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For years, Gertrudis Nieto grieved in secret for her son, who was killed during a clash 
with Colombian soldiers. That’s because her son had recently joined a paramilitary 
group. Nieto’s neighbors could only see her as the mother of a criminal, and denied 
her the right to mourn publicly. It was only when a local journalist interviewed Nieto as 
part of a documentary film about the community’s recent history that other people in 
her village were able to see things from her perspective, and open their hearts. Years 
after the conflict ended, so did the hostility among neighbors.  

Dealing with conflicts is part of the everyday life of journalists the world over. Too 
often, the media stokes conflict with one-sided or sloppy reporting. Sometimes, it’s 
because they don’t see the conflict or don’t wish to see it. Other times, the media take 
sides in a conflict or think they can attract more attention by sensationalizing or sim-
plifying what’s happening. On the other hand, the media can also help create under-
standing, empathy or willingness to compromise — like the journalists featured in this 
publication. And yet their view of a conflict, and the way they report on it, is always 
personal, shaped by their own cultural identity.

DW Akademie, Deutsche Welle’s center for media development, supports its media 
partners worldwide in reporting in a more conflict-sensitive manner, countering 
hate speech, and resisting appropriation — all while navigating an increasingly diffi-
cult environment for press freedom. DW Akademie’s projects and activities, includ-
ing this publication, are generously funded by the German Federal Ministry for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development.

In dealing with various practical aspects of reporting, Deutsche Welle gives intense 
consideration to several questions: How are we reporting, and from which perspec-
tive? Do we perceive conflicts appropriately? How can international media companies 
such as DW better reflect global diversity?

The idea for this publication arose from DW and DW Akademie’s global experience 
in the practice of journalism. In this publication, media professionals from all over 
the world show how, regardless of their working environment, they aim to present 
conflicts so as to encourage reflection rather than feed the frenzy. Their focus is on 
analysis, not simply regurgitating outmoded stereotypes.

With this publication we hope to encourage others to follow these examples, adapt 
them and apply them so that conflicts are no longer merely amplified by the media, 
but perceived as an opportunity for change.

Editorial
Conflicts impact us — and we impact them
by Peter Limbourg, DW Director General
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“That doesn’t work for us” is the objection 
DW Akademie trainers often hear when 
working with journalists in the Global 
South to implement best-practice rules 
for conflict-sensitive reporting. One can-
not neutrally present the concerns of the 
other side, they say. And certainly not the 
suffering on the other side. Some topics 
are best left alone.

There are weighty reasons for these 
objections. In armed conflicts, journal-
ists risk their lives if they show under-
standing for the opposing side through 
their reporting. Media professionals 
are often persecuted when they report 
on social, economic or political con-
flicts, when they criticize the powerful 
or dare to question conventions. Jour-
nalists who work under precarious con-
ditions are often subjected to pressure, 
e.g. in how funding is bestowed or with-
drawn, to report in a specific way. So how 
can conflict-sensitive reporting in the 
Global South be achieved, despite all the 
obstacles?

The media in the Global North do not 
say, “That doesn’t work for us” when 
it comes to conflict-sensitive report-
ing, but rather, “We don’t need that. 
We are already doing everything right.” 
Really? The debates on discrimination 
that have sparked both the “Black Lives 
Matter” and “MeToo” movements high-
light the fact that most editorial offices 
in the Global North are very homoge-
neous. The majority of editors are still 
male, white and share a Christian world
view. And this is usually reflected in the 
reporting. How, for example, is Islam 
portrayed when the journalists all have 
a non-Muslim background? Despite a 

commitment to professionalism and 
balanced reporting, it remains an out-
side view. And what does this homoge-
neity mean for the values and norms dis-
seminated by international media such 
as the BBC, CNN or DW?

The question of what a lack of diver-
sity means for reporting, especially for 
a medium with an international audi-
ence, is also being debated by DW’s 
journalists.  DW  Akademie, DW’s cen-
ter for international media develop-
ment, has carried out training courses 
on conflict-sensitive reporting in many 
countries in recent years and has found 
that while this topic is very important, 
there is usually a lack of ideas on how to 
report conflict sensitively under difficult 
circumstances. All too often, the media 
are part of the conflicts and not part of 
their resolution. Consciously or uncon-
sciously, intentionally or not, they exac-
erbate conflicts. 

These experiences and debates are what 
have given rise to this publication. It is 
not intended to be just another textbook 
for conflict-sensitive reporting — there 
are already quite a few of them, and the 
suggestions and advice given there are 
useful. Unfortunately, however, they are 
often not easy to implement, so included 
here are some positive examples from 
around the globe where media compa-
nies or individual media activists have 
found ways to address conflicts without 
inciting hatred, and to initiate debate 
without polarizing. The objection “That 
doesn´t work for us” in the Global South 
has been countered by media and media 
makers around the world with exam-
ples of how things can work after all, in 
the hope that they will encourage and 
inspire new solutions in conflict report-
ing. At the same time, there is also the 
matter of sharpening the eye for report-
ing in the Global North, with all its explicit 
or implicit bias. There are good argu-
ments against the objection that “We are 
already doing everything right.” Com-
plementing the reports from around the 
world are some small tools that invite us 
to question conflicts and to look at them 
more analytically.

We, ambivalent 
partakers
by Antje Bauer
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Relatively little space is given to violent 
conflict, as a lot of attention is already 
being paid to war and crisis reporting. 
We wanted to emphasize that armed 
conflicts do not arise out of nothing, 
but usually develop slowly and build 
up — often invisibly for the media — only 
becoming violent when they have been 
ignored by politics and the media for 
too long. For this reason, the publication 
focuses primarily on conflicts that are 
not, not yet, or no longer violent. 

The public generally considers journal-
ists to be unshakeable — but they are 
not invulnerable. In some regions of 
the world, they constantly bear witness 
to the suffering of their fellow human 
beings. Local journalists in particular are 
directly affected by the conflicts in their 
environment. But the realization that 
journalists are also in need of protection 
is only slowly penetrating the editorial 
offices and the consciousness of individ-
ual journalists. How can media makers 
react when they are exposed to hostility, 

including online? And what should they 
do when they cannot let go of the terri-
ble events they have witnessed as crisis 
reporters? How can journalists who suf-
fer because of those images and expe-
riences best be supported? For us, this 
too belongs in a publication that deals 
with media and conflict.

Peace journalism, constructive jour-
nalism, solutions-oriented journalism, 
conflict-sensitive journalism — behind 
the different approaches there is one 
question: What is the role of journalists? 

We examine this question from differ-
ent angles.

This publication is intended for media 
makers of all kinds: professional jour-
nalists, citizen journalists, bloggers, 
YouTubers, lecturers and students of 
journalism — in short, for anyone who 
works with media. It is not designed to 
be compulsory reading. Instead, we 
hope you will find it pleasurable or at 
times even inspiring, whether you read 
it from cover to cover or just dip into a 
story or two.
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The image of the war reporter as a lone 
wolf — male, of course, and good look-
ing — travelling solo around the world in 
search of the truth, has always been a cli-
ché, far from reality. The so-called “lone” 
wolves (not always handsome, and often 
female) in war zones have been “embed-
ded” in organizations long before the 
term became part of the general political 
discourse.

Nowadays, the embedding of reporters is 
usually understood to be an attachment 
to a military force, which is also mislead-
ing. As if aid organizations that facilitate 
travel and host reporters are impartial 
and don’t pursue their own agenda. Just 
like any military force that supports jour-
nalists, aid groups also want to see their 
projects in a friendly light, being featured 
prominently in the media. 

There’s nothing wrong with that, as long 
as journalists disclose the circumstances 
in which they work so that the public 
knows what to expect. Unfortunately, 
this is not always the case. Far too often, 
reporters still pretend to be independent 
when in fact they are not.

It is very difficult to travel through a war 
zone alone. But it becomes easier the 
better one knows a country. A journal-
ist who has been reporting on a place for 
some time may have enough contacts 
to work independently in at least some 
parts of a war zone. A colleague who has 
just flown in “for the day,” maybe even 
accompanying a foreign politician, does 
not know enough and therefore has no 
opportunity to do so. This is one of the 
reasons why it is unfortunate and just 
plain wrong that many media outlets 

have cut back on their network of foreign 
correspondents in order to save costs.

The consequences are dire. There have 
always been blind spots on the world 
map, and they are getting bigger every 
year. Certain countries are never the cen-
ter of attention regardless of how many 
people die or are forced to flee their 
homes. That is largely because there 
are very few foreign correspondents 
around to keep the world updated. What 
does the general public know about the 
current situation in the Central African 
Republic, for instance? Or even about 
Yemen, which the UN regards as the 
worst humanitarian crisis in the world? 
Yes, exactly. Not much.

This is not the only problem with war 
reporting. What applies to any other field 
of expertise is also true for this profes-
sion: The less you know, the worse you 
act. At the height of the famine in Soma-
lia in the early 1990s, many journalists 
unfamiliar with such situations handed 
out sweets to people from their planes. 
Nice gesture, but misplaced. 

Aid workers were appalled. It was hard 
enough to ensure that the weakest peo-
ple got the assistance they needed and 
were not overrun by those who still had 
some strength left. The message those 
journalists sent was clear: yes, it does 
make sense to beg for food and push your 
way through. The reporters’ humane but 
misplaced gesture made the work of aid 
organizations infinitely more difficult.

War reporting is a profession like any 
other. It requires experience. But even if 
you know exactly what you are doing and 

The myth of the lone wolf
Why war reporting is a profession like any other
by Bettina Gaus 
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go by the book, one problem remains: 
reporting on a conflict is, by nature, 
prone to sensationalism. Nobody is inter-
ested in a story which can be summa-
rized by the headline “Nothing happened 
today.” This leads to a distorted picture, 
particularly when interest in a region or 
even a whole continent is generally low, 
as is often the case when a place has little 
economic or political power. 

Sub-Saharan Africa is a good example. 
This part of the world is generally per-
ceived as war torn and crisis stricken. 
According to UN statistics, however, this 
does not apply to roughly 95 per cent of 
the population. How do you bring facts 
and perceptions together? 

This is difficult, if not impossible. It is con-
descending and an insult to the victims not 
to report, for example, on the genocide in 
Rwanda — or to report less and publish a 
nice feature about cultural festivities in 
Tanzania instead. It conveys the message 
that the victims are not important enough 
to be at the center of attention!

This dilemma does not only apply to 
Africa. And it is a dilemma that even 
the most responsible reporter cannot 
solve singlehandedly. So, what can war 
reporters do, wherever they are in the 
world?  They can stress the fact that they 
are only reporting on a specific area or 
story — not a whole region or a conti-
nent. True, that’s not much. But it would 
at least be the beginning of a more truth-
ful way to report on conflicts. 

©© Judah Passow

Old city of Hebron, Westbank, 1989. 
Israeli soldiers used to separate the 
Palestinian locals and the Israeli settlers.
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Reporting on conflict 
in the Global South
Example: Chad
by Antje Bauer

The difficulties journalists in the Global North have in reporting on conflicts in a bal-
anced and responsible manner are luxury problems compared to those of their col-
leagues in the Global South. While helicopter journalists from the Global North some-
times lack background knowledge, media professionals in the Global South are often 
unable to report, even if they have the knowledge. They are threatened by the elites 
and armed organizations, they are subject to corruption and have to show consider-
ation in all directions, and often they cannot rely on facts because there is a lack of 
money for research and reliable data. Journalists are often arrested, convicted, and 
sometimes end up paying for their work with their lives.

Éric Topona has experienced such conditions first-hand. The Chadian studied law 
and then worked in the 2000s as a journalist for the Chadian state broadcaster and in 
private media. He also wrote articles for the French radio station RFI, for BBC Africa 
and for Deutsche Welle. In 2011, he became chairman of the Union of Journalists of 
Chad, the largest association of journalists in the country. He did not report on polit-
ical issues, but he was critical of the persecution of Chadian journalists and the local 
media landscape. The fact that his father played a prominent role in an opposition 
party probably contributed further to his becoming a target of the government. In 
May 2013, he was arrested and charged with conspiracy and attacking the constitu-
tional order — charges that carry a life sentence. Due to massive pressure from orga-
nizations like Reporters Without Borders, the International Federation for Human 
Rights (FIDH) and especially from the international media houses he had worked 
for — including DW — he was released after three months. Soon after, he left his 
home country in a rather adventurous way, and has been living in Bonn ever since, 
where he works as an editor for DW and continues to deal journalistically with Chad, 
his home country.
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Witnesses unwanted: After an attack by Boko Haram militants, a Chadian soldier and 
a woman walk through a village at the shores of Lake Chad.

13DW Akademie  How close should we get?

R E P O R T I N G  O N  C O N F L I C T



Big gombo and Facebook
Working as a journalist in Chad
Interview with Éric Topona Mocnga, by Antje Bauer

Éric, you come from Chad, a country 
which, according to Reporters with-
out Borders in 2020, had a ranking of 
123 out of 180 concerning press free-
dom. How is that reflected in the con-
crete working conditions of journalists 
there?
First of all, censorship. Journalists who 
work for public media cannot quote peo-
ple who are critical of the government.

Is that official or unofficial?
It has become official. A short time ago, 
the director of state TV broadcast a 
press conference of the opposition par-
ties which the Ministry for Communi-
cation did not like, and they dismissed 
him. There is also self-censorship. The 
journalists of the public media do not 
do their job well in order to please their 
bosses and have better jobs later. The 
private media are more independent. 
They cover both the critical voices and 
the other side.

Besides censorship, what are the main 
challenges for journalists who want to 
do their job professionally?  
Many journalists in the public as well as 
in the private sector confuse journalism 
with political activism. When a journal-
ist in the public media is a member of the 
ruling party, you will feel this in his way of 
reporting. He does promotion for them. 
On the other side, when a private radio 
station is for example financed by NGOs 
for human rights, some journalists con-
fuse their work with the human rights 
associations, and you will notice this as 
well in the way they report. 

Especially in the Global South, people 
often establish media in pursuit of 
their own personal interest. Is this 
true for Chad as well?
Lately, a lot of so-called independent 
media have popped up which pretend 
to be independent radio stations or 
newspapers but in fact they’re out to 
settle a score. So, if two members of the 
same party have a problem or rivalry 
with each other, they use these media 
in order to smear the other in front of 
the public. When you own a newspaper, 
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Mobile phones for radio reception: 
A charging stall in Chad.
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you are listened to more because you 
can tell your journalists, for example, 
to criticize President Déby or a certain 
minister, and immediately someone will 
come and negotiate with you to change 
your editorial line. There are people 
who became ministers thanks to their 
newspapers.

And what does this mean for the work-
ing conditions of journalists?
There is a phenomenon that is valid 
in most African countries, it is called 
gombo. Gombo is originally a sticky 
sauce. No matter where you are in Africa, 
a journalist doesn’t earn much. The mini-
mum wage in Chad, for example, is about 
65,000 CFA, or 100 to 110 euros. If a jour-
nalist earns, say, 150 euros and has a wife 
or two — we marry a lot in our country — 
he cannot live on his salary. When a jour-
nalist is going to do a report, you have to 
give him money, otherwise he won't do 
his job well.  There is a saying in our coun-
try: Little gombo, little paper. Big gombo, 
big paper. Gombo is corruption. Journal-
ists from both public and private media 
share this common sin of taking money 
when they report, and this is not only 
happening in Chad.

Which one of Chad’s multiple conflicts 
is the most complicated to cover? 
Politically, journalists are under tremen-
dous pressure. And then there is the 
question of how to cover the abuses of 
the security forces. An example: there 
is a law that penalizes the publication of 
information critical of the government’s 
actions in the fight against Boko Haram. 
As soon as a journalist tries to talk about 
blunders in this context, they immedi-
ately point to the law and say: beware, 

during this struggle no journalist should 
undermine the government’s efforts to 
put an end to the terrorists.

There is a very high illiteracy rate in 
Chad, especially among women — how 
do people get information?
Mainly through the radio, because of the 
local languages. Even within Chadian 
radio, there are about 10 languages — 
French, Chadian Arabic, literary Arabic, 
community languages. Private radio sta-
tions may not have the same means as 
the public media, but there are still three 
major local languages that allow every-
one to follow. 

Do people believe what they hear on 
the radio? 
Radio is a magical medium. Whatever is 
said on the radio, people will believe it. 

What role does social media play?
Social networks have become indispens-
able. It’s a small elite that dominates 
Facebook, it’s not representative of the 
whole population, but it’s an influen-
tial part. And news that can't be broad-
casted on mainstream radio is sent by 
some people, even from the govern-
ment, to activists or journalists abroad, 
and we publish it without fear and that 
forces the government to back down 
sometimes. So even if social networks 
are not used by the entire population, 
they have become an important means 
of pressure in Chad.  

What means of checking information 
are used in Chad? 
Many listen to international radio sta-
tions. In Chad, as in many other coun-
tries, the French radio station RFI is one 

of the most listened to media because it 
broadcasts 24 hours a day. Then the DW, 
the BBC, Voice of America …

But what about local news?
Media organizations all have local cor-
respondents who relay the news. When 
something happens somewhere, local 
radio stations send their correspon-
dent right away. And there are many 
human rights associations and they 
take the news from there. Recently, a 
sub-prefect killed a cow that acciden-
tally came into the courtyard of his res-
idence. He slaughtered it and the pop-
ulation revolted. Someone who was in 
that area and had access to the internet 
sent me the photo and the information. 
I published it on Facebook and there 
was an immediate outcry. Using the new 
technology and cheap Chinese phones, 
people are able to call, so even if a vil-
lage is remote, the news is immediately 
relayed.

©
©

D
W

/P
. B

öl
l

Éric Topona Mocnga
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Busy exchange between communities:  
Ugandan sellers with refugees from South Sudan.
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Fighting for 
resources
Example: Uganda
by Antje Bauer

Whether one finds this comforting or depressing — people, individually or in groups, 
have been arguing since time immemorial. Even the reasons for conflict have not 
changed much over the years. Often, two or more parties want something, but every-
one thinks that only one can have it and the other must go away empty-handed. It 
can be about land — the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one example — or about nat-
ural resources — just think of the conflicts over the use of the Brazilian rainforest. 
People can fight over water, over jobs or over access to education and health care. 
Frequently, apparent conflicts arise that obscure the actual problem. A conflict that 
appears to be about xenophobia, religion or ethnicity can, in reality, be rooted in the 
fear over losing one’s job.

Media outlets often uncritically adopt a conflict party’s view of things and give their 
users the impression that only one party can win. In this way they exacerbate the con-
flict. Conflict researchers recommend that in such situations, people should look for 
win-win solutions that bring improvements to all parties. Such solutions are not obvi-
ous, however. They’re easier to find if the media report not just on the current conflict, 
but also on the underlying causes of the conflict and possible solutions. Such solu-
tion-oriented reporting often fails because the media makers themselves have too 
little information and no contacts with the opposing side.

Uganda has one of the most generous refugee policies in the world. The numerous 
refugees — primarily from South Sudan — are allowed to work and move freely and 
are allocated a piece of land for their use. But inevitably, conflicts with the local pop-
ulation emerge, as our author Ochan Hannington, a journalist from South Sudan liv-
ing in Northern Uganda, writes. On the one hand, they’re about tangible things such 
as farmland or firewood. But they’re also about mutual misunderstanding due to dif-
ferent languages and a lack of communication, which until recently also affected the 
local media. In the Cross Border Network, local radio stations from Northern Uganda 
and Southern Sudan have joined forces and have since been exchanging information 
and working together. The network’s Ugandan coordinator, Jane Angom, describes 
what has changed as a result.
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A field of maize, six grazing goats
Difficult coexistence between refugees and 
host communities in Uganda
by Ochan Hannington

Fiona Knight, 23, was on her way home 
one evening last January when suddenly, 
she became very scared. “My neighbors 
and I had gone to collect firewood,” she 
says. “Without warning, some young peo-
ple from neighboring communities came 
out of the bush, armed with bows and 
arrows. They threatened us, and we ran 
away. But they chased after us together 
with their dogs. We lost our slippers. And 
we came back with nothing.” 

It was not the first time Knight had been 
threatened since she and her family of 
three sought safety in the Rhino refugee 
settlement in Northern Uganda, after flee-
ing violent conflict in South Sudan. Over 
the past few years, hundreds of thousands 
of South Sudanese refugees have arrived 
in the country, building huts on govern-
ment-allocated land. Formerly remote 
communities soon found themselves next 
to a refugee settlement that could assume 
the size of a city within a matter of weeks. 
Initially, the refugees were well received. 
But then conflicts between them and the 
local population arose — mainly over the 
increasing lack of resources. 

Firewood, which is essential for cooking, 
is one example. Bushland where both 
refugees and members of nearby com-
munities gather firewood is normally 
a resource that’s open to all. But in the 
areas with a high concentration of ref-
ugees, vegetation disappeared within 
the first year. That means refugees like 
Fiona Knight have to walk further from 
their settlement to access bushland that 
is owned by locals.

