Coverage of Canadian Peacekeeping Operations the Media: A Report

Western perceptions of ‘the other’ have been investigated in great detail, particularly by cultural theorists, anthropologists, and art critics. However, media reports either analyzing these perceptions or betraying them in the context of war, have been rare. Newspapers, media, and academic journals have, for the most part, concentrated their research on politics, both Canadian and external, strategy, and the efforts of peacekeeping forces in the grand exercise of nation building. Commentators appear to have, for the most part, avoided forays into humanistic appraisals of the culture of the nations they are expected to build.
Commentary, where it exists, appears mostly to be informed by preconception. This, of course, is not to say that there aren’t any attempts to understand the opponent. For example, Brian Bertosa, writing in the Canadian Military Journal, offers a multifaceted picture of Islam in the theatre of war, postulating that it is not as unified a religion as it is often perceived to be (Bertosa, 2008). However, such a broad view of Islam and Islamic cultures, is rare. 
It is hardly surprising that, when Afghanistan is covered as an Islamic society, commentators find it hard to refrain from mentioning the place of women in Afghan society. Often this is contrasted with the role played by Canadian peacekeepers in emancipating Afghan women.
Commentators on the Bosnian mission also feel compelled to comment on the religious dimensions of the conflict. However, while they refer to the Bosniaks as Muslims, the Serbs and Croats aren’t referred to as Orthodox Christians and Catholics.
Afghanistan 
Afghanistan is commonly perceived as a country that is in the dark ages. Often, commentators fail to attribute the breakdown of Afghanistan to the Soviet occupation while suggesting that it has always been backward.
A typical case is Irshad Manji:

““Culture is among the most obstinate forces anywhere. In societies influenced by Arab culture, a massive motivator of action is asabiyya or tribal solidarity.
This analysis originated with the Muslim intellectual Ibn Khaldun, sometimes known as the father of modern sociology. He studied how Muslim peoples evolve, especially in environments that are arid, remote, or, in the case of Afghanistan, mountainous. Where the land is harsh, there's virtually no division of labour. Human survival depends on bonds of kinship, and those bonds can easily degenerate into feelings of group superiority.” (Manji, 2009)
Manji omits to take into consideration the long history of human habitation in this region; the fact that Afghanistan has been a melting pot of Indian, Iranian, Greek, Turkic, and Chinese cultures for over three millennia; that it has been host to centres of learning far predating the Islamic conquest as well as a centre for literary and cultural patronage after the Islamic conquest.

She also forgets to mention that the Afghan monarchy which predated the Soviet invasion had initiated a series of progressive reforms aimed at the emancipation of women. Like other commentators on Afghanistan, she doesn’t mention the role of neighbouring Pakistan’s role in propping up Islamic fundamentalism in Afghanistan.

Manji is typical of commentators on the subject. A majority of them either portray Afghanistan as a primitive misogynistic society, governed by its savage tribal code or a rugged, simple society with a sense of honour and hospitality that, while endearing, is indicative of a primitive outlook on life.

Christie Blatchford, for example, is irritated when her fixer informs her of the extent to which the Taliban are aware of the strengths and weaknesses of the Canadian troops. The irritation, in her own words, originates in the shattering of her preconceptions concerning the primitive nature of the enemy.

In other words, they are expected to be great fighters while lacking the sophistication that one associates with Western army intelligence.  (Blatchford, 2008)
In her own words: “But one day, he volunteered that his Taliban contacts were talking about this new group of Canadian soldiers, that they were French-speaking, and that they'd noted their purported unwillingness to go out of their forward operating bases or to fight. He actually chuckled, making me wish I could smack him, as he delivered this last bit.”
She goes on to say that: “I was stunned, to be honest - not because I believed what he said was true or had seen any evidence of it, not because I relied on his information or used it, but because he or his informants were sophisticated enough not only to be aware of the recent shift in Canadian troops but also of nuances in the realpolitik of our country.”
Bosnia

Commentators on Bosnia make and important distinction—the Bosniaks are Muslim and need to be referred to by their religion—even though the conflict is in their country—

whereas the Serbs and Croats need to be referred to by their ethnicity. The Orthodox Christian Serbs and Catholic Croats are therefore referred to as merely Serbs and Croats. In addition, the Bosnian affiliation with the Islamic world is dwelt on by a reporter who writes that various Bosnian cities have new mosques due to donations from oil-rich Arab countries.  (Michitsch, 2001)
Women in the Army
The overall coverage of Major Michelle Mendes brings into question the stressful nature of the Afghan terrain and the effect it can have on the minds of Canadian peacekeepers. Mendes is portrayed as intelligent, strong, calm, motivated, worldly, yet incredibly feminine, and traditional.  (Woods, 2009)  (Nasmith, 2006)
Conversely, other articles suggest that the ideal female soldier in Afghanistan is “not the dress-up kind of girl” who would rather play football with the boys than wear a dress. The subject of the article, Master Cpl Renee Russell even admits that she doesn’t own a dress. She is portrayed as a strong woman in a masculine sense fighting on behalf of her more vulnerable, feminine Afghan sisters, while warding off proposals of marriage from Afghan men. (Khan, 2003)

This is in contrast to coverage of Michelle Mendes, the intelligence analyst. whose femininity and humanity are seen as a source of strength, whereas Russell the foot soldier can’t afford to have any of these features.
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