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Literature Review 

 

The “most troubled” region, Syria, has been in a violent state of war since 2011. 

Inspired by the Arab Spring revolution, it began with peaceful protests and 

demonstrations, which was then followed by a crackdown by the Syrian Army. The 

fascist regime in Syria has been opposed by moderate rebel militias and far more 

powerful terrorist groups. The Syrian war is not only a civil war anymore – it is a 

revolution to some and an international war to many. According to the UN Envoy for 

Syria, more than 400,000 Syrians have been killed during the conflict, over 5.5 

million have fled the country, and 6.1 million have been displaced internally (CNN, 

2018).  

“Gripping still and video images; manageable access; breaking news; 

innocents, preferably children, who need to be rescued; lives lost; substantial 

property destroyed; key security interests at stake; violence, scandal or 

corruption....These are the elements that demand media coverage of 

disasters and crises” (Moeller, 2006). 



The Syrian war has markedly gained vast media coverage worldwide. From 

newspapers and broadcasting news channels, to social media, the war has widely 

been talked and discussed about in the last seven years. Moeller (1999) has 

questioned this very coverage of crises and the inability of consumers to question 

the manners and methods of the coverage. While media coverage of war is ‘image-

driven’, it differs by the types of images used – narrative, photographic, and video 

images. It also differs in style and content over different media platforms and 

organizations (Moeller, 1999). 

Robert Entman’s framing theory suggests that communication (especially news) is 

essentially “selecting and highlighting some facets of events or issues, and making 

connections among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation, 

and/or solution”. The content (words and images) that constitute the frame can be 

differentiated from the rest of the news by their ability to generate support for or 

opposition to the sides in a conflict. Frames that make use of more “culturally 

resonant terms” (i.e., perceptible, comprehensible, memorable, and emotionally 

stimulating), have the utmost potential for persuasion. The more resonance and 

repetition of framing words and images, the more likely the framing is to induce 

similar feelings and thoughts in the mass (Entman, 2003). Substantive news frames 

used to cover the Syrian war perform at least two of the basic functions postulated 

by Entman (2003) which are used to cover events, issues and the actors in play: 

 Defining effects or conditions as problematic (“problem definition”) 

 Identifying causes (“causal interpretation”) 

 Passing on a moral judgment of those involved in the framed matter (“moral 

evaluation”) 



 Endorsing solutions or improvements to the problematic situation (“treatment 

recommendation”) 

This research essentially aims to critically analyse the framing of the Syrian war by 

the Western and Middle-Eastern media. A comparative analysis will be conducted on 

the media narrative frames and images used by the British Broadcasting Company 

(BBC) and Al Jazeera, to cover the particular event of Eastern Ghouta bombings, 

within a month’s time frame.  The former is a fine example of a widespread and 

internationally acclaimed Western media, enjoying a vast and loyal audience. Al 

Jazeera, which is relatively new to the realms of media, has also gained itself huge 

niche consumers. Both the media organizations have been covering the Syrian war 

closely, and featured written and visual content on television and social media. The 

focus will be on their moderately resembling coverage, featured specifically in their 

online newspapers, on news channel programs and their Instagram handles. It is 

important to compare both words and images, for otherwise the frames used can go 

unnoticed as “natural” (Entman, 1991).  

Entman insists on comparison of similar kind of reporting and narratives, for they 

reveal the “critical textual choices” that are framing the story. It shows that these 

choices are not “inevitable or unproblematic”, but are rather vital to the way these 

frames help establish the widespread (“common sense”) construal of events. I will be 

examining the content taken up for this research to examine the “blame frame” 

(Shahin, 2016) used by these two media organizations, while covering the Eastern 

Ghouta bombings in Syria, respectively. The broader vision behind this research is to 

explore the superficial similarities and deep-rooted disparities between the Western 

and Middle-Eastern narrative of a war that has emotions and interests of both the 

regimes invested in it.  



This research will be primarily qualitative, with a tinge of quantitative approach to it, 

along with content analysis as the adopted methodology. It will aim to answer the 

following questions: 

 How do the media cover a civil war, which has international interests invested 

in it? 

 How does the ‘blame frame’ function while covering a war? 

 Are the Western and Middle Eastern media narratives different from each 

other and to what extent? 

