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Abstract 

 
 
     This study examined how the conflict in Yemen is framed by Althawarah and SabaNews 

newspapers concerning the Saudi-led coalition airstrikes in the recent war. Using the critical 

discourse analysis, this thesis analyzed how each newspaper identifies and labels the different 

warring sides and the action at large based on the classification of “us” and “them,” and “blame 

game.” The study also examined and analyzed the texts in order to see if there is an approach 

towards peaceful resolution or motive of war. 

     The findings, mainly based on CDA of 10 articles from each newspaper, indicate that each 

newspaper news framing strategies communicate different ideologies and social practices that 

explicitly reveal each newspaper’s attitude towards the conflict and their individual affiliation 

with the different warring sides. Both newspapers have a strong war journalism framing, and the 

contradiction in the narratives, furthermore, represents a subconscious conflict in the national 

media of Yemen. 
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Introduction 
 

     The first airstrike by Saudi Arabia and a coalition of Arab states on the 26th of March 2015 

against the Houthi in Yemen marked the most recent stage of transformation of the country’s 

ongoing internal conflict with the Houthi uprisings. After the Houthi forces took over the capital 

Sana’a in September 2014, the already fragile Yemen fell into a civil war that led to chaos in the 

country and weakness in the government’s grip over it (Aikins, 2015). As the Houthi forces 

started to gain greater control of the state and were heading further to the southern provinces, 

President Hadi was forced to flee first to Aden in the south and then to Saudi Arabia where he 

asked for an intervention to stop the Houthi advance towards the control of the whole country. 

Having “little appetite for a ground invasion,” Saudi Arabia responded to Hadi’s call by 

launching a series of military operations starting with the ‘Operation Decisive Storm,’ (Abdo and 

Grinstead, 2016). The war escalated when the former president Ali Saleh forces allied with the 

Houthi forces, calling Hadi a traitor for requesting an intervention from Saudi Arabia. The 

alliance of Houthi and Saleh forces marked the beginning of the national media’s ultimate drift 

towards the concept of “us” versus “them” in the war in Yemen.  

 

     As Saudi Arabia hosted a Yemeni faction and had a participating role in the internal conflict 

of Yemen, Saudi media also backed up the Hadi government by propagandizing the legitimacy 

of the Hadi government as well as its own legitimacy to participate in the conflict. Since the 

Saudi media dominates the pan-Arab media due to its vast ownership and co-optation of the 

majority of Arab media channels and printed media (Yaghi, 2017), the international media’s 

sources are mostly from the Saudi outlets that regard the Hadi government as legitimate and give 

the Sunni state, Saudi Arabia, the self-defense justification to intervene in the conflict (Freeman, 

2009 and Darwich, 2018). Thus, this paper chooses to examine the national media by 

investigating two of the main newspapers surviving the war and still publish in the country. The 

study of the two newspapers examined the different narratives each newspaper used and whether 

they are heading towards de-escalation or escalation of the conflict. So, as the Saudi media 

portrays the conflict as a proxy war with Iran and that the two warring sides on the ground are 
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the kingdom and the Houthi (Darwich, 2018), this analysis chose the event of the Saudi-led 

coalition airstrikes.  

     The investigation of the different news frames concerning the war on a national level is 

almost ignored. In the research of the different narratives of the war in Yemen in three major 

news agencies from Yemen, Saudi Arabia and Iran, (Vis, 2016) highlighted how a set of core 

concepts in the conflict was manipulated by each agency in order to allow for a broader view of 

the conflict. However, this may actually apply only to non-regional readers who may not have a 

base idea of the conflict that is making the “us” versus “them” concept clearer among the 

Yemeni people themselves, considering that Saudi Arabia and its alliance are only backing up 

the “legitimate government” in Riyadh (Darwich, 2018). 

  

      Coverage of war is becoming much more complex and varied than in the past when the flow 

of information was limited and mostly controlled by governments. The current coverage of war, 

however, reveals an underlying trend according to which journalists do not necessarily “rally 

around the flag” (Kampf and Liebes, 2013) since governments have lost some of their ability to 

control the flow of information. As a result, people are confronted with a huge amount of 

information where there are more images, frames and narratives competing to be labelled as the 

real news. In time of conflict, however, this kind of competition eventually creates conflicts 

within different media outlets. The recipients of news, if not inclined beforehand toward any of 

the warring sides, will have to analyse and reorganize the various stories seen from various 

perspectives. Thus, the aim of this research is to compare the different narratives used by two 

influential Yemeni newspapers, Althawrah and SabaNews, covering the recent war in Yemen in 

order to understand how the event of Saudi-led coalition airstrikes is framed. So, 10 news articles 

from each newspaper from January to March 2018 are analyzed in this study. The period of time 

chosen to be analyzed is a couple of weeks prior to the writing of this paper because the 

websites’ archives of the two newspapers were down. But this will not affect the analysis since 

the conflict is still on and the two newspapers still publish. By investigating the chosen 

newspapers discourses, this research will answer the following research questions: 

 

• How do Al Thawrah and SabaNews newspapers frame the Saudi-led coalition airstrikes 

in the war in Yemen based on the “us” versus “them” from January to March 2018? 
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• What is the dominant frame, peace journalism or war journalism, in the two newspapers’ 

discourses? 

