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Abstract

The objective of this thesis is to explore the roles of news media in the political conflict in
Thailand’s southernmost provinces by analysing two aspects of Thai journalism: news
content and news production practices. Four news organisations of different platforms and
organisational natures were selected. The content analysis reveals that, despite their
different characteristics, the four organisations’ reports similarly highlight the conflict’s
violent aspect and the preservation of public order via law enforcement and security, rely
heavily on authority sources, and primarily label perpetrators as criminals. Therefore, the
news coverage tends to support the state’s legitimacy in solving the conflict and undermine

other interpretations and proposed solutions.

Interviews with news workers and ethnography of news production show that journalists
encounter several difficulties in reporting about the conflict, from physical threats, limited
access to information, and organisational constraints to the pressures from market
competition and predominant beliefs in Thai society. The journalist-source relationship is
also instrumental in shaping the aforementioned portrayal of the conflict. In all, these
elements contribute to journalists’ different stances on the conflict and the various roles

they perform.

Three prominent roles of Thai journalism in the southern conflict are identified: 1)
Journalism as a presenter of truth, 2) journalism as a forum for every party, and 3) journalism as a
supporter in conflict resolution. These disparate roles reflect the dynamic power play, debates
about news professionalism, and reflexivity among journalists. They also signal the
interplay between journalism and other political and social institutions. The thesis argues
that, while the news coverage still largely endorses the authority’s perspectives and
legitimacy, the shifts in the discursive contention and political consensus, as well as
diversity and complexity in Thai news ecology could provide opportunities for the counter-
hegemonic accounts to emerge and facilitate healthy democratic debates about the

southern conflict.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

As the intensity of political conflict and violence in the twenty-first century becomes
evident and prevalent in different spots around the world, journalism scholars and students
are compelled to investigate the news media’s roles in such volatile and discursively
complex phenomena. A number of studies, which will later be demonstrated in this thesis,
have identified the deficiency of journalistic practices and outputs, and proposed desirable
roles for news media in political conflict reporting. Several studies argue, for example, that
journalism cannot be taken at face value in terms of its conflict representation. This is
because, as studies of news production and the interplay between journalism and political
conflict explain, the relationship between news media and protagonists in the conflict is
complex and often dynamic. These literatures offer the basis for understanding the
disparate and multifaceted factors involved and across different levels of analysis — from
individual to ideological levels - as well as inside and outside of the journalistic domain that

together influence the news production process.

Despite the distinct socio-cultural and political contexts, the resurgence of violence in
Thailand’s southern border provinces, including Pattani, Yala, Narathiwat, and four
districts in the neighbouring Songkhla Province, bears similar characteristics with political
conflict in other parts of the globe: hostility and the vigorous discursive contention among
protagonists with unequal resources. Many scholars have explored the complexity of the
southern conflict and the shortcomings in Thai journalism in response to the phenomenon.
However, there has yet to be a comprehensive study that acknowledges the diversity and
variations within the Thai news ecology, as well as the influence of the dynamic contexts
encompassing the news media which shape how journalists interact with other social actors

and how they produce news outputs.

As will be discussed later in this study, there are grounds for arguing and demonstrating
that journalists do not always act as a passive player who simply report, or ‘mediate,” the

southern conflict. There appear to be pivotal moments when the news media ‘mediatize’’

! The recently-conceptualized notion of ‘mediatization’ encourages media researchers to explore how media
organisations and technology actively influence the power transformation in society through the ‘media logic’
while also being shaped by such transformation because they are a societal member (Livingstone 2009;
Lundby 2009). As opposed to ‘mediation’, which refers to the communication processes wherein news media
merely convey information from one party to another, ‘mediatization’ sees news media as being “capable of
enacting and performing conflicts as well as reporting and representing them” (Cottle 2006a, p. 9). As a

. . . . <« .
result, the news media’s role is more than a neutral purveyor of information; they often have a  ~ performative
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the ongoing violence — the actions which sometimes result in peaceful consequences or
unconstructive repercussions. At the same time, as the violence progresses, journalists
demonstrate reflexivity in their practices and performance — a development that sometimes
signals their aims to carry out productive roles in respect of political conflict and violence.
The analysis of the Thai news media’s roles in one of the country’s most damaging
conflicts is, therefore, important in its own terms but also as an opportunity to study in-

depth journalism’s roles in politics and conflicts involving violence more generally.

This introductory chapter is divided into two parts. The first gives an overview of the
southern conflict, and the second part presents the te framework and principal questions

that this thesis proposes to answer.

1.1 The historical and current contexts of the political conflict in Thailand’s southern border provinces

To understand the re-emergence of violence in Thailand’s southern border provinces,
which many believe started with the armoury robbery in Narathiwat Province on January 4,
2004, one must also be sensitised to an underpinning historical explanations that involved
the notion of Malay nationalism and its distinctive Islamic nuance (Aphornsuvan 2007;
Sugunnasil 2007; Funston 2008; McCargo 2008). Being home to the predominantly Muslim
and Malay-ethnic population, the three southernmost provinces — Pattani, Yala, and
Narathiwat — accommodate the natives who have been cast as a minority clique in the

Buddhist-dominated kingdorn.2

In fact, the power struggle between native Malay Muslims® and the nation’s central ruling

apparatus based in Bangkok can be traced back to the fifteenth century and henceforth

involvement and constitutive role within them” (Ibid., original emphasis). Still debatable, nevertheless, the
concept offers an outlook into the media’s association with and its overtone in many aspects of daily life, as
well as the varied effects stemmed from the complexity within the media ecology. For the overview
discussions on mediatization, see Lundby, K. ed. 2009. Medjatization: concept, changes, consequences. New York:
Peter Lang. and Cottle, S. 2006. Mediatized Conflict. Maidenhead: Open University Press., for conflict
mediatization.

2 According to the Interior Ministry’s statistics in 2009, the proportion of the three southern border
provinces’ population can be accounted for two percent of the entire Thai population, whereas the number
of residents in the capital city of Bangkok can be calculated into eight percent of the entire population.

3 The usage of “Malay Muslims” as reference to the native of Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat who are Muslim
and speak Malay in the local Jawi (or Yawi) dialect has raised debates among academics and conservative
officials (McCargo 2007: ix). The Thai authority uses the term ““Thai Muslims” in official documents, in line
with the reference of Thai citizens of other ethnic backgrounds and religious beliefs, for example, Thai
Chinese, or Thai Buddhist. However, prominent political scientist and peace advocate Chaiwat Satha-Anand,
himself a Muslim, has opted for the term “Malay Muslims” to distinguish the southern Muslims from other
Islamic believers in other parts of the country, and also as recognition for the region’s long history that
correlates with the notion of Islam and the Malay inheritance. Despite the suggestion by the National
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continued. As will be explicated in Chapter 2, the southern border provinces of Thailand
have been recognised as one of the country’s significant political struggle battlefields, from
the royal dispute over sovereignty during the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries as noted by
historians, to the Malay separatist- and Communist-driven armed conflicts in the mid

twentieth century.

During the 1960s and 1970s, separatist movements sprang into action, and violent
incidents were prevalent. A number of armed insurgent groups were formed, including the
three most influential ones; the National Front for the Liberation of Patani (Barisan
Nasional Pembebasan Patani, or hereafter, BNPP), the National Revolutionary Front (Barisan
Revolusi Nasional, or hereafter, BRN), and the Patani United Liberation Organisation
(hereafter, PULO) (Funston 2008, p. 9). Founders and members of the organisations came
from varied backgrounds and deployed different approaches,” but they all pursued the
same goal: independence for the Patani® state. However, in the 1980s, the Prem
Tinnasulanon government initiated a set of measures, similar to ones used to suppress
Communist militant activities in late 1970s, to combat insurgency and appease the grieving
Malay Muslims. Analysts saw the situation had taken on a positive turn as violence
subsided afterward. For the following two decades, the region remained relatively
undisturbed as former separatists were given amnesties and underwent the ‘rehabilitation’
programme, while two agencies, the Southern Border Provinces Administrative Centre
(hereafter, SBPAC), and the Civil-Police-Military joint command unit 43 (hereafter, CPM
43), were set up in the region to gather intelligence, maintain security, and slowly work their
way to reinstate justice and establish trust in hopes to bridge the wide and deep rift

between the locals and the authority (Ibid., pp. 15-18).

Reconciliation Commission (2006) of another term, “Thai Muslims of Malay descent,” many scholars follow
Satha-Anand’s suit. In this study, I also use “Malay Muslims” to maintain the originality of the cited
literatures, and in accordance with Satha-Anand’s argument.

+ As Funston classifies, “the BNPP represented a coalition of the aristocracy and conservative Islamic class;
the BRN had a more radical Islamic “republican orientation, with its base in the pondok; and PULO focused
more on secular nationalism than Islam (although from time to time also emphasized Islam)” (2008, pp. 9-

10).

> Many academics in the study of southern Thai conflict suggest the use of “Patani” as a reference to the
ancient territory connotes political implication. Although the Thai pronunciation of the ancient empire and
the modern southern border province is alike, “Pattani” was used in reference to the province in accordance
with the official spelling, while “Patani” refers to the old empire that existed from the fifteenth to
seventeenth centuries and covered the three southernmost provinces, some part of Songkhla (itself a former
ancient state, Singora), and some northern Malaysian states. “Patani” also follows the Malay spelling of the
region. While Duncan McCargo (2007, p. viii) notes the usage of “Patani” may reflect some authors’ political
stance, in this study, I follow the original term used in the cited literatures.
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The violence had then abated during the 1980s and 1990s, before resurfacing in the twenty-
first century, most discernibly in the first term of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra who
took office in February 2001. The patterns of the re-emerged unrest have differed markedly
from the previous revolts (Funston ibid.; Liow and Pathan 2010). From December 2001 to
2003, the region saw sporadic attacks on police posts and school torching. Nonetheless, the
event that marked the beginning of the new round of violence was the massive armoury
heist at a military weapon depot in Narathiwat Province on January 4, 2004. Thereafter,
attacks and killings have become more frequent and in discernible patterns. Some studies
and investigative reports concluded that the administration’s incompetence in intelligence
gathering and failure to foster a good relationship with the southern natives and religious
leaders have facilitated the anti-state sentiment and insurgent movements to grow
(Laohong 2006; Deep South Bookazine 2007; Deep South Bookazine 2008). The Thaksin
government’s disbandment of the southern-based SBPAC and CPM 43 during his first
term was believed to have contributed to the deficiency in southern governance. However,
Mark Askew argues that during the 1990s, both entities gradually lost their grips in regional
intelligence gathering. With this argument, he indicates the abolishment of both agencies
did not cause the final blow to the region’s peaceful decades because the conflict had been
brewing in the region long before 2004 even under the two agencies’ purview. The
violence, however, was accelerated by the Thaksin government’s iron-fist measures in

January 2004 (2007, pp. 38-53).

Nine years later (2013, at the time of writing), with six governments taking turns to run the
country, the conflict and violence remain unabated and dynamic in nature (see a detailed
chronology of events in the southern conflict in Appendix A). According to the constant
reviews and analyses of the violence composed by a Prince of Songkla University political
scientist, the region has faced 11,754 violent incidents from January 2004 to May 2012
(Jitpiromsri 2012). The statistics also illustrated that 5,206 villagers, civil servants, military
and police officers, and suspects and insurgents lost their life and 9,137 others injured. As
of 2011, 2,295 women became widowed and 4,455 children orphaned (Panpetch and
Ramansiriwong 2011). While the financial and trade activities are hindered by the hostility
and instability in the region, the social and psychological repercussions are varied and
prevalent. Fear, anxiety, and mistrust percolate among community members, officials, and

the Thai population in other parts of the country.

An investigative report indicates that as the violence enters the eighth year in 2011, the

state has spent 14.5 billion Thai baht (approximately 2.9 billion pounds sterling) in the
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projects that aimed at suppressing the unrest since 2004. The amount has yet to include the
salary for state personnel, the budget for the economic boosting schemes and military
procurement of new equipments, and the compensation for victims of and those affected
by the violence. Among 7,680 national security-related cases under police investigation;
only 256 had reached the trial, whereas 5,269 concluded with no suspect found (Krungthep
Turakit 19 January 2011). Meanwhile, the previously cited analysis article also estimated
163,422 security and law enforcement officers, including armed village defence volunteers,
are stationed in the troubled region where the approximate population is 200,000 and the

military projection of the insurgent number is 9,616 (Jitpiromsri 2012).

Having given the summary of the conflict, the subsequent section now moves to present

the research framework and questions.

1.2 The research theoretical framework

This study seeks to draw the connection among three sets of theories and concepts, to be
elaborated further in the literature review section, and does so to analyse and explain the
roles of Thai journalism in the southern conflict. The first set delineates the discussions
and debates concerning the Thai southern conflict. The second set explores the relations
between news media and political conflict and violence, and the third set focuses on the

sociology of news production.

The discussions and debates concerning the southern conflict deserve a close examination
as they provide explanations of the distinct contextual structure that governs, facilitates,
and restraints news media’s operation. Following Gadi Wolfsteld’s Po/itical Contest model
(1997), this thesis analyses how the vigorous discursive contestation in the Thai conflict
influences the news workers’ understanding of the phenomenon and their portrayal of the
violence. As briefly stated earlier and to will further elaborated in Chapter 2, the region’s
histories of ethnic and political struggle are infused in the discussions of the current
phenomenon. Scholars observe the contradictions among these historical accounts and
indicate that the discursive contestation has been rooted in the southern border region long
before this conflict re-emerged. Three prominent discourses concerning the current
conflict will be highlighted to illustrate how disparate protagonists interpret the

phenomenon and compete for legitimacy.

