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John Pilger: The War You Don't See 

In this new documentary John Pilger, the winner of journalism's top awards for both press and broadcasting, including academy awards in the UK and US, questions the role of the media in war. In The War You Don't See, Pilger, himself a renowned correspondent, asks whether mainstream news has become an integral part of war-making. 

Focusing on the current conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, Pilger reflects on the history of the relationship between the media and government in times of conflict stretching back to World War I and explores the impact on the information fed to the public of the modern day practice of public relations in the guise of 'embedding' journalists with the military. 

Featuring interviews with senior figures at major UK broadcasters, the BBC and ITV, and high profile journalists on both sides of the Atlantic, including Rageh Omaar and Dan Rather, the film investigates the reporting of government claims that Iraq harboured weapons of mass destruction. 

Pilger also speaks to independent film makers, and whistleblowers, including the founder of Wikileaks, Julian Assange and to former senior British Foreign Office official Carne Ross to investigate why what he believes were key voices and key details did not figure prominently on the mainstream media's agenda. The film also includes hard-hitting footage from independent media sources showing scenes in Afghanistan and Iraq, including footage leaked to Wikileaks.  

Dan Rather, the famous CBS news anchor, and BBC World Affairs Correspondent Rageh Omaar both reflect on their own roles during the lead up to hostilities in Afghanistan and Iraq and the lessons they have learned.  Rather speaks about pressure felt by journalists who face the danger of becoming what he calls mere 'stenographers'. Rageh Omaar speaks about the proliferation of 24 hour news and the effects this has on war reporting, including his own experience reporting on the liberation of Basra. 

Fran Unsworth, the BBC Head of Newsgathering and David Mannion, Editor in Chief of ITV News, both face questioning on their news departments' reporting of the Iraq war and the scrutiny of George Bush and Tony Blair's claims about weapons of mass destruction. 

The documentary also focuses on the abuse of Iraqi civilians by British soldiers and speaks to Phil Shiner, a lawyer who is representing a number of Iraqi victims. It examines the notion that our media distinguishes between 'worthy' and 'unworthy' victims of conflicts and how that influences the reporting of Iraqi civilian deaths. 

The War You Don't See also looks at the balance of the media's reporting on the hostilities between Palestinians and Israelis, with particular focus on mainstream broadcasters' coverage of the Israeli attack on the aid flotilla in Gaza earlier this year.   Both the BBC and ITV are asked about the influence of Israeli government efforts to shape the reporting of such incidents on their coverage. 

The War You Don't See will be released simultaneously on ITV and in the cinema.

Interview with John Pilger

What led you to make the film?

I have reported six wars and over the years I have come to appreciate that we journalists are rarely neutral witnesses, either on the battlefield or back in the TV studio or newspaper office. We also play a role of which many of us may not even be aware: we amplify and echo the rationales and deceptions of ‘our’ governments that often lead to invasions such as the disaster in Iraq.  In other words, we almost instinctively see ‘our side’ as benign and so we play a part in minimizing the culpability of governments in wars that are not threatening to us at home and which claim mostly civilian lives. That means journalists share the responsibility. I’ve long felt the public has a right to know and debate this.

Did anything surprise you while making it?

I was pleasantly surprised to find that many journalists want to talk about their own misgivings and not at all surprised that certain high-paid stars in TV didn’t want to talk.

How has the world of war reporting changed in the last few decades?

Technically, almost everything has changed. The communications are breathtaking now.  So it’s striking that although the means have been revolutionised, much of the thinking in the media has not. Today, we have 24 hour news, but do we get more truth than when, say, the great Times correspondent William Howard Russell exposed the truth about the catastrophe of the Charge of the Light Brigade during the Crimea war in the 19th century? It took Russell several weeks to get his dispatches back to London – by horse and mule and boat. Has a reporter with a satellite phone achieved anything similar in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan? 

How has the proliferation of 24 hour news channels, newspaper websites etc in the past decade affected it?

We certainly get more news, more media, but as so much of it is repetitive, do we get more real, independent information – more truth? The media has become insatiable for ‘rolling news’. In The War You Don’t See, the former BBC war correspondent Rageh Omaar describes how on BBC News 24 the city of Basra in Iraq ‘fell’ to British forces 17 times—when in fact it hadn’t fallen once. The demands on many war reporters are now extraordinary. They are called upon to be at the end of a phone or email 24/7, to know what is happening all the time, to tell viewers something, anything, all the time.  I sympathise hugely; there is a frustration in not having the time to get and assess an important story that viewers know little about. It’s time journalists rebelled against this system which entraps so many able people.

How do you think the internet will affect war reporting?

The internet has already had a powerful impact and here, I believe, lies a future positive influence. Those journalists and non-journalists who have not been ‘embedded’ have used the web to get out some remarkable reporting. For example, Dahr Jamail in Iraq, who appears in my film. This unembedded independent American journalist broke many stories in Iraq by being where embedded journalist could not go. And yet none of his dispatches appeared in the so-called mainstream in the US and only belatedly in the UK.  In the mainstream, great honourable exceptions like Patrick Cockburn of the Independent managed to report the truth about Iraq by remaining sceptical and brave.

What are the changes you would like to see in the reporting of war?

I would like to see mainstream journalism look beyond establishment or ‘accredited’ sources for the news. If nothing else, the epic Wikileaks disclosures should teach us that. Accepting at face value what governments, the military and intelligence ‘sources’ tell us, is not journalism, as the former CBS star Dan Rather says in the film, it’s ‘stenography’.

What do you think is the biggest achievement of the film?

Just getting it made! ITV can share much of the credit for that.

