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1 INTRODUCTION 

Israelis and Palestinians have had problematic relations for a long time. The beginning of what is 

commonly referred to as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can be traced to the middle of the 20th 

century and Israel’s establishment in 1948, but the roots of the conflict go back to the 19th century. 

Hostilities between the two nations have resulted in one of the most violent, difficult and 

unrelenting conflicts in the history of the modern world. The central issues in the conflict involve 

the division of land and the position and rights of the Palestinian people. The religious aspect has 

also become more prominent (Juusola 2005:278), although it is not seen as a central issue in the 

conflict.  

In June 2014 hostilities erupted again in Gaza, and the number of casualties was the largest in 

almost 50 years. These recent events in the conflict received extensive media coverage around the 

world. As the conflict involves certain juxtaposition between two nations, politics and religion, it 

entails the risk for politically motivated and biased language use. Newspapers have been accused of 

bias toward both sides of the conflict. This in itself is nothing new, especially when regarding the 

long history of the conflict, but it stands in conflict with objectivity, accuracy and neutrality that are 

regarded as the criteria for news reporting, not least because of journalists’ own assertions (White 

2000:379). 

Conflict coverage, in general, is similarly subject to power abuse, which can occur through 

deliberate distortion of news or exclusion of information. Sometimes this is due to journalists’ own 

opinions, feelings and ideologies (Cottle 2006:75; Kempf 2002:59-60), and sometimes it is the 

government or the military that intervenes with the media (Cottle 2006:74-99). The Israeli-

Palestinian conflict has been investigated in numerous academic studies. These include for instance 

a rather extensive critical discourse analysis by Aziza Zaher (2009), who analysed the coverage of 

the conflict between the years 2001 and 2006 in both Western and Arab newspapers. The results 

showed that the press is not free from bias with regard to this issue; analysis of narratives, lexis and 

transitivity revealed for instance the legitimation of violence and naturalization of the asymmetry of 

power between the two sides. 

The present study aims to contribute to the body of knowledge of discourse in media reports on the 

conflict. Although the present study is in many ways analogous with for instance Zaher’s study, 

there is room for more up to date-information. Previous studies on the topic show that ideologically 

laden news reporting has a long tradition, and that should not be ignored when regarding the recent 

media coverage. 
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The aim of the study is to analyse news reports on the conflict and see how the Israelis and 

Palestinians are represented in the media. The method of analysis will be Critical Discourse 

Analysis, which aims to uncover ideologies and power use in discursive events. If these appear, 

they can result in inequality, which affects people, groups and societies. The media plays a crucial 

role as the mediator of the world to a mass of people, and it is thus important to examine which 

views and representations it passes forward.  

 

2 CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS AND THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN 

RELATIONS 

 

2.1 The Israeli-Palestinian relations and their media representation 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict began as a territorial dispute over the historical area of Palestine 

between the Mediterranean and the Jordan River. The roots of the conflict lie at the end of the 19th 

century, when both Zionist and Arab nationalism emerged. At the turn of the century the Zionist 

aspiration of a Jewish state led to a mass immigration to the area of Palestine that was then a part of 

the Ottoman Empire. During the First World War Great Britain took control of the area, and it 

became a British mandate. In 1947 the General Assembly of the United Nations proposed a division 

of the land into a Jewish state and an Arab state. As Fortna (2004:76) describes, this partition 

resolution left the Arabs dissatisfied, both in Palestine and the surrounding Arab states, and 

hostilities erupted quickly. This can be seen as the origin of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in its 

modern sense, but it also laid the foundation for a wider Arab-Israeli conflict.  

Israel’s declaration of independence in 1948 was followed by a military attack from several Arab 

countries. As a result Israel occupied a major part of the geographical area of Palestine while Jordan 

took control of the West Bank and Egypt of the Gaza Strip. The war left the Palestinian people 

without a state of their own, and hundreds of thousands of Palestinian Arabs became refugees. After 

the Six-Day War with Egypt, Jordan and Syria in 1967 Israel occupied the Gaza Strip and the West 

Bank, which meant that Israel also took control of the Palestinian territories. Over the years the 

living area of the Palestinians has been significantly reduced in size. Even though Palestinians have 

gained partial autonomy in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the two parties have not reached 

agreement over the division of land, and the conflict has continued, with frequent violent eruptions 

over the years. Also, after the war in 1967 the religious aspect has become more prominent in the 
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conflict, since the war saw the rise of what Juusola (2005:139) calls the religious right-wing in 

Israeli politics.  

In 2014 hostilities erupted again in Gaza and in the West Bank. After a wave of unrest in June Israel 

launched a military operation, the stated purpose of which was to respond to the rocket fire from the 

Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip. In the period between June and August the number of dead civilians was 

the largest since the beginning of the Israeli occupation in 1967: estimated 1593 Palestinian and 7 

Israeli civilians were killed between June and August (United Nations Office for the Coordination 

of Humanitarian Affairs 2014). Violent eruptions and unrest nevertheless continued throughout the 

year. 