The second set of theories and concepts underpinning this thesis focuses on the relation

between journalism and political conflict and violence. These analyses explain the disparate
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outlooks towards the interplay between news media and political conflict, the social
ramifications of news output, and the desirable roles that news media should perform in
conflict situations. In Chapter 3, three main theoretical paradigms in the study of media
and political conflict/violence (Nossek 2007) will be presented, which demonstrate
different academic views towards the relations between news media and political
conflict/violence. By stipulating the different approaches and pointing out the gaps in the
existing literatures, this thesis supports the need to examine the news media’s roles in the
southern conflict using the Functional/ Professional Approach, which takes into account the
tension of professional conventions at work as well as the dynamic political and media
environments at play (Hallin 1989; Wolfsfeld 1997, 2004). Essentially, the study seeks to
view news media as neither terrorists” accomplice nor the state’s propaganda vehicle, but as
a forum, and sometimes an active player, that shifts its role to the ever changing
environments. Taking after this framework, the chapter presents the debates and
discussions involving the deficiency in journalistic practices, such as banal journalism
(Sonwalkar 2005) and the amplification of hegemonic discourses (Kanchanatanee 2004;
Nilaphatama 2006). The chapter also presents discussions on the recommendations to
improve the quality of conflict reporting, such as peace journalism (Lynch and McGoldrick
2005; Kanwerayotin 2006; Choonui 2009) and journalistic variations (Allan 2002; Cottle
2002; Iskandar and El-Nawawy 2004; Cottle 2006; Magpanthong 2007).

Lastly, the theoretical discussions on news production convention are crucial to
comprehend the degree of each influencing factor on journalistic operation, from
individual to ideological levels. The sociology of news production (Schlesinger 1990;
McNair 1998; Schudson 2003) suggests that the study of Thai journalism in political
conflict should examine the news production culture from different aspects and across
different levels (Reese 2001). In Chapter 4, the debates and discussions involving key
journalistic ideologies and practices will be presented, for example, the notion of objectivity
(Tuchman 1972; Iskandar and El-Nawawy 2004), criteria for story selection and
presentation styles (Tuchman 1973; Molotch and Lester 1974; Tiffen 1989; Archetti 2010),
and conventions in politics reporting from different political and cultural contexts (Pharr
1996; McCargo 2000). The chapter also highlights the significance of ‘news access’ (Cottle
2000) or ‘sociology of sources’ (McNair 1998), which observes the interplay between
journalists and their sources of information, and how this interaction affect the
representation of different discourses in news media (Hall et al. 1978; Bennett 1990;

Wolfsfeld 1997).



The interrelation among the three sets of theories that establish this thesis’s theoretical
framework is presented in Figure 1.1. Together with the concept of ‘mediatization’ briefly
discussed above (see Footnote 1), the theoretical framework questions how Thai
journalism makes sense of and reports about this complex political struggle, and how Thai
news media serve as a player in the southern conflict. The thesis also seeks to explore
whether the news production culture, shaped by the dynamic journalistic conventions as
well as political and structural conditions, contribute and respond to pivotal changes in the

conflict.
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Figure 1.1 The theoretical framework demonstrates the connection among the three sets of
theories and concepts that underlie this thesis

Drawn from the above theoretical framework is the study’s overarching research query,
that is, “What are the roles Thai journalism plays in the southern conflict?” The following research
questions (RQ)s), which will be elaborated in Chapter 5, highlight the two emphases this

research seeks to explore.



RQ1. How is the southern conflict represented in the news coverage?

RQ2. What are the practices of Thai journalism in the southern conflict reporting?

The thesis is composed of nine chapters. The literature review section, comprising three
chapters, seeks to explicate the theories and concepts underpinning the framework of this
thesis. Chapter 2 delineates the vigorous discursive contention embedded in and revolving
around the southern conflict, and identifies three prominent discourses used to describe
the problem and propose solutions. Chapter 3 illustrates the debates and discussions of
journalism’s performances and roles in political conflict and violence as well as the news
media’s relations with protagonists. It also recapitulates relevant studies of the Thai media
and the southern conflict, which mostly indicate the shortcomings in Thai journalism in
regard to politics and conflict reporting. The final literature review chapter, Chapter 4,
examines the sociology of news production. This chapter reiterates the needs to explore the
complexity of and variations in news production culture in order to understand how
journalism plays roles in the southern conflict. Together, these chapters elucidate the
complex and dynamic milieu in which news media operate, as well as the multifaceted
factors and disparate players involved in the news manufacturing process, from within the
realm of journalism to other interacting domains. The research methodology presented in
Chapter 5 continues to propose the relevant and systematic means deployed to answer the

research questions.

The second half of this thesis then moves on to discuss the findings, presented in three
chapters. Chapter 6 focuses on the content and news framing analysis to answer how the
southern conflict was reported. The chapter lays out the predominant themes, news
frames, and labels used to characterise the problem and antagonists. Along with the
analysis of the types and specialisations of most-frequently used news sources and the
presentation formats, this chapter illustrates how the news coverage of the southern
conflict tends to support authority’s perspectives and marginalise other interpretations of
the problem. Subsequently, Chapter 7 and 8 present the examinations into the news
production practices, including news access and the disparate roles of Thai journalism in
this conflict, based on empirical evidences from ethnography and interviews. Chapter 7
primarily focuses on the difficulties faced by news workers and organisations in southern
conflict reporting, which helps explain the deficiency in news output, for example, the
prevalence of state official sources and their perspectives in news content as demonstrated
in Chapter 6. Chapter 8 elaborates on the dialectical and reciprocal relationship between

journalists and their sources, and how the diversity of sources is used as a proof of
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professional objectivity. The chapter also discusses journalists’ three prominent
perspectives on the southern conflict, and how they translate those stances into
journalism’s disparate anticipated roles in the conflict. The culminating Chapter 9
recapitulates the findings that underline the thesis’s academic contribution to the studies of
news media and political conflict, and offers some suggestions for future research in
mediated conflict. The chapter presents the arguments indicating the interplay between
Thai journalism and the fierce and dynamic discursive contestation of and disparate
protagonists in the conflict, which contributes to the production of southern conflict news.
The thesis argues that, while the prominent themes and voices in the news coverage
generally echo the state authority’s outlooks, the dynamic, diversity, and complexity of Thai
news ecology could enable the marginalised interpretations of the southern conflict to
emerge in news coverage, producing the ‘contra-flows’ against the hegemonic discourses.
These opportunities could manifest through mechanisms such as professional reflexivity,
and the variations of news presentation formats and journalistic and organisational

principles.



Chapter 2
The contending discourses of the political conflict

in Thailand’s southernmost provinces

The introductory chapter has briefly described the history of the political struggle between
the southern border region and the central ruling apparatus, as well as the ramifications of
the current violence. This chapter elaborates further on the complexity of discursive
contention regarding this conflict. Divided into three sections, the chapter will first discuss
the discursive contestation in political conflicts. The second section then follows up with
the contested histories concerning the resurrections in the southern border region, and the
final section moves to consider the disparate interpretations of the ongoing political

violence.

2.1 Disconrse and the discursive contention in political conflicts

Referring to Michel Foucault’s work, Kevin Williams defines discourse as “a systematically
organized set of statements that gives expression to the meanings and values of an
institution. [...] A discourse provides a set of possible statements about a given area, and
organizes and gives structure to the manner in which a particular topic, object, process is to
be talked about” (2003, p. 160). A discourse, as Norman Fairclough argues, does not
merely represent the world; it signifies and constructs the meaning of the world. Because of
this, a discourse can describe, govern, facilitate, and even forbid the actions of an individual
or a society. Embedded with different sets of beliefs, discourses are used by disparate social
actors to maintain their power, or to challenge others', as a discourse ‘“constitutes,
naturalizes, sustains and changes significations of the world from diverse positions in
power relations” (Fairclough 1994, p. 67). A success in imparting a discourse, Fairclough
points out, is when a discursive practice is recognised as “common sense” (Ibid., p. 87). In
the struggle for political power, discourses perform what Paul Chilton and Christina
Schiffner refer to as strategic functions: coercion; resistance, opposition, and protest;

dissimulation; legitimisation and delegitimisation (1997, pp. 212-213).

Often in the study of political conflict, the remark, “one man’s terrorist is another’s
freedom fighter,” is brought up to elicit the phenomenon’s intense discursive contention
(Simmon 1991, pp. 25-26) . What was labelled as treason by one party may be regarded as a
legitimate uprising by other stakeholders. Even among academics, the attempt to define the

term “political terrorism” constantly invokes challenges and debates (see, for example
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Barker 2003; Tuman 2003, pp. 1-16; Schmid and Jongman 2005). Given the incongruent
viewpoints, many scholars have instead questioned which discourse (or in certain cases,
discourses) prevails over others and how it does so (Schlesinger et al. 1983; Tuman ibid.; or
in the case of Thailand's southern conflict, McCargo 2008; Satha-Anand 2008). The
protagonists’ quest to get their messages across to the general population and to overcome
others may not be an equal battle, especially in the case where the conflict involves
minorities in society. Differences in ethnicity, race, or religion, are often employed by
groups with more power, privileges, or resources as a legitimate course to dominate or

marginalise others (Van Dijk et al. 1997, p. 144).

With more discussions on the interaction between the political conflict’s discursive
contestation and news media to be presented in the next chapter, the following sections
will illustrate the contending discourses concerning the southern conflict. The second
section will look at the competing historical explanations regarding the relationships
between the two former ancient empires, situated in the central and southern regions of
present day Thailand. These explanations will help readers understand the distinct culture
in the southern border region, and how this notion is played out in the current conflict.
The final section will then lay out the prominent discourses concerning the conflict

proposed by disparate protagonists.

2.2 The enduring discontent: the contested histories of insurgency in the southern border region

This section brings forward the analyses and discussions on the historical accounts
concerning the relationships between the Malay Muslim state and the Buddhist-majority
ancient kingdom. These discussions not only suggest the historical nuances underpinning
the current conflict — that the re-emerged violence did not happen out of a cultural
vacuum, but also reflect the conflicting views that have long been entrenched in the Malay

Muslim and the rest of Thai communities.

According to the studies of manuscripts detailing the histories of the Patani empire
(Uttayawalee 2005; Aphornsuvan 2007), the sentiment of being placed in a subordinate

position by the ancient Thai kingdom of Siam' has been rooted in the southern region

I “Siam” was used as a reference to the ancient kingdom that encompassed what is now the central part of
Thailand. While there is no clear indication of when and how the name was invented, the region, with
Ayutthaya appointed as the capital, was believed to be called “Siam” by Western traders since the fourteenth
century. The state was officially named “Siam” during the reign of King Rama IV approximately in mid-
nineteenth century when the kingdom initiated diplomatic ties with the Western power. The name was
changed to “Thailand” in 1939 by Prime Minister Plack Pibunsongkram as part of his nationalist policies.
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since the fifteenth century, although the degree of resistance varied in different periods.
Being a smaller sovereignty, Patani was flanked by the larger and more powerful states,
Siam in the north and Malacca in the south. The latter shared with Patani a similar language
and religious belief. The rulers of Patani had attempted to foster diplomatic relations with
both territories while maintaining the empire’s independence. Nevertheless, as historian
Thanet Aphornsuvan points out, the histories as registered in the Siamese historical
dossiers and as perceived by Patani descendents offered contradictory perspectives towards
the relationships (2007, pp. 16-22). Siam viewed the relationship with the southern
sultanate as a “suzerain-vassal” one (Ibid., p. 16), which involved Patani presenting a set of
tributary gestures in exchange for security protection from the larger state. However, a
prominent modern history book, the Se¢arah Kerajaan Melayu Patani (hereafter, SKMP),”
written by Patani native Ibrahim Syukri, argued the goal of such diplomacy schemes was to
merely strengthen the bond of amicability. Notwithstanding Siam’s larger territory and
army, Patani regarded itself as one of the most influential regimes in the Malay Peninsula,
hence, viewing the northern neighbour as equal. The SKMP notes several incidents where
the Siamese kings showed a discernible degree of contempt toward the Patani sultans,
causing great grievance to the latter and leading their population to cultivate an anti-Siam

sentiment.

Succumbing to the larger territory, the Malay sultanate inevitably became annexed to Siam
in the early eighteenth century under the ruling of Chakri Dynasty who established
Bangkok as the kingdom’s new capital. To suppress potential waves of rebellions, the then
Thai king divided Patani into seven provinces, and called the region by the collective title
of Khaek Jet Huamnang (seven Muslim frontier provinces) (Ibid., p. 18). Aphornsuvan argues
the new administrative system marked the decline of the Malay region’s autonomy, as Siam
had full authority over the appointment and selection of the provincial governors which in
effect undermined the power of the regional Malay monarchy. The most contradictory
positions toward Siam were prevalent during the reign of King Rama V, who was highly
regarded as a visionary monarch in the Thai history for revolutionising the kingdom
following the modern Western administrative and social welfare systems. While his
centralisation scheme was praised as the beginning of the country’s administrative reform,

Aphornsuvan argues, citing the SKMP, that this was the demise of the Patani rajas’

2 The book was originally published in the late 1940s in Malaysia’s Kelantan state, and was banned in
Thailand due to its contradictions against the Thai state’s accounts. Later, the monograph turned out to be a
sought-after underground book for new generations of Patani intellectuals. In this chapter, I follow
Aphornsuvan’s analysis of the English translation version of the book, published in 1985 by Ohio University
Center for International Studies.
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authority, as the region was now split into provinces, and fall under Bangkok’s direct rule

(Ibid., p. 23).