     To answer these questions, a qualitative research using Critical Discourse Analysis, whose 

theoretical premises view language as more than just a mirror of reality, is conducted along with 

its methodological variant discourse- historical approach which gives better interpretation of the 

different layers of the texts (Reisigl and Wodak, 2001).  

 

Literature Review 
 
  

 The role of media in Conflict 
 
     Although violence needs to be reported during wartime since it is part of almost every 

conflict, there are still potential roles for the media in the prevention and management of conflict 

(Manoff, 1998). Manoff argues that the media can help frame the issues and interests in such a 

way that is more susceptible to management. It should self-consciously focus on the concessions 

made by the warring sides, find a common ground between them and mainly focus on the 

solutions they consider. Gilboa, however, sees that most of the existing studies focus on the 

negative contributions of the media to the escalation of violence and extent of conflict (Gilboa, 

2009). He explains that it is much easier for the media to foment a conflict than resolve it 

because of the lack of tools, models and frameworks for analysis.  

     A study by (McLeod, 2009) on the war of Iraq where the case was similar to the recent war 

case in Yemen since there was a transformation in conflict. He examined the dysfunction of the 

traditional national American media in the prevention and management phases of conflict. The 

study argues that the coverage of Iraq war by the American media failed to investigate and 

challenge the American government’s assertions about key elements in the conflict, such as 

statements about the weapons of mass destruction in Iraq and the links between Saddam Hussein 

and Al-Qaeda.  

     Another study conducted on the Balochistan conflict in Pakistan examined how this interstate 

conflict was covered by the Pakistani newspapers (Prakash, 2013). This case study looks into the 

newspapers after an American congressional resolution was passed regarding the ongoing 
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conflict in the Balochistan, a Pakistani province made up of three large tribes. The study 

concludes that the attitude of the Pakistani media seems to be fueling the already perilous 

situations in the country. 

     This, however, does not imply that the media cannot function as a conflict de-escalator. A 

study made by (Euwema and Verbeke, 2009) explored and compared the positive and negative 

roles of media. They actually found a model for de-escalation in the Belgian conflict. This study 

was very interesting as they examined the roles of media, whether as conflict escalator or de-

escalator, through two modes, serious and humorous. In short, the Belgian conflict escalation 

was mainly conducted by either representing one party seriously or ridiculing it. Yet, the media 

de-escalation role in the conflict was through setting a serious platform for dialogue and adding 

new frames contributing to a better understanding of cultural differences between the Dutch-

speaking Flemish and the French-speaking Walloons in Belgium. 

     Studies on the positive functions and roles of media are a few compared to the negative ones, 

this is where Gilboa suggests that immediate attention should be given to the highly neglected 

areas, such as the de-escalation role of media in conflict. However, this is in itself a challenge as 

conflicts take up years and years trying to be resolved, and once it’s resolved, another conflict 

arises, such as in the case of Balochistan, as long as there still is government media, independent 

media, and ethnic or biased media and non-biased. In this research, the role of each newspaper in 

the conflict as well as their affiliations and whether they are ethnic, non-biased, or biased will 

also be visible through the analysis. 

Conflict through framing 
 
   Most of the studies on the news coverage of conflicts strive to show the prevalent face of 

journalism, whether it is categorised under war or peace journalism, in a certain period of 

conflict through the analysis of news frames. Despite the increasing importance of audio-visual 

media in today’s world, the media continues to transform the world into a text which involves an 

interplay between questions of language, power and ideology (Fairclough, 1989). News frames, 

therefore, provide the audience with ways to think about issues. However, while framing can be 

understood as a subconscious process that occurs through communication, research has also 

emphasized the strategic nature that framing can take (Hulst and Yanow, 2014). This form of 
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framing is what gives the media its manipulative and diplomatic roles known as strategic 

communication.  

 

      Framing in the news consists of the telling of a particular story through a distinct lens that is 

created by the selection, evaluation, naming and labelling, and presentation of certain key 

concepts in the story. Since the language is the main tool in building a narrative, naming and 

labelling is an essential process in building an effective frame, particularly in a narrative of a 

conflict. This process is the essence of the blame game (Tilly, 2010). This concept refers to 

assigning the blame as well as giving credits. In other words, it simply means the representation 

of people as cause and effect according to who are the bad guys to be blamed and who are the 

good guys to be praised for certain actions. These labels are very effective as they hold 

emotional weight and significance. Hence, media framing within political discourse is an 

important device to achieve an objective (Scheufele, 1999). 

 

      However, in the case of newspapers as Richardson explains it, we make guesses; to fully 

comprehend the meaning, out of social, cultural, historic knowledge (Richardson, 2007). Hence, 

as production and consumption of journalism are fundamentally interrelated, any analysis of text 

frames will have to take into consideration the historic and cultural knowledge of the producer, 

here the newspaper, the text, and the consumer or target audience. Richardson furthermore sees a 

relation between journalism and social practices, such as the class composition, ideological status 

and values of the audience. Dijk, furthermore, did not specify what previous knowledge should 

be acquired to understand a news discourse. He argues that macro dimensions, such as class, 

gender and any links between the readers and journalists, in a societal structure matter in 

understanding news discourses (Dijk, 1988). As studies on the media and its relation to social 

context of the conflict in Yemen are not available, tracing the history of the argument through 

collecting original documents and researches is the appropriate method to use to understand the 

current news discourse (Van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999). 

