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[bookmark: _Toc230275108]Abstract
This dissertation explores the symbolic power of Gaza as a discursive object created by media framing in the international arena and how it has generated unprecedented political and humanitarian attention to this small, physically and demographically confined space. With a population of around 2.3 million, Gaza has an area of 365 km² and is home to most of the registered refugees under the mandate of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA, 2023). The territory has been under international media scrutiny, military escalation, and much transnational civil society advocacy since the Israeli blockade was put in place in 2007. However, the academic literature has not systematically studied how the content of the material conditions of the conflict can be transformed into symbolic capital that can inform global political discourse through media framing. This study fills this void.
The research was guided by the theoretical framework of Entman's (1993) framing theory, along with some concepts from Bourdieu's (1991) work on symbolic power, and Roy's (2016) political economy analysis of Gaza's structural situation. It involved critical discourse analysis of international news coverage of Gaza during three escalation periods: Operation Cast Lead (2008–09), Operation Protective Edge (2014), and the Al-Aqsa Flood offensive (October 2023 onward). The main research question that this study aims to answer is: How has the media framed the Gaza situation as a symbolic power in international discourse, and what are the political implications of this? The analysis reveals three main and recurring frames: humanitarian catastrophe, violation of international law, and asymmetric resistance and how these frames have converged to create a unique and long-lasting symbolic representation of Gaza in international political communication. The results add to the discussion of the connection between media representation, symbolic power and political results in asymmetric conflicts.
Keywords: Gaza, media framing, symbolic power, critical discourse analysis, Palestinian conflict, international discourse, humanitarian communication.


[bookmark: _Toc230275109]Acknowledgements
The researcher wishes to express gratitude to the dissertation supervisor Dr. Professor Ryan O'Byrne for detailed and constructive feedback throughout the research process, and to the university library for access to the necessary scholarly resources. The research is conducted with full awareness of the ongoing suffering of the people of Gaza and has aimed throughout to treat the subject matter with appropriate scholarly care.


[bookmark: _Toc230275110]List of Tables

Table 1: Gaza Demographic and Humanitarian Profile (2023–24)	26
Table 2: Casualty and Displacement Data by Escalation Period (2008–2024)	27
Table 3: Dominant Frames in International Media Coverage of Gaza (2008–2024)	28
Table 4: International Political Responses to the 2023–24 Escalation	32


Contents
Declaration	2
Abstract	3
Acknowledgements	4
List of Tables	5
Chapter 1: Introduction and Background	8
1.1 Introduction	8
1.2 Background and Contextual Overview	9
1.3 Research Problem	10
1.4 Research Aim and Objectives	10
1.5 Research Question	11
1.6 Research Significance	11
1.7 Structure of the Study	12
Chapter 2: Literature Review	13
2.1 Introduction	13
2.2 Theoretical Frameworks	13
2.2.1 Media Framing Theory	13
2.2.2 Symbolic Power	14
2.2.3 Asymmetric Conflict and Non-Military Power	15
2.3 The Gaza Conflict: Empirical Literature	16
2.3.1 Structural Conditions and Political Economy	16
2.3.2 Media Representation of the Gaza Conflict	17
2.3.3 Social Media, Digital Witnessing, and the Changing Media Landscape	18
2.3.4 International Humanitarian and Legal Responses	19
2.4 Synthesis and Research Gap	20
Chapter 3: Methodology	21
3.1 Introduction	21
3.2 Research Philosophy	21
3.3 Research Design	21
3.4 Critical Discourse Analysis: Theoretical and Methodological Basis	22
3.5 Corpus Construction	23
3.6 Analytical Procedure	23
3.7 Assessment of Political Consequences	24
3.8 Ethical Considerations	25
3.9 Limitations	25
Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings	26
4.1 Introduction	26
4.2 Quantitative Profile of Gaza's Material Conditions	26
4.3 Frame Analysis: Dominant and Contested Frames	28
4.3.1 The Humanitarian Catastrophe Frame	28
4.3.2 The International Law Violation Frame	29
4.3.3 The Asymmetric Resistance Frame	30
4.3.4 The Israeli Security Counter-Frame	30
4.4 Frame Evolution Across the Three Escalation Periods	31
4.5 Political Consequences of Dominant Frames	32
Chapter 5: Discussion	34
5.1 Introduction	34
5.2 Media Framing and the Construction of Symbolic Power	34
5.3 The Role of Evolving Media Landscapes	35
5.4 Political Consequences: Extent and Limits	36
5.5 Contribution to the Literature	36
Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations	38
6.1 Summary of Findings	38
6.2 Theoretical Contributions	38
6.3 Policy Implications	39
6.4 Recommendations for Future Research	39
6.5 Concluding Remarks	40
References	41




