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Abstract

A series of bomb blasts that targeted a number of Assyrian churches in Baghdad and Mosul last year were reported in the Australian media and seemed to hint at the complexity of Iraq’s cosmopolitan society. This paper seeks to compare and contrast the representation of these events in four of Australia’s leading newspapers (The Australian, The Courier-Mail, The Age and The Sydney Morning Herald) by using a multi-methodological approach. The analysis reveals that Australian print coverage falls short of detailing the complexities of Iraq’s cosmopolitan society and therefore engenders an Orientalist (Said, 1978) discourse that constructs the Assyrians as powerless and anonymous victims. 

For thousands of years the Assyrians/ Chaldeans/ Syriacs (referred to throughout as Assyrians) have lived in the area known as Mesopotamia in the Ancient World and currently known as Iraq. Originally, these peoples were the rulers of vast, menacing empires. However, history also tells us that despite the war, bloodshed and domination, this area has mostly celebrated diversity since the ancient city-states of Kish and Lagash. In fact, Jacobsen (1970) suggests that some of the early myths and legends of Mesopotamia allude to an era prior to 2700 BC of what he calls ‘primitive democracy’. This social structure encouraged all citizens of the state – men and women (Saggs, 2004: 30) – to exercise their right to express their opinion in a public forum regrading affairs that threatened the security of the state as a whole. In this situation, discussion continued until a virtual unanimity was reached and then a small group announced the final decision before action was taken.

This ‘primitive democracy’ can be seen as just one of the ways that Mesopotamia has dealt with its long history of cultural heterogeneity. This continued right through to the Ottoman sultans who generally believed that a strong, civilized state was a cosmopolitan one (Mostyn & Hourani, 1988: 192). The Ottomans were therefore very tolerant of minority groups such as the Assyrians (Emhardt & Lamsa, 1970: 75) who were among the earliest Christian converts, spoke their own language, a dialect of Syriac, and had their own traditions and culture (Hourani, 1947: 99). In fact, this trend has continued, with today’s Iraq considered to be “the most spiritually diverse in the Middle East” (Braude, 2003: 65) and is home to “numerous racial and religious minorities…(including) Turkomans, Persians, Assyrians, Armenians, Chaldeans, Jews, Yazidihs, Sabeans, and others” (Batatu, as cited in Cordesman & Hashim, 1997).
Despite this, Iraq’s culture of acceptance did decline under the rule of Saddam Hussein, where a UN Special Rapporteur, the Human Rights Watch and various Assyrian sources have claimed that the government repeatedly engaged in various abuses against the Assyrians including a restriction on teaching in their own language, the destruction of various churches, forced relocations, terror, artillery shelling, torture and even execution (Cordesman & Hashim, 1997: 117-118). Since the coalition of the willing moved into Iraq in mid 2003, the situation of the approximately 800,000 Assyrians living in Iraq (Reuters & Telegraph, 2004: 8) has changed for the worse. Countless numbers have been killed or wounded in the confusion of war and many others have fled Iraq in the fear that they would soon become the direct targets of the insurgency. 

Despite all of this, however, the vast majority of Australians have limited resources with which to understand the complexities of Iraq’s cosmopolitan society. Overall, the Australian media has devoted very little attention to the plight (let alone existence) of the Assyrians of Iraq. In fact, while much media attention has concentrated on the plight of the Kurds (Robinson, 2002: 20) and the ongoing struggle between the Sunni’s and the Shi’ites (who form the majority within formerly Sunni controlled Iraq) (Keeble, 1997: 12), very little attention has been given to smaller groups such as the Assyrians. As discussed in earlier work by the author (Isakhan, 2005), this lack of media representation serves to reduce the rich array of religions, cultures, languages etc of the Middle East down to a homogenous, all-encompassing Middle Eastern ‘other’. In this instance the western media

provides a distorted form of media discourse…limiting comprehension of the Arab world and of terrorism, and perpetuating a climate of fear…particularly following the events of 11 September 2001 (Noakes & Wilkins, 2002: 649). 

This is hardly surprising given both the current political climate and the fact that the Assyrians have kept a relatively low profile in all of the Middle Eastern countries in which they live. Therefore, in the absence of a dramatic news story, the many different peoples of Iraq, including the Assyrians, have received little representation in the Australian media. 