 

     Tracing the history of the argument in Yemen will reveal the political and ideological facts 

behind the conflict as will be apprehended from the following outline. The Houthi movement 

was initially founded by a Shi’a group in the city of Saad’a in north-western Yemen in 1992 as a 
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political party having strong ties with the prominent Shi’a leaders in Iran (Freeman,2009). The 

movement took a militant form only after the killing of their leader Hussein Al Houthi by the 

former Yemeni president Saleh in 2004. Saudi Arabia, a Sunni state, is believed to have backed 

up Saleh in his fight against the Houthi in Saad’a. In the recent war, Saleh allied with the Houthi 

for a while, but when he turned against them in a televised interview in December 2017, he got 

killed right afterward. In fact, although the religious discourse has had a low profile in the 

conflicts in the Middle East, the Saudi rivalry with Iran has been given the sectarian voice as 

most of the Arab spring protests were initiated by the Shi’a minorities in the region, such as in 

Bahrain, Oman and Yemen (Matthiesen, 2013). 

 
     From what has been mentioned above, it is clear that previous literature regarding media and 

conflict is based on peace or war journalism categorization through case studying certain wars’ 

and conflicts’ representations in the media. Some researchers argue that most findings suggest 

that war journalism is more prominent than peace journalism, subconsciously putting the blame 

on journalists and then researchers who, as they suppose, should research and publish more 

peace journalism findings. However, for the many reasons comprehended from what is said 

earlier, this is the shocking truth that truly most findings are pertinent to war journalism. As a 

matter of fact, unfortunately, news has been playing a leading role in fomenting conflicts.  

 

     The previous researches that are pointed out in this paper have studied the representation, the 

grouping and framing of certain conflicts in the foreign media, not the national media of the 

country of the conflict. Some of them compared how a conflict is represented in the national and 

foreign media. Similarly, the case of the war in Yemen was studied through its representation in 

the foreign media as well as its representation in the national media compared to the foreign 

media. But this research will look into the different text framing and counter framing of news 

about the Saudi-led coalition airstrikes in the recent war by two national newspapers in order to 

see how the conflict and parties or people involved are represented. 
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War and peace journalism, and values of journalism 
 
          News about conflict often hold the underlying connotation of the existence of two sets of 

rival claims, ultimately, vying for victory. Lynch and Galtung explained that reporting conflict 

can follow two roads, namely the low road or high road (Lynch and Galtung, 2010). Journalists 

take either of these roads depending on the focus of their reports. When the focus is on the 

violence of the conflict and the parties involved are trying to impose only their views and only 

the messages they want to get crossed to the people, this is when the low road is taken. The low 

road becomes clearer when the conflict is seen as “us” versus “them” and “them” here is the 

other who is seen as evil and probably the cause of the conflict. Opposite is the high road where 

the focus is on the conflict and how it can be resolved. The concept of the high road is the 

resolution-oriented reporting of conflict or what is known as peace journalism. In this research, 

these roads are the parameters which the analysis will use to examine where each newspaper is 

heading; either towards peace or war. 

 

     The purpose of journalism is actually hard to define without knowing which facts it is seeking 

and “by what criteria they qualify as meaningful” (Lynch and McGoldrick, 2005). Certainly, the 

basic duty of news organizations and journalists individually is to inform. And in time of 

conflict, honest reporting of the surroundings is a must. However, diplomacy-based decisions on 

what to report and what to withhold are also important in a journalist’s job (Seib, 2002). This 

gives rise to the journalism of attachment where journalists are given freedom in expression and 

choice. The notion of objectivity in the journalism of attachment seems an unobtainable ideal to 

Manoff. He believes that objectivity is both necessary and impossible but the effort to achieve it 

is much of what gives the practice of journalism its “social utility and undoubted nobility” 

(Manoff, 1998). However, in this case study of the specific event of Saudi-led intervention in the 

conflict, the analysis will examine a notion of attachment since both of the targeted newspapers 

are Yemeni. Therefore, objectivity, as one of news gathering values, will be investigated in this 

research through analyzing the verbal reaction of the prominent social actors (Dijk, 1988). Dijk 

saw that news discourse depends on format, relevance of topic or issue and news values that 

journalists needs to adhere to. Therefore, the analysis will examine the social practice and 

historical background of each newspaper in order to understand each news framing strategies and 

values behind the discourse in hand (Richardson, 2007). 
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Methodology 

 
    In recent decades, Critical Discourse Analysis has become the most common approach when 

investigating texts and discourses and the meanings included in them (Blommaert, 2005) because 

it provides both theories and methods for the empirical study of the relations between the 

discourse and the social developments in different social domains (Carta and Morin, 2013). This 

theoretical stand leads to the focus on the role of language in reflecting power relations, 

inequality and identity building (Aydin- Düzgit, 2014). According to CDA, discourse is 

understood as a social system of language which combines the linguistic means used to construct 

meanings with social practices. Thus, language is understood as a form of social action. 