[bookmark: _Toc230275111]Chapter 1: Introduction and Background
[bookmark: _Toc230275112]1.1 Introduction
The international relations scholarship on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is vast, but there is a relative dearth of systematic work on the particular issue of why the Gaza Strip has such a prominent and contentious role in global political discourse. Gaza is a small coastal enclave of 365 km², with a population of around 2.3 million that has been under an Israeli-imposed land, air and sea blockade since June 2007, after the Hamas group took control of the administrative functions of the area (OCHA, 2024; Roy, 2016). Since 2008, there have been five major military escalations in the territory, causing large numbers of civilian deaths and damage to infrastructure, all of which have involved extensive media coverage, diplomatic efforts and civil society mobilisation internationally (B'Tselem, 2024).
What is analytically significant about Gaza, and what is motivating the research, is the degree to which the international media coverage of the conflict has engendered a certain level of political and humanitarian engagement that would not be expected based on the size of the population or the geographical expanse. A comparison with other concurrent conflicts is telling: Yemen has yielded much larger absolute numbers of casualties as well as a more severe humanitarian crisis across a range of quantitative benchmarks than Gaza (OCHA, 2023; Weiss, 2007). So, too, the Democratic Republic of Congo, where it is estimated that more people have lost their lives through conflict-related causes since 1998 than in any other conflict in history (Galtung and Ruge, 1965). The next question that arises from this comparison is not whether the suffering of the Palestinians in Gaza is worse or better than that in another conflict (which would be morally distasteful and analytically unproductive), but whose particular attributes of its media coverage have generated the current pattern of international attention.
This study suggests that the answer is to be found in the way, primarily, in which media framing – defined as the process of ‘selecting some aspects of a perceived reality and making them more salient in a communicating text’ (Entman 1993, p.52) – works. The research suggests that international media reporting on Gaza has consistently used a number of recurring and reinforcing frames (humanitarian catastrophe, violation of international law, asymmetric resistance) that together have created Gaza as a symbolically powerful space in global political discourse (Bourdieu, 1991). This symbolic construct has been clearly politically impactful, affecting humanitarian funding dynamics, diplomatic pledges, civil society mobilisation, and, more recently, litigation before the International Court of Justice (ICJ, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc230275113]1.2 Background and Contextual Overview
An adequate discourse of Gaza's place within international discourse must be based on the structural history of the territory. The current humanitarian and political situation in Gaza is not just the result of recent military incursions, but rather the result of a long-term process of displacement, occupation and systematic de-development, which significantly antedates the rise of Hamas in 2007. Sara Roy's (2016) groundbreaking study of the political economy of Gaza has shown that "de-development" of the territory's economic potential was a deliberate political choice during Israel's administrative rule over Gaza during the 1967-1991 occupation period. This book, based on thorough fieldwork and documentary research, offers much in the way of a corrective to analyses which consider the humanitarian situation in Gaza to be the result of recent military activity.
A large-scale background sweep of the history of the Palestinian question from 1917 onwards to the present day is provided by Khalidi (2020), who argues that successive waves of Palestinian dispossession and displacement have been a coherent, albeit not always concerted, colonial project. In this longer history, the 1948 Nakba – the mass abandonment of around 750,000 Palestinians during the Arab-Israeli conflict – has special relevance for Gaza, as many of the current population of Gaza are descendants of refugees from communities in the newly formed State of Israel (UNRWA, 2023). This refugee heritage is not only a fact but also a political and discursive one: UNRWA's ongoing mandate to serve Palestinians refugees, unlike all other UN refugee agencies, is transgenerational and thus institutionalises the unresolved nature of Palestinian displacement and creates a constant framework of discussion and reporting of the humanitarian situation in Gaza internationally.
Since 2007, the implementation of the blockade after the Hamas electoral victory of 2006 and its military consolidation in Gaza in 2007 has marked a qualitative strengthening of the pre-existing restrictions. The blockade has been described by the United Nations as collective punishment, which is a violation of international humanitarian law (UN Human Rights Council, 2009). OCHA, WHO and UNRWA have documented their impact on Gaza's economy, infrastructure and the health of the population in great detail, and these documented facts have been an underlying empirical reality to international media reporting of each successive military escalation. Falk (2010) and others have suggested that the blockade conditions themselves are a form of ‘structural violence’ and that they should be analysed as part of, and not just as a context for, the military operations that are the focus of the greatest intensity of international media attention.
[bookmark: _Toc230275114]1.3 Research Problem
The literature on the Gaza conflict is quite vast, yet unevenly spread among the academic community. A significant amount of legal and political research has been done on the geopolitical aspects of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, on international law and the law of occupation, and on the humanitarian impact of the blockade and subsequent military incursions (Khalidi, 2020; Roy, 2016; Falk, 2010). There is also a considerable literature on media coverage of the conflict, including a key study on framing (Cherkaoui 2024), one on the role of Al Jazeera (Hayes 2023) and one on social media activism (Zayani 2005). What has not been explored in a sustained and analytically integrated way, however, is the conjunction of these literatures: the question of how the media has functioned to construct Gaza's symbolic identity within international discourse and the political implications of this construction.
This gap is important for a variety of reasons. To begin, an understanding of media framing in an asymmetric conflict situation has practical implications for humanitarian communication, advocacy strategy and design of international response to conflict-related suffering. Second, Gaza is an analytically valuable test case for theories of symbolic power and media framing because the physical size of Gaza relative to its discursive size is so great; if a theory cannot explain this disproportion, then it needs to be revised and/or extended. Third, the circumstances surrounding the 2023-24 escalation have created a qualitatively new landscape for the research on the media representation of Gaza: unprecedented social media interaction, major changes in the positioning of Western governments, and ICJ proceedings themselves becoming topics of international media discussion. A scholarly need for analysis to capture these developments within a coherent theoretical framework thus arises immediately.
[bookmark: _Toc230275115]1.4 Research Aim and Objectives
This research aims to uncover the process of media framing in constructing Gaza as a symbolic power in international discourse during three escalation periods, namely 2008–09, 2014, and 2023–24, as well as to evaluate the political implications of this construction. To achieve this goal, the study has the following three subgoals:
Firstly, to identify and characterise the dominant frames used in depictions of Gaza in international media texts during the three study periods by conducting a critical discourse analysis of news articles from a purposively selected sample of international news outlets. Second, to examine the evolution of these frames over time, to see if and how they have changed emphasis, scope, and/or audience over successive escalation periods. Thirdly, to measure the connection between media framing and clear political consequences, such as humanitarian aid decisions, diplomatic moves, civil society mobilisation, and legal action.
[bookmark: _Toc230275116]1.5 Research Question
A single, focused research question guides this study:
How has media framing constructed Gaza as a site of symbolic power in international discourse, and with what political consequences?
The intention of this question is to focus on the wider thematic space that is suggested by the dissertation title, to yield a tractable and methodologically coherent study. The ‘quantity versus quality’ construction of the title is retained as an organising metaphor of the disproportion between Gaza's physical size and its discursive status, but the analysis is kept tightly centred on the media framing mechanisms which produce this disproportion. In the literature review, questions around the entire array of reasons for Gaza's global profile – historical, geopolitical, and structural – are treated as background contextual information and not as their own analytical objects.
[bookmark: _Toc230275117]1.6 Research Significance
There are three aspects to this study that are important. In theoretical terms, it makes a contribution to the literature on media framing and symbolic power in that it applies and extends these approaches to an extremely complex and contestational case, in a very dynamic media landscape. It is methodologically a proof of the use of critical discourse analysis in a corpus comprising traditional media and social media and covering a long period of time, which adds to the methodological discussion of Political Communication in digital landscapes. Systematically, it offers empirical evidence on the frames of Gaza's international representation, which may be useful for future research on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, humanitarian practitioners, and policy makers interested in the link between international representation and international response to a conflict.
[bookmark: _Toc230275118]1.7 Structure of the Study
The relevant theoretical and empirical literature is reviewed in Chapter 2, which positions the existing scholarship in the broad context of three main analytical lenses: ‘media framing theory', ‘symbolic power' and ‘the political economy of the Gaza conflict'. Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of the research methodology, its philosophical stance, the design of the research, the selection of the corpus, the analytical processes, and ethical issues. The results of critical discourse analysis on the three study periods are presented in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 presents and analyses the findings with regard to the research question and literature. Chapter 6 provides the conclusion of the study, its limitations and recommendations for further research.



