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The United Nations, China and Journalism in the Era of the Netizen
I-Introduction

I am happy to be here today and to accept Rao Jin’s  invitation to make one of the first presentations at  April café and salon.
The title of my talk is The United Nations, China and Journalism in the Era of the Netizen

As Jay mentioned in his talk today, this year, 2012 is the 15th anniversary of the publication of the English and the Japanese print editions of the book “Netizens: On the History and Impact of Usenet and the Internet.”  
To mark this occasion I wanted to try to understand the significance of this anniversary with respect to ongoing development of the Internet and the Netizen. Coming to China this year was an impetus to review my previous visits to China and the interesting events I was able to take part in related to netizens during these visits.
In 2005 when I first came to Beijing, it was because Beijing was the host of the International Congress on the History of Science. At the conference I presented a paper on “The International and Scientific Origins of the Internet and the Emergence of the Netizens”. At the time there was a lot of new construction going on in Beijing and the city appeared to be new and developing. It appeared to be an appropriate place to present a talk on the importance of internet development. With the continuing development of the Internet the phenomenon of the netizens was becoming more important to understand.
My second trip to Beijing was in April 2008 when I was invited to give a talk at the Internet Society of China. In my talk I asked the question “Is this is a new Age, the Age of the Netizen?” Also during this trip I was invited to give a talk on “the Global Media and the Role of Netizens In Determining the News.” This talk was for a journalism class at Tsinghua University. On the day the talk was scheduled, there was a meeting between students at Tsinghua University and several journalists from the International Federation of Journalists. The students at Tsinghua University were angry about the Western media coverage of China. They told the journalists their complaints. The journalists seemed surprised and found it difficult to respond. In the process I met students who were part of the Anti-CNN web site that was created to challenge the falsifications about China that were then appearing in the Western press. 
One of the reasons for my trip in September 2009 was to participate in a Netizens’ Day event sponsored by the Internet Society of China. This Netizens Festival Day was observed on September 14, 2009. 

For this Netizen day event, a stage was set up in front of the CCTV Tower. I was invited to present background on the development of the Netizen. I gave a short introduction about the discovery of the emergence of the Netizens. This was presented in English with a Chinese translation and the event is captured on Youku.

I described how in 1992-1993, Michael Hauben who was then a Columbia University student, sent out a set of questions across the networks asking users about their experiences online. He was surprised to find that not only were many of those who responded to his questions interested in what the Net made possible for them, but also they were interested in spreading  the Net  and in exploring how it could make a better world possible. Based on his research Michael wrote his article “The Net and Netizens”.

The netizen, Michael recognized, was the emergence of a new form of citizen. This was a citizen who was  using the power made possible by the Net for a public purpose, and who was not limited by geographical boundaries. The Net for Michael was a new social institution and the discovery of the emergence of the netizen was the special contribution that he made to the field of network study.

The first Netizen day event held in China was the first official recognition of the netizen anywhere in the world. It was a celebration to honor the fact that the phenomenon of the netizen continues to develop and spread and to be recognized as a new and important achievement of our times. It was fitting that it was in China with its many millions of netizens pioneering the use of the Internet that there is a day to celebrate Netizens.

When I returned to New York in 2009 after my visit to China, I went to an event at the Chinese Mission to the UN. On the way into the Mission, there was a rack with magazines about China. A magazine in the rack caught my attention. It was the July 5, 2009 edition of the magazine “NewsChina” The title of the issue was “The Netizens’ Republic of China”.