Some Ugandan villagers would like to 
sell the firewood, but the refugees can’t 

Livestock may cause conflict.
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afford to buy it. The solution? “You either 
sell some of your food rations so you can 
buy firewood, or you keep it all to sus-
tain you until the next food distribution, 
and sneak into the bushes in order to find 
firewood yourself,” says Knight. Mean-
while, attacks on refugees have become 
more frequent. When young people at a 
settlement hear that someone from their 
camp has been attacked by locals, they 
often go out seeking revenge. 

Roaming animals are another reason for 
quarrels. Some refugees fled along with 
their goats and cattle. But getting grass-
land for them to graze is next to impossi-
ble, so they release their animals to find 
food on their own. In Bidibidi, Uganda’s 
largest refugee settlement, this is the 
main cause of conflict between refugees 
and their hosts.

Likicho Ramula lives in a village near 
Bidibidi. She is standing in her garden of 
soybeans, uprooting weed. “Last year, 
I had planted half an acre of maize and 
groundnuts,” she says. “In April, a num-
ber of goats entered the garden and 
destroyed all my crops.” The 25-year-
old mother of three missed out an entire 
rain and planting season and had to wait 
months until the second and last plant-
ing season came. For the rest of the year, 
food was scarce. Ramula reported the 
matter to local authorities, hoping to get 
some kind of compensation. But all she 
received was a “sorry” from the animals’ 
owner. “The authorities only gave the 
owner of the goats a warning, and they 
asked me to forgive the man,” she says. 

Despite the fact that the refugee settle-
ments are generally located near estab-
lished villages, even sharing schools, 
health centers or water points, com-
munication between the two communi-
ties is far from easy. And that’s not just 
because most Ugandans are crop farm-
ers while most South Sudanese raise 
livestock. They also belong to differ-
ent ethnic groups, speak different lan-
guages and have different cultural back-
grounds. And they get their informa-
tion from different media sources. Com-
munity radio stations on both sides of 
the border between South Sudan and 
Uganda have often exacerbated the con-
flicts by broadcasting unverified infor-
mation. Nearly all broadcast media serv-
ing the border populations are small and 
under-equipped. The media bosses, who 
are usually businessmen, tend to employ 
mainly secondary school drop-outs, with 
no prior skills in journalism. Addition-
ally, the stations lack the capacity to pro-
vide timely, fact-checked and balanced 
information.

In October 2019, five people died during 
a fight that erupted after some Ugandan 
radio stations broadcast rumors that ref-
ugees had killed a local man who’d been 
found dead by a riverside. The rumors 
were never proven. Not long before that 
incident, the sudden and unexplained 
death of a local girl led to fierce fighting 
between refugees and locals in Adjumani 
district, resulting in a dozen injuries. The 
fight was initiated by two young men —  
one refugee, one local — who had been 
drinking together at a community bar. 
When they started quarreling, they were 
quickly joined by their countrymen. “The 
host community suspected refugees of 
having murdered the deceased,” recalls 
Josephine Angucia, spokesperson for the 
local police. In this case as well, the per-
petrators were never found.

In order to overcome the mutual mis-
trust, “dialogue committees” have 
recently been put in place. These com-
mittees comprise an equal number of 
people from both communities as well 
as a few “neutral” people from NGOs 
that operate within the refugee settle-
ments. All members of the dialogue com-
mittees are elected, and the committees 
act as village courts for minor offenses. 
Geriga Charles is a member of a dia-
logue committee and represents the ref-
ugees of the Bidibidi settlement. “The 
committees pass bylaws that govern 
both refugee and host neighborhoods,” 
Charles explains. “They catch stray ani-
mals, regardless of whether they belong 
to a refugee or host community. They 
apprehend the owners and even penal-
ize them.”

On the media side, in 2017, the Cross 
Border Network (see interview on page 
20) was put in place to increase commu-
nication and check rumors. “I still recall 
how anxiety increased throughout the 
refugee settlements, when we heard on 
the radio that Salva Kiir had died,” says 
Knight, referring to the president of 
South Sudan. “The broadcasting of such 
false news was frequent when I first 
came to Northern Uganda. But we have 
not had such a situation since the start 
of this year.” 
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What is the Cross Border Network?
The Cross Border Network was formed in 
2017 in Uganda, during a meeting of jour-
nalists from Uganda and South Sudan 
which was supported by DW Akademie. 
The network includes 22 media houses, 
13 of which are from the Ugandan side 
and the others from the South Sudan 
side. The vision is to be a professional 
network that informs and empowers 
communities across borders for peaceful 
coexistence.

What are you doing concretely?
Journalists from different media houses 
write stories about what is happening 
with refugees and their predicaments. 
And then these stories are published on 
our website, but also shared with the dif-
ferent radio stations for rebroadcast and 
re-use. When we do such a story, we try 
to look how the issue of the refugees can 
best become an issue of interest to both 
sides. And we then try to find a way to 
encourage peaceful coexistence and stop 
conflict.

What does the focus on peaceful 
coexistence concretely mean for your 
reporting?  
One time as a result of a football match, 
two youth began to fight. So for us, we 
simply reported and said, two youth 
from different communities were watch-
ing this match and they ended up fight-
ing. But other media houses mentioned 
the tribes of each of the youth, and that 
kind of reporting escalates the conflict 
because you are actually highlighting the 
rift further and adding to it.

How important is language when re-
porting in a conflict situation?
We do have restrictions on what kind of 
words you can use and what you can-
not use because we know certain words 
will promote conflict and others will not. 
Like when we are describing the commu-
nities, one of the things we are very crit-
ical about is to not attribute blame to a 
given community or one tribe over the 
other. When we write, we don't want to 
say that this tribe did this and so this tribe 
retaliated. So things like retaliation, sin-
gling out and attributing blame, we do 
not encourage.

Has the network had an impact on the 
journalists themselves? Are they for 
example meeting more or are they be-
coming friends — Ugandans and South 
Sudanese? Or is the connection purely 
professional? 
It has encouraged collaboration, because 
the journalists are now making more 
friends. Sometimes a journalist who is 
closer to a settlement can be asked by a 
journalist who is in a distant district to fol-
low up on something, and they work on 
the stories together. So this has encour-
aged collaboration.

What was new for you personally when 
the Cross Border Network came up? 
What surprised you? 
What surprised me was the beauty that 
comes with collaboration. We can do 
a very good story without necessarily 
traveling a long distance to the settle-
ments, because we have collaborated 
with another journalist who is part of the 
network and we produce a good piece.

And what are the reactions from the 
Ugandan side? 
The impact has also been positive in the 
sense that in communities in Northern 
Uganda in West Nile region, specifically, 
as a result of repeated programming 
and content, advocating for peaceful 
coexistence, the community members 
found local solutions to the challenges 
and the pressures they were facing. For 
example, in some settlements, the refu-
gees were given parts of the local land 
for them to be able to till to address the 
issue of food crisis.

 crossbordernet.org

The beauty of collaboration
The Cross Border Network in  
Northern Uganda and South Sudan 
Interview with Jane Okwera Angom, by Antje Bauer

Jane Okwera Angom
is a Ugandan journalist living in 
Gulu, Northern Uganda. She is 
currently the station manager of 
a local radio station, Speak FM, 
and the coordinator for the Cross 
Border Network.

Angom Jane Okwera has a 
postgraduate diploma in human 
resource management and a bach-
elor’s degree in education from 
Makerere University and works as 
a journalist, teacher, media trainer 
and consultant.

She is an advocate for the inclu-
sion of gender and equality issues.
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Uganda’s liberal refugee policy
by Ochan Hannington

Uganda has been hosting refugees and asylum seekers for 
decades. The outbreak of civil war in 2013 in neighboring 
South Sudan caused more than one million South Sudanese 
to flee their homes. Though a ceasefire was signed in South 
Sudan between president Salva Kiir and his former vice pres-
ident Riek Machar in 2018, sporadic violence and attacks con-
tinue to prompt some South Sudanese to flee to Uganda. 
This country hosts the largest number of refugees in Africa 
and the fourth largest in the world.

With a population of about 43 million, Uganda is now home to 
1.4 million refugees, mostly from South Sudan, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, Somalia and Eritrea. 
This number is still growing. The South Sudanese refugees 
are largely settled along the impoverished border districts 
of Northern Uganda. 

Uganda is thought to have one of the most liberal refugee 
policies in the world. Refugees are allowed to work and to 
start businesses, and they have freedom of movement within 
the country. In some parts of the country, they are allotted 
parcels of land by the government, while in others — mainly 
in the north, host communities allot land to refugees. They 
may use this land but not own it.

Those living in refugee settlements receive food rations 
from international agencies and NGOs. But they also tend to 
build up small businesses, work on the allotted land and raise 
livestock.

Conflict between members of the host communities and ref-
ugees mostly arises from a lack of resources such as water, 
animal feed and firewood.
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Building a new home in Uganda.
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The threat of  
the other
Example: Bangladesh
by Antje Bauer

Mutual suspicion and prejudice often exacerbate conflicts. Suspicions about others 
may be triggered by different religions, ethnicities or languages or simply by different 
ways of life, traditions or customs. In such situations, the media often tend to empha-
size the differences and portray the other side as foreign and threatening, and in any 
case as fundamentally different. In this way they stir up feelings of fear and resis-
tance. One example is the Rohingya, who fled their homeland in Myanmar to neigh-
boring Bangladesh. Large sections of the Bangladeshi host society feel threatened 
by them, since in some places they make up the majority of the population and some-
times compete for jobs. At the same time, many look down on these refugees. Fears 
over losing work or even losing the homeland as one knew it are often overlaid and 
reinforced by prejudice and false mutual perceptions. The German journalist Verena 
Hölzl has frequently visited the border area between Bangladesh and Myanmar and 
reports on the conflicts between the two sides. The work being done by a local radio 
station to underscore what the two populations also have in common is described 
described by Andrea Marshall, program director at DW Akademie.

©
©

pi
ct

ur
e 

al
lia

nc
e /

 N
ur

Ph
ot

o 
| K

az
i S

al
ah

ud
di

n 
Ra

zu

Who outnumbers whom? Refugee camp in the district of Cox’s Bazaar.
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Between envy and fear
In Bangladesh, tensions between locals and 
Rohingya refugees are rising
by Verena Hölzl

“I was standing in the market and wanted 
to buy tomatoes,” remembers Moham-
med, “when this Bangladeshi journalist 
approached me. I know him, he works 
for a local online platform. He said, ‘If 
you don't pay me 5,000 taka, a juicy 
story about you will soon be on our plat-
form.’” Five thousand taka, the equiva-
lent of about 50 euros, is a lot of money 
in Bangladesh — and even more so for a 
refugee.

Mohammed, 32, actually has a different 
name. In 1992 he fled from his homeland 
Myanmar to neighboring Bangladesh 
and now works for an NGO in Ukhiya, a 
small border town. He is one of the few 
Rohingya with a relatively good income. 
The Bangladeshi journalist had appar-
ently found out about this and thought 
he could blackmail Mohammed — after 
all, Mohammed is a Rohingya refugee, 
and as such he is not actually allowed to 
earn money. But the calculation did not 
work out. Mohammed is well connected 
in his host country. A phone call from a 
respected lawyer, a friend of his, was 
enough to make the journalist recon-
sider the blackmail. 

Mohammed says he knows many refu-
gees who’ve been exposed to blackmail 
attempts by locals. But unlike him, they 
don’t all have influential friends. Whether 
they work as translators, operate tea stalls 
or sell small items in a kiosk, many are in a 
position to be blackmailed by locals.

Conflicts between refugees and Bangla-
deshis are not new. Members of the per-
secuted Muslim Rohingya minority in 
Myanmar have been fleeing across the 
border to Bangladesh for decades. In 

Balukhali camp, Cox’s Bazaar.
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2017, Myanmar’s army launched a brutal 
crackdown on the Rohingya, and within 
just a few weeks, there were around 
800,000 new arrivals in Bangladesh. In 
the meantime, 34 refugee camps, a sea 
of bamboo huts and plastic tarpaulins, 
cover an area the size of a big city. For-
ests have been cleared and fields filled 
with makeshift accomodation for refu-
gees. Many Bangladeshis are now afraid 
of becoming a minority in their own 
country.

The social fabric has also changed with 
the arrival of the many refugees. Because 
the desperate Rohingya accept any kind 
of work, wages have fallen dramatically. 
At the same time, prices are rising, trig-
gered by the humanitarian organizations 
from all over the world who have come 
to the city of Cox’s Bazaar near the bor-
der with Myanmar, to supply the refu-
gees. The better educated local popula-
tion benefits from the job opportunities 
offered by the NGOs, but at the same 
time, the economic situation of many 
poorer people is worsening. And while 
the bulky jeeps of development workers 
have been clogging Ukhiya's roads for 
almost three years now, many locals in 
their rickshaw taxis feel they’ve been left 
behind. Such sentiment has sparked reg-
ular protests against the refugees.

Bangladesh is poor and overpopulated. 
Last year, a government plan to resettle 
some of the refugees on an uninhabited 
island 30 kilometers from the mainland 
caused consternation among interna-
tional human rights organizations. The 
government replied that conditions on 
the island were better than much of what 
could be offered to its own population. 

Obaida is also convinced that locals are 
being disadvantaged. An elderly woman, 
she lives with two of her children in a small 
stone house near the refugee camps. She 
sits on her bed and straightens her head-
scarf. She has infrequent contact with 
her other children, who live further away. 
For several months now, telephone and 
internet services have only been working 
sporadically. The government has cut off 
both in the nearby refugee camp, citing 
security concerns amid an alleged spike 
in violent crime among criminal refu-
gee gangs and drug smugglers. Obaida 
says the fact that many locals have found 
work thanks to the presence of NGOs in 
the region and that the NGOs are also 
offering services to the locals has not 
changed her mind.  After all, the refugees 
have also brought worms and diseases, 
she says. At least that's what she heard 
from the neighbors. 

In addition to the concrete problems 
caused by the arrival of the many refu-
gees, rumors and slander — often spread 
by local media — are poisoning the cli-
mate. Local journalist Sharif Azad, for 
example, is leading a campaign to send 
the Rohingya back to Myanmar. Last 
summer he accused an NGO in a Face-
book post shared a hundred times over 
of equipping refugees with weapons. 
The post featured a photo with pointed 
instruments. According to his post, the 
Rohingya were armed and planning an 
attack on Bangladeshis. The Reuters 
news agency found out that the alleged 
weapons were merely picks for weeding. 

Mohammed also complains about local 
reporting. “There is a lot of fake news 
about us Rohingya,” he says. “It is claimed 
that the refugees are criminals and bring 
diseases to Bangladesh. But generally, 
the local journalists can't prove their alle-
gations. Many of them are too lazy to 
go to the nearby refugee camp and do 
their own research. They claim to have 
sources there. But they often just reflect 
the rumors,” Mohammed explains.

Local journalists are poorly paid and usu-
ally have no professional training. “They 
don’t know what ethical standards are,” 
says Dil Afrose Jahan, who reported on 
the refugee crisis as a journalist for the 
daily newspaper Dhaka Tribune. At the 
beginning of the crisis, journalists from 
Bangladesh's capital and from all over 
the world came to the border region. 
Today, local journalists are largely on 
their own. Since most of the reporting 
is only for online outlets, where it is all 
about clicks, there is often exaggera-
tion, says Jahan. “Many stories are writ-
ten luridly to attract the attention of the 
readers. Fact-checking often plays only a 
minor role in this.”

In 2019, the government started build-
ing a fence around the camps. In Febru-
ary, the concrete pillars had already been 
driven into the ground, the barbed wire 
partially rolled out. The fence is to prevent 
the refugees from mingling with the local 
population. That will mean even less con-
tact between refugees and the local pop-
ulation. And more rumors on both sides.

A demonstration against foreigners 
in Dhaka, Bangladesh.©
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“Palonger Hota,” or in English, “The Voice 
of Palong” is the name of the weekly 
radio program that DW  Akademie’s 
partners produce and broadcast in the 
district of Cox’s Bazaar in southwest-
ern Bangladesh. Since the beginning 
of 2018, it has been broadcast on Radio 
Naf, the only local community radio sta-
tion, and is aimed at local Bangladeshis 
and Rohingya refugees. The refugee 
camp there is also called Kutupalong 
after the nearest village — and it is the 
largest in the world. Around 800,000 
Rohingya have arrived there since 2017 
after massive persecution in their home-
land of Myanmar (see info box). Some 
300,000 Rohingya were already living in 
Kutupalong.

In “The Voice of Palong,” newly arrived 
fugitives, old-established refugees and 
locals report together. In the beginning, 
the aim was to provide Rohingya with 
vital information, but now the focus is on 
dialogue and good neighborly relations.
After initially showing great willingness 
to help their persecuted Muslim broth-
ers and sisters, the mood among people 
in Bangladesh has turned rather against 
the Rohingya. But through the program, 
three population groups remain in con-
tact with each other, which otherwise 
would have no options for organized 
exchange. The citizen reporters inform 
on topics from their everyday life, away 
from the big political issues which citizen 
radio stations are not allowed to report on 
anyway. They report on practical life top-
ics, such as health — especially import-
ant during the corona pandemic — or 
nutrition, for example, on hanging veg-
etable gardens where healthy crops can 
be grown even when there is a short-
age of space. The program talks about 
the fight for firewood or protection from 
cyclones, the exchange of cooking reci-
pes, or dangers from roaming elephants. 
There are also reports on serious human 
rights issues, such as human trafficking 
of Rohingya refugees, domestic violence 
or child marriage.

Many topics center on things each pop-
ulation has in common, for example, 
preparations for the great Muslim Eid 

On recipes and roaming elephants
How Rohingya and Bangladeshis work 
together on a radio show
by Andrea Marshall

Front page splash:  
Newspapers on display in Dhaka.
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celebration at the end of Ramadan. 
Music, poems and short radio plays are 
an integral part of the program. No other 
radio program in the region has such a 
wide range of topics and formats and is 
aimed at such a mixed audience. The pro-
gram follows the concept of construc-
tive journalism and positive psychol-
ogy: problems are to be addressed, but 
always discussed together with possible 
solutions. Self-efficacy and encourage-
ment are conveyed, not despair or per-
sistent misfortune.

Radio is the medium of choice, not 
only because the language is similar, 
but also because about 70 percent of 
Rohingya are illiterate. This is especially 
true for Rohingya women. The fact that 
Rohingya women also regularly work 

in the “Palonger Hota” citizen reporter 
team is particularly gratifying, as they 
need the permission of their families to 
work outside the house.

Apart from Radio Naf, only the national 
radio station, Bangladesh Betar, offers 
programs for Rohingya. In addition, 
some aid organizations have audio con-
tent produced and broadcast in the 
camp. Nevertheless, a study by the inter-
national NGO Internews in 2019 con-
cluded that the Rohingya still do not 
have enough information about their 
rights. It is doubtful that they know 
much about the situation of their local 
neighbors, meaning there will likely be 
a long-term need for the broadcast of 
“Palonger Hota.”

Rohingya in Myanmar and Bangladesh
by Verena Hölzl

The Rohingya are Muslims who have faced decades of persecution in Myanmar, 
which is predominantly Buddhist. Gradually, the Rohingya were deprived of 
their citizenship in the Southeast Asian country. The minority is accused of orig-
inally coming from neighboring Bangladesh and of having illegally immigrated 
to Myanmar. In 2016 and 2017, the military launched a particularly brutal crack-
down on the Rohingya after insurgents carried out attacks on police stations. 
International courts are investigating allegations of genocide.

Bangladesh has taken in around a million Rohingya since the first expulsions 
by the Myanmar military in the late 1970s. The population of Bangladesh is 162 
million. Almost a quarter of all Bangladeshis live below the poverty line, and the 
annual gross national income in 2018 was around 1,600 euros. In the past, refu-
gees have been deported to Myanmar in the course of several repatriation cam-
paigns. Currently the government of Bangladesh is again trying to persuade 
the Rohingya to return to Myanmar. But so far, none of the most recent refu-
gees has accepted this offer, for fear of further persecution.©
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Take a closer look!
Tools for a different approach to conflict reporting
by Antje Bauer

Conflict reporting is usually predictable. 
For the viewers, listeners or readers, as 
well as the reporting journalists. The 
“personnel” involved in the conflict are 
often well known, as is what they have to 
say. The conflict seems to take a prede-
termined and inevitable course, all too 
often in the direction of an escalation 
that leaves reporters and media users 
alike with a feeling of powerlessness and 
hopelessness, but also weariness. 

This monotonous and predictable 
reporting mainly stems from the habit 
of many journalists — or citizen journal-
ists or users of social media — to con-
tent themselves with reproducing state-
ments from the conflict parties (politi-
cians, militias, leaders) instead of dig-
ging deeper. The result is that in the 
media, the conflict looks the way its 
actors present it. The real causes often 
remain hidden and are not reported 
about — out of ignorance, and some-
times out of convenience.