Moreover, language is understood as means of manipulation (Vanhala-Aniszewski and Siilin, 

2013). Consequently, questions of ideology and power play a major role in the theory of CDA, 

so that approach is widely used in studying political and media discourse (Pietikäinen, 2000; 

Wenden, 2005). The discourse theory addresses the individual communicative processes that 

underlie its data material which is in accordance with the critical discourse analysis approach 

(keller and Jenner, 2016). Therefore, since this paper will investigate the framing of an event, 

CDA will provide the systematic way of studying discourses through its refined linguistic and 

argumentative tools. Since this paper studies news texts concerning the ongoing conflict of 

Yemen, it will be based on CDA as it takes into consideration the social, cultural and historical 

factors behind arguments and texts (Vanhala-Aniszewski and Siilin, 2013). 

 

Sampling 
 

     The two sampled newspapers are Althawrah and SabaNews. They are in Arabic but the parts 

which will be analysed will be properly and accurately translated into English. The reason only 

national newspapers were chosen is because the conflict has reached a phase where there is a 

split on the national level on the basis of us and them. This research will figure out how many 

real warring sides in the conflict to comprehensively see the complexities of it. The selection of 

these two newspapers was based on three important factors. First, both newspapers can be 

accessed online. Second, both have search navigation services from where targeted articles can 
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be collected and analysed. Last but most importantly, they are considered as the main national 

newspapers surviving the crisis and still covering the war in all over the country.  

 

     Since the study will be on news articles written on the Saudi airstrikes, the choice of the 

articles will be based on their relevance to the topic. Due to the short timeframe of this research, 

only 10 relevant news articles from each newspaper written in the first three months of 2018, a 

time period only a couple of weeks prior to writing this paper, will be analysed. The choice of 

this time period, which is three years after the war in Yemen, is due to three reasons. First, the 

Saudi-led coalition airstrikes are still on. Second, the malfunction of the newspapers’ websites 

keeps hindering me from getting access to earlier articles. Lastly, this time period could be an 

appropriate time to answer the second question of this paper concerning the war or peace 

journalism for it will show how the national journalism is having a role in either fuelling or 

dampening the conflict by manipulating or focusing on a specific discourse (Hass, 2009). 

 

Tools 
 

    This study is based on Critical Discourse Analysis. CDA will examine the newspapers’ 

framing of the event through the representation of the conflict and the people involved in order to 

understand what specific ideology each newspaper holds and wants to communicate to its 

audience. Of course, adding an ethnographic dimension to the analysis will be conducted through 

the discourse-historical approach within CDA that intends to trace back the history of phrases 

and arguments (Van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999) because the conflict in Yemen has been an 

ongoing conflict that has encountered major transformations. 

 

     To firstly answer the first question of this paper regarding the framing of the narrative, I will 

be using Richardson’s approach in CDA where the discourse history and social practices of each 

newspaper is examined through investigating the producer, here each newspaper, the relation 

between the text and systems, and the social influence of the sources (Richardson, 2007). Also, I 

will be using the representational strategies in language referred to by (Machin and Mayr,2012) 

which are used to communicate certain ideological ideas. The coding categories in the 

classification of social actors to be used in this analysis include labelling, 
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personalization/impersonalisation, individualisation/collectivisation, specification/genericisation, 

nomination/functionalisaion, use of honorifics, objectivation, anonymization, aggregation, the 

‘us’ and ‘them’ division, and suppression. In terms of representing the action, the coding 

categories will examine the verb processes in relation to the agents or participants especially in 

the headlines which must be the first approach in the analysis as they are important in attracting 

and making statements for propaganda purposes (Richardson, 2007).  

    As to answering the second question of this paper, the discourse will be examined through a 

different set of coding categories adapted from Galtung’s (1986, 1998) classification of 

war/peace journalism. The assessment of the articles will be based on 13 indicators of peace 

journalism and 13 indicators of war journalism. These indicators will show what frame, war or 

peace journalism, dominates the narrative based on two criteria, the language and the approach 

(see Appendix). From the 10 sampled articles of each newspaper, a score is recorded each time 

an indicator is found. When the peace journalism indicators exceed the war journalism 

indicators, the news coverage of the conflict will be classified as peace journalism coverage, 

denoting the newspaper’s high road in conflict reporting (discussed above). On the other hand, 

when war journalism indicators exceed the peace journalism, the coverage will be classified as 

war journalism, denoting the newspaper’s low road in conflict reporting (Maslog, Lee, and Kim, 

2006). 
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Findings and Discussion  
 
 

     To better understand the news framing in the two newspapers, this paper examined the social 

practices as well as the discourse history of both of them, as suggested by (Richardson, 2007), 

through the following points: 

 

1- Where the information comes from. 

2- The relation between the text and systems; such as government, religious beliefs and 

ownership. 

3- The power and social influence the sources have. 

