerlijk. Ik kijk voor mijn werk naar de morele 

[ethische] kwesties die spelen. Hoe je met mensen moet 

omgaan. En ja, ik kies dus een kant in deze oorlog. Maar 

ook omdat ik weet hoe het is ontstaan. 

Ik wil ook niet goedpraten wat het Vrije Leger heeft ge-

daan. [Daams refers to a video that was released in the 

week of our interview. It shows a standing executing of 

prisoners by the Free Syrian Army, LD] Maar dat is oor-

log: beide partijen doen rare dingen. Mensen raken fucked 

up in zo'n situatie.” 

Hm-m. Maar over het werk van de oorlogsjournalist.... 

“Ik vind dat het moet. Journalisten moeten daarheen, en 

ik vind ook dat je dan juist het onrecht moet laten zien.” 

Ik sprak eerder Wouter Kurpershoek. Hij had het over het 

beeld dat bestaat, niet van oorlog, maar van de oor-

logsjournalisten. Het zijn de rocksterren van de journa-

listiek, zegt hij. 

Here, Daams smiled. “Ja, er zijn ook journalisten die dit 

doen voor hun carrière. Dat is het circus, van de rockster-

ren van de journalistiek. Het is een soort kudde; een grote 

groep journalisten die zich laten embedden bij het leger, 

die in een hotel worden gestopt en die een verhaal wordt 

voorgeschoteld. Hun werk is niet gevaarlijk, het is lekker 

makkelijk. Ze zijn eigenlijk theaterrecensenten.” 

Zo moet het dus niet? “Ik vind dat zij niet doen wat je zou 

moeten doen in zo'n situatie.” 

Wat moet je eigenlijk dóén? Wat zijn de vaardigheden die 

een journalist nodig heeft in een conflict? 

“Je moet sociaal kunnen communiceren. Je moet begrip 

en respect hebben voor de mensen bij wie je bent en over 

wie je bericht. Je moet altijd helder en scherp kunnen blij-

ven denken, in elke situatie, zeker als fotograaf. En, wat 

mijn beeld is van de fotograaf: die is vrij van alles.” Geen 

angst? “Ja, maar ook geen huis, geen vriendin, geen ge-

zinnetje dat thuis op je wacht. Want zo wordt je zo min 

mogelijk herinnerd aan thuis.” 

Je maakt hier specifiek een onderscheid tussen de schrij-

vende journalist en de fotograaf? “Ja, zeker. De schrijver 

kan vanaf een afstandje informatie bij elkaar verzamelen. 

Fotografen zijn meer aanwezig, in de frontlinie. Híj moet 

met de beelden terugkomen, de 'actie' laten zien.” 

Wat die beelden betreft: moet je alles laten zien? 

Daams is firm: “Nee. Maar dat gebeurt wél.” Dan hebben 

we het over sensatie, beelden van gruwelijke verwondin-

gen.... 

“Ik wil niet de verschikking en de horror zomaar laten 

zien. Daarmee bereik je ook niets.... Ik doe het zelf ook; 

als iemand op Facebook bijvoorbeeld foto's plaatst van 

mishandelde dieren, dan klik ik weg. Dan blokkeer ik die 

persoon. Dát hoef ik écht niet te zien, daar heb ik geen 

zin in. Niemand heeft daar  zin in, of vindt het leuk om 

dat soort dingen te zien. Dat is zeker zo met de enorme 

keuze in media die we hebben. Als er iets schokkend is, 

dan kunnen mensen wegzappen of het beeld verbergen en 

naar iets anders kijken. Wil je iets toegankelijk maken, 

dan moet het dus niet shockerend zijn. Het publiek moet 

écht kijken naar mijn foto's, ik wil dat mensen zich reali-

seren wat er gebeurt. Als het toegankelijk is, kunnen 

mensen er langer naar kijken. Ik probeer in mijn foto's 

dus ook meer een verhaal te laten zien. Ik probeer het wat 

'romantischer' te maken, dat het ook echt mooie beelden 

zijn.”  
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M O S H E   

N E G B I  
 

 I met Moshe Negbi on October 18, 2012, when he 

paid a short visit to the Netherlands. Negbi is an Is-

raeli lawyer and publicist, and has “been a journal-

ist for forty years. I have been a journalist longer 

than a lawyer even, because I started working as a 

journalist when I was still in school, studying law.” 

He is currently a lecturer at the University of Jeru-

salem, teaching about press and press freedom, 

communication and human rights. 

