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The Kosovo News and Propaganda War Edited by Peter Goff. Vienna: International Press 

Institute, September 1999, 582 pp. $31.00 (hard).  

A review by Dina Iordanova, University of Leicester  

Dedicated to the 25 journalists who lost their lives during the conflict, including Slavko 

Curuvija, this International Press Institute publication contains extensive and valuable 

documentation. The publication is realized with the participation of the Yugoslav Association 

of In- dependent Electronic Media (ANEM), the Alliance of Kosova journalists, the Albanian 

Media Institute, and the Balkan Media Association, with contributions from various Austrian 

organizations. It contains over 70 contributions from scholars and journalists from nearly 30 

countries. It is richly illustrated with a diverse selection of international cartoons.  

In the race to publish books on the Kosovo war, it seems that this one is the forerunner, 

alongside books by Noam Chomsky (Pluto Press) and Julie Mertus (UC Press), closely 

followed by forthcoming ones by Phil Hammond, Michael Ignatieff, and more. I doubt, 

however, that the Kosovo war will ever become such a watershed in media stud- ies as the 

Gulf war. Why? Mainly be- cause the next stage in media scholar- ship on war will have to 

figure out how to take into consideration the media-related realities of all players in a war, 

not just the Western ones. Such an approach, however, is yet to be realized. For now, the 

focus of studies remains on Western coverage, and Kosovo News and Propaganda War is no 

exception. The aim in putting together this impressive collection has been to detail “the 

media aspects of the military conflict from various perspectives” (p. 34). Nonetheless, there 
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is a clear imbalance in the presented views—extensive commentary from Western scholars 

and journalists is supplemented with a limited one from their Balkan-based counterparts. 

There is an attempt to give voice to more diverse concerns, but it does not go very far. The 

discussion remains confined to the Western liberal paradigm, something that is fine in itself, 

but barely leads to new perspectives or insights.  

In the introduction, Peter Goff gives an overview of the leading issues. He talks of a sceptical 

audience in front of which both parties failed to make a convincing case, of NATO’s 

blunders and of the rubble of civil society in Yugoslavia, of mutual accusations and selective 

coverage. He is critical of the propagandistic attitudes taken by both sides and saddened to 

realize that media often acted as NATO’s compliant ally.  

The first part contains scholarly analyses of the conflict’s coverage. Best rep- resented are 

scholars and media people from the UK, the US, and Germany, whose texts occupy about a 

third of the book. Some pieces have been reprinted from popular publications like Der 

Spiegel (“Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde,” pp. 524– 530) and Brill’s Content (pp. 69–88) or taken 

from the Internet (Chomsky, pp. 94–103), whereas others have been com- missioned. Other 

articles examine Italy, France, Ireland, Australia, South Africa, India, Israel, and the Central 

European and Scandinavian countries, thus out- lining a wide cross-cultural media landscape. 

An essay per country, however, is insufficient when it comes to analyzing the workings of 

media in places with a closer involvement in the conflict, like Russia or Albania. Coverage is 

no better for China, which is discussed in two articles by Western correspondents. Wouldn’t 

it have been better to invite a contribution from a local (or at least Hong Kong) media 

scholar? The only text reporting on the situation in Serbia and Montenegro is a lengthy report 

of various acts of disinformation and media oppression, produced by ANEM, which is very 
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good and informative, but represents a singular point of view on the workings of what was 

dubbed a “powerful propaganda machine.”  

The whole of Southeast Europe is herded together and discussed in the intelligent but 

inevitably generalized piece of Rossen Milev of the Bulgaria- based Balkan Media 

Association. No wonder he fails to give a picture of the heated media debates in Greece, a 

NATO member, and Macedonia, a country directly hit by the refugee crisis and widely 

believed to be at risk to turn into the next powder keg. The region of South-eastern Europe is 

so volatile that the media reaction to the Kosovo war in all these countries just cannot be 

summarized in one contribution. Why does coverage in the UK or US warrant more extensive 

analysis than coverage in the Balkan? Whatever the reason, the dis- proportion suggests that 

media scholar- ship follows and uncritically reflects the international power relations of the 

so- called new world order.  

Foreign reporting on Kosovo had to be adapted to a variety of domestic political agendas. 