However, one such dramatic event occurred on the second of August 2004, when a series of co-ordinated bomb blasts attacked five Iraqi churches (four in Baghdad and one in Mosul), killing eleven people and wounding approximately 55 (AP, 2004; Howard, 2004; Reuters & Telegraph, 2004; Sinan, 2004). These events were widely reported in the media. Specifically, this study seeks to analyse the representation of these events in four of Australia’s most widely read daily newspapers, The Courier-Mail (Queensland), The Sydney Morning Herald (New South Wales), The Melbourne Age (Victoria) and The Australian (Nation-wide). Each of these newspapers included a report on these events in their world news section on the third of August 2004 (the day after the bombing), between pages eight (The Age) to ten (The Sydney Morning Herald and The Australian).

It is important to note that all four of the articles were found to contain information regarding other events in Iraq. These include paragraphs three and four of fifteen in The Courier-Mail (which detailed separate violence in Mosul and Felllujah), paragraphs ten to fifteen of fifteen in The Sydney Morning Herald (detailing Al Qaeda threats against Italy and hostage updates), paragraphs nine and ten of ten in The Melbourne Age (detailing other violence in Baghdad and Mosul and hostage updates) and paragraphs two and three of fifteen in The Australian (separate violence and hostage updates). The content of these paragraphs was therefore excluded from any further analysis. 

In order to examine these news texts in depth and reveal the discourses embedded within them, this study utilizes a multi-methodological approach. Firstly, due to the fact that this is not a longitudinal study, four content analysis methods have been adapted to suit a study that compares and contrasts news reports from a single day. This more quantitative analysis alludes to various discourses at work within the texts which will also be discussed.  

The first method sought to examine the framing of the incidences across the four newspapers analysed by using a simple word frequency tally. To do this, each of the articles were scanned by the author and a list of significant words was made. These words were then grouped together according to themes (seven in total) as shown in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: The seven themes and the corresponding words 

	Themes:
	Words:

	Minority
	Armenian(s), Assyrian(s), Chaldean(s), Minority(ies)

	Minorities as Victims
	Assault, Screaming, Blood(ied)/ Bleed(ing), Fear(s)(ed), Deliberate(ly), Attack(s), Target(s)(ed), Panic, Cry(ied), Persecute(ion), Beleague(red), Conflict(s)

	Religion – Christianity
	Christian(s)(ity), Mass(es)/ Service(s), Church(es), Catholic(s), Christmas, Deacon, Reverend, Vatican, Parishoner(s), Churchgoer(s), Congregation(s), Worshipper(s), Community(ies)

	Religion – Islam
	Islam(ic)(ist), Muslim(s), Cleric(s), Shi'ite(s)

	Actual Consequences
	Kill(s)(ed)(ing)(s) / Dea(d)(ly)(th)(s), Wound(s)(ed) / Injure(s)(d)

	Perpetrators
	Zarqawi / Al-Zarqawi, Al Qaeda / Al-Queda, Fundamentalist(s)(ism), Extremist(s), Criminal(s), Militants(s), Assailant(s)

	Violence
	Violen(t)(ce), Bomb(s)(ing)(s), Blast(s), Shatter(s)(ed), Explo(ded)(sion)(s), Charred, Ruin(s), Boom, Blew up, Rubble, Carnage


Following this, the articles were scanned to reveal the frequency of each word across all four of the articles. When this was complete, the frequency of each word was then converted into a percentage of the total number of relevant (see above regarding the exclusion of certain paragraphs) words in the article. This was done in order to reveal the emphasis that these articles placed on various aspects of the events, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2: The seven themes across the four newspapers