He has published on the nature of press freedom and 

journalism in times of security threats: 

“Israel is a good example of what might happen in 

journalism in times when the security of a society is 

threatened. Israeli society sees not just its security 

threatened, but knows there is an actual threat for the 

survival of society as a whole. Israel is permanently 

surrounded by enemies that want to eradicate the 

state. The tendency at times of a threat is not to talk 

about military or security matters, for fear of endan-

gering national security. “ 

According to Mr Negbi, “this is the case even in well

-established democracies. In Israel, the Constitution 

does not include any guarantee on freedom of 

speech. In 1953, however, the Israeli Court decided 

that the state must respect this kind of freedom, and 

the freedom of press, because the state of Israel de-

clared itself a democracy.” 

Does journalism require democracy? 

“Yes, it does. But I believe that democracy and free, 

effective journalism are interdependent. Through the 

Court’s statement, journalists are now protected 

from state censorship, meaning that the state cannot 

restrict journalists from publishing information. The 

only possible restriction on publication is a clear and 

present danger to national security or a vital state 

interest.  

 I believe that although security is important, 

that does not mean that it can only be dealt with 

through secrecy. Military wrongdoing has greater 

and more serious effects on society than any other 

state action, like for instance economic wrongdoing. 

It is therefore in the interest of security and stability 

that matters of security be scrutinized publicly.” 

Does this also imply that reporting (journalistic cov-

erage) can have an influence on the development of 

affairs? 

“I cannot prove it, but I have a strong feeling that 

this is the case. It is simple: if democracy and jour-

nalism are interlinked, and if democratic decisions 

need public support, then publication can generate or 

dissuade this kind of support. And then, of course, 

the public opinion finds its result in democratic elec-

tions.” 

If the press and what it publishes can have such an 

effect on political or public decisions, then it stands 

to reason that journalists have a certain responsibil-

ity towards their occupation. 

“The duty of journalists is to find and make public 

the real truth”, says Mr Negbi. “As a journalist, one 

has to consider two criteria. The first is whether or 

not you have found the truth. The second require-

ment is that the public has a genuine interest in being 

informed about it.  

              I do not mean here whether people are inter-

ested in the subject: I mean that people should know 

about a specific piece of news in order to belong an 

participate in society, precisely because of the inter-

dependency between press or information and de-

mocracy. People in democratic societies should be 

informed. So, as a journalist you ask yourself: will 

this information help the public to decide to take ac-

tion, not to take action, or to vote?” 

It is a responsibility and a duty that all journalists, 

and everybody else involved in media outlets, share. 

Unfortunately, however, not everyone is concerned 

with this, Mr Negbi says. One main concern of his is 

the increased degree to which large companies hold 

the majority of major media outlets, thereby severely 

restricting the points of view that are expressed 

through these media. This kind of “commercial cen-

sorship” means that journalists, in order to keep 

their jobs, stick to the proprietor’s opinion. Mr Neg-
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bi sees a strong link between the commercialization 

of the press and the sensationalism that has come to 

dominate current coverage.  
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W O U T E R  

K U R P E R S -

H O E K  
 

Wouter Kurpershoek isa well-experienced Dutch 

journalist, who has worked in Israel, Afghanistan 

and Washington. 

“Ik had niet speciaal iets met oorlog of crisis; ik 

vond wel politiek heel interessant. Voor mij was het 

‘journalist zijn’ heel belangrijk. Ik wilde niet binnen 

blijven, maar naar buiten gaan. Journalistiek paste 

daar heel goed bij. Ik vertelde ook graag, ik ben een 

verteller. Dus in die zin was journalistiek een logi-

sche keuze, maar nooit een keuze omdat ik dacht na 

mijn studie de oorlog in te willen gaan. 

En toen ik begon veranderde de wereld ook opeens.” 

U hebt het over het ‘journalist zijn’. Wie is de jour-

nalist? 