The magazine was filled with articles documenting the impact of the Net and Netizens on what is happening in China. It presented several examples of netizens speaking out in discussions in online discussion groups and forums. In an article titled “Netizens, the New Watchdogs, the writer, Yu Xiaodong wrote, “It is the newly emerging Internet media, in particular, citizen journalism that has filled the need to kindle political discussion in China leading many to conclude that Internet media has become the  mainstream itself rather than a peripheral form of communication.”
Based on these experiences I wrote an article with the title “China in the Era of the Netizen.” In the article I explained my sense that something significant is happening in China.  Beijing, I wrote, was being developed as a world class city with the benefit of contributions made possible by the Internet and by netizens. “So perhaps a special characteristic of Beijing has to do with the emergence of the Netizen.” The NewsChina issue of the magazine helped to clarify that there were those in China who also recognized that netizens were crucial actors in the development of China.
I have had subsequent visits to China, in which I have been encouraged to give talks about Netizens and about the development and spread of the Internet and its potential impact on China.

What seems significant about these experiences is that there is interest and support for netizen development in China that I haven’t found elsewhere in the world.

This introduction brings me to the subject of the talk I want to give today. This talk is about a problem with the mainstream western media and how the Internet and netizens are creating a needed alternative to solve this problem
 II- The Global Political Situation

The current international situation raises important questions for discussion and analysis. In a complex world, how can one have a means to understand what is happening. While the mainstream western media often project one view of the world, online discussion and analysis have begun to play an ever more important role in offering alternative viewpoints and analysis.

Around the world there has been a recognition that the mainstream western media can play a harmful role for those trying to develop an accurate understanding of the events of our times. This problem is often obvious in online comments and articles by netizens.
One such situation occurred in 2003 when the US media promoted the false claim that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction. The US used this false claim as the pretext to invade Iraq. But there were no such weapons in Iraq.

The question was raised among scholars in the US about the poor quality of US journalism.

How would it be possible to prevent the US media from making similar false claims in the future. One answer was to recognize that there is a serious problem with much of the mainstream US media. Instead of the US media presenting the debate of different viewpoints on an issue, or acting as a watchdog over the US government, this media presents only the dominant viewpoint of those in power. In so doing the mainstream US media helps to strengthen those in power even more.

Exploring a similar problem, Michael wrote an article titled, “The Effect of the Net on the Professional News Media.”  He considered what the effect of both the netizen and the Internet would be on the future of the news and news media. He recognized that a new form of news was in its infancy.

Michael saw that this new form of news was evolving into a new paradigm which would include both the contributions of netizens and the capabilities of the Internet. Describing the frustration of many netizens with the traditional media that they had to rely on before the Internet, Michael wrote, “Today, similarly, the need for a broader and more cooperative gathering and reporting of the News has helped create the new online media that is gradually supplanting traditional forms of journalism.” What is this new form of news and what are its characteristics? 
With the creation and the spread of the Internet, the emergence of a new form of citizenship, known as netizenship, has developed.  Along with this new form of citizenship, a critical and vibrant form of online journalism is emerging. I call this journalism netizen journalism. I propose that this new journalism has at least two important aspects.
 One is that it encourages serious research into the background, context and political significance of the conflicts of our times, conflicts like those in Libya or Syria. Another important aspect of this new form of journalism is the application of this research to the writing of articles or to comments in online discussions on issues of public concern, and in response to both mainstream and alternative media articles. Often the comments by netizens on these issues include criticism of false claims like the claim that there were weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. Video news and oral interviews can also be examples of netizen journalism if they meet the above criteria.
At a conference held in Russia last March, Dmitry Medvedev, who is now the Prime Minister of the Russia Federation, presented a speech describing the need to recognize the problem of media manipulation of  public opinion in the international arena. 

Medvedev particularly referred to the Syrian situation.

“A very active media campaign unfolded with respect to Syria,” he explained. “I will not now discuss the nature of these events,” he said, “but what is clear is that this media campaign has little to do with the task of ending  violence as rapidly as possible and facilitating the national dialogue that we all want to see.”
Medvedev proposed that such a media campaign against a country presents “the new security dimension.” Such a security danger needs to be recognized and exposed.
“Today we are witness to persistent attempts, “ he explained, “to make mass manipulation of public opinion a tool in international relations.”
A somewhat different approach to the problem Medvedev has pointed out is offered by the political scientist Karl Deutsch.