[bookmark: _Toc230275119]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc230275120]2.1 Introduction
This chapter examines and critically evaluates the literature pertinent to the main research question of this study. It is organised in three sections. The first section discusses theoretical concepts underpinning the analysis: Entman's (1993) theory of media framing, the theory of symbolic power (Bourdieu 1991), and Arreguín-Toft's account of asymmetric conflict (2001). The second section provides an overview of the empirical literature on Gaza, which covers the structural political economy of Gaza, the evolution of representation of the Gaza Strip in the media, and the role of social and digital media in creating the international profile of Gaza. The third section outlines the lack of research in the literature that this study addresses and how the study's analytical approach addresses the gap. In every instance, the chapter is critical and points out the limitations and questionable aspects of the research reported, rather than assuming it is a coherent body of accepted research.
[bookmark: _Toc230275121]2.2 Theoretical Frameworks
[bookmark: _Toc230275122]2.2.1 Media Framing Theory
Framing in communication research stems from Goffman's (1974) sociological work, where the term was used to refer to the interpretive schemas by which individuals and groups make sense of experience. Framing as an approach to the analysis of political communication was systematised by Entman (1993), and his account is the most widely cited and operationally usable one for the purposes of this study. Entman (1993, p.52) defines framing as 'selecting some aspects of a perceived reality and mak[ing] them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described.' This definition allows us to delineate four framing functions: problem definition, causal attribution, moral evaluation, and remedy recommendation, and affords a systematic approach to analysing news texts.
Entman's framework has been used widely when reporting conflict and also with regard to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in particular. What Wolfsfeld (2004) calls the 'political contest model' of media and conflict suggests that the frames used of conflicts are not necessarily a reflection of journalistic norms or audience preferences, but as a result of the relative power of competing political actors to impose their preferred definition of the situation upon journalists. Wolfsfeld's model is especially pertinent to the Gaza situation, including not just Israelis and Palestinians but also Western governments, the United Nations system and international civil society organisations. Cherkaoui (2024) frames the coverage of the Gaza conflict and uses the framing analysis to reveal systematic differences in the frames used by both the Western and Arab-language media outlets, contending that these differences stem from institutional orientations as well as from different media production political economies in different countries.
Several scholars have pointed out that one major drawback of Entman's original formulation is that it is primarily content-oriented and does not adequately account for the processes of frame creation, contestation and change over time (Scheufele, 1999). In the case of this study, which focuses on framing over three escalation periods, including fifteen years, this is dealt with by considering the analysis of framing as inevitably historical and comparative rather than static. The study is therefore also informed by Van Dijk's (2001) critical discourse analysis, which focuses on the social and political context of the process of discourse production, as well as the content of the discourse, and which offers a methodological framework for analysing the encoding of power relations in and reproduction of discourse.
[bookmark: _Toc230275123]2.2.2 Symbolic Power
Bourdieu's (1991) notion of symbolic power offers a sociological approach to contextualise the discursive struggle of Gaza's construction in the international media and its political implications. Bourdieu's notion of symbolic power is defined as the power to impose categories of perception and evaluation on the social world in ways that are not understood as exercises of power and thus accepted as legitimate. According to Bourdieu's theory, symbolic power is exercised through symbolic capital, which is a sum of prestige, recognition and authority that is accumulated by actors, institutions or causes in particular settings, the social fields.
A few modifications are needed in applying this framework to the Gaza case, as Bourdieu's account has been developed mainly in relation to domestic social fields rather than the international arena. As Sending and Neumann (2006) have contended, however, Bourdieu's concepts are applicable in productive ways to scholarship in international relations, especially in situations where the contestation between actors is not necessarily military or economic, but discursive and representational. The key question in the Gaza context is what has contributed to the international and media framing of Gaza as a space of humanitarian crisis and resistance, and what are the political implications of this symbolic capital – the moral authority and recognition that it has bestowed upon the region? The line of analysis offered by Said (1997) in his foundational critique of Western representations of the Arab and Muslim world is important as an antecedent to the analysis offered here, as it illustrates the way in which systems of cultural representation can be understood as instruments of political power.
However, one must be careful not to take the notion of symbolic power normatively, since, in Bourdieu's sense, it is a means of social reproduction and political action - it does not simply mean something good to be done. In the context of Gaza, the use of the concept thus does not endorse any specific political stance on the conflict, but rather, it represents an analytical description of a mechanism which the evidence so far points to as being in operation.
[bookmark: _Toc230275124]2.2.3 Asymmetric Conflict and Non-Military Power
The third analytical tool applied to this study comes from Arreguín-Toft's (2001) theory of asymmetric conflict. In such conflicts, in which the military imbalance is a major factor, the results are not necessarily a function of the military balance, as Arreguín-Toft argues. Instead, the outcome as to which party wins is highly dependent on the combination of the strong actor's approach (direct or indirect) and the weak actor's approach (conventional or guerrilla/indirect). If the weaker actor employs the indirect approach while the stronger actor is trying to follow a direct approach, then, often, there will be a prolonged fight, and the strong actor is unable to overcome it by the use of military force alone.
This framework is applicable to the Gaza situation as it draws attention to the non-military aspects of asymmetric warfare. In asymmetric warfare, the struggle for international opinion, humanitarian legitimacy and symbolic authority are important strategic areas in themselves if there is no military victory. Part of the reason for the sustained media attention to the civilian harms, the destruction of infrastructure, and the humanitarian situation in Gaza can be accounted for by the asymmetric nature of the conflict; the situation of extreme imbalance between the parties is itself productive of the kinds of images and narratives that media framing theory predicts are the most likely to generate strong international moral responses (Xu and Zhang, 2023).
But it is important to note that the framework set out by Arreguín-Toft has to be critically qualified when applied to the Gaza context. The theory was originally used to account for military outcomes, and the transfer to the framing of media and international discourse is a conceptual extrapolation, which has to be treated with caution. Symbolic or discursive strategies in particular should not be mistaken for conventional military success, and there is no direct link between international media coverage and tangible political gains. In this study, Arreguín-Toft's framework is thus not used as a predictive model, but rather as a suggestive contextualisation.
[bookmark: _Toc230275125]2.3 The Gaza Conflict: Empirical Literature
[bookmark: _Toc230275126]2.3.1 Structural Conditions and Political Economy
The starting point for any serious analysis of the status of Gaza in international discourse has to be its material conditions, as these conditions are the material content of much of Gaza's international communication and the material context of framing decisions. Roy's (2016) political economy of Gaza, which is based on over 30 years of fieldwork and documentary research, is still the basis text in the field. Roy shows how this de-development of Gaza, by restricting trade, expropriating land, dividing the labour market and gradually tightening movement restrictions, was not a by-product of security policies but was systematic and had both economic and political aims for the Israeli administration. This analysis offers a needed structural perspective to explain the reasons for Gaza's humanitarian indicators consistently ranking among the worst in the world.
UN agencies have documented the blockade, which was implemented in 2007 and has been in effect ever since, albeit in various manners. According to OCHA (2024), prior to the escalation in 2023, the majority of the population in Gaza (around 80 per cent) relied on humanitarian assistance, while unemployment rates were above 46 per cent, and more than 95 per cent of groundwater was undrinkable. All these conditions have not been brought about by the escalation of 2023, but have been building up for over 15 years of blockade. As UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in the Palestinian Territories, Falk (2010) describes these conditions as amounting to collective punishment in breach of Article 33 of the Fourth Geneva Convention and which creates a "persistent need for international humanitarian response.
These previous indicators are surpassed by the 2023-24 escalation. By early 2024, more than 1.9 million people (85 per cent of the population) were internally displaced, the vast majority of Gaza's hospitals remained out of service, and areas of northern Gaza had fallen into Famine conditions due to food security indicators, according to OCHA (2024). The UN Human Rights Council (2024) and Amnesty International (2024) have reported trends of destruction, which they believe may be evidence of deliberate targeting of civilian infrastructure. These empirical conditions are not only a setting for the media framing analysis, but they are also the object and result of media framing decisions examined in this study.
[bookmark: _Toc230275127]2.3.2 Media Representation of the Gaza Conflict
Despite being extensive, much of the research on media coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is dated and focused on the events that have occurred prior to the escalation of 2023-24 and the changes in the media environment brought about by the rise of social media and citizen journalism. Wolfsfeld (2004) offers a basic political analysis of the coverage of the conflict in the media, and asserts that Israeli authorities have, overall, been more effective than Palestinian actors in setting the agenda of how the conflict is covered in Western media because of a variety of factors, including Israeli institutional resources, access to information, and the structural orientation of most major Western news organisations. Wolfsfeld argues, however, that this structural advantage has been neutralised during times of maximum violence, when Palestinian civilian casualties are so high that they produce significant news value that overcomes the interpretive frameworks.
However, Cherkaoui (2024) reconsiders this analysis in light of the ongoing conflict in 2023-24, which has seen the deaths of a far greater number of Palestinians and a greater ability to share content directly from Gaza thanks to social media. Cherkaoui notes that there are systematic differences in the frames used by the Western and Arab-language media: The latter has used frames of resistance/occupation substantially more than the former has, while the latter has framed civilian suffering more frequently than the former, in the context of Israel's security concerns. The division of media is analytically important and has been included in the methodological design of this study.
Al Jazeera's role in international media reportage on Gaza, in particular, has been a topic of study. In his analysis of the network's rise to becoming a large-scale international news organisation and its unique approach towards reporting on the Palestinian question, Zayani (2005) suggests that Al Jazeera's establishment was a structural change in the international media landscape, granting Arabic-language and pan-Arab perspectives on the conflict a reach and authority that they had not possessed before. The network's consistent, intensive and graphic reporting of successive Gaza escalations has played a major role in shaping international awareness and moral concern for the humanitarian aspects of the conflict.
Specifically, the portrayal of Palestinian children in international media attention is explored through the lens of the humanitarian catastrophe frame, as children are central to this frame (Kanwal 2025). In line with Xu and Zhang's (2023) comparative study of visual framing in humanitarian crisis coverage, Kanwal's study finds that child victims are consistently and emotionally represented in conflict coverage, resulting in stronger moral responses by audiences. This literature is pertinent to the frame analysis done in Chapter 4.
[bookmark: _Toc230275128]2.3.3 Social Media, Digital Witnessing, and the Changing Media Landscape
Since the 2014 escalation, the use of social media in the international representation of Gaza has increased significantly and has reached an unprecedented level in 2023-24. In a systematic study of Palestinian solidarity advocacy on social media platforms, Hayes (2023) shows that digital platforms have allowed for advocacy organisations and individual activists to share images and narratives of the conflict with a much wider audience than would have been possible through traditional media outlets, and with the ability to circumvent the editorial process that has historically shaped international media coverage of the conflict. This has made it easier to produce content relating to the conflict, but also more difficult to analyse the way the conflict is framed in international discourses.
The most theoretically developed account of the affordances and limitations of social media as a political mobilising and advocacy tool is that of Tufekci (2017). Although the speed and scale of social media mobilisation are quite new, it is not necessarily a sign of long-term political effectiveness, writes Tufekci: "Movements that mobilise fast and big online, but lack the organisational structure to keep them going over time, could be less politically effective than they look. Assessment of the political consequences of Gaza's social media profile is relevant to this qualification in Chapter 5.
The notion of ‘digital witnessing' coined by Frosh and Pinchevski (2009) and expanded in the conflict communication literature by Allan and Thorsen (2009) seems to be particularly pertinent in the case of the Gaza social media representation. Digital witnessing is the documentation and dissemination of evidence of events as they occur, possibly in a risky situation, and without the professional mediation of journalists. During the escalation in Gaza, the population has been witnessing events digitally on an extraordinary scale, with much of this content disseminated through Twitter/X, Instagram and TikTok, many of which have been posted by people who were later killed in the conflict. How this content is analytically challenging for framing analysis is discussed in the Methodology Chapter.
[bookmark: _Toc230275129]2.3.4 International Humanitarian and Legal Responses
The political backdrop of the analysis of framing consequences in the present study is set in the international humanitarian and legal reactions to the series of escalations in Gaza. Barnett (2002) contends that the increasing trend of humanitarian intervention since the Cold War was greatly powered by the moral force that images of suffering have on the public, particularly in the media, which he calls the 'CNN effect'. Although the direct causal link between media coverage and humanitarian response is more complicated and controversial than first thought in the early CNN effect studies (Robinson, 2002), there is a considerable body of research indicating that media framing of humanitarian emergencies has an impact on the allocation of donor funds, the political salience of conflicts in diplomatic fora and the agenda-setting processes that define which emergencies receive international attention.
In this paper, Weiss (2007) examines systematically how humanitarian discourse and international political action relate to each other, arguing that the framing of a conflict as a humanitarian emergency creates a moral imperative for states and international organisations to act, but that the nature and scope of the action is determined by geopolitical interests that shape how moral concern becomes translated into action. This applies directly to the Gaza situation, where the evidence of a humanitarian crisis has created a vicious circle of international expression of concern, ranging from UNSC resolutions to UNGA emergency sessions and to the ICJ proceedings, which so far have failed to produce a political solution to the situation. Although the ICJ's January 2024 order for provisional measures in South Africa v. Israel (ICJ, 2024) is of historic importance, it has not been enforced and has not, in material terms, impacted the conflict.
To sum up, Gunning (2010) presents a valuable critical analysis of the international interaction with Hamas and Gaza and suggests that the Western policy approach of not treating Hamas as a political party, while accepting it as a humanitarian problem, has created a structural incoherence which has hampered international response. This analysis becomes relevant when looking at the political consequences of media framing, as carried out in Chapter 5, because it might mean that the humanitarian catastrophe frame, although effective at raising moral concern, might have limited potential in terms of bringing about the kind of political commitment that can lead to a negotiated outcome.
[bookmark: _Toc230275130]2.4 Synthesis and Research Gap
The literature surveyed in this chapter indicates that there is a developed body of work that deals with the theoretical aspects of this study, as well as the empirical aspects of the Gaza conflict. The convergence of these streams of literature, however, the question of how media framing has functioned over multiple escalation periods in order to create a symbolic identity of Gaza and what the political consequences of this construction have been, has not been dealt with in a systematic or methodologically rigorous manner. The previous research has concentrated on one escalation period at a time, one media outlet or platform at a time, or one aspect of the representation of the conflict at a time and has not taken the three dimensions of the analysis, namely time, outlet type and political outcome, into account as a whole.
This study fills this lacuna by analysing framing in both traditional and social media at three escalation periods (2008-09, 2014, and 2023-24) and on the political implications of prevailing frames, not just textual content. A theoretical combination of framing theory, symbolic power and asymmetric conflict analysis offers an analytical framework which can explain the multi-dimensional aspects of the Gazan representation without losing its uniqueness in any single explanatory mechanism.


