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ABSTRACT

After the commencement of the Liberal-lead refugee resettlement initiative, Syrian
refugees gained a great deal of attention from Canadian media. This is mainly because
this issue is seen to have a direct impact on the community. Since media, politics and
public opinion are interconnected in ways that could only be revealed through an
exhaustive investigation of such issues as the one at hand; this study investigates the
representation of social and political actors involved in the Syrian refugee resentment
effort with a focus on Syrian refugees in Canadian Liberal and Conservative online
news media. This study relies on the utilization of the Discourse-Historical Approach
(DHA) and framing theory in communication. A total of 375 articles selected from three
of the most visited Canadian news sites, namely the Toronto Star (Liberal), the Toronto
Sun and the National Post (Conservative) published between the arrival of the first
group of refugees in December, 2015 and the first anniversary of the arrival of the last
group of refugees in March, 2017. A triangulation of Quantitative Content Analysis and
a Discourse Historical Approach-based analysis serve as the base of this research
whereby discursive strategies employed by said online sources are examined. Though
Canadian press enjoys unequivocal freedom, the findings suggest that it is greatly
affected by partisan politics and is in a way directed by the political elite. A distinction
was drawn between the depiction of Syrian refugees in Liberal and Conservative news
sources. The Toronto Star employed discursive strategies to depict Syrian refugees as
mainly economically advantageous to the country, and as victims fleeing a civil war.
Though they were presented as harmless, their representation was rather one-
dimensional. On the other hand, othering and negative representations were more
evident in the Toronto Sun and National Post where they subordinated refugees by
depicting them as a burden to both the government and the public and creating a health
and security risk. Interestingly, Syrian refugees were also depicted as victims but of
government neglect and mismanagement. The findings of this research show that both
media —in differing degrees- have reduced Syrian refugees to mere pawns to push for
each party’s political agenda and validate their claims of success or failure of the refugee
resettlement program. The Conservative media was more critical of the government’s
efforts as compared to its Liberal counterpart. Liberal media depicted a heroic image of
the Prime Minster and Liberal Party and applauded their efforts. Whereas, Conservative
media did not only accuse the government of being incompetent and mismanaging the
program but accused them of intentionally and maliciously misleading the public and
not disclosing information about the exact amount spent on the program and their long-
term plans to assimilate the Syrian refugees. Regarding the representation of the Canada
and the Canadian public, both Liberal and Conservative media presented Canada as a
beacon of hope and contrasted its efforts to that of other ‘less generous’ nations, thus
painting a somewhat exaggerated utopian image. Similarly, the Canadian public were
depicted as welcoming and eager to help. The contributions of this research are twofold.
Firstly, it contributed to the body of knowledge by presenting an in-depth analysis of
media discourse on Syrian refugees. Secondly, the synergy between the Content
Analysis and the DHA provide valuable insight for future researchers exploring the
impact of media representation on both refugees and the Canadian public.



Guand ,\Laﬂi

S alaialy (g5 saall O ) s el 5l 3ol (a3 (ke 53 Bale ] B jalae e aay
il o il 5l L Al s o ) Wil aa 138 5 A0S Bl ) Jila s e
Clgal) Jiad & Al yall oda aag ¢Adal yia aladl gl N 5 dulandl g Sl Y Jilay O 15k
e S ae Gy saall DU e o LiuW) 3 s A AS i) D) 5 e laia ) dlelal)
Gle Al sda aaied S e yuYy) e ddadlaall g Al ulll A 5lal) Sl Jilag
SV 375 jlaal &5 Jual il b il 4 ki 5 (DHA) ldaddl ) il giall aladial
i gy 58 Ay bl SASY) sl A LAY ) sall (g Ay KV Canall (e 2530
Jsl dsmay O SV 028 iy (Lailaall) bl ypdls copma 535,585 (JIw)
& Y Al 25 Jsad 5V sl (5 SAI5 2015 semsd (G Cpia D) (e Ao sane
sl 0 )l medll e 23l Jalaill g oS (5 sinall JalaS gz Sall 220 2017 sle
5 s el dlidly oS s ) A Ll ) s il (o) 5 Canall 13g] a8 Al
LAY jabian (A Ga el Cpia DU g sea G 1 e a0l s Apuilanal) B3l (e A 5
Can o Jli 5 (o 5y 55 (A B gum g ST AN 5 bl Jiiill IS Aadlaall 5 401 yll
Lna jhalie 313y ) geanll s dasSall e IS e pe agil o 0aa )y sy ) gl Cun
da sSall Jlaa Y Llaiin aglam 53 Wil 5 ) g ey gl S ) calcia S il (ga 5 Al
Crfia DU Ul g 38 - 45l cla - Ve Y il 5 SIS () Canall 13 il el gl plal 5 gas g
ac) e dana (o aaill g e pla JS dpnlin s2iad Jal e Jakall By 3 e () ey el
el s B30l A sSall Jiaty 5o GBlaty Ledie Gia D)l s ale ) el y Q8 ol 2l
L by 45 lie 4 gSall 5 gead Mlaml ST ddadlaall WDley) Jilay culS (pulagill sale)
ol Ol el 5 i) Al sk 8y sem Al DoY) iy iy A1l
¢ sany beliS adey Jadh 4o gSall agii ol ddadlaall 2Dle ) Jilus Of Cum s a8 sea il
éﬂ\dﬁ&b;&u&uﬁﬁ\emj (Lad e J}@.AJ\MM\L@.\SS} ccnh).\]\a)h\
Gl Lad ) sud) i ) s e JaY) A shall aedalad g el pall e (sdny (5301 ¢gall
JaD 3 jlie Ll e 1€ dailaall 5 40 pulll e Y il 5 Caadl ¢ oiS) ) sgandl 5 12 Jiiiaty
Lt 1llaa A gl gha s ) gam sy Ul ¢Meliss JAYI (5 LAY J5all 3 s e W g Sl
Slealue paebuall o (a5 n jeddl o S ) seanl) g af e Jially 5 Lo as )
bl Gexie Jolad apdii YA (e 48 mall (5SE G aabe Yl 0pis b a1
AlesYI 0 930 8 1) 5 (o simall Jalat U 8 g0 (Ll )y sl (i J g e Y
G e IS e ade ) Jilug Jilad il GLESELY Jifiual) 3 opfialill dad 45