The histories of the Patani empire became eclipsed as the central Thai administration
enforced a number of national assimilation, or “Thai-ification,” policies (Burootpat 1983;
Che Man 2004, pp. 88-89; Connors 2007, p. 145) to ensure the standardised practices and
customs of what it claimed to be “Thai-ness”, now that the territory was regarded an
official part of the kingdom. The implementation of ‘cultural regulation’ as part of the
civilised-nation-building scheme was seen ever more rigorous in the era of nationalist and
military-groomed Prime Minister Plack Phibunsongkram during 1938 to 1944. The
government intervention into many Islamic Malay traditions marked a pivotal point in the
relations between the central administration and the southerners. In particular, the state’s
interference in the practice of adat melayn (Malay customary law) and the registration of
pondok  (community-based Islamic religious school) (Aphornsuvan 2007, pp. 33, 57;
McCargo 2008, pp. 39-41) had resulted in the conflict that descended from the elite locals

“to the middle and the bottom echelons of Thai and Patani society” (Aphornsuvan ibid.).

Lacking an official or proper forum to voice their dissatisfaction while being under-
represented in centralised politics and administration systems,’ the locals attempted to
challenge the central power via unconventional means. Nevertheless, the accounts of the
southern revolts were inconsistent between the Thai’s and locals’ perspectives. The Thai
officials’ version implied that the arrest of and the treason charge against prominent

religious leader Haji Sulong Abdulkader® and the “Dusun Nyor Rebellion” * were the

3 According to Aphornsuvan (2007, p. 34), none of the Malay Muslim politicians were able to garner a seat in
the general MP elections from 1938 to 1948.

4 Haji Sulong Abdulkader was regarded as a prominent religious leader. A graduate of Mecca, he pioneered
the Islamic education reform in southern Thailand in 1940s. Gaining respects from the locals, Haji Sulong
later expanded his campaigns to establishing networks of religious leaders and scholars, and worked to
negotiate the government’s interference on local customs, as he saw such actions would stray the Muslims
from the proper way of life. His 1947 seven-point proposal, demanded certain degrees of self-administration
and the endorsement of Islamic elements in the region’s political, judicial, and cultural structures. However,
the proposal was turned down by the then government and Haji Sulong was later arrested and charged with
treason. He was reported to disappear and presumed dead in 1954. His family has also been regarded a legacy
in Pattani Province, particularly his son, Den Tohmeena, who is a veteran politician.

> The data concerning the Dusun Nyor incident remains debatable and inconsistent, starting with the date
when the event took place (from 25%, 26, to 28% of April 1948). Malay Muslim residents of Dusun Nyor
village in Narathiwat Province gathered and brought with them their choice of primitive arms, then
performed superstitious rituals, including the sacred oil-bathing ceremony which villagers believed to make
them invincible against weapon in their fight against the widespread Communist guerrillas. However, police
suspected the villagers were forming an armed revolt against the state, provoked by the arrest of Haji Sulong.
Authorities dispatched a number of law enforcement and security officers to the scene, and opened fire on
villagers. Thirty police were killed in the incident, but the deaths of villagers, believed to be far more, were
13



triggering points for separatist movement in modern politics. On the contrary, the Duson
Nyor incident in 1948 was argued by locals, and later academics, to be the villagers’ vigilant
attempt against the Chinese Communist Party of Malaya. By comparing how the event was
documented by Thai officials and Malay Muslim locals and academics, peace studies
scholar Chaiwat Satha-Anand (2007) notes the discrepancies in both sides’ historical
accounts of and perception towards the incident. The Thai government branded the
occurrence as a “rebellion” or a “riot”. However, Malay academics and villagers who had
lived during that period referred to the incident as an “uprising” or a “war” (Satha-Anand
2007, p. 19). The contrasting labels, Satha-Anand notes, also signal the locals’ counter-

hegemonic stance.

Having laid out the contradictory interpretations of significant moments, this section not
only presents the historical contexts of the current conflict, but also signals the competing
perspectives on the nation’s stability. Overall, this section demonstrates that the southern

conflict was not born out of a cultural vacuum and has long been subjected to discursive

battles.

2.3 The contending discourses concerning the political conflict in southern Thailand

The analyses of contrasting interpretations on historical moments in the previous section
indicate the differences between the southern border region’s distinct culture and the
predominant beliefs in Thai society, which were put into practice by the central
administrations. This section moves on to discuss the disparate explanations of the current

conflict, some of which were influenced by the long histories of political struggle.

As will be presented in a moment, disparate stakeholders and academics have different
readings on the phenomenon and its causes, and, in consequence, offer diverse solutions to
the problem. Three discourses, Crime and conspiracy, Minority’s grievance, and Malay nationalism
and Islamism, are highlighted here due to their prevalence in media reports, academic

literatures, and public debates.

unaccounted for. Some official Thai accounts referred to Haji Sulong as the mastermind of the incident, but
the record also showed the religious leader was in jail at that time. See more details of and debates on the
Dusun Nyor incident in Satha-Anand, C. 2007. The Silence of the Bullet Monument: Violence and “Truth”
Management, Dusun-nyor 1948, and Kru-Ze 2004. In: McCatgo, D. ed. Rethinking Thailand’s Southern 1 iolence.
Singapore: NUS Press, pp. 11-34 .
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2.3.1. Crime and conspiracy disconrse
When the violence first erupted in 2004, the government, led by Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra, proclaimed the interpretation of violence as “banditry and lawlessness”
(McCargo 2008, p. 6). Authorities then came up with a more convoluted version of
conspiracies, where organised crime syndicates involved in illegal drug and cross-border
trades and human trafficking, state officials, and local politicians teamed up to stir up
unrest in the region to gain and protect their interests. The belief that the web of local
influential figures were behind the insurgency led to heavy surveillance on these people,
and treason charges on veteran politicians and local elites, for example, Najmuddin Umar
and Dr. Waemahadi Waedao in the same year (see detail of their arrests, charges, and
acquittals in Appendix A). Such a perspective resulted in the enforcement of a hard-line
approach which relies heavily on crime control and security measures (Funston 2008, p.
xii), and the government’s reluctance to openly hold dialogues with separatist leaders. The
following interview excerpt of a regional army commander, translated from Thai, best

reflects this discourse.

Lieutenant General Udomchai Thammasarorat, commander of the Region 4 Army,
said the current unrest situation is caused, up to 80%, by “additional threats”,
which are underground vested interest groups, drugs lords, illegal dealers of fuel
and other products. [The incidents caused by] actual separatist movement was only
20%.

The illegal interest groups hired armed forces from the “jihadist” (which means to
enter warfare and willing to sacrifice for religious belief) separatist groups to incite
various types of violence, especially bombing attacks, to cause concerns among
officers or lure them into pouring forces into any particular spot, which will then
pave way for other routes or areas to be used in trafficking illicit drugs and illegal
products.

“We have obtained evidence of money transfer from illegal traders to accounts of
members of separatist networks. When I have received this information, I ordered
to arrest them all. Therefore, there are frequent bombings to retaliate [the army’s
action] recently,” the Region 4 Army chief indicated.

[.]

Lt.Gen. Udomchai pointed out that [separatist] perpetrators, accounted for 20% [of
the overall perpetrators], were not innate criminals, but were instilled with wrong
historical and religious beliefs, prompting them to take up weapon and fight the
state. Therefore, he proposed “amnesty” to be granted to this group of people.
They should then be brought into rehabilitation training to change their attitude. At
the same time, every group of people who have been affected by the unrest is to be
treated, and the military should oversee the entire process. [original emphases]
(Isara News Agency 15 August 2011)
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Authorities also claim that poverty, caused by unemployment, and drug addiction problems
particularly among the youths, also contributed to violence. As a result, apart from offering
perpetrators amnesty and rehabilitation as the incentive to end violence, the Thaksin
administration and its successors have proposed economic development schemes in the
region as a way to eradicate poverty and restore peace. However, Jitpiromsri and
Sobhonvasu (2007) argue that, while financial deficiency might have been a valid factor in
the past, the economy in the southernmost region has improved significantly in the new
millennium. The study concludes that poverty alone might not prompt the locals to rebel
and cause havoc, and the government’s financial boosts have done little to ease the regional

tension.

Although the unfavourable ramifications of the government’s iron-fist approaches cast
doubts on the problem diagnosis, a study by Marc Askew (2007) admits that the
explanation of the underground criminal networks and conspiracy may partially be valid,
given that the antagonists and their modus operandi have been kept clandestine and
obscure. The schemes to generate unrest, Askew argues, might have been devised in the
southern border region by groups who share similar interests, from underground crime
syndicates to local politicians and state officials. Therefore, there is a possibility that “the
competing, fissured, and predatory agencies of the Thai state have been central agents in
reproducing this disorder” (Ibid., p. 67) in the southernmost region to maintain their status
quo and to reap benefits from the disorderly border. At the same time, the notion of the
southernmost region as the prime scene of unrest and instability has facilitated insurgents
to exploit the locals’ distrust towards the state workers by implicating officials as the
attackers in many incidents. As a result, another vested interest group in maintaining the
southernmost provinces vulnerable is separatist groups and leaders themselves, who, like

the aforementioned antagonists, remained secretive and unapproachable.

An article by Duncan McCargo (2007) suggests the power struggle in the national-level
politics played an integral part in this conflict, answering why the violence re-emerged
during the Thaksin administration. He argues the government’s hard-line policing and
security approaches in the beginning of violence were used to stabilise the ruling coalition’s
authority and discredit the opposition party, who has long earned popularity in the region.
More importantly, the government’s move was meant to challenge the royal legitimacy, or

what he calls the “Network Monarchy” (2007), in the far South. However, the Thaksin
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government’s plan backfired.® Instead of decreasing the locals’ loyalty to the royal family
and associates, the schemes gave rise to more resentment and distrust among the

southerners against the political ruling apparatus.

Overall, the Crime and conspiracy discourse still leaves a number of questions unanswered,
particularly ones concerning historical and cultural nuances and the record of mistreatment
and suppression. As seen in the regional army commander’s statements above, although
separatism and injustice were mentioned, they were undermined by the more salient aspects

of the conflict, namely security and maintenance of public order.

2.3.2. Minority’s grievance disconrse
The second discourse sees the conflict as the locals’ revolts against the central ruling
apparatus who denied their political and cultural identity. This discourse indicates the Malay
Muslims have long been mistreated and marginalised due to their different customs and
beliefs from the predominant Thai-Buddhist convention, particularly when the “Thai-
ification” policies were heavily implemented. Calling this conflict a “millenarian revolt”,
historian Nidhi Aeusrivongse bases his interpretation on the April 28, 2004 uprisings (see
Appendix A for detail) and argues that the synchronised attacks were carried out as a form
of resistance against the Thai state. He downplays the influence of criminal organisations
and the separatist movements’ goal for autonomy, explaining that the antagonists were
“small people” who took a stand against authorities for what they believed in

(Aeusrivongse 2004).

The study by King-oua Laohong (2006) provides evidence that the violence was fuelled
with the growing resentment against the state particularly among the Malay Muslim
communities — a result of the authorities’ abuse of power. Laohong finds that current
residents of the southern border provinces, especially the young Muslims who are often
targeted as new recruits for the insurgent groups, do not dwell much on the past grievances
or the seven-point autonomy proposal by the revered Haji Sulong in the 1950s. Instead, the
study suggests that discontent has been cultivated among Malay Muslim youths by

insurgents using recent unjust incidents, for example, the Kru-Ze Mosque attack, the

¢ For more discussions on the Thaksin administration’s deficiency in southern conflict resolution and the
attempts to destabilise the Network Monarchy’s political authority and legitimacy, see McCargo, D. 2007.
Thaksin and the Resurgence of Violence in the Thai South. In McCargo, D. ed. Rethinking Thailand’s Southern
Violence. Singapore: NUS Press, pp. 35-68. and, Pathmanand, U. Thaksin’s Achilles’ Heel: The Failure of
Hawkish Approaches in the Thai South. In McCatgo, D. ed. Rethinking Thailand’s Southern 1 iolence. Singapore:
NUS Press, pp. 69 — 88.
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clampdown on protestors in Tak Bai District, and numerous unprecedented searches and

arrests to instigate their anger (Laohong 20006, p. 228).

The following excerpts from the National Reconciliation Commission report (2000)
exemplify key features of the Minority’s grievance discourse, from the problem diagnosis to

the proposed solutions.

To solve the problem of violence in the southern border provinces, Thai society must
understand that although the conflict in the area may have structural canses not unlike those in
other parts of rural Thailand—poverty, brutal competition with external economic forces over
natural resources, low-quality education, injustice at the hands of state officials and shortcomings in
the judicial process—its color is different due to factors which include differences in religions,
ethnicity, langnages, and understandings of history, all of which could easily be used to justify
violence. Therefore, to overcome the problem of violence in the southern border provinces, political
measures should be of paramonnt importance, with the aim of reordering relationship between the
state and the people, and between majority and minority populations, both within the area and
throughout the country, to solve the problems at the structural level and address the justifications
Jor violence at the cultural level.

The National Reconciliation Commiission is of the view that whoever uses violence to harm
or kill the innocents, or to destroy the property of people and the state, are committing criminal acts
and must be made accountable for such acts. However, from a certain angle, the violence that took
Pplace in the area was a reaction to the state’s excessively harsh tactics and measures, which resulted
from miscalenlated strategies and circumstantial assessments. .. [original emphases|
(National Reconciliation Commission 2006, pp. 3, 11)

The following passages, extracted from an article by the leader of the United Front for
Patani Independence (Barisan Bersatu Kemerdekaan, or hereafter, BERSATU),” Dr. Wan Kadir
Che Man, reflect similar views. The statements cleatly indicate the causes of the conflict and

support the paths to peace recommended by the NRC.