[bookmark: _Toc230275131]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc230275132]3.1 Introduction
The methodological approach adopted in this study is given in this chapter. It provides the rationale and context for the philosophical stance, design, and construction of the corpus and processes of analysis that underpin the research, and it addresses ethical issues. The methodological difficulties facing the study are how to operationalise the theoretical frameworks outlined in Chapter 2 — media framing theory, symbolic power and asymmetric conflict analysis — to be able to systematically, transparently and reproducibly identify how Gaza has been framed in international discourse and what political consequences this has entailed. The chapter also discusses the drawbacks of the selected method and any measures taken to overcome this, wherever possible.
[bookmark: _Toc230275133]3.2 Research Philosophy
This study takes a critical realist philosophical stance. Critical realism posits that social phenomena are real, but not in the same way that physical objects are real; they have causal effects, but they cannot be directly seen. (As theorised by Bhaskar (1978) and developed in methodology of the social sciences by Sayer (2000). Instead, social phenomena come into being as a result of mechanisms that are invoked in specific circumstances and that have effects which are neither mechanical nor purely contingent. The philosophical position of critical realism serves as the proper one for this research because it enables the researcher to consider media frames as real social mechanisms that have clear causal consequences, but also recognises that relations between frames and political outcomes are contextually dependent and cannot only be read from the text.
The study also draws from the traditions of critical discourse analysis (CDA), where, according to Fairclough (1995, p.1), language is viewed as 'a form of social practice. CDA is not just a method; it is a theoretical orientation that takes texts to be part of relations of power, and that views the analysis of discourse as a critical practice that is part of the work of revealing, challenging, or changing relations of power. CDA is especially suited in the context of Gaza, in which the struggle over the representation of the conflict is a political struggle in which different players engage in a strategic use of discursive resources.
[bookmark: _Toc230275134]3.3 Research Design
This is a qualitative research, specifically a critical discourse analysis of a purposively selected body of international media texts. For two reasons, this design was selected instead of a mixed method. Secondly, the main research question, how media framing has essentialised Gaza as a symbol of power and with what political implications, is essentially an interpretative one that does not necessitate the accumulation of quantitative indices. Second, with the resources and time available for this dissertation, a well-designed study of a focused corpus using the qualitative paradigm can yield more analytically precise and more theory-driven results than a more broadly based mixed-methods study.
The quantitative data on Gaza's demographic profile, casualty figures and humanitarian indicators are included in the analysis (Chapter 4), but not as an independent analytical strand, but rather as contextual evidence to inform the interpretation of framing. This method is an 'explanatory sequential design' in the nature of Creswell and Plano Clark (2017), but the framing analysis is the main qualitative analysis, with the quantitative data providing context and anchoring for the analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc230275135]3.4 Critical Discourse Analysis: Theoretical and Methodological Basis
This study uses critical discourse analysis, as developed by Fairclough (1995) and van Dijk (2001), for the analytical procedure. Fairclough's three-dimensional model of discourse analysis focuses on the level of the text (linguistic properties of vocabulary, grammar and cohesion); the level of the discursive practice (how texts are produced and consumed); and the level of the social practice (social and political relations in which discursive production occurs). Van Dijk's (2001) perspective is supplemented by a more explicit account with regard to how the ideological structure is expressed in the lexico-syntactic options of news texts, such as the use of active or passive voice to describe acts of violence, or the differential use of evaluative language to describe different parties to a conflict.
The use of CDA in this study follows four stages that are closely related to Entman's (1993) four framing functions. The analysis maps for each text in the corpus the following: (1) definition of the problem — what is described as the main problem or crisis to be addressed; (2) attribution of causation — which actor or condition is identified as the cause of the problem or crisis being addressed; (3) what is the moral evaluation of the actions described, or the situation itself — how is it described as good or bad, or as a problem per se?; and (4) what remedy or response is implied or recommended. The use of this analytical framework in a systematic way throughout the corpus allows the identification of patterns (dominant frames) and differences and challenges between outlets and over time.
[bookmark: _Toc230275136]3.5 Corpus Construction
The corpus has been assembled following a “purposive sampling” which aims to maximise the analytical relevance and diversity of the texts sampled. The texts consist of three types of sources: mainstream Western print and broadcast media (BBC, The Guardian, The New York Times); Arab language and regional media with international reach (Al Jazeera English); and official international organisation communications (OCHA situation reports, UN Human Rights Council reports, ICJ press releases). By drawing on a variety of sources from different institutional contexts, the analysis can reveal the frame differentiation in the media field, and not only provide a homogenised picture from one type of source.
The entire corpus is divided into three escalation phases: Operation Cast Lead (December 2008 – January 2009), Operation Protective Edge (July – August 2014) and the Al-Aqsa Flood offensive (October 2023 – present). These three periods have been chosen because they are three of the most critical escalations of violence in Gaza since 2008, they were all periods of intensive international media coverage, and they collectively cover a spectrum of considerable change in the media landscape, from pre-social media (2008-09) to TikTok and Twitter/X (2023-24). An analysis of these three periods allows the dominant frames to be traced over time.
In each period texts have been sampled from the first two weeks of escalation (which got the most media attention and involved the most intensive framing activity), and where available, from the end of the active military phase. About 15-20 texts have been chosen for in-depth analysis for each period, and other texts have been consulted to ensure that the themes that emerged were saturated. Total corpus size is about fifty texts, which on one hand is a dimension suited to the level of analysis demanded by the CDA approach and on the other hand to the limits of a dissertation project.
[bookmark: _Toc230275137]3.6 Analytical Procedure
Each text has been read in its entirety and marked up with regard to the four framing dimensions found in Section 3.4. It can be seen that annotations have been documented in a standardised coding document, which enables systematic comparison between texts, outlets and time periods. Coding has been a recursive process that involved an initial inductive reading of a sub-sample of the texts to create a preliminary coding framework, which was then applied deductively to the rest of the texts and modified to address anomalies and patterns that had arisen while coding. This is done in the manner of thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), but with the difference that it is applied to institutional texts as opposed to data from interviews.
Dominant frames have been identified by the recurrence of these frames in various texts and outlets, not by the prominence of any text alone. The texts sampled in a timeframe show a frame to be dominant if it has been used in 60% or more of the texts, and the frame is used in a consistent manner across different outlets. Those frames which are found in a significant minority of texts but are systematically challenged by other frames are identified as contested frames and analysed separately. This contrast between a dominant and a contested frame is analytically relevant because of the political contestation of the framing of the conflict that theoretical literature suggests we would expect.
[bookmark: _Toc230275138]3.7 Assessment of Political Consequences
In assessing the political implications of the media framing, the second part of the research question requires a different type of evidence from the textual analysis. This part of the study relied on secondary analysis of documented political outcomes, humanitarian funding data provided by OCHA and UNRWA, as well as documentation of diplomatic activity from UN documentation and civil society mobilisation from academic literature and NGOs. The analytic reading of the framing-outcomes relationship does not rely on formal causal inference, but rather seeks evidence for the pattern of relationship that is identified in the analysis, and that it is likely to have contributed to the political outcomes documented.