38 sgandl



APPROVAL PAGE

The thesis of Manar Munjid Mustafa has been approved by the following:

Zahariah Bt. Pilus
Supervisor

Siti Nurnadilla Mohamad Jamil
Co-Supervisor

Zeti Azreen Ahmad
Internal Examiner

Nor Fariza Mohd Nor
External Examiner

Majid Khosravi Nik
External Examiner

Shahrul Na’im Sidek
Chairman


http://www.iium.edu.my/staff/show/8906

DECLARATION

| hereby declare that this dissertation is the result of my own investigations, except
where otherwise stated. | also declare that it has not been previously or concurrently
submitted as a whole for any other degrees at IIUM or other institutions.

Manar Munjid Mustafa

SIGNALUNE ..o Date ..o



INTERNATIONAL ISLAMIC UNIVERSITY MALAYSIA

DECLARATION OF COPYRIGHT AND AFFIRMATION
OF FAIR USE OF UNPUBLISHED RESEARCH

Copyright © 2020 by International Islamic University Malaysia. All rights reserved.

A DISCOURSE-HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF MEDIA
COVERAGE OF SYRIAN REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT IN
CANADIAN LIBERAL AND CONSERVATIVE ONLINE NEWS
SITES

I hereby affirm that the International Islamic University Malaysia (I11UM) holds all
rights in the copyright of this Work and henceforth any reproduction or use in any
form or by means whatsoever is prohibited without the written consent of IIUM. No
part of this unpublished research may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording or otherwise without prior written permission of the copyright holder.

Affirmed by Manar Munjid Mustafa

Signature Date

Vi




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

All glory is due to Allah, the Almighty, whose Grace and Mercy have been with me
throughout the duration of this study.

Firstly, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to the late Dr. Selvarajah
s/o Tharmalingam who provided me with valuable input in the early stages of my
research. | am most indebted to my supervisor, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Zahariah Bt. Pilus, who
graciously took over as my main supervisor after the passing of Dr. Selvarajah. She not
only offered me valuable insight but constantly supported me throughout this
challenging journey. Her enduring disposition, kindness, promptitude, thoroughness
and friendship have facilitated the successful completion of this thesis.

I am grateful for Dr. Maskanah Mohammad Lotfi, whose guidance, kind support,
and overall feedback have encouraged me throughout this study.

My deepest thanks and appreciation to Dr. Siti Nurnadilla Mohamad Jamil, who
answered my countless questions and inquiries and whose insightful input on
methodology and analysis has been a significant contribution towards shaping this
thesis.

I would like to acknowledge Sis. Noorsiah Abdullah who has been
accommodating to all of my inquiries and has been facilitating the administrative
aspects related to this postgraduate study.

Alhamdulillah.

vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

N o111 = Tod USSR RTPR I
ADSTFACT IN ATADIC ... i
APPIOVAI PAGE.....c.eeiiiiiiiee bbb 1\
DECIATALION ...ttt %
COPYIIGNT PAGE....e et Vi
ACKNOWIBAGEMENTS ... .t enes vii
TabIE OF CONTENTS.....eiiiieie et enes viii
LISt OF TADIES ... xiii
LISE OF FIQUIES ...ttt I
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ....cccoiiiiese e 1
1.1 INEFOTUCTION. ...t et 1
1.2 Background OF STUAY .......cccooiiiriiiiieerere e 3
1.2.1 Estimated Casualties, Overall Losses, And International Effort ..6
1.3 Statement of The Problem ... 9
1.4 ReSEArch ODJECHIVES........civieieiiecieeie e 12
1.5 ReSEArCh QUESTIONS........eeiuierieiiieiieeie e e et reesreenae e nrees 12
1.6 Significance Of The StUAY.........ccceeviiieii e 15
1.7 OVerview Of ChaplersS ..o 16
CHAPTER TWO: HISTORICAL CONTEXT .....covciveieieiererese e, 18
2.1 INEFOTUCTION. ....c.viiiiticieeiieeee et 18
2.2 Syria Before the ReVOIULION ..o 18
2.3 The Arab SPriNg ...ccecviiiicece e 19
2.4 The Syrian ReVOIULION .......ccooiiiiiiiiceeee s 21
2.5 The Syrian Refugee CriSiS.......ccviveiiiiiiieece e 24
2.5.1 Syrian Refugees in NUMDErS.........cccviiiiiiieie e, 25
2.5.2 Global Effort and Impact of Syrian Refugees on Host
COUNTIIBS ..ttt ettt sttt sre e esteeneesneenreeneeenes 27
2.6 Canada: Humanitarian ASSISTANCE .........ccccveveieriereniene e 31
2.6.1 A Brief Background on Canada’s Humanitarian Response.......... 31
2.6.2 Canada’s Refugee Programme...........ccocvveeiiiiiiicniniciecnece 33
2.6.2.1 Adoption of the UN definition of Convention refugee.....33
2.6.2.2 Differentiation in the legislation of refugees into
“Convention” and other “Designated Classes” .................. 34
2.6.2.3 Development of Sponsorship Arrangements.................... 35
2.6.2.4 Formulation of Annual Refugee Plans ............c.ccocvvenene. 35
2.6.3 Canada’s Immigration and Refugee Protection Act ..................... 37
2.6.4 Canadian Response to the Syrian Crisis ........cccocevveiiieiiiiniennn, 38
2.7 Chapter SUMMAIY .....ccviiiieie ettt 39
CHAPTER THREE: REFUGEE AND MEDIA DISCOURSE...........c.cccuu.... 41
200 A 111 0o 1 od 1 o] PSS 41
3.2 The NOtION Of DISCOUISE.......ccueeuiiiriiieie ettt 41
3.3 MEdia DISCOUISE ...ttt 44

viii



3.4 Media And GOoVErNMENT POLICIES. ......eeeeeee e 48

3.5 Media Ownership And Regulation ............cccevvvieivere s 50
3.6 SOUICES OF NBWS ...ttt et 54
3.7 Refugees In The Media........c.cevviieiieiiiie e 55
3.8 Canadian Media And The Representation Of Minorities And
RETUGEES ..ot 57
3.9 Chapter SUMMAIY ........cccoiiiiiieieieiese e 60
CHAPTER FOUR: CRITICAL APPROACHES TO ANALYZING
MEDIA DISCOURSE .....ocoviiiiiiece ettt 62
I g1 oo [0 od o] PSSR 62
4.2 Critical DiscoUrse ANAlYSIS ........ccceiveiiiiieieeie e 62
4.2.1 Important Concepts in CDA: Ideology, Power and Discourse .....64
4.3 Approaches TO CDA ..o e 66
4.3.1 Fairclough’s Framework ..........ccccoviiiiiiiiinic e 66
4.3.2 Van Dijk’s FrameWOrK..........ccccorviiiiiniinieinnene e 69
4.3.3 Van Leeuwen’s Framework ..........cccccocveeiiieiiiic i 71
4.3.4 Wodak’s Discourse-Historical Approach .............cccoeeevveiieiveennnnn, 74
4.4 Framing TREOTY .....ccoiiiiiiiieieieee et 76
4.5 Chapter SUMMAIY ........ccoiiiiieeie et 79
CHAPTER FIVE: METHODOLOGY ....oooiiiiiiiiiisieeseeie e 80
T8 A 1 0 To 1 od £ o o OSSPSR 80
5.2 Research Paradigm ..........ccooveiiiiiiiiccc e 80
5.2.1 Methodic Triangulation In DHA-Based Research........................ 82
5.3 DALA SOUICES ...ttt 83
5.3.1 THe TOrONIO STAr ......cccveieiieieeie e nnees 83
5.3.2 The TOrONIO SUN ....oviiiiiiiiiieieie et 84
5.3.3 The National POSt..........cccoviieriiieiiere e 85
5.4 Canadian News Readership .......cccccovveviiieieeicce e 87
5.5 Data Sampling - Collection And Selection...........ccccoccevverveieiiennenenne 88
5.5.1 Period Under StUAY ........ccooveiieiieiiesece e 88
5.5.2 Data ColleCtion PrOCESS .......ccveieiierieeiesieesie e sie e nie e 89
5.6 Data Analysis PrOCEAUIES ........cc.ecvveiieiiiiiesie et 92
5.6.1 Quantitative Analysis (Content Analysis)..........cccceevveveiieevinenenne. 92
5.6.1.1 Development Of Coding Sheets And Coding Process .....93
5.6.2 Discourse Historical Approach-Based Analysis...........cccccoveenneee. 96
5.6.2.1 Referential/ Nomination And Predication Strategies ....... 98
5.6.2.2 Argumentation (Topoi Analysis).........cccevevieiieesiieiinnnn, 101
5.7 Issues Surrounding Validity And Reliability In Qualitative Research...107
5.8 Chapter SUMMAAIY .......ccciiiiiiiiie et 109
CHAPTER SIX: CONTENT ANALYSIS ..ot 110
T A [ 0o ¥ od 1 o o OSSR 110
6.2 FINGINGS ...ttt 110
6.2.1 Refugee Related ArtiCles ..., 110
6.2.2 Refugee Related Topics in Liberal and Conservative News
1T LT S SUPS SRS 112