 

     With regard to Althawrah newspaper, it had been the official national newspaper in the 

country and the voice of the government since 1962 before it was taken over by the Houthi 

militants and journalists affiliated with them in December, 2014. As mentioned earlier in this 

paper, the Houthi is considered a sectarian and political group that has long been on a continuous 

fight with the Yemeni governments; Saleh’s and Hadi’s. In the articles analyzed in this paper, it 

shows that the sources which the newspaper relies on are not named, but in most cases, they are 

referred to as sources from Saba News Agency to show some credibility. Saba News Agency is 

the official national agency that has also been another media outlet that was taken over by the 

Houthi in January 2015. So, the power and social influence is huge to whoever is not already 

affiliated with any of the warring parties or to those who don’t know yet that these outlets are not 

the Yemeni government’s voice anymore.  

 

     As to SabaNews newspaper, it was among the new Hadi government-affiliated media outlets 

after the Houthi had seized almost all the government media institutions. It was released in June 

2015 from Saudi Arabia as one of the media outlets that convey the opinion and message of the 

Yemeni government in Riyadh regarding the conflict along with the accomplishments which the 

government, backed up by the Saudi-led coalition, is making. As Saudi Arabia is a Sunni state, it 

can be inferred that it is in a conflict with the Houthi forces on a religious basis even though the 

religious discourse is not so apparent in the articles. Similar to Althawrah newspaper, the sources 
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are not named but described as militant, local sources and eye-witnesses. The power and social 

influence of the source come from its reference to the Yemeni Army Site in Marib, a city in 

northern Yemen where the government with the help of the Saudi intervention is still in control. 

 

Using representational strategies in language to represent people and 
the conflict. 
 
After extracting all the social actors and the verb processes used, I noticed that there was a 

repetition in all articles. Each newspaper stuck to the same strategies in representing the social 

actors and the action. So, the result is a set of representational strategies that each newspaper 

stuck to all the way in the sampled articles which are presented in this chapter. 

 

• Althawrah newspaper 
 

“Us” versus “them” through classification of social actors 
 

     In the 10 articles from Althawrah newspaper, the social actors referred to were three; the 

Saudi-led coalition, the people hit or affected by strikes, and the sources. There was a clear 

absence of the Houthi forces as actors in the conflict. The Saudi-led coalition was mostly 

labelled as “The American Saudi aggression”, “The Saudi enemy” and “The oppressive 

American Saudi aggression coalition.”  

 

 العدوان السعودي الأمریكي، العدو السعودي، تحالف العدوان الأمریكي السعودي الغاشم

 

 So, the Saudi-led coalition is represented as the enemy. America is believed to be behind the 

Saudi “aggression”, and therefore, should be fought back according to the Houthi movement 

slogan; Death to America. The terms “martyrs”, “civilians”, and “citizens” were used to 

represent the people affected by the strikes. 

 

 شھداء، مدنیین، مواطنین
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Hence, they are seen as the only targets and victims. The sources were anonymized as mentioned 

above and were only labelled as “militant, local, and security official sources” to give strong 

legitimacy to the journalist or the newspaper at large. 

 

     How the social actors were represented in language gave each of them a certain identity as 

well as conveyed the newspaper’s own ideological stance on the conflict. Mentioning the 

affected people as only normal citizens and civilians who are further labelled as martyrs with 

completely excluding the Houthi from the general frame of the conflict reinforces the idea that 

this war is against Yemen, and that Iran is not in any way involved. The “us” and “them” here is 

defined as the innocent people of Yemen and the American Saudi aggression respectively, 

putting the blame on Saudi Arabia and its allies by labelling them as “oppressive.” The word 

“oppressive” along with other more specification of the incompetent targeted objects of 

airstrikes, such as infants, families, women and children, private properties and infrastructural 

investments in the country, communicates the idea of the unfair game played against Yemen. 

This in effect explains, through the representation of the above social actors, the social practices 

this newspaper communicates which are nationalism and the implicit call to the unity of the 

people of Yemen, denying the claimed proxy war. 

 

    All the above social actors were represented through more features to implicitly define the 

nature of the conflict. The articles focused on using aggregation through the number of airstrikes 

and the number of people affected per a short period of time, e.g. “32 raids on several provinces 

within the last 24 hours,” “19 martyrs and injured, 32 citizens.”  

 شھید وجریح ۱۹واطنا، م ۳۲

 ساعة الماضیة ۲٤غارة على عدد من المحافظات خلال ال  ۳۲

 ساعة الماضیة ۲٤غارة على عدد من المحافظات ... خلال ال  ٥۸

 

The “us” and “them” division and the blame game were explicitly shown on the basis of 

personalizing the victims by mentioning their names and the properties they lost, such as 

“homes, farms, and vehicles.” Humanizing the victims was also shown through pointing out to 

what specific type of people are targeted, e.g. “infants, women and children, family, civilians and 
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citizens,” in an implicit way of showing the incompetent rivalry in this war. The action of 

airstrikes was described as “massacre, brutal raids, war crimes, horrible crimes.”  

 

 مجزرة، غارات وحشیة، جرائم حرب، جرائم مروعة

 
    The conflict through verb processes 
 

      Looking at the headlines, they all included the casualties the airstrikes have affected; e.g. 

martyrs, innocent women, children, homes, and the number of airstrikes launched by the Saudi-

led coalition with labeling them as aggression. The repeated use of the phrase “Saudi aggression” 

shows the transformation of the conflict from being an internal civil war to a regional war 

between Saudi Arabia and Yemen. The newspaper uses the emotive language to dehumanize the 

action of the airstrikes and sets the consequence for the readers about what to understand through 

reading the article; that the Saudi-led coalition is aggressive and the action is merely a crime. 