Another reason for the repetitive char-
acter of conflict reporting is the media’s 
focus on the conflict actors, who often 
have no interest in ending the conflict, 
even if they publicly claim the opposite. 
What is often missing in reporting are 
the indirect actors, the winners of the cri-
sis, but also the losers on both sides. And 
as a rule, the voices of those who come 
up with ideas for solutions are com-
pletely absent. Integrating them all into 
the reporting would mean making this 
reporting more lively and multi-faceted 
and showing the media users that the 
tableau is not black and white, as claimed, 
and that there is also room to maneuver 
and possibly improve the situation.
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Poverty as a root for conflict:  
A deprived households’ food for days.
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There are a number of analytical tools 
that make it easier to dissect a conflict, 
identify the various people involved, 
and then make the reporting itself more 
diverse. In this publication, we present 
three instruments that are easy and 
quick to implement and are intended to 
encourage media professionals to adopt 
new approaches to reporting.

–– Tool 1: The conflict tree, follows here. 
–– Tool 2: Conflict mapping, is presented 

using Brazil as an example (pp. 44 
and 45).

–– Tool 3: Needs and fears mapping, is ex-
plained using Colombia as an example 
(p. 68 and 69).
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Tool 1: The conflict tree
Example: Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh
by Mona Naggar

The conflict tree enables journalists to visualize and 
thus analyze the causes and effects of the conflict 
they wish to cover.

Our example here is the conflict between Rohingya 
refugees in Bangladesh and members of the host 
community.

The trunk represents the apparent problems and 
the issues being discussed by the parties involved. 

In our example, the apparent problems are the fall-
ing wages, the increasing food prices, the interna-
tional NGOs and their influence on the job market 
as well as the increased tensions between refugees 
and members of the host community. These are just 
examples — you can find many more of these. 

The roots stand for the causes of the conflict. Some-
times they are hidden or not taken into account by 
the media coverage or in the discourse about the 
conflict. As long as the roots of the conflict are not 
resolved, there can be no solution to the conflict. It 
is much more complicated to tackle the problems 
based in the roots than to tackle those in the leaves.

In our example, the roots of the conflict are pov-
erty, unemployment, the expulsion of the Rohingya 
minority from Myanmar, the refusal of the Myanmar 
government to repatriate them with safety guaran-
tees, the lack of communication between the govern-
ment and the local citizens, the segregation between 
the two communities and, last but not least, the cri-
sis of the local media which leads to the spreading of 
fake news.

The leaves and branches symbolize the effects of 
the conflict. 

In our example, these would be mistrust and fear, 
the spreading of fake news related to the refugees, 

the increased security measures by the Bangladeshi 
authorities or the extortion of some refugees by 
some Bangladeshis.

The leaves and branches and, to a certain extent, 
the trunk, may change over time and should be 
revised periodically. Some factors may overlap: is an 
increase in tension an apparent problem in itself or 
is it an effect of the conflict? Are the increased secu-
rity measures (such as the construction of a fence) 
part of the trunk or the leaves?

These overlapping topics are not a problem as this 
scheme is not mathematical but rather a tool to help 
us understand the conflict. 

This tool helps journalists to:

–– Better understand the conflict and to differentiate 
between causes and symptoms.  When reporting 
on conflicts, journalists often focus on visible and 
current aspects of a conflict, such as violent clash-
es or protests. However, these events are often 
“symptoms.” They stand at the end of a chain of a 
prolonged process which may have received little 
attention from the media and the public. The con-
flict tree enables journalists to dig deeper and go 
beyond the visible parts of the conflict.

–– Become aware of the dimensions of the conflict.

–– Find ideas for new topics related to the conflict to 
report about, e. g. how misinformation effects the 
coexistence between the refugees and the host 
community or to evaluate the impact of unem-
ployment on the conflict.

–– Be able to evaluate the solutions discussed.
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The conflict between Rohingya refugees in 
Bangladesh and members of the host community

Increased 
security measures 

by Bangladeshi 
authorities, e.g. 

construction of a fence 
around the Rohingya 

camp

Mistrust 
and fear

Increased tensions 
between refugees and 

the members of the 
community

Influence of 
international NGOs on 

the job market

Falling wages in the 
low wage sector

Increase in  
food prices

Lack of communication 
between government and 

local authorities

Refusal of Myanmar 
authorities to repatriate 
the Rohingya refugees

Segregation between 
refugees and host 

communities

Lack of rights of 
the Rohingyas in 

Bangladesh

Statelessnes of 
the Rohingya 

minority

Lack of 
land in 

Bangladesh
Unemployment Poverty

Local 
media 

in crisis

The expulsion of the 
Rohingya minority 

from Myanmar

Refusal of Myanmar 
authorities to recognize 

Rohingya as ethnic minority

Members of 
the Bangladeshi 

community 
blackmail members 

of refugee 
community

Relocation of 
the refugees 

by Bangladeshi 
authorities

Spread of fake 
news related 

to the refugee 
community
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White and male?
The media makers of the Global North
by Antje Bauer

Prejudice and suspicion towards certain population groups is a global phenome-
non — and Germany is no exception. There too, white men with an occidental canon 
of values are still largely considered the measure of all things. People of a different 
skin color or religion or gender or those with special needs, on the other hand, are 
beings who, taken together, make up the majority, but are still perceived as a minority 
and are usually not given adequate consideration. This tendency towards homoge-
neity also applies to media makers. For this reason, they do not adequately reflect 
the diversity of the population, and their narrow view also shapes the worldview of 
media users. Hadija Haruna-Oelker lives in Germany and describes the complexity of 
discrimination in the country. German journalist Charlotte Wiedemann, who focuses 
on African countries and the Middle East, criticizes the occidental view of the Islamic 
veil. Sheila Mysorekar, journalist and project manager at DW Akademie, introduces 
the project “New German Media Makers” (Neue Deutsche Medienmacher) in which 
German journalists with foreign backgrounds have come together to make German 
reporting more diverse.
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“Always use the word ‘Africa’ or ‘Dark-
ness’ or ‘Safari’ in your title,” writes Ken-
yan author Binyavanga Wainaina in his 
2005 essay, “How to write about Africa.” 
He goes on to describe all the usual cli-
ches found in Western reporting about 
African countries and their people.  
“Never have a picture of a well-adjusted 
African on the cover of your book, unless 
that African has won the Nobel Prize.”

In the years since his essay was pub-
lished, not much has changed. For many 
journalists today, Africa is not a conti-
nent, but rather one large country. But 
it’s not just Africa that receives such 
treatment. Journalists are out to cre-
ate headlines. With every text and every 
title, they decide which parts of the story 
to exclude, in order to make room for the 
most exciting and provocative aspects. 
With their choice of words and images, 
they implicitly create context and convey 
messages.

One example: Over a period of eight 
months, German reporter Constantin Sch-
reiber traveled throughout Germany, vis-
iting 13 different mosques during Friday 
prayers. His research formed the basis 
for a TV documentary as well as the 2017 
book “Inside Islam: What is Preached in 
Germany’s Mosques.” It paints a picture of 
mosques as mysterious places, a “thresh-
old that very few Germans cross.” He 
describes worshipers according to their 
appearance and racializes them. “Some 
of the visitors are black Africans. They 
seem poor. Perhaps they’re refugees,”  
Schreiber writes. Or: “For the first time, I 
see some Germans — three young men 
with blond hair.”

More diversity in newsrooms!
Journalists decide whose voices are heard
by Hadija Haruna-Oelker
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Who’s observing whom? And who 
determines a picture’s meaning?

34



Ozan Keskinkılıç, a researcher on racism 
and anti-Semitism at the Alice Salomon 
University in Berlin, is one of the book’s 
critics. He says Schreiber makes crude 
distinctions between ‘good’ and ‘bad,’ 
‘black’ and ‘white,’ ‘German’ and ‘Muslim’ 
along the lines of culture, religion and 
ethnic origin that he determines, based 
on a person’s appearance.

Schreiber is certainly not the only Ger-
man journalist to fall back on such ste-
reotypes. After his book was published, 
young Muslims reacted to Schreiber’s 
reporting, rounding out his portrayal 
with their own stories, posted under 
the hashtag #meinmoscheereport (my 
mosque report). They described how, 
in their everyday experiences and in the 
media, their forms of expression and 
the spaces they inhabit — shisha bars, 
for example — are devalued. How their 
religion is associated with terrorism, 
their multilingualism seen as a deficit, 
and the neighborhoods they live in dis-
missed as ghettos. When Islam is fea-
tured in the media, the magazine titles 
are on a black background, and the arti-
cles peppered with images of veiled 
women or fanatical crowds of demon-
strators in the Islamic world. What we 
don’t see are the everyday images of the 
lives of Muslims who are part of German 
society, working as doctors, lawyers, or 
caregivers.

Through their reporting, people in the 
media are able to influence what is seen 
as important and “normal” in society. 
In their choice of topics, they either 
knowingly or unknowingly create asso-
ciations with people or groups with cer-
tain characteristics. Take, for example, 

editorial decisions to report excessively 
on suspected criminals with an immi-
gration background. A 2019 study by 
the Macromedia University in Stuttgart 
showed that newspaper reports in 2018 
listed more than 14 foreign suspects 
compared to only one German, even 
though the police had arrested more 
than twice as many German suspects.

Once a discriminatory stereotype has 
taken hold, it is very difficult to erase —
especially when criticism about one-
sided reporting doesn’t meet with much 
of a response in editorial offices. A look 
at German media houses reveals that 
only few have a diverse workforce. This 
does not only refer to employees of var-
ied ethnic backgrounds. Diversity should 
go beyond someone’s immigration sta-
tus. It can also mean employing journal-
ists who are non-white, disabled, queer, 
non-Christian, or who have different 
body types. It means including people 
from working class families as well as the 
educated middle class.

Journalist networks such as the “Neuen 
Deutschen Medienmacher*innen” (see 
article) or the German media initiative 
“Leidmedien” (leidmedien.de) are draw-
ing attention to the problem. They’re 
calling on those working in the media 
to come to terms with their social sta-
tus and privilege and be aware of the 
extent to which they use clichés when 
reporting about their own societies as 
well as those in other countries. The aim 
is to have reporting that is free of any 
discriminatory stereotypes. When jour-
nalists are not sensitized to this issue, 
and if they work in homogeneous news-
rooms where the majority have precon-

ceived ideas about certain topics or cer-
tain kinds of people, it becomes far too 
easy to ignore the perspective of those 
people. The result is an editorial world
view that has little to do with reality. 
That’s also a reason why spokespeo-
ple for marginalized groups are often 
missing from stories and surveys or are 
rarely called upon to serve as interview 
partners. 

A journalistic understanding that 
includes diversity doesn’t just reflect the 
perspectives of majorities and minori-
ties, it also recognizes that there are dif-
ferences within marginalized groups. 
It doesn’t just see that there are differ-
ences between men and women, for 
example, but that there are also dif-
ferences among women. A poor, black 
transgender refugee woman with a dis-
ability will have a very different experi-
ence in Germany than a white, well-off 
German citizen with no physical limita-
tions. A step to true equality means con-
sidering all these various layers of lived 
reality when reporting. It’s demanding, 
but it would finally break with outdated 
journalistic practices.
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For many years now, there’s been an 
ongoing discussion in Western societ-
ies about headscarves. The media play 
an important role in this debate. Muslim 
women become recognizable as such via 
their headscarves, which is why many in 
the media gravitate towards images of 
women wearing the hijab. In the media, 
Muslim women always wear a headscarf 
— unlike the majority of actual Muslim 
women living in Germany. Often, the 
photos show the headscarf-wearing 
woman with a pram and shopping bags 
— a mother and a housewife, not a skilled 
professional. And such photos are rou-
tinely used to illustrate articles about the 
educational deficits of migrants, both 
male and female.

In this way, a visual cue has taken hold 
over two or three decades, telling us 

that a hijab and intelligence are mutu-
ally exclusive. So if a woman in a head-
scarf goes to an event of some sort, it 
could easily happen that she is mistaken 
for hired help and shown to the back 
entrance. Such disdain often extends to 
Muslim women in general. Anyone wear-
ing a headscarf is not seen as an individ-
ual, rather as one of many followers of 
Islam’s percieved role for women. 

Generally, it’s assumed that people are 
multifaceted and can show different 
sides of themselves whether they’re at 
work or at home with their family. But 
Muslims seem not to be granted the 
same consideration. Many journalists 
ignore the fact that wearing a headscarf 
or veil has become a symbol of a femi-
nine Muslim globalization. Aside from 
religious connotations, it can also be a 

form of expression that crosses borders 
to demonstrate self-confidence, inclu-
sion in a community, or to simply be hip 
and fashionable. 

Many media professionals’ cultural expo-
sure is limited to their own milieu, and 
there are often unconscious thought 
structures at play. In the gaze of Western 
painters, Oriental women were depicted 
half-naked and veiled. Now as then, the 
Muslim woman is not seen as having a 
life of her own. Rather, she is oppressed 
and needs to be liberated, whether she 
wants to be or not. The dominant soci-
ety’s contempt for Muslim women is thus 
disguised as the desire for progress and 
enlightenment.

While the media’s image of the Mus-
lim woman stagnates, in part under 
the pressure of Islamophobic voices 
in Europe, a whole other reality has 
emerged globally. From Jakarta to Sara-
jevo, never before have so many Mus-
lim women been active both in society 
and in the workforce. Women in head-
scarves are storming universities and 
risking their lives in the fight for human 
rights. There’s a continually increasing 
number of Muslim women in the fields 
of theology and feminism. But barely any 
ever make an appearance on a Western 
talkshow. 

A new highly educated generation of 
Muslim women in European countries 
therefore sees the media less as a part-
ner, and more as an opponent.  And yet, 
what these young women want is actu-
ally quite modest: that their clothing 
and lifestyle be seen as an expression of 
female self-determination.

Between faith and fashion
A headscarf can signify more than 
is depicted by the media
by Charlotte Wiedemann
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German society is changing. To a 
large extent, it has already become 
multi-ethnic, multi-faith, and multicul-
tural, especially in cities and among 
younger people. A quarter of all peo-
ple in Germany come from immigrant 
families. But these changes haven’t yet 
arrived on the country’s media land-
scape. The new reality is often distorted, 
or isn’t sufficiently reflected in media 
coverage. Common stereotypes such as 
the “misogynistic Muslim” or the “quiet 
Asian” often go unquestioned, reinforc-
ing discriminatory attitudes towards 
minorities.

For 10 years now, the New German Media 
Makers (Neue deutsche Medienmacher 
or NdM) have been bringing the issue 
of diversity to German newsrooms. The 
NdM is an association of journalists with 
diverse backgrounds. They carry out 
media projects and offer tips, construc-
tive criticism and food for thought — all 
with the aim of furthering diversity 
across the media landscape and in the 
public debate. 

In one of their projects, the organization 
developed a glossary of helpful terms 
for reporting on migration in Germany. 
NdM members also visit editorial offices 
to offer advice on non-biased terminol-
ogy. The reactions are mixed. “How was 
I supposed to know that?” is one of the 
most common responses when journal-
ists are made aware that their choice of 
words and photos, or their entire cover-
age of migration-related issues, is not 
appropriate. 

And yet, all media professionals should 
know that there is a difference between 

xenophobia and racism, or that the words 
‘colored’ and ‘black’ are not synonyms. 
That an image of a woman in a headscarf 
is not the best choice for an article about 
Islamism. Or that Africa is inhabited by 
peoples, not tribes.

Another important area is the support 
of young media professionals. People 
from ethnic minorities are underrep-
resented in German media. To counter 
this, NdM has started a mentoring proj-
ect. It pairs young would-be journalists 
from migrant families with experienced 
journalists, with the aim of making it 

easier for them to enter the professional 
world. 

Of course, it’s possible for white German 
journalists to do their job without using 
biased language or discriminatory 
images. Nevertheless, editorial offices 
should become more diverse. This would 
not only make them more representative 
of Germany’s increasingly multi-ethnic, 
multi-faith and multicultural society; 
it would also bring a greater variety 
in topics and points of view, enriching 
what is often a one-dimensional media 
landscape.

The media have a responsibility to help 
maintain a peaceful society, especially in 
this time of social change when radical 
right-wing opinions are gaining ground. 
Journalism has to reflect change, pick up 
on current debates and report on them 
in a neutral, impartial manner — without 
reinforcing prejudices.

Neue deutsche Medienmacher*innen:
 neuemedienmacher.de

Countering discrimination
How a media association is bringing  
diversity into German newsrooms
by Sheila Mysorekar
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German media with the widest reach: 6 %
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The power of the net
Examples from Brazil and Serbia
by Antje Bauer 

“Alternative facts” have become the epitome of the infinite possibilities found on the 
internet and online media to mislead users since Donald Trump’s inauguration. For 
many users, opinions and beliefs are truer than proven facts. Politicians use their pow-
ers of persuasion and manipulation to bind their followers and find new ones. One 
example is the propaganda machinery of Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro, which 
contributed to his election victory in 2018 and helped cover up the government’s fail-
ure to combat the coronavirus pandemic in 2020. Our author Philipp Lichterbeck, 
who lives in Brazil, explains this. We also look at how NGOs and journalists are joining 
forces to combat the rampant spread of mis- and disinformation with fact-checking 
platforms so that facts and opinions can once again be separated.

The web not only enables the rapid spread of information, disinformation and mis-
information, but also the spread of hatred. This hatred pours out in all directions: 
Creators against others, users against journalists and creators, users against other 
users … Often resentment is stirred and used to target those who are regarded as 
weaker, for example, women or minorities. Both media professionals and users 
are often at a loss as to how they should react and how they can put a stop to this. 
Self-censorship? Hitting back? Ignoring the perpetrators? In Serbia, a group of 
YouTubers has created two videos in which they decided to poke fun at some popular 
YouTubers’ toxic masculinity, desire for admiration and use of hate speech — sparking 
a huge debate. Our author Jovana Gligorijević reports on the Serbian YouTube scene 
and how these debates play out.

©
©

pi
ct

ur
e 

al
lia

nc
e /

 Z
U

M
AP

RE
SS

.c
om

 | 
Fa

bi
o 

Te
ix

ei
ra

Unclear image:  
Reflection of a giant puppet of Brazilian President Jair Bolsanaro.
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In the middle of the coronavirus crisis, 
my friend Carolina A. sent me a message 
on WhatsApp: “Citizens being beaten. 
No one can go out on the streets any-
more. Persecution. Prison.” Carolina A.  
had read the text on the Facebook pro-
file of a follower of Brazilian President 
Jair Bolsonaro. The 41-year-old, who does 
not want her full name to be published, 
decided to forward it. When asked, she 
says she believed that it was true. “The 
coronavirus crisis is being misused for 
political ends,” she states. The governors 
of Brazil have imposed “dictatorial” quar-
antine measures and are harassing citi-
zens and destroying the economy. But 
their real goal, she says, is to hurt Pres-
ident Bolsonaro.

Carolina A. is one of almost 58 million Bra-
zilians who voted for Bolsonaro in the 2018 
elections. So far, she has not regretted her 
vote. “Bolsonaro was elected to end the 
rampant corruption,” she says. But he is 
under constant fire from the old elites, the 
left and the media. The arrival of corona-
virus — the risk from which she thinks is 
being exaggerated — is a welcome oppor-
tunity for her to help sow chaos. 

Carolina A. gets her information primarily 
from right-wing Facebook profiles. There, 
texts, memes and videos are shared in 
which the president is seen as Brazil’s sav-
ior, while his opponents are portrayed as 
cunning “communists.” It is a mix of facts, 
half-truths, conspiracy theories, defama-
tion and lies. Carolina A. hardly uses the 
traditional media, i.e. newspapers, tele-
vision and radio. She says that they sup-
press the truth and distort reality.  As “evi-
dence,” she cites right-wing news sites 
with names like “Renova Mídia” (Renew 

the media), “Jornal da Cidade” (Newspa-
per of the City). They claim, for example, 
that Adélio Bispo, who attacked Jair Bol-
sonaro with a knife in 2018, had connec-
tions with the left-wing MP Jean Wyllys. 
For Carolina A., it is therefore clear that 
the attack was a conspiracy. “But the nor-
mal media doesn't report it,” she says. 
“They’re suppressing the truth.” But in 
fact, according to Brazil’s federal police, 
there is nothing to suggest a connection 
between Bispo and Wyllys. 

About 30 percent of Brazilians support 
Jair Bolsonaro unconditionally. It doesn't 
matter to them whether he insults gay 
people or plays down COVID-19 as a “little 
flu.” Carolina A. also fervently supports 
him, because she believes he is the only 
politician who is not corrupt. And yet she 
is a rather atypical Bolsonaro supporter. 
The two are worlds apart. Bolsonaro built 
his political career on insulting gay peo-
ple, Black people, women and the poor, 
and glorifying the military dictatorship 
that ruled Brazil between 1964 and 1985. 
Carolina A. is a Black woman and single 
mother from the poor periphery of Rio 
de Janeiro, who earns her living as a real 
estate agent. But she shares Bolsonaro’s 
conservative agenda, such as the ban on 
abortion and his call for tougher punish-
ment of criminals. 