6.2.3 Representation of Social and Political Actors in Liberal and

Conservative Media.........ccocoveiiiiiininieiee e 118
6.2.3.1 Syrian RefUQEES.......cccooiiiiiiiieeee e 118
6.2.3.2 Liberal Government and Conservative Party ................... 124
6.2.3.3 Canadian Public and Nation ...........ccccevvvenieniininieerienn 126
6.2.4 The Sources Quoted in Liberal and Conservative Media.............. 127
6.3 Chapter SUMMAIY .......coiiiiiiiee e 131
CHAPTER SEVEN: ANALYSIS FOR REFERENTIAL AND
PREDICATIONAL STRATEGIES ..o 133
% R 1 0o [V {1 o o 1S TOSTR 133
7.2 The VIctimization FIrame.......ccooeveieiinenisiseieee e 136
7.3 The Refugees as A BUIGEN .......cooveiiiiiiiiiieee e 141
7.4 The THhreat Frame .....ccooiiiiiiee e e 145
7.5 The Government as The ‘Saviour’ Frame ..........ccccccoveviienivninsinieennnnn 151
7.6 The Irresponsible Government Frame............cccoovevveieieeieese s 156
7.7 The ‘Canada as A Utopia’ FTame .........ccccevvviiieiieniniiniesece e 160
7.8 Chapter SUMIMAIY .....c.coiiiieeie e s ettt e e sre e ens 163
CHAPTER EIGHT: TOPOS ANALYSIS......coiiiieee e 165
ST A 1 0 To 1 od £ o o SR TS 165
8.2 The Topos Of RealitY .......ccceccviiiiiiec e 165
8.2.1 Reality-POSItIVE TOPOS.......cciveveierieiiiniieieieeie et 166
8.2.1.1 Syrians’ Readiness to Relocate and Work...................... 166
8.2.1.2 Canadians’ Enthusiasm to Welcome Syrian Refugees.....169
8.2.1.3 Syrians’ Gratitude Towards the Canadian Government
aNd PUBHIC ..o 171
8.2.2 Reality-NegatiVe TOPOS .......cceeieiierieereieesie st sie e e enes 173
8.2.2.1 The Unpreparedness of The Canadian Government......... 173
8.2.2.2 The Unwillingness of Syrian Refugees to Relocate ......... 176
8.2.2.3 The Preferential Treatment of Syrian Refugees................ 178
8.2.2.4 Syrians Inability to Assimilate ............ccccoceevveveiieieenee 180
8.2.2.5 The Undesirability of Syrian Refugees ...........c.ccocvvvennene. 182
8.3 The TOPOS 0f BUFAENING ......ocvveivieiiciecieee e 184
8.3.1 Burdening-Positive TOPOS........cccccveviieieiiece e 185
8.3.2 Burdening-Negative TOPOS ........cccouriririiiiiee e 187
8.3.2.1 Government Institutions and Individuals ......................... 187
8.3.2.2 Healthcare SyStem ..........cccoovivviiiiiiiese e 189
8.3.2.3 Vocational BUrden...........coceveeiiiiniiiic e 191
8.3.2.4 HOUSING.....cutiuiiiieieieie et 193
8.3.2.5 EAUCALION ... s 195
8.3.2.6 ASSIMIALION......eeiiiieiiee s 196
8.4 The Topos of HumanitarianiSm..........cccccveveeiiienieiii e 198
8.4.1 Humanitarian-POoSIitive TOPOS ........ccvrieirieieienienie e 198
8. 4.1 L LIfe N SYra..ccciiiii et 199
8.4.1.2 The Journey from SYria .......ccccovveverirene i 201
8.4.1.3 Life in Refugee Camps ........ccocveveeiiieenie i 203
8.4.1.4 Challenges Faced in Canada..........cccoceverenenenenieniennenn 204
8.4.1.5 The Need for More Humanitarian Action ..............cccce.... 207



8.4.2 Humanitarian-Negative TOPOS .........ccuvrreieriereriesesie s 210

8.5 The TOPOS Of DANQEN ....ccveeveciieiieeie e 211
8.5.1 Danger-PoSItIVe TOPOS.......ccviuirieriirieriieieieee e 211
8.5.2 Danger-Negative TOPOS .......ccviveiierieeieseesieeieesreesie e sreeseesneesneas 213

8.5.2.1 Threat to SECUMLY .......cccovviiiriiieieieiese e 214
8.5.2.2 Health RiSK .......ccoueiiiiiiiie s 219

8.6 The TOPOS Of ECONOMY .....cuviiiiiiiiiesiesiisie e 221
8.6.1 ECONOMY- POSItIVE TOPOS ....ccvverveivieieeieiteesieeiesree e eeesieeseesneesneas 221
8.6.2 ECONOmy- NegatiVe TOPOS. ......ccververreriirieeiieieie et 225

