COUNTERING XENOPHOBIC NARRATIVES
TOWARDS THE ROHINGYA REFUGEES AMID THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC: A CRITICAL DISCOURSE
ANALYSIS

BY

AINA FARISHA BINTI AZHAR

A dissertation submitted in fulfilment of the requirement for
the degree of Master of Human Sciences in English
Language Studies

Abd. Hamid Abu Sulayman Kulliyyah of Islamic Revealed
Knowledge and Human Sciences
International Islamic University Malaysia

FEBRUARY 2022


http://www.google.com.my/url?url=http://www.iium.edu.my/educ&rct=j&frm=1&q=&esrc=s&sa=U&ei=KHqFVJaTIZKyuATNwoGoBw&ved=0CBMQFjAA&usg=AFQjCNH8CPBB4-yr6XSF1EeEZS5f3iT02w

ABSTRACT

The worsening case of xenophobic online narratives has tarnished the image of
Malaysians as a helpful society towards one of the most persecuted groups, the
Rohingya refugees, during the pandemic. The issue of online narratives started after
events related to the Rohingya refugees surfaced during the implementation of the
Movement Control Order (MCO). The discourse of xenophobia towards refugees, as
well as their portrayals in media has long been discussed in the research; however, the
discourse of counter xenophobia was little being discussed in the Critical Discourse
Studies (CDS). This research will analyse articles from the local op-ed pages to study
Rohingya refugees’ representation and the construction and negotiation of the discourse
of xenophobia against Rohingya refugees under the Discourse-Historical Approach
(DHA).
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

This introductory chapter initiates this research by discussing its background in Section
1.1 before exploring the problem, i.e., the xenophobic online narratives towards the

Rohingya refugees in Section 1.2.

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

The context of this research is closely related to the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak in
Malaysia and the implementation of the Movement Control Order (henceforth, MCO,
or ‘Perintah Kawalan Pergerakan (PKP) in Bahasa Malaysia) from 18 March 2020 and
later and Enhanced Movement Control Order (EMCO, or ‘Perintah Kawalan
Pergerakan Diperketatkan’ (PKPD) in Bahasa Malaysia) to contain the drastic spread
of the virus (Lim, 2020; New Straits Times, 2020). During these periods, all Malaysian
residents were asked to stay at home, employees were asked to work from home (Bedi,
2020b; Kwan, 2020; Mazwin, 2020; D. Tan, 2020), and several people lost their jobs
thus lost their source of income during the pandemic (Ching, 2020). Students were also
asked to attend online classes during the MCO period (Iman, 2020; 1. Lim, 2020a; Solhi,
2020). Despite being effective in containing the virus among the Malaysian residents,
such measures taken by the Malaysian government have significantly affected their
lives, both psychologically and economically.

The socio-economic impact of the implementation is very much related to the
financial readiness among the local community, should the MCO be extended for
another month. This is specifically evident among the M40 and B40 communities who

work in different economic sectors, for instance, aviation (FMT Reporters, 2020b; 1.



Lim, 2020b; Sheikh Yahya, 2020; Yusof, 2020) and tourism (Bernama, 2020a; Foo et
al., 2020; Karim et al., 2020). A study which was conducted from 10 March to 2 April
2020 by the Department of Statistics Malaysia (2020), in the urban area of the country,
on the citizens’ employment status shows that 42.6% of the respondents worked from
home during the MCO, 21.6% worked outside the labour force, 20.3% worked as
required on full salary, 8.4% were absent on full salary, 3.0% were absent on reduced
salary, 2.5% worked as required on a reduced salary, and 1.5% were retrenched. These
findings are related to a survey by Lim (2020), which shows that if the MCO is
extended, an estimated total of 299.5% of the local community was found as not
financially ready. The details of the percentages of respondents who were not ready
were as follows; (1) Self-employed: 81.9%, (2) Employer: 71.3%, (3) Private employee:
65.1%, (4) Multinational company employee: 36.2%, and (5) Government-linked
company employee: 45.0%.

