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Tiptoeing through the minefield of the propaganda war
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t is a well-worn dictum that the 
first casualty in war is the truth 
and it has rarely been more ap-
propriate than in the context of 
the Syrian conflict.

The challenges that confront the 
media in covering any war have 
been compounded in Syria, where 
on one side access and information 
are strictly controlled by the regime 
and on the other the activities of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and other rebel 
groups put much of the country off-
limits to reporters.

They have been obliged to a great 
extent to fall back on secondary 
sources, ranging from the ostensi-
bly neutral and trustworthy to the 
nakedly partisan. As mainstream 
journalists tiptoe through this 
minefield of potential misinforma-
tion, they also have the task of navi-
gating a mounting propaganda war 
between Russia and the West.

A war of words that intensified 
in recent years over conflicting nar-
ratives of events in Ukraine and 
Crimea has switched focus to Syria, 
where Russia’s military interven-
tion at the end of September left the 
United States and its allies scram-
bling for a coherent response. Gov-
ernments of all stripes are capable 
of spinning the news through par-
tial information, obfuscation and 
sometimes outright lies.

It is an established feature of 
public diplomacy that one side will 
accentuate the negative when it 
comes to assessing the actions and 
motivations of its rival. Thus, the 
initial US response to Russia’s mili-
tary intervention in Syria in Sep-
tember was to contest Moscow’s as-
sertion that the first air strikes were 
principally aimed at ISIS targets and 
to question Vladimir Putin’s ability 
to impose a military solution.

In Ukraine, and now Syria, West-
ern spokesmen are up against a So-
viet propaganda machine of indus-
trial proportions. Kremlin-backed 
outlets such as RT — formerly Rus-
sia Today — and the multimedia 
Sputnik agency, launched in 2014, 

unswervingly push the official line.
These outlets boast of provid-

ing an “alternative” viewpoint on 
events to English-language and oth-
er international news consumers, 
something Putin’s domestic critics 
complain is largely denied to the 
Russian audience by the increas-
ingly tightly controlled media.

The official Russian media do 
not limit themselves to pushing 
the Kremlin line. They also provide 
an additional outlet to a range of 
Western critics of US policy, from 
thoughtfully engaged commenta-
tors to fringe conspiracy theorists 
on both the left and right of the po-
litical spectrum.

They provide a forum for institu-

tions such as the Canadian-based 
Centre for Research on Globalisa-
tion, which specialises in 9/11 con-
spiracy theories, has a reputation 
for speaking up for dictators such 
as Libya’s Muammar Qaddafi and 
Syria’s Bashar Assad and is firmly 
behind Russia’s stance on Ukraine.

These and other outfits rely, in 
turn, on the Kremlin-backed media 
to reinforce their world view.

Through the megaphone of so-
cial media, unsupported conspir-
acy theories, generally founded 
on the thesis that the origin of all 
the world’s ills can be traced to the 
United States, rapidly go viral. If the 
mainstream media chooses to ig-
nore them, they are denounced in 
the blogosphere for being part of a 
cover-up.

Earlier this year, the conservative 
Washington-based Judicial Watch 
published a declassified 2012 US in-
telligence document that predicted 
the possible creation of an Islamic 
state in Syria and Iraq. Through the 
sounding board of social media, this 
rapidly generated online headlines 
and tweets along the lines of “US 
created ISIS”.

Anyone who cared to read the 
document in full, among them left-
wing American Middle East com-
mentator Juan Cole, discovered it 
revealed nothing of the kind. He de-
scribed it in his blog as “just a click-
bait story or an unfounded conspir-
acy theory”.

However, the failure of the main-
stream media to play along was de-

nounced by websites such as Mint-
Press News, which wrote: “Possibly 
more terrifying than the report itself 
may be the fact that this informa-
tion has been virtually blacked out 
across global mainstream media. 
This silence… illustrates the com-
plicity of the English-speaking me-
dia, in collusion with government, 
to keep people ignorant of the harsh 
realities of US style realpolitik.”

The Kremlin-backed Sputnik, an 
enthusiastic recycler of MintPress 
News, could not have put it better 
itself. As a recent Sputnik headline 
read: “Democracy in Action: US Me-
dia Issues Instructions How to Bring 
Russia Down.”

Some Russians suggest the media 
onslaught goes too far. “Aggressive 
and deceptive propaganda… worse 
than anything I witnessed in the So-
viet Union,” Lev Gudkov, the direc-
tor of the Levada Centre, Russia’s 
polling organisation, told the BBC at 
the height of the Ukraine crisis.