8.7 Chapter SUMIMAIY .....c.eiveiieeieeie it eieetesreese et sre e saeeae e sre e anes 229

CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSION. ..ottt 233

T A 1 0 To 1 od £ o o OSSPSR 233

9.2 Summary of The Research FINdings .......c.ccccooevieviiie i 233
9.2.1 Key Findings of Research Question ONe............ccoevevereenenennnnn, 233

9.2.1.1 Reoccurring ThEMES........ccovvvveiieiie e 233
9.2.1.2 Syrian Refugees and Social ACtOrS .........ccccceevvrceerverennne 234
9.2.2 Key Findings of Research Question TWO ...........ccccceevveieeiieinnnnnn, 235
9.2.2.1 Syrian refugees in Liberal Online Media ...........cccccveveenee. 235
9.2.2.2 Syrian refugees in Conservative Online Media................ 236
9.2.2.3 Liberals and Conservatives in Liberal Online Media....... 237
9.2.2.4 Liberals and Conservatives in Conservative Online
T LT USSR 238
9.2.2.5 Canada and Canadians in Liberal and Conservative Online
T L USSR 238
9.2.3 Key Findings of Research Question Three .........c.ccccccevveveiiennn, 239

9.2.3.1 Arguing for Syrian Refugees In Liberal Online Media....239

T L USSR 240
9.2.3.3 Arguing for Syrian Refugees in Conservative Online

T L USSR 240

9.2.3.4 Arguing Against Syrian Refugees in Conservative Online
T L USSR 241
9.2.4 Key Findings of Research Question FOUr.............cccceveiveiiiiennn, 242
9.2.5 Key Findings of Research Question FiVe ...........cccccoevvevveiiiiennnn, 243
9.3 FINAl REMAIKS ......coiieieiieciiee e ens 244
9.4 Contributions of the Study..........cccceiiiiiii 246
9.5 Limitation Of the StUY .........coceiiiiiiiiieee e 247
9.6 Recommendation for Further Research ..........cccoccovviviiiininciencee 249
REFERENCES. ... ..ottt st 250
APPENDEX T ottt ettt 273
APPENDEX T .ottt ettt st na e 281
APPENDEX T ..ottt 285
APPENDIX TV .ottt st ra e 290
APPENDIX V ottt sttt 291
APPENDIX V..ot e ettt st beane e 294
APPENDIX VI oottt st st 295

Xi



APPENDIX VI
APPENDIX IX
APPENDIX X.

xii



LIST OF TABLES

Table No. Page No.
2.1  Overall Refugee Intake Plan. Source. Source: The Government of

Canada (2016d) 36
5.1  Number of articles published within sixteen months 91
5.2 Discursive strategies. Source Reisigl and Wodak (2009) 97
5.3  Selected Topoi 106
6.1  Format of Published Articles Based on the News Source Affiliation 112
6.2  News Source Affiliation and Number of Refugee Related Topics 113

6.3  Chi-Square test, news source affiliation vs. representation of Syrian
refugees 119

6.4  Positive and Negative Depiction of Syrian Refugees in Liberal and
Conservative Online News Media. 121

6.5  Depiction of the Liberal government and Conservative Party in
Liberal and Conservative News Media 124

6.6  Depiction of the Canadian Public and Canada in Liberal and
Conservative News Media 127

6.7  Sources Quoted in Liberal and Conservative News Media. 128

6.8  Sub-division of Sources Quoted in Liberal and Conservative News
Media 130

7.1  ldentified Frames and Description 135

Xiii



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure No. Page No.
2.1  Number of Syrian Refugees (2011- 2016). Source: Ferris & Kirisci

(2016) 26
2.2  Regional funding status of key sectors. Source: UK Parliament

(2015). 30
5.1  Labelling of Selected Articles 90
5.2  Frequency of article publications within Liberal and Conservative

sites 91
5.3 A Sample of the data view window in SPSS 96
5.4  Adopted conceptual Framework 109

6.1  Distribution of ‘Main’ Refugee Related Topics in Liberal and
Conservative News Media 114

6.2  Distribution of ‘Secondary’ Refugee Related Topics in Liberal and
Conservative News Media. 116

6.3  Distribution of ‘Tertiary’ Refugee Related Topics in Liberal and
Conservative News Media. 117

6.4  Depiction of Syrian Refugees in Liberal and Conservative News
Media 119

6.5  Distribution of Positive/Negative Articles within the Different News
Formats. 122

6.6  Depiction of the Liberal and Conservative Party in Liberal and
Conservative News Media. 125



CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The Middle East has a history of political instability, civil wars and interstate conflicts
that span many decades (Tucker et al., 2010; Hinchcliffe and Milton-Edwards, 2007).
When authoritarian regimes are commonplace and civilians live in constant fear,
poverty and lack of basic services and infrastructure, it is only a matter of time until
protests breakout and people demand change (Jones, 2012). Sure enough, at the end of
2010, a Tunisian fruit seller set himself on fire in protest of the constant harassment and
abuse by the police. This triggered a massive reaction throughout the Middle East and
tens of thousands of people began protesting in Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, and Syria.
Protestors called for government reforms, but their demands fell on deaf ears.