[bookmark: _Toc230275139]3.8 Ethical Considerations
This is secondary data research and not research with human participants, as it is publicly available. The ethical issues that apply to the research are thus mainly those of academic honesty and fair presentation of a politically charged research topic. All sources are properly referenced. The analysis is intended to be politically balanced in the sense that the analysis of the texts is done according to the same analytical standards, regardless of the respective point of view on the conflict expressed in the text, but the notion of ‘balance' is problematic in the context of an asymmetric conflict. The researcher has been mindful along the way of the difference between analytical description and normative advocacy.
[bookmark: _Toc230275140]3.9 Limitations
The study has some limitations. Although it is a purposively created corpus that is analytically relevant and representative, it is not statistically representative of the entire spectrum of international media coverage of Gaza. The CDA approach is interpretive, and varying characterisations of frames may be achieved based on the same corpus by different analysts. Political implications are necessarily only inferential, not causally shown. These limitations are built into the nature of the qualitative method and are not necessarily a sign of the validity of the study, but a good reminder of the kinds of conclusions that can be drawn. Future research with larger corpora and computational text analysis techniques might supplement and build upon this research.


[bookmark: _Toc230275141]Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings
[bookmark: _Toc230275142]4.1 Introduction
The results of the critical discourse analysis of the corpus described in Chapter 3 are presented in this chapter. It goes through three stages. The first one sets the quantitative profile of material conditions in Gaza, which serves as the frame of reference for the frame analysis. The second summarises the results of the frame analysis for each of the three escalation periods, and outlines the dominant and contested frames and changes in the frames over time. The third maps this relationship between the frames and documented political outcomes. In all cases, the chapter seeks to maintain analytical transparency, providing evidence for the interpretive claims and making evident where evidence is unclear or disputed.
[bookmark: _Toc230275143]4.2 Quantitative Profile of Gaza's Material Conditions
The main demographic, socioeconomic, and humanitarian indicators in Gaza in 2023-24 are shown in Table 1. These figures constitute the material base from which media framing is being analysed: these are the conditions which different media outlets are reporting on and interpreting in different ways and with different emphases.
[bookmark: _Toc230274514]Table 1: Gaza Demographic and Humanitarian Profile (2023–24)
	Indicator
	Figure
	Source

	Land Area
	365 km²
	OCHA, 2024

	Total Population (2023)
	2,375,259
	UNRWA, 2023

	Refugee Population (% of total)
	71%
	UNRWA, 2023

	Unemployment Rate (2023)
	46.4%
	World Bank, 2023

	Population Below Poverty Line
	65%
	OCHA, 2024

	Dependent on Humanitarian Aid
	~80%
	OCHA, 2024

	Groundwater fit for consumption
	< 5%
	WHO, 2024



The data presented in Table 1 shows the level of severe and structural deprivation that predates the 2023-24 escalation. The high unemployment rate (46.4 per cent) and the fact that nearly 80 per cent of the population relies on humanitarian aid are a result of the severe economic impact of over fifteen years of blockade on Gaza's economy and productive capacity (Roy, 2016; OCHA, 2024). The discovery of less than five per cent of Gaza's groundwater suitable for human consumption is important in this regard, for the analysis in particular, as a condition of deprivation is a likely condition that triggers the humanitarian catastrophe frame when reported in international media, as it addresses a deprivation that engages the moral evaluation function identified by Entman (1993). Table 2 shows casualty and displacement figures for the five biggest escalation periods during 2008-24. This data helps substantiate the empirical fact that the escalation in 2023-24 is not a new round of violence but rather a qualitative jump in the conflict's scale.
[bookmark: _Toc230274515]Table 2: Casualty and Displacement Data by Escalation Period (2008–2024)
	Conflict Period
	Palestinian Fatalities
	Injured
	Displaced
	Source