 

Methodology 

 

From selecting and incorporating different mechanisms (frames), to the varied 

impact they have on the audience, media organisations differ greatly in how they 

present conflicts to their audience.  As proposed earlier, this research will be 

focusing on comparing the Western and Middle Eastern media narratives of 

the Syrian war, in particular the Eastern Ghouta bombings, when interests of both of 

these regimes are invested in this violent prolonged battle.  The primary goal is to 

identify how the bombings have been framed by these media institutions, 

followed by trying to understand the similarities and differences between them.   

To conduct this research, narratives of the bombings by the British Broadcasting 

Company (BBC) and Al Jazeera will be analysed, for both are known and fine 

examples of Western and Middle Eastern media respectively. These media outlets 

were selected purposefully based on the assumption that since they operate under 

different politics and ideologies, their narratives would treat the conflict differently. 



While both the media outlets have moderately resembling coverage, it is important to 

compare both, for otherwise the frames used can go unnoticed as “natural” (Entman, 

1993).  

BBC and Al Jazeera have been covering the Syrian conflict closely and enjoy a vast 

audience worldwide. While BBC is the world's oldest national broadcasting 

organisation (BBC News), Al Jazeera is known to be the only independent and 

neutral news network in the Middle East. This research will focus on the articles 

(news and opinion/analysis pieces) published on their websites during and after 

the Eastern Ghouta bombings, from February 8, 2018 to March 8, 2018.  

Purposive sampling of these articles has been done in order to highlight the frames 

used by these media organisations. As Berg (2001) writes, samples that display 

certain attributes are selected in this sampling technique, in order to answer 

questions posed by a research. Thus, 20 of BBC and 18 of Al Jazeera articles 

have been chosen as sample, out of a total of 220 BBC and 188 Al Jazeera Ghouta 

bombing articles (derived from a Factiva search for the specified time frame) 

respectively, based on a preliminary analysis of the population. The total population 

of 408 BBC and Al Jazeera articles was retrieved from a Factiva search, followed 

by a keywords search (e.g.: “women AND children AND Ghouta”, “Assad AND 

Ghouta”, “Rebels AND Ghouta” and so on) and reading of the articles, to narrow 

down on the sample amount.  

To analyse the sample, frame analysis will be adopted as the research method. The 

framing analysis is considered qualitative in nature, primarily content analysis of 

the latent content present in the text. Content analysis by definition does not 

perceive data as a mere representation of physical events, but that of “texts, images, 



and expressions that are created to be seen, read, interpreted, and acted on for their 

meanings, and must therefore be analysed with such uses in mind” (Krippendorff 

1980, p. 13). Content analysis is often criticised to reduce text to numbers and 

figures, assigning categories to the chosen data. With a qualitative approach to it, it 

will be possible to conduct a close and extensive reading of the sample. Qualitative 

content analysis will be giving an opportunity to extract meaning out of the sample 

and understand the producers’ view of the Eastern Ghouta bombings by coding the 

sample data under frame categories. As Krippendorff (1980, p. 13) suggests, the 

method is unobtrusive and reliable if it’s meant to analyse texts only in the context 

of their uses, and not their effect on its audience. 

This methodology will be viable and well suited for this research as it aims to only 

identify specific news frames – attribution of responsibility/blame, conflict and 

human interest (see appendix A) – and the extent of their usage in the sample. The 

framing theory suggests that the media does more than just create transparent and 

prominent news. Embedded media frames enable the audience to see the world 

beyond their direct experience as natural (Gitlin 1980, pp. 6, 7). The media acts 

selective in what goes in making a story, limiting the complete story and its meaning 

to the audience (Gitlin, 1980; Zhongdang & Kosicki, 1993; Hallahan, 1999). These 

framing categories were decided on after the initial reading of the population, and 

room for additional categories will be left while coding the data, as the analysis of the 

sample proceeds.  