One answer of this violence is, this is a retaliation against numerous acts of injustice
in which [Malay Muslims in the Deep South] were victimised, be it the mass arrests
of suspects, the mysterious disappearance of Malay Muslims in the region, and the
state officials’ privilege to carry out unjustified search in people’s houses and Islamic
religious schools. The number of these unjust acts has increased ever since the
enactment of martial law in the area. [...]

7 BERSATU was established in late 1980s as a loose umbrella organisation among four prominent separatist
groups in that period: PULO, BRN, BIPP (Barisan Isiam Pembebasan Patani or the Islamic Liberation Front of
Patani — formerly known as BNPP), and the Patani Mujahidin Movement (GIMP). The objective of
BERSATU was to coordinate among the member groups in terms of shared political goals, as well as their
strategies in warfare, international recognition, and talks with the Thai government.
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As for the long-term policies, the Thai government needs to accept the fact that
Malay Muslims are not Thai, and they are indigenous groups in the region.
Therefore, the policies to be implemented must consider these issues. ... And please
understand, give trust, and be open for [public| participation in as many activities as
possible, and always keep in mind to avoid any coercive policies.

(Che Man 2004, pp. 97-98)

As demonstrated in the above statements, the Minority’s grievance discourse places the state’s
disregard of the region’s distinct culture and ethnicity at the heart of the conflict; hence, the
marginalisation of the Malay Muslims. Therefore, it is crucial for authority and the rest of
Thai public to recognise and honour the differences. Changes must be made in all levels
through public participation processes, from individuals’ attitudes and practices to structural
conditions such as local governance and administration of religion-related affairs.
Additionally, some proponents suggest public discussions and debates are crucial as they

would pave way for long-term solutions.

Regardless of its seemingly well-rounded problem diagnosis and proposed remedy, this
discourse still faces criticism for highlighting cultural distinctiveness but downplaying the
influence of Malay nationalism and Islam, such as the roles of pondok and religious teachers
in this conflict. Conceding that violence may have been the locals’ acts of resistance against
the state’s suppression, a former insurgent leader, among other critics, argues such a
perspective has romanticised the Malay Muslim ways of living as idyllic (Deep South
Bookazine 2007b, pp. 84-86). Such interpretations may not produce solutions that truly

tackle the problem at its roots.

2.3.3. Malay nationalism and Islamism disconrse
Contrary to the state’s initial explanation that violence is part of the network of
underground criminals and corrupted officials, the third discourse centres around the long
history of Malay nationalism entrenched in the region as discussed in the second section,
and the global trend of Islamism since the new millennium. Countering the explanation
which pinpoints the region’s inferior socio-economic development as the cause of the
recurred insurgency, historian Thanet Aphornsuvan notes that “the conflict is not

socioeconomic but mainly “ethnic, religious, and nationalist™” (2007, p. 59).

Nevertheless, this explanation carries an array of different analyses. Some are heavily based
on the studies of terrorism (Gunaratna et al. 2005) and trace back to the strategies of
southern Communist movement and Islamic separatist networks in the 1960s and 1970s
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(Rattanachaya 2004; Bamroongsook 2006; Rattanachaya 2000) in order to comprehend
insurgents’ tactical strategies in the current wave of violence. These studies indicate key
underground organisations that battle for autonomy of the Patani state, particularly the
BNPP, BRN, PULO, and BERSATU. This set of literature has laid a foundation for other
academics to further explore the operative strategies of separatist movement. However,
they have circumvented the socio-cultural aspects despite attempting to explain the
significant role that local religious institution plays in this insurgency. Critics point out the
loopholes in the national security-/tetrorism-otiented analyses stem from the fact that
these studies were heavily based on authority’s accounts and official dossiers, which may

have swayed the findings to favour the state’s view (Connors 2007; Funston 2008).

Subsequent works that discuss separatism and Malay nationalism bridge the two notions
with the unique societal customs and deep-seated anti-Siam sentiment in the three southern
border provinces, hence, bringing in the debates on Islamic elements, the changing patterns
of violence from the 1960s — 1970s unrests, and the obscure goals of insurgents (Funston
ibid; McCargo 2008; Liow and Pathan 2010). Some literatures go further with the
investigation of information warfare strategies deployed by insurgents to justify the
violence and to delegitimize the state’s presence and policies concerning the region
(Laohong 2006; Deep South Bookazine 2007a, pp. 28-77; Jitpiromsri and Sobhonvasu
2007; Deep South Bookazine 2008, pp. 32-60).

The following interview excerpt of a PULO leader illustrates the insurgent group’s anti-Thai

state stance and Malay nationalism as the driving force behind their actions.

The Patani society and the Thailand society are two different societies. Patanis are
Muslim; Thai people believe in Buddhism. We speak the Malay language; Thai
people speak the Thai language. ... Our ancestors established the Patani Islamic
Kingdom and lived freely in their own land. In addition, the Patani culture is not at
all similar to the Thai culture. In spite of all these differences, the Thailand
government occupied our land and wants to alienate us from our own culture. Our
ancestors showed great resistance against the attacks of the Buddhist Thailand
Kingdom in order to protect our own religion and culture. In the same way, we will

continue our resistance in order to protect our religion and culture.
(Ozkose 2009)

Meanwhile, the influence of Islamism and radical Islam has been brought up in the
discussion of southern violence after the April 28, 2004 orchestrated uprising in particular.
Reports cited police who found copies of Berjibad di Patani, a statement declaring war

against the Thai state in the fight for Patani’s liberation, in the hands of slain suspects.
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Wattana Sugunnasil (2007)’s study on the use of Islam rhetoric in separatist movement
indicates that in this monograph, the authors employ an interpretation of the Qu’ran to
legitimise the use of forces against the Thai state who has deprived the Malay Muslims
from their rightful territory and their religious belief and customs. By proclaiming a jibad
against the Thai government, the Berjibad di Patani, among other interpretations, encourages
the locals to sacrifice for martyrdom and join in armed battles to liberate Patani from the
state’s suppression. At the same time, the booklet provides a convincing rationale for the

attacks on state officials, or even znfide/ Muslims who take side with the Thai state.

Sugunnasil notes that the radical Islamic rhetoric in the fight for Patani’s independence was
not born out of a social and cultural vacuum, but stemmed from the confusion and
division of religious sects that have been rooted among the Muslims in the region (Ibid.,
pp. 132-133) — the view supported by McCargo (2008, pp. 19-54). Funston (2008) concurs,
indicating that the Islamic reform which was initiated in the 1970s has significantly
intensified the Muslim religiosity and further pushed further the division from the
dominant Buddhist communities. The developments have also empowered some wustadz
(religious teachers), enabling them to be among the driving forces of insurgent movement.
Together with the long history of Malay nationalism, which in itself entrenched with the
notion of Islam, the separatist organisations have succeeded by conflating both concepts in
the secular nationalist struggle for autonomy (Deep South Bookazine 2007a; Sugunnasil
2007). Similar to the debates concerning the religiosity movements elsewhere in the world,
the obscure interpretations of the religious scriptures have become highly contested,
prompting the religious authority institution to counter by imparting the white paper in

hopes to correct the misinterpreted version of Islamic beliefs promoted by the insurgents.

Insofar as the explanation on religious extremist movements has become prevalent, there is
also a discursive shift from the local Islamist-separatist concept to the potential connection
with transnational jihadist networks following the arrest of a Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) member
suspected in the 2002 Bali bombing in Thailand in 2003. Such a hypothesis has been
supported by analysts from Western intelligence agencies and has been in line with the
U.S.-led global war on terror campaigns (Funston 2008; McCargo 2008, p. 7). However,
Thai studies scholars argue that, despite the southern insurgent groups’ loose structure and
clandestine networks, there is no solid evidence to verify the link between the southern
organisations and transnational extremist movements, except for the similar religious
undertone. Moreover, the fact that the violence has been contained within the deep South

emphasises the insurgents’ aim for regional autonomy. As McCargo asserts, “the primary
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emphasis of the militants is on historical and political grievances, not religious ones” (2008,

p. 189).

Regardless, senior reporter Supalak Ganjanakhundee who specialises in southern conflict
indicates that Islam is interwoven in the fabric of southern border communities, and,
inevitably, Islamism plays a role in this conflict although it may not be the root cause.

Therefore, the solutions should recognise this aspect, as he argues:

Terrorism and Islam is not the same thing. But it is an acceptable fact that in the
current global situation, most terrorists are Muslim. Therefore, the best counter
terrorism method proposed is to empower the Muslims who are inclining to secular
state, which is likely to be realised. [Empowerment will] coalesce [Muslim
communities| and amplify their voices. At least, an appropriate or visibly active
portion of them must exist in the state organism. [...] Thai Government, people,
society, should show their readiness to let Muslim brothers and sisters actually have
their voices.

(Fah Diew Kan 2005, pp. 122, 124)

It should be noted here that, by pairing Malay nationalism together with Islamism in one
discourse, this thesis does not imply that both concepts are identical. As will be
demonstrated in a moment, despite basing their argument on similar grounds, proponents
deploy disparate actions and define the success of their goals differently. Nonetheless, these
two notions were put together in this discourse because they both approach the conflict
from ideological angles rather than the structural ones. The Malay nationalism and Islamism
discourse moves further from the Minority’s grievance discourse by not only acknowledging
the cultural distinctiveness in the far South, but also critically analysing how these
differences are embedded in the region’s social and political structures, and challenge the
country’s predominant beliefs and systems in the process. As such, the conflict cannot be
solved merely by accepting cultural diversity, but also by legitimising the Malay Muslim

identity via political means.

Table 2.1 summarises the key features of the three discourses. A clear demarcation was
challenging, especially when similar rhetoric was used to identify the causes and propose
solutions. These seemingly overlapping territories also signal the fluidity in the discursive
contention, which often hinder decision-makers, academia, news media, and general public
from sufficiently recognising the complexities at work in the southern conflict
(Ganjanakhundee 2009). The separation of discourses proposed here is rather simplified

and perhaps does not thoroughly delineate all complexity and disparity among the
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competing discourses. Nevertheless, the demarcation helps tease out the key differences

among the contending discourses, and forms a pragmatic foundation of further analyses.
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Table 2.1 Contesting realities: comparison of contending discourses in the southern conflict

Malay nationalism
Discourses Crime and conspirac Minority’s grievance .
piracy 758 and Islamism
Description o . T .
P Criminality and security threats Marginalisation and injustice Insurgency
of problem
. 1. Vested interest groups maintain & rea : L The locals and insurgent movements
Primary . group P The locals rebel against discriminatory and iy gent o
benefits in South, facilitated by poverty . . . . challenge political centralisation and
causes & . . unjust practices and structural inequality . e o
. 2. Separatist/ terrorist movements secks i .. i dominant beliefs i.e. the Thai nation-state
culprits . caused by centralised administration
separation constructs
‘state as command centre; top-down’ ‘community members as initiator;
.1. Crime .control and secu.rity enforc.ement; ‘stat§ as facﬂitator.; mul.ti—lateral’ civic empowerment; bottom-up’
information & psychological operations 1. Recognition of local identity
2. Econpmic boosting Projects o 2. Public Participation.& deliberatiye ‘political approach’ | , dical o
Problem | 3 Healing’ compensation for victims of democratic processes i.e. community Similar to solutions 1ral lca z}gpr.oac
Solutions | violence empowerment projects proposed in - Intimidation &
4. ‘Moral correction’ rehabilitation 3. Reconciliation i.e. open dialogue, Minority’s grievance: Information warfare
& for def d ificati £ uni b .. . 2. Intervention by &
programmes & amnesty for defecte rectification of unjust treatment/abuses, recognition, public
. . > 11
insurgents revelation of ‘truth’ & free flow of participation, recognition from
5. Secretive peace talks with insurgent leaders | information reconciliation international forum
overseas
< < >
Ideal . Restruict.urlng “Revolution’
olitical 1. Install a special administrative body ‘Reform’
P . 2. Replace martial law with state of emergency Region-specific administrative system Autonomous local Ind d
mechanisms .. : ndependence
decree administration
Political o o .
Centralisation Decentralisation (semi) Autonomy
Goals

24




Compared with other discourses, Crime and conspiracy is evidently distinctive as it highlights
the violent nature of the conflict and describes the phenomenon as criminality and national
security threats. Claiming that the primary culprits are vested interest groups in the region
and clandestine insurgent networks, proponents of the Crime and conspiracy discourse believe
the conflict can be resolved by maintaining tight security and public order. Hence, the
established presence of law enforcement and security officers in the region is vital in the
peace-keeping process. Despite making suggestions about a special administrative body for
the region, proponents of this discourse still firmly believe in a centralised administrative
system where the Bangkok-based political and military authorities ultimately make the

decisions.

The complexity of this discursive contention is more discernible in the remaining two
discourses. As discussed previously, the Minority’s grievance and Malay nationalism and Islamism
discourses point to similar causal explanations that the resurged conflict was ignited by the
long history of political and cultural oppression. Nevertheless, not all supporters of the
Minority’s grievance and Malay nationalism and Islamism discourses endorse violence as a means
to achieve their goals. Additionally, instead of a region-specific decentralised administrative
scheme buttressed by Minority’s grievance, proponents of the Malay nationalism and Islamism
support an autonomous administrative system that would enable the southerners to fully

self-govern.