The socio-economic anxieties caused by changes in socio-economic activities
such as fear of job loss, or working on reduced salary and in lifestyles such as the
prohibition of people to attend mass gatherings and conducting social isolation among
themselves created (Dai et al., 2020; Sundarasen et al., 2020; Zakaria, 2020) have
unfortunately led to discriminatory behaviour between the local community and the
immigrants (Bedi, 2020a; the Straits Time, 2020). These anxieties are exacerbated by
the provocation of fear during the pandemic, such as the increase of daily infected cases,
the economic effects of the MCO (Siti Nurnadilla Mohamad Jamil, forthcoming), which
then resulted in xenophobia reactions against the foreign community, particularly the
Rohingya refugees (see, for example, Bernama 2020b; Emmanuel, 2020; Zainul, 2020).
This is particularly so when the Rohingya refugee communities are considered as a

threat to Us, i.e., the local communities, as they believe that the rights and welfare which



initially belong to the local community might be sacrificed if the refugees are given aid
and helped by the government during the pandemic (Siti Nurnadilla Mohamad Jamil,
forthcoming). This scepticism towards the refugees during the pandemic, according to
Tan (2020) is believed to be from the fear “...of losing what little they already have”
(Para. 10). These fears are accumulated especially after several events related to the
Rohingya refugees during the implementation of the MCO;

(1) The Arrival of Refugee Boats in Langkawi

Between 17 — 23 April and 7 — 12 June 2020 (AFP, 2020a, 2020b), Malaysia
has received boats full of Rohingya refugees in Langkawi. Although the country has
received refugees, the current wave of Rohingya refugees created concern during the
pandemic among the local community. Reports have stated that 269 Rohingya refugees
arrived on 17 April 2020 (Bernama, 2020) and 8 June 2020 (Safeek Affendy Razali dan
Faris Fuad, 2020).

(2) The Spread of Fake News

Between 26 April — 2 May 2020, the social media went outburst when a post
regarding the demand for full citizenship for the Rohingya refugees in the country, made
by the President of Myanmar Ethnic Rohingya Human Rights Organisation Malaysia
(MEHROM) (FMT Reporters, 2020a; Mohanakrishnan, 2020).

Aside from these events, another problem has caused the situation in Malaysia
to worsen. The section will discuss the issue and the mean of this research on countering

the xenophobic online narratives towards the Rohingya refugees.

1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

On 3 July 2020, Al Jazeera, a media company based in Qatar, reported the situation of

the undocumented immigrants who were claimed to be heavily mistreated and forced



to hide in a cramped space to avoid the military force. The 25-minutes documentary
(Al-Jazeera, 2020) brought audiences to experience life as undocumented immigrants
during the pandemic in Malaysia. Malaysians, especially the government, has been
perceived as mistreating the immigrants, which caused them to live in hiding, thus
avoiding COVID-19 testing due to the fear of being arrested by the authorities, and the
local community has also been blamed for mistreating them (see Chapter 4, Section 4.1
for further discussion). Malaysian military was recorded to arrest the undocumented
immigrants into an authority’s vehicle. Aside from that, the documentary recorded
several immigrants meeting each other in hiding to avoid being caught. This has caused
impacts such as the misjudgement on the identity of Malaysians, and a hashtag
#FreeRayhanKabir was created on Twitter to defend one of the main interviewees in
the documentary. Image 1 shows an example from one of the netizens who tweets with

the hashtag.

Shams Rasid Shaon

Rayhan Kabir didn't lie. Our (%) remittance fighters work hard and get
inhumane behavior by the recruiting country forces. | always believed
Malaysia is the country where humanity comes first. | was wrong.

Image 1.1 Tweet Reaction from a Non-Malaysian

A majority, if not all, tweets with the hashtag, claiming that the interviewee,
Rahyan Kabir, was telling the truth to the Al-Jazeera reporter on the situation faced by

the undocumented immigrants during the pandemic in Malaysia. They demanded the



Malaysian authorities to release him and to report the issue to Al-Jazeera. This situation
has put Malaysian society in a bad position, and the company’s documentary on
YouTube has closed the comment section to block any comments from the local
community.

The online responses shown by the local community from these events have
realised the anxieties mentioned earlier. As shown in Image 1.2, the local community
implied negative terms such as lazy and stupid to refer to the Rohingya refugees during
that particular time. These comments were found under headlines related to the events

mentioned in the previous section.