Many contributors to the volume make it their leading task to investigate the added 

dimension of specific considerations in countries like Russia (Irina Lagunina: “It is not about 

Kosovo, it is about Russia”), Spain (Felipe Sahagin: “[O]ne of us, Solana, leads the offense”), 

Turkey (Ferai Tinc & Semih Idiz: “[H]ow to avoid awkward parallels with the Kurdish 

situation”), Canada (Vincent A. Carlin: “the shattered ‘peacekeeping’ image”), and Israel 

(Nitzan Horowitz: “the abuses of the Holocaust framework”). The British authors discuss the 

frictions between Blair’s spin doctors and the journalists, as well as the split of opinions 

within journalist circles. The key role of Tony Blair’s press secretary, Alistair Campbell, in 

NATO’s propaganda strategy, however, remains insufficiently highlighted. With a few 

exceptions, the American contributions remain faithful to the tradition of self-centeredness, 

and mostly discuss the behaviour of major US newspapers and networks, and the internal 
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mechanics of the US news production. Michael Massing’s analysis of tendentious report- ing 

by CNN’s star correspondent Christianne Amanpour makes many good points and comes 

across as particularly interesting, as it immediately follows a vocal self-defense piece by 

CNN’s Vice President and Managing Editor Will King. The focus of the book is on the 

propagandistic twists; so the most frequently discussed incident is the refugee convoy 

bombing of April 14 and the 5-day-long obscurity that surrounded it. The international 

implications of the bombing of the Serbian state television are discussed much less. Such 

implica- tions should have been highlighted more, as they are crucial indicators of a new 

relationship between NATO and the media. Most interesting are the materials that raise 

issues of journalistic ethics (Massimo Calabresi, Vili Einspieler), of newsroom competition 

mechanics (Nicholas Varchaver), and of media complicity in war propaganda (Dietrich 

Leder, Phil Hammond).  

The book’s second part contains re- ports from journalists who spent time on the ground in 

Kosovo; many have a Bosnian war background. Particularly valuable contributions here 

include BBC’s John Simpson, Channel 4’s Alex Thompson, and CNN’s Brent Sadler. Again, 

the Balkan journalists are under- represented. Absent are leading Kosovo Albanian 

journalists like Veton Surroi or Baton Haxhiu, which seems to corroborate allegations of 

double standards toward Kosovar Albanian journalists made by Hamide Latifi in her 

contribution (p. 352). That the Los Angeles Times’s Paul Watson stayed in Pristina after the 

bombing started is repeated on several occasions. One wonders about standards, however, 

when one reads the submission of Japanese reporter Nagata Masatoshi, who also stayed, but 

whose presence is not acknowledged (nor is that of a dozen others who, he claims, also 

stayed, p. 502). Whereas the systematic manipulation and mistreatment of journalists by the 

Serbs is discussed extensively, little is mentioned about the “firewall” stance of the KLA 

toward reporters.  
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Two good contributions analyze the “spin” in NATO’s press briefings. The book contains 

several useful appendixes—media-related recommendations of the organizations involved in 

the project to Yugoslavia’s government and to the international community; a listing of the 

major polarizing medialogems; a media chronology of the Kosovo-related events; and an 

analysis of the media-related Yugoslav wartime decrees.  

The growing importance of alternative information sources such as web- based agencies, 

discussion listservs and newsgroups, and private e-mail is mentioned in several of the 

contributions, but is not the focus of anyone. Also missing is a discussion of the international 

impact of such broadcasters as CNN International and BBC World. The reason for these 

omissions is that the media investigation is still carried out on a country-by-country basis. 

This approach, however, is confining in a time when media consumption is being globalized. 

People’s information sources are much more diverse than the outlets dis- cussed here.  

It is difficult to pass judgment on a book as versatile and rich as The Kosovo News and 

Propaganda War. The book is certainly of interest to students of journalism and will serve as 

good source material to media scholars. The discussion is at moments repetitive and there is 

more breadth than depth. Rather than defeat double standards—the author’s avowed 

objective—it unwillingly perpetuates them in some instances. I won- der, however, if it 

would have been possible to do any better with such a comprehensive project completed with 

such laudable swiftness? I doubt it.  
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