	Operation Cast Lead (Dec 2008–Jan 2009)
	1,391
	5,380
	~50,000
	B’Tselem, 2024

	Operation Pillar of Defense (Nov 2012)
	167
	1,200+
	~12,000
	OCHA

	Operation Protective Edge (Jul–Aug 2014)
	2,251
	11,231
	500,000+
	UN HRC, 2015

	May 2021 Escalation
	256
	1,948
	72,000+
	OCHA, 2021

	Al-Aqsa Flood (Oct 2023–present)
	43,000+ (verified)
	100,000+
	1.9 million (85%+)
	OCHA, 2024



The trend visible in Table 2 is of analytical importance in two ways. Firstly, it shows the escalating harm across various steps, which is often understated when media reports on the individual escalations, as they are focused on the current crisis and not the prehistory of it. Khalidi (2020) has argued that this is a framing decision with political implications, as it is a way to systematically remove the structural nature of the conflict from discussion, while decontextualising individual escalations from the overall process of Palestinian dispossession. Second, the unusually large number of casualty and displacement statistics that emerged in the 2023-24 conflict – verified deaths of more than 43,000 and more than 85% of the population being displaced – substantiate the qualitative claim, found throughout the corpus, that this escalation is a humanitarian emergency of a different nature than its predecessors.


[bookmark: _Toc230275144]4.3 Frame Analysis: Dominant and Contested Frames
The analysis of the corpus revealed four major frames used in the three periods of escalation in relation to the Gaza conflict. Three of these factors – humanitarian catastrophe, violation of international law and asymmetric resistance – were dominant in the sense defined in Chapter 3, that is, they were present in many outlet types and across many escalation periods. One frame (Israeli security) was more of a counter-frame and was dominant in a subset of Western and Israeli-aligned media, but was the subject of constant contestation by the three dominant frames. Table 3 provides an overview of the features and political affiliations of each frame.
[bookmark: _Toc230274516]Table 3: Dominant Frames in International Media Coverage of Gaza (2008–2024)
	Frame
	Defining Features
	Dominant Outlets
	Political Consequence

	Humanitarian Catastrophe
	Civilian death toll; infrastructure destruction; child victims; siege conditions
	BBC, Al Jazeera, OCHA reports
	Humanitarian funding; UN resolutions; diplomatic pressure

	International Law Violation
	Collective punishment; proportionality; protection of civilians; occupation law
	UN HRC, Amnesty, Human Rights Watch, Guardian
	ICJ proceedings; arms embargo demands; sanctions advocacy

	Asymmetric Resistance
	Power imbalance; blockade as context; civilian shield; right to resist
	Al Jazeera Arabic, RT, some European media
	BDS movement; solidarity activism; Palestinian statehood recognition

	Israeli Security (Counter-frame)
	Hamas terrorism; hostages; October 7 attacks; right to self-defence
	NYT, Fox News, Israeli govt communications
	US arms supply continuation; UNSC vetoes; Western diplomatic support



[bookmark: _Toc230275145]4.3.1 The Humanitarian Catastrophe Frame
The humanitarian catastrophe frame was the most universal frame in the corpus, in all three escalation periods and all outlet types. In its standard form, this frame refers mainly to the harm done to civilians, blames that harm on the Israeli military, and in some cases, on the blockade itself as a structure, and negatively evaluates the causing of civilian harm, implying, if not outright recommending, a resolution of the form of ceasefire, humanitarian access, or international intervention. Lexical markers used in this frame within the corpus are frequent recurrences of the following terms: 'civilian casualties,' 'war crimes,' 'collective punishment,' 'famine,' and 'unprecedented,' and the consistent foregrounding of child victims, medical workers, and destroyed hospitals.
This "frame" was already predominant in the 2008-09 corpus, but was also used with less intensity and visual immediacy than in the subsequent corpora. OCHA (2009) reporting for this period focused on access restrictions, which made it difficult to provide adequate humanitarian response, a focus that was also reflected in the subsequent UN Human Rights Council investigation (UN HRC, 2009) and in the Goldstone Report's pronouncements on violations of international humanitarian law. The humanitarian catastrophe frame is expressed with a much greater intensity in the 2014 corpus, given the number and magnitude of the civilian deaths (2,251 Palestinian deaths; the UN documented 1,462 as civilians according to UN HRC, 2015) and the devastation of infrastructure, which was estimated by OCHA as taking decades to rebuild. The frame comes to its extreme in the 2023-24 corpus, with several international outlets using it to characterise a situation as a war crime rather than a humanitarian catastrophe, which demonstrates the development of this frame to overlap with the humanitarian catastrophe frame over time.
It is striking to see how this frame developed over the three periods, both in its claims and in the fact that it has increasingly adopted international legal language and that it has included a discussion of the structure of the blockade as part of its causal attribution and less so as individual escalations. This change is not only a reflection of the actual deterioration of the material situation, but also the result of 15 years of framing that has accustomed audiences to Gaza's humanitarian situation.
[bookmark: _Toc230275146]4.3.2 The International Law Violation Frame
There was a considerable drop in the frame for violation of international law from the 2008-09 corpus to the later ones, but it has become one of the two consistently used frames in the 2023-24 material. The conflict is presented as a legal issue – alleged breaches of international humanitarian law – and not as a primarily humanitarian or political issue. Causal attribution emphasises the actions of specific individuals in military and political decision-making more than the structural conditions. The moral evaluation is based upon the language of international law, such as the Fourth Geneva Convention, the Rome Statute and the Genocide Convention. Legal accountability mechanisms, international investigations, arms embargoes, and sanctions are recommended remedies.
This frame's salience has been rising in part due to the rising role of international legal bodies in the Gaza conflict. The creation of a Commission of Inquiry by the UN Human Rights Council after Operation Cast Lead, the Goldstone Report (UN HRC, 2009) and the more recent ICJ proceedings (ICJ, 2024) have offered authoritative institutional backing to the use of international legal frames to describe the conflict, creating a body of official documents that can be used as a framing tool by journalists and advocacy organisations. As the UN Special Rapporteur from 2007 to 2010, Falk (2010) played a key role in bringing this frame to normalcy in international institutional discourse by constantly framing the blockade and military actions in terms of specific articles of international humanitarian law.
[bookmark: _Toc230275147]4.3.3 The Asymmetric Resistance Frame
The asymmetric resistance frame has been the most politically debated of the three dominant frames found in the analysis and is therefore less homogeneously distributed over the outlet types than the other two. This frame makes the conflict visible first and foremost as a power dynamic between an occupying state and a besieged civilian population, frames the conflict as the problem of blockade and occupation, as a structural situation, rather than individual military acts, moralizes the conflict by tending to justify Palestinian armed resistance as a response to the injustice of the blockade and occupation, and suggests solutions that involve the lifting of the blockade, the end of occupation, and the recognition of Palestinian political rights.
This frame is most consistently used by Al Jazeera English, and by international civil society groups such as Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and the BDS movement, and is most systematically challenged by the Israeli security counter-frame and by those mainstream Western outlets which employ a more state-centric framework in their coverage of the conflict. Hayes (2023) shows that social media content created by Palestinian users and advocacy groups has significantly boosted this frame, and it is used in a predictable and consistent manner, and is disseminated to audiences beyond the traditional target readership of mainstream media.
[bookmark: _Toc230275148]4.3.4 The Israeli Security Counter-Frame
The Israeli security frame defines the conflict primarily in terms of Israeli security requirements and Hamas's status as a terrorist organisation, attributes the conflict's origins to Hamas's attacks (most recently and dramatically the October 7, 2023 attack), applies a moral evaluation that emphasises Israeli victims and delegitimises Hamas's political authority, and implies remedies including the military defeat of Hamas and the return of hostages. This is the dominant frame in Israeli governmental communications, in major parts of the media in the United States, and in the official communication of most Western governments, during the initial stages of each escalation. It serves as the main counter-frame to the humanitarian catastrophe and international law violation frames.
What is analytically important about the Israeli security frame in 2023-24 is that it was still the most dominant in the outlets mentioned at the beginning of the escalation, but then lost its power to control or displace the humanitarian catastrophe and international law violation frames, as the number of civilian casualties was no longer hidden. Media outlets that initially tended to report the conflict from a security perspective slowly started adding other frames, such as humanitarian and legal ones, as the casualty count grew, as suggested by Wolfsfeld (2004), who says that the amount of humanitarian suffering can be enough to shift the framing preferences of powerful state actors.
[bookmark: _Toc230275149]4.4 Frame Evolution Across the Three Escalation Periods
A comparison of the three escalation periods shows that there is a clear trend in the framing development. The humanitarian catastrophe frame was prominent in 2008-09, but was not as embedded in institutional and legal terms as it was later. There was no major social media activity in this period, so the frame was created and disseminated mainly by institutional actors – international news organisations, UN agencies and established advocacy groups. The framing competition was mainly between two competing frames, the humanitarian catastrophe frame and the Israeli security counter-frame; the asymmetric resistance frame and the international law violation frame were there, but not yet systematically institutionalised.
The institutional legacy of the Goldstone Report and subsequent UN investigations, which furnished authoritative documentation of specific alleged violations, further boosted the international law violation frame by the 2014 period. The rise of social media also began to impact the framing landscape in this period, as Palestinian users are able to post pictures and reports that the Israeli military no longer has the same control over as it did in the past over journalist access. Tufekci (2017) attributes the substantial growth of social media's influence on conflict advocacy to about this time.
The frame situation in 2023-24—characterised by the scale of the escalation, the unparalleled number of casualties, the reported collapse of the health system, and the ICJ proceedings—created a frame situation in which the humanitarian catastrophe and the violation of international law were granted a degree of international institutionalisation that they had not been granted before. Formal recognition of Palestinian statehood by the European governments, the suspension of arms exports by the UK and the ICJ provisional measures order (ICJ, 2024) are all political outcomes that are consistent with and plausibly resultant of the sustained use of these frames over fifteen years of escalation.
[bookmark: _Toc230275150]4.5 Political Consequences of Dominant Frames
Table 4 lists the key political steps undertaken by international actors in response to the escalation of 2023–24. These are evaluated with respect to the framing analysis in Section 4.3.
[bookmark: _Toc230274517]Table 4: International Political Responses to the 2023–24 Escalation
	Actor
	Action
	Period
	Source

