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‘“When [President] Bush said a couple of weeks ago, ’This is not going to be another
Vietnam,’ everybody assumed he meant: ‘We’ll get it over with quickly,’ It also is start-
ing to seem he meant: ‘This is not going to be a war that is going to be covered by a
free and independent press.’”’

These words were spoken by Pulitzer Prize-winning author and media critic Ron Powers,
but they expressed a sentiment widely held among reporters and correspondents who
covered ‘‘Operation Desert Storm,”’ the U.S.-led war in Iraq and Kuwait. Indeed, among
the uncelebrated victories for President Bush in the gulf war was the administration’s suc-
cessful management of war news. As columnist Tom Wicker of the New York Times con-
cluded: ‘“The real, and dangerous, point is that the Bush administration and the military
were so successful in controlling information about the war that they were able to tell
the public just about what they wanted the public to know. Perhaps worse, press and public

oh wh at a largely acquiesced in this disclosure of only selected information.”’

5 Since the fighting ended, the military has released information that reveals some of the
extent to which the public — and the media — were misled. For instance, despite all the

censo red television coverage of precision-guided ‘‘smart’’ bombs going down the chimneys of
Iraqi targets, according to information released by the Air Force after the war ended only

war! 7 percent of all the U.S. explosives dropped on Iraq and Kuwait were ‘‘smart’’ bombs.

“‘Smart”’ bombs were about 90 percent effective, but the nation was not told that 81,980
tons of unguided bombs had an accuracy rating of only 25 percent. In fact, 70 percent
of the 88,500 tons of bombs dropped in 43 days of combat missed their targets, the Air
Force now acknowledges.

There is, of course, nothing new about exaggerated claims of success in wartime, nor
is there anything novel about the military trying to control information. In the gulf war,
however, the military went further than ever to control the news. Not only did stories
have to be cleared before publication or airing, reporters and cameras also were limited
in their movements and inadequate ‘‘pool’’ coverage was the rule. Even troop interviews
were monitored and sometimes forbidden. For the first time, journalists seeking press
credentials were initially required to pass a fitness test, which included sit-ups, push-ups
and a 1.5 mile run, but this requirement was dropped after protests. After the initial rules
governing press coverage were announced before the fighting began, representatives of
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Intelligence Authorization Act That Would Subvert the
Constitution.

The panel of judges who selected the top ten under-reported
news stories included Dr. Donna Allen, founding editor of
Media Report to Women; Ben Bagdikian, Professor Emeritus,
Graduate School of Journalism, University of California at
Berkeley; Richard Barnet, Fellow, Institute for Policy
Studies; Noam Chomsky, professor, Linguistics and
Philosophy, Massachusetts Institute of Technology; Dr.
George Gerbner, professor, Annenberg School of Com-
munications, University of Pennsylvania; Nicholas Johnson,
professor, College of Law, University of Iowa; Rhoda H.
Karpatkin, executive director, Consumer’s Union; Charles
L. Klotzer, editor and publisher, St. Louis Journalism
Review; Judith Krug, director, Office for Intellectual
Freedom, American Library Association; Frances Moore
Lappe’, founder and co-director, Institute for the Arts of
Democracy; John McLaughlin, executive producer, Oliver
Productions Inc.; Bill Moyers, executive editor, Public Af-
fairs Television, Inc.; Jack L. Nelson, professor, Graduate
School of Education, Rutgers University; Herbert I. Schiller,
Professor Emeritus of Communication, University of Califor-
nia, San Diego; and Sheila Rabb Weidenfeld, president, D.C.
Productions.

Jensen, who created Project Censored in 1976, said, ‘*This
media research project has been called ‘an early warning
system’ for the nation. The number of military and finan-
cial and economic issues that were under-reported in 1990
surely provided an ominous warning of what the United
States could expect in 1991.” Anyone interested in
nominating a ‘‘censored’’ story of 1991, can send a copy
of the story to Carl Jensen, Project Censored, Sonoma State
University, Rohnert Park, CA 94928. Deadline for nomina-
tions is November 1, 1991. [

NEA fight continues

The battle over federal funding of art was renewed March
18 when a group of artists challenged the constitutionality
of new legislation requiring the National Endowment for the
Arts to consider ‘‘general standards of decency’’ in award-
ing grants. The suit represented a split within the arts com-
munity over whether the best tactic is to declare open war-
fare or to maintain a low profile, relying on NEA Chair John
Frohnmayer’s assurances that he will not be a ‘‘decency
czar.”’ Those assurances seemed stronger when, less than
two weeks later, Frohnmayer took a strong stand in support
of a controversial NEA-funded film attacked in a letter-
writing campaign by the Rev. Donald Wildmon for its
allegedly ‘‘explicit porno scenes of homosexuals involved
in anal sex.”’