A deep rift runs through Brazil. Peo-
ple are either for or against Bolsonaro 
—there is nothing in between. On the 
opposite side of the political spectrum to 
Carolina A. is Lanna Carmo. The 30-year-
old lawyer from Rio de Janeiro thinks Jair 
Bolsonaro is shameless and stupid. She 
is ashamed of his presidency, and thinks 
he is endangering Brazil’s democracy. 

Right or left,  
with nothing in between
How fake news has contributed to  
political polarization in Brazil
by Philipp Lichterbeck
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Carmo’s main source of information is 
Twitter, because that's where a lot of 
information first appears, she says. She 
follows more than 500 accounts, includ-
ing journalists, newspapers and blog-
gers, but also constitutional judges and 
left-wing politicians. “I’d follow Bolson-
aro to keep up, too,” she says. “But his 
tweets make me furious.” 

The most important weapon in the war of 
information is, hardly surprisingly, social 
media. WhatsApp plays the biggest role 
in this, followed by television, YouTube 
and Facebook. The enormous impor-
tance of WhatsApp for public discourse 
first became clear during the 2018 elec-
tions. Both presidential candidates, Fer-
nando Haddad and Jair Bolsonaro, had 
masses of election advertising sent out 
via the app during their campaigns. How-
ever, it was the Bolsonaro camp that 
massively expanded this form of adver-
tising — and in so doing also violated 
Brazil’s electoral laws. Private campaign 

financing is prohibited in Brazil, yet sev-
eral entrepreneurs paid for the sending 
of millions of pro-Bolsonaro messages. 
Most of the messages were lies, half-
truths or taken out of context. Brazil’s 
congress therefore launched an inquiry 
at the end of 2019. An interim report 
stated that fake news “certainly influ-
enced voters in their voting decision.” 

Today, fake news is part of everyday life 
in the political debate in Brazil. It comes 
from the most diverse sources. It's pri-
vate individuals who receive and share 
the videos, photos, audios and texts on 
YouTube, Facebook and Twitter or via 
WhatsApp. But it’s often professional 
bloggers and influencers, right- and left-
wing news sites, politicians, celebrities 
and journalists who invent and publish 
fake news or rumors. 

In most cases, fake news is aimed at a 
target group that is receptive to the news 
in question. Lanna Carmo, for example, 

would never believe that the corona
virus is a Chinese plot against the West, 
but Carolina A. does. However, people 
with less firm opinions are also suscepti-
ble. According to official sources, 85 per-
cent of the inquiries about the coronavi-
rus that Brazil’s health ministry receives 
from citizens are based on fake news and 
rumors. Fake news doesn’t just spread 
quickly, it’s also very difficult to contain 
and correct once it spreads. 

After the elections, the parliamentary 
investigative committee uncovered the 
existence of a so-called “hate cabinet,” 
which initiates virtual attacks on politi-
cal opponents. According to witnesses, it 
is located directly in the presidential pal-
ace. Thousands of trollbots are report-
edly used in the attacks, says Bot Senti-
nel, a platform that searches for robots 
on Twitter. And the head of the hate cabi-
net? None other than the president’s son, 
Carlos Bolsonaro.
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Even in favelas like this one in São Paulo, 
President Bolsanaro finds followers.
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Disinformation:  
Containing the viral spread
Fact-checking in Brazil
by Philipp Lichterbeck

The photo shows an empty coffin and 
is said to have been taken during the 
coronavirus pandemic at the end of 
April in the Brazilian city of Manaus. 
Within a few hours, it spread via Brazil’s 
social networks and was shared around 
12,000 times on Facebook alone. The 
message behind it: empty coffins are 
being buried in order to exaggerate the 
corona crisis. 

In particular, supporters of Brazil’s Pres-
ident Jair Bolsonaro ensured the pho-
to’s continued spread. Member of Par-
liament Carla Zambelli repeated the 
accusation on the radio. But it was clas-
sic fake news. The photo was actually 
taken in 2017 in São Paulo, as the three 
major Brazilian fact-checking platforms 
quickly proved. 

One of them is Comprova, an associa-
tion of journalists from two dozen of the 
country’s largest newspapers, maga-
zines, TV and radio stations. Comprova 
was founded before the 2018 elections 
on the initiative of First Draft, a non-
profit organization that was created at 
Harvard University. Its goal: to provide 
journalists around the world with guide-
lines for tracking down fake news. 

The idea behind Comprova is simple. At 
least two journalists from two different 
media sources check questionable infor-
mation on the internet for its truthful-
ness. The results are published on a web-
site as well as in social networks and are 
free for further distribution. Each inves-
tigation is accompanied by a detailed 
explanation of the procedure and an 
explanation of the context. ©
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With the coronavirus  crisis, the distribu-
tion of fake news in Brazil increased by 
leaps and bounds. Whereas Comprova 
examined only 14 questionable reports 
in September 2019, in April 2020 there 
were almost twice as many. All were 
found to be false or misleading.

By 2015, Aos Fatos, a fact-checking plat-
form run by a dozen young journalists, 
had already gone online. It is financed 
through grants, donations and partner-
ships with other media. This also includes 
a cooperation with Facebook within the 
framework of its third-party fact-checker 
program. Aos Fatos helps track down 
dubious stories on Facebook. 

The third major Brazilian fact-check-
ing platform, Agência Lupa, also partici-
pates in the program. It is the first news 
agency to specialize in fact-checking. It 
sells the results of its investigations to 
other media, for which it also takes on 
specific assignments. Like Aos Fatos, 
the agency belongs to the International 
Fact-Checking Network (IFCN), which has 
introduced strict standards for the inves-
tigation of information. 

In the election year 2018, Agência Lupa 
checked 634 news items. The organi-
zation was able to show that only 30 of 
110 statements made by the presidential 
candidate Jair Bolsonaro were true; 35 
were untrue. 

In recent years, some newspapers, TV 
channels and radio stations have also 
reacted to the increasing distribution of 
fake news. They introduced fact-check-
ing sections, some in cooperation with 
the platforms described above.

Mural in Rio de Janeiro.
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Tool 2: Conflict mapping
Example: Brazil
by Mona Naggar

This analysis tool can be used to identify the dif-
ferent actors or stakeholders involved in a specific 
conflict and to analyze the roles they play in it. By 
actors, we mean all parties engaged in the conflict 
(directly or indirectly) or affected by it, be it politi-
cal parties or personalities, local authorities, armed 
forces, members of the communities, individuals or 
national or international institutions. 

Our example is the spreading of misinformation in 
Brazil, related to COVID-19 (more recently), but also 
to the general elections in 2018.

For the first step, you should write down on cards 
all the different actors present in the conflict. The 
size of the actors’ cards should correspond to their 
importance in the conflict.

In our example, the actors are Brazilian President 
Bolsonaro (who won support by the spreading of 
misinformation), his son Carlos, the different social 
media tools, the consumers of the misinformation, 
the state institutions, the evangelical churches, the 
health organizations and so on.

For the second step, draw lines between the differ-
ent actors in order to visualize their relationships. 
Thick lines mean strong relationship, thin lines 
mean weak relationships, jagged lines stand for 
conflictive relations.

In our example, there are strong relations between 
Jair Bolsonaro and his son, the state institutions 
(after the elections) and the evangelical churches. 
But relations with fact-checking initiatives and with 
some journalists and bloggers are conflictive.

This tool helps to:
–– Visualize the actors present on the spot 

–– Analyze the relationships between the actors in 
order to better understand the conflict

–– Find new potential or relevant angles to report 
about, e.g. the role of social media in the spread-
ing of misinformation in Brazil or what local 
organizations do in the context of the coronavirus  
pandemic.
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Pranks, mocking, and abuse
Discussions about the toxic content  
of Serbian YouTube videos
by Jovana Gligorijević

To fully understand the turmoil that 
broke out in autumn 2019, you need to 
take a close look at the Serbian YouTube 
scene. You’ll come across a YouTuber 
named Ur Ke, who used to go out on the 
street in search of people holding food. 
He would suddenly approach them and 
punch popcorn boxes, ice cream cones 
or burgers out of their hands, film their 
reactions, and then post the videos on 
YouTube. After he received some criti-
cism by other creators, another YouTu-
ber named Cone reacted by creating vid-
eos in which he shared food with pass-
ers-by on the same street where the 
original video was filmed, explaining 
that he did this to prove that the You-
Tube scene in Serbia is not as bad as one 
might think. While Ur Ke’s videos are 
examples of so-called “surprise” videos, 
Cone's answer to the criticism can be 
filed under “reaction” videos — the main 
categories for the most popular YouTube 
content in Serbia. 

Surprise videos are mainly pranks, clips 
filmed on the streets while mocking or 
even abusing strangers. 

When it comes to reactions, there is an 
enormous amount of sexism, misogyny 
and online abuse (“slut shaming”) of 
female creators. For example, two adult 
male YouTubers would post videos 
showing them commenting on female 
creators, saying which ones they would 
have sex with, while comparing others 
they do not find attractive to various 
animals. Most of the female YouTubers 
shown in these clips are minors.

Though the creators who produce shock-
ing, insulting content are in the minority, 
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they have more subscribers than the 
majority of those who provide decent 
content. The better side of Serbian 
YouTube is made up of smaller channels 
that publish entertaining or educational 
content about gaming, DIY (Do It Your-
self), “surviving” school, etc. Regarding 
popularity, the Serbian YouTube situa-
tion is very similar to that of traditional 
media in Serbia. On the one hand, there 
are independent media houses and 

investigative networks that offer good 
quality journalism but that struggle 
financially and have less of an impact on 
the audience. On the other, there are tab-
loids that, according to the Press Council, 
a self-regulation body for media ethics, 
breach the Serbian Ethical Code of Jour-
nalism on average more than 300 times 
per day. 

Alarmed by the enormous amount of 
abusive content on the Serbian YouTube 
scene, a group of eight YouTubers, with 
support from DW Akademie, decided to 
launch a project named “Clickbait.” They 
composed and recorded two songs, 
together with video clips for the songs. 
The first song with the same name as 
the whole project, “Clickbait,” premiered 
in April 2019 and was highly acclaimed 
among the audience and media, with 
2.8 million views and 76,000 likes. The 
main issue the song addressed was, as 
its name says, the excessive use of click-
bait content. In internet slang, clickbait is 
content whose main purpose is to attract 
attention and encourage visitors to click 
on a link, without any concern whether 
the content itself may hurt feelings, be 
abusive or unethical in any way.

Six months later, in October 2019, the 
group of YouTubers launched a sec-
ond video called “Drama”. The song was 
about the situation on the YouTube scene 
where creators intentionally caused 
drama and feuds among each other. The 
title was almost prophetic, considering 
the drama that followed after “Drama” 
reached third place in YouTube trending 
in Serbia. 

One of the most popular and proba-
bly most toxic (judging by the amount 
of abusive content he produces) 
YouTubers in Serbia, Baka Prase, 23 
years old, 1.75 million subscribers, made 
a reaction video, insulting every YouTu-
ber who participated in the video. Baka 
Prase accused “Clickbait” YouTubers of 
“national betrayal” since they cooper-
ated with the German organization DW 
Akademie. It’s become a common insult 
in Serbia in the past 30 years, often 
made by nationalists to anyone who 

cooperates or works for Western orga-
nizations. The worst part were the rape 
threats he made against two female 
YouTubers, explicitly threatening one of 
them that he would rape her. 

The reason for Baka Prase’s actions lies 
in the constant war among Serbian cre-
ators, caused by the fact that they work in 
a small market with tough competition. 
The main factor in almost every feud is 
money, either through monetization via 
views on the platform, or through spon-
sorships. Baka Prase is always number 
one on trending and he has a long his-
tory of attacks on anyone who could be 
a possible competitor. Since 2011 when 
he started his YouTube career, he’s made 
enough money to buy two Porsches and 
an apartment in the most exclusive and 
expensive location in the Serbian capital, 
Belgrade.  

As “Drama” continued to move up in You-
Tube trending, hitting number one, he 
continued to post insulting videos on a 
daily basis. He then caused a backlash 
against “Drama” by encouraging cre-
ators who are friendly with him to pub-
lish their own videos. Baka’s friends 
chose the strategy of insults, bullying, 
and encouraging subscribers to dislike 
or report the “Drama” video so it would 
stop trending. In the end, “Drama” was 
a success, because online bullying has 
become a highly covered topic in schools, 
media and in the YouTube community. 
Almost all the YouTubers who were part 
of the “Clickbait” project were invited to 
speak at the public events — all except 
the girls who took part in the videos. 
They decided to opt out of the project 
because they could not handle the pres-
sure and sexism. 

Baka Prase decided to tone down his 
attacks a bit. But he came under fire from 
the media once more at the beginning of 
the coronavirus crisis, when he started 
selling face masks with his logo that were 
not protective at all.

Stirring up a heated debate:  
The creators of Drama.
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What motivated you to take part 
in “Clickbait” and cooperate with  
DW Akademie? 
My personal motive for participating 
in that project was my own sense of 
responsibility as a YouTuber. I knew that 
we might not bring about some great 
change, but I have always believed that 
it’s worth at least trying. And I believe we 
did make a difference: traditional media 
began to report about profanities and 
other controversial content on the Ser-
bian YouTube scene. The fact that the 
problem exists reached more people. For 
many parents in Serbia, that was the first 
time they really heard and saw the kind of 
content to which their children are con-
stantly exposed. 

But then, the backlash happened. How 
did you feel during that time? Did you 
feel hurt at some point?
During the scandal, I really didn’t feel 
hurt, unlike some of my colleagues. Some 
of the tabloids that always endorsed 
Baka Prase because of the clicks he 
brings them spread some horrible lies 
about me. But I really didn’t let that hit 
me personally. If we had real rule of law 
here in Serbia, I could sue them and win 
a lot of money, but that’s not how things 
work here, so I just decided to let it go. 

To be honest, no one targeted me per-
sonally, they focused on girls and on one 
colleague who is a bit older than the rest 
of us, so they engaged in ageism against 
him. In general, I wasn’t afraid, since I’ve 
been fighting these kinds of people my 
entire life.

Now, in the aftermath, knowing how 
you and many other creators who 
never collaborated with DW Akademie 
were targeted, what is your view on 
the whole event? Would you do it all 
over again if you knew what was going 
to happen?
From the bottom of my heart, yes, I would 
do it all over again. Also, I would take part 
in any other project that sends an ethi-
cal and positive message or healthy criti-
cism. I would do it again because of us, as 
a team. We spent so much time together 
and created so many memories that we 
will probably stay a team forever. 

But, on the other hand, I have definitely 
learned that I cannot and should not feel 
responsible for all the things that are 
wrong with the YouTube scene or society 
in general. I’ve been thinking about it a 
lot during the coronavirus crisis. It also 
taught me that people often show a lack 
of responsibility and a lack of empathy, 
too. I’ve realized that I can’t, and I don’t 
have to, correct every injustice in this 
society. 

“I would do it all over again”
A YouTuber on his sense of responsibility
Interview with Darko Radovac, by Jovana Gligorijević
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Darko Radovac
a.k.a. “Dex,”  started his YouTube 
career as a part of the Yasserstain 
channel, dedicated to entertain-
ing and educational videos. Later 
on, he decided to pursue a music 
career and launched his own 
channel, Dex Lik.
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Radio, TV and print media are playing 
an increasingly minor role in the lives of 
many children and teens. Instead, they 
spend the majority of their “media time” 
on the internet and social networks, 
especially since smartphones are almost 
always at hand. Though this trend can 
be observed everywhere on the globe, 
it is particularly pronounced in Serbia 
and the Western Balkans. Most tradi-
tional media there still come across as 
old-fashioned, revolving mainly around 
post-war topics such as the status of 
Kosovo, territorial disputes in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina or the supposed choice 
of political orientation towards the Euro-
pean Union or Russia — passé for many 
young people. They’ve been search-
ing for modern and appealing media 
content for their age group — (often) in 
vain. But now, they can find what they’re 
looking for on YouTube, Instagram, and 
more recently, TikTok.

A close look behind the influencer scene 
in the Western Balkans, reveals a world 
in which hate speech, sexism and cyber 
bullying have been at the fore for many 
years now. Control mechanisms, such as 
those enforced by the EU or the United 
States, do not work because government 
agencies pay as little attention to this 
parallel universe as do civil society, tra-
ditional media and even the majority of 
sponsors. In the vast majority of cases, 
social media can continue to operate 
without sanctions.

In 2019, people in the YouTube scene who 
wished to make a clear statement against 
such behavior began to raise their voices. 
In response, DW Akademie brought 
eight such YouTubers together. They first 

produced the (self-)ironic music video 
“Klikbejt” (“Clickbait”), in which they sang 
not only about the convulsive hunt for 
clicks, but also about fraudulent lottery 
games, hate speech and discrimination. 
In their second rap, “Drama,” they criti-
cized, among other things, toxic mascu-
linity, the glorification of consumption 
and author’s rights violations, as well as 
the fact that YouTubers often incite their 
followers against other YouTubers.

In Serbia, as a result of the second video, 
the world of YouTube and Instragram 
is no longer a “blind spot.” Discussions 
about ethics in social networks have 
reached government agencies and even 
marketing agencies and sponsors via tra-
ditional media and civil society organiza-
tions. The rap videos are used in Media 
and Information Literacy training for 
children, young people and teachers.

No longer a blind spot
How the project “Clickbait” highlights the 
language of many YouTubers in Serbia
by Klaus Dahmann
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Looking  for clicks? Street 
scene in Belgrade.
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Capturing conflict
Photography and its effect
by Antje Bauer

Is it true that a picture is worth a thousand words, as the saying goes? Not always, but 
very often. We live in a visual age. Pictures — whether moving or still — can do a lot of 
good, but also a lot of harm. There are those images that evoke pity in the viewer — like 
that of the naked child fleeing towards the photographer after a napalm attack in 
Vietnam in 1972.  There are those that are intended to mislead, like the countless 
manipulated images taken out of context, which are often used, especially in armed 
conflicts, to demonstrate supposed victories or defeats. And there are pictures that 
demoralize, brutalize and traumatize the viewer. Especially in conflicts, therefore, 
pictures have a special significance. They can intensify conflicts, but they can also 
stimulate reflection and compassion. Photojournalists and cameramen therefore 
bear as much responsibility as writers. We asked Judah Passow what he aims for with 
his pictures and what he does not depict and why. Passow is a photographer based 
in London who has intensively followed the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in his photo
graphy and has won the World Press Photo Award four times.
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An Israeli patrol, ready to search the house of a Palestinian Fatah member.
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For my photographs to have meaning, to have a voice 
that speaks with power and authenticity, I must first 
understand the issues driving the conflict I’m cov-
ering. This understanding will allow me to interpret 
the conflict with intelligence and sensitivity by see-
ing beyond the surface of the moment and recog-
nizing the full, nuanced range of emotions fueling 
the story. This means doing research before I start 
photographing, and then constantly talking to peo-
ple on the ground once I start working, so that I can 
make decisions based on up-to-date information.

The photograph of the seven-year-old Indian boy 
breaking stones in a quarry outside of New Delhi is 
from a story about a particularly vicious social con-
flict. It’s about impoverished families in India who 
sell their children into bonded labor as a way of rais-
ing money. The practice is both illegal and wide-
spread. The children work for years at menial jobs 
in dangerous conditions to pay back their employer 
the money their parents received. Some children 
grow into adulthood trapped in this system. Others 
wait patiently for the right moment and then try to 
escape. It’s a brutal, medieval practice which India 
hasn’t had much success in ending. 

For several weeks before leaving on this magazine 
assignment, I read as much as I could find around 
the bonded labor issue. There were several detailed 
reports on the subject prepared by charities and 
NGOs which gave me a clear sense of the kinds of 
photographs I was looking for, and where I needed 
to go to find them. From some of these organiza-
tions, I received the names of people in New Delhi 
who were involved in the movement to stamp out 

this practice. By contacting them, I was able to 
arrange background briefings with local social 
workers, and visits to the homes of families who had 
sold their children, as well as the quarries, factories 
and markets where these children were working.

Another critically important element in photograph-
ing any type of conflict is trust. The kind of intimacy 
that gives a photograph its real power can only come 
once a certain level of trust has been developed 
between the photographer and the people being 
photographed. That trust has to be earned, and it is 
largely a function of the amount of time you spend 
getting to know each other. Time, to use a darkroom 
analogy, is the developer that gradually draws out 
and reveals the mutual empathy and respect that 
form the bond on which trust is based. This devel-
oping process can take days or even weeks, depend-
ing on the complexity of the story and the degree of 
hostility you initially encounter. But once that trust 
has been established, you find that people take 
you into their confidence and into their lives. At this 
point, you discover that your photographs begin to 
take on depth, drama, and emotional tones.