According to Zaher (2009:28), it can be argued that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is among the 

main factors that affect the relationship between Arabs and ‘the West’. In its longevity the conflict 

has become a regular and prominent topic in international news coverage, and there is a whole body 

of academic studies on the news discourse on the conflict (e.g. Zaher 2009; Kandil 2009; Wenden 

2005). Zaher’s (2009:207) findings, for instance, show that news reports generally ignore the 

asymmetry of power in the Israeli-Palestinian relations, which creates the image of both sides being 

equal in power. This leads to an ‘inaccurate and superficial understanding on the conflict’. Cottle 

(2006:97) points out that similar consequences are caused by lack of contextualization: the absence 

of historical background in news presentation leads to the view of Palestinians as the ones who start 

the trouble and Israelis as the retaliating party, which leads to the impression that Israel is merely 

defending itself against “acts of terrorism”. 

Finally, it is necessary to acknowledge that the subsequent references to Israelis and Palestinians 

will be somewhat imperfect. As Suni (2015:3-4) points out, there are differences in the agency of 

the two sides. Israel as a state is one, arguably united actor, whereas Palestine refers to a more 

geographically and administratively scattered nation. 

 

2.2 Critical Discourse Analysis 

2.2.1 Discourse 

As I will be analysing newspaper articles that are pieces of media discourse, it is necessary to first 

define the term discourse. Discourse has a multitude of definitions. The definitions offered here will 

fall in line with the subsequent use of the term. On a general level, discourse refers to language use 

as a social practice (Fairclough 1995a:7). It can be both written and spoken. Foucault’s (1981, cited 
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in Pietikäinen 2000:192) renowned view is that language in use (discourse) is a socially 

constructive phenomenon; it constructs and affects its objects and topics. On the other hand, 

discourse also complies with its social conditions. As Fairclough (1995a:7) formulates this, to use a 

particular language one needs to apply the grammar and vocabulary of that particular language, but 

one also needs to make choices between different discourses and draw upon indexical orders. 

Indexical orders can be defined as perceivable patterns of similarities and stabilities in language 

use. As Blommaert (2008:116) points out, these enable the receiver to predict the direction of the 

semiotic practise, for instance the particular discourse. 

At this point it is necessary to clarify the dual usage of the term discourse. Discourse can be a wide 

and general term for language use. According to Blommaert (2005:2) discourse, in this sense, is 

“language-in-action”, “a general mode of semiosis”. However, the term also refers to the situational 

realization of language use (Pietikäinen 2000:192).  To put it simply, different discourses offer the 

means to express one thing in different ways and with different implications. For example, militant 

factions can be represented either as freedom fighters or terrorists. Also, as different discourses 

have been formulated through sociocultural discursive practices over time, discursive events 

reproduce their legacy, but they have also the prospect of transforming it to something different 

(Fairclough 1995a:10). 

 

2.2.2 Critical Discourse Analysis, representation and ideology 

The main theoretical framework in the present study will be Critical Discourse Analysis (henceforth 

CDA), which is a subcategory for discourse analysis (henceforth DA). DA studies language use as a 

social practice and does so by examining the whole organization of discourse, i.e., both the 

phonological, grammatical, lexical and higher levels, for instance, distribution of speaking turns 

(Fairclough 1995a:7). This is due to the assumption that any level of organization may be relevant 

to critical analysis. This type of detailed analysis of texts is what Fairclough (2003:2) calls textually 

oriented discourse analysis. To be clear, there are also branches of DA that study other phenomena 

through language use and are used more in the area of social sciences, whereas textual DA is a 

detailed linguistic analysis of texts. 

While DA analyses language as a social practice, CDA studies language critically as a sociocultural 

phenomenon on three levels. This means that it integrates 1) analysis of discourse, 2) analysis of 

processes of text production, consumption and distribution, and 3) sociocultural analysis of the 
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discursive event (Fairclough 1995a:23). In other words, it does not analyse the linguistic and textual 

features only, but relates them to their social context.  

Some of the central concepts in CDA are those of representation and ideology. Representation, in 

short, is a semiotic process that draws for instance from symbols, narratives and textual genres 

(Blommaert 2005:203) to associate certain features to people or things in general. As the use of 

language is always a matter of choice, choices have to be made also in the semiosis of 

representation. Those choices can pass on different ideologies (Fairclough 1995b:24). Influenced by 

Van Dijk’s (1995:18) definition, ideology can be defined as a system of ideas and principles that is 