The disparate explanations of the conflict also result in how the phenomenon and
antagonists are defined. Unlike during the 1960s and 1970s when the notion of separatism
was prevalent because the then insurgent groups openly proclaimed their political goals
(Liow and Pathan 2010), a number of interlaced underlying concepts have steered
stakeholders to label the current upsurge in the same direction. As more casual
explanations emerge, a wide range of titles has been used to describe the phenomenon.
Generally, to declare a ‘neutral” stance or avoid criticism from either stakeholder, “southern
problem” is used to circumvent the hostile and complex features of this conflict.
Meanwhile, the terms “southern unrest” and “southern violence” are used to signal the
intensity and volatility of the situation. In addition, the term “southern insurgency” is
utilised to signal the historical backgrounds which involve rebellion and separatism

undertones.

During the 1960s and 1970s, perpetrators had regularly been called “chon (bandit) ” with or

without the presumed connection with separatist movement, to signal their unlawful and
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belligerent characteristics. When the Thai government heralded its crime-suppression
approaches during the first year of the resurged violence, the then prime minister said he
believed the Narathiwat weapon depot robbery was the work of “common bandits”
(Pathmanand 2007, p. 71). Later on, the term “chon tai (southern bandit)” continued to be
ubiquitous in the beginning of the violence upsurge in 2004, especially on the newspaper
headlines (more discussion on the discourses of the southern violence will be presented in
the following chapter). Coupled with the interpretations of separatism histories, the term
was also deemed to connote the nation-building, Thai nationalism nuance by implying that
the Malay Muslims refused to unite with the rest of the Thai state and caused the
upheavals. Subsequently, when human rights advocates argued that such a term was
defamatory and potentially cast a negative perception toward the southerners,® the use of
adjective “southern” was declined and other general terms such as “&hon rai (criminal —
literally translated as bad person)”, “phu o het (perpetrator)”, and “phu ko kwan mai sa ngop
(instigator — literally translated as disorder maker)” become popularised. National security

2 (13

officials and experts specifically use “insurgents”, “separatists” or “separatist movement”
only when providing analyses with reference to the known insurgent and separatist groups.
However, the term “phu ko kan rai (terrorist)” or “kbabuankan ko fkan rai (terrorist
movement)” was used sporadically, especially during the justification of Emergency Decree

enforcement in the region.

The nature of insurgent groups does provide neither a clear picture of the antagonists nor
their objectives. Perpetrators are cell-based with unclear hierarchy and sketchy goals
(Funston 2008; Liow and Pathan 2010), or what McCargo calls a “liminal lattice” which
acquires two core features: “a set of cross-cutting linkages — which can be viewed as a
lattice — and a quality of liminality, since the movement exists only at the threshold of what
constitutes a tangible organisation” (2008, p. 181). Such characteristics have prevented
other protagonists from identifying with whom exactly they should suppress, hold dialogue
with, or on what ground the negotiation should be based. Despite two high-profile peace

talks mediated by the Malaysian government,” a third party, and a series of secretive

8 According to Pathmanand (2007, p. 81), the 2004 government earned a great deal of support from the
Buddhist Thai population in other parts of the country for their iron-first measures in the deep South. The
consensus was evident in the popular internet bulletin board and opinion poll results.

% Initiated by former Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammad, the first official peace dialogue, the
Langkawi Process, invited leaders from the “old-guard” (those influential in the 1960s — 1970s) separatist
groups and senior Thai security officials to participate in a series of meetings during November 2005 to
February 2006. The meetings produced the “Peace Proposal for Southern Thailand,” which was submitted to
the NRC chairman, and subsequently the Thai government. The document proposed a set of reconciliation
measures, including the respect of Thailand’s integrity over its territory while compromising with the
separatist leaders in their wishes for economic development and education reform in the southern border
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dialogues between representatives of the state and insurgent organisations, no concrete
resolutions have been carried out. While the government was partially responsible for the
failed attempts, analysts argue the participating representatives from insurgent groups were
not the influential ones in the current conflict (Liow and Pathan 2010, pp. 83-90);

therefore, the unrest continues.

The aforementioned discourses on the southern conflict are most prevalent in academic
literatures and journalistic reports. It should also be noted that the literatures used to
explain each discourse does not necessarily reflect the authors’ endorsement of that
discourse. Additionally, there may be other interpretations which differ from the three
presented here, but have not been brought to light due to the lack of evidential support.
However, the fact that the above interpretations have become widely presented and
explored illustrates an integral characteristic of the southern conflict: certain discourses are
promoted to be recognised, and perhaps to supersede others, in order to legitimise the

rotagonists’ agenda.
protag g

2.4 Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated the complexity of political and cultural settings in southern
conflict reporting. The first section has shown that political conflict in general is not only a
physical struggle but also a discursive one where protagonists promote disparate

interpretations of events and solutions that best serve their objectives and interests.

The remaining part of the chapter has then moved to present discussions and debates
concerning the political conflict in Thailand’s southern border provinces. The second
section has stipulated the contested histories of power play between the ancient sultanate
Patani state and the dominating Siamese kingdom. The historical approach signals the
overarching premise of this conflict. While the historical accounts indicate that the current
violence was not set off without contexts, at the same time, they are used differently in

each discourse to support proponents’ claims as demonstrated in the third section.

Three prominent discourses have been presented in the final part to illustrate the varied
viewpoints towards the southern conflict, and how the different aspects of the conflict are

emphasised or eclipsed. These discourses also reflect the disparate choices for conflict

region. The second round was in Bogor of West Java, Indonesia in September 2008. This time, the talk
included the Pattani Malay Consultative Congtress, which claimed to be the coordinator among the insurgent
groups (Liow and Pathan 2010, pp. 85-88).
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resolutions, ranging from the centralized governance and strengthening of security
measures to the autonomous administrative system (Deep South Bookazine 2007a, pp. 60-

77).

Having described the discursive environment in which journalists operate, the subsequent
chapters move on to discuss the interaction between news media and political conflict/
violence, as well as how the complexity of professionalism and diversity in news ecology

are played out in conflict reporting.
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Chapter 3

News Media and Political Conflict/Violence

Chapter 2 presented the discussions of the historical and current contexts of the political
conflict in southernmost Thailand and the contesting discourses concerning the
phenomenon. In this chapter, the focus moves to consider available theoretical frameworks

concerning the role of news media in political conflict and political violence.

By reviewing a collection of literature concerning news media and political violence, this
chapter’s aim is to argue that the news media’s mediatization of political conflict is a
complex and dynamic process wherein professional and organisational factors as well as the
political contingencies and cultural milieu are at work. The chapter is divided into four
parts. The first section will summarise definitions of political conflict, political violence,
and terrorism. It will also demonstrate how varied protagonists hold disparate views
towards the political conflict and political violence, and these variations lead to the
different discourses each group of protagonists constructs to make sense of the conflict
and legitimise their actions. The second section will explore theoretical debates in regards
to the relations between political violence and journalism, which will explain that different
analytical approaches result in the different views and expectations towards the role of
journalism in political conflict. The third section will then look at journalistic principles and
practices which have been introduced as a way to balance the unequal discursive
contestation and facilitate peaceful conflict resolution. By studying these recommendations,
this section’s aim is to show that journalistic styles and practices are diverse and not static.
As a result, there are opportunities in which contemporary journalism can strive to meet
certain expected roles in conflict reporting. Finally, the fourth section will examine the
existing literature on Thai news media and the southern conflict to identify a new academic

trajectory that the remainder of this thesis then develops and pursues.

3.1 Definitions of political conflict, political violence, and the discursive contestation of political violence

The terms ‘conflict’, ‘political conflict’, and ‘political violence’ are used almost
interchangeably in this thesis in reference to the unrest in Thailand’s southern border
region due to the nature of this particular phenomenon. Nevertheless, the three terms bear
different definitions. ‘Conflict’, as Simon Cottle explains, can generally be defined as
“struggles between opposing interests and outlooks” which are “mobilized and populated
by people” (Cottle 2006a, p. 4). Similarly, peace journalism advocates Jake Lynch and
Annabel McGoldrick quote Chris Mitchell (1981) in pointing out that a conflict occurs
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because of the involved parties’ “incompatible goals, needs and interests” (2005, p. 34).
Hillel Nossek, Annabelle Sreberny and Prasun Sonwalkar defines ‘political conflict’ as a
struggle concerning political interests and influences, while ‘political violence’, or simply
put as ‘violence in a political context’, includes a wide array of behaviours and events,
ranging from terrorism and war to political demonstration, all of which involve forms of
conflict and elicit political goals (2007, p. 3). Still, it must be stressed that violence is neither
a synonym not the sole outcome of conflict, as there may be other forms of responses to

conflict, as well as means to prevent a conflict from progressing to a violent stage (Galtung

2000; Lynch and McGoldrick 2005, p. 38).

Joseph Tuman views political violence, such as terrorism, as a channel of communication:
“a symbolic act aimed at influencing political behaviour through the radical means of the
threat of violence” (2003 cited in Nossek 2007, pp. 270-271). Using Stuart Hall’s
encoding/ decoding model (1980), he points out that the act of terrorism catries a message of
rhetoric and powerful symbols. Terrorists are the encoder, sending the messages of threat,
fear, and instability embedded in their actions to the decoder, who are the government and
the public, to communicate their demands. For the communication to come full circle,
Tuman argues, terrorism also requires a “bi-directional rhetorical communication” as the
government or the public must respond to the terrorists’ message. However, Michael
Walzer (1992 cited in Nossek 2007, p. 271) notes that the terrorists’ message of political
demands often gets lost in the flames of violence, causing failed dialogue, because terrorism
is often regarded as an unacceptable disruption of peace and the perpetration of social

norms, hence, it corresponds to criminal acts rather than legitimate warfare.

The general public’s perception of political violence, particularly terrorism, often focuses
on the anti-state organisations acting outside the dominant socio-political structure —
termed as “terrorism from below”. On the contrary, “terrorism from above” or “state
terrorism” (Nacos 2002 and Tuman 2003 cited in Tumber 2007, p. 31), referring to
political violence conceived by the state, often does not receive an equal amount of
attention, and mostly gets overlooked. Strikes launched by authority to consolidate the
state’s power and to quell insurrection are usually deemed legitimate as long as they fall in
line with ‘humanitarian rules’. Such was the case of the “War on Terror” campaign
spearheaded by the U.S. Government following the September 11, 2001 attacks. Because
fears of terrorist threats and concerns for public safety and national security were
dominating the scene, as Justin Lewis (2007, 2008) observes, minimal public debate and

investigation into the matter had led to the allocation of hefty military budget in counter-
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terrorism affairs, including the military invasion of other states without much protest or

thorough scrutiny.

As briefly discussed in the previous chapter, protagonists’ disparate views towards the
conflict can lead to various definitions and solutions. For instance, as shown in the study
by Philip Schlesinger, Graham Murdock and Philip Elliot (1983), the official perspective
typically casts terrorism as criminality that requires punishment, a contrast to the oppositional
perspective that justifies the use of violence to achieve political goals, whether to oppose
unjust political and economic conditions or to seek a new political apparatus. Grounded on
different approaches, these various interpretations of the conflict are then used by

protagonists to vie for legitimacy and public support.

3.2 Understanding (and questioning) the relations between news media and political conflict/ violence

The interplay between journalism and other protagonists in political conflict has been
theorised as dynamic and changeable (Hallin 1989; Wolfsfeld 1997). Moreover, the
interplay is often dialectical — meaning it is an interdependent, negotiated, reciprocal
relationship. It can also be governed by economic and political imperatives (Herman and
Chomsky 1988) and influenced by the surrounding cultural settings (Sonwalkar 2004).
Vatious stakeholders’ perspectives towards political conflict/violence contribute to news
media’s understanding of the conflict, and thus, the representation of conflict in news
content. At the same time, these views also determine protagonists’ anticipation on how

news media should portray political conflict (Schlesinger et al. 1983; Nossek 2007).

To locate the positions of news media in political conflict/violence, Hillel Nossek (2007)
proposes three approaches to explain the symbiotic relation between political violence (in
this study, terrorism) and journalism. The first, the Classical Approach, sees journalism
serving terrorism in three ways: 1) providing publicity, 2) giving legitimate causes for their
actions, and 3) becoming an arena where terrorists from different camps can learn their
tactics and strategies from one another and contributing to the so-called “contagion” effect
(Brosius and Weimann 1991 cited in Cottle 2006a, p. 146; Dobkin 1992 cited in Nossek
2007, p. 274). Susan Carruthers (2000) and Brigitte L. Nacos (2002) argue in similar vein
that the spectacle of terrorist acts prompts news media to present the stories to mass
audience, hence, serving as the ‘oxygen provider’ for terrorism (Nossek 2007, p. 275). Also,
knowing how dramatic scenes can grab the media’s attention, perpetrators also opt for
extreme violence as their messenger, as demonstrated in the live and repeated broadcasts of

the September 11, 2001 attacks via global satellite television networks. Regardless of the
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diverse interpretations, the incidents’ magnitude of violence ensured the fast dissemination
(13

of the attackers’ messages to audience worldwide, or as Cottle puts it, this was “a

calculated act of political communication enacted on the global stage” (2006a, p. 153).

Some studies (Carruthers 2000; Tuman 2003; Nacos 2010) argue that by providing
platforms to publicise terrorists’ use of weapons and tactics, the media help glorify,
legitimise, and rationalise terrorist groups’ activities. Other studies (Weimann 1992,
Weimann and Winn 1994 cited in Nossek 2007, pp. 275-2706) also state that coverage of
terrorism and the various labels which the news media place on terrorist groups (such as
‘freedom fighters’) helps promote positive images of the antagonists, and as a consequence

generates positive public perceptions toward them.