The use of the pathotic mode shows their standpoint (Richardson, 2007) regarding the conflict. 

 

     Giving much consideration to who does what and to whom in the active voice of sentences 

leaves the judgment to the reader in making perceptions about the nature of the conflict and its 

consequences. The constant usage of the material verb “target”, استھدف, in the active voice gave 

emotional weight to the sentences especially that the goal in the process was the “civilians.” 

Also, there was a frequent use of the verb “launch,” شن- followed by a number of the airstrikes; 

not less than 10, in a way to aggregate and exaggerate the violence of the action.  

 

     All the verbs used were complete sentences; subject, verb and object, with sticking to the 

labeling of the participants to greatly define the “us” versus “them” concept. For example, “the 

aggression air raid launches 32 strikes on several provinces,” and “the aggression raid commits a 

massacre by which its first outcome 19 martyrs.” 

 غارة على عدد من المحافظات ۳۲طیران العدوان یشن 

 شھیدا ۱۹طیران العدوان یرتكب مجزرة حصیلتھا الاولیة 
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     Therefore, through the above representational strategies used by Althawrah newspaper in the 

articles analyzed in this paper, this war was framed as to demonstrate the national identity of the 

newspaper through presenting the conflict as the intentional unfair inhumane attack by Saudi 

Arabia on Yemen.  

 

• SabaNews newspaper 
 
“Us” versus “them” through classification of social actors 
 

     In the 10 articles analyzed from SabaNews newspaper, there were four social actors who were 

represented. They are the Saudi-led coalition, the people hit or affected by airstrikes, the Houthi 

forces and the sources. The Saudi-led coalition was mostly labelled as the “Arab coalition to 

support legitimacy in Yemen,” and “Saudi-led Arab coalition.” 

 

 التحالف العربي لدعم الشرعیة، التحالف العربي بقیادة السعودیة

 

     Therefore, Saudi Arabia is identified as a legitimate leading side in this war due to the request 

for its intervention from the Yemeni government as only “to support legitimacy in Yemen.” It 

was also given this leadership and power identity because it shares borders with Yemen. 

However, the proxy war claimed by political analysts was clearly pointed out in the newspaper 

discourse through the representation of the Houthi as the “Backed up by Iran,” counterpart. 

 

 مدعومین من إیران

 

The Houthi was labelled as the “Iranian Houthi militia, Houthi coup and rebels.” 

 

لابیة، متمردینملیشیا الحوثي الایرانیة، میلیشیا الانق  

  

     So, the “us” and “them” division was assigned to the Saudi-led coalition and Houthi militia 

respectively. Saudi Arabia was represented as the neighboring good guy and the Houthi coup is 

the bad guy who should be fought back. Hence, the conflict is between good and evil for the sake 
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of Yemen and its unity. However, the discourse does not deny that sometimes some of the 

affected people are innocent as the targets are not only militant for it states that the places that 

the raids hit were also where other people live in, e.g. “one farm, militant vehicles belonging to 

the militia, militia gatherings, and militia located in the city western neighborhoods.” The 

targeted locations for the airstrikes were not specified but described as any “locations where 

Iranian spying experts are in.”  

 

 أحد مزارع، مركبات عسكریة تابعة لھم، تجمعات لھم، تمركز المیلیشیات في الاحیاء الغربیة للمدینة

 مواقع فیھا خبراء تجسس ایرانیین

 

This was more implicitly shown when the affected people were pointed out as “most of whom 

were of the Iranian Houthi militia.” معظمھم من میلیشیا الحوثي الایرانیة 

 

    Therefore, it is the real target which is being successfully hit that is implicitly verified through 

the insertion of the words “Houthi militia” even though innocent people could be victims. More 

specifically, the people affected by the airstrikes were labelled as “armed people, Houthi leaders 

and new conscripts,” to show that the only targets to the Saudi-led raids are the bad people and 

whoever joins them. So, the discourse does not victimize the targeted objects but rather justifies 

the action. 

 

  مسلحین، قیادیین حوثیین، مجندین جدد

 

    The sources were mostly labelled as militant sources from the Yemeni army site to reinforce 

the legitimacy of Saudi Arabia in participating in this war, and implicitly verify the idea that this 

conflict is interstate and the Saudi-led coalition is there only upon request for help. Furthermore, 

the constant reference to the national army sets the social change that the newspaper wants to 

communicate which is the power, pride and nationalism, detaching Saudi Arabia and its allies 

from the scene or having a leading role. 

 

     These representational strategies through the labelling of the above social actors identify them 

according to who does what and why in the conflict. Saudi Arabia and its allies are stretching 
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their helping hand to Yemen to get rid of Iran which is represented by the Houthi militia but only 

upon Yemen’s call for help. Therefore, no matter how Yemen is negatively affected by the 

airstrikes, e.g. innocent people killed and injured, and infrastructure collapsed, it is all for the 

sake of the country’s unity and stability in the long run.  