“assumed to control” the social reproduction of a social group, for instance, the representation of 

the characteristics of that group. This occurs through the minds of the members of a particular 

ideology, either consciously or unconsciously. Of course, it has to be pointed out that ideologies can 

range from negative to positive, for instance from racist ideologies to those of equality. In any case, 

ideologies affect the behaviour and cognitive processes of their members (Blommaert 2005:162), 

and, as they control their conceptions of certain groups of people, they become a factor in power 

use. In the case of media, this could mean for instance the reproduction and maintenance of a false 

depiction of reality as presented in chapter 2.1. In linguistic activity ideologies can be hidden, which 

means that their reproduction is somewhat opaque. It is the aim of CDA to expose these instances of 

hidden ideologies and use of power and dominance in discursive practices because they can result 

in social inequality, which, in the extreme form of use of power through language, differentiates, 

discriminates and excludes people (Blommaert 2005:2). While DA analyses the relations that media 

texts set up between people and the world (Matheson 2005:1), CDA is a better tool in analysing the 

media in general: the critical and, in a sense, all-encompassing nature of CDA means that it 

analyses the use of power and examines which representations and ideologies are predominant and 

passed forward in the media, and it goes further than DA by analysing the effect of media 

discourse(s). 

 

2.3 Conflict reportage and CDA 

In this section I will present the main points of conflict reportage together with some of its issues, 

and show them in relation to CDA. Media reports on conflicts can be subject to power abuse as 

much as other media texts. Moreover, as wars and other military conflicts are closely tied to 

political, economic and/or religious interests and ideologies, conflict reports can contradict or 

promote these ideologies.  
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Cottle (2006:74-99) has discussed instances where news coverage of wars is deliberately 

incomplete or distorted. In some cases this is due to actions on the state’s part: the government and 

the military, also in western democracies such as the USA, the UK and Australia, seek control over 

the media. This can be pursued for instance by media censorship, restriction of journalists’ access to 

information or close supervision of military “minders” or public relations officers. Perhaps the main 

reason for this is that war threatens the political legitimacy of democratically elected governments, 

so interfering with the media can help them reach or maintain the public support. 

Although Cottle’s examples describe occasions where the party that intervenes with the media is in 

war itself, they have relevance when examining the state-media relationship in other situations, too. 

One of the effects of globalization is that intra-state conflicts become “increasingly international in 

nature and effects” (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 2005). Moreover, national 

media tend to comply with their national governments (Cottle 2006:80). Thus, there is reason to 

assume that governmental politics can have influence over the conflict coverage also when the state 

is not directly involved in the conflict. 

Of course, war reports can also be subject to journalists’ own opinions and ideologies, which can 

lead to the distortion of war reports similarly to the examples above. Possible factors behind this are 

for instance patriotism (Cottle 2006:75), journalists’ sympathy for the victims or the will to judge 

the evil-doers (Kempf 2002:59-60). A rather extreme result of this is the fabrication of news or the 

control or exclusion of information (ibid.). In any case, it is, again, the aim of CDA to uncover and 

examine this kind of power use and the hidden ideologies in media reports. Below I will introduce 

two studies that serve as an example of what CDA can achieve when applied to conflict coverage. 

The first study, by Lau, McRitchie and Seedat (2011), is a critical study on the coverage of the 2006 

Israeli-Hezbollah war in South African press. The conflict, also known as the Lebanon War, can be 

contextualised in the continuum of the wider Arab-Israeli conflict, since Lebanon has been involved 

in the conflict from the beginning. Lebanon has been what Lau et al. (2011:4) call the “standard 

bearer of Arab resistance”, supporting the Palestinians, and it has also been in several militant 

conflicts with Israel. 

Lau et al. directed the analysis in identifying how ideologies are framed and legitimized in the 

newspapers. Their textually oriented approach focused on the textual devices of characterization, 

i.e. choice of words, and intertextuality. The findings were that the newspapers “placed the accent 

on the emotional, moral, and political dimensions of the conflict” (2011:24). The discursive choices 

revealed a legitimation of violence, and the articles were biased to both sides of the conflict. The 
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Pro-Israeli articles signalled ideologies or Orientalism (see Zaher below) and islamophobia and 

described military actions as ‘fight against terror’. The Pro-Hezbollah articles in turn depicted Israel 

as an apartheid state and legitimised violence as a ‘right to resistance’. 

The second study, by Zaher (2009), is a critical discourse analysis of the newspaper reports on the 

Israel-Palestine conflict in selected Arab, UK and US newspapers. According to Zaher, the Western 

perceptions of Israelis and Palestinians differ significantly from each other (2009:38-36). The one 

important factor is the cultural proximity of Israel to the West, especially to the American culture. 

As a result, the American public identifies with the Israelis. Also the collaboration, the ‘special 

relationship’ between Israel and the US, promotes the positive image of Israel. Palestinians, on the 

other hand, are perceived rather negatively, largely due to the concept of Orientalism. Zaher refers 

to Said’s (1978) critique of the concept which, drawing from a number of stereotypes, sees Europe 

(the West, the ‘self’) as rational, developed and superior, among other things, and the Orient (the 

East, the ‘other’) as its more or less direct opposite. 

Zaher analysed the narratives, transitivity and lexis in the newspapers since they had “potential to 

be ideologically invested by different newspapers” (2009:58). The findings were that in most cases 

different newspapers used biased language to represent both sides of the conflict and their actions. 