	
	The C-M
	The SMH
	The Age
	The Aust
	Overall

	
	Freq
	%
	Freq
	%
	Freq
	%
	Freq
	%
	Freq
	%

	Minority

	3
	0.82
	3
	0.86
	2
	0.40
	4
	1.61
	12
	0.82

	Minorities as Victims
	11
	3.01
	10
	2.88
	14
	2.82
	7
	2.82
	42
	2.88

	Religion - Christianity
	21
	6.01
	21
	6.24
	13
	2.61
	12
	4.84
	67
	4.73

	Religion – Islam 
	5
	1.37
	2
	0.58
	7
	1.41
	2
	0.81
	16
	1.10

	Actual Consequences
	6
	1.64
	6
	1.73
	4
	0.80
	2
	0.81
	18
	1.23

	Violence

	10
	2.73
	9
	2.59
	14
	2.82
	10
	4.03
	43
	2.95

	Perpetrators

	4
	1.09
	5
	1.44
	2
	0.40
	6
	2.42
	17
	1.17


Although this highlighted some interesting differences between the four newspapers (see Table 2 for details), overall it showed that these newspapers prioritised the Christianity aspect of the story (4.73%) well above any of the others. Following this was the many references to Violence (2.95%) as well as the discourse of Minorities as Victims (2.88%). This is consistent with the figures for each of the individual newspapers where these three themes ranked highly. Following these came the mention of the actual consequences of the events such as the number of people killed or wounded (1.23%). After this came the surprisingly infrequent mention of both the alleged perpetrators (1.17%) and the religion of Islam (1.10%). Finally, the actual minorities targeted by the events were the least often mentioned (0.82%) of the seven themes analysed. 

Following this, the headlines themselves were analysed beyond the tallying of the words. Headlines, according to Van Dijk, “not only globally define or summarise an event, they also evaluate it” (1991: 53). Following Van Dijk’s method then, the headlines were examined to reveal the role of both the active agents and the passive patients. The headlines of the four newspaper articles were:

‘Militants bomb Christian churches’ - The Courier-Mail 

‘Deadly co-ordinated bombs isolate Iraqi Christians’ - The Sydney Morning Herald  

‘Baghdad blames Zarqawi for church bombings’ - The Age   
‘Wave of car blasts shatters sanctity of Iraqi churches’ - The Australian    
The first thing to notice is that the words ‘bomb’, ‘bombs’, ‘bombings’ and ‘blasts’ appear in all four of the headlines, while ‘churches’ and ‘church’ appear in three and so does ‘Iraqi’ and ‘Baghdad’. Finally, ‘Christian’ appears in two of the headlines. As well as this, in three of the headlines (The Courier-Mail, The Age and The Australian) it is the buildings that are being attacked, not the people within them. In fact, it is only in the headline of The Sydney Morning Herald that the victims appear to be human: ‘Iraqi Christians’.  

Furthermore, Van Dijk claims that, in the analysis of headlines, “If an actor is mentioned before the predicate then it is an active agent, otherwise it is the passive ‘patient’ or the beneficiary of an action” (1991: 60). Therefore, both The Courier-Mail and The Age place an active agent (‘Militants’ and ‘Zarqawi’ respectively) before the passive ‘patients’ of the ‘Christians’ or ‘churches’. As well as this, both the The Sydney Morning Herald and The Australian seem to position the Assyrians as passive ‘patients’ by mentioning them after the ‘bombs’ or ‘blasts’.   
Next, a method similar to the ‘Sources of Information’ approach used by Noakes and Wilkins (2002: 659) was used to reveal the degree to which the minority group in question (the Assyrians) and their voices are present within the narratives that make up the news stories, relative to other sources. This is done in order to measure “the ways in which contesting voices are silenced…by the persistent use of sources representing the dominant perspective” (Noakes & Wilkins, 2002: 660). 

Each of the four articles used sources which fell into one of the following four groups: Iraqi Officials/Politicians (Mowaffaq al-Rubaie, Iraq's National Security Adviser; Sabah Kadhim, spokesman for the Interior Ministry; Labid Abawi, Deputy Foreign Minister; Iraq Officials) US Army/ Officials (US Army Officials in Kerada; US Military), Iraqi Assyrians (Margahi, a worshipper; Brother Louis, deacon at Our Lady of Salvation (Assyrian Catholic Church); Marwan Saqiq, at Our Lady of Salvation when explosion hit) and Other Religious Leaders (The Vatican; Reverend Ciro Benedettini, Vatican spokesman; Abdul Hadi al-Daraji, spokesman for Shi'ite cleric Moqtada al-Sadr; Muslim clerics). The sources referred to and the frequency of each source was tabulated. As well as this, each of the sources was closely read and deemed to be ‘Active’ (authoritative, action), ‘Passive’ (victimised, attacked, frightened), or ‘Neutral’ (comments but no evidence of action or victimization) (see Table 3). 