The attribution of responsibility/blame frame, conflict frame and human interest frame 

are pre existing in various literatures (Neuman et al., 1992; Semetko & Valkenburg, 

2000; de Vreese, 2005; Shahin, 2016) identified with the help of a deductive 

approach to analysing news frames. They are generic in nature, “applicable to 



different topics at different times and even with different cultural context.” It is 

favourable to work with priori defined generic frames for they are reliable and can be 

replicated. A close reading of the sample will be done to identify the frames 

within packaged media issues with the help of certain inclusion/absence of 

keywords, metaphors, exemplars, emotional appeal, depiction of various groups, and 

visual images “that provide thematically reinforcing clusters of facts or judgements” 

(Entman, 1993; Gamson and Modigliani, 1989).  As each sample narrative is 

analysed, it will be categorised within these frames in a coding sheet (see 

Appendix B), to later derive a total percentage of usage of these frames by BBC and 

Al Jazeera in their narratives. Upon achieving this percentage total, the aim of the 

research is to conclude with substantiate findings to answer the posed questions.  

 

 

Appendices: 

Appendix A 

 Attribution of responsibility/blame frame: Holding either the government or an 

individual/group directly or indirectly responsible for causing/solving an 

issue/crisis (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000, p. 96).  

 Conflict frame: Used to reflect conflict and disagreement among individuals, 

groups and/or organizations (Semetko & Valkengburg, 2000) 

 Human interest frame: Gives a human face (e.g.: female and infant victims) to 

the presentation of news, in order to garner an emotional and/or negative 



appeal for the event, issue or crisis presented (Semetko & Valkenberg, 2000, 

p. 95).  

Appendix B 

Coding of sample data will be done in a coding sheet as demonstrated: 

 

Media 

Organization 

 

Date of 

Publishing 

(dd/mm) 

 

Headline 

 

Blame 

Frame 

 

Conflict 

Frame 

 

Human 

Interest 

Frame 

 

BBC 

 

21/02 

 

Syria War: 

Eastern 

Ghouta 

bombing 

‘catastrophic, 

 

P/A 

 

 

P/A 

 

P/A 

 

AJ 

 

07/02 

 

Syria: Over 

136 people 

killed in 

Eastern 

Ghouta 

 

P/A 

 

P/A 

 

P/A 

 

Key: 

 BBC – British Broadcasting Company 

 AJ – Al Jazeera 



 P – Present 

 A – Absent 

 

Findings and Discussion 

The findings of the research do not show a significant difference in the extent of 

usage of the conflict and human interest frames by BBC and Al Jazeera. The 

attribution of responsibility/blame frame was employed by Al Jazeera 53% times 

more than BBC did in its articles. Upon close reading of the articles, it was further 

noted that these frame categories differed for each media organisation in terms of 

how they were employed in their articles. 

 

 

Attribution of responsibility/Blame Frame: The attribution of responsibility/blame 

frame is employed in news to hold either the government or an individual/group, 
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directly or indirectly, responsible for causing or solving an issue or crisis (Semetko & 

Valkenburg, 2000, p. 96).  

There’s a significant difference in not just the extent of usage of this frame between 

the two media organisations’ bombing narratives, but also in how the frame functions 

in their narratives. Out of 20 BBC articles, 7 of them were dominated by this frame. 

BBC is cautious in directly holding the Syrian and Russian government responsible, 

using solely excerpts and information from the GMC, SOHR and SNHR reports 

which suggestively attribute blame on President Bashar al-Assad’s government 

forces and allies.  

“Shortly before 0600 gmt on 28 February, the local opposition Ghouta Media 

Centre (GMC) reported several air strikes, which it said were carried out by 

Russian and Syrian planes and helicopters.” (BBC, 2018)  

Although there is no explicit way of measuring this frame in news, the Western 

media has been recognised to have been influencing the public’s understanding of 

who is responsible for causing/solving a certain issue or crisis the most (Iyengar, 

1987). The findings of this research suggest otherwise, for this frame narrative is the 

least used by BBC (35%) in its articles. Moreover, Al Jazeera uses this frame 

narrative 53% times more than BBC and significantly attributes the blame on the 

Syrian and Russian government in a strong and direct manner.    

The majority of Al Jazeera sample articles (16 of 18 articles/88.8%) were dominated 

by the attribution of responsibility/blame frame. Unlike BBC, Al Jazeera is direct and 

clear in holding the Syrian and Russian government responsible for the bombings 

and the casualties that followed. It also often adopts a satirical or mocking tone in its 

opinion/analytical pieces.  



“Ladies and gentlemen, there is nothing to worry about in Eastern Ghouta. 