There were both similarities and differences in reports on the same events. For example, analysis of 

the narratives showed that all newspaper reports ignored the asymmetry in the Israeli-Palestinian 

power relations and lacked proper contextualization. Another finding was that Palestinian violence 

was always represented as illegitimate and unjustified, and the transitivity structures (see p.10) gave 

Palestine an active role when representing Palestinian violence. Lexical choices in turn represented 

the Israeli military as largely institutionalized. 

Zaher’s analysis showed several differences between Arab and Western newspapers’ representation 

of violence between both sides of the conflict. Arab News (AN) tended to highlight Israeli violence 

and its international condemnation more than Western newspapers. All newspapers presented 

Palestinian violence in a clear and coherent way, but Israeli violence was presented less clearly and 

coherently in Western newspapers than in AN. Also the use of primary news sources differed 

between Western newspapers and AN. Transitivity analysis showed dispersion also within the 

Western newspapers. Lexicalisation analysis in turn showed that the Western and Arab newspapers 

presented the two sides of the conflict in different, although in both cases limited roles. 

Zaher concluded that a critical analysis on the newspapers showed that the representation of the 

conflict and violence was not objective and free from bias. Some of the differences in newspapers’ 
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representation of the conflict derive from certain necessities or practises in news production, but 

others were based on ideological considerations. These include the legitimation of Israeli violence, 

the naturalization of the asymmetry of power between Israelis and Palestinians, and the ‘reduction 

of a very complex conflict to a mere military confrontation’.   

 

3 THE PRESENT STUDY 

3.1 Research aim and questions 

The object of the present study is the representation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in two 

American newspapers. American newspapers have been chosen for analysis since the United States 

is one of the largest and most pertinent countries in the world, and the coverage and influence of its 

media is considerable. On a more general level, media texts are the object of analysis since they can 

function as a platform for power use and the reproduction and endorsement of ideologies which 

lead to inequality. Studies on the media can further be motivated by what White (2000:379) has 

written on the production and consumption of media texts. Firstly, the media generally claims to be 

‘factual disinterested, impersonal and objective’. According to media theorists, on the other hand, 

the media is ‘value laden and ultimately ideological’, and it serves the interests of economic and 

political elites. Secondly, the general public’s uptake on the news is usually rather uncritical, 

although they regard journalistic discourse as ‘often inaccurate, commercialised, sensationalist and 

biased’. Luostarinen (2002:20) also points out that the press used to be more openly political, so it 

is possible that the news are taken with less reservation today than they were previously. In other 

words, what the media asserts itself to be is often in conflict with what it really is, and this causes 

problems in its reception. Given the large role that the media has in mediating and reproducing the 

world to its audience, it is thus important to take it into wider investigation. 

The aim of this thesis is to analyse and make transparent the possible power use and ideologies that 

are present. My research questions are the following: 

1. How are the Israelis and the Palestinians as groups and individuals represented in the 

articles? 

2. How are the power relations between Israeli and Palestinian groups represented in the 

articles? 

My hypothesis is that the representations are somehow unequal. In part this is due to the societal 

context. The United States has had good relations and co-operation with Israel for a long time 
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(Mitchell 2013: 152-169; Zaher 2009:36). Moreover, the USA has a rather prominent Jewish 

population that has influenced the country’s pro-Israel politics (e.g. Fleshler 2009), and as pointed 

out in section 2.3., state politics have the tendency to influence journalism. Closely related to this 

are Cottle’s (2006:143-144) descriptions of the emergence of certain discourses on terrorism. These 

discourses depict terrorism as the central, critical threat to safety and in that way they are used to 

democratize violence. Also Zaher’s results presented in chapter 2.3. offer reason to assume that the 

two sides are presented unequally. In a more global context, the origin of the historical perceptions 

of Israelis and Palestinians in Western countries lies to a great extent in the long history of 

hostilities and violence between Islam and the West, and this contributes to the juxtaposition where 

Israeli Zionists are associated with the West and Palestinians are seen as Arabs (Zaher 2009:28). 

These perceptions lead us again to the concept of Orientalism, which further motivates the 

hypothesis; Said (1978) described Orientalism as a discourse that enables the West to describe, 

comprehend, patronize and dominate the Orient, i.e. the underdeveloped countries and societies in 

Asia, the Middle East and North Africa. 

3.2 Data 

The data consists of two online articles from two American newspapers, The Washington Post and 

The New York Times. The Washington Post and The New York Times have been chosen for 

observation since they are among the largest newspapers by circulation in the USA (Alliance for 

Audited Media 2013), which, again, means that their coverage and influence are significant. Also, 

the articles depict the same event, which makes it easier to draw comparisons between them. In 

addition to that, both articles are relatively short (637 and 1097 words) which means that they can 

within the limits of the present study serve as the data for a detailed linguistic analysis. The articles 

were collected from the newspapers’ online archives because of their easy access. The articles were 

published the 19th of November 2014, and their topic is the Israeli military forces’ demolition of the 

homes of Palestinians who have committed acts against Israel. The articles can be found in 

Appendices 1 and 2. 