 

The conflict through verb processes 
 
     First looking at the headlines, the consequence is set for the readers. They state the affected 

people or objects by the airstrikes as being the Houthi and his reinforcement to show how 

successful the coalition and its airstrikes in targeting the “bad guys” and their places. They 

mostly used noun phrases where only the object targeted is mentioned but not the doer or the 

action, or noun phrases containing the action and where. For instance, “the death of a Houthi 

leader,” and “airstrikes in western Marib.” The use of noun phrases actually identifies the mode 

of proof or entitlement to doing something, an implication of their trustworthiness (Richardson, 

2007).  

 قیادي حوثي، غارات غرب مارب مصرع

 

 There were verbal clauses and sentences in the headlines, and constantly in the articles, where 

all participants are mentioned to strongly show the justification of the action. For example, “the 

coalition airstrikes target Iranian spying experts,” and “the coalition destroys Houthi 

reinforcements.”  

 غارات التحالف تستھدف خبراء تجسس إیرانیین

 الف یدمر تعزیزات حوثیةالتح

 

Added to actors and their representations, a specific set of verbs was frequently used in all 

articles in order to convey the ideology of the newspaper regarding the conflict as a whole. The 

transitive verb “support,”  دعم , with the recipient of the action “ the national army” suggests the 

ideology of the newspaper that these air raids are only a supporting tool in a totally interstate 

national conflict. Also, this ideology was implicitly shown through the use of passive voice 

statements where the “national army made an advance, backed up by the coalition.” 
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   الجیش الوطني حقق تقدم، مدعوم بالتحالف

 

The frequent use of the verb “target” in active voice statements assign power and success to the 

agencies, e.g. Saudi-led coalition and the national army, especially that the goals of the process 

are the “bad guys;” “rebels.” There was also a constant use of the verb “destroy” followed by 

Houthi “military reinforcement” and “weapon warehouse,” to strongly suggest that the air raids 

are meant to only “destroy” what is harmful. Therefore, these air raids are justified to be of help 

for the good of Yemen. 

 

     So, the framing of the narrative here identifies the Saudi-led coalition as only a helping side in 

the war that eventually and unintentionally sank in a proxy war with Iran. The discourse assigns 

to the newspaper the identity of nationalism and pride in it by presenting the conflict as an 

interstate conflict in that the Houthi rebels backed up by Iran are the bad guys, and this urges the 

unity of all Yemen against them.  

 

Peace and war classification 
 
     In all the sampled articles, each newspaper followed the same set of strategies in language in 

framing the conflict as seen in the answer to the first question of this paper. The findings were 

further analyzed based on the indicators of war and peace journalism. The results show that both 

newspapers’ framing of the conflict is taking the low road where war journalism dominates the 

narrative. As shown in table 2 below, only three salient indicators support the peace journalism 

frame. What’s noticed here is that these three indicators of peace journalism are more pertinent 

to what ideology each newspaper holds. For example, Althawrah articles focused on the invisible 

effects of war, beside the visible effects, and the personification of the people, both victims and 

witnesses, only to communicate their idea about the conflict as having bad effects on all levels. 

Similarly, the SabaNews articles avoided using a victimizing language only to show their 

ideology regarding the conflict as a legitimate war on the “bad guys.”  
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     The two tables below show how the two newspapers’ approaches in representing the conflict 

are towards more conflict and war. The fact that the two newspapers disagree on who to blame 

and who to praise, and who are being victimized through the language and the approach, is 

actually a salient indicator that the conflict in the national media exists. Since public opinion 

about conflicts is to some extent mediated by the intervention of the media (Euwema and 

Verbeke, 2009), this can confirm the public division that can be found if each newspaper already 

has its own supporters.  

 

 

TABLE 1 

War journalism Althawrah SabaNews 

Reactive 1 1 

Visible effects of war 1 1 

Elite-oriented 1 1 

Differences-oriented 0 0 

Focuses on here and now 1 1 

Dichotomizes the good and 

bad 

1 1 

Two-party orientation 1 1 

Partisan 1 1 

Zero-sum orientation 0 1 

Stops reporting and leaves 

after war 

0 0 

Uses victimizing language 1 0 

Uses demonizing language 1 1 

Uses emotive language 1 0 

Total 10 9 
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TABLE 2 

Peace journalism Althawrah SabaNews 

Proactive 0 0 

Invisible effects of war 1 0 

People-oriented 1 0 

Agreement-oriented 0 0 

Causes and consequences of 

war 

0 0 

Avoid labelling of good and 

bad 

0 0 

Multi-party orientation 0 0 

Non-partisan 0 0 

Win-win orientation 0 0 

Stays on to report aftermath 

of war 

0 0 

Avoids victimizing language 0 1 

Avoids demonizing language 0 0 

Avoids emotive language 0 0 

Total 2 1 
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Conclusions 

 

     In answer to the first research question of this paper- How do Al Thawrah and 

SabaNews newspapers frame the Saudi-led coalition airstrikes in the war in 
Yemen based on the “us” versus “them” from January to March 2018?, this study 

concludes that each newspaper frames the Saudi-led coalition airstrikes in accordance with the 

ideology each embraces about the conflict through placing the blame and justifying legitimacy, 

which was framed through the labelling of the different social actors in the conflict and their 

action, as either positive or negative; as either aggressors, leaders, supporters, or victims.  
 