While the Classical Approach sees news media effectively taking sides with the anti-
establishment perpetrators, the second approach proposed by Nossek, the Critical Approach,
offers a contrasting analysis. Based on Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky’s Propaganda
Model (1988), this approach argues that in reporting about terrorism, the news media in fact
serve the state’s aims by amplifying panic among the public which subsequently
legitimatising the state’s uses of force to control any forms of public order disruption and
strengthens the government’s position. This perspective points to economic interests as the
main cause for the news media’s favour for sensational and dramatic presentation and the
occlusion of the conflict’s contexts. Howard Tumber supports this view by arguing that,
“as news organisations move towards a more market-driven, profit-oriented characters, the
dividing line between entertainment and ‘hard’ news starts to blur, making the terrorist
incidents an attractive opportunity for drama, tragedy, shock and panic” (Tumber 2007, p.
30).

The impact of this dramatic and sensational coverage, the Critical Approach suggests, lies in
the interest of the state rather than that of terrorist groups. The lack of substantial
information prevents the public from forming a clear understanding of the complexity of
the conflict’s political nature; let alone sympathising with the terrorists’ goals. Furthermore,
siding with the state, intentionally or unknowingly, the media tend to ignore ‘terrorism
from above’ which “seeks to sow terror in the public mind so that people will obey and
overlook government actions that violate their rights and weaken their ability to criticise
government” (Nossek 2007, p. 276). A clear example of this case was Chomsky (2002 cited
in Nossek 2007, p. 277)’s study on the US military operation in Afghanistan where the

American media failed to challenge the administration’s decision to invade another country,
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or Lewis’ aforementioned articles on the media’s support of the US and UK military

budget allocation (2007, 2008).

From this perspective, therefore, the media can be seen as the state’s accomplice in
publicising homogenous and hegemonic views toward political violence among the public,
usually the views of the dominant elites. Schlesinger et al point out that people are likely to
place trust in authorities to eradicate criminal disruption and restore public order when they
feel threatened by terrorists (1983, pp. 24-27). The continuing portrayal of aggressions can
give rise to the growing fear and terror among the public (Altheide 2002, 2006) and the “us
versus them” perspective (Sonwalkar 2004, 2005) towards those identified with the
insurgents. While carrying apathy or resentment towards “the Others”, be it the insurgents
or the people with whom they identified, the public may then justify the use of forces
against the ‘deviant’ to protect their own safety, if governmental protection measures are

deemed insufficient.

One prominent element of political conflict, as viewed by both approaches, is the state’s
measure to limit information access, such as censorship, military’s press handler system,
and national security law. Still, the two perspectives have different readings on such
restrictions. The Classical Approach sees these restrictions as the state’s attempt to weaken
news media’s information gathering ability, preventing them from further spreading the
terrorists’ messages. On the contrary, the Critical Approach views the state’s deployment of
structural constraints (Schlesinger et al. 1983) as a way to ensure the elite hegemonic view as

the sole representation of the conflict.

Regardless of their arguments, both approaches contain weaknesses in their analyses of
journalism’s roles in political conflict. The Classical Approach’s “contagion” effect that draws
causal links between media and terrorism remains debatable due to insufficient empirical
evidence (Picard 1991b; Nacos 2010), and the portrayal of news media as promoters of
blood-frenzy does not do justice to other journalistic efforts, for example, peace journalism,
that promote conflict resolution. In same vein, although critics from the Critical Approach
have placed a strong accusation against news media as the state’s guard dog, they have yet
to form a clear answer when it comes to the desirable role of journalism in reporting
conflict. Nossek (2007, pp. 280-281) notes the paradoxical solution regarding the role of
journalism raised by this camp. While agreeing that the news media should break away
from the state’s firm grip, which can be achieved through the media reform process, and

provide the public with extensive information to form a shield against elite domination,
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critics foresee how news organisations may then face the Classical Approack’s blame for
forging an alliance with terrorists if they publicise terrorism and undermine the state’s
capacity. Overall, both approaches see news media as a passive, yet influential actor, whose
job is to spread propaganda, be it for government or anti-state movement. At the same
time, this shared presumption does not recognise constructive professional values such as
‘public watchdog’ and ‘objectivity.” Moreover, the relationship between journalism and
associated forces is not a static one, and there are circumstances where news media may

emerge as a more active agent in the conflict.

In the Functional or Professional Approach perspective, news media are still criticised for
underperforming in resolving political conflicts. But contrary to the previous two
approaches, this perspective does not label news media as a servant of the state or co-
conspirator of terrorists purely because of market imperatives or the dominant political
perspectives. Instead, this approach attempts to explain that, the political, socio-cultural,
and media environments which encompass news organisations are major variables that
shape journalists’ perspectives towards political violence and these must therefore be

granted heightened theoretical recognition.

Similar to Gadi Wolfsfeld’s Political Contest model (1997), the approach positions the media
as the central stage in political conflict where key players compete to rally public’s support,
and not simply where the media is taken to be a prime campaigner for either the state or
insurgents. In similar vein, Daniel Hallin’s Sphere of Legitimate Controversy (1989) argues that
news media merely play a responsive role to elites’ consensus and disagreements. As a
result, they are unlikely to break away from the agreed discourse that dominates the debate
at the time so as to avoid being cast as dissident. However, as shown in his study on the
coverage of the Vietnam War politics, it is when there is a dissensus among political leaders
that news media become proactive in promoting a different stance from elites and other

fellow press.

While accepting that the news media favour the dramatised and sensationalised elements of
political violence to gain financial interests, this approach admits that there are other
professional conventions to explain why not all violent events are selected to be in the
news. The ‘newsworthiness’ of political violence and how it is portrayed also depend on
journalistic conventions like frames and narrative styles (Picard 1991a; Fawcett 2002) or
geopolitical interests. Prasun Sonwalkar’s study of the Nagaland conflict (2004) in north-

eastern India, for example, proves the latter point. The study shows that stories of this
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ethnic minority community barely appeared on the national news agenda, because, in the
news editors’ eyes, the far-reached region had neither the cultural proximity to the general
audience nor a major economic contribution to the central administration. The dominant
discourses of this conflict were those generated by the state, whose proximity of location
with the news media headquarters is more favourable than the border region. Meanwhile,
the voices of the local administration and population became marginalised, distorted, and
muffled due to the central newsroom’s limited understanding of the region’s complex
ethnic contexts. Taking after Gaye Tuchman’s concept of “symbolic annihilation” (1978
cited in Sonwalkar 2005, p. 262), Sonwalkar coins the term banal journalism (2005) to explain
the practice where journalists choose to present some events and issues over the others,
and in effect keep certain perspectives, usually those of the minorities, out of the public’s
sight. In his view, banal journalism carries the elite hegemonic undertone, hence, detrimental

to democratic process.

In the case of news access, the third approach holds a different view from the previous
two. Journalists’ choice of news sources are not solely determined by their economic
interests, political beliefs, or structural restrictions, but professional requirements such as
deadline and the ‘index’ system (Bennett 1990 cited in Wolfsfeld 2004, p. 21) also come
into play. Meanwhile, David E. Morrison and Howard Tumber (1988 cited in Tumber
2004, pp. 192-193; Cottle 2006a, p. 190) also point out that human experiences of war,
such as being under similar hostile situations and being bonded with their military
companions, can also shape journalists’ outlook, or phenomenology of the war they cover.
Moreover, keeping confidentiality of news sources and off-record information for the
purpose of ensuring the safety of informants rather than abiding by authorities’ rules is
another factor that compels news media to leave certain stories in the dark when covering

wars and conflicts (Tumber 2005).

The desirable role of journalism, in this perspective, involves the exercise of media self-
regulation and the social responsibility principle. Interestingly, Nossek notes the exceptions
when journalism’s preferred role is to promote public’s support for the authority (Nossek
2007, p. 300). For instance, when reporting about implications of unknown risks from
terrorists’ unconventional weapons such as anthrax threats, both Critical and Functional/
Professional approaches concur that it is permissible for news media to encourage trust in
and compliance to government measures to protect public safety, insofar as there are no

other reliable sources of information besides the state.
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The three approaches reflect different positions on journalism’s roles in political conflict
and help sensitise researchers to the varied rationale of news organisations and other stake-
holders’ decisions, policies, or actions towards the conflict. This thesis, with the following
chapter discussing the sociology of news production, sets out to employ and build on the
Functional/ Professional Approach as a key framework with which to explore and analyse the
roles of Thai journalism in reporting the southern conflict. Nevertheless, it is crucial to be
aware of other approaches as they suggest the logic behind different protagonists’ views on

the roles of Thai news media in this political violence.

3.3 Countering the mainstream: peace journalism and other forms of journalism in political conflict
reporting

This section will explore academic works and professional views that propose desirable
roles of journalism in conflict situations. To be discussed first is the notion of peace
Journalism as an effort to break away from conventional journalistic practices and facilitate
conflict resolution. The discussion will then turn to consider the types of news production
that help generate the ‘contra-flows’ of information by offering alternative perspectives,
recognising minority’s identity and needs, and encouraging participation of relevant
stakeholders. Lastly, the notion of professional reflexivity which aims to improve the

quality of conflict reporting will be discussed.

3.3.1. Peace journalism: promoting ‘ideal’ journalism in a cynical world
Veteran journalists Jake Lynch and Annabel McGoldrick have developed the peace
journalism approach (2005), derived from peace studies scholar Johan Galtung’s
recommendation of an ‘ethical’ journalistic principle in reporting conflicts that promotes
peace resolutions. The advocates identify one binary framework in covering war and
conflict: war/ violence journalism and peace/ conflict journalism. According to these advocates, the
mote dominant war/ violence journalism approach, prevalent in most mainstream news media,
focuses on the visible violence and competitive elements of the conflict and relies on elite
sources, the latter often propagandising their cause. Such practices do not contribute to
peaceful conflict resolutions, but instead produce the “us versus them” perspective that
further deepens social division. Peace/conflict journalism, on the contrary, veers away from
such characteristics. Its focal point is to provide a variety of voices and perspectives on the
conflict to offer a comprehensive understanding of the situation and bring about non-
violent solutions (Lynch and McGoldrick ibid.; Galtung 2000). As Liz Fawcett summarises,

while conventional conflict reporting highlights “the visible effects of violence” and
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focuses “on tangible outcomes and institutions, peace journalism adopts a more analytical

approach, examining the role of social structures and cultures” (2002, p. 213).

Promoting the ethic of ‘social responsibility,” the ideas of peace journalism find some
support in many national and international self-regulation agreements such as the
UNESCO’s International Principles of Professional Ethics in Journalism (1983), and was
incorporated in several handbooks on practical guidelines for reporting in conflict zones
(see, for example, Howard 2003; Klussmann 2003; Park and Deshapriya 2005). Regardless,
the idea of peace jowrnalism still faces criticism from news professionals. A BBC
correspondent argues, for instance, that the established pillars of journalism — namely
objectivity, balance, and fairness, already encapsulate key principles in producing quality
reports in any situations. He also questions if the news media’s engagement in conflict
resolutions, encouraged in these guidelines, will breach journalism’s golden rule of

detachment (Loyn 2003).

A number of studies question the practicality of the concept. The obstacles range from
journalists’ individual background to professional conventions such as news rhetoric and
narrative structures (Fawcett 2002) and news values (Irvan 2006). Concurrently, the profit-
driven nature of news industry also results in the dramatic, violent-oriented stories being
chosen over those carrying peace journalism frames that may lack the sensational elements.
At the ideological level, the dominant discourses such as national identity play a crucial part
in encouraging journalists and news organisations to take on the usual path, and not the

alternative reporting approach, especially when the conflict is close to home (Irvan ibid.).

Although peace journalism holds the merit of visioning the news media’s preferred roles in
conflict situations, Thomas Hanitzsch (2007) argues that the concept’s major flaws are that
it believes the news media acquire a powerful direct impact on the audience’s perception of
the conflict and the peace process, and disregards the influence of other institutional
components of the conflict. Advocates of peace journalism, Hanitzsch comments,
overlook the socio-cultural and political environments wherein journalists operate and their
audience reside. These settings could also influence how journalists form the idea of ‘peace’
in the first place (2004, p. 491). As Wolfsfeld’s ‘politics-media-politics cycle’ (1997, 2004)
demonstrates, because news organisations have a dialectical interplay with other institutions
in conflicts, they are likely to rely on the ideas circulated in public debates by protagonists
at that time rather than coming up with an understanding on their own. By the same token,

the interplay is dynamic; thus, each conflict can be portrayed differently. For instance, while
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news media might be criticised for their negative contribution to peace process from their
coverage of the conflicts between Israel and the Palestine and Jordan, their role in
enhancing the peace process in Northern Ireland was more commendable (Wolfsfeld
2004). Therefore, peace journalism does not necessarily revolutionise the ways journalists
work entirely. The approach may already be employed when an opportunity strikes, for
instance, when there is a dissensus among political elites that allows oppositional voices to
emerge (Hallin 1989), or when journalists feel the need to reflect on their performance via
memoir literatures or media monitoring programmes (Hanitzsch 2004, p. 492; Cottle 2005,

pp. 119-120).

3.3.2. “Thick’ journalism: going beyond daily news updates
Whilst journalists face harsh criticism for their less-than-impressive role in conflict
resolution, some academics argue that these assessments may be unfair to media
professionals because they are based on traditional news narrative styles and structures,
which become the limitation that hinders reporters from venturing into more complex
reporting styles or modes (Hanitzsch 2004; Wolfsfeld 2004). This section will examine the
variations of journalistic presentation that attempt to go beyond the daily news update and

which may provide audiences a more comprehensive picture of some conflicts.