3.3 Methods 

The method of analysis of the current study is CDA, which is a qualitative method. CDA does not 

have explicit directives as to what to include in the analysis on the level of linguistic features, so I 

will narrow down the research aspects to the extent that serves the purpose of the present study, 

considering the length of the articles. Unfortunately, the limited extent of the present study means 

that many potentially relevant aspects have to be excluded from the analysis, for instance, the one of 
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multimodality. My main approach is textually oriented CDA, and I will analyse selected linguistic 

aspects that have a somewhat frequent appearance in the articles. 

Firstly, I will look into some lexical features such as vocabulary choices and transitivity structures. I 

will pay special attention to the naming of groups and the presentation of their activity in the events. 

Transitivity (e.g. Montgomery 1986:236-245) is a particularly important aspect for the analysis, 

since it concerns the choice of structure in representing activity, circumstances and the persons 

connected to the activity. The choice of structure in language use occurs less consciously than the 

choice of words, but at the same time it can represent reality in dramatically different ways. As 

Montgomery points out, the structural choices are often, in fact, ideological choices since they 

prefer a certain representation of an event over another. 

After the analysis on selected textual features I will continue the analysis to the second level of the 

three-layer model of CDA presented in section 2.2.2. Moreover, I will analyse the result of the 

linguistic features, for instance the possible connotations of the words used to describe groups and 

thus the uptake of the text. I will observe particularly the identities that different groups are given in 

the articles. In the second article also the processes of production will be analysed to the extent of 

quotations. Thirdly, I will analyse these findings in relation to their sociocultural context. In relation 

to the research aims, the second level of analysis is the one that reveals if there is a bias of some 

sort. In case a bias exists, the third level helps us understand what kind of bias (ideology) we are 

dealing with, and what it tells us about the world. Of course, it may sometimes be impossible to 

treat these two levels separately, so these are rather the guidelines for the analysis. 

 

4 REPRESENTATION OF THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN CONFLICT 

In this chapter I will analyse the articles in Washington Post and New York Times. The articles will 

be analysed separately. I will proceed according to the first two levels of the three-level model of 

CDA: I will look into selected lexical items together with an analysis of the processes of text 

production and consumption behind them. 

 

4.1 Context 

Before the analysis it is necessary to offer a brief account of the context. As Blommaert (2005:40) 

points out, context is ‘potentially everything and contextualization is potentially infinite’. 
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Unfortunately, this means that it is practically impossible to provide a comprehensive 

contextualization on the discursive events in question within the scope of the present study. I will 

thus address those aspects of context that are relevant for the analysis. 

To some extent the context of the articles, both the sociocultural one and that of the news media, 

can be seen as identical. The sociocultural context has largely been explained above – the 

background of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the American societal context in relation to the 

conflict. The context of the news media is slightly more complex. Firstly, there are two levels to it: 

the production and reception of news. Both levels comprise such a wide range of aspects that, for an 

outside analyst, it is not possible to list them all. The former is affected by factors such as access to 

sources of information and various editorial practices. The reception, in turn, sets slightly different 

challenges for contextualization. Since both articles are freely available in online form, it is 

impossible to know who reads them. To some extent it can be assumed that the readers are people 

who live in the area and are like-minded with the newspapers, i.e., share their political stance, but 

this cannot be taken for granted.  

Regarding the political stances, a certain direction can be found in columns by the public editors. In 

the aftermath of the 2008 US presidential elections, for instance, Deborah Howell (2008), the then-

ombudsman for Washington Post (WP), discussed reader complaints about the newspaper’s bias on 

the elections. She wrote that while conservatives accused WP of a liberal bias, and journalism 

indeed attracts liberals, the opinion pages had strong conservative tones, and there were 

conservatives and centrists in the newspaper’s editorial board. In the case of The New York Times 

(NYT), Daniel Okrent (2004), the ombudsman at the time, admitted that the newspaper had a liberal 

slant. He did, however, note that NYT received complaints both from conservatives and the left 

wing; while the former accused NYT of a liberal bias on a range of issues, the latter generally 

complained about the coverage on electoral politics and foreign policy.  

4.2 The Washington Post 

The topic of the first article, titled Watch: Israel Demolishes Palestinian Home As Punishment 

(Appendix 1), is the Israeli military’s practice of demolishing the homes of Palestinians who have 

committed acts against Israel. The article describes the tactic both on an individual and a general 

level. It offers a short background on the tactic and also a selection of direct quotes both from 

Israeli officials and critics of the tactic. 
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Lexical choices 

Firstly, I will take into scrutiny the lexical choices that are used to refer to different people and 

groups in relation to the representation of their activity. The numbers in brackets refer to the 

numbers of the lines where the expressions appear in the original text. 

The article uses several different ways to name the Israeli groups that commit acts or express 

opinions against Palestinians: authorities (2), security forces (8), Israeli military (10), government 

(32) and Israeli officials (46). It can be assumed that these groups and administrative organs have 

close ties to each other, so the varying naming can be seen to emphasize the systematic nature of 

Israel’s actions. The group that shot a Palestinian who was accused of killing two Israelis is referred 

to as security forces. The name is used by Israel itself, but it can also be seen to emphasize the 

peace and safety-maintaining side of the institution and to turn the attention away from its militant 

side. For instance Montgomery (1986:231-236) and Cottle (2006:77-81) have listed more of this 

kind of euphemisms in war and weapon vocabulary that can be used to establish or strengthen a 

juxtaposition between two sides of a war in “symbolically and rhetorically affective ways” (Cottle 

2006:77). 

There is considerably less variation in the terms that refer to Palestinian individuals or groups. Four 

people that are connected to acts against Israel are referred to by their whole names, which presents 

the events as individual occasions instead of an operation of the whole nation, as was the case with 

Israel. In other instances these individuals or groups are referred to as suspected militants (26-27), 

would-be terrorists (31), men connected to the disappearance and murder—(33) and militant 

commitments of some Palestinian communities (46-47). Each of these expressions contains a 

reference to the agent’s possible acts of terrorism, violence or militarism, and can thus promote the 

image of Israel’s actions as justified to some extent. On the other hand, the namings also include 

mitigation, which diminishes the power of the expressions, or imply a degree of uncertainty. This 

means the Palestinian groups are not necessarily guilty of committing the alleged acts, which in 

reality would make Israel’s actions less justified.  

When regarding the presentation of power relations between the two sides, the four expressions 

above further suggest that Israelis and Palestinians are uneven in power: the general impression in 

the article is that acts against Palestinians are the result of a systematic operation by the whole 

Israeli state, opposite of the acts against Israel as being conducted by individual Palestinian persons 

or groups. This individual focus appears also in the somewhat incoherent references to gender on 

lines 1 and 38, when only the gender of Palestinians is mentioned. In any case, this leads to another 
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problem in representation. As Zaher (2009:208) points out, Israel is a recognized state with a 

military, and the acts that it commits against Palestine are institutionalized and thus presented as 

politically and legally acceptable. Palestine, respectively, lacks the same position and institutions, 

so their actions are portrayed as militancy or terrorism. This leads to an unequal representation of 

the two. Analogously with Zaher’s findings, these lexical choices suggest a legitimation of Israeli 

violence since Israel is merely defending itself against militancy and terrorism.   

In addition to the naming of groups and individuals, there are several other lexical items that lead to 

an unequal representation of the two sides. Firstly, the article refers to the victims of Palestinian 

violence in more specific and varying ways than to the victims of Israeli violence. Palestinian 

victims are only given names when they have also committed acts against Israel (6, 8, 17, 18, 19, 

22), and there is only one reference to age (17). Otherwise they are being referred to on more 

general terms (37-38). In the case of the Israeli victims, there are more references to their age (7, 9, 

33, 34). This personification of Israeli victims could be used to evoke sympathy for Israel. On the 

other hand, more emotionally loaded language, for instance gutted (49) and mournful lament (50), is 

used to describe the situation of a Palestinian family. 

In several cases, the references to Israel’s actions against Palestine turn the attention away from the 

event in question. Blistering summer campaign (35), for instance, can be seen as a rather ambiguous 

way to refer to a chain of events that led to the death of more than 2,100 Palestinians. Controlled 

explosion (4) in turn draws the attention to the explosion instead of the demolition of a home. 

Netanyahu – ordered the razing (21) emphasizes Netanyahu’s agency. Also the phrases military 

abandoned the tactic (30) and government renewed the practice (32) seem to emphasize the 

demolitions’ institutionalized aspect. This could, again, also be a journalistic convention (e.g. 

summarizing), but it inevitably distances the reader from the violence. 

The retaliation-seeking nature of the home demolitions is indicated several times, for instance in 

reprisals (2), punish (24) and harsh retaliation (46). Slated for demolition (16-17) and continued 

bulldozing in turn show the longevity of the situation. There are instances where Israel’s aims are 

somewhat questioned or condemned, for instance claims (28) and cold calculation (49). On the 

other hand, Palestinian actions receive similar treatment in the use of family maintains (12) and 

bloody attack (23).  

Transitivity 

An examination of the transitivity structures that depict Israeli violence against Palestinians shows 

that in many cases Israel’s responsibility for the actions is reduced or excluded. For example the 
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sentence Shaludi was later shot dead by security forces (7-8) places to the fore not the agent, but the 

process and the person affected by it. Also, when discussing homes of Palestinians, were destroyed 

(27) excludes references to agent. The sentence All three men are dead (20) does not specify any 

cause for the deaths, and, again, assigns the responsibility for the deaths to no one. News of the 

teens’ abduction provoked (34) similarly excludes concrete agency in the acts of violence, as does 

the structure demolitions, which punish the families (24). On the other hand, it has to be noted that 

the title of the article, Israel demolishes Palestinian home uses a direct structure and the title is one 

of the most prominent parts of a piece of news.  