The NEA has stated that it will presume that general stan-
dards of decency are applied automatically when review
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panels and the NEA advisory council assess applications (see -

Newsletter, March 1991, p. 36). A statement from the NEA
in response to the suit reiterated this position: *‘The NEA
has analyzed and implemented Congress’s legislative man-
date in such a way that it has ensured that artistic excellence
and merit are the criteria by which applications are judged,
taking into consideration the diverse beliefs and values of
the American public.”’

But attorneys representing the artists said the decency stan-
dard is unconstitutionally vague and discriminates on the basis
of political viewpoint. ‘*What is one person’s indecency is
another person’s art,”’ said Nan Hunter of the ACLU. “‘It’s
impossible for any artist in America to know what decency
means or to know how the NEA is going to apply this test.””’

Attorney David Cole of the Center for Constitutional
Rights said the decency standard is ‘‘a code word for a par-
ticular point of view [that] particularly excludes the voices
of lesbian and gay feminist’” artists.

The decency provision was included in legislation that
funded the NEA fiscal year 1991 and reauthorized the agen-
cy for three years. Some in the arts community regarded it
as an improvement over anti-obscenity language applied in
1990 that targeted depictions of sadomasochism and
homoeroticism. But attorney Cole said a decency standard
‘‘is generally understood to be far broader’’ than a restric-
tion on obscenity.

Previously, a federal court in California ruled that the NEA
had violated the First Amendment by requiring artists to sign
a pledge that they would not violate the obscenity provisions
in the 1990 law.

The legal challenge to the decency language was added
to an existing suit brought by four solo performance artists
— Karen Finley, Holly Hughes, Tim Miller and John Fleck
— after Frohnmayer rejected their grant applications last
June. Their proposals had been approved by peer review
panels and the NEA’s advisory council.

The suit, filed in federal court in California, challenges
NEA procedures and charges that Frohnmayer vetoed the
grants because of the ‘‘controversial political content’” of
the artists’ work. All four artists address issues of sexuality
in their performances.

The revised suit also charges the NEA with violating the
artists’ privacy by disclosing their applications to the media
and to interest groups. Finley’s application, for example, was
discussed in a May, 1990, column by Rowland Evans and
Robert Novak. Other materials appeared in the Washington
Times. .

Joining the artists as a plaintiff in the suit was the National
Association of Artists Organizations. Executive Director
Charlotte Murphy acknowledged that some arts advocates
oppose the suit. ‘‘Nobody in the arts community supports
the decency language — nobody,’” she said. ‘‘But when it
comes to taking action, we are somewhat alone.”’

Murphy said artists cannot rely on Frohnmayer’s assurance
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#m  that the decency provision will not be applied formally.

‘‘How long does the gentlemen’s agreement work when
things become hot again?’’ she asked.

Indeed, even before the decency language was challenged
NEA critics had not been silent. The Christian Life Com-
mission, the Washington-based public policy wing of the
Southern Baptist Convention, and the American Family
Association, founded and led by the Rev. Donald E.
Wildmon, criticized a $15,000 NEA grant for a work on
which Hughes will collaborate.

In a March 5 letter to members of Congress, Wildmon
charged that the work would be ‘‘a sexually explicit perfor-
mance which will include two 12-year-old girls.’” He urged
a federal investigation ‘‘for possible violation of federal law
pertaining to minors.”’

Then, in a series of letters faxed and mailed to members
of Congress on March 15 and 18, Wildmon launched an
assault on the film Poison, an award-winning work by New
York filmmaker Todd Haynes.