Keep calm and carry on, we are being told. It is just a matter of "mass 

psychosis"... bleak reminder of what Bashar al-Assad's "victory" in Syria has 

meant when it comes to the military strategies employed under the patronage 

of Vladimir Putin.” (Al Jazeera, 2018) 

 

Al Jazeera’s bombing narratives also quote several UN diplomats and political 

leaders worldwide, substantiated with reports from Amnesty International, SOHR, 

International Committee of Red Cross (ICRC), to establish a clear-cut blame on 

President Assad and his forces. Additionally, its framing was sympathetic to the 

opposition and its demands, as evident through its consistent framing of the uprising 

as a legitimate revolution and portrayal of the opposition’s development on the 

ground positively. 

 

Conflict frame: From a sample of 20 articles, 15 of them (75%) were identified with a 

dominant conflict frame, constituting for the conflict frame to be the most used by 

BBC in its narrative. BBC keeps the reporting of the conflict concise, up to a word 

limit of 500 words in its articles. This further boils down the situation in Eastern 

Ghouta to a simplistic conflict in terms of winners and losers.   

 Al Jazeera articles range from a word limit of 500-1200 words, having sufficient 

room to narrate and analyse the Syrian conflict in depth. With its reporters, like Zeina 

Khodr and Al-Jazaeri’s, permanent presence on the battlefront, Al Jazeera gives a 

comprehensive insight into the situation of unrest in Eastern Ghouta.  Apart from 

detailing out the strife between the Syrian government and the civilians of Eastern 



Ghouta, Al Jazeera reports of different rebel groups and the friction witnessed 

between them. For instance, it reported and followed the issue of expulsion of the 

Jabhat Group from Ghouta by “other rebel groups including Jaish al-Islam, Faylaq al-

Rahman and Ahrar al-Sham” and its split from the al-Qaeda, resulting in its 

diminishing presence(Al Jazeera, 2018). It also ensures that the conflict is portrayed 

to be a concern of international interest, as its articles often include opinions of UN 

diplomats, international non profit organisations and foreign ministers on the ongoing 

crisis. Al Jazeera specifically emphasises on the involvement and importance of the 

Western countries, especially the USA. Apart from often quoting the US ambassador 

to UN, Nikki Haley, defending the US attacks on Assad’s forces in its articles, Al 

Jazeera’s reporters are seen to be voicing and defending the same.  

The Syrian ambassador to the UN, Basher al-Jaafari, accused the UN and 

mainstream media of backing "terrorists recruited by the US from all over the 

world" to fight in Syria... Al Jazeera's diplomatic correspondent James Bays 

said Jaafari's comments were typical of a man who has "stoutly defended his 

government and whatever it does". (Al Jazeera, 2018) 

Speaking from Beirut, Al Jazeera's Zeina Khodr said that rebels described the 

gains made by the pro-government alliance as "not significant."They have 

remained defiant and said they will continue fighting," Khodr said... "This 

bombing campaign continues despite the criticism coming especially from 

Western nations." (Al Jazeera, 2018) 

 

Human Interest Frame: The human interest frame, one of the most commonly used 

generic news frame (Boukes et al., 2015), gives a human face (e.g.: female and 



infant victims) to the presentation of news, in order to garner an emotional and/or 

negative appeal for the event, issue or crisis presented (Semetko & Valkenberg, 

2000, p. 95). While the human interest frame is identified in more number of BBC 

articles (65%) compared to that in Al Jazeera articles (55.5%), the frame is more 

prominent with strong imagery in the latter.  

BBC articles, dominant of the human interest frame narrative, do not go beyond the 

injured and dead women and children of Eastern Ghouta. As access to the conflict 

area is extremely limited for the media, BBC largely relies on statistical reports from 

the local opposition group Ghouta Media Center’s (GMC) social media account, 

along with the UK based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR) and Syrian 

Network for Human Rights (SNHR). BBC also quotes news and reports from Syria’s 

state news agency (SANA) and Russian media outlets, reporting casualties from 

both sides of the conflict.  

On the other hand, Al Jazeera uses a significant amount of excerpts and 

experiences of local activists and civilians of Eastern Ghouta, giving a human face to 

the casualty statistics. Along with horrid plights of the women and children of Eastern 

Ghouta, Al Jazeera details out human casualties in terms of broken yet determined 

opposition groups, missing families, lost education, destroyed medical facilities, 

inflation, malnutrition and starvation.  