“Een journalist is een verkenner. Tenminste, een 

verslaggever. Het type journalist dat ik ben. Ik ben 

een verkenner, iemand die erop uit wordt gestuurd 

namens de samenleving. Ik ga ergens kijken en rap-

porteer terug. En mijn superieuren, de politiek, die 

moeten vervolgens besluiten wat ze doen met de we-

reld, daar ga ik niet over. Maar ik kijk naar wat de 

gevolgen zijn van de beslissingen, van daden van 

mensen, de gevolgen en veranderingen. Ik beschrijf 

die veranderingen, maar ik heb nooit de illusie dat ik 

dat tot achter de komma, eh, waarheidsgetrouwe ge-

schiedschrijving zal doen. Dat is ook het probleem 

met Joris Luyendijk - die heeft, als wetenschapper, 

nooit geaccepteerd dat je soms niet meer dan een 

verkenner bent. Joris wil op een wetenschappelijke 

manier het nieuws vertellen. Daar geloof ik niet in, 

dat is niet de rol van de eerstelijns-journalistiek. Er 

moeten vooral achtergronden worden gemaakt, maar 

wij zijn verkenners. En dat is geen probleem, als je 

er maar eerlijk bij zegt dat je in eerste instantie niet 

alles ziet of weet van een gebeurtenis.” 

Dus dat is ook echt de enige rol die je als eerstelijns-

journalist hebt tegenover je publiek. 

“Je bent verkenner, en met je algemene kennis en je, 

eh skills die hebt ontwikkeld, om bijvoorbeeld de 

juiste vragen te stellen, ben je een hele goede ver-

kenner. Of je ben een slechte verkenner. Je ben een 

sensationele verkenner, of een integere. Je hebt daar-

in gradaties.” 

Die verkenners richten zich op een ander beeld in 

een gebeurtenis.  

“Precies. Maar je moet wel proberen betrouwbaar te 

zijn. Zolang je erbij zegt, ‘jongens, dit is wat ik 

weet, dit is wat het tot nu toe is’, ben je eerlijk.” 

De journalist als verkenner. Goed. Wat moet die ver-

kenner doen als hij in een conflictgebied zit? In een 

gebied, een situatie, waar het chaos is en waar van 

alles gebeurt. Dat het conflict tot volle wasdom is 

gekomen, waar mensen… elkaar echt de lijf gaan. 

“Eerst voor je eigen veiligheid zorgen. Eh, zorgen 

dat je logistiek op orde bent. Als je een gebied ingaat 

maar je hebt niet genoeg diesel om het twee dagen 

vol te houden, heeft dat geen zin. Dat klinkt mis-

schien flauw, maar je moet gewoon wel voorbereid 

zijn. 

En dan.. euhm…zeker in een crisisgebied is het –is 

de eerste les altijd: geloof nooit wat mensen tegen je 

zeggen. Check wat mensen tegen je zeggen, dus, en 

daar ook best wel middelen voor… en vertrouw je 

eigen ogen niet altijd. Ik heb zelf geleerd: liever 

even 5 minuten nadenken – en dat is in deze tijd, met 

sociale media is dat moeilijk, en daarom ben ik ook 

geen groot voorstander van verslaggeving via Twit-

ter. Omdat daar een bepaalde mate van onbetrouw-

baarheid insluipt, door de snelheid. Niet omdat men-

sen dat bewust doen, maar omdat het nou eenmaal 

niet zo werkt dat je even een situatie kunt uitleggen 

in 140 tekens. Dus weet buitengewoon wantrou-

wens, kritisch, enne…. Waar het heel erg op aan-

komt in dat soort gebieden: daar kan beleid weer op 

gemaakt worden. Dus je moet altijd checken, is het 

nou echt zo?” 

Even terug naar de praktische handelingen. Je zei, je 

moet je logistiek op orde krijgen… dus wat doe je 

voordat je vertrekt? 

“Nou, ik weet ondertussen wat ik moet doen. Ik hoef 
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niet overal meer over na te denken. Maar ik begin… 

ik neem het voorbeeld Egypte vorig jaar. Euh… nou, 

daar werd het al, toen ik daar naartoe ging, in steeds 

mindere mate fijn, dus wat je dan doet is eerst in Ne-

derland informatie vergaren. Je belt naar de ambas-

sade, vraagt wat hun inschatting is. Zij zijn eigenlijk 

altijd heel terughoudend, die zullen meestal zeggen, 

‘blijf daar maar uit de buurt.’”  

Maar dat gaat ‘m niet worden. 

“Nou nee, dat is geen optie. Je belt de mensen die je 

kent in zo’n land. Er is altijd wel iemand die je daar 

ooit hebt ontmoet. Je voelt een beetje aan… -en je 

weet, uit ervaring, dat het altijd minder erg is dan het 

lijkt.” 

OK. 