These kinds of experiences can’t possibly leave you 
unaffected. Your own emotional response to a sit-
uation is an essential component in a photograph 
of any importance. Photographer Bruce Davidson 
once observed about his own work: “My pictures 
aren’t so much about telling a story, as they are 
about my relationship to the story.”

What do I want to achieve with  
my photographs?
by Judah Passow
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My photographs look at conflict from the inside. 
It’s important for me to understand what the con-
sequences of a conflict are for those people whom 
history seems to be treating with indifference. My 
intention has always been to take photographs 
which make it clear that neither side in a conflict has 
a monopoly on suffering, that every conflict by its 
very nature reaches a point where all it is achieving 
is inflicting pain on everyone involved.

The photograph of the Kurdish refugee (above) is 
an example of what I want to achieve with my work. 
Taken during the first Gulf War in 1991, this man fled 
from his home in Iraq as Saddam Hussein’s army 
pushed north to attack the country’s Kurdish pop-
ulation. He walked over the Zagros mountains into 
Turkey where he joined 200,000 other Iraqi Kurds at 
a refugee camp in Ishikveren. I photographed him 
minutes after he arrived at the camp. Exhausted by 
the journey, wearing a dirt-caked sheepskin coat, he 
bends down to bring his parched lips to the tap on a 
portable water tank for a drink. He’s been reduced to 
humiliating animal-like behavior in order to survive. 
This photograph addresses an aspect of the story 
about the Gulf War that I personally found most com-
pelling: how the conflict de-humanizes the voiceless. 

Phillip Graham, when he was publisher of the 
Washington Post, famously said that “journalism 
is the rough draft of history.” Those of us, photog-
raphers and writers, who gather news for a living, 
regard Graham’s observation as the guiding princi-
ple by which we pursue our craft. We are witnesses. 
We provide the hard documentary evidence which 
future generations will use to judge the accomplish-
ments and failings of our turbulent times. We are 
driven by the hope that we will all ultimately learn 
from our mistakes, and that our children will not be 
condemned to repeat them. It’s the photojournal-
ist’s responsibility to show what those mistakes are, 
and who is accountable for them, so that no one can 
defend their ignorance by saying “I didn’t know.”

Conflict zones are places where the young are 
robbed of their childhood and the elderly stripped of 
their dignity. Where people glorify their past, curse 
their present, and have difficulty imagining a future. 
Photographing in these fraught situations demands 
that a photographer bring passion and commit-
ment to using the camera as a tool for asking often 
uncomfortable questions in the search for truth.

What is important when  
I photograph a conflict?
by Judah Passow
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Sometimes what you don’t show in a photograph can 
actually have more impact than what you do. Photo-
journalism can be used to deliver both art and infor-
mation, and covering a conflict presents us with both 
an opportunity and a challenge in this regard.

The photograph (below) of a Palestinian woman 
crossing the Awali River bridge into Southern 
Lebanon as she flees the fighting in Beirut, is a 
case in point. The Lebanese capital was a particu-
larly fierce battleground in 1983, pounded by air 
strikes, artillery exchanges, tank battles and intense 
street fighting that made life there a nightmare. Two 
kinds of people lived in the city — those that could 
get out, and those that couldn’t. This image is a way 
of addressing one of the central consequences of 
that brutal conflict — people fleeing their homes 
in the war-torn city — in a dignified and creative 
way. In marked contrast to those one-dimensional 
photographs of bodies lying in the street and build-
ings reduced to rubble, this image draws together 
elements of journalistic information, formal rules 

of photographic composition, and emotional sub-
tlety to make a nuanced statement about the conse-
quences of conflict, without showing blood.

In our world of 24-hour news cycles and media-
driven desensitized emotions, much of the pho-
tography of the death and destruction in conflict 
zones tends to appeal mostly to the voyeuristic. 
These photographs have limited journalistic value 
beyond their statement of fact, and in many cases 
raise serious ethical questions about personal dig-
nity and emotional sensitivity. By making a con-
scious decision not to focus on the raw barbarism 
that drives many conflicts, and look instead for ways 
to frame a more sophisticated photograph, we can 
help re-sensitize society and perhaps curb its appe-
tite for brutality.

Photojournalism has been described as the photog-
raphy of ideas. The real challenge in photographing 
conflict lies in being able to capture the idea of the 
cruelty, the tragedy, and the futility of violence.

What not to show
by Judah Passow
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Static society, 
shifting identities
Taboos and the power of Bollywood
by Antje Bauer

Conflicts often smolder in secret. Those affected are too isolated to raise their 
voices, mainstream society does not want to hear about it, and often these groups 
are persecuted. The media frequently functions as the mouthpiece of the major-
ity opinion, thereby cementing discrimination against these groups or individuals. 
But discrimination has its price. It is paid by the people living in conflict with more 
powerful social groups or with the state. These people are often denied the right to 
human dignity, which is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
But mainstream society also pays a price: the anger of discriminated groups can be 
discharged into violence, as could be seen in the protests against police violence in 
the USA in 2020. A society that tries to turn a blind eye to change becomes unmov-
ing and refuses to change.

India is a country that attaches great importance to conventions. It is very difficult 
to be different to what mainstream society expects. But in recent years many taboos 
have been broken; people are increasingly talking about sensitive issues. On the 
one hand, this is thanks to the many brave individuals who have defied conventions 
and norms. On the other hand, some media outlets have also found formats to make 
sensitive issues accessible to a wider public without stirring outrage. Our author 
Vinamrata Chaturvedi reports on the struggle of individuals against discriminatory 
social conventions, for example, in relation to homosexuality or physical disabilities, 
and on a TV show with a touch of Bollywood that is creating change. 

©
©

O
liv

ie
r C

ul
m

an
n 

/ T
en

da
nc

e 
flo

ue
 / A

ge
nt

ur
 F

oc
us

The pictures on pages 56 to 59 are taken from the work The Others by French 
photographer Olivier Culmann. In a series of self-portraits, Culmann reflects on 
individual identity building, as well as on codes of staged photography in India.
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The misfortune of having a divine body
In India, discrimination has many different names and faces
by Vinamrata Chaturvedi

As a young man in Delhi in the early 1990s, 
Sharif D. Rangnekar couldn’t understand 
why he felt aroused when he watched 
videos of the male singer Jermaine Jack-
son. Although this was an era of change 
in India, homosexuality was still a taboo 
that nearly nobody spoke about. Nor 
would this change for years to come. Peo-
ple were convinced that homosexual men 
could turn straight men gay. Religious 
leaders called gay marriage “unnatu-
ral” and asked their followers to boycott 
the LGBT community. After the Supreme 
Court’s verdict in 2013 which made same-
sex relations an offense, the popular 
yoga guru Ramdev invited gay people 
to his ashram, promising to “cure” them 
from what he considered to be a disease. 
“That's how I grew up — with so much con-
flict in my mind and the outside world,” 
says Rangnekar, today a 50-year- old com-
munication consultant who published his 
memoirs in 2019 under the title: “Straight 
to Normal: My life as a gay man.”

Rangnekar did not want to remain silent 
and started writing articles on LGBT 
issues for the leading English dailies 
“The  Times of India” and “Hindustan 
Times.” English-language newspapers 
were read by the urban, educated popu-
lation and they would from time to time 
bring up topics considered taboo by 
society. Non-English publications whose 
readers belonged to the broad majority 
of the population refrained at that time 
altogether from publishing articles on 
sensitive topics like homosexuality, pol-
lution or the wage gap. Writing about 
those topics was risky. “I used a pseud-
onym — Bharat I. Sharma,” Rangnekar 
explains. ”I wanted to raise my voice 
while protecting my family.”
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In 2009, things began to change. The 
Delhi High Court delivered a judgment 
legalizing consensual homosexual activ-
ities between adults. After that, Rang-
nekar started to write articles under his 
own name. But though the editors were 
supportive about raising these issues, 
the reactions of readers were not all pos-
itive. In 2015, after publishing an arti-
cle for the website Scroll on the refer-
endum about same-sex marriage in Ire-
land, readers threatened to kill him and 
demanded he leave the country. A short 
time later, in September 2018, India’s 
Supreme Court overturned its 2013 rul-
ing, and decriminalized sexual relations 
between gay people.

Homosexuality is not the only long-
standing issue that’s been difficult 
to address in India. Indian society is 
extremely complex, but at the same 
time reluctant to question traditional 
social concepts. Discrimination against 
people with special needs, for example, 
is still largely unquestioned.

Sameer Chaturvedi has been living with 
cerebral palsy for 34 years. His life has 
not been easy. When he was a child, his 
friends used to mimic the way he walked 
and make fun of him. Later, during a job 
interview, he was forced to stand up from 
his chair to show how much he could 
move.  But despite his special needs, he 
managed to enroll in Jawaharlal Nehru 
University to study sociology, where he is 
now researching disability and publish-
ing articles on the topic.

He criticizes the stereotypes about dis-
abled people. In Indian mythology, for 
instance, evil people usually have some 
kind of disability. Take, for instance, the 
visually impaired King Dhritarashtra 
from the Indian epic of Mahabharata 
and the hunchbacked woman Manthara 
from Ramayana. On the other hand, 
mainstream media often portray dis-
abled people as heroes or models of 
resilience to be followed. In reality shows 
like Indian Idol, disabled people are pit-
ied and presented as particularly nice 
people. Disabled people never seem to 
be normal people with disparate charac-
teristics. This is why when Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi used the Hindi word 
divyang for disabled persons, Chaturvedi 
criticized him strongly in articles for var-
ious media platforms. Divyang means 
“divine body.” Though readers and rel-
atives took issue with him for speak-
ing out against the PM and the system, 
Chaturvedi defended himself, saying 
“We need empathy, not sympathy.”

While it’s often the actions of courageous 
individuals like Chaturvedi that end up 
changing public opinion, in some cases 
international attention has triggered a 
debate in India. This was the case follow-
ing the 2012 Delhi gang rape. The world-
wide media coverage of this crime led to 
a broad public debate on violence against 
women and legal amendments for faster 
trials and tougher sentences for the 
perpetrators of sexual assault against 

women. This encouraged many women 
who until then had silently accepted vio-
lence from their husband and their fam-
ilies. Vandana Yadav, a young woman 
from Kanpur city, was one of them. After 
being beaten and threatened by her vio-
lent husband, she decided to file a case 
against him and request a divorce. “Girls 
are raised to compromise in their mar-
ried life,” she says. “I chose to live with 
self-respect.”

This new development was reflected 
in the media as well. News websites for 
women were established to address the 
issue of gender inequality.  Oddnari, one 
of the first Hindi websites dedicated to 
gender-centric issues, started campaigns 
for women's legal rights and a more 
prominent place of women in economy 
and politics.

But old habits die hard. The first Bolly
wood film on homophobia, titled “Shubh 
Mangal Zyada Savdhan,” was released 
in February 2020. After watching it, 
Rangnekar was critical of the way the 
film treated the topic of homosexual-
ity as a joke instead of addressing it as a 
real issue. But many filmgoers enjoyed 
it. Manju Taneja, a South Delhi woman 
around the same age as Rangnekar, 
watched it together with her family. She 
thoroughly enjoyed the funny scenes. But 
when asked about how she would react 
if her son were gay and chose a man as a 
partner, Taneja was adamant. She said: “I 
wouldn’t allow my son to do that, and if he 
did, I would ask him to leave the house.”
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Talking taboos on Sunday mornings
How the Indian show “Zindagi Live” attracted its audience 
by mixing serious topics with Bollywood flair
by Vinamrata Chaturvedi

“Why do you want people to get stressed 
out on a Sunday morning by watching a 
show about India’s conflicts and prob-
lems?'' That's how a few journalists 
reacted in the editorial meeting when 
their colleagues presented the idea of 
“Zindagi Live.” The show was supposed 
to sensitize viewers to the complex 
social issues in their country without stir-
ring up hatred. But once “Zindagi Live” 
started being broadcasted, it developed 
a dynamic of its own. 

The show began in 2007 in the channel 
IBN-7 (later relaunched as News18 India) 
and continued successfully for six years. 
It was the first show of its kind on Indian 
television. “Zindagi Live” was supposed 
to be hosted by a famous Bollywood 
actress, but after some unsuccessful 
rehearsals, the job was given to famous 
journalist Richa Anirudh, who dealt with 
sensitive issues such as female fetocide, 
Hindu-Muslim riots, and homosexual-
ity — topics which no one had thought of 
talking about on a TV show before. 

“Zindagi” means life, and the show was 
based on real-life stories of people who 
had suffered because of taboos, or expe-
rienced tragedies and overcome them. 
The show was centered on the protag-
onists and their families and friends. It 
included activists, experts, and some-
times Bollywood celebrities. It presented 
background reports on the issue and 
on-location shooting of the protagonists 
at their homes. Not only the experts, but 
also the spectators in the studio were 
invited to share their thoughts. To keep 
the show light, Bollywood and Indian 
folk songs were sometimes played in the 
background. 

In its very first year, “Zindagi Live” won 
the Best Talk Show award given by 
Indiantelevision.com, and it continued 
to win many awards in the years that 
followed. Eventually, other shows with 
similar concepts were created, such as 
“Satyamev Jayate,” hosted by Bollywood 
star Amir Khan. The success of the shows 
was based on their mix of reality TV, 
songs and popular celebrity guests who 
kept the audience engaged.

Guests at the “Zindagi Live” studio.
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How did the idea for “Zindagi Live” come up?
TV channels with varied content were at a peak in 
India in the mid-2000s. People were expecting more 
than just the news from a channel. One of my editors 
wanted to make a show which could bring newsy 
content and awareness with a flavor of “The Oprah 
Winfrey Show.” That’s when the concept for “Zindagi 
Live” was created. It was the most expensive show at 
that time in the TV news media.

What were the challenges?
I went to meet an alcoholic woman, and she yelled 
at me because in Indian society, women are not 
expected to be drinkers. I was patient and ultimately 
convinced her to talk about alcoholism. On the show, 
she said, “Yes, I have been an alcoholic for 20 years, 
and this has affected my family.”  Her words had the 
power to address the issue. In 2007, we couldn’t find 
lesbian couples as women were reluctant to speak 
about LGBT issues, so we made the show without 
them. However, in 2010, we found lesbian couples 
and mothers of homosexual children and made 
another show. For an episode on domestic violence, 
the male victim refused to talk. “I am a man,” he said. 
“How can I admit to the world that my wife beats me 
every day?”

Is it easier now to find people who are prepared 
to participate?
Due to education and the internet, people are slowly 
but surely accepting the changes. In 2007, we would 
never have been able to make a show about a live-in 
relationship where couples live together without 
getting married, because it was a taboo. Young peo-
ple working in Delhi and Mumbai were reluctant to 
speak as their hometowns were small cities. How-
ever, today it is much easier to make such a show. 

How did the public react to “Zindagi Live”? 
The viewership was average in the beginning, and 
it gained momentum when we addressed different 
conflicts. We received emails from people who told 
us how they dealt with issues like domestic violence 

just by watching my show. They liked the idea of 
increasing awareness about the issue without stir-
ring up hatred. “Zindagi Live” became the flagship 
program of the channel IBN-7.

Did you ever feel an issue was too sensitive to be 
discussed?
An episode on the demolition of the Ayodhya 
Mosque was made, and we edited out many parts of 
the discussion between the leaders of the Hindu and 
Muslim community as those could have led to riots. 
We can address issues like religion without deepen-
ing the divide if we talk about people’s problems. 
The show opened the window for discussion in soci-
ety and made people aware of the taboos.

“People are slowly accepting the changes”
The Zindagi Live host on the power of words
Interview with Richa Anirudh, by Vinamrata Chaturvedi
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Richa Anirudh
is best known for hosting the TV show “Zind-
agi Live,” broadcast first on IBN-7, then on 
News18 India. Today, she is the producer and 
anchor of the YouTube show “Zindagi with 
Richa” which follows the same concept. And 
she presents a show called “Big Heroes” where 
she interviews unsung heroes of the society. 
Richa has received various prestigious prizes 
and awards for her work.
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Marching toward the future — but which one? These Colombians support 
the peace agreement between their government and the FARC guerilla.
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The power of the past
Examples from Colombia and Belarus
by Antje Bauer

When is the right moment to deal with the political conflicts of your own country’s 
recent past? Do these old conflicts gain new life when they are addressed, rekindling  
political polarization? And how does a society cope when perpetrators and victims live 
together side by side without coming to terms with the past and without justice being 
given to the victims? The media play an important role here. Do they ignore these 
questions or tackle them? And if so, do they do so neutrally, or do they take sides? And 
whose side do they take?

The armed conflict in Colombia may have lost intensity, but it is not over. The wounds 
of the past still hurt. There are different approaches to coming to terms with what has 
happened and seeing former enemies as fellow human beings. Our author Margarita 
Isaza describes how a media project in Medellín, supported by DW Akademie, helped 
open up a dialog about the past and encouraged hostile neighbors to begin speaking 
to each other again. 

In many countries, especially less democratic ones, history is not analyzed critically. 
Rather, a certain interpretation of this history is decreed from above — often legiti-
mizing today's ruling parties. Media that unquestioningly adopt such interpretations 
make themselves the henchmen of politics. By contrast, media that openly question 
these unscientific narratives often find themselves exposed to the reprisals of the 
powerful. So what to do?

The example of Belarus shows how an autocratic ruler can wield a historical narra-
tive for his own purposes. When in the 20th century National Socialist Germany occu-
pied Belarus — then part of the Soviet Union — they proceeded to extermine the local 
Jews. The fact that a part of the Belarusian population collaborated with the Germans 
is concealed today in order to portray the Belarusians as a people of victorious resis-
tance against the Nazis. This narrative insults the victims a second time and is used 
primarily to disqualify the opposition. The Belarusian magazine ARCHE counters this 
narrative by publishing scientific articles, some of which were first published abroad. 
Kyryl Savin asked the editor-in-chief of ARCHE, Valeriy Bulgakov, how such a thing is 
possible in a repressive state. 
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Late hugs from the neighbors
How a film project reunited a village in Colombia
by Margarita Isaza Velásquez

The village of Sonsón, with some 30,000 
inhabitants, can be reached from Medellín 
by a winding road that passes through 
cornfields, avocado plantations, valleys 
of different shades and high mountains 
of the Andes. Like so many settlements 
in this western part of Colombia, it expe-
rienced the onslaught of war at the end 
of the 20th century: the armed groups of 
the FARC, the ELN, the United Self-Defense 
Forces of Colombia and the army troops 
often clashed over control of the prosper-
ous territory, coca crops, communication 
routes to the center and south of the coun-
try, and perhaps also to gain some sup-
port among the inhabitants of that area.

At the beginning of the 21st century, the 
situation in the eastern region of Antio-
quia, where Sonsón is located, became 
more acute. The entrances and exits of 
Sonsón were constantly besieged with 
illegal requisitions and checkpoints that 
sometimes ended in the kidnapping of 
citizens and the murder of peasants and 
public officials. Men and women were 
found dead on the side of the roads, hun-
dreds of families from rural areas fled to 
Medellín, and there was a general atmo-
sphere of anxiety. This was the situation 
in 2002, when Gertrudis Nieto lost her 
fourth child, Jesús Amado.

The 19-year-old boy was unemployed and 
saw no prospects for his future in Sonsón, 
so he accepted an offer from a local 
commander, who promised he would 
earn money to support his family as a 
“soldier” — albeit illegally. He left home 
one morning and his mother, Gertrudis, 
learned that he was encamped with an 
armed group, made up of about 100 
teens and young adults from the region, 

in a recreation center at the entrance to 
the village. She says the camp was oper-
ating “in full view of the authorities who 
were patrolling the area.”

On the night of June 13, 2002, the rum-
ble heard by the people of Sonsón made 
it clear that something was going on in 
the paramilitary camp. The next day it 
emerged that 18 boys who were train-
ing to be paramilitaries had died in an 
alleged battle with the official army, from 
which not a single soldier was injured. 
Some people from the area say that there 
was collusion and collaboration between 
the armed groups initially, but that the 
pact was broken, and a confrontation 
took place in the form of an ambush.

Gertrudis, a housewife, who also had a 
job preparing lunches in the restaurant 
of a community association, buried her 
son amid hostility from neighbors and 
acquaintances. They said she had no 
right to mourn Jesús Amado, nor to con-
sider herself a “victim of the conflict,” 
because he had been a paramilitary. But 
she, then 44 years old, repeated a phrase 
that became a mantra: “No one bears a 
child only to go to war.”

So she approached the women in Sonsón 
who belonged to two civil initiatives: 
the Association of Victims for Peace and 
Hope and the Association of Women 
Weavers for Memory. Both groups were 
formed around the year 2000, to reclaim 
the memories and dignity of their mem-
bers’ loved ones, to ask for justice and 
truth in the cases still hidden from other 
Colombians, and to weave back the 
ties between neighbors that had been 
strained and broken by war.
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Little by little, Gertrudis found friends 
there who understood her pain and 
who did not ask her how her son had 
died. Yet she remained silent because 
she thought that the memory of Jesús 
Amado could hurt the mothers of those 
who had been killed by paramilitaries. 
Years went by, and on one afternoon 
during a workshop she felt it was time to 
tell the story she had been silent about 
for so long.