	UNGA
	ES-10/21: Humanitarian ceasefire demand
	October 2023
	UNGA, 2023

	ICJ
	Provisional measures in South Africa v. Israel (genocide case)
	January 2024
	ICJ, 2024

	EU Commission
	€25m emergency humanitarian aid package
	October 2023
	EU Commission, 2023

	Spain, Ireland, Norway
	Formal recognition of Palestinian statehood
	May 2024
	BBC, 2024

	UNRWA donor states
	Temporary funding suspension following Israeli allegations; partially reversed
	Jan–Mar 2024
	UNRWA, 2024

	UK Government
	Suspension of 30 arms export licences to Israel
	September 2024
	UK Govt, 2024



The trend of political responses listed in Table 4 is largely in line with the framing theory and symbolic power theory. Actions that can be most directly attributed to the humanitarian catastrophe frame are: humanitarian funding decisions and the UNGA resolution for a humanitarian ceasefire. The ICJ proceedings and the European arms export restrictions are most directly related to the international law violation frame, as they refer to legal terms and legal institutional processes which have been normalised in the last 15 years through legal framing. The granting of Palestinian statehood by Spain, Ireland and Norway is most likely related to the asymmetric resistance frame as it reflects a form of political recognition for Palestinian claims that extends beyond humanitarian action to accept the political nature of the conflict in structural terms.
Yet, as Weiss (2007) would suggest, the symbolic power has not been fully translated into substantive political change, and the process has been challenged. During the period covered by this report, the US veto has prevented the UNSC from taking any action. The provisional measures order issued by the ICJ was not applied. In spite of the international consensus highlighted in the UNGA resolution, humanitarian access throughout the escalation remained severely limited. This pattern replicates the one I have detected in previous studies and confirms that media framing can produce political effects, in the sense that the actions described in Table 4 would not have happened if there had not been the framing dynamics identified above, but that it does not, in itself, produce geopolitical effects, in the sense that the geopolitical interests are structuring the political effects of framing.







[bookmark: _Toc230275151]Chapter 5: Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc230275152]5.1 Introduction
This chapter reflects the implications of findings discussed in Chapter 4 in relation to the theoretical frameworks outlined in Chapter 2 and the methodology outlined in Chapter 3. The discussion directly engages the research question, which is the central question of the study: How has the media framed Gaza as a symbolic place of power in the international discourse, and what are its political implications? The chapter then critically appraises the findings and their limitations and contradictions, and the contribution of this study to the literature is explored.
[bookmark: _Toc230275153]5.2 Media Framing and the Construction of Symbolic Power
This study's findings lend strong support to the theoretical idea based on the work of Entman (1993) and Bourdieu (1991) that media framing is a key way of accumulating symbolic capital in international political discourse. The analysis highlights that the three predominant frames identified—humanitarian catastrophe, international law violation and asymmetric resistance—have not worked in isolation, but they have served as mutually reinforcing frames to create a symbolic identity for Gaza in international discourse by offering different registers of moral and political claims.
The humanitarian catastrophe frame sets a moral agenda for Gaza's plight, which involves turning aggregate figures of suffering into individual and familial depictions of harm. This type of personalised and “close-up” framing elicits greater moral reactions from audiences compared to more abstract and statistical depictions of suffering, which forms the affective foundation for political mobilisation as Xu and Zhang (2023) show. The international law violation frame can rephrase this moral response in a specific normative language that makes Gaza's plight relevant to existing international legal obligations and accountability processes, and thus facilitates institutional action beyond humanitarian response. The asymmetric resistance frame offers a structural explanation of how the conflict has developed and how it was triggered, situating individual Palestinian escalations in a longer history of occupation and dispossession (as outlined in Khalidi 2020), and a normative framework to understand the Palestinian political agency.
Bourdieu's (1991) notion of symbolic capital is useful in this regard for understanding that 2023-24 is not 2008-09, qualitatively speaking, because of the accumulation of these frames over the course of 15 years. In Bourdieu's theory, symbolic capital is not necessarily the direct by-product of any one representational act but is built up over time, by the regular and regularised use of evaluative categories. The 15-year trend identified in this study exemplifies this type of accumulation, since each subsequent escalation has reinforced frames that have been set up during the preceding cycles, and built up a stock of internationally recognised documentation, judicial rulings, and institutional positions that constitute Gaza's symbolic capital in international discourse.
[bookmark: _Toc230275154]5.3 The Role of Evolving Media Landscapes
The results also shed light on the meaning of changes in the media environment for framing and symbolic power creation. The comparative analysis of the three escalation periods shows a trend whereby the role of professional journalists and institutional media organisations has been gradually democratised, with a growing contribution from Palestinian citizen journalists, diaspora activists and users of international social media platforms.
This, says Tufekci (2017), represents a radical reshaping of the situation of political advocacy, allowing for movements to mobilise very quickly and in very large numbers without the organised structures previously needed. This analysis is supported by the findings of this study, although the results also indicate that Tufekci's qualification is also warranted: rapid mobilisation does not necessarily lead to lasting political capacity. The massive social media responses that have occurred over the last year (2023-24) – billions of TikTok views and tens of millions of mentions on Twitter/X – have not resulted in a paradigm change in international political responses to the conflict. Hayes (2023) notes that the size of the social media advocacy for Gaza is not an indicator of uniformity: there are varying political voices and framings, not all of which relate to the dominant frames identified in this study; and, thus, the overall political efficacy of this advocacy is hard to measure.
The "digital witnessing" phenomenon described by Frosh and Pinchevski (2009) is especially important in the year 2023-24. Despite the death toll of over a hundred journalists in the escalation of the conflict (Committee to Protect Journalists, 2024), the fact that Palestinian journalists, along with ordinary citizens, continue to document and share conditions of the conflict in real time has ensured a consistent flow of content aligned with a humanitarian catastrophe frame that no Israeli information management strategy has thus far been able to contain. This is a change in the structure of conditions of conflict framing, qualitatively different from 2008-09 and which has been instrumental for the strengthening of the humanitarian catastrophe and international law violation frames during 2023-24.
[bookmark: _Toc230275155]5.4 Political Consequences: Extent and Limits
The political outcomes outlined in Chapter 4 are a major but structurally constrained version of symbolic power and its translation into political outcomes. The ICJ proceedings, the European statehood recognitions, the UK arms export restrictions and the UNGA emergency resolution are all actions that were not politically imaginable in 2008-09 and are the result of the cumulative effect of fifteen years of framing. In this way, the results indicate that there have been identifiable and significant political implications of media framing in the Gaza case.
But the results are just as evident that these impacts have not been enough to change the basic conditions of the conflict. The UNSC veto, the ongoing supply of arms by key Western powers and the continued obstruction of humanitarian access during the escalation of 2023-24 illustrate the limitations of what symbolic power can do in the face of entrenched geopolitical interests. Weiss (2007) has theorised this disconnect between humanitarian discourse and political action as a gap created by the effects of a state-based international order, in which the interests of powerful states always prevail over the normative obligations that are created through humanitarian framing. This research's results are a strong empirical support for this theoretical stance in the case of Gaza.
The structural incoherence of Western policy towards Hamas and Gaza is examined in another dimension, in the context of Gunning's (2010) critique of the structural incoherence. This fraternisation in humanitarian terms has been politically beneficial in some ways, but can also lead to a focus on fixing the symptoms (the suffering of civilians, access limitations, destruction of infrastructure) instead of the political issues (the blockade, the occupation, and the unresolved issue of Palestinian sovereignty). By definition, a humanitarian frame highlights suffering and its amelioration, but not the political conditions that create suffering, and this can therefore have the unintended effect of sustaining a cycle of crisis and response rather than generating the political engagement required for a structural solution.
[bookmark: _Toc230275156]5.5 Contribution to the Literature
Our study makes three major contributions to the literature. First, it offers a systematic comparative analysis of framing as it has occurred over three escalation periods, which are able to capture how dominant frames have shifted over time, and most existing single-period studies cannot. Secondly, it captures the content analysis of framing along with the political impact analysis, which is not common in framing studies. Third, it uses the theoretical tool of symbolic power analysis and asymmetric conflict theory in conjunction with the framing analysis in a manner that accounts for the mechanisms at play in a more thorough way than that of framing theory.
 