When describing the demolition of Palestinian homes, the article presents both the Israeli authorities 

(Israeli authorities made reprisals, 2) and the government (government renewed the practice --, 

destroying--, 32) as an active agent. Both organizations are located high in the state’s hierarchy, so 

the expressions suggest, similarly to the lexical features presented above, that Israel’s actions are a 

systematic mission of the whole country; the government is not only shown as the designer behind 

the acts, but it is presented as an executive operator in a manner typically reserved for the military. 

This theory is also supported by the title Israel demolishes Palestinian home, where the whole state 

is presented as the agent. This can, of course, be a mere journalistic practice, for example 

summarizing the information, but since the title is, again, the most visible part of a newspaper 

article, its different possible interpretations must be taken into account. The reported statements 

against Palestinians present the military (the military said, 10) and the officials (Israeli officials 

counter, 46) as agents. The former statement concerns an individual case and the latter the home 

demolitions in general, which again implies the tactic to be the state’s shared mission. 

The structures that refer to acts of violence committed by Palestinians express agency in a 

noticeably more direct way. For instance, the article discusses three cases where a Palestinian 

steered his vehicle to a crowd or another vehicle, resulting in loss of lives. Each of these cases is 

depicted in a clear agent-process-affected structure (6, 17, 19). This is coherent with other 

representations of Palestinian violence, for instance Palestinian men killed (1), who attacked (18) 

and carried out—attack (22-23). When comparing these representations with those of the Israeli 

violence, it is clear that the representation is unequal: while Palestinians are always assigned 

responsibility for killing Israelis, Israel’s responsibility in acts of violence is often mitigated or any 

mention of it is excluded. 
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4.3 The New York Times 

The topic of the second article Israeli Forces Demolish Home of Palestinian Who Used a Car to 

Kill 2 (appendix 2) is also Israel’s home demolition tactic. Besides the demolitions, the focus is on 

an earlier synagogue attack where two Palestinian men killed four orthodox Jewish men, and the 

aftermath of the attack. The article also discusses other killings during the recent outbreak of the 

conflict, and it includes direct quotes from members of both sides. 

Lexical choices 

Again, the first object of examination is the lexical features. Israeli officials and military are 

referred to for instance as forces (title), security forces (2), troops (21), authorities (43) and Israel 

(6, 72). While Palestinians are generally referred to by their nationality, and once as youths (21) and 

recent attackers (68), the divergent references to Israeli and Palestinian groups can be seen to 

institutionalize and normalize Israeli violence in a way similar to Washington Post. This is also 

suggested by other lexical choices, such the institutionalizing officially (69) before the words moved 

to destroy, that validate Israel’s actions. Unlike the first article, NYT does, however, refer to a Gen. 

Adnan Damiri (35), so Palestinian military institutionalization is to some extent acknowledged. 

The article’s way of referring to religion is also rather asymmetrical. There are several references to 

the Israelis’ religion and religiousness, for instance ultra-Orthodox men in midprayer (7-8), 

worshipers (45) and Jewish extremists (84). This leads to a relatively unequal representation on two 

levels. Firstly, as the article only makes references to the religion of the Israelis although the 

Palestinians’ religion could easily be expressed within the same structures, it gives the Israelis’ 

religion a certain prominence and it can thus be seen as more important. Secondly, in the case of 

ultra-Orthodox men and Palestinians who had killed Jews (73) only the religion of the victims is 

mentioned, which implies that the victims’ religion is the main or one of the main causes behind the 

killings regardless of the situation. This could further a certain anti-Semitic image of Palestinians, 

or it at least ignores the nature of the conflict as a clash where two nations and two religions are 

intertwined, and not as violence aimed at Jewish people in general. 

There is also a slight imbalance in the references to age and gender. The article refers to Israeli 

individuals killed by Palestinians as a baby (4) and a young woman (5). One Palestinian victim is 

referred to as 17-year old (39) and teenager (41) and another as 16-year-old Palestinian resident 

(85). In one sense, this kind of references to age can be seen to reduce the distance between the 

reader and the situation since the victims are not treated solely as members of one entity, in this 
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case a nation. The references to Palestinians, however, are somewhat incoherent since the latter 

victim is referred to as a resident, which shifts the emphasis to the nationality instead of the victim.  