“Het is altijd minder erg dan het lijkt. DTA is echt 

euh ik kan het haast niet uitleggen, in Sarajevo heb 

ik gewoon pizza’s gegeten terwijl je in je beeldvor-

ming dacht dat de hele stad gewoon de hele dag in 

puin werd geschoten. Maar mensen leven ook ge-

woon door, namelijk. Een oorlogsgebied tegenwoor-

dig niet D-Day, waar we met z’n allen met mitrail-

leurs in de hand overal rondrennen. Dus dat is wat je 

weet. Nou, en dan ga je ernaartoe. Je begint op het 

vliegveld, dat is de plek waar je met mensen gaat 

praten, eindeloos veel praten, checken, kijken of je 

een betrouwbare vertaler hebt. Enne, voor de rest is 

het een gok. En dat maakt het ook gevaarlijk, denk 

ik, want ja, het is geen wiskunde. Je weet nooit pre-

cies wat je gaat doen. Maar je kunt wel zoveel mo-

gelijk uitsluiten. 

Hm-m. 

“Dus je moet constant informatie vergaren. En dat 

gaat vaak heel goed samen met je verhaal maken, 

omdat je constant mensen spreekt en alles van hen 

wilt weten. Je krijgt een instinct voor wanneer men-

sen stoer staan te doen, of wanneer ze overdrijven. 

Vluchtelingen overdrijven altijd. Er is nooit een 

vluchteling die zal zeggen, ‘ik heb maar één kind 

verloren’. Nee, het is ‘al mijn kinderen zijn dood’. 

Op een gegeven weet je…. De ervaring leert je je dat 

wel. Ja, dat is ook een instinct. Ik zou niemand aan-

raden om gewoon blanco zo’n gebied in te gaan. Dat 

is niet slim. Aan de andere kant moet er ook een eer-

ste keer zijn, en het is nooit helemaal veilig.”  

Op welk moment besluit je dat naar een gebied of 

een conflict toegaat om daar verslag van te doen? Ik 

stel me voor, op een gegeven moment besluit de re-

dactie; ‘Nou Wouter, Egypte, daar begint het me-

nens te worden, daar moest je maar eens heen’… 

“Ja. Nou, het is een besluit dat maak je met z’n allen. 

Zij bellen of ik bel van ‘jongens, we moeten hier 

naartoe’. Maar in Nederland heerst geen cultuur dat 

je ergens naartoe móét. Het is bij ons niet zoals bij 

de CNN of de Amerikanen. Als je daar zegt, ik durf 

daar niet heen, ben je je baan kwijt. Maar er is nie-

mand geweest die ooit tegen mij heeft gezegd ‘je 

moet gaan, nu’. Dat is altijd mijn eigen beslissing.” 

Ja. En wanneer denk je dat dan? 

“Nou, op een gegeven moment voel je wel aan wan-

neer iets uit de hand gaat lopen, en dan wil je niet 

meer afhankelijk zijn van de berichtgeving van an-

dere nieuwsbronnen of buitenlandse nieuwsbronnen. 

Dan moet je zelf gaan berichten.” 

En dan… ga je weg. Weet je van tevoren al voor hoe 

lang je gaat?  

“Nee. Nooit.” 

Is er een minimum tijd die je nodig hebt om een goed 

verslag te maken?  

“Hm… in een ideale wereld wel. Maar de praktijk 

leert ook dat je soms best in drie dagen, in een soort 

hit-and-run operatie, soms een heel goed beeld kunt 

geven van de situatie en wat er speelt. Alleen nog-

maals: wat je van mijn reportages niet zult weten is 

hoe het historisch gezien in elkaar steekt. Ik ga niet 

over tientallen jaren aan antecedenten. Dan moet je 

een achtergrondboek lezen. Wat je van mij krijgt, 

zeker op televisie, is de verkenner. ‘Dames en heren, 

u weet het allemaal, deze week zijn massa-protesten 

ontstaan…’” 

Ja. 

“’En dat krijgt u nu te zien.’ En ik probeer het een 

beetje te duiden, maar op een wetenschappelijke 

analyse-manier alles uit elkaar zetten, dat kan niet. 

Luyendijk concludeert dat, terecht, dat dat zo is. Al-

leen vind ik zijn conclusie dat dat zo is en dat daar-

om het werk van die verslaggevers geen waarde 

heeft, daar ben ik het helemaal niet mee eens. En 
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daarom waren die reacties van collega’s ook zo hef-

tig, want wij dachten wel van, ‘we wagen ons leven 

soms voor dit werk, en zou het nutteloos zijn?’.” 