Syria was one of the most negatively affected countries in the region. In a matter
of a few months, the Assad government began ‘silencing’ peaceful protestors,
demolishing opposition villages, and bombarding towns. This prompted groups -backed
by foreign and local stakeholders- to take up arms, further aggravating matters which
quickly escalated into a civil war. At these unstable and dangerous times, many Syrians
sought refuge in safer regions of the country. Some even escaped the chaotic situation
in their homeland and travelled thousands of miles to other countries like Turkey,
Lebanon, Germany, Austria (Connor, 2018). Reports from the United Nations estimate
6.1 million internally displaced Syrians and 5.6 million Syrian refugees around the
world, prompting the UN rights chief to call the Syrian issue “the worst man-made

disaster since World War II” (UN News, 2017).



Discourse focusing on the issue of Syrian refugees has, therefore, become very
prominent in both Western politics and media. It is very rare to find a leader of a
Western state who is not involved in the conversation on the ‘Syrian refugee crises’.
Chancellor Merkel, Prime Ministers Cameron and Trudeau, and president Trump
regularly involve themselves and respective parties in the conversation and have taken
certain steps and set different policies to deal with arriving and perspective refugees
(Diab, 2017; Ferris, & Kirisci, 2016).

Consequently, this has reflected on the media to a point where one is able to find
multiple articles focusing on Syrian refugees published daily. These articles and news
stories range from depicting refugees as people in need of aid and protection, people in
detention, a threat to national borders and national security and economic migrants
purchasing real-estate. Additionally, news stories covering communities welcoming
refugees into their homes and students decorating the school and donating toys and
stationery to make their peers feel more at home are also seen in many news outlets
(Dauvergne, 2016).

Consequently, some important questions are raised; are these refugees well
accepted by the local community? Several studies suggest that refugees find it difficult
to assimilate and adapt to Western societies due to the fact that they are looked at
negatively and discriminated against at both personal and institutional levels
(Hainmueller, Hangartner, & Lawrence, 2016; Montgomery & Foldspang, 2008;
Mestheneos & loannidi, 2002). What exactly prompted the locals to have a negative
perception of these refugees? Could this be the work of the media? Marfleet (2006)
claims that “since the 1990s, dominant discourses around refugees included the
normalization of a growing hostility towards asylum seekers” (p. 277). To what extent

is this true?



As CDA attempts to uncover the discursive means of social influence and takes
the oppositional stance against the powerful and the elites, its utilization in this research
is of paramount importance. Van Dijk (1995) points out that CDA is accepted as a
common approach to study language, discourse, and communication. Moreover, the
CDA approach is used as “an attempt to uncover, reveal or disclose what is implicit,
hidden or otherwise not immediately obvious in relations of discursively enacted
dominance or their underlying ideologies” (van Dijk, 1995: 18).

Syrian refugees have recently gained a great deal of attention from Canadian
media. This is mainly because this issue is seen to have a direct impact on their host
community. Since media, politics and public opinion are interconnected in ways that
could only be revealed through an investigation of such sensitive issues like the one at
hand; this study aims to investigate the representation of Syrian refugees and social and
political actors involved in the Syrian resettlement program in Canadian online media.
By comparing the language of media sites in a country with a history of conflicting
positions on refugee reception, one can produce evidence on the impact of media

portrayal on the acceptance of refugees.

1.2 BACKGROUND OF STUDY

The political climate in Syria has always been volatile. Therefore, in order to begin to
fathom the reasons behind the revolution and the brutal reaction of the Syrian
government, one must first explore the roots of the Ba’ath regime (the dictatorship in
power since 1947). The Ba’ath party, founded by Michel Aflag, embodied the spirit of

Arab nationalism. The party's early slogan “unity, freedom, socialism” appealed to a



generation of Arabs who wanted to create a nation whose economy is independent of
Western support.

The party quickly gained support and power, however, the decade that followed
saw a split in the priorities of the civilian and military Ba'athists, this, in turn, widened
the ravine between these two groups within the party. In 1963, Hafez al-Assad was
among a group of Ba’ath supporters in the Syrian army who organized a coup and seized
power. Soon after, Hafez al-Assad —the minister of defence at the time- launched his
own coup in 1969, and declared himself as Prime Minister. A year later, with the armed
forces at his side, he began his 30-year reign as president of Syria until his death in 2000
(BBC News, 2012; McHugo, 2014).

As stated in a report published in the BBC News (2012), the Ba’ath party granted
itself the status of “leader of the state and society” in 1973, this meant that the party
would have the right to be involved in all areas of public life. Directives were issued
from the central government to regional representatives which made it obligatory for
the masses to participate in political activities, the party was also involved in all aspects
of civilian lives ranging from controlling unions to incorporating their ideology into
school curriculums. Furthermore, citizens did not get promotions and thus climb the
corporate ladder if they were not officially members of the Ba’ath party as most posts
in the public sector —and in some cases- the private sector were reserved exclusively for
Ba’athists.