Poison is the first film to be implicated in the NEA flap.
Haynes received a $25,000 NEA grant for its completion,
which represented roughly 10 percent of the film’s total
budget. According to Haynes, the grant was given, without
a hitch, after he submitted a complete script and trailer for
the film to NEA’s media arts panel. A Grand Prize-winner
at the 1990 Sundance Film Festival, Poison depicts three
separate but interrelated stories, called ‘‘Hero,”” ‘‘Horror,”’
and ‘“Homo.”’ *‘Homo,’’ the subject of the Wildmon tirade,
takes place in a prison. ‘‘A mood of seething, violent
homoeroticism permeates the proceedings,”” one critic wrote.
‘It could easily set Jesse Helms back on the rampage.’’

Haynes, who is gay, argued that out-of-context descrip-
tions do his film an injustice. ‘‘There are no shots of rear-
entry intercourse,’” he said. ‘“There is a rape at the end of
the film, which is basically covered by a medium two-shot
of two inmates, focusing on their heads. There are two
cutaways to their pants, but all you see is one-half of the
guy’s thigh, and mostly a lot of clothing hanging off. It’s
very ‘tasteful.””’

Wildmon’s attack coincided with White House pressure
on Frohnmayer, who according to a report in the Los Angeles
Times, was threatened with losing his job unless he can *‘steer
clear of exciting controversy among conservatives.”’ Never-
theless, in an abrupt shift of tactics, Frohnmayer called a
news conference to personally defend Poison as the ‘‘work
of a serious artist dealing with the serious issue’’ of family
violence that is ‘‘neither prurient nor obscene.”’

““I don’t suppose most Americans would object to their
tax dollars being used for a film [about how] violence is
destructive to the family,”” he said. Frohnmayer noted that
the panel of jurors at Sundance included such noted film
makers as Catherine Wyler, co-producer of Memphis Belle,
and Gus Van Zant, director of Drugstore Cowboy.

Frohnmayer has defended NEA-subsidized works only in-
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frequently and usually indirectly. By taking the unusual step
of calling a press conference to endorse a work, he earned
quick praise from artist groups and predictions from con-
servatives that he might be only compounding his problems.

“‘[NEA officials have] given up their usual bunker men-
tality and now they’re coming out swinging,’’ said Kerry
Knott, an aide to Rep. Dick Armey (R-TX), who wants to
abolish the agency. But Knott predicted that the added
publicity ‘‘will probably just increase the pressure on the
White House to do something.”’

Roman Popadiuk, deputy White House press secretary,
said in response to a question about Frohnmayer that Presi-
dent Bush ‘‘still supports him.”’ Frohnmayer also insisted
that if his job is in jeopardy, ‘‘it’s news to me. The presi-
dent has been supportive of me in public and private
statements, in every instance.’’

Yet, it was also clear that some White House aides were
willing to have Frohnmayer ousted to quiet the clamor of
conservative groups. ‘‘Poison shows that the problems of
the NEA are pervasive,”” said Jim Smith, lobbyist for the
Southern Baptist Christian Life Commission. He said that
his group will speak out during deliberations on the NEA
appropriations bill, and that the group would call for Con-
gress to oust Frohnmayer and impose specific restrictions
on the content of NEA-funded works. Reported in:
Washington Post, March 19; San Francisco Chronicle,
March 29, 30. [

media under siege of subpoenas

The U.S. news media are ‘‘under siege’’ from subpoenas,
both those that are merely a nuisance and those that threaten
reporters’ privilege. That is the conclusion of a survey by
the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press, which
revealed that at least 4,408 subpoenas were served on 1,042
U.S. news outlets in 1989.

““Agents of Discovery,”” a project of the Reporters Com-
mittee, looked at subpoenas served on television stations and
newspapers in 1989. Those responding to the questionnaire
included 703 newspapers and 339 television stations. A com-
mon thread revealed by the responses was that news organiza-
tions are increasingly used as agents of discovery for lawyers
and investigators, despite protections that include a U.S.
Supreme Court declaration that journalists enjoy at least a
qualified privilege.

The report found that some 4,408 subpoenas had been
served on the 1,042 media outlets in 49 states and the District
of Columbia, with 46.7 percent of the media surveyed say-
ing they had been subpoenaed in 1989. Seven media outlets
in California, Florida, Georgia, New Jersey and Texas each
said they received more than 100 subpoenas in 1989. The
average number of subpoenas received in 1989 by survey
respondents was 9.1.
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