Table 3: The Sources used across the four newspapers

	
	The C-M
	The SMH
	The Age
	The Aust

	Iraqi Officials/ Politicians
	1 (N)
	1 (A)
	1 (A)
	1 (A)

	
	1 (A)
	1 (N)
	1 (A)
	

	US Army/ Officials
	1 (N)
	1 (N)
	
	

	
	1 (A)
	1 (N)
	
	

	Iraqi Assyrians


	1 (P)
	1 (P)
	
	1 (P)

	
	1 (P)
	
	
	1 (P)

	
	1 (P)
	
	
	1 (P)

	Other Religious Leaders
	1 (N)
	
	
	1 (N)

	
	1 (N)
	
	
	1 (A)

	TOTAL
	8
	4
	2
	6


Note: ‘A’ = Active, ‘N’ = Neutral, ‘P’ = Passive

This reveals a number of interesting findings regarding the differences in the sources used by the four newspapers. The Courier-Mail, for example, clearly had the greatest number of sources with a total of eight across all four of the categories, while The Age only had two sources, both of which were Iraqi Officials/ Politicians. Overall however, if one only examines the frequency of each of the sources used throughout the articles, the Iraqi Assyrians would be seen to be the most sourced across the four newspapers. 

However, this level of analysis can only reveal who has spoken and how many times they have spoken. By utilizing a closer analysis that deemed the speaker to be ‘Active’, ‘Neutral’ or ‘Passive’, the Assyrians proved to be the most passive of all the sources. This can be illustrated by one example where “one worshipper who gave his name as Marghai” stated “I was in the mass. There was a big explosion, and there was screaming and we ran out of the church, I saw people bloodied by bits of flying glass and wood” (Howard, 2004). As well as this, the Iraqi Officials / Politicians were seen as the most active or authoritative. In one example, Mowaffaq al-Rubaie (Iraq’s national security adviser) claimed “There is no shadow of a doubt that this bears the blue-print of Zarqawi” (Reuters & Telegraph, 2004). Beyond this the US Army / Officials and the Other Religious Leaders were mostly neutral, with some active exceptions. 

Finally, the remaining analysis goes deeper than the examination of the words used, the headline content or the sources that are referenced throughout the article, to examine the amount of information that the audience receives about the minority groups in question. To do this, each of the articles was scanned to discover what background / additional information was revealed about the Assyrian people and these findings were tabulated, as shown in Table 4. 

Table 4: Background / additional information provided by the four newspapers

	
	The C-M
	The SMH
	The Age
	The Aust

	Fear of attack/ religious persecution
	1
	2
	1
	1

	First major attack on Assyrians since the war began
	1
	0
	1
	1

	Population size
	1
	1
	1
	1

	Relative freedom and harmony under Saddam
	0
	1
	1
	0

	Several hundred have left Iraq
	0
	1
	0
	0

	Former Deputy Prime Minister, Tariq Aziz was a Chaldean Christain
	0
	0
	1
	0

	Earlier, smaller attacks
	0
	0
	1
	0


Through this data, we see that once again there are a number of significant differences between the reporting in each of the four newspapers analysed. While it could be argued that none of these articles provide an adequate level of background / additional information to contextualise the events discussed, The Age certainly provides the most additional information by covering all but one of the above categories. Unfortunately, the other three newspapers do not live up to this standard, with both The Courier-Mail and The Australian reporting only three of the seven additional pieces of information found throughout the articles. However, where information is given, all of the four articles tend to focus mostly on positioning the Assyrians as victims by emphasising their fear of attack or religious persecution. As well as this, each of the newspapers offer statistics regarding the Assyrian population and most of them explain that this is the first major attack since the war began. The Assyrians history, their former leaders, that many have fled and the earlier attacks against them barely rate a mention. 