The varied forms of journalism can facilitate a fair discursive competition or marginalise
dissenting voices. Cottle (2005) suggests that, ‘thick’ journalism, referring to television
journalism formats that put forward the issue’s in-depth replete with competing views and
“lived experiences,” can enhance the visibility of often-overlooked issues such as those of
the minorities and the voiceless in the public agenda — a contribution to the development
of democratic processes and a healthy civil society. He further argues that journalism bears
dualistic characters through the “communicative architecture of television” — that is, a
complex set of communicative frames journalists routinely use to present news stories.
While the reporting, dominant, and contest frames, largely employed in the story-telling of the
war on terror, give little chances for oppositional and minority voices to come into view,
other less-used communicative frames such as expose/ investigation, campaigning, and reportage
can offer a promising opportunity in counter-balancing the dominant discourses presented

via the frequently-deployed frames (Cottle 2006b).

Studies also show that long-format and discussion programmes, which consume more
preparation and production time are likely to articulate the complexity of conflict issue

better than the time-constraint regular newscasts. Schlesinger et al observe that “different
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forms of television journalism may handle the question of political violence with varying
degrees of openness to argument which depart from official orthodoxy,” (1983, p. 68). For
instance, David Altheide’s comparative study on the format and symbols of television news
coverage of terrorism in the United States and the United Kingdom (1987) reveals that the
topic type news format, usually involving interviews and documentary forms of reporting,
tended to go behind the scene by highlighting the perpetrators’ purposes, goals, and
rationale, whereas the event #pe format such as evening newscasts merely presented visuals
of the terrorism aftermaths and tactics. Following up on their previous research, Elliot et al
(1996 cited in Cottle 2006a, pp. 147-148)’s study of the television’s “discourse of terrorism”
in the Northern Ireland conflict indicates that the more “open” spaces the format provides,
as in the case of current affairs, documentary, and drama programmes, the more
opportunity there is for marginalised perspectives and unheard voices to emerge, balancing
the discursive contention among protagonists. In same vein, Cottle (2002)’s study of the
three debate-style current affair programmes on British television demonstrates how the
structure of these televised “agorae” can encourage public participation and deliberation on
crucial societal matters. Given their less-frequent appearance on air, the impact of these
programmes in putting the discussed issue on the news agenda or stimulating public
response is minimal. Nevertheless, their presence indicates manifold perspectives among
the audience, suggesting the heterogeneous public as opposed to the consensual one — a

feature that cannot be taken for granted (Ibid., p. 196).

As the expansion of media landscape in the twenty-first century paves the way for new
media channels, scholars also express optimistic views toward these new platforms and
genres and anticipate how they may yet enhance democratic dialogue concerning political
conflict, making it more accessible and fairer to every party. Studies by Stuart Allan (2002)
and Adel Iskandar and Mohammed El-Nawawy (2004) which explore the potential of
online media and regional satellite broadcaster respectively demonstrate the ‘contra-flows’
of information that challenges the dominant hegemonic discourses in political conflict.
Allan’s study suggests that the Internet’s accessibility and interaction features encourage
users to not only consume and scrutinise online news from a myriad of sources, but to also
express opinions. In political conflict, he argues, the internet makes it easier for those with
marginalised views to produce their own content so they can correct the misrepresentation

or counter the dominating forces.

Meanwhile, Iskandar and El-Nawawy’s work examines the Qatar-based satellite television

broadcaster Al-Jazeera’s coverage of the Iraq war in 2003. Using the concept of “contextual

39



objectivity” (2004, pp. 319-323) to analyse the case, the researchers indicate the station
strives to maintain balance between upholding journalistic integrity and presenting the
regional perspectives to their Arab and global audience in the Western-dominant discursive
environment. While being praised for unveiling the underrepresented perspectives from the
Arab world to audience elsewhere, the broadcaster still faced accusation from U.S. officials
of disseminating the then Iraqi government’s propaganda when their reports depicted the
deaths of Iraqi civilians. Such a precarious position makes it difficult for Al-Jazeera to
receive a universal recognition as a ‘fair and balanced’ news organisation, even from their
western counterparts (Samuel-Azran 2010). Nevertheless, Iskandar and El-Nawawy argue
that the presence of Al-Jazeera and the likes, as well as the use of “contextual objectivity,”

is crucial in conflicts where the representation of certain protagonists is inadequate.

Also, among the traits of ‘thick’ journalism exemplified by Cottle is the notion of wedia
reflexcivity (2005, pp. 119-120), referring to programmes in which news media scrutinize and
critique their actions and decisions. The practice also shows journalists’ vulnerability
because behind-the-scene factors such as obstacles and ethical dilemmas are brought to
light. He asserts that “deconstructing ‘spin’ and understanding symbolic and rhetorical
forms of power” (Ibid.) are essential for both media professionals and the audience to be
aware of the vigorous discursive contestation environment they are in. The idea is in line
with Hanitzsch’s recommendation that exposing conditions of reporting and applying
critical view of sources will enhance transparency and reflexivity, which will bring peace

Journalism into practice in the real work environment (2004, p. 492).

Despite the promising prospects, some scholars express concerns towards the survival of
‘thick’ journalism and alternative channels in the profit-oriented media industry and
consumerism environment (Cottle 2005). Current affairs programmes usually attract a small
audience due to the non-entertaining nature of its topics. Therefore, they are generally
placed in the ‘grave-yard’ slot, the position that inevitably affects their ratings and potential
sponsors in the case of commercial stations. Moreover, the impact of online news and
regional media on the news agenda remain minimal, compared with that of other
mainstream outlets. Going back to Wolfsfeld (2004)’s argument which connects the media
environment and the role of journalism in peace process; insofar as sensationalism
maintains its strong foothold in most newsrooms, the likelihood for other genres to emerge
and become influential seems unlikely. Regardless, the struggle with commercial interests
can sometimes be overcome by professional reflexivity and organisational principles that

facilitate the production of quality journalism.
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3.4 Thai journalism and southern conflict

Divided into two subsections, this part now explores further the nature of news media
output, audience’s reaction, and the modus operandi of journalists in covering the
insurgency to form a preliminary insight on Thai journalism and factors involved in

covering the conflict.

3.4.1. The analyses of news reports on southern conflict: news media as purveyor
of violence and state propaganda
Most studies concerning Thai news media and the southern violence examine the news
media output to investigate how the media make sense of the political conflict. These
studies have demonstrated that the media discourses of this phenomenon mainly revolve

around the notion of criminality and violence.

Tracing how the southern conflict had been played out in major Thai dailies prior to and
during the course of the new round of violence, Jareeya Arttaanuchit (2007) finds that the
number of front-page stories concerning unrest from the far South had increased sharply
during the first two years of resurged violence. The trend is a major contrast to the amount
of stories that made front page during the decade before the new round of conflict.
However, the key theme remains unchanged, as it revolves around the authority’s pursuit
of suspects and perpetrators. Moreover, the dailies used more state official sources than

civilians.

Two other recent studies take a step further by bringing in journalistic factors, which are
the television news narrative structure and professional values that could influence the
representation of the southern conflict in news media. Kanlayanee Kanchanatanee (2004)
and Samatcha Nilaphatama (20006) studied the reports of high-profile incidents in 2004
produced by commercial and state-owned television stations and the national radio
broadcaster respectively. These incidents included the armoury heist in Narathiwat in
January, the clampdown on suspected insurgents at Kru-Ze Mosque in April, and the
deaths of protesters in Tak Bai district in October (see Appendix A for detail of these

incidents).

In line with the findings of Arttanuchit’s study, Kanchanatanee’s analysis indicates that
through television narrative styles and presentation techniques, the newscasts presented an

“unclear reality” of the arms depot robbery. Failing to answer who the perpetrators were
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and what their goals would be, the broadcasters instead focused on authority’s investigation
of the case and their pursuit of suspected insurgents while in fact little progress had been
made. More importantly, the coverage relied heavily on state leaders and officials’ opinions,
which were found to be contradicting one another’s. Apart from the ambiguous
information, the broadcasters also largely employed the emotional elements, which
included horror, sorrow, and violence in their news reports. Kanchanatanee’s study reflects
significant limitations in the nature of broadcast media: their dependence on immediacy
and limited airtime, which encourage news practitioners to focus on the dramatic elements
of the events and convenient access to news sources. It can be argued that, the sensational
and emotional aspects of these reports could invoke public sympathy for those affected by
aggression and expedite political responses, similar to the case of disaster victims (Wahl-
Jorgensen and Pantti 2007). However, the coverage’s emphasis on authority’s actions and
opinions tended to support the state’s legitimacy in suppressing the alleged instigators

rather than to provide other alternatives to end violence or call for sympathy for the locals.

Concurring with Kanchanatanee’s study, Nilaphatama’s textual analysis of the newscasts
presented by the Public Relations Department’s Radio Thailand also demonstrates the
potential ideological impact of the newscasts on audience (2006, pp. 80-100). He explains
that the state-owned broadcaster distorted its explanations of both events in terms of their
details and ramifications by downplaying the testimonies of eyewitnesses and victims of
violence, as well as the concerns and criticisms, especially ones opposing the authority. The
study also indicates that the coverage concealed other crucial information that could have
helped the audience form a well-rounded understanding of the events. For instance, the
broadcasters refrained from investigating further the claims of potential resurrection of
separatist movements or illegal drug traders who could have been behind the resurged
insurgency, or the army’s responsibility in mishandling the protesters. The reference to the
nation’s most revered institutions, such as the monarchy and religious leaders who
proposed reconciliatory campaign, also lends credibility to the news reports and
consequently the rhetoric promoted by the state. Nilaphatama argues that such news
coverage became a key mechanism to legitimise the state’s aggressive actions on dissidents
and protesters in the far South and to endorse the subsequent peace-keeping policies and

reconciliation rhetoric.

Studies on the news discourse and news framing support the criticism that the mainstream
media have done little to facilitate the peace process, and may have widened the rift among

local Malay Muslims, authorities, and the rest of the Thai population. In their study on the
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discourses of the deep South and violence in Thai society, Kritsadawan and Soraj
Hongladaroms argue that the usage of “fire” in news reports and commentaries written by
analysts and scholars as a metaphor referring to the southern violence makes the southern
border region synonymous with the dangerous and ferocious flame. The same goes with
related terms such as “fuming” and “simmering” to describe the severity and lingering
effects of the situation. Moreover, the media’s frequent reference to insurgents as “chon tai
(southern bandits)” further prompts the central population to perceive the southernmost
provinces as infiltrated with two detrimental features: violent danger and vicious locals
(2006, pp. 119, 133). The reference has cast the feeling of insecurity upon the troubled
region. Another metaphor used was the notion in which the southern problem was a
disease, and the government, who looked after people’s well-being, had the direct duty to
cure it. Therefore, the government must be entrusted with full authority to implement the
treatment as they saw fit. In this case, the remedy was economic development schemes to

rid poverty — the perceived cause of this disease (Ibid., pp. 119-120).

Using the peace journalism/war journalism frames, Supapohn Kanwerayotin (2006) and
Witchayawanee Choonui (2009) conducted a content analysis of the popular Thai Rath
daily’s coverage of the Tanyong Limo hostage incident (see Appendix A for more detail),
and the two studies generated similar results. These studies suggest that Thailand’s highest
distribution daily newspaper applied the war journalism frame by focusing on the “here and
now” and “victory-oriented” elements of the story (Kanwerayotin 20006, p. 46) as well as
the visible impact of the violence (Choonui 2009). Its semantic terms, particularly the
headlines and sub-headings, were found to carry a dehumanising tone, which could easily
propagate the “us versus them” perception against the perpetrators. More importantly, Tha:
Ratlh’s reports granted minimal spaces to scholars, peace advocates, and NGOs, compared

with the amount of spaces given to the authority.

Taking a different approach, a frame analysis study by Sara Jones (2007) shows the strong
influence of the binary Thai/Malay ethnicity and Buddhist/Islamic identity notions in
media framing. Based on the analysis of the news reports by English-language daily The
Nation on four major events in 2004, Jones identifies three frames used in news media
representation of the southern conflict: 1) “Southern Violence: A Regional Problem”, 2)
“The Threat of International Terrorism”, and 3) “Shirking Responsibility” (Ibid., p. 13).
She argues that the first two frames imply the geographical and religious divide in Thailand
by singling out the South as a violent-filled region and linking the conflict with the

transnational Islamic terrorist networks. In line with the previous two frames, the last
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frame, “Shirking Responsibility” is used to conclude that, since the instigators were
unknown and the conflict is regional-based, the government and the rest of Thai public do
not have to be accountable for or to solve this problem (Ibid., pp. 101-102). The research
points out that such media frames do not facilitate the southerners to achieve their demand

for justice.

So far, these studies have indicated that several journalistic practices which gave rise to an
incomplete set of information and barred the Thai population in other parts of the country
from forming a better understanding of the complex political violence. The public’s lack of
awareness of the problem paves the way for the government to play down the plausible
resurgence of separatist movements (McCargo 2008, p. xii) and keep the problem at a
distance at first, and later to galvanise public support and earn legitimacy for its hard-line

approach to quell violence (Nilaphatama 20006).

What Nilaphatama calls the national broadcaster’s “sophisticated and neat” structure (Ibid.,
p. 285) might succeed in manufacturing consent among the majority Thais. However, the
process failed to convince the southern residents and officials based in the region due to
their direct experience, negative attitude toward the government’s inefficient policies, other
means of information verification, prevalent alternative media channels, and their
background. Moreover, Radio Thailand was caught in the dilemma between performing
journalistic duty and residing under its employer, the Government’s Public Relations
Department, which meant to abide by the state’s national security protocol. As a result, in
reporting the attack on suspected instigators at the sacred Kru-Ze Mosque and the Tak Bai
demonstration clampdown, the state-run radio legitimised the authority’s use of force. On
the contrary, the locals disagreed with the coverage, resulting in the mistrust of the state

broadcaster that extends to other mainstream vernacular press.