Want... lees jij je wel in? 

“Tuurlijk. En ik heb er ook geen problemen mee… 

ik heb wel eens gehad, toen ik in Israel zat, dat er 

ergens een bom was afgegaan in de Palestijnse ge-

bieden. Om 4 uur vertrek je, om 6 uur sta je in Ra-

mallah, en ondertussen heeft het Journaal mij wel 

gebeld om te zeggen, ‘volgens Reuters…’ of ‘op de 

telex van AP staat….’ Dit en dat is er vandaag in 

Hebron gebeurd of waar dan ook. En ik sta in Ra-

mallah. Dan wordt mij tijdens de uitzending ge-

vraagd, ‘En hoe staat het in de rest van de Palestijnse 

gebieden?” dan kan ik zeggen: ‘Nou, ook niet zo 

best, want:….’ Je mag namelijk je bronnen gebrui-

ken en we hebben in de journalistiek afgesproken dat 

Reuters en AP buitengewone betrouwbare bronnen 

zijn. Zij hebben overal mensen zitten –en wij betalen 

daar ook voor. Maar je moet met z’n allen een norm 

afspreken, anders blijft iedereen over elkaars schou-

der kijken en dan kun je nooit een verhaal vertellen. 

Als ik maar niet doe alsof ik én in Hebron én in Ra-

mallah en de rest van de Palestijnse gebieden ben 

geweest om in één dag een reportage te maken. Je 

gebruikt die telexen om je bericht mee op te bou-

wen.” 

En als je het over andere bronnen hebt voor je ver-

haal, als je mensen wilt spreken die het conflict be-

trokken zijn. Hoe weet je wie je moet hebben en of zij 

betrouwbaar zijn? 

“In een conflictsituatie ontkom er je niet aan om 

naar beide partijen te gaan. En dat is op zich vrij 

overzichtelijk. Je gaat naar de regering, de minister 

van defensie of ambtenaren. Daar kun je heus wel 

van inschatten of dat iemand is die weet waar hij 

over praat. Dat doe je ook bij de rebellen; maar bij 

de rebellen is het wel lastiger, omdat je niet precies 

weet wie wie is binnen zo’n organisatie. En dat zeg 

je er ook bij als je daar bericht over brengt. Maar je 

vaak wel door of je niet met de lokale bakker te ma-

ken hebt maar wel met iemand die echt op de hoogte 

is. 

Je kunt in je berichtgeving altijd zeggen: ‘dit is een 

moeilijke situatie, maar dit is wat wij nu weten.’ En 

je moet niet al te stellig dingen roepen.” 

Niet te stellig, niet te hijgerig of sensationeel. 

“Ja, nou, die actiejournalistiek is ook eigenlijk sport-

journalistiek geworden. Overal wordt een wedstrijd-

je van gemaakt en overal wordt partij getrokken, of 

dat wordt je wel gevraagd. Maar mijn berichtgeving 

moet gaan over wat gebeurt er en wie zijn de mensen 

die daarbij betrokken zijn. Ik geloof helemaal niet in 

de soort journalistiek waarin je je eigen snelle me-

ning moet verkondigen over hoe de wereld in elkaar 

steekt. Vertel gewoon wat je ziet.” 

En als je het hebt over partij trekken, is dat iets wat 

de journalist idealiter moet doen? 

“Nee, nee. Vind ik niet. En in die stand zijn we na-

tuurlijk wel eh…. We gaan steeds meer die rich-

ting… op het moment hebben we ineens de stroming 

van het ‘fact-checking’. Vind ik persoonlijk gewel-

dig. Ik ben echt heel erg blij dat dat nu gebeurt, in 

plaats van dat telkens elkaar maar napraten. Ook de 

politiek in Nederland… niemand checkt hun feiten.” 

Maar waar…  Kun je uitleggen waarom die cri-

sisjournalistiek dan nu al sportjournalistiek werkt? 

“Ik denk dat er heel erg een neiging is van alles een 

wedstrijdje van te maken. De Amerikaanse verkie-

zingen: wie gaat er winnen? 