[bookmark: _Toc230275157]Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc230275158]6.1 Summary of Findings
This dissertation aimed to address a specific research question: how has Gaza been framed as a symbolic space of power within international discourses, and what are the political implications? The results of the critical discourse analysis of international political discourses on Gaza in the international media in three escalation periods (2008-09, 2014, and 2023-24) reveal that three dominant frames have been operating on an ongoing basis and cumulatively over the 15 years of the study period, to portray Gaza's symbolic identity in international political discourse: the humanitarian catastrophe frame, the violation of international law frame, and the asymmetric resistance frame.
The frames have yielded a number of identifiable political implications, such as court cases before the ICJ, recognition of Palestinian statehood by three European governments, curbs on arms exports, and continued humanitarian funding. The findings also indicate that symbolic power cannot, on its own, defy the geopolitical parameters in which it functions: the UNSC has voted consistently against it, leading arms suppliers have kept on supplying the Israeli military, and the basic political parameters of the conflict (blockade, occupation, Palestinian refugee status) remain unresolved.
The study additionally highlights that the changing media environment – especially the rise of social media as a citizen journalism and advocacy platform – has greatly increased the scale and resonance of the humanitarian catastrophe and the violation of international law frames in the period of 2023-24. This amplification has helped shape the size of political responses to the escalation of events, yet there has been no change in the structural constraints that constrain those responses.
[bookmark: _Toc230275159]6.2 Theoretical Contributions
The study has three theoretical contributions. It builds on Entman's (1993) framing theory by offering an example of its analytical value in a wide-ranging longitudinal corpus and by illustrating how frames can gain symbolic value over time as well as within a single news cycle. It is operationally grounded in textual analysis, rather than just theoretical, and, as a model, it is applicable to other contexts of asymmetric conflict, such as international relations, as it applies Bourdieu's (1991) concept of symbolic power in an international relations context. It elaborates on the use of asymmetric conflict theory (Arreguín-Toft, 2001), demonstrating that the symbolic (and discursive) elements of asymmetric conflict have real political consequences, but with a structural limitation to their capacity to affect change – they are neither as potent as the optimist might suggest about soft power, nor as insignificant as the realist might think about geopolitical interests.
[bookmark: _Toc230275160]6.3 Policy Implications
The study findings raise questions for those who are practitioners or advocacy organisations about the potential for a limited number of dominant frames to produce significant political effects over time, and whether humanitarian framing – which focuses on suffering rather than political issues – is enough to lead to the political purchase-in that would bring a structural resolution of the conflict. Building on the international law violation and the asymmetric resistance frames, Gaza advocacy organisations might thus need to think about how to supplement the humanitarian catastrophe frame with more sustained work on the political and legal aspects of the conflict, whilst keeping it accessible to the public.
The study reveals the political significance of what might be seen as mundane editorial decisions for media organisations and for journalism practitioners. Reporting casualties in total or individually, including or excluding the historical circumstances of the blockade, or describing specific acts on the legal or non-legal plane, has consequences for the symbolic capital of the blockade and for the type of political response it engenders. While it does not mean eschewing journalistic standards of objectivity and accuracy, it does mean a degree of reflexivity in considering the political implications of framing decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc230275161]6.4 Recommendations for Future Research
The results and limitations of this study provide three directions for further research. First, the frame patterns found in this study could be tested at scale by analysing a much larger corpus of texts to see if the predominant frames found in this study would be statistically predominant in the larger population of international media or not. Second, audience research, which explores the impact of various frame configurations on the attitudes and political behaviour of different audiences and countries, would be a more rigorous way of testing the causal impact of framing on political behaviour than the inferential approach employed here. Third, comparative studies using the same analytical approach to other protracted asymmetric conflicts would enable us to assess if the trend found in the Gaza case is unique or if it is a more general mechanism of symbolic power construction of international political communication.
[bookmark: _Toc230275162]6.5 Concluding Remarks
This dissertation's analysis supports the claim that the media framing has been the key factor in the symbolic capital Gaza has earned, thus generating political responses from the governments of European countries, the United Nations General Assembly and the International Court of Justice in the territory of 365 km². This is no easy discovery. The article shows that material scale and political meaning of the international affairs are not determined, and that discursive construction mechanisms described by the framing theory and symbolic power analysis can produce political effects not explained by the pure materialist perspective of international affairs.
The study, at the same time, has an unequivocal finding that symbolic power is not unlimited. Conditions for the people of Gaza have persisted over the past few months as the international community has increasingly called them a humanitarian catastrophe and a violation of international law of the most serious nature. That characterisation and the political action necessary to achieve it continue to be the main challenge for the international community and the central constraint on the symbolic power as a lever for political change.
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