Lefevre (2013) adds that the only political party that was allowed to remain
active was the National Progressive Front, which submitted to the authority of the
Ba’ath Party, therefore, the Ba’ath party stood unchallenged until the late 1970’s when
an Islamic revolution took place as a reaction to the constant repression and torture of

Islamists. The short-lived revolution was brutally silenced in 1982 where throughout



the month of February, Ba’ath forces shelled the city of Hama (the heart of the Islamist
rebellion). The aftermath culminated with 25,000 to 40,000 casualties.

Two decades of relative quiet later, Bashar al-Assad, son of Hafez al-Assad
became president. As a man in the medical profession, Bashar al-Assad sought to
present himself as a reformer. He talked about “revitalizing” the party, emending the
rigid constitution, and allowing other political parties to participate in the country’s
affairs, however, his many promises were never met.

As unrest and discontent served as a catalyst for the protests that broke out in
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, etc., the political climate in Syria was not very different
from the rest of the region. Following in the footsteps of their neighbours, Syrians began
peaceful demonstrations in March of 2011. However, unlike Egypt, the Syrian
government retaliated with a violent crackdown. Robinson (2012) reports that army
tanks entered the cities of Deraa, Banyas, and Homs and besieged the town of Jisr al-
Shughour, the violence culminated in the death of around 25,000 civilians in the first
year and a half. Though at the beginning of the conflict several government officials
left the Ba’ath party in protest to the violent reaction of the government towards
protesting civilians, the party's main leadership bodies continued to pledge their loyalty
to Bashar al-Assad. As a result, officials in the Ba’ath party lead privileged lives and
remained unaffected by the surrounding violence (McHugo, 2014, 2015).

The events that ensued lead to the creation of a rebel ‘army’, which was soon
strengthened by army defectors and given the name “Free Syrian Army” (henceforth
FSA). Since the creation of the FSA, divisions between fighters from different ethnic
and religious backgrounds have given rise to other militias further complicating the
situation. In addition to the local entities involved in the conflict, foreign powers have

also involved themselves with support either given to pro-regime or pro-opposition



groups. This placed the country in a devastating condition as “violence, large-scale
displacement, sectarianism, radicalisation, territorial fragmentation, and the collapse of
critical infrastructure” have plagued the war-torn country for more than half a decade

(ARK Group DMCC, 2016: 8).

1.2.1 Estimated Casualties, Overall Losses, and International Effort

Due to the complexity of the situation, the large number of entities involved in the crisis
and the belligerence of both the Ba’ath regime and opposition, estimates indicate that
over 250,000 people were killed after the onset of the civil war (Amnesty International,
2016), however, other reports (Issa, 2016) show greater numbers (i.e. 470,000 deaths).
In 2016 alone, the Syrian Network for Human Rights (2017) reported 16,913 civilian
deaths caused chiefly by forces loyal to the Assad regime and Russia. The Violations
Documentation Centre in Syria (2018) reported that between 2011 and the beginning of
2018, 188,026 lives were lost to varying perpetrators ranging from the Syrian
government, Russian forces and ISIS.

As for other individuals affected by the crisis, a report published by the UNHCR
estimated that more than 7.9 million civilians are internally displaced in Syria and more
than 4 million are living outside the country. It is important to mention that out of the
400,000 civilians who have travelled to Europe to seek asylum, around 73% are women
and children (UNHCR, 2015).

Many nations extended a helping hand to Syrian refugees including
neighbouring countries like Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey. Most recent statistics show
that Turkey has the highest refugee acceptance rate with 2.7 million refugees followed

by Lebanon at 1.1 million, Jordan at 629,000 and Iraq at 249,000. Having said that,



most of the refugees who have settled in the Middle East hope to continue their journey
to Europe, Canada and the U.S. (UNHCR, 2015). Over at the EU countries, 87,900 new
applications were received in only 2016, 81% of which were registered in Germany
(Eurostat, 2016). The United States and Canada also planned to take in Syrian refugees,
however, the November 2015 Paris attacks halted US efforts (Shulman, 2016).

Canada’s then Conservative government committed to admitting 10,000 Syrian
refugees from religious minorities by 2018. This plan was met with delays due to what
the government referred to as security concerns. However, after the death of Alan Kurdi,
a three-year-old boy whose family had planned to seek refuge in Canada, the Liberal
party quickly introduced its plan of taking in 25,000 refugees by the year’s end if they
were to win in the elections, this plan was successfully executed in February 2016 (The
Government of Canada, 2016a).

The Canadian government has a long history of resettling refugees from around
the world. Depending on the party in power and the political climate during the said
period, the government was at times, apprehensive towards accepting refugees
(Bradimore & Bauder, 2011; Hier & Greenberg, 2002), and at others, quickly came to
their aid (Beaudoin, Danch, & Rehaag, 2015; Hagan, 2001; Powell, 2005). In the case
of the Syrian refugees, the Canadian government has exerted reasonable efforts into
transporting and resettling displaced individuals.