WitherJustice Meow

We have enough of problems in the country and this can only get worse , corruption Rohingyas are I*zy and st*pid. No Muslim countries wants them. Them muiltiply like rats
ncluded. In the current environment Better for them to go fo Bangladesh

We have done our share to protect Muslims in the Region and don't give them ideas that
they have a heaven and sanctuary here . It is costing us a lot of money although , having
llegals create opportunities for some Gotcha

Betul kata Tok Mat . Ingal baik baik untuk keselamalan negara kami. Mereka tu sapert
orang Belanda di beri tanah

Image 1.2 Online Comments from Malaysians

These events were also discussed by netizens in the online social media. Twitter,
one of the prominent online social media platforms in Malaysia (Malaysian
Communication and Multimedia Commission, 2020) was used to discuss and share their
opinions in regards to these events. Negative perceptions could also be found in the

online social media platform (see Image 1.3).
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Malaysian pegi tempat orang kalau perangai pili
I am Malaysian and | can be racist to those stinky macam rohingya pun aku setuju je kalau negara tu
?Lc;mbags who don't respect our deeds and !awsf. Sogo tembak terus. Aku dari awal lagi bukan human rights
your Rohingyas' asses into the seas, most of us v
don't care and don't want Rohingya refugees. If you go o
to Malaysian facebook or forum, you will see our
hatred.

Image 1.3 Tweet Reactions from Malaysians

Aside from the recorded scenes in Al-Jazeera (2020), the immigrants who
participated in the documentary also became the factor of the negative image.
Malaysians were described as treating migrant workers as animals and disrespecting
them as humans as well as verbally abusing the immigrants. One of the interviewees
defended the undocumented immigrants by stating, “...They are not criminals, they are
just undocumented” to the reporter. Although he attempted to seek sympathy from the
audiences on the sufferings of the undocumented immigrants, he has tarnished the
image of the local community.

After the documentary was released, the video has received 2,165,988 views,
with 9.7K likes and 364K dislikes. The government has taken the matter seriously and
took serious actions towards those involved in making the documentary (Rozanna,
2020). The government has called the video baseless and asked Al Jazeera to take the
documentary down from their website (Rozanna & Joseph, 2020; Reuters, 2020). The
interviewee was also being forced to return to his home country, and he was blacklisted
from coming back to Malaysia (Bernama, 2020; Sinar Harian, 2020). Many Malaysians
have taken several initiatives in maintaining the good image of Malaysians towards the
refugees, such as supporting events (Tan, 2020) and social posts. One of the ways in

doing so is by countering the toxic online narratives during the pandemic.



Based on the responses from both online platforms. The severity of hatred
towards the refugees among the local community during the pandemic should be
countered. The effort of countering the toxic online narratives among the local
community during the MCO was mainly through the media platform such as the online
op-ed pages of newspapers. However, the effort was not sufficiently highlighted during
the pandemic preventing it from countering the issue. Thus, this research was done to
analyse the articles from the op-ed pages to study the local community's counter
xenophobic narratives. The following section discusses the importance of this study in
the discourse of countering xenophobic online narratives towards the Rohingya

refugees during the pandemic.

1.3 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The issue of discrimination towards the Rohingya refugees is a global issue, and the
issue of toxic narratives towards persecuted groups such as refugees is not a newly
discovered problem (see Chapter 2, Section 2.4 for further discussion). In other words,
the discourse of xenophobia itself has continuously being discussed even during the
pandemic. However, this research helps benchmark countering xenophobia, specifically
xenophobic online narratives during the pandemic in Malaysia.

This research analyses the discourse of countering the xenophobic online
narratives towards the Rohingya refugees during the pandemic by examining the local
community's op-ed pages and discussing further the alternatives in resolving this issue.
Another aspect of the importance of the research is the image of Malaysians after the
emerge of the documentary (see the previous section). Conducting this research helps
to analyse the representation of Malaysians in the op-ed articles. In short, the discourse

of countering xenophobic online narratives should be discussed further. Therefore, this



research has the potential to resolve xenophobic online narratives. The following
sections will provide research objectives and research questions before proceeding to

the chapter summary.

1.4 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The aims of this study are twofold:
1- To analyse the counter-representation of the Rohingya refugees during the
pandemic in Malaysia.
2- To analyse how the op-ed writers construct and negotiate the discourse of

xenophobia against the Rohingya refugees.

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study addressed the following research questions:
1- How are the Rohingya refugees represented in the local op-eds during the
pandemic in Malaysia?
2- How did the op-ed writers construct and negotiate the discourse of xenophobia

against the Rohingya refugees?

1.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter elaborates the background of the research as well as the focused problem.
The issue of the xenophobic online narratives towards the Rohingya refugees during the
pandemic in Malaysia should be resolved by analysing the op-ed articles to analyse the
representation of the refugees as well as the negotiation and construction of the refugees
in the op-ed articles. The next chapter will discuss previous literature related to the

research before continuing to the research.