The aforementioned studies hold the merits of signalling the preferred benchmark that
news media should gear towards; nonetheless, the findings deal little with organisational
factors and relevant structural constraints of news media, making the criticism that seems
detached and impractical in the journalists’ world (Deep South Bookazine 2008, p. 59).
While the study by Nilaphatama (2006) took into account the state broadcaster’s
organisational restraints and Kanwerayotin’s study (2006) briefly discussed the commercial
news media’s for-profit nature that to a certain extent jeopardised the peace journalism
project, these studies have yet to explore further why journalists and the news organisations

cannot perform the anticipated roles, or even agreeing on what the desirable roles should
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be, given their existing professional and organizational limitations. Additionally, there have
yet to be studies that explore the complexity of the Thai news ecology, which may

potentially be a contributing factor to changes in conflict reporting.

3.4.2. Alternative means of journalism in reporting southern conflict: challenging
the conventions
This subsection looks at the studies of Thai news media and their attempts to challenge the
conventional practices in hopes to improve the quality of reports on southern violence.
Two alternative media operations will be discussed, namely the peace journalism project and
the non-profit civic community radio in the far South. This subsection will include
analytical assessment of these projects through the lens of journalism theories to identify

new research trajectories needed for investigating the roles of journalism in this conflict.

The first alternative means of conflict reporting is the peace journalism initiative. The call for
‘responsible and ethical’ news media to facilitate the peace-building process in the deep
South from scholars of various specialisations has been prevalent and consistent. In same
vein, a number of news media professionals, especially ones who campaign for quality
development of Thai journalism, recognise the peace journalism approach as a ‘corrective’
form of reporting about the ongoing political violence. The notion is also supported by
Sermsiri Nindum (2007)’s study which indicates “problem solution” and “peace” are

among the top desirable news values whereas conflict is listed last.

With the start-up funding from the National Reconciliation Commission and the National
Health Foundation,' the Thai Journalists Association (TJA) founded the Isara News Centre
project, which later became the Isara News Agency (see more detail of the agency’s
development and operation in Appendix B). In the beginning, the centre’s main task was to
highlight what might be under-reported, or even neglected, angles of southern stories. The
centre not only expected the public to see other sides of the phenomenon, but also hoped
that journalists would become sensitised to the regional culture and could experiment on
different approaches in covering political violence (Chamlongrat 2007; Ruengdit 2007, pp.
22-26). While the news agency’s main platform was its website, some stories were also

picked up by and re-published on the mainstream outlets, particularly ones that sent their

! The National Health Foundation was officially founded in 1991 by a network of concerned public health
officials and scholars, with the aims to promote a healthy living environment and to campaign for national
policies regarding public health. An independent non-profit agency, the foundation also campaigns for
freedom of expression as part of a healthy living condition, which results in the funding for activities and
projects from media professional organisations and the like.
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reporters to join in the project. In many instances, the agency proved to be a useful source
for national-level media, for example, in its coverage of the Tanyong Limo hostage where
the Isara reporters were able to break the stories, thanks to the combination between the
staff’s experienced reporting skills and the vital knowledge; local language and customs
(Kanwerayotin 2000, pp. 30-48; Choonui 2009).

The studies by Kanwerayotin (2006) and Choonui (2009) on the Isara News Centre and its
coverage elucidate two important points. First, similar to what Hanitzsch (2004) and Irvan
(2006) propose, journalists generally find it crucial to constantly evaluate their performance
and amend their roles. Secondly, a joint working group composed of reporters from varied
backgrounds, or a shared media (Wolfsfeld 2004, p. 230), is likely to enhance their ability in
information gathering and analyzing the situation, which will facilitate the presentation of
alternative perspectives in the conflict. Nevertheless, the obstacles in employing the peace
journalism concept and in executing the project are apparent in all three levels as discussed

by Irvan (2006) above.

Despite its good intention to challenge the mainstream media’s conventions, Kanwerayotin
points out that the news centre’s loose organisational structure obstructed the agency from
achieving a sustainable goal. As a non-profit organisation, the agency relied heavily on
volunteer experienced journalists, on loan from mainstream dailies in the beginning. The
inconsistent support from Bangkok-based journalists and the unclear TJA project timeline
made the flow of operation uncertain (Kanwerayotin 2006, pp. 53-59). When these
reporters were called back to the capital city as the national-level political turmoil started in
the capital early 20006, local junior reporters with a few years of experience were left behind
to do the fieldwork. Despite having experienced senior reporters to act as news editors, the
agency acquired neither the systematic training for required skills, from basic reporting to
peace journalism or safety precautions, nor concrete manuals or guidelines. The reports in
the subsequent phases of the news centre rarely attracted Bangkok news editors’ attention
the way the centre did in its beginning days. Kanwerayotin further argues that other news
stories, especially the heated political conflict in Bangkok made it difficult for stories from
the deep South to emerge on the national news agenda. Another factor was young
journalists’ lack of experience and skills which made the news pegs and presentation

unappealing season editors to publish the stories (Ibid., pp. 61-62).

Later, the TJA’s subsequent attempt to promote the conflict reporting manual was

criticised for being naive to the other structural constraints and the Thai socio-political
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environment (Rojanaphruk 2009). This comment suggests that although peace journalism can
be adopted by individual journalists, the approach can hardly penetrate into the mainstream

news structure which is immensely market- and industrial-driven.

In all, these criticisms are in line with McCargo’s analysis of the Thai news media’s attempt
to report the southern conflict (2006). Firstly, the changes in news manufacturing
conventions were proved to be a tremendous challenge because news workers were too
accustomed to the familiar routine and framework to welcome new practices. Secondly and
more importantly, these changes did not only question the existing journalistic customs,
but also the predominant, and perhaps underlying, beliefs in Thai society, particularly the
nation-state stability. This remark signals that, to become effective, the shifts in journalism

may have to go in tandem with the changes in socio-political milieu.

The second alternative means of southern conflict reporting to be discussed here is the
operation of civic community radio.” One research indirectly shows the implications of the
political conflict and violence on civic community radio practitioners. According to Chalisa
Magpanthong (2007), the Pattani Community Radio Group was among a few community
radio stations whose majority of programmes was conducted in the local Malay dialect. As
a result, this pioneering non-profit community broadcaster, which was run by local
volunteers, had been playing a vital role in encouraging the locals’ participation and

fostering a sense of community ownership as well as their Malay Muslim identity.

However, the re-emergence of violence marred its operations profoundly. The hostile
situation in the province intimidated both volunteer staff and the previously-frequent
guests, deterring them from working at late hours and visiting the station. The locals’ fear
of violence effectively decreased the level of participation — the principle of civic
community radio. More importantly, like other community radio stations in the volatile
provinces, the broadcaster was under the authority’s close surveillance. The researcher
points out that the broadcast language of Malay raised officials’ concerns and the station

was asked to translate their programmes into Thai so that officials could understand the

2 Civic community radio in Thailand refers to non-commercial short-wave radio operation with the
transmission radius of no more than 15 kilometres (approx. 9.3 miles). Mostly situated in rural residential
areas, community radios require operation license from the National Broadcasting and Telecommunication
Commission, the independent regulatory agency. Funded by community members or sponsored by civil
societies, most community radios are run by volunteering members of the community and broadcast during
certain hours. Some stations allow local governmental agencies and civil advocate groups, such as public
health and army, to host programmes. For more detail on civic community radio in Thailand, see Ramasoota,
P. 2013. Community radio in Thailand: from media reform to a sustainable regulatory framework. Bangkok: Heinrich
Boell Stiftung and Thai Media Policy Center.
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content (Ibid., p. 206). Some stations in Narathiwat which broadcast in Malay language
were reportedly shut down by the army in the name of national security (Ibid., p. 209). In
the studied radio station, volunteer staff felt compelled to perform certain degrees of self-
censorship by refraining from discussing politics or presenting analytical reports
concerning the conflict, fearing that any misinterpreted messages might prompt the
government to close it down, or insurgents to set the station as an attack target (Ibid., p.
204). On the contrary, local audience felt it was crucial for the community radio station to
talk about the ramifications of conflict and to particularly correct the army’s

misrepresentation of the Muslims (Ibid., p. 202).

Concluding her research, Magpanthong identifies a number of obstacles, especially in the
management of community radio stations which hinders them from creating an effective
channel for participatory communication. Regardless, the researcher sees the local
broadcasters’ potentials in strengthening the community and earning the locals’ trust, in the
case of the Pattani community radio station, by using the Malay language, the native tongue
which is not officially recognised by the central broadcasters. This remark is supported by
Walakkamon Jangkramon (2007), who argues that community radio had yet to show their
role in facilitating conflict resolution despite their civic principles due to safety concerns
and interference from the state and other influential groups. To enhance the participation
of community radio practitioners in conflict resolution, the researcher suggests structural
changes, including the granting of legal status and systematic media reform policies to
support the operations of civic community radio, and subsequently pave the way for

effective participatory communication among involved parties.

Opverall, these studies reflect authority’s views towards media outlets, especially those
operated by the Malay Muslims, regarding them as serving the antagonists in line with the
theoretical approaches discussed earlier. Such perspectives gave rise to state restrictions and
cast the chilling effects on media operation, even with those catering to a small group of
audience and considered ‘amateur’ by big corporations. At the same time, these literatures
suggest that there is the interplay between changes in politics and media, as well as the

opportunities for alternative media to present counter-state arguments in conflict reporting.

In summary, the compilation of studies in this section indicates that the Thai news
production culture has not always been static and passive. Despite the criticism against
their less-than-impressive performance, news workers occasionally employed professional

reflexivity, strived to improve the quality of southern conflict coverage, and attempted to
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expand the news ecology. At the same time, there are signs that the changes in politics and
news industry played significant roles in shaping the news production culture. Such
indications point to the importance of further investigation into how journalists take
advantage of or are affected by the dynamic environment in reporting about the southern

conflict.

3.5 Conclusion

By reviewing a collection of literatures in the field of journalism and political
conflict/violence, this chapter presents useful analytical frameworks, which can be
employed to scrutinise the Thai news media’s coverage of the political conflict in the three
southernmost provinces. Similarly, the look at studies in the Thai academia indicates that
gaps needed to be filled in order to form a more comprehensive understanding of Thai

journalism’s roles in conflict reporting.

The three approaches: Classical, Critical, and Functional/ Professional (Nossek 2007), suggests
the different outlooks towards the symbiotic relations between news media and political
violence. The explanation of these perspectives signals how most studies rarely probe the
Thai media using the Functional/ Professional Approach. By occluding the ‘behind-the-scene’
factors such as occupational conventions and structural constraints in the profession, these
studies only give partial explanations of why journalists operated the way they did, and

recommended treatment that was challenging to become materialised.

Moreover, existing Thai studies emphasise on the aspect of news representation, showing
how journalism tended to take side with authority in the conflict. The interplay between
news media and political actors were mentioned briefly, but not as a focal point in most
communication studies, although the history-, security- and political science-based
literatures concerning southern violence subtly imply the complex relation between key
protagonists in the conflict and the news media, as demonstrated in Chapter 2. The
framework from Wolfsfeld’s landmark studies (1997, 2004) will be useful in examining the
dynamic and dialectical relation between news media and antagonists, as well as how

journalists respond to violent incidents and to peace processes.

Lastly, as journalists strive to better perform and produce better quality reports, there is a
need to investigate the varied types of journalism and how they may yield different
implications from mainstream commercial outlets as largely illustrated in the existing

studies. The inception of the Isara News Centre (later the Isara News Agency), the
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promotion of conflict reporting guidelines, and the existence of non-profit media outlets
such as the national public service broadcaster Thai PBS and community radio operators
may all suggest and indeed help project new journalism trajectories. As demonstrated in the
case of online news (Allan 2002) and regional satellite television station Al-Jazeera
(Iskandar and El-Nawawy 2004), these emerging trends add new perspectives in explaining
about complex conflict, amplify the previously-silenced voices, and make the discursive

contestation of conflict more vibrant and fairer.
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Chapter 4
The Sociology of News Production

The previous two chapters on the historical and contemporary contexts of Thailand’s
southern conflict and the relations between news media and political conflict/ violence
identified and discussed contending discourses within and around the conflict, and the
disparate perspectives on news media’s role in political conflict. These discussions centre
on the issue of how, being caught in the middle of the discursive and physical battlefields,
journalists assume diverse and dynamic roles in reporting about the conflict. Various
circumstances and conditions require journalists to perform their job differently, and their
actions may result in facilitating peaceful resolution or exacerbating the conflict. This is an
important issue which demands further theorization and empirical exploration. The
discussion and debates addressed in this chapter focus on the rationales and forces that
govern journalists’ practices such as the processes of story selection and information
gathering, and the design of presentation formats. Additionally, this chapter look at the

implications of these practices on news content.

The chapter is divided into four parts. The first section deals with the discussions and
debates on the sociology of journalism, and why it is essential to use the sociological
analytical lens to study the roles that Thai news media and journalists play in the southern
conflict. The second section then explores factors within the realm of journalistic operation
and news professionalism: professional values, organisational structure, and presentation
variations. The third section investigates a vital element of news production: the notion of
news access, which examines the reciprocal relationship between journalists and their
sources. The forth section takes into account the political and economic forces that
influence the news production culture. In conclusion, the principal argument of this
chapter is that, generally, there are multifaceted and complex forces that govern the actions
of journalists and news organisations. Therefore, these forces are considered part of

political conