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Media framing should remain a legitimate device of social criticism and an 
aid to people’s decision making by an influence on their perceptions about a 
given issue or a social crisis. Ever since the Rohingya crisis erupted as a 
human rights issue, media has framed this crisis with different perspectives : 
a refugee crisis, a citizenship war, a political battle of survival, xenophobia, 
Islamophobia, anti-Muslim racism, issue of ethnic minority and similar other 
frames ascribed to the crisis. Media accused the government of genocide 
since it had refused to accept Rohingya as a historical, bi-cultural ethnic 
group. All such framing indicated the sole objective of refusing citizenship to 
the Rohingyas and resulted in significant reactions from international fora– 
each trying to shape the worldview about the Rohingya crisis. This research 
paper aims at studying framing strategy as a scientific discourse which has 
brought the international media stand face to face against the ruling elite of 
Myanmar on the Rohingya crisis. This study shall make an attempt to 
investigate how the editorial opinions of Pakistani, American and British 
mainstream newspapers covered the Rohingya Muslim crisis and to what 
extent kept the audience closer to the events by appealing to emotions or 
pathos. Through a scientific content analysis, this research explores how the 
Buddhists/Brumes government’s treatment of Rohingya crisis was portrayed 
by the mainstream English language newspapers in a Muslim majority 
country (Pakistan) and outside the Muslim world by the Western media 
(Britain, USA). 
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1. Introduction 

*The Rohingya Muslims (Arakani Muslims), living 
in the northwestern state of Myanmar called 
Rakhine (Arakan), have been recognized as an 
indigenous Muslim ethnic group since the 
independence of Myanmar in 1948. In 1982, they 
were officially rendered stateless under the new 
promulgations of Citizenship Act (Letchamanan, 
2013; Parnini et al., 2013). The gravity of this crisis 
in Burma (Myanmar) came to public view in 2012 
when violence erupted leaving hundreds dead and 
with as many as 140,000 reportedly displaced. The 
Rakhine Buddhists, the ruling majority, comprise 
about 60 percent while the Muslims including the 
Rohingya are just about 30 percent of the total 
population. Annexation of the Rakhine state to 
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British India in 1825 attracted a large number of 
Muslim migrants from Bengal to the region. Such 
migrations caused change in the ethnic and religious 
mix of the state, creating socio-economic problems 
and consequently evoking resentment from the 
Rakhine Buddhist community. The clashes between 
Muslims and Buddhists turned into violence when 
Muslim population supported Britain in the First 
World War while Buddhists supported Japan. Both 
the communities attacked each other with their 
armed units. Muslims moved to the north and the 
Rakhine population moved to the south of the state. 
This caused a segregation of Rakhine into two 
sections: the Muslims and Buddhists. After the 
country (Myanmar) got independence, the Rakhine 
Muslims decided to inhabit the Muslim autonomous 
areas as well in the north. But they faced 
discriminations from Buddhists officials and the 
immigration authorities placed restrictions on their 
movements. The rebels from the Rakhine Muslims 
attacked Buddhist interests; the government seized 
larger parts of northern Rakhine and expelled many 
villagers (International Crisis Group, 2014).  
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After the military coup in 1962, the Burmese 
army committed frequent human rights violations, 
killed, raped and tortured Rohingya Muslim 
community. A few other instances of injustice 
against the Rohingya Muslims included rejection of 
citizenship status, employment and school 
admission to the children (Abdelkader, 2014). The 
International Crises Group (2014) also claimed that 
military coupe policies of 1962 denied Rohingya 
Muslims of citizenship and recommended harder 
stance. Due to lack of any formal immigration status 
of Muslims, the citizenship law in 1982 further 
eroded Muslims rights. Even the results of 
multiparty elections of 1990, in which several 
Rohingya representatives got elected, were not 
implemented. In the following year, 1991, military 
troops confiscated the Muslims land they used for 
agriculture and camping and imposed arbitrary 
taxes and forced labour on the villagers. In 2001, 
violence broke out between Rakhine Buddhists and 
Muslims in which 20 people were killed, homes and 
businesses torched, Muslims mosques and 
madrassas were destroyed. Political tensions 
emerged again in the 2010 multiparty elections 
when the Rakhine Buddhists objected to grant 
citizenship to Rohingya people. Such inter-
communal tensions contributed to anti-Muslim 
violence in 2012.  

Rohingyas Muslims have been officially 
categorized by the government as illegal immigrant 
from Bangladesh. On the contrary, the Rohingyas 
claim to be the residents of Myanmar by tracing 
their origin for more than a thousand year ago (Azad 
and Jasmine, 2013). The Rakhine Muslims have 
found their cultural identity under threat with 
increasing opposition from Buddhists who are more 
interested in preserving their own cultural and 
religious values. A state of emergency was imposed 
in 2012 due to high scale violence between the 
communities which killed and injured hundreds of 
people from both the communities. Thousands of 
homes of Rohingya Muslims were destroyed 
resulting in their displacement. Even, in most of the 
following episodes of violence, Rohingya Muslims 
faced more destruction and losses with increased 
restrictive measures placed on them. International 
Crises Group (2014) reports that according to UN 
estimates 310,000 people requiring human 
assistance in Rakhine State.  

Chyi and McCombs (2004) argued that during 
any news event’s life period, for instance the 
Rohingya crisis, the news media practice reframing 
the events by endorsing its various attributes 
“consciously or unconsciously – to keep the story in 
the spotlight”. Even though the frames may change 
during the course of the framing of that event, in the 
context of Rohingya crisis our aim is to investigate 
whether or not the frames favor one side of the 
crisis. It is therefore required to study how far the 
Western newspapers narrated the Rohingya Muslim 
crisis in comparison with the newspaper coverage of 
the events in a Muslims majority country (Pakistan). 
In the context of Rohingya Muslims crisis, since it 

has taken a very long period of four decades, we may 
like to refer to Chong and Druckman, (2007) who 
explained the concept of framing as the process by 
which people build a particular perception about an 
issue or reestablish their beliefs about an issue over 
a period of time. They also argued that framing 
process is also utilized by media as a means to define 
issues for the public. Chong and Druckman also 
argued that a framing effect takes place when 
individuals arrive at certain positions about the 
conflict based on certain considerations which are 
given priority over others. For instance, a newspaper 
editorial which defends a particular group voice 
consequently moves the readers to focus more on 
the desired concerns.  

2. Media framing  

The term “framing” has been commonly used in 
diverse fields like sciences, psychology, 
communication, sociology or management. The term 
framing, like other concepts related to mass 
communication research, has been used in by media 
scientists, media critics and politicians. For instance, 
Noam Chomsky (1990) used this term during an 
interview describing that The New York Times story 
framed a deal made by Iraq to withdraw from 
Kuwait. In relation to the news coverage of this 
event of 1990, the term frame was used excessively 
in media and political arenas to refer to Kuwaiti 
crisis. Media framing is significant because it serves 
as an alternative to “objectivity and bias paradigm”, 
it assists in perceiving wider effects of mass 
communication. Framing oversteps favourable or 
unfavourable notions and involves complex 
emotional responses and cognitive dimensions 
which include beliefs and attitudes (Tankard, 2001), 
as the case of Rohingya conflict erupted between the 
Muslims minority and Buddhist majority.  

Media framing originates when there is a need to 
give prominence to a certain component of a news 
event or a crisis (De Vreese, 2003) which may have a 
positive, negative, or neutral acceptance from the 
readership. Such media frames are constructed on a 
news story that cater to readers’ understanding of 
their thought about political, economic, and social 
topics (De Vreese et al., 2001). Moreover, there are 
several corresponding media frames when 
portraying an event. A journalist, for example, has 
his individual frame (level of cognition), who 
interacts with group frames in with fellow 
colleagues (level of discourse), exchanges views with 
other media discourses in order to influence news 
coverage (level of discourse product) (Scheufele, 
2004). Moreover, framing theories have suggested 
that news coverage bring changes in public opinions 
as it promotes particular definitions and 
explanations of political issues (Shah et al., 2002). 
Entman (2004) defines framing as the process of 
removing a few ingredients of observed reality and 
aggregating a story that highlights relations among 
them to provide a specific explanation while 
according to another view, frames stress upon 



Naeem Afzal/ International Journal of Advanced and Applied Sciences, 3(10) 2016, Pages: 89-99 

91 
 

reality and point towards certain judgments, 
decisions and attributes (Lecheler et al., 2013). 

Framing mirrors the diversity of media discourse 
and such fine differences that possibly emerge when 
a particular issue is described through different 
ways. These fine points are often lost if a “crude pro-
or-con bias” approach is adopted. Nonetheless, this 
subtleness also makes framing hard to explain. 
Media framing is vital because it can have subtle but 
influential effects on the audience, even to the point 
of helping to overthrow a president of a country. The 
study of media framing can assist individuals 
identify and examine vital points in the opinion 
change process where these influential effects are 
taking place. Most of the framing power comes from 
its capability to explain the terms of an issue without 
the audiences realizing it is happening. Framing can 
be better understand through the analogy magician’s 
sleight in which hand-attention directs to one side so 
that people do not observer the manipulation which 
works on the other side. The concept of framing is 
also important because it provides new visions and 
influence points for communication practitioners, 
including journalists, planners of communication 
movements, and social campaigners (Tankard, 
2001).  

The concepts of framing and frames have 
attracted numerous research scholars in varied 
range of disciplines for studying conflicts such as the 
Rohingya Muslim conflict. According to Dewulf et al. 
(2009) the renaissance of interest in in frames and 
framing has generated a number of definition for 
these concepts and even caused confusion among 
the researcher who use define, use and 
operationalize these definitions. Van Group (2007) 
argued that during the last few years, framing theory 
has surpassed agenda-setting and cultivation theory 
and has emerged as the most common form of 
applied research in the field of communication. In 
addition, a frame is rated effective if it influences 
public opinion. A frame in mass communication or 
media frame represents words, phrases or 
presentation styles which are used by media outlets 
such as newspapers when sharing information with 
an audience about an event. On the contrary, an 
individual frame or frame in thoughts means the 
cognitive understanding of an individual (reader) as 
what he considers the salient features of an issues 
being an audience member (Chong and Druckman, 
2007). According to Scheufele and Tewksbury 
(2007) framing is based on the postulation that how 
an event is described in the news media can affect 
how it is perceived by the audience. 

Media frames influence public opinion (Lecheler, 
2010) but depends on how elites frame issues 
(Chong and Druckman, 2007). The audience is also 
guided by frames in making sense of complex 
situation in a manner which is internally relevant to 
our views about the world. Frames also help us in 
giving meaning to events in real contexts and 
understandings. Frames are also considered 
cognitive devices by most researchers for 
understanding complex information. Such cognitive 

constructions are used to simplify high amounts of 
information. Frames thus, serve as filters to 
individuals’ insights, influence them and organize 
any particular phenomenon into understandable 
categories (Shmueli et al., 2006). As argued by 
Dewulf et al. (2009) frame are cognitive 
representation of knowledge which is stored in 
memory and then recovered and used in new 
conditions. Frames can be differentiated between 
cognitive and interactional. The cognitive approach 
concentrates on memory structures, which 
guarantees that incoming perceptual information 
fits into prebuilt fantasy about reality. Converse to 
this, the interactional approach is a more active 
process within a negotiation, an argument. 
Therefore, the frame has to be accommodating 
through the whole. Thus it could be said that 
cognitive frames or knowledge schemes are related 
to constructions of anticipations about people, 
objects and setting, while interactive frames focus 
on alignments and communication within an 
interaction (Dewulf et al., 2009). De Vreese (2005) 
pointed out that news frame can be defined and 
understood as “a story line that provides meaning to 
an unfolding strip of events”. Another purpose of 
frames is to suggest the nature of controversy as a 
spirit of an issue. 

3. Media framing and scientific application  

Media framing or its impact can be scientifically 
explained by observing such factors that can be 
categorized as predictors of response to both 
individual and group cognitive behaviour, for 
instance, events like Rohingya Crisis where the 
incidents would result in a kind of a social phobia 
that can be aggravated  by wrong media framing  
through  many factors like negative evaluation of the 
events, lack of information, anticipation of unknown 
to happen often resulting a kind of personality 
disorder. A scientific interpretation of such a crisis 
or event would often result in a social phobia that 
could be resolved only through therapeutic and 
scientific treatments commonly referred as 
Individual Cognitive Therapy (ICT) and Intensive 
Group Cognitive Therapy (IGCT). The treatment 
involves a scientist attempting to diagnose such 
predictors in the pathos or the emotional aspect of 
the victims. The signs of personality disorders are 
seen along with all such negative predictors that led 
to this social phobia (Mörtberg and Andersson, 
2014). 

In the light of social phobia resulting out of 
Rohingya like crises, it becomes ethically imperative 
for media framers to understand that 'framing effect' 
can influence decision-making. Emotions or ‘pathos’ 
play a major role in decision making when 
information found in the news media is sensitive and 
complex. For instance, media framers can portray 
the event in such a manner that it can either 
stimulate or stagnate the decision-making process as 
the ‘framing effect’ can highlight a particular aspect 
but eliminate the other. It can lead the readers to 



Naeem Afzal/ International Journal of Advanced and Applied Sciences, 3(10) 2016, Pages: 89-99 

92 
 

view the event only with a particular viewpoint, 
which can change the perception of the entire issue.  

Scientifically, it can be proven with the fact that 
emotions that influence our decision making are 
deeply embedded in our brain, according to 
Benedetto De Martino, a cognitive neuroscientist at 
University College London. De Martino conducted an 
experiment on the brains of 20 volunteers. Prior to 
the experiment, half of the volunteers were exposed 
to framing effects and this group was told that it 
could affect the decision making. While the other 
half of volunteers were not given any advanced 
information about the ill effects of framing. This 
second group was thus susceptible to the impact of 
media framing. During the experiment, the scientists 
gave both groups a situation and offered them a few 
choices to make, which required each group to think 
of pros and cons before taking a decision. As 
expected, the first group that was made immune to 
the effects of media framing showed some activity in 
their brain region called the orbital and medial 
prefrontal cortex, which means that cognitively this 
group was stronger in controlling its emotions and 
impulses in decision making  in a situation of crisis. 
On the contrary, the other group, which was more 
susceptible to the framing effect, showed a greater 
activity in their emotion and learning related brain 
region called the amygdala. In this group, according 
to the scientists, the brain areas were damaged by 
the framing scenario shared with them, which 
affected their emotional setup inside the brain, 
subsequently resulting in affecting their power of 
decision making behavior which was completely 
controlled by emotion and impulse. The above 
experiment also shows that some people think more 
rationally than others, which is the opposite of being 
impulsive or emotional. This experiment however 
does not presume that people who can think 
rationally have no emotions; in fact, every human 
being has emotions, but some people learn to cope 
up with their emotions. This experiment has proved 
this. Now it is important to see how emotions or 
pathos play further role in understanding a crisis, 
namely the Rohingya crisis chosen for this study. 

4. The Element of emotions and ‘pathos,  

Framing typically focus on how people’s 
viewpoints are influenced by “opposing ways of 
presenting, or framing, an issue or event” (Gross and 
D’Ambrosio, 2004). Media interpret and describe 
different political events by making use of frames in 
such a way that people can easily understand. 
Frames may be used in a biased way if necessary to 
details are omitted to present issues in a favorable 
or unfavorable way (Albrecht, 2009). Emotional 
framing has gained prominence in recent years 
(Nabi, 2003; Lu, 2015). The purpose of framing 
emotional appeals is to draw desired emotional 
reactions from the audience (Lu, 2015). Through the 
analysis of the Rohingya Muslim crisis, this study  
tends to evidence that “emotions serve as frames for 
issues, privileging certain information in terms of 

accessibility and thus guiding subsequent decision 
making” (Nabi, 2003). Studies on framing have 
largely focused on cognitive effects of framing while 
emotional effects have comparatively remained 
neglected (Gross, 2008). According to Entman 
(1993), while framing events “some aspects of 
perceived reality” are selected to represent them 
more saliently “in a communicating text in such a 
way as to promote a particular problem definition, 
causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 
treatment recommendation”.  

For researchers to identify the framing of a 
particular issue in media content is to examine the 
framing devices employed such as words choices, 
specific arguments or descriptions. These 
conceivable devices point towards a main idea 
which constitutes as a part of a frame package.  
Hence, these devices are coherently structured 
together under a central theme which is the actual 
frame (Van Gorp, 2007). This study aims at exploring 
the emotional effects of the framing of Rohingya 
Muslim Crisis on the audiences by focusing on how 
the editors of Pakistani, British and US newspaper 
(Fig. 1) framed the events through use of the 
persuasive strategy of pathos (emotional appeals). 
The purpose of pathos, which the Greek philosopher 
Aristotle (1356/2006) referred to the appeals to 
emotions (anger, fear, confidence, pity), is to create 
an emotional response. Pathos, according to 
Aristotle, stirs emotions of readers and their 
judgments vary when they are happy, sad or hostile. 
Figure 1 indicates the research map for investigating 
media framing of the Rohingya Muslim crises.  

 

 
Fig. 1: Media framing of Rohingya Muslim crises 

5. Literature review  

This study examines framing of Rohingya Muslim 
crisis in Myanmar in international newspapers: 
Western (Britain and USA) and non-Western 
(Pakistan), a Muslim majority country. The purpose 
of this research paper is to investigate how the 
editorial opinion of the selected newspapers framed 
the issue to persuade the audience. The available 



Naeem Afzal/ International Journal of Advanced and Applied Sciences, 3(10) 2016, Pages: 89-99 

93 
 

literature suggests that the Rohingya crisis has been 
given scant attention from the perspectives of the 
newspaper editorials.  

Among some of the existing studies, 
Letchamanan (2013) addressed the gap in 
education, discussed the teaching and learning 
provided to the Rohingya children in the refugee 
learning centers in Malaysia run by UNHCR and local 
NGOs and discussed the future of these children in 
Malaysia. The researcher conducted semi-structured 
interviews of the two principals and three teachers 
from the two learning centers namely Taiwan 
Buddhist Tzu-Chi Foundation in Kuala Lumpur and 
Rohingya Community School in Puchong. The study 
found that there exited a “huge gap” in the quality of 
education provided by these centers due to ill-
equipped teaching and learning resources and 
incentives. 

Robinson and Rahman (2012) examined the 
plight of the Rohingya people by presenting recent 
events and analysis of clashes between Muslims and 
Buddhists. The researcher addressed the question as 
who would take the responsibility of protecting the 
Rohingya community and put forward their 
recommendations to support and repatriate 
refugees in Bangladesh.  

Drawing on the case of the Rohingya Muslims, 
Pugh (2013) conducted a genealogy of exclusion and 
illustrated that their status was not merely 
concerned with depriving od citizenship but it was 
actually implanted in the process of “nation 
building”, “ethno-political identification”, and 
“religious intolerance”. The study challenged the 
centrality of the concept of legal citizenship through 
an investigation of Rohingya’s exclusion such as 
from historical narratives, their ambiguous status 
along with socioeconomic uncertainty. It attempted 
to overstep the boundaries of the Rohingyas 
homelessness and lack of any official status in order 
to truly realize the nature of their marginalization.  

Similarly, through another study, Rahman (2015) 
explored the causes of ethnic humanitarian 
vulnerability of the Rohingyas. The researcher used 
qualitative content analysis and the data were 
collected from secondary sources such as text books, 
journal articles, reports of government and non-
government organizations, television and 
newspaper reports. The research reveals that the 
Rohingya people are the least wanted community 
and the most persecuted in the world as stateless 
refugees deprived of basic needs.  

Azad and Jasmine (2013) also examined 
effectiveness of durability of traditional solutions 
offered by the UN refugee Agency (UNHCR) to the 
protracted Rohingya refugee situation in 
Bangladesh. The researcher argued that the solution 
of the Rohingya refugees rests on the political good 
will of all stakeholders (state parties) and the UN 
can play a vital role in applying coercive diplomacy 
through the Responsibility to Protect (global 
political commitment) to bar genocide and crimes 
against Burmese Muslims. The study discussed three 
durable solutions which have been implemented to 

end refugee crisis, namely, voluntary repatriation 
(not a viable option), local integration (unspoken 
reality) and resettlement (too little to count). 

Through another study, Wagley (2014) 
established that the doctrine of the Responsibility to 
Protect was directly applicable to Burma’s Muslim 
crisis following the institutionalized discrimination 
against Muslims which produced breach of justice. 
The study comprised two parts. In part one the 
researcher argued that since the Burmese 
government deliberately withheld justice against 
Rohingya victims an international system of justice 
under the UN’s auspices should be implemented to 
independently investigate anti-Muslim violence. Part 
two examined the unwillingness demonstrated by 
the U.S. government in calling for an international 
investigation. It was argued that under its 
engagement policy in Burma the U.S. gave a 
secondary importance to anti-Muslim violence and 
hardly encouraged the Burmese government to 
redress the Muslim crises.  

The Rohingya refugees issue in Bangladesh was 
investigated by Al Imran and Mian (2014). The 
researchers discussed in detail the issue of refugees 
in the country and highlighted the problems caused 
by Rohingya such as threat to national security of 
Bangladesh. The paper also shed light on role of 
constitutional provisions, judiciary and state policy 
in relation to asylum seekers or refugees. It 
advocated that strict national or domestic laws 
should be enacted to deal with the influx of refugees.   

Abdelkader’s research (2014) also focused on the 
Rohingya Muslim crisis. The research examined the 
Rohingya Muslim experience historically as well as 
through humanitarian lens. The paper analyzed 
human rights abuses committed against the 
Rohingya Muslims and contemporary developments. 
Some of the major human rights concerns analyzed 
included: Burmese denial of citizenship, restricted 
religious freedom, forced displacement and lethal 
use of force. The researcher also discussed several 
realities surrounding the US policy related to 
Myanmar. 

Likewise, another study by Parnini et al. (2013) 
also investigated the Rohingya refugee crisis and the 
relations between Bangladesh and Myanmar. The 
researchers discussed human rights violation 
against Rohingya Muslims, their act of taking refuge 
in Bangladesh and the Rohingyas and Bangladesh-
Myanmar relations. The researchers also advocated 
the need for bilateral discussion and negotiations 
which can facilitate the process of democratization 
in Myanmar.  

Southwick (2015) also voiced solutions for the 
prolonged plight of the Rohingya Muslims minority 
and highlighted the human rights violation and 
discrimination against the Muslims. The researcher 
argued that why the possibility of genocide has been 
raised against this minority group and pointed out 
the international weakness in addressing crises. The 
article emphasized that international community is 
legally bound to act to protect the rights of 
Rohingyas.  
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Crossman (2014) analyzed human rights 
violations against the Rohingya Muslim minority by 
the majority Buddhist Rakhine population 
supported by the central government. The 
researcher examined ethnic genocide of Rohingya 
Muslims, government policies from 2000-2014 
targeting Rohingyas and political, economic and 
sociocultural chauvinism which rendered them 
stateless. The article also calls into question the 
inability of international community such as USA, EU 
and ASEAN to cease the abuse of Rohingya Muslims 
under the under the Responsibility to Protect 
doctrine. It also recommended peace building plan 
for the ending the crises and stressed reconciliations 
between Buddhists’ population and its diverse 
ethnic and religious minorities.  

Biver (2014) investigated the role and power of 
Buddhism in reference to Burmese nationalism. The 
researcher highlighted the role of religion in 
nationalist undertakings in the case of Myanmar. 
The relied on narrative analysis of reports from 
NGOs, articles from newspapers, academic writings 
and second-hand interviews. The researcher 
concluded that the religion Buddhism itself did not 
cause anti-Muslim propagations and inter-religious 
conflicts. Rather, the practice of its teachings and 
symbolic representations by monkhood in Burma 
and state advocated so to attain legitimacy and 
justify passionate discourses and actions.  

Jahan (2014) conducted a sociological analysis of 
rights of Rohingya refugee children in Bangladesh 
and explored the national crisis faced by the 
Rohingyas Muslim community. The researcher relied 
on the responses of 100 refugees selected from the 
camp sites in Bangladesh. It was concluded that 
Rohingya refugees and children in particular were 

deprived of rights, in camps, necessary for human 
beings to live such as healthcare and education.  

The review of the past studies indicates that 
media framing of Rohingya Muslims crises have 
been ignored by large. Therefore, this study 
examines how the mainstream newspapers 
portrayed the issue.  

6. Data collection and data analysis  

The data for this research paper consisted of 
three English language newspaper editorials 
sampled from the Pakistani (The Nation), American 
(The New York Times) and British (The Guardian) 
mainstream newspapers which disseminated 
opinion about the Rohingya Muslim crises in Burma 
(Table 1). This particular selection of the three 
different newspapers from three different countries 
meant to investigate how the Buddhists/Brumes 
government’s treatment of Rohingya crisis was 
portrayed by the mainstream English language 
newspapers in a Muslim majority country (Pakistan) 
and outside the Muslim world by Western media 
(Britain, USA). It tends to explore how the editorial 
opinions of Pakistani, American and British 
newspapers Rohingya narrated the Rohingya 
Muslim crisis and to what extent they kept the 
audience closer to the events by appealing to 
emotions. This paper utilizes content analysis, the 
widely used qualitative research approach to 
interpret the meaning (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) of 
editorial texts. The technique has been found 
reliable in examining various trends as well as 
different patterns in documents such as the 
newspaper editorials in our case (Stemler, 2001). 

 
Table 1: Newspapers’ profile 

Name Country Sampled Editorial Date 
The Nation Pakistan Legitimising Racism March 27, 2016 

The Guardian Britain 
The Guardian view on the Rohingya refugee crisis : cruel 

and stupid 
May 15, 2015 

The New York Times USA 
Ending the Horror of Myanmar’s 

Abuse of Muslims 
January 25, 2016 

 

The Nation is an English language daily 
newspaper published in three different stations in 
Pakistan. The newspaper is part of the Nawaiwaqat 
Group founded in 1940 by Hamid Nizami. The paper 
thus belongs to the oldest media group in Pakistan. 
It claims to be one of the most internationally 
quoted Pakistani newspapers. The newspaper 
provides separate sections for national and foreign 
news coverage of the events. The daily claims to 
have boldest and influential editorials in the country 
with a variety of opinion on various national and 
international issues (The Nation, 2016). The 
newspaper has attracted several research scholars 
for its editorial opinion on different issues. (Ayoub 
and Ahmed, 2013; Shabir et al., 2014; Tabassum et 
al., 2013). 

The Guardian is influential English language daily 
newspaper which is published in London. It is 

considered one of the leading papers in the United 
Kingdom. The newspaper was founded in 
Manchester in 1821. The newspaper has been 
historically admired for its special interest in 
investigative journalism, its literary criticism and its 
dispassionate discussions of different subjects. The 
daily has also been well known for its foreign 
correspondence, comparatively less conservative 
editorial staff and more independent reporting. The 
paper is owned by the Scott Trust, the owner of 
Guardian Media Group (Luebering, 2011). The 
editorial stances of the newspaper on various 
international issues have been the focus of research 
scholars for exploring different events (Atai and 
Mozaheb, 2013; Healy, 2011; Shabir and Iqbal, 2010; 
Van Dijk, 1989) 

The New York Times is daily English Language 
newspaper published in New York City. It is one of 
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the world’s renowned newspapers with its editorial 
excellence and a newspaper of record in the United 
States. The newspaper was established in 1851 with 
a policy of avoiding sensationalism and restraining 
to objective reporting. The paper gained an early 
success as its editorial pattern attracted learned and 
intellectual readership. The newspaper’s coverage of 
the two world wars enhanced its reputation for 
excellence in disseminating world news. In the 
1970s, the newspaper introduced a national edition 
broadcast by satellite. The newspaper pays attention 
to full reporting of the day stories and maintains a 
good coverage of international news (Tikkanen, 
2015). Like the other selected Pakistan and British 
newspapers, the editorial stands points of The New 
York Times have also been analyzed for their opinion 
on international issues (Izadi and Saghaye-Biria, 
2007; Jahedi and Abdullah, 2012; Yousaf and Ali, 
2012). 

7. Research question  

This paper answers the following research 
question: How do the Pakistani, British and 
American mainstream English language newspapers 
frame the Rohingya Muslim crises?  

8. Analysis: Framing of Rohingya Muslims 

This section represents the analysis of the 
Rohingya Muslims crises by the following three 
selected newspapers:  

8.1. The Nation 

Our findings of the Rohingya Muslim crises as 
framed by The Nation of Pakistan confirmed that the 
newspaper criticized the Nobel laureate Aung San 
Suu Kyi, a Burmese statesperson and State 
Counselor of Myanmar, for expressing her dislike at 
giving interview to a Muslim. The paper accused her 
of legitimizing racism in doing so. The newspaper 
stirred the readers’ emotions by framing that such a 
bigoted opinion was not so unpleasant rather what 
mattered was that such type of discriminatory 
remarks were uttered by a person who has been 
heralded as a progressive liberal across the world. She 
has been further blamed for showing indifference in 
dealing with the plight of Rohingya Muslims, 
displaying refusal in giving statements in their favor 
and showing solidarity with them. An emotional 
appeal was also created through the argument that 
Aung San Suu Kyi even refused to accept the reports 
from the Human Rights Watch organizations which 
pointed at the Buddhists in the Arakan [Rakhine] 
state for persecuting Muslims, which evidenced that  
as leader she overlooked the way a minority 
[Muslims] is being marginalized. The editorial pathos 
through the discourse strategy of comparison draws 
the world’s attention to the neglected crisis of 
Rohingya Muslim by arguing that it should be 

universally condemned, just like attacks in Brussels or 
Paris have been denounced by all and sundry.  

Through another emotional framing, the paper 
emphasizes that what was happening in Myanmar 
was about human lives whether they were Rohingya 
Muslim or anyone else. Here, we get the impression 
that the newspaper asserts in resolving the 
Rohingya crisis on humanitarian grounds and not 
necessarily on the basis Muslim ethnicity.  The 
editorial makes use of number technique to evoke 
the desired emotional response from the audience 
through the opinion that over 140000 Muslims have 
been displaced since hatred against them began to 
spread in Burma. Similarly, we as readers are 
informed that the Burmese government remained 
silent on the Rohingya Muslim crisis and what was 
expected from Aung San Suu Kyi, the Nobel Peace 
Prize winner for human rights struggle, seemed not 
likely to bring change even after her ascent to 
Minister in the new cabinet. The newspaper warned 
of serious consequences if such hatred continued 
along ethnic, racial or religious lines. The editorial 
ends with a positive advice that international 
community should realize the damage caused by 
divisive politics and abandon it for the common good.  

8.2. The Guardian 

Following the editorial point of view the 
Pakistani newspaper, The Guardian editors also 
relied on several emotional appeals (pathos) to 
frame the Rohingya Muslim crises. In targeting the 
readers’ emotions, the paper claimed that Burma has 
unleashed an anti-Muslim chauvinism within its 
Buddhist majority. Through another emotional 
appeal, the paper sympathizes with the plight of 
Rohingya Muslim refugees. They have been 
portrayed as drifting without succor in the Andaman 
Sea appallingly. The newspaper convinces the 
audience that troubles of the Rohingya Muslims 
must be alleviated. The newspaper has lexically 
defined the Rohingya Muslims as unfortunate people 
to earn international concern and remind the world 
of its humanitarian duty. There has been positive 
framing of the Muslims’ demands to become 
naturalized citizens of Myanmar through the 
editorial emphasis of citing numbers that their 
families had lived in Burma for more than 60 years. 
In addition, it has been claimed that Rohingya 
Muslims were also denied the right to vote. The 
paper rejects resettlement plan for the minority by 
declaring it cruel and on the basis of proposition that 
it caused displacement of hundreds of thousands.  

The editorial writers create another, appeal, to 
make the readers identify with the Rohingya 
Muslims, that Burmese government practiced a 
draconian formula which historically proved 
ludicrous and vicious in dealing with minority’s 
crises. Similarly, the enforced migration of the 
Rohingyas through dreadful journey at sea was 
narrated as a tragedy by the newspaper and the stay 
of others has been shared as hopelessly trapped in 
camps and desperation of families. In favor of the 
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Rohingyas, the editorial pointed out that their crises 
must be dealt with fairly and all types of impartial 
assessment must be firmly excluded. The editorial 
ended with the declaration of terming the crises a 
sad paradox: Burma moving towards to 
democratization but the same time developed a 
popular anti-Muslim chauvinism. As another instance 
of emotional frames, the newspaper labeled the 
issues cruel and stupid and it insists that Burmese 
government must face down this chauvinism and 
amend its policy towards the Muslim ethnic 
minority.  

8.3. The New York Times  

Another Western point of view, based on the 
deliberate selection of The New York Times, has also 
framed several emotional scenes and kept readers 
on the side of the Rohingya Muslims and against the 
Burmese regime mainly the Buddhist majority rule. 
The newspaper declares that the government of 
Myanmar committed abuse of Muslims in dealing 
with the crises and such a horror must be ceased 
immediately. As examined, the editorial pathos 
persuades the readers that Myanmar’s authorities 
have overseen the systematic persecution of the 
country’s Rohingya Muslim minority. The 
newspaper constantly framed the anti-Muslims 
actions and seemingly intended to evoke emotional 
responses from the readership. To illustrate, the 
editorial claims that the Myanmar authorities 
approved bills which regulated interfaith marriage, 
birth spacing and religious conversion to 
intentionally target the Myanmar’s Muslim minority. 
In comparison with the editorial stand point of the 
Pakistani and British newspaper, the US newspaper 
also framed that Rohingyas were stripped of their 
citizenship rights, forced to live in concentration 
camps with inadequate facilities and were even 
deprived of medical care, jobs and even food, and held 
prisoners in villages.  