“Ik denk ook dat het komt door de journalisten die 

naar zulke gebieden gaan. Er zijn ook heel veel jour-

nalisten die daar heengaan zonder dat ze opdrachtge-

vers hebben; of mensen die toevallig in het gebied 

zitten en die vervolgens worden gebruikt door de 

media, gewoon omdat het stoer is om te zeggen: ‘Er 

zit verder niemand [geen journalisten] in Damascus, 

wij hebben daar Henrik uit Amsterdam. Vertel eens, 

Hendrik!’ Terwijl je die jongen helemaal niet kent 

en niet weet wat hij daar doet. En dat zie je steeds 

vaker. ‘We lezen op Twitter dat…’. We moeten heel 

erg onder druk werken van die nieuwe sociale me-

dia, maar die zijn veel moeilijker te controleren en 

worden toch als betrouwbaar of bruikbaar gezien. 

Maar alles wordt een wedstrijd. Als je te genuan-

ceerd wordt, dan ben je…. Het is een meningenfes-

tijn en het genuanceerde verhaal wordt niet gewaar-

deerd.” 
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Veiligheid nu. Is het een belemmering als je in een 

crisisgebied zit? 

“Ja, absoluut. Op een gegeven moment kun je be-

lemmerd worden omdat je jezelf… niet veilig voelt. 

Dus heb zelf ook gehad dat ik niet uit de auto durfde 

als ik op reportage was. En dat is het moment dat je 

niet meer moet werken. Je moet een bepaalde moed 

hebben om dit werk te doen. Als je bij jezelf merkt 

dat dat weg is of weg gaat, moet je iets anders gaan 

doen.” 

U bent toch nog naar Egypte gegaan, daarna. 

“Ja, ja, nouja. Het bloed kruipt waar het niet gaat 

kan. Als er ergens een atoombom afgaat in de wereld 

dan euh.. wil ik daar bij zijn. Maar ik hoef nu niet 

naar Syrië, bijvoorbeeld.” 

En veiligheid en censuur? 

“Nou… daar heb ik niet veel last van. Vroeger, in 

het Irak van Hussein was er nog een actief censuur 

beleid, maar het is nu niet meer zo. Het is ook niet 

zo dat ik bepaalde dingen niet mag laten zien in zo’n 

oorlogssituatie.” 

Ook niet vanuit het leger? 

“Nee, nee. Er wordt je gevraagd geen beelden van 

dode soldaten te laten zien voordat de familie op de 

hoogte is gebracht –een heel humane eis, lijkt me. 

En verder… ja, je mag ook niet zeggen, ‘ik sta bij 

een legerkamp op de coördinaten…’ Dan gaat het 

om de veiligheid van die soldaten, natuurlijk.” 

Mag je alles laten zien wat er gebeurt in een oorlog? 

Als het gaat om gewonden of slachtoffers? Houd je 

je daar aan bepaalde…..  

“Nee.” 

… richtlijnen voor jezelf? 

“Laten zien. Dat moet in beeld brengen, zeker.” 

Ja? Waarom? 

“Omdat anders de realiteit van een oorlog niet duide-

lijk wordt aan de mensen. Als je niet gevolgen laat 

zien, de levens die kapot gaan, denken mensen, ‘nou 

ja, zo erg is het niet , daar wordt één huis kapot ge-

schoten’. Nee, daar gaan ook kinderen dood. En dat 

is erg, dat moeten wensen weten. En je hoeft daar-

voor niet vol in te zoomen op de hoofdwond van een 

dood kind. Het klinkt heel bizar… maar je kunt dat 

ook esthetisch in beeld brengen. Een kind dat is om-

gekomen bij een bomontploffing, maar door de klap, 

waar het stof op is neergedaald. Dat is een beeld met 

veel impact, maar de shock zit ‘m in het besef dat 

een kind het leven heeft gelaten, en niet in de horror 

van veel bloed zien. Je moet oppassen voor dat soort 

sensatie; zodra er alleen maar afgehakte benen en zo 

in beeld komen, moet je wegwezen. Dan is het je om 

de sensatie te doen. Daar pas ik voor. Maar je moet 

wel laten zien hoe erg en ingrijpend een oorlog is, 

wat de realiteit van een conflict is.” 

Dus als je alleen het vechten, de gewonden laat zien, 

de spanning en sensatie…. 

“Dan ben je fout bezig. Je moet dat altijd bij jezelf 

checken.” 

The issue of being embedded was strongly debated 

by Kurpershoek, who argues that being embedded 

can sometimes be the only opportunity to cover a 

war.  

“Je gaat ook niet embedded om de oorlog in de 

breedte te beschrijven. Je weet dat je je gaat richten 

op het militaire aspect; je zit immers tussen de mili-

tairen!” 
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