In his book “Nerves of  Government”, Deutsch explores problems of communication that develop in politics. He proposes that it is helpful to look at the problems that develop in government or in the governance of other political organizations as if such organizations are a nervous system consisting of channels of communication and feedback. Deutsch writes, “Men have long and often concerned themselves with the power of governments, much as some observers try to assess the muscle power of a horse or an athlete. Others have described the laws and institutions of states,… as  the skeleton or organs of a body. This book,”  Deutsch explains,“concerns itself less with the bones or muscles of the body politic than with its nerves – its channels of communication and decision.”  
Deutsch goes on to explain that “it might be profitable to look upon government somewhat less as a problem of power and somewhat more as a problem of steering and communication.” He maintains that, “It is communication, that is, the ability to transmit messages and to react to them, that makes organizations…” He proposes that this is true for the cells in the human body as it is for the “organization of thinking human beings in social groups.”
Deutsch raises the question “To what extent are failures in the steering (i.e. of the problems that develop) of an organization due to the absence of some crucial communication link not to the presence of some evil elements?” 
While Deutsch is allowing for the situation where a problem in communication is responsible for   a failure in the functioning of an organization, Medvedev is presenting the problem of media manipulation in international relations as a problem where the “security” danger must be recognized.
Considering Medvedev’s warning about the security danger presented by media manipulation, and Deutsch’s warning that a communication problem can lead to a breakdown in an organization, I want to look at some examples of United Nations Security Council experience and consider the significance of the problems in communication reflected in these examples. 

The example I will focus most on,  is that of the role of the UN in what is happening in Syria.
In my treatment of Syria, I want to focus on the Houla massacre as the situation to analyze in order to understand the media war at the UN over Syria. 

The Houla massacre occurred in Syria on May 24, 2012. 

This was but a few days before Kofi Annan, the joint Arab League-UN envoy, was planning a visit to Syria.

Immediately after the massacre there was a media campaign to blame the Syrian government for the deaths (there were over 100 deaths). A short time later, an alternative account was made available by a Russian online media group Anna News. This news team for an online site visited the area where the massacre occurred the following day. Their report appeared on a number of alternative news sites soon after the massacre. 

The reports from the Anna News team, and other netizen news reports, challenged the mainstream western media claims that the Syrian government was responsible for the killings. 

Similarly, the Syrian government conducted a preliminary investigation. They provided witnesses that the massacre was carried out by armed insurgents and criminal elements.

If one were to read or hear mainstream western media accounts of the massacre, however, they mainly present what they claim is happening from the point of view of the armed opposition in Syria. The armed opposition presents an account of events which demonizes the Syrian government. There have been a number of instances when the accounts from the armed opposition have been shown to be false.
Along with the different set of information presented by the Syrian government, there is the information in the alternative media that I refer to as netizen journalism. Netizen journalism will challenge distortions and other problems in the news coverage provided by the mainstream western media. In the aftermath of the Houla massacre, a number of articles documenting the role of the armed insurgents in carrying out the Houla massacre appeared on alternative media sites.

I want to propose that this form of alternative media which I call netizen journalism, is setting up a communication channel different from that of the mainstream western media.

What has been interesting has been to not only consider the two different channels that these different forms of news represent, but also to look at how the different actors at the UN relate to these different communication channels. 
Three months ago the UN Security Council authorized a mission of 300 unarmed observers to monitor what is happening in Syria and to try to encourage a cease fire of the conflicting parties. This mission is called the UN Supervisory Mission in Syria or for short (UNSMIS). When the Houla massacre first occurred, UNSMIS went to investigate the massacre. The initial response of UNSMIS was that there were two views of what had occurred and who was responsible presented to them. 
Then in response to a request from the UN Security Council that UNSMIS do an investigation, Major General Mood, the commander of UNSMIS said that a report had been prepared in June. 
He submitted the report to Ban Ki Moon. 
In his article ““General Mood: ‘Two Versions’ of the Houla Massacre” posted by John Rosenthal, June 26 2012, Rosenthal writes that “At the June 15 press conference General Mood went on to say that the mission had assembled a report about the massacre, including the details of witness interviews and that this report had been submitted to UN headquarters in New York. This raises an obvious question,” writes John Rosenthal, “Why has this report not been rendered public?”
Similarly, UN Security Council members report that they have not received the report.