Journalists from the community chan-
nel Sonsón TV, accompanied by advi-
sors from Hacemos Memoria, a project 
run by the University of Antioquia and 
DW  Akademie (see article next page), 

learned about Gertrudis’ story and 
approached her to tell it as part of an 
effort to construct a historical record 
based on peoples’ memories.

Gertrudis told the Sonsón TV journal-
ists about her son Jesús Amado, and 
that story became the thread of the 
documentary “Luces y sombras: Recon-
strucción de memoria sobre La Pinera” 
(Lights and Shadows: Reconstruction 

of the memory about La Pinera), which 
was broadcast in the village in 2016. 
“Here, a story was told that only few 
knew about — something we had not 
wanted to talk about among ourselves,” 
said John Dairo García, a journalist with 
the community channel who was part of 
the filmmaking team. The TV report may 
have reopened old wounds, but other 
Sonsón residents recognized the pain 
caused by the war and stopped judg-
ing Gertrudis for having mourned her 
son. “We knew that this had happened, 
but we had never dug deeper to learn 
more about what happened,” said Carlos 
Mario Otálvaro, a Sonsón resident, when 
he saw the documentary.

After the report aired, there was for the 
first time a public act of commemora-
tion for Jesús Amado and the 17 other 
young people who’d died that night in 
2002. At the university there was a mass 
attended by the inhabitants of the vil-
lage and the women of the Association of 
Victims, who, with posters, textiles and 
small wooden crosses, remembered the 
young men who may have died as para-
militaries, but who were nonetheless 
sons, brothers and fathers of the inhab-
itants of their region. “Beloved, my son, 
you were invited to take a bad step. You 
accepted it. But God loved you so much 
that he took you away from me and car-
ried you in his arms. Likewise, forgive-
ness, Lord, forgiveness, for all those 
who have caused so much harm in our 
homes and hearts,” wrote Gertrudis with 
red marker on a poster displayed at the 
commemoration.

The report, now available on YouTube, 
continued to be aired on local television, 
and some victims' groups and citizens 
from other villages also showed it to cre-
ate understanding about how poor peas-
ants ended up being recruited, either vol-
untarily or forcibly.

After the broadcast of the documentary 
“Lights and Shadows,” 14 years after los-
ing her son, Gertrudis began to receive 
the hugs and condolences that her 
neighbors in the village once denied her. 
“A colleague from the association who 
had once quarreled with me came up to 
me and said: ‘Forgive me, I didn't know 
how things had happened, and I know 
that you have suffered a lot too,’” says 
Gertrudis.

Today, Gertrudis is a strong, compas-
sionate woman who still works cleaning 
houses or cooking in small restaurants. 
She keeps photos of her son on her cell 
phone. And she remains an active mem-
ber of Sonsón’s Association of Victims 
for Peace and Hope, as well as the Asso-
ciation of Women Weavers for Memory, 
which continues to hold memorials for 
murdered and disappeared family mem-
bers in the region, so that memory will be 
a form of justice.
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Gertrudis Nieto at 
the tomb of her son.
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Reweaving memories
The victims of Columbia’s many armed 
conflicts tell their stories
by Matthias Kopp

What happens to memory in a war zone? 
Who remembers the victims when one 
violent conflict follows another? And 
what about those who turn from victims 
into perpetrators?

When DW Akademie started its work in 
Colombia in 2006, these questions began 
to crystallize in the circuit of victims’ 
organizations, human rights defenders 
and academics, and became the subject 
of public debate. 

Initial journalistic trainings with young 
citizen journalists from community 
media outlets made it clear that report-
ing or even talking about the conflict was 
a very delicate issue. Some of them came 
from recently pacified warzones. The 
question arose: how can you understand 
the political logic of the present if you are 
unable to review the past? 

In 2014, DW  Akademie began to work 
with a group of journalists and aca-
demics at Universidad de Antioquia in 
Medellín, the country’s second-largest 
public university. In the following year, 
this group constituted itself formally as 
“Hacemos Memoria” (“We Make Mem-
ory”). Directed by journalism profes-
sor Patricia Nieto and with the support 
of DW  Akademie, “Hacemos Memoria” 
(hacemosmemoria.org) decided that it 
was time for journalists not only to write 
about the sufferings of the victims but 
also to help the eyewitnesses of the dif-
ferent conflicts to write down their own 
experiences. The journalist's interest 
was not merely theoretical, as journal-
ists in Colombia have been victimized in 
many ways themselves, and many were 
traumatized as war reporters. Even the 

university campus where “Hacemos 
Memoria” was established had become 
part of the warzone, and teachers and 
students were killed. Clearly, in the mid-
dle of such a polarized society, construct-
ing some kind of consensus about the 
past would be no easy task. 

Not only was the city of Medellín hit hard 
by armed violence, but also most of the 
rural communities surrounding the city. 
“Hacemos Memoria” went into zones 
where the conflict had already ended 
and organized training programs for 
local victim organizations and commu-
nity media. Instructed by professional 
journalists, these rural working groups, 
composed of community journalists, 
social workers, village poets and youth 
activists discussed the violent history of 
their communities and created narra-
tives about truth and reconciliation. Sto-
ries formerly untold were broadcast by 
community radio and TV stations. Each of 
these training programs lasted between 
two and three years. In some cases how-
ever, the efforts had to be abandoned 
due to security concerns. Within a short 
time, the course began attracting not 
only journalists but also other profes-
sionals from a wide range of fields, such 
as psychologists, sociologists and public 
administration clerks. 

Talking about Colombia’s bitter past has 
become somewhat more normal. But the 
task is still enormous. Over 9 million peo-
ple have been officially registered as vic-
tims of the armed conflict. And their sto-
ries are still waiting to be told.
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Needlework for remembrance.

“We were innocently in prison.”

66



50 years of violence
Armed groups, drug cartels and paramilitaries 
characterize Colombia’s recent history
by Margarita Isaza Velásquez

Violence is a constant companion in 
Colombia’s recent history. In more than 
50 years of conflict between the Colom-
bian state and various armed organiza-
tions, more than 200,000 people have 
died and almost 8 million Colombians 
have become internally displaced, out of 
a population of 50 million.

The armed struggle has been aggravated 
by the violence of the drug cartels. Some-
times the armed groups fought the car-
tels, sometimes they collaborated with 
them. Nearly 30,000 people were kid-
napped and disappeared without a trace.

In 2016, then President Juan Manuel 
Santos signed a peace agreement with 
the largest guerrilla group, the FARC-EP. 
The FARC then began to lay down 
their arms. But in a referendum held 
shortly afterwards, more than half of 
Colombians rejected the peace agree-
ment because there was no consensus in 
the society on how this issue should be 
dealt with. It lost legitimacy, as did the 
accompanying measures for the social 
reintegration of the combatants. 

The ELN guerrilla group and the FARC 
dissidents who did not join the demobi-
lization process are now continuing the 
armed struggle. The violence also ema-
nates from new criminal gangs, some of 
which are recruited from former para-
militaries. All these groups are largely 
financed by the drug trade. Colombia is 
one of the countries with the highest pro-
duction of cocaine worldwide.

Environmental or human rights activ-
ists are exposed to a considerable threat. 
According to the Indepaz peace research 
institute, 971 Colombians have been 
killed between the signing of the 2016 
peace agreement and July 2020; all of 
them were active in social or environ-
mental issues at the community level 
and were therefore in the path of armed 
gangs.

Strong opposition:  
A demonstration against the 2016 
peace agreement in Bogotá.
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This conflict analysis tool focuses on the needs, 
interests and fears of the actors involved in the 
conflict. All these factors influence the course of 
the conflict. 

Our example here is the social divide in Colombian 
society after decades of armed conflict between 
armed groups like the FARC, local militias supported 
by the government, government forces and victims of 
the different sides. And in some way the journalists 
are concerned as well.

The interests are what the actors want to achieve 
in the conflict. Sometimes they are hidden or can 
change in the course of a conflict.

The interest of the relatives of the victims is vindi-
cating the memories and dignity of family members. 
They ask for justice, and they might also look for 
revenge or reparations and return of stolen prop-
erty, especially land.

The journalists want to cover relevant topics, 
become known, and give a voice to the voiceless. 
They might also have a personal interest in defend-
ing a specific case.

The needs are essential for everyone and are not 
negotiable. The peace researcher Johan Galtung 
defines four needs: security, welfare, freedom and 
identity. A conflict cannot be solved if the actors’ 
needs are not acknowledged and satisfied.

In our example, the relatives of the victims and the 
survivors need assurance that the same events will 
not be repeated. They need their grief to be publicly 
recognized, and feel that they are understood.

The needs of the journalists are to earn money and 
perhaps in some cases to come to terms with a per-
sonal story.

It is important to evaluate the fears of the actors as 
well, as they may influence the behavior of the actor.

In our example, the relatives of the victims fear that 
their tragedy will be overheard or forgotten. They 
are afraid that the same thing might happen again 
to them or that the other side(s) will disrespect them.

Journalists may fear that their topic is not deemed 
to be interesting or that they will face accusations of 
being biased.

This tool digs deeper, it goes beyond what the con-
flict parties say in public. It enables the journalists to:
–– better understand the conflict and the 

motivations of the different sides involved
–– identify differences and commonalities
–– integrate these findings into the coverage or to 

choose specific angles. In our example this might 
mean reporting on how the relatives of victims 
who belong to different political sides have 
become closer to each other thanks to certain 
initiatives, or how neighbors have begun to 
accept the grievances of the other side.

It’s best to start with conflict mapping and the iden-
tification of the actors, then move on to the needs, 
interests and fears mapping of the actors. Fill in the 
table for interests, needs and fears for each conflict 
side, as you can see in the table.

Tool 3: Needs and fears mapping
Example: Colombia
by Mona Naggar
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PA RT Y INTER ES T S NEEDS FE A R S

Relatives of  
the victims 

Speaking out 

Vindicating memories and  
dignity of family members

Asking for justice

Revenge

Reweaving neighborhood ties

Assurance that this will not 
happen again

Recognition in their identity

To have public support for 
the grieving of the loss of the 
family member

To find inner peace

To be understood

Not being heard, being 
forgotten

Opening old wounds

Being doubted by the 
relatives of the victims of 
the other side

Rural 
communities

Speaking out

Social stability

Forgetting what happened

Reweaving neighborhood ties

Getting back to safety and 
security within the community

Civil unrest

Local victim 
organizations

e. g. Association 
of Victims for 
Peace and Hope

Recognizing the memories of all 
victims of the war in Colombia

Reconciliation

Strengthening civil society

To be accepted by different  
parties as a serious mediator

Recognition of its goals

Working without pressure  
and fear

To get funding

One side demonizes the 
other side

Blurred lines between good 
and evil

Lack of trust between the 
activists and members of 
the initiatives

Lack of funding

Not being taken seriously

Journalists Covering relevant topics 

Reaching out

Giving a voice to the voiceless

Becoming known

(Defending a specific case for  
personal reasons?)

Earning money 

Dealing with their own 
personal stories

Lack of interest from the 
audience

Being accused of being 
biased

Community 
media

Covering relevant topics

Reaching their target group

Reaching a common view  
about the past?

Strengthening civil society

Gaining recognition from the 
audience and local NGOs

Lack of interest from the 
audience

Getting attacked by local 
authorities, politicians, and 
especially by violent groups 

Academics Collecting testimonies of people 
involved in the war

Reconstruction of the historical 
memory of the town

Scientific analysis of the past 

Exchanging experiences with other 
local and international institutions 
which deal with the past

Gaining recognition Lack of support from local 
residents

Lack of support from local 
NGOs

Lack of recognition by other 
researchers
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In your magazine ARCHE you focus on 
the critical reappraisal of the history of 
the Second World War. Why?
We are in a post-colonial situation in 
which our society wants to learn more 
about its own history. The academic insti-
tutions are controlled by the state and do 
not impart this knowledge. The National 
Academy of Sciences of Belarus has a 
department for the history of the Great 
Patriotic War with eight employees. Their 
research topic is the Second World War. 
But the very name of the department 
is propagandistic and ideological. The 
myth of the Great Patriotic War and of vic-
tory in this war is an integral part of the 
official historical narrative. And the polit-
ical leadership of the Republic of Belarus 
adheres to the maxim: “He who con-
trols the past determines the present.” 
According to this narrative, the current 
role of President Alexander Lukashenko 
as the king of Belarus is the logical conse-
quence of the most important events of 
the recent past: the victory over Nazi Ger-
many, perestroika, and the Lukashenko 
era. A critical analysis of our own history 
is therefore not on the agenda for politi-
cal and ideological reasons. 

Western publications often deal with 
the collaboration of the local popu-
lation with the Nazis and the role of 
the Belarusians during the Holocaust. 
How do you treat this in ARCHE? 
We are not afraid of such complex issues. 
The national historical mythology por-
trays the Belarusians exclusively as vic-
tims of the Nazi occupation. But the facts 
often look different. Neither Belarusians, 
nor Ukrainians or Poles initiated the Holo-
caust, but they were often accomplices. 
And we see it as our duty to familiarize 

Coming to terms with the past
How the Belarusian regime uses World War II 
to discredit the opposition today
Interview with Valeriy Bulgakov, by Kyryl Savin

When the past goes unquestioned: Belarusian Soldiers commemmorate 
the 75th anniversary of the victory over Nazi Germany.
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readers with such critical publications. 
The historian Leonid Rein — he teaches 
as a professor at the University of Haifa 
and comes from Gomel in Belarus — pub-
lished a book in 2011 called “The Kings 
and the Pawns.” In it he examines vari-
ous aspects of the occupation of Belarus. 
One section deals with the 30th Waffen 
Grenadier Division of the SS, which com-
prised some 10,000 Belarusians and was 
transferred to France in 1944 to fight 
French partisans. It is interesting for us 
to publish such research results because 
they are not very well known in Belarus.

Do you trigger public discussions in 
the country by publishing such sto-
ries? Or among professional historians 
at least? Does it present a challenge 
for official historiography?
It’s an interesting situation. On the one 
hand, we live in a very authoritarian sys-
tem, and on the other hand, in 2018 in 
the State Museum of the Great Patriotic 
War, we presented a book by the Ger-
man researcher Christian Ganzer, who is 
extremely critical of official historiogra-
phy here. Unlike propaganda, scientific 
publications are very difficult to ques-
tion. That is why we do not have tough 
ideological battles with state ideologists.

On the other hand, publications about 
the collaboration of Belarusians with 
the Nazis can cause criticism from na-
tionalist forces, such as the Belarusian 
People’s Front.
The strongest criticism of our publica-
tions comes mainly from representa-
tives of the Belarusian diaspora abroad. 
These are people who left their home-
land in 1944 and 1945. In order to inte-
grate themselves into Western society, 

they often rewrote their biographies and 
concealed their deeds during the war. 
Therefore, the truth about the war, about 
collaboration and about the Holocaust is 
very painful for the Belarusian diaspora 
in the West. Belarusian nationalism, on 
the other hand, was and is extremely 
weak, which is why there are practically 
no negative reactions from the right.

The whole world recently celebrated 
the 75th anniversary of the end of the 
war in Europe. Why do you think that 
people should still remember and talk 
about this war?
Take recent events. On May 9, 2020, in 
the middle of the coronavirus epidemic, 
Lukashenko held a Victory Day parade in 
Minsk, on the 75th anniversary of the vic-
tory in the Great Patriotic War. This gov-
ernment does not see it as a victory of 
the Soviet Union, but rather a victory of 
Belarus over fascism. The state declares 
itself the heir of the victors and equates 
the opposition with the traitors and col-
laborators who worked for the Ger-
mans during the war. And the media also 
spread this narrative. Civil society is try-
ing to counteract this narrative, and such 
commemoration days are well suited to 
sparking public debate on the subject.
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ARCHE is a bimonthly journal of literature 
and social policy published in Belarus, 
in Belarusian. Educated, independent 
thinkers form the bulk of its readership. 
The magazine was founded in 1998 and 
today has a print run of about 1,000 cop-
ies as well as a website (arche.by). Valeriy 
Bulgakov, our interview partner, has 
been editor-in-chief since its foundation. 
ARCHE also publishes books in partner-
ship with Belarusian and foreign (Polish, 
Lithuanian and Russian) publishers.

Whereas state media and state-funded 
research in Belarus propagate a nar-
rative of recent Belarusian history that 
benefits the autocratic regime, ARCHE 
stands for a critical approach. In addi-
tion to articles by Belarusian authors, the 
magazine also features works by foreign 
historians and political figures that coun-
teract the official narrative. The focus is 

on the history of Belarus and the national 
narrative in relation to the Second World 
War, the dark Stalinist era and the Holo-
caust — topics that have been widely dis-
cussed in Belarus recently.

Time and again the magazine has come 
under the government’s scrutiny. In 2012 
Bulgakov was arrested on suspicion of 
extremism and ARCHE’s accounts were 
frozen. After his release, Bulgakov fled 
abroad. In 2013, after the proceedings 
were dropped and the accounts released, 
Bulgakov returned to Belarus and 
resumed his position as editor-in-chief.

In 2017, ARCHE succeeded in being rein-
tegrated into the state newspaper distri-
bution system — an important success in 
a country where the distribution of news-
papers and magazines to kiosks and sub-
scribers is entirely in state hands.

Countering the  
dominant narrative
by Kyryl Savin

Valeriy Bulgakov
was born in 1974 in the Belarusian 
capital Minsk. He studied Belarusian 
Philology at the Belarusian State Uni-
versity in Minsk. He is the former dep-
uty editor-in-chief of the magazine 
“Fragmenty.” He has served as editor-
in-chief and publisher of the maga-
zine ARCHE since 1998.
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Neglected past:  
Ghetto victim commemoration in Minsk.
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What to do  
against hate?
When media makers become targets
by Antje Bauer

Journalists increasingly find themselves on the receiving end of hate mail and won-
der how they should deal with it. Ignore it? Get angry? Press charges? The German 
journalist and author Hasnain Kazim was tired of silently accepting e-mails from 
readers who insulted him because of his Indo-Pakistani background. He decided to 
answer them. He published these email exchanges in a partly funny and partly fright-
ening book. Frightening because it shows an ugly face of Germans, a face of open 
racism, hatred, islamophobia and ignorance. Funny because of the humor and (self-)
irony which Kazim displays and because of the sometimes entertaining dialog which 
emerges out of an initially aggressive email by a reader. We are printing an excerpt 
from it. Kazim also explains his limits of what's bearable, and how to behave when 
those limits are breached.

©
©

im
ag

o 
im

ag
es

 / C
hr

is
tia

n 
M

an
g

Increasing attacks against journalists:  
Right-wing protesters in 2018 in Berlin.
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Journalists have been criticized since 
journalists have been around, and that’s 
a good thing. They report for the public 
and they claim to depict truth, so accord-
ingly, the public should be critical. Is what 
they are reporting true? Are they being 
factual? Is the analysis and the commen-
tary well founded? Factual, knowledge-
able and even sharp criticism is part of 
what it means to have press freedom and 
freedom of speech.

And yet, something has changed over 
the past two decades. Firstly, there’s the 
issue of quantity. Up until a few years 
ago, the public largely expressed their 
criticism of articles, journalistic content 
and authors by writing a letter. Doing 
so meant first thinking about, organiz-
ing and formulating what you wanted to 
say, addressing an envelope, and affix-
ing a stamp. Then there was a trip to the 
mailbox or the post office. There weren’t 
all that many people willing to make the 
effort.

Today, people are much quicker to write 
their opinion and send their criticism, 
and that, too, is a good thing. Email and 
the internet have democratized the 
expression of opinion. But online com-
munication has also made it easier for 
people to give their anger free rein. And 
the quality of criticism has also changed. 
Hate speech and verbal aggression have 
increased massively in recent years. It’s 
become a proper flood, and the wave 
is getting bigger and bigger. Verbal 
assaults, insults and threats in emails, 
on internet forums and chat programs 
and especially on so-called social media 
have long become commonplace for 
journalists. 

When it comes to certain topics — in 
Germany, for example, immigration, 
refugees, Islam, integration, climate 
change and e-mobility just to name a 
few — it’s a given that the authors of arti-
cles will be inundated with messages. 
When the mails are angry, the send-
ers still largely choose to remain anon-
ymous. But the number of people that 
include their names, and sometimes 
even their full addresses and phone 
numbers, is growing. These days, peo-
ple stand by their hatred. Unfortunately, 
it’s become socially acceptable. 

It’s my impression that most editorial 
offices around the world are overwhelmed 
by the situation. They don’t know how to 
deal with it, if and how they should defend 
themselves, and how they can protect the 
affected journalists from attacks. 

Apparently, the fear of losing readers, 
listeners and viewers in what is already 
a difficult market outweighs the need to 
tell them clearly that insults and threats 
are unacceptable, that they will be 
blocked from writing comments and  that 
legal action will be taken against them if 
necessary. In a civilized society, it’s not 
okay to say whatever you want, and that 
has nothing to do with “infringing upon 
freedom of speech.” 