“Our children, who were born during the war, know nothing about what normal 

life would look like. They do not know the different types of fruits. My daughter 

has never tasted bananas - she can only distinguish between the sound of 

warplanes and bomb.” (Al Jazeera, 2018) 



With civilians and activists as ‘exemplars’ bringing a personal angle to the stories 

(Boukes et al., 2015), Al Jazeera’s human interest narrative is emotionally stirring 

and powerful compared to that of BBC. To illustrate the broader issue of war, the 

civilians and their personal experiences are used by Al Jazeera to increase the 

severity of the situation and hence, its impact on the readers. This kind of human 

interest frame narrative is found to be often more concrete than statistical 

information, like that found in the BBC articles (Boukes et al., 2015). . Human 

exemplars are meant for the readers to relate to, speaking from their heart and 

devoid of any political agenda (Boukes et al., 2015). Al Jazeera articles make the 

information they want to impart, with its exemplification, stronger and persuasive. 

 

Conclusion 

News frames are “conceptual tools which media and individuals rely on to convey, 

interpret and evaluate information” (Neuman et al., 1992, p. 60), setting the 

parameters “in which citizens discuss public events” (Tuchman, 1978, p. IV). They 

are employed on the basis of “persistent selection, emphasis, and exclusion” (Gitlin, 

1980, p. 7). The inability of consumers to question framed coverage of crises and 

wars (Moeller, 1999) has led to innumerable research studies being conducted in the 

vast area of news framing.  

This research began with a curiosity about how a war is covered by the media when 

international interests and foreign regimes are invested in it, which was then 

narrowed down to the posed research question. The research was conducted with 

the help of framing analysis. It is primarily a qualitative content analysis of the latent 

content present in the text. As the research was only focused on extracting meaning 



out of the sample text to understand the producers’ view of the bombings, and not its 

effect on the audience, this research method was the most reliable and unobtrusive 

one to adopt.  

As Entman (1993) suggests comparing similar kind of reporting and narratives to 

reveal “critical textual choices” that frame a story, BBC and Al Jazeera were taken up 

for this research to serve as examples for the Western and Middle Eastern media. 

The information imparted by both these media organisations was near to identical 

under the defined category of frames. Both the media organisations held President 

Assad’s government and his Russian allies responsible for the Eastern Ghouta 

bombings, narrowing down the “political alternatives” for its readers (Tuchman, 1978, 

p. 156). They acknowledge that a severe violent attack by the blamed ones is 

creating a situation of unrest and casualties, helping to establish the widespread 

construal (“common sense”) of the bombings for its readers. 

 Previous to gathering of the findings, it was assumed that both Al Jazeera and BBC 

articles would serve as examples of Western TV journalism known for their hard-

hitting news reporting and sensationalism (Ayish, 2002). But the sample articles do 

not fully comply with this assumption. They reveal that compared to the Western 

media organisation (BBC), Al Jazeera was far more direct and uncompromising in its 

reporting. Majority of its articles were blaming or ridiculing President Assad’s forces 

and the Russian government. While BBC’s sample articles do not venture beyond 

stating facts and figures, many of Al Jazeera’s articles were framed to emotionally 

stir its readers with stories and personal experiences coming from the people of 

Eastern Ghouta. Perceptible and emotionally stimulating phrases like “hell on earth”, 

“relentless” and “non-stop bombings” and “barbaric” are used repetitively in Al 

Jazeera’s articles, having the utmost potential for persuasion. As Entman (2003) 



notes, the more resonance and repetition of framing words and images, the more 

likely the framing is to induce similar feelings and thoughts in the mass. 

This research dissects each of the priori defined frames chosen to study the sample 

articles and with a close reading of the same, enables us to achieve an 

understanding of how these frames are adopted and employed in news coverage of 

crisis/war. Contradicting the prior assumption, Al Jazeera proved to be far more 

hard-hitting and emotional in its coverage than BBC. While the findings of this 

research cannot be used to generalise the rest of the Western and Middle Eastern 

media organisations, these findings prove prior studies and generalisations about the 

Western media, as sensational and uncompromising, to not being entirely correct as 

well. Furthermore, the sample size for this research was kept small in order to 

conduct close reading of the same in definite time. With the conclusion of this 

research, further research questions of the effect of news framing on its audience 

arise as these news frames are employed in a purposeful manner to inform and 

generate a desired response from the audience.  
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