There are also other references to gender, age and family that can be seen to serve the two sides 

differently, especially when regarding the quotations. Quotations from Palestinian private persons 

include Mr. Shaloudy’s mother, Inas (59) whose son Abdel Rahman al-Shaloudy drove his car into 

the crowd, and her brother-in-law, Talaat al-Shaloudy, 42 (66). Quotations from Israelis, on the 

other hand, include a by-passing father of three young children (14-15) and Mr. Gedaliahu, 28, who 

was walking his dog (103-104). Apart from quotations, there are references to Jewish mothers (8), 

schools (9) and kindergartens (12). As Shaludi’s relatives have suffered from the hostilities by 

losing a person and by having their homes destroyed, they can be seen as direct participants in the 

situation. The quotations from Israelis, however, are merely comments on the unrest since the 

persons in question are not shown as participants in the situation. These quotations from both 

Israelis and Palestinians can be seen to have two-sided results. Firstly, having the Palestinian 

victims’ perspective vocalized can evoke sympathy for them. The same applies to the Israeli 

commentators. However, as the Israelis in question are not direct victims in the situation, the 

selection of quotations seems slightly asymmetrical. The article draws the attention to disturbances 

in the everyday life of the Israelis and, apart from the description of one family, ignores that of the 

Palestinians. In that way it ignores the more difficult position of Palestinian civilians, contributes to 

the image of the two sides as somewhat equal. 

Transitivity 

A transitivity analysis shows that the representation of Palestinian violence is more direct and 

transparent than that of Israeli violence, but slightly less transparent than in the case of WP. In most 

cases Palestinian violence is depicted rather transparently. There are two references to al-

Shaloudy’s actions: used a car to kill 2 (in the title) and plowed his car into pedestrians (4). In the 

way that both phrases give prominence to the instrument of the process, they mark clearly 

Shaloudy’s agency but can also be seen to imply its intentional, perhaps even brutal nature. The 

brutal synagogue killing (7) of Israelis does not have a direct agent-process-affected structure, but 

the word brutal can be seen to draw attention to the condemnable nature of the attack. A more 

ambiguous depiction occurs in the phrase –police officer who died of wounds suffered in the gun 

battle at the synagogue that killed the two Palestinian assailants (49-51). Based on the situational 

context there is reason to assume that the wounds are caused by the two Palestinians, but this is 

nevertheless not expressed clearly. Another ambiguous case is sporadic clashes between youths and 

troops erupted (21), where it is impossible to know which party is responsible for the actions. 
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Israeli violence is, again, represented significantly more opaquely. The demolitions are referred to 

with structures such as forces revived a controversial antiterrorism policy (2-3) and Israel’s 

resurrection of the harsh tactic (6). These draw the focus on the process of reviving the policies, 

although the words controversial and harsh imply certain disapproval. References to killings are 

also rather indirect. He was shot dead (57) emphasizes the process rather than the killing, and the 

phrase attacks that have killed 11 people (30-31) shift the attention to the attacks instead of the 

persons behind them. When discussing the killing of Israeli teens, the depiction is similarly diverted 

away from the deaths: a border police officer arrested last week would face manslaughter charges 

in the May killing of a Palestinian 17-year old (37-39) and those now on trial in the kidnapping and 

killing of a 16-year old (84-85) appear to treat the killings more from the angle of the processes of 

law enforcement and court proceedings. 

 

5 CONCLUSION 

The aim of this thesis was to find out how two American newspapers, The Washington Post and 

The New York Times cover the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The focus was on the representation of 

groups, individuals and the depiction of the power relations between the two sides of the conflict. 

The analysis showed that the representation of Israelis and Palestinians is not as equal and neutral as 

the ideals of the press give reason to assume. Washington Post often depicted Israeli violence as 

institutionalized and Palestinian as militancy, sometimes even terrorism, which gives Israeli 

violence a certain justification. Israeli violence was often represented in a rather opaque and 

distancing way, but certain lexical choices also implied its condemnation. References to Israeli 

victims were sometimes such that they evoke sympathy for them, but Palestinians’ situation was 

also discussed with emotionally affective lexical choices. New York Times similarly presented the 

Israeli military as institutionalized, although it did also acknowledge institutionalization in the 

Palestinian military. Israeli violence was again depicted more opaquely that Palestinian violence, 

but the representation was more equal than in the case of Washington Post. NYT’s references to 

religion were, however, more unequal since they only gave prominence to the religion of the 

Israelis, both as victims and in other positions. References to civilians focused on Israelis and 

ignored the position of the Palestinians. The results also showed analogy with previous studies: the 

asymmetry in the power between the two sides was largely ignored, and Israel’s actions were shown 

as more institutionalized and legitimized than those of Palestine. 
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Finally, it has to be acknowledged that the research space of the present study was rather limited, 

and the research could have been conducted further, regarding both the amount of data and the 

depth of analysis. The method of study was also limited to only a few aspects, so there is room for a 

more all-encompassing study that pays more attention to, for instance, multimodality and selection 

of quotes. The results showed, nevertheless, that the representation of Israelis and Palestinians was 

unequal. In case the conflict sees no end in the near future, it is important to continue scrutinizing 

the coverage so that the unequal representations do not continue to influence the public’s 

understanding of the nature of the conflict. 
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