“We have to take the concerns and 
needs of these people seriously,” a col-
league told me in December 2015, when 
we had an especially high influx of hate 
mail because of the refugee issue. “We 
have to meet them on equal terms!” he 
said, and “Don’t forget that they are also 
our subscribers!” These kinds of argu-
ments left me speechless. Just that day, 

Looking away doesn’t help
Journalists should never be silent  
in the face of hate
by Hasnain Kazim

Screenshot from  
no-hate-speech.de
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after the argument with my colleague, 
I received the following message from 
an anonymous reader: “We Germans 
should continue the work with you Mus-
lims that we started with the Jews!” The 
words of my colleague were still echoing 
in my head. Should I really have to take 
the “concerns and needs” of such people 
seriously? Meet them “on equal terms?” 
Accept their verbal assaults, because 
they are likely subscribers?

This bothered me so much that I decided 
to start answering all, really all, of the 
letters I received beginning from Jan-
uary 1, 2016. For me, it was about find-
ing a way to deal with all of this hate. 
And so, I wrote back! And I met them 
on equal terms. If someone was com-
plaining about the “Islamification of Ger-
many” then I responded saying that I was 
seeking the office of caliph, in order to 
turn Germany into a caliphate. If some-
one accused me of being a “foreigner” 

who wasn’t sufficiently “integrated” in 
Germany, then I promised to work harder 
at this, together with my four wives. My 
primary purpose was not to make fun of 
these people, but rather to hold up a mir-
ror to them with my exaggerated confir-
mation of their prejudice.

In 2017, the idea was born to publish 
such dialogues in the form of a book. In 
May 2018, “Post from Karlheinz: Angry 
mails from real Germans — and how I 
answered them” was published. 

At the end of 2017, after two years, I 
stopped answering all the messages. 
Being on the receiving end of all that 
abuse was taking too much of a toll. How-
ever, I still do respond to plenty of people, 
including those who’ve decided to tar-
get me with their hatred. In about a third 
of cases, they reconsider their choice of 
words, or tell you the real reason for their 
anger, or even apologize. The number 
of hate mails I receive has also declined 
noticeably, now that the writers know 
they’ll get an answer from me. Even if the 
majority remain proud of their racist, mis-
anthropic statements and are celebrated 
on the internet and embraced instead of 
made to feel part of a fringe group, the 
confrontation and interaction is worth it. 
It may be time consuming and sap you of 
strength, but it is urgently needed.

Editorial offices must develop guide-
lines for dealing with hate mail. Whom 
should we answer? What should we 
write to these people? How do we make 
it clear that a line has been crossed, that 
it’s unacceptable and that there will be 
consequences? And what consequences 
will there actually be? One thing needs 
to be clear: we should never be silent 
in the face of hate, insults and threats. 
Rather, we must stand up to such behav-
ior. And not on “equal terms,” or by tak-
ing their “concerns and needs” seriously, 
or accepting their anger as “opinion.” We 
can respond by criticizing their state-
ments and picking apart the content. 
That requires courage, but if we don’t 
summon it, attacks like these will only 
multiply and become even more com-
monplace than they are now. 
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Karlheinz S. sent me the following mes-
sage, along with his full address, on 
November 29, 2016 at 14:03:

Mr. Kazim, you are a MUCKRAKER who 
only THINKS AND WRITES ANTI-GER-
MAN things!!! I have never read any-
thing sensible from you, never! You 
have real nerve, as a FOREIGNER to lec-
ture us Germans in your arrogant tone. 
Come to me, you HACK, and I’ll show 
you what a REAL GERMAN is!!!

My response on the same day at 17:25:
Dear Mr. S.,
Many thanks for your message! I’d be 
very happy to accept your offer to come 
and visit you. I happen to be vacation-
ing with my family (grandparents, par-
ents, siblings, three wives (the fourth 
couldn’t come as she’s in hospital giving 
birth to our sixth child) eight children, 
34 cousins and their 22 children) in 
your area, I would like to suggest Sun-
day, December 4, so we could celebrate 
Advent with you. We are all looking for-
ward to learning from you about what it 
means to be a “real German”!
Warm regards,
Hasnain Kazim

Karlheinz S. writes on November 30, 2016 
at 7:00:

Is that supposed to be some kind of 
joke?

My response at 11:45:
Dear Mr. S.,
No, not at all, we are really in your 
area and very happy about your invi-
tation! One small question though: As 
the whole family is coming, where could 
we park our buses? We’re traveling with 

two large coaches and I’m worried that 
we might not find a parking spot in XXX, 
as it seems to be a rather small town. 
Also, since we don’t wish to be too much 
of a bother for you and your wife: tea 
and cookies are perfectly fine. We will 
bring cake, as well as three goats which 
we could slaughter in your garden. Do 
you happen to have a fire pit where we 
could grill them afterwards? Wives 1 
and 2 are excellent at grilling, you’ll be 
amazed!
Warm regards and see you soon!
Hasnain Kazim

Karlheinz S. writes at 13:07:
That was a joke!!!!! And anyways, we’re 
not at home on Sunday!

My response at 19:50:
Dear Mr. S.,
Please don’t worry. We’ll just come by 
and ring the bell, then we can take it 
from there. It doesn’t matter if you’re 
not home. We have a large tent with 
us. We could put it up in your garden 
and while we’re celebrating, we’ll think 
of you and of Germany, and of course 
Advent. If you come home in the eve-
ning, you could just join the party!
Warm regards,
Hasnain Kazim
PS: Could you perhaps, before you leave 
your house, put out the garden hose, so 
that we can clean your garden after the 
Islamic slaughter?

Karlheinz S. writes on December 1, 2016 
at 10:00:

I know you don’t mean all of that. Very 
funny. I like your sense of humor.

“Come to me, you HACK, and I’ll show  
you what a REAL GERMAN is!!!”
Excerpts from Mail from Karlheinz
by Hasnain Kazim 

“Mail from Karlheinz. Angry mails from 
real Germans and how I answer them” 

The garden gnome:  
For some Germans a traditional piece of 
German culture, for others a symbol of 
narrow-mindedness.
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My response on the same day at 14:06:
Mr. S.,
Since when do we Muslims have a sense 
of humor? You know yourself that we 
lack this trait! Why are you taking back 
your invitation, after writing to me that 
I should come visit you so I could learn 
what a REAL GERMAN is. Say what you 
like — we’re coming! And we’re looking 
forward to it!
Warm regards,
Hasnain Kazim
PS: Have you remembered about the 
garden hose? I don’t want any trouble 
with my wives if we can’t grill! And driv-
ing home with a hungry family? No fun!

Karlheinz S. writes at 15:15:
Dear Mr. Kazim,
I would like to apologize to you for my 
first mail!! I wasn’t serious about you 
coming to visit me, and yes, I am often 
irritated by you! But I reacted rashly 
and I didn’t mean it that way! Despite 
this, I wish you a nice Advent.

My response at 16:00:
Karlheinz, we’re coming. Whether you 
want us or not! So get the garden hose 
ready!

++++

Lothar L. sent me the following message 
on October 15, 2017:

You are on Angela Merkel’s payroll, 
controlled by the government and the 
BND (Federal Intelligence Service)!!!! 
You would never write anything critical 
about Germany!!!!!!!!!!!!!

My response on November 1, 2017:
Dear Mr. L.,
Many thanks for your message dated 
October 15, 2017! Please excuse the 
late reply, but the BND had to first 
check your identity. Mrs. Merkel  has 
now given me the green light to 
respond to you. The answer is: Your 
accusations are not helpful.
With kind regards,
Hasnain Kazim
– BND Media Liaison – 

He answered me on November 2, 2017:
LYING PRESS, SHUT YOUR MOUTH!!!!!!!!!
I KNOW THAT YOU ARE BEING PAID BY 
MERKEL AND THE BND!!!!!!!!!

I wrote to him on November 4, 2017:
Dear Mr. L.,
Many thanks for your message dated 
November 2, 2017.
I have just checked my bank balance 
and concluded that I have not had any 
payments from the BND. I will send the 
BND an invoice, and name you as a wit-
ness to the fact that the BND owes me 
money. 
As you have written to me, secure in 
the knowledge that I am being con-
trolled by Mrs. Merkel and the BND, I 
am assuming that you will not have any 
problem with me passing your name, 
your email address and your IP address 
to the BND.
With kind regards,
Hasnain Kazim
– Federal Chancellor’s Office – 

He wrote to me on November 9, 2017:
I READ THAT YOU HAVE RECEIVED A 
PRIZE FROM CNN! SO THE USA IS PAYING 
YOU!!!!! THAT IS PROOF ENOUGH!!!!!!!!!! 
STATE-CONTROLLED MEDIA!!!!

My response on November 10, 2017:
Dear Mr. L.,
Many thanks for your message dated 
November 9, 2017.
May I offer my respect and acknowl-
edgement for the clever conclusion you 
have drawn. You are completely cor-
rect, the CIA is paying me. That’s why I 
hadn’t noticed that the BND hasn’t paid 
anything yet. You got me! But please, 
please don’t tell the BND that when you 
report me to them, ok? They don’t know 
that I’m working as a double agent. 
And just so I can save you more detec-
tive work: I also work for Mossad, the 
KGB, and the Taliban — whoever pays 
the most.
With kind regards,
Hasnain Kazim
– Speaker, The White House – 

Since I didn’t receive an answer, I wrote 
to him on November 14, 2017:

Hallo Mr. L.,
Clearly, you’ve been left speechless. But 
seriously, have you ever read anything 
I’ve written? Do you even read a respect-
able newspaper or online news site? Do 
you watch or listen to the news at all? 
Or do you just talk about the “state-con-
trolled media” and accuse journalists 
of being on Merkel or someone else’s 
payroll?
We journalists take a critical approach 
to all manner of topics. We disagree 
with each other, we discuss and we 
have different opinions. But there’s 
one thing that we’re certainly not, and 
that’s “state-controlled media,” paid by 
a government or intelligence agency. 
So please stop spreading this nonsense 
and instead educate yourself before 
you sit at your computer again to spew 
out such stupidity.
Regards,
Hasnain Kazim

Lothar L. didn’t write back.

Kazim, Hasnain. 2018. Post von 
Karlheinz. München, Penguin Verlag. 
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When journalists 
suffer
Dealing with trauma
by Antje Bauer 

Part of the cliché of the journalist, especially the conflict reporter, is that they’re 
tough cookies, as Bettina Gaus explains in the opening chapter. Even the journalists 
themselves — especially the male ones — often believe this cliché. They buy into the 
lie that real men don’t cry. The truth is that journalists who continually report about 
disturbing events, violence and death often suffer psychological damage. It can be 
mild or severe, temporary or permanent. Only rarely do journalists have someone 
they can talk about this with, and even more rarely do they receive support to help 
them process what they have experienced. A Pakistani journalist working in one of 
the most dangerous areas in the world for journalists — the Pakistan-Afghan border 
area — opened up to our author Zehra Abid, who lives in Karachi, and told us how the 
terrible events he reported on have affected him.

While traumatized journalists are often left alone, there are also places in Pakistan 
where they can get advice — Zehra Abid also reports on this.

The Lebanese communications trainer Khaled Nasser, who has specialized in trauma 
counselling, explains how trauma arises, how to recognize it — in oneself or in others 
—  and how to deal with it. He offers advice on how journalists should deal with sources 
who have experienced trauma.
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Funeral prayers after a suicide bomb attack in Quetta, Pakistan.  
Among the victims were many journalists.
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Everyone in Pakistan knows where they 
were on December 16, 2014 when they 
heard the news. Journalist Umar Khan’s* 
story goes like this: It was his day off, and 
he was having a lazy morning when his 
editor called him and said there was an 
important story to cover. The Army Public 
School in Peshawar was under attack. 

Bomb blasts and terrorist attacks had 
become a routine matter by then, par-
ticularly in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa (K-P), 
a region that borders Afghanistan and 
where the impact of the US-led ‘War on 
Terror’ has been felt most keenly. Since 
2001, an estimated 80,000 people have 

been killed in incidents of terrorism by 
different armed groups that have left no 
province of the country untouched. 

Khan is a quiet man who comes across as 
someone who keeps to himself. In his late 
thirties now, he wears a thin mustache 
and glasses so thick that one can tell he 
wouldn’t be able to see without them. On 
that December day in 2014, he reminded 
his editor it was his only day off that week. 
He was told it didn’t matter. He had to go. 

Khan had been covering unrest in Pesha-
war since the mid-2000s, when the cap-
ital and main urban center in K-P had 

become a hotbed of militancy. He had 
reported on the blast in a central market 
in 2004 where the intensity of the explo-
sives was so high that some people are 
still listed as missing. And he was there 
on that Sunday morning in 2013 when 
two suicide bombers attacked All Saints 
Church during mass, leaving more than 
100 people dead. He thought he had 
seen everything. But after all those years 
of covering conflict, nothing could pre-
pare him for what he saw on the day the 
Army Public School was attacked.

“When I reached the hospital, the press 
was everywhere, and so were devastated 
parents looking for their children. Then I 
saw around 20 children in their uniforms 
lying on the floor. A teacher’s body was 
lying in the middle. It was as if I were in a 
classroom of dead students.”

The attack left more than 144 school 
children dead. In the months afterward, 
Khan diligently visited families affected 
by the massacre, profiling one child 
after another and publishing daily sto-
ries on parents crushed by trauma. The 

*Name has been changed to protect privacy 

“I thought I had seen everything”
A journalist’s struggle to cope with the effects 
of terrorist attacks
by Zehra Abid

©
©

im
ag

o 
im

ag
es

 / Z
U

M
A 

W
ir

e

Inundation…

82



emotional impact of it all has been more 
than he can express. Even today, he still 
sometimes struggles to walk into their 
homes when he follows up on that attack.

Khan has witnessed extreme violence, 
seen hundreds of dead bodies, some still 
identifiable as people, others not. During 
some of the city’s most difficult times he 
covered more than three terrorist attacks 
in the space of a week. Despite this, there 
has never been so much as a conversation 
around mental health in the newsroom. 

“Who thinks about trauma here?” he asks.

In the years after 9/11, when terror 
attacks became nearly daily events in 
Pakistan, journalists there have been 
forced to operate like fearless heroes, 
live reporting terrorist attacks without 
any protective gear, while being made to 
zoom into suffering and bring out foot-
age of wailing mothers, orphaned chil-
dren and streets covered in blood. Paki-
stani television channels, competing with 
each other for exclusive content, would 
do whatever it takes. At times, this has 
meant showing the decapitated heads of 
suicide bombers on live television. 

In a city like Peshawar, people have 
strong community ties, they know each 
other well. There came a time when 
everyone was affected by violence, 
whether it was losing someone they 
loved or at least knew closely, or walk-
ing around a city where sites of suicide 
attacks had become landmarks. 

But while the changes in society as a 
result of the attacks were apparent, the 
toll it was taking on reporters was never 
recognized. “This is what made it most 
difficult for us, that none of these emo-
tional challenges were ever acknowl-
edged,” he says. But Khan also adds it 
would have been unrealistic to expect 
editors to account for the trauma he was 
going through. The editorial staff were 
in the same boat, day after day produc-
ing pages with stories of mass violence, 
while struggling to make each incident 
matter to readers who were watching 
their country crumble. 

“Before this conflict started, people in 
the newsroom would laugh and make 
jokes. But afterwards, it was a different 
place. There was an air of constant strain 
and stress in the newsroom. Nobody was 
in a normal situation.”

Besides the constant reporting on mil-
itancy, Khan found himself emotion-
ally battered by stories of daily crime. 
“I used to do a television show on crime 

stories and every other day there were 
stories about women being killed over 
family honor, women who were the vic-
tims of acid attacks, women being raped 
and sexually abused. Once there was a 
story of a woman who was thrown off the 
fourth floor by her husband after having 
been beaten badly. I don’t know how to 
get that out of my mind; it’s been years, 
but I still think about her.”

In his 15 years of reporting, Khan has 
never had the opportunity to seek psy-
chological help and so he has learned 
to deal with it in the best way he knows 
how: with a ready supply of antidepres-
sants prescribed by a doctor friend. It has 
allowed him to get through the day, but 
repressed trauma has a way of showing 
up in the body. Khan talks about getting 
panic attacks and has had consistently 
high blood pressure, ranging on hyper-
tension, for at least eight years. 

“It’s impossible to see so many things in a 
day and not get affected,” he says. “Many 
people here suffer from depression, but 
they won’t admit it. If you do say it out 
loud, people just think you’re crazy.” 

Khan believes journalists have a dire 
need for psychological counselling, but 
points towards the lack of mental health 
practitioners in Peshawar. “It’s not just 
that therapy is unaffordable for people, 

but also that there are too many people 
in need and too few practitioners. Even 
if you go see someone, they won’t have 
more than five or 10 minutes to give you 
before writing up a prescription,” he 
says. “What I really want is to be admit-
ted to the hospital for a month.”

He mentions this several times during our 
conversation. He is not completely cer-
tain about how this desired hospitaliza-
tion will help, but in his eyes, “there is no 
other way to be okay.” The emotional tur-
moil has settled in too deep and he des-
perately wants to escape it. The pressure 
has been far too much for far too long.

“I no longer want to do this,” he says.  
“I will leave soon. Enough of journalism.”

But for all his colleagues covering trau-
matizing events, the challenge will 
remain.
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When Mahim Maher visits newsrooms 
to inform staff about free psychological 
counselling offered to journalists, she’s 
often initially met with deadly silence. 
Maher leads the program of the Well-
being Centers funded by DW Akademie, 
which in partnership with a training 
institute in Pakistan, the Centre for 
Excellence in Journalism in Karachi, pro-
vides trauma counselling around the 
country. “People don’t want to admit 
they are struggling, even though you 
can see it in their faces,” she says. It 
wasn’t until she would talk about her 
own struggles with mental health that 
people would loosen up a bit and get 
comfortable with the conversation. “It 
was a huge price to pay because they 
now go around saying I'm a crazy lady,” 
she says in reference to the taboo that 
persists around mental health. “No one 

would really ask questions in these ses-
sions, but mercifully people would pri-
vately make appointments afterwards.”

Since the Wellbeing Center started in 
Karachi in 2018, over 90 journalists have 
made use of the services, according to 
the Centre for Excellence in Journalism. 
A Wellbeing Center has now also been 
established in conflict-ridden Quetta in 
partnership with the NGO Individual-
land, while online counselling is offered 
across Pakistan, with journalists from 
Zhob in Balochistan to Khyber Agency 
accessing the services. These include 
50-minute psychological counselling 
sessions which are strictly confidential. 
The program coordinator who schedules 
the appointments and the psychologist 
are the only people who know who has 
sought treatment. 

“Depression, anxiety, issues around 
self-esteem and confidence are very 
common in journalists, much of which 
is aggravated by erratic work hours, the 
constant expectation to be on top of the 
news and the insecurity of jobs and sala-
ries,” says Asha Bedar, a clinical psychol-
ogist who has been with the center since 
its inception. “Constantly reporting on 
human rights abuses, violence and trau-
matic events also takes its toll. For some, 
these stressors contribute to physical 
health problems.” 

There are times when people need med-
ication in addition to counselling. In such 
cases, the center refers journalists to a 
psychiatrist who consults free of charge. 
However, the service has its limitations. 
For one, there are just too many people 
in need of counselling to make space for 
everyone, leading to long waiting times. 
This gap in demand and supply is true 
for Pakistan as a whole. In this country 
of an estimated 220 million people, the 
doctor-to-patient ratio is among the low-
est in the world and an estimated 50 mil-
lion people suffer from common mental 
health disorders.

While the centers were closed due to 
COVID-19 in 2020, online counselling con-
tinued. But access from home is neither 
as comfortable nor easy for everyone, 
says Bedar. COVID-19 has exacerbated 
mental health concerns for journalists 
globally and Pakistan is no different. 
Bedar adds that journalists are strug-
gling not only because of the content of 
stories, but also because every interac-
tion adds to their exposure, increasing 
the risk that they themselves will become 
a part of the story.

Talking about a taboo
Pakistan’s Wellbeing Centers offer care  
for traumatized journalists
by Zehra Abid

… isolation…
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One of the most dangerous  
places in the world
Journalists in Pakistan are caught up  
among military, mullahs and militants
by Zehra Abid

Years of oppression and censorship 
mean Pakistani journalists have rarely 
had an easy time doing their jobs. But 
since the start of the US-led war on terror 
increased tensions in the border areas 
between Afghanistan and Pakistan, jour-
nalists have faced even greater diffi-
culties. Caught between the pressures 
of reporting independently on secu-
rity forces and their role in the conflict, 
the religious right and extremist groups 
such as al Qaeda and the Pakistani Tali-
ban — who would make frequent calls to 
newsrooms to claim attacks — journalists 
learned to self-censor and walk an invis-
ible tightrope to survive. Anything could 
be life-threatening: questioning the 
country’s blasphemy laws under which 
a death sentence may be imposed, say-
ing something that could be interpreted 
as “hurting the sentiments of Muslims,” 
independently reporting on military 
operations or drone strikes, or referring 
to militants in a way that offends them. 

