The Role of the Media in Peace Building, Conflict Management, and Prevention
Written by Nora Kuusik

This PDF is auto-generated for reference only. As such, it may contain some conversion errors and/or missing information. For all
formal use please refer to the official version on the website, as linked below.

The Role of the Mediain Peace Building, Conflict
Management, and Prevention

https://www.e-ir.info/2010/08/28/the-role-of-media-in-peace-building-conflict-management-and-prevention/

NORA KUUSIK, AUG 28 2010

Information is power and insight can impact on public discourse. This way, perceptions can be changed by access
to media. Different types of media are utilised globally to distribute knowledge and idealistically, free mass media is a
tool of and signpost for democracy. Freedom of expression is not only the core of a healthy media but also a
fundamental human right and vital for a democratic structure. It stands for freedom of speech, the right to information
and the representation of different opinions in a heterogeneous society. In any culture of prevention, effective and
democratic media are an essential part and indispensable for societies trying to make a transition towards peace and
democracy. Harry S. Truman once said “You can never get all the facts from just one newspaper, and unless you
have all the facts, you cannot make proper judgements about what is going on”[1]- this statement reflects the need
for free access to unbiased information. Not giving people the possibility of political participation and not allowing
them to express themselves freely is a significant cause of conflict. On the one hand free, independent and pluralistic
media provide a platform for debate and different opinions. On the other hand, media can be misused for
propaganda purposes, to incite hatred and spread rumours and therefore artificially create tensions[2]. The
transmission of ideas is also not limited to conventional media such as newspapers, TV or radio. Arguably, the
traditional media takes primacy in this, however, new technologies, the internet and digital content should also be
considered in this context[3].

Lack of information can, at any stage of a conflict, make people desperate, restless and easy to manipulate. The
ability to make informed decisions strengthens societies and fosters economic growth, democratic structures and the
positive outlook on the future. For this very reason, the United Nations Millennium Declaration stressed the need “to
ensure the freedom of the media to perform their essential role and the right of the public to have access to
information”[4].

Journalism does not need justification for its existence. Its service to society is justification in itself. Journalism can
not only help to distribute information but also counter hate-speech and create an environment of balanced opinions,
an information equilibrium[5]. For the media it can be problematic to find a balance between preventing harm caused
by speech and protecting individual expression. Being able to find this balance, however is important especially in
conflict situations. Responsible journalism does not just re-publish press releases but is truly concerned with a
truthful, balanced and fair account of events. In order to achieve this journalists have to stay clear of judgemental
representations and describe reality without embellishment[6]. If democracy is to work properly, society needs
access to news and information; analysis of the status quo, debate, practical information and exchange as well as
entertainment are needed and provided by the media. The definition of conflict and defining conflict areas is not easy
and no two places are alike. Journalists need to know what they can expect on sight in order to define the objectives
of their project.[7]

In case of a crisis or a conflict, the international media can attract worldwide attention. The mass media is a
pervasive part of daily life especially in industrialised countries and thus able to shine a light on conflicts anywhere in
the world. Since most armed conflicts these days have governmental and not territorial reasons; the parties are often
concerned with making sure that the majority of people are on “their” side, which bears a lot of potential for
misrepresenting facts and trying to seize control over the distribution of information. For this very reason the
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intervention of unbiased and free global media is important not only for the world public but also for the people
directly affected. The number of conflicts, however, that gets international attention is small; therefore local media is
vital in this context[8].

Broadcasting news by using community radios can help reach people in different areas, even with different
languages more easily. This way people can be addressed directly and their own personal experiences and lives can
be incorporated much better, than with foreign media. The danger of manipulation and inflammation of ethnic
tensions, however, cannot be ignored. Another advantage of local media, especially radio is that in border areas it is
possible to convey peace messages to passing fighters and refugees alike[9]. Democratic media structures need
more than this; it is vital that the use of information within a society is not solemnly passive but that the population
gets actively involved in creating content and broadcasting it[10].

Internal conflicts do not occur spontaneously but tend to have a history. Local media usually have a deeper
understanding of the existing political structures, the participants of the conflict as well as the changes preceding the
outbreak of violence. The media can therefore not only influence society before the conflict by recognising and
properly addressing the issue but also afterwards. Unlike international media covering conflicts, local media are a
recognized part of society with the ability to accelerate and magnify fears or reduce them. One should not forget that
journalism can play a role in escalating conflicts, which also demonstrates the potential for positive purposes. The
media have the power to defuse tensions before they even reach a critical point and keep a critical eye on
government, opposition and society. By supplying credible information and reaching a large audience, the media help
in managing conflicts and promote democratic principles. In the aftermath of a conflict, reconciliation and societal
development can be encouraged as well[11].

A measure of peace-building can be enhanced peace journalism. Peace journalists try to uncover the causes behind
a conflict and true goals of all participants while making sure to humanise all victims of the conflict. The journalists
don’t try to exploit the loss and suffering but make sure that the reporting is balanced and also demonstrate how
easily news can be manipulated. Part of the ethical guidelines for this kind of reporting is to bring out people that use
peaceful measures and speak out against war and violence and document the suffering and loss on all sides.
Possible solutions and trying to prevent further escalation of the conflict are at the centre of peace journalism as well.
A suggested framework used by peace-building media can employ different strategies such as (1) Conflict-sensitive
and peace journalism; (2) Peace-promoting entertainment media; (3) Media regulation to prevent incitement of
violence, but also (4) Peace-promoting citizen media[12].

Journalists do not shy away from difficult, sensitive or uncomfortable topics such as human rights abuses. In this
context, journalists can be considered the helpers of all human rights defenders for they have committed themselves
to ethical and moral standards in reporting as well as to addressing important topics in way that can be productive for
everyone involved[13]. Assistance from public opinion is and always has to be the goal of any reporting since without
reaching a broad audience that can take action, the effect of the media is limited at best. Therefore non-democratic
governments try to harass and persecute journalists in order to keep them in line and prevent them from exposing
misconduct and abuse of power. Increasingly this practice can be observed in democratic countries as well and is
being heavily criticised[14]. It is noteworthy that despite the fact of democracy being the rule of a majority, a truly
democratic framework also demands and ensures that those elected must be accountable. This includes protecting
against gender discrimination, protecting the rights of minorities, protecting freedom of speech, and more importantly
they do not have the right to justify any transgressions by endorsing new laws[15].

Media and journalism can be a great assistance in conflict management and peace building. However, the power
they have is also limited, as they will never be able to eliminate armed conflicts altogether. The media can be a good
tool in a healthy and functioning environment but more is needed than ethical and responsible reporting to ensure
lasting peace and safety. The role of the media is twofold: on the one hand, the media report and reflect on pressing
issues and can help to question established concepts and ideas. On the other hand, they can be used for
propaganda purposes and instead of revealing truths, try to cover things up and by this curtail people’s freedom and
right to information. Regardless, the potential of the media in conflict and post-conflict situations remains a net
positive, and has been sadly underutilized to this point in time.
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