     The study shows the complexities of the current conflict in Yemen through the framing and 

counter framing of it by each newspaper. It, furthermore, shows that there is no single frame 

through which the conflict in Yemen can be given a complete picture. Both narratives leave the 

reader with a variety of contending stories especially when related to the ongoing conflicts 

history in the country.  

 

     Based on the “us” and “them” concept, Althawrah newspaper frames the conflict as a 

regional unfair conflict between two warring sides; Yemen and Saudi Arabia, where “us” being 

Yemen as an innocent victim, while “them” being Saudi Arabia as aggressors.  

 

In the meanwhile, SabaNews newspaper frames the conflict as an internal civil war between two 

Yemeni factions; Houthi and the rest of Yemen, and that Saudi Arabia is only a helping hand in 

the conflict. So, the “us” is referred to Saudi Arabia as the helping hand to the rest of Yemen, 

against “them” being the Houthi “rebels.” 

 

     An implication of this research emphasizes the importance of critical analysis when it comes 

to viewing news outlets as sources of information. This is not new but in the case of Yemen 

where very little academic research is being done, due to the nature of the conflict and the rapid 

complex developments surrounding it, the news and official reports are the only source of 

current and up-to-date information. This actually gives rise to the need for more future 
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researches on the situation of Yemen as the lack of previous studies on the media in the country 

was one of the greatest limitations of this research. 

  

     In answer to the second research question- What is the dominant frame, peace 
journalism or war journalism, in the two newspapers’ discourses?, this study shows 

that the dominant frame in both newspapers is the war journalism frame. Each newspaper 

reflects and communicates certain social and political ideologies regarding the ongoing conflict 

in Yemen. Finding out that the two newspapers are individual examples of war journalism, this 

research also reveals a conflict in narratives as they prejudicially contradict each other.  

     

     The fact that frames of news stories has a significant role on “respondents’ cognitive 

responses” (Schefuele, 1999) even beyond the information they’re given, they also convey 

certain ideologies and implications (Price, Tewksbury, and Powers, 1995).  The two national 

newspapers analyzed in this paper in the specific timeframe and specific event of airstrikes in the 

war in Yemen generally represent two different narratives which should be further investigated 

through other national media outlets, too, so that respondents understand the conflict better. 

Therefore, more future studies on many different media outlets in Yemen in order to bring on the 

neutral and non-bias media to the front would be a beneficial step towards a concise 

understanding of the conflict and its potential solutions, as implied by Gilboa (2009).  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Peace/war journalism coding categories 

War journalism  

Approach  

1. Reactive (waits for war to break out, or 
about to break out, before reporting)   

2. Reports mainly on visible effects of war 
(casualties, dead and wounded, 
damage to property)   

3. Elite-oriented mainly (focuses on leaders & 
elites as actors and sources of 
information)   

4. Focuses mainly on differences that led to 
the conflict   

5. Focuses mainly on the here and now   

6. Dichotomizes between good guys and bad 
guys, victims and villains, in conflict   

7. Two-party orientation (one party wins, one 
party loses)   

8. Partisan (biased for one side in the conflict) 
  

9. Zero-sum orientation (one goal: to win) 

10.Stops reporting with the peace treaty 
signing and ceasefire, and heads for another 
war elsewhere   

Language  

11. Uses victimizing language (e.g. destitute, 
devastated, defenseless, pathetic, tragic, 

Peace journalism 

Approach 

1. Proactive (anticipates, starts reporting long 
before war breaks out)  

2. Reports also on invisible effects of war 
(emotional trauma, damage to society and 
culture)  

3. People-oriented (focuses also on common 
people as actors and sources of information)  

 

4. Reports also the areas of agreement that 
might lead to a solution to the conflict  

5. Reports also causes and consequences of 
the conflict  

6. Avoids labeling of good guys and bad guys  

7. Multi-party orientation (gives voice to 
many parties involved in conflict)  

8. Non-partisan (neutral, not taking sides)  

9. Win-win orientation (many goals and 
issues, solution-oriented)  

10. Stays on and reports aftermath of war; the 
reconstruction, rehabilitation, implementation 
of peace treaty  

Language 

11.Avoids victimizing language, reports what 
has been done and could be done by people, 
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demoralized) which only tells what had been 
done to people  

12. Uses demonizing language (e.g. vicious, 
cruel, brutal, barbaric, inhuman, tyrant, 
savage, ruthless, terrorist, extremist, fanatic, 
fundamentalist)  

13. Uses emotive words, like genocide, 
assassination, massacre, systematic (as in 
systematic raping or forcing people from their 
homes)  

 

and how they are coping  

12.Avoids demonizing language, uses more 
precise descriptions, titles or names that the 
people give themselves 

13.Objective, moderate, avoids emotive 
words. Reserves strongest language only for 
gravest situation. Does not exaggerate  

 

 

 

Appendix 2: Screenshots of the sampled articles from Althawrah newspaper 
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Appendix 3: Screenshots of the sampled articles from SabaNews newspaper 
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