One weakness of the message 
from Russia and the pro-Putin 
blogosphere is that, in reality, West-
ern readers need look no further 
than their own media and opposi-
tion politicians for forthright criti-
cism of past and present failings of 
Western policy in the Middle East.
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ozens of journalists 
were secretly ferried by 
the Russian Ministry of 
Defence to Hamim air-
base near the coastal 

city of Latakia to cover Russian air 
operations in Syria.

The move was part of a detailed 
and well-coordinated plan in 
which official Syrian media closely 
collaborated to paint a picture of 
high-level cooperation between 
Russia and Syria in what they are 
both calling a war on terrorism.

Media stuck to a Russian gov-
ernment blackout before the cam-
paign until a Russian Defence Min-
istry news conference declared the 
strikes against militants’ targets 
had started. Dozens of reports, 
which appeared to have been pre-
pared prior to the news confer-
ence, were subsequently broadcast 
on Russian and Syrian channels.

A top official in the Syrian state 
media, who wished to remain 
anonymous, said: “The official 
Syrian media were instructed to re-
frain from producing news reports 
or disseminating information or 
images on the Russian operation.”

Distribution would only come 
from the political office in the Syr-
ian Army, a mouthpiece for the As-
sad regime, or through the state 
news agency SANA, the official 
told The Arab Weekly.

“This is what happened and 
continues to happen until this mo-
ment,” he said. “This is why gov-
ernment papers and TV channels 
in Syria always wait for SANA’s 
news releases to simply transmit 
whatever news is released by the 
Syrian army command. This is why 
all coverage of the Russian opera-
tion is identical.”

The situation was different for 
Russian media. “Right from the in-
itial hours of the Russian military 
operation in Syria, the majority of 
Russian TV channels and news-
papers were transformed into op-
eration rooms, leading campaigns 
that used all possible means,” said 
Taha Abdel Wahed, a Moscow-
based Syrian journalist contacted 
on Skype.

Abdel Wahed said the war in Syr-
ia was the “focus of talk shows on 
state and private Russian channels 
and news programmes”.

During the initial days of the 
strikes, the main sources of infor-
mation for the news media in Rus-
sia and Syria were news releases 
from the Russian Defence Ministry.

A close look at the content of the 
Russian media on the operations in 
Syria shows an effort to instil a feel-
ing of “grandeur and might” that 
delivers one message: “A strong 
Russia will no longer stand silently 
on the side,” Abdel Wahed said.

The media campaign went hand-
in-hand with the official political 
stance. Abdel Wahed noted that 
when Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov said there was “no 
such a thing called moderate oppo-
sition in Syria”, “the media raced 
to detail and explain the compo-
sition of the armed opposition in 

Syria to arrive at the conclusion 
that they’re all terrorists”.

Abdel Wahed added that when 
Lavrov said “Russia is willing to 
coordinate with the Free Syrian 
Army, but where is it?” the media 
turned its attention to answering 
this question. “Some have restated 
that this army does not exist while 
others described it as weak,” he 
said.

An official well-informed on Syr-
ian government policy pointed out 
that an operation room for the me-
dia had been set up in Hamim.

“By doing so, they joined the 
Russian reporters who came for 
the specific purpose of covering 
Russia’s military operations,” he 
said. Equipment was provided to 
ensure proper coverage of the air 
strikes.

Mohamed, a reporter from an 
official Syrian newspaper dis-
patched to Hamim, said he recent-
ly stayed for six days at the base.

“There was nothing for us to do 
there,” he said. “Aeroplanes take 
off from the airfield and carry out 
their missions, then the Russian 
Defence Ministry issues a report 
about the targeted areas and the 
result of the mission.

“Most of the Russian journalists 
who came to Hamim left it to go to 
Damascus. Some returned to Mos-
cow because there was not much 
to do.”

“At first, the media had access 
to advanced equipment. The Syr-

ian authorities authorised Russian 
journalists exclusively to use cam-
eras fixed on drones, some sort of 
flying cameras and to film from 
specific heights. They shot scenes 
in a Hollywood style, like filming 
from above jet fighters firing their 
missiles.”

The Hollywood style was evi-
dent in footage showing the launch 
of cruise missiles towards Syria 
from Russian warships in the Cas-
pian Sea.

“They were like a Hollywood 
movie,” a Syrian Army general 
said. “They wanted to draw at-
tention to the importance of this 
phase in the operations so that the 
United States and its allies in the 
war on Syria get the message.”
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