This multi-methodological approach opens up the possibility of interpreting these quantitative findings through the use of the more qualitative discourse analysis approach. This follows the work of many media theorists (such as Fairclough, 1992; Tolson, 1996 to name a few) where news discourses can be seen to be made up of socially constitutive language which can be both constrained by the context in which it is produced as well as having influence over it. This type of media analysis therefore reveals the types of discourses that the media draws upon as well as its role in constructing the representations of certain events or people (Pietikainen & Hujanen, 2003: 256-257). Specifically, by closely examining the framing or representation of events involving the Assyrians of Iraq in the Australian media, we can begin to understand the discourses at work and understand the ways in which the construction of such events relay to us an overall impression of the people involved (Noakes & Wilkins, 2002: 651)
What is consistent, then, throughout each of the above analyses is the revealing of a discourse which constructs the Assyrians as powerless and anonymous victims. Firstly, through the tabulation of the words, it can be seen that while their religion (Christianity) and the violence of the events were focused on the most, the Assyrians themselves were shown largely as the victims of the events and the least attention was been given to their position as an Iraqi minority. That is, while their churches and faith were mentioned the most frequently, the Assyrians as a group were rarely named, nor was their status as an Iraqi minority. In this way, the Assyrians are framed as the passive, nameless victims of these events.

This is reinforced by the analysis of the headlines, none of which mention either the terms ‘Assyrian’ or ‘Minority’, but instead focus on words that offer frames of violence, (‘bomb’), Christianity (‘church’, ‘Christian’), or location (‘Iraq’). As well as this, only one of the four newspapers suggests that the victims are human while all four position the Assyrians as passive ‘patients’ by placing them after either the active agents or the violence committed.   

Initially, the tabulating of the sources used in the four newspapers analysed hinted that the Assyrians were able to resist the, 

Strong hegemony models (which) suggest that one of the ways in which contesting voices are silenced is by the persistent use of sources representing the dominant perspective (Noakes & Wilkins, 2002: 660). 

However, by further dissecting each of the sources, it was revealed that the Assyrians were actually the most passive of all the sources used, and that the hegemony of the Iraqi Officials / Politicians was exercised over the Assyrians through the Active or Authoritative role that they played. 

Furthermore, this hegemony as well as the discourse of Assyrians as powerless and anonymous victims is reinforced by the lack of background / additional information provided within the articles that help the reader to contextualise the issues at hand. Where such information is provided, it tends to reinforce this discourse by focusing on the Assyrians fear of attack or religious persecution at the cost of key historical or contextual data. 

Overall, the uncovering of the discourse of Assyrians as powerless and anonymous victims within the Australian print media, is analogous to Said’s work on Orientalism, in which he concludes that historically, the people of the Orient were “…rarely seen or looked at; they were seen through, analysed not as citizens, or even people, but as problems to be solved or confined or…taken over” (Said, 1978; 207). The construction of the Assyrian people via the media texts analysed in this study, not only reinforces Said’s findings, but also serve to demonstrate the role that the media plays in this process. 

While the news media have provided some coverage of the war in, and people of, Iraq, the 

news media…are more than just a mere carrier of information from the source to the individual. Media frames interact with and influence the construction of identities, ideas, opinions etc, (Noakes & Wilkins, 2002: 650-651).

It is therefore reasonable to assume that the news media in Australia have played a central role in informing and shaping the opinions, beliefs and attitudes of the Australian populus regarding the events in Iraq. 

Specifically, as this paper has shown, the four newspapers studied are found to both lack sufficient background / additional information on the Assyrians and to construct a discourse that represents the Assyrian people of Iraq as passive and anonymous victims. By so doing, this media has catered to a public who 

want to be a small part of the imagined community concerned about the plight of the Amazonian rainforest, the war in Bosnia, the famine in Ethiopia, [the war in Iraq] but not necessarily to understand the nature of such events or what might be seriously done to eliminate them (Urry, 2000: 6) [my addition].

Therefore, this paper calls for a reassessment of the representation of both Iraq’s cosmopolitan society and its minority groups in the Australian print media. Overall, this media should assert a more positive discourse that develops a more accurate understanding of both the conflict and the many different peoples involved. In this way, the Australian print media can itself play an active role in rebuilding Iraq’s ancient culture of cosmopolitanism. 
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