Another emotional appeal is framed through the 
opinion that Rohingya crises became a human rights 
debacle due to scenes of genocide committed during 
it. Meanwhile, some Rohingya Muslims were forced 
to risk their lives at the hands of criminal syndicates 
and trafficked to Malaysia and Bangladesh or even 
forced them into servitude on finishing boats. Like 
The Nation of Pakistan, the newspaper accused Aung 
San Suu Kyi for stubbornly remaining silent on the 
fate of Muslims. The newspaper claims that such an 
act evidenced that an anti-Muslim sentiment had 
been lashed to a fever pitch even among the political 
elites of the country of which Aung San Suu Kyi was 
a part. The media of framing by the US newspaper 
apparently held the Rohingya’s terrible plight. The 
editorial voice insists on ending such a plight and 
redressing discrimination unleashed against 
Myanmar’s Muslims. The editorial ends by framing 
another emotional appeal that military regime of 
Burma must end abuses and seeks an end to all 
discriminatory laws including hateful speeches and 
crimes toward religious minorities. 

9. Discussion  

The results about the portrayal of the Rohingya 
Muslim crisis confirm that mainstream newspapers 
in Pakistan, Britain and USA played a significant role 
in framing the issue. The newspapers have seriously 
evaluated the plight of homeless and displaced 
Rohingya Muslims and their social persecution at 
national level. The editorial staff of the selected 
newspapers has adopted a similar stance in 
representing the crisis, i.e. pro-Rohingya Muslim 
monitory, anti-Buddhist majority anti- Myanmar 
ruling elite.  Moreover, the similarity of the assumed 
Western and non-Western perspective makes us 
belief that the Rohingya Muslim community was 
rightful in its demand of getting naturalized and 
acquiring citizenship in Myanmar. On the contrary, 
the ruling elite of Myanmar is severely criticized for 
harshly treating Rohingya Muslims, accused of 
neglecting this ethnic minority and depriving them 
of even the basic rights to live as human beings.  The 
newspapers frequently framed emotional appeals to 
withhold the readers’ attention and interest in 
crises. The findings lead us to the conclusion that 
framing emotional appeals become “an effective 
approach in promoting information seeking and 
policy support” and redefine the much argued 
relationship between emotions and persuasion (Lu, 
2016). The study of Rohingya Muslim crises also 
conform to the notion that in framing news stories, 
such as the selected editorial narrations of Pakistani, 
British and US newspapers, emotions are employed 
“to capture attention, influence attitude and affect 
behavior” (Nabi, 2003). Through such framing 
techniques, the newspapers have succeeded in 
convincing the readers to show their sympathies for 
the Rohingya minority in particular and have 
highlighted the crisis on international level in 
general. 

10. Conclusion and Recommendation  

Rohingya crisis has appealed to the emotions of 
all Muslims and non-Muslims worldwide. This study 
focused on how the two media perspectives 
(Western/non-Western) framed the Rohingya 
Muslim crises by appealing to the readers’ emotions. 
The focus in this paper was on framing in a news 
room and its internal factors. These include issues of 
editorial policies and news values. It has 
significantly covered the existing gap on the 
Rohingya crises which has been paid little attention 
from the perspective of the newspaper editorials 
and has thus evidenced how media framing through 
emotional appeals promoted the cause of Rohingyas. 
However, another objective of this research was to 
study the scientific principles underlying media 
framing as discussed in the context of 
neurocognitive contexts and its impact on individual 
and group decision making.  The results of this paper 
will enrich the knowledge about media framing and 
the resultant neurocognitive behaviors and its 
impact on a person’s emotions as it has been 
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attempted to show in the case of the Rohingyas 
crisis. The future research will hopefully adopt the 
findings of this research on a wider scale in their 
application of media framing principles to portray 
different issues. 

Future research is recommended to apply the 
scientific principles of neurocognitive sciences in 
similar incidents and determine different versions in 
the portrayal of the same crisis. Also, a comparative 
study can be carried out of the coverage of Rohingya 
Muslims by the state-owned media newspaper in 
Myanmar and some other international news media 
coverage to explore the influence of media groups’ 
political and social orientations in covering 
controversial issues. Similarly, future studies can 
also be conducted to examine ideological portrayal 
of Rohingya crisis actors: Muslim minority vs. 
Buddhists majority in a more detailed way and by 
selecting different newspapers. 
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