It comes as little surprise, then, that in 
2017 and 2018 consecutively, Pakistan 
was named among the most danger-
ous places in the world for journalists. 
Attacks against journalists included 
murders, abductions, physical attacks 
and arrests. While journalists all over 
Pakistan have found themselves stuck 
in this conundrum, in conflict-ridden 
areas of Balochistan and Khyber-Pakh-
tunkhwa close to the Afghan border they 
have faced multiple layers of challenges. 

Journalist Saher Baloch says that report-
ers’ safety has never been a consid-
eration. During the time she worked 
for the country’s top news publica-
tions in Karachi, covering bomb blasts 

and reporting on very sensitive human 
rights issues, she never received first 
aid training. That only changed when 
she recently started working with the 
BBC. The journalist Umar Khan points 
towards the discrimination journalists 
face based on which part of the coun-
try they work in. “Once there was an 
attack in Karachi and there were imme-
diate conversations about getting a bul-
letproof jacket for the crime reporter, 
but no one really thought about that 
for us in Peshawar,” he says. In areas 
of Balochistan with a high frequency 
of militant attacks, people often do not 
even get paid, says Shehzad Baloch, 
who reported from Quetta for 10 years. 
Shehzad has seen colleagues killed and 
injured in various attacks. “I was com-
pletely shocked one day when I visited 

a colleague who had been injured in a 
bomb blast. His main concern then was 
that he may not receive his salary since 
he was unable to go to work.”  

Saher Baloch says she has also survived 
challenging circumstances but is only 
now beginning to process her experi-
ence. Ten years ago, when Karachi was 
the site of routine targeted killings, bomb 
blasts and gang violence, Baloch was a 
health reporter. She reported diligently, 
following up stories day after day, but 
it’s only now that signs of the emotional 
pressure she was under are emerging. 
Baloch talks about the recurrent night-
mares she gets. “It’s been 10 years now 
and it has taken me all this time to under-
stand the impact of the trauma I experi-
enced then.”

… pollution:  
Journalists face a lot of human suffering when doing their work.
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Definition
Trauma is defined as a terror-inducing, 
life-changing accident or series of acci-
dents that lead to a destabilized ner-
vous system and eventually to mental 
disorder. Trauma can come from a sin-
gle acute attack or an extended period of 
highly stressful events. A person may be 
subjected to a traumatizing event (e.g. a 
journalist is imprisoned and tortured) or 
may observe trauma in action (e.g. a jour-
nalist reports a massacre). 

That said, not every terrifying accident 
is a trauma, and not every trauma leads 

to trauma disorder. Field reporters cov-
ering wars and social tensions and being 
exposed to pain and torture may not 
necessarily endure persistent mental 
disorders. 

The Trauma Experience
Psychologically, trauma is experienced at 
three levels: 

1.	 the event, 
2.	 the memory of the event, and 
3.	 the emotions accompanying the 

memory

1.	 The event: A traumatizing event is 
usually described by trauma survi-
vors as a state of being stuck (feeling 
defenseless and frozen) under a sud-
den, unexpected aggression (verbal, 
physical, sexual offense), threatening 
the identity of the person, their pride 
and their dignity. 

2.	 The memory: We often try to sup-
press memories of trauma, in the 
hope of forgetting or avoiding 
echoes, but they can return through 
unwelcomed flashbacks, daydreams 
or nightmares, or be triggered by sit-
uations and sensations — including 
unrelated but similar sights, smells, 
or tactile experiences. For example, 
a journalist who witnessed a mass 
shooting near a coffee shop could be 
triggered by the smell of coffee his 
wife is preparing at home.

3.	 Emotional reactions: At the emo-
tional level, those memories are 
accompanied by an overwhelming 
flood of body reactions, leading po-
tentially to episodes of panic attacks. 
To a great extent, those emotions are 
somatic memories, meaning that you 
actually feel the event in your body. 
For instance, a journalist who’s ar-
rested and abused while handcuffed, 
may feel pain around his wrists. 

When your life feels upside down
How to recognize trauma symptoms and how 
to deal with them
by Khaled Nasser
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The pictures on pages 86 – 89 show 
women in a Tanzanian refugee camp. 
They suffered gender-based violence in 
their home country Burundi.
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Trauma Symptoms
A traumatic event is a life-altering event. 
A media professional suffering from 
trauma disorder is likely to experience 
life as being out of sync from the moment 
of the event onward. He or she will feel 
out of rhythm, in a semi-constant state 
of disarray. 

At the root of this mental disorder is 
what we call “hypervigilance.” A trauma-
tized brain gets stuck into an auto-pi-
lot survival mode of extreme alertness. 
It is endlessly anxious about potential 
attacks the future could bring. This per-
sistent hypervigilance tires the person 
physiologically, causing sleep and atten-
tion difficulties and psycho-somatic dis-
orders such as irritable bowel syndrome, 
heart problems, back problems, etc.

Depending on the nature of the trauma, 
this continuous overload of stress may 
also manifest itself at four key levels, 
especially if it is never addressed:

1.	 Emotional Dysregulation
Journalists with trauma may swing 
between a freeze mode (feeling 
numb, unable to feel happiness or 
sadness) and a flooding mode (burst-
ing out of control with anger epi-
sodes). In addition, the constant sat-
uration of stress makes the person 
edgy, authority defiant and hyper-
sensitive. People suffering from 
trauma will find themselves unable 
to tolerate excess sound, touch, smell 
or light. 

2.	 Social Withdrawal
Hypervigilance means that the per-
son affected might face difficulties 
in trusting others, he might suspect 
people of watching and conspiring 
against him, in addition to deep feel-
ings of loneliness. 

3.	 Identity Crisis
Persons with trauma disorder lose 
the meaning of life, the purpose of 
working and pursuing life plans. They 
question their self-worth and doubt 
their capacity to face the future. As 
a consequence, they lose interest 

in activities such as daily routines, 
hobbies, exercise, and self-develop-
ment, and often immerse in nega-
tive addictions, such as substance 
abuse, sexual addiction and eating 
problems.

4.	 Dissociative Disorders
The trauma breaks the person inter-
nally into conflicting parts. For 
instance, one internal voice calls for 
impulsive actions, while another calls 
for caution. Persistent self-blame 
and lack of self-acceptance can lead 
to forms of escapism, such as exces-
sive video gaming. Such activities are 
basically ways to dissociate from real 
life and live a virtual one.

Of course, some people suffer from 
trauma stress but do not experience all 
of these symptoms. The manifestation 
of symptoms will entirely depend on the 
nature of the traumatic event on the one 
hand, and the character, experience and 
background of the media professional on 
the other. 
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Recovery
The way to recovery mostly focuses 
on reducing the emotional impact of 
the trauma. We cannot go back in time 
to change the event itself, and we will 
never be able to forget or suppress it. 
But we can work on remembering the 
event without the overwhelming nega-
tivity. This memory reprocessing work 
is recommended in coordination with a 
trauma therapist. 

Reducing hypervigilance is another 
important condition that the person 
with trauma needs to work on in parallel 
with, or without, therapy. 

Healing from hypervigilance, to a great 
extent, works on re-establishing the 
rhythm of life through simple baby steps 
that one can take slowly to restore a 
sense of normalcy: 

1.	 Reconnecting with society 
Developing safe relationships, start-
ing with close family members and/or 
friends, establishing collective rou-

tines and rituals. By building social 
support, the person avoids spending 
time alone and getting consumed by 
negative thoughts.

2.	 Reconnecting with oneself
Learning to love and accept one-
self with all the flaws and missteps 
and learning to accept negative 
emotions. 

3.	 Reconnecting with one’s body 
Establishing a routine of rhythmic 
physical activities, such as exercising, 
playing sports, martial arts, singing, 
dancing. Rhythms are predictable, 
and the person with trauma finds 
comfort in predictability. 

4.	 Reconnecting spiritually
Spirituality in any form or belief sys-
tem, and its practices (praying, yoga, 
group rituals, etc.) connect the per-
son to a wider universe, a wider his-
torical context (fate) and help the 
affected person build acceptance 
and surrender to life changes. 

We learn that we cannot avoid acci-
dents, but that we can manage them 
and build resiliency.

5.	 Reconnecting with the present
Being mindful of one’s senses, find-
ing pleasure in tasting, cooking good 
food, hugging and touching loved 
ones, or being present in nature, for 
example by enjoying gardening or 
hiking. 

6.	 Reconnecting with the future
A person in shock, overwhelmed with 
fear, doesn’t dare to dream. To break 
with this cycle, a journalist is advised 
to plan for a satisfying project. This 
could be an investigative piece, a 
social project, or any project deemed 
important to the life of the journalist 
or a given community. 

Conclusion
Dealing with trauma is important for the 
survival of the affected person as an indi-
vidual and for the wellbeing of the com-
munity. We often tend to emphasize and 
glorify strength and to deny ourselves 
the right to be weak following a traumatic 
event. But the reality is that the road to 
recovery starts with the acknowledg-
ment of the seismic impact of trauma. 

What we think of as strength is often 
nothing but emotional denial. So the 
appeal to the traumatized person is: Find 
the courage to be weak.

©
©

Pe
te

r M
ar

lo
w

 / M
ag

nu
m

 P
ho

to
s /

 A
ge

nt
ur

 F
oc

us

88



If you wish to conduct an interview with a 
traumatized person, you need to proceed 
delicately. As a journalist, your responsi-
bility is to avoid triggering or re-trauma-
tizing your interviewee as you ask them 
to relay the information you want. 

The following are brief points to consider 
before, during and after the meeting: 

1.	 Avoid labeling
Not every person that went through 
hardships is necessarily trauma-
tized. Refrain from labeling people as 
traumatized. 

2.	 Avoid threatening environments
Let them select a safe, comfortable 
place that does not trigger memories 
and allow them the option of being 
accompanied by a supportive person 
during the interview. 

3.	 Avoid over-convergence
Balance between showing genuine 
validation and excess of sympathy or 
pity. The latter hurts people’s pride. 

4.	 Avoid pushing for details  
about the trauma
Let the interviewed person lead the 
conversation. Give them the full 
authority to reveal or refrain from 
disclosing hurtful information. 

5.	 Avoid dramatizing
There is no need to try and elicit tears 
or emotional content. 

6.	 Avoid letting the interview  
partner feel abused
Try to build connection and trust by 
setting clear expectations about the 
outcomes of the report (in terms of 
objectives, content, dates of pub-
lication, identification of names 
etc.). Keeping in contact with your 
interviewees, checking on them and 
getting their feedback on the report, 
is always recommended.

Interviewing a traumatized person
What to do and what to avoid
by Khaled Nasser
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Should journalists 
be impartial?
Pros and cons
by Antje Bauer

Journalists should be impartial and neutral, according to the textbooks. But is that 
even possible? Journalists are people with opinions, feelings and values. They have 
a gender, a skin color, an age and belong to a specific cultural group. Whether they 
like it or not, all this is incorporated into their reporting, especially when it comes to 
(armed) conflicts. The debate about bias resulting from the identity of journalists is 
in full swing in the media worldwide, especially against the background of Black Lives 
Matter movement.

But parallel to the question of whether journalists can be impartial, a second question 
arises: Should they even try? Should they, for example, let all parties to a conflict have 
an equal say in order to live up to this maxim? Or do they thereby reinforce the pre-
vailing imbalance, because one party to the conflict almost always has more oppor-
tunities to make its view of things public? Should everyone have an equal say — even 
those who would deny human rights? Should journalists stand up for values — and if 
so, which ones? Where are the dividing lines between activism and journalism and 
how clear are they? 

Magda Abu-Fadil, who has worked for Lebanese and international media, and Zaina 
Erhaim, who worked as a journalist in Syria, reflect on these questions, to which there 
are no clear-cut answers.
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Which side are you on? Reporting on clashes between 
Palestinians and Israeli soldiers in the West Bank.
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Two wrongs don’t make a right
Truth is our most important weapon when 
covering conflicts
by Magda Abu-Fadil

I’ve lived and worked in countries where 
the media are stifled and bent to the wills 
of despicable rulers whose creed is akin 
to George Orwell’s “1984.”

But I don’t believe the public is better 
served when journalists cross the line 
from reporting to activism by publicly tak-
ing sides in conflict situations, which may 
endanger them and their media organi-
zations, and undermine their credibility.

Christiane Amanpour, chief interna-
tional correspondent and anchor at 
CNN, was unequivocal on this during 
remarks she made while accepting a 

Committee to Protect Journalists award 
in 2016  (youtube.com/watch?v=tnu-rD-
WkNEc). She appealed to “protect jour-
nalism itself, to recommit to robust fact-
based reporting, without fear and with-
out favors on the issues.”

Amanpour is no stranger to controversy, 
having covered conflicts worldwide. “I 
believe in being truthful, not neutral,” 
she said. “I believe we must stop banal-
izing the truth. We have to be prepared 
to fight especially hard right now for the 
truth because this is a world where the 
Oxford English dictionary announced 
just last week its word for 2016, and that 
is ‘post-truth’.”

I agree.

Truth is the weapon members of the 
media deploy when covering conflicts. 
Ultimately, it will alienate one or more par-
ties in war zones, a risk journalists have 
learned to accept as par for the course.

“We are journalists, not activists,” Rima 
Maktabi, the UK bureau chief of Al Ara-
biya satellite news channel, told a politi-
cian in her native Lebanon who tried to 
extract an opinion from her during cov-
erage of the October 17, 2019 “revolution” 
that would have made her appear to favor 
one faction in the conflict over another.

Her statement reinforced my belief that 
journalists covering conflicts in their 
backyards should not cross the line from 
sympathy to active support of causes.

For American-Lebanese journalist/author 
Sulome Anderson, we should be compas-
sionate towards victimized people.  “Let 

yourself care about their plight and show 
them compassion — but draw strong 
boundaries around what is yours to carry 
and what isn’t,” she said, adding that jour-
nalists risk losing perspective if they’re 
too engrossed in the story.

I don’t advocate detached coverage of 
conflicts. Such issues are too complex 
for simplistic formulaic journalism. They 
require deft handling and solid under-
standing of the context in which they 
exist.

But if journalists aim to score activist 
points by drowning each other out with 
their personal involvement in conflict sit-
uations, the cacophony becomes deafen-
ing, and everyone loses sight of what the 
real story is.

It also defeats the purpose of dissemi-
nating untainted solid news, which the 
audience needs.

Journalists, as a result of their tilt to activ-
ism, are often seen as promoting disin-
formation. But in this age of dis-, mis- and 
mal-information, to actually do so would 
mean digging their own figurative and 
literal graves.
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is director of Media Unlimited and 
a veteran foreign correspondent/
editor at Agence France-Presse, 
United Press International and 
Defense News, among others. She 
was director of journalism pro-
grams at two American universi-
ties in Lebanon, trains journalists 
worldwide, develops media cur-
ricula, consults on media literacy, 
publishes extensively and blogs.
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A bias towards humanity
Journalists should get closer to  
marginalized groups
by Zaina Erhaim

Impartiality is defined as “not taking 
sides.” But in dictatorships as in con-
flicts, journalists reporting fairly and 
accurately are in fact taking a side and 
are targeted by regimes and warlords 
alike for challenging their propaganda. 
Powerful leaders always have their own 
well-funded publications, public rela-
tions companies and propagandists who 
over-report their points of view, while 
the people they repress have no one but 
independent journalists to amplify their 
voices. Besides bearing witness to what 
is happening to powerless civilians, jour-
nalists should also get closer to marginal-
ized groups, such as women or members 
of the LGBTQ+ community. Such groups 
need a platform to be able to hold the 
powerful to account. By giving a voice to 
the voiceless, journalists are fair, ethical, 
and closer to the truth.

In Syria, for example, I used to report on 
the women leading the uprising and the 
human rights defenders being arrested 
and tortured to death. As a result, I was 
put on the regime’s “wanted” list and had 
to leave government-controlled areas.

When opposition forces and Islamists 
started to commit crimes, I also reported 
that, which landed me on their lists, even-
tually forcing me to leave their areas, too.

Being a passionate journalist requires 
acknowledging and overcoming your 
internal biases, prejudices and politi-
cal views and standing for human rights 
against whoever is violating them. This, 
for me, is the safe bias.

After I was kidnapped in a pro-regime 
town in Idlib province, I wrote about 
the leader of a militia who saved my life 
and protected me from being deported 
to Damascus, which would have meant 
a death sentence. For my friends, I was 
“personalizing the enemy.” But as a jour-
nalist, it is my job to help break the cir-
cle of hate and to humanize those being 
used as tools of war.

This year, the New York Times demon-
strated its bias toward peace, when its 
senior editor James Bennet had to resign 
amid the backlash over a controversial 
op-ed by a Republican senator titled 
“Send in the Troops,” which called for 
the US president to use military forces 
to quell unrest sparked by the death of 
George Floyd. If Arab media followed 
this example, we would see many empty 
newsrooms and blank news bulletins and 
much less conflict.
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is currently working with the Insti-
tute of War and Peace Reporting 
(IWPR). She was named the Jour-
nalist of the Year by Reporters 
without Borders in 2015 and was 
among the Unsung Heroes of 2016 
by Reuters Thomson. She grad-
uated from Damascus Universi-
ty’s Media School and has an MA 
in International Journalism from 
City University of London. She fled 
Syria in 2016 and is now a refugee 
in the UK.
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References
Digging deeper by using new tools —  
A non-representative list of helpful links

Constructive journalism

Brochure on constructive journalism (German project) 
http://www.culture-counts.de/projects/promoting- 
constructive-journalism

Several publications on peace journalism, definition of peace 
journalism (US project) 
https://www.park.edu/academics/center-global-peace- 
journalism

Book on war journalism in Arab countries 
https://interactive.aljazeera.com/aje/2018/journalism-in-
times-of-war/index.html

More positive examples for  
conflict-sensitive reporting

Mashallah News is an independent online publishing platform 
for stories from the Middle East. Their focus is on urban 
issues, culture and society. The editors want their audience 
to develop a continuous engagement with the diversity of 
lived realities, perspectives, beliefs and actions. Mashallah 
News is currently based in Beirut, Bangalore and Tbilisi  
(in English)  
https://www.mashallahnews.com

This website publishes reports from several countries in the 
Sahel region. It has a conflict-sensitive approach  
(in French)  
https://paxsahel.com

Website publishing conflict-sensitive reports from the highly 
disputed city of Kirkuk in Northern Iraq (in Arabic, English, 
Kurdish, Turkish) 
https://kirkuknow.com/en

Some examples of fact-checking tools

Latin America
A Bolivian website which fact-checks articles (national 

and international) on important topics, including an 
explanation of its methodology 
https://boliviaverifica.bo

Chequeado is an Argentinian platform which fact-checks 
statements made by all types of public figures (in Spanish) 
https://www.chequeabolivia.bo

News on social media and investigates the origin of mis- and 
disinformation (in Spanish) 
https://colombiacheck.com analyzes

Website on misinformation, how it works and how to identify it 
https://firstdraftnews.org/project/comprova

USA
Washington Post Fact Checker checks the veracity of state-

ments and reporting by politicians and media in the  
United States 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker

FactCheck.org has the same goal 
https://www.factcheck.org

Asia
South Asia Check fact-checks statements by politicians 

https://southasiacheck.org

Africa
Fact-checking for Burkina Faso (in French) 

https://www.facebook.com/Fasocheck

Namibian fact-checking group 
https://namibiafactcheck.org.na

Fact-checking website for Libya 
https://tscly.org
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Other useful tools / websites

Legal Agenda explains laws and judicial procedures, mainly, 
but not exclusively, in Lebanon 
https://legal-agenda.com/en

Democracy Reporting International promotes political 
participation of citizens, accountability of state bodies and 
the development of democratic institutions worldwide. 
It explains how politics works and thus strengthens the 
media’s ability to report on these topics 
https://democracy-reporting.org

Individualland Pakistan offers a series of publications on 
conflict journalism, analysis of media etc., mainly in 
Pakistan 
https://individualland.com/3-publications.htm

Theory: Conflict analysis and  
conflict-sensitive reporting 

New York Times — Ethical Journalism: A Handbook of Values 
and Practices for the News and Editorial Departments 
https://www.nytimes.com/editorial-standards/ethical-
journalism.html#

Berghof Foundation: Trends and Causes of Armed Conflict 
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/
Publications/Handbook/Articles/smith_handbook.pdf

SDC (Swiss): Conflict Analysis Tools 
https://css.ethz.ch/content/dam/ethz/special-interest/gess/
cis/center-for-securities-studies/pdfs/Conflict-Analysis- 
Tools.pdf

International Media Support: Conflict-Sensitive Journalism 
https://www.mediasupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/
ims-csj-handbook-2004.pdf

Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma: Journalists and Safety 
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