When journalists asked the Secretary-General’s spokesperson what happened to Mood’s report and why it wasn’t given to the Security Council, they were told that it had been given to various members of the UN Secretariat. But as journalists at the UN asked, “Why not to the Security Council?” (1)
One of the original purposes for the UNSMIS mission, according to Kofi Annan, was “to see what is going on” so as to be able to “change the dynamics.”

This past April, Annan said, “We continue to be hampered by the lack of verified information in assessing the situation…We need eyes and ears on the ground. This will provide the incontrovertible basis the international community needs to act in an effective and unified manner, increasing the momentum for a cessation of violence to be implemented by all sides.”(2)
Yet when UNSMIS did create a report, it was withheld from the Security Council by the Secretary General of the UN. 

At a press conference to mark the beginning of the Chinese Presidency of the Security Council for the month of June, China’s Ambassador Li Baodong, referring to the Houla massacre, said:
“Now we have different stories from different angles. Now we have the story from the Syrian government, and from the opposition parties, and from different sources.” Since the Security Council  “has a team…on the ground,” he said referring to UNSMIS, “We want to see first-hand information from our own people” He hoped this would make it possible to put the different pieces of information together and to come “to our own conclusion with our own judgment.”
This acknowledgement that there are different views  of what had happened in the Houla massacre and that there is a need to get accurate information from an on the ground investigation is an important step for a member of the Security Council to make. This challenges the armed opposition claims that their account is the only account of what is happening in Syria.
In a recent paper I am working on titled, “The Role of Netizen Journalism in the Media War at the United Nations” I document some of the various forms netizen journalism has taken in the media war on Syria. 

There are many articles and videos posted on a number of web sites challenging the mainstream media version of the events in Houla and explaining the facts that demonstrated that the massacre had been carried out by the armed insurgents and local criminals. 

With these articles acting as a catalyst, the mainstream German newspaper, the Frankfurter Allgemeiner  Zeitung carried two articles condemning the armed insurgency for the Houla massacre. The titles of the articles translated into English were “Syrian Rebels Committed Houla Massacre” and “On the Houla Massacre: The Extermination”.
.
In the longer paper I am working on on the Media Warfare at the UN, I consider the strength or weaknesses of the netizen journalism coverage of two other examples and consider its impact on the Security Council action in these examples.
III - Conclusion
The issue raised by this preliminary presentation concerns the need for serious attention to the importance of facilitating an accurate channel of communication with respect to the issues being considered by the Security Council. This will make it more difficult for the media manipulation that Medvedev identified as a serious security concern to succeed.

In the situation of the Syria conflict, the fact that General Mood’s report on the Houla massacre could be withheld from the Security Council for more than a month and that there is not yet any indication of when it will be given to the Security Council, represents a serious problem. This indicates that there is a problem with the communication channels at the UN with the integrity of these communication channels. This is an example of what happens when a communication channel can be blocked.

In a press conference held in March of 2011 when China assumed the month long rotating Security Council presidency, Ambassador Li Baodong referred to the international media as the “16th member of the Security Council.”
While Ambassador Li Baodong was then referring to the mainstream media, it is important to recognize that there is a new form of journalism emerging. This new journalism is being created by netizens, many of  whom are dedicated to doing the research and analysis to expose the interests and actions that are too often hidden from view. By revealing the actual forces at work, netizens are making it possible to have a more accurate grasp of whose interests are being served and what is at stake in the events that make up the news. If such a journalism can help to provide the UN with a more accurate understanding of the conflicts it is considering, it can help to make more likely the peaceful resolution of these conflicts.