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEWS

This chapter discusses related literature on the research, which will be discussed
separately according to sections. Section 2.1 discusses the analysis of op-ed pages as
well as their purposes according to previous studies. Then, the discussion continues
with the representation of refugees in media in Section 2.2. Section 2.3 discusses the
background of the Rohingya refugees in Malaysia to investigate how they were treated
before and during the pandemic. Finally, a chapter summary discusses the critical points

of this chapter before proceeding to the methods and procedures of this research.

2.1 ANALYSIS OF OP-ED PAGES

This research determined to use articles from the op-ed pages to analyse the
representation of the Rohingya refugees and how the authors construct and negotiate
the discourse of xenophobia towards the Rohingya refugees during the pandemic in
Malaysia. The ‘opposite from Editorial Page’, also known as Op-ed Pages, was first
published by the New York Times on 21 September 1970 to give an academic domain
to incite new thoughts and debates on public policies (Coppock et al., 2018). In contrast
to editorial, according to Smith (2018), the op-ed pages are usually written by members
of the community who are not the employees of the particular newspaper company. Op-
ed articles are considered as space for intellectual debate where readers are allowed to
view some social actors in a more definite way and others in a more pessimistic way
(Elyamany, 2020). As opposed to newspaper reports — one-way communication — op-
eds, according to Elyamany (2020), offer a space for dialogue between readers, experts

and freelancers. The selection of the articles for the op-eds may be influenced by the



political alignment of the newspaper companies (see Chapter 4, Section 2.2 for further
discussion on the political power in media). Aside from that, the articles that wish to be
published in any op-ed pages must per the Malaysian Publication Law, under Article 8b
Suppression of Publication which stated, “Where any person has been found guilty of
any offence by any court in respect of anything published in any publication...” (p. 12).
This means that any media articles, including op-ed articles, adhere to the law and
avoided exercising any written protest or offending the government. The constriction of
the publication is due to the political influences of the government in media to maintain
its hegemony over the local community (see Chapter 4, Section 2.2 for further
discussion). Despite that, the local community took initiatives to address the issue and
counter the xenophobic online narratives towards the Rohingya refugees in the op-ed
pages. Therefore, this research focuses on the op-ed pages, including columns and
letters to the editors to analyse the discourse of xenophobia towards the Rohingya
refugees. As discussed earlier on the purpose of the op-ed pages, this study focuses on
the perspective of the local community regarding the representation of refugees as well
as the construction and negotiation of the discourse of countering xenophobic online
narratives towards the Rohingya refugees by analysing the discussion addressed by the
op-ed authors. While op-eds can address issues in many realms, recent research mainly
focuses on the political discourse (Ar, 2015; Ha, 2015; Roessner, 2020; Sahlane, 2015;
Weizman & Dori-Hacohen, 2017; Siti Nurnadilla Mohammad Jamil, 2018, 2020 and
forthcoming). They agreed that the op-ed pages have the potential to shape the mind of
a person or a group of people.

Moreover, there are also studies found within the scientific discourse, i.e., to
discuss the importance of the op-ed pages for scientists in the contemporary era, done

by Parks and Takahashi (2016). The research was done by using op-ed articles was not

10



mainstream mass media, rather it was taken from an elite newspaper written by
university-affiliated natural scientists and social scientists. Scientists were reported to
use the op-ed page to inform the public on a certain issue, defending scientific matters
and scientists as well as building confidence in scientific procedures. The following
section will discuss the representation of refugees in media as well as the political power

in media.

2.2 REPRESENTATION OF REFUGEES IN MEDIA

Previous studies on the representation of refugees in media were found to focus on how
the media portray the refugees in news reports. Studies were done on the portrayals of
refugees in media (Fursich, 2010; Yasmina Tawil, n.d.) in different countries such as
Australia (Cooper et al., 2016), the United States (Ghazal Aswad, 2019), and
Bangladesh (Nahar, 2019) as well as the rest of the world (Onay-Cooker, 2019; Serafis
et al., 2019; Sunata & Yildiz, 2018). Interestingly, other studies that employed video
games (Sou, 2017) to study the representation of refugees, in general, and Rohingya
refugees in exhibition photographs (Yeung & Lenette, 2018) were also found in
previous literature. This literature concluded that minority groups, especially refugees,
have limited power in shaping their identity as a minority group, hence shows the power
of media in representing the refugees to the community.

In the Malaysian context, the power of media is influenced by the political
hegemony of the government. Saodah Wok and Shafizan Mohamed (2017) explained
the power of the Malaysian government in the country’s media by arguing that Malaysia
controls the mass media through laws to avoid publications that are derogatory and
overly critical towards the government, hence limiting freedom of speech and

expression among the public. Leong (2015) argued that the Malaysian government has
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