Although Canada prides itself on its humanitarian values of compassion and
fairness, it is important to point out that the government has a few things to gain from
bringing in Syrian refugees. Canada is facing low population growth, meaning its
workforce is aging at a rapid rate and business leaders are unable to keep up with the
demands of the market. Batherson, chair of the Halifax Chamber of Commerce,

proclaimed that they “need new, younger people to come into the economy to



contribute, to set up businesses, employ other Nova Scotians and expand our tax base
rather than manage with a shrinking tax base” (Tencer, 2015). Additionally, the
government will not be financially assisting a large number of these refugees (i.e.
11,000) because they are privately sponsored (The Economist, 2016). Having said that,
whatever the intentions of the Canadian government are, one is unable to deny its
positive involvement in Syrian humanitarian aid process.

Regardless of the government’s positive response, on the national level, polls
show that Canadians hold somewhat divided views on the degree of Canada’s
involvement in the Syrian refugee crisis. Fifty two percent supported the government’s
plan to resettle the 25,000 Syrian refugees while 44% opposed the program. The polls
also show that 42% of respondents want Canada to stop taking in Syrian refugees, while
29% said Canada should stop at 25,000 and only 29% agreed that the country should
accept even more. This division also reflects regional political affiliations, whereby,
Atlantic Canada, a predominantly Liberal province has the highest support percentage
at 60%. Alberta (primarily Conservative) has the lowest percentage of support at 41%
(Angus Reid Institute, 2015).

Canadian media outlets have remained diligent in covering news relating to
Syrian refugees settling in Canada. Though a positive representation of the refugees
would in a way help the Liberal Canadian government in convincing the reluctant public
to extend a welcoming hand to the newcomers, conservative media might have a
different portrayal of these individuals. The representation of Syrian refugees in
Canadian media would affect how Canadians perceive and therefore respond to Syrian
refugees. The analysis of news produced by Liberal and Conservative media provides
an opportunity to have an understanding of discursive practices influencing decisions

and actions.



1.3 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

With the deterioration of the situation in war-torn Syria, approximately 4.2 million
refugees had fled the war-torn country by the end of 2015 (UNHCR, 2015). As tens of
thousands of displaced people moved westward, Canada began assessing the refugees’
potential impact on the country’s security and economic stability. Parties within the
Canadian government had different plans as to which and how many Syrian refugees
they intended to admit. The Conservative Party announced that they would resettle ten
thousand refugees by September 2016, whereas the Liberals proposed taking in 25,000
refugees by the end of 2015 (CBC News, 2015). The latter plan was eventually
implemented after the Liberal Party won the 2015 federal elections (The Government
of Canada, 2016c).

Although many Canadian citizens and private institutions rushed to apply to
become private sponsors, this decision was not welcomed by all of the Canadian public.
Polls showed that only half of the population were in agreement with the government’s
decision, and this number further decreased in Conservative Party provinces such as
Saskatchewan (Angus Reid Institute, 2015). Interestingly, the highest opposition came
from Alberta, which was governed by the New Democratic Party (NDP), which did not
share the Conservative Party’s ideological stance but supported the party’s plan to
resettle only 10,000 Syrian refugees (Canada Immigration Newsletter, 2015).

Canadian politicians also had varied opinions; the Conservative Party cited
financial, resource and security concerns when proposing that only a small number of
refugees be granted entry, while Liberals argued that although they aim to admit Syrian
refugees for humanitarian reasons, refugees would revive the stagnating labour force

and rejuvenate the aging community (Hussen, 2018). Regardless of the government’s



or the opposition’s opinions, what makes this situation unique is that unlike its European
neighbors, due to its geographical location, Canada had the opportunity to debate
exactly how many Syrian refugees to resettle, vet the refugees beforehand and transport
them once they were given the all-clear. Thus, after making the decision to resettle
25,000 refugees, one would not expect the Canadian media to have a reaction similar to
their European counterparts.

News centering on the arrival of Syrian refugees and the possible implications
increased in the following months. These news articles played an important role in
perpetuating a certain image of Syrian refugees and shaping public opinion; this was
especially true in the Canadian context, as Canadians believe that the news they
consume is objective and presents both sides of the story (Mitchell, Simmons, Masta &
Silver, 2018).

Williamson (2012) argues that “[news media’s] implicit bias [...] is shrouded by
the facade of objectivity” (p. 384). Major news agencies such as Torstar (the publisher
of the Toronto Star) and Postmedia (the publisher or the Toronto Sun) have strong links
to and have endorsed policies proposed by the Liberal and Conservative parties,
respectively (Edejer, 2014; Bradburn, 2015). Consequently, realities of events can be
decontextualized by different editorials to represent institutional voices (Fowler, 1991).
Specifically, regarding immigration and refugee media discourse, Bauder (2008b)
argues that “[negative] media representations affect attitudes towards migrants, create
anxieties and fears, rally support for and against immigration, and legitimate
immigration laws” (p.290).

As the world stands divided on this issue, news media will most certainly play a
defining role and have far-reaching implications for the representation of Syrian

refugees to the Canadian public as well as for the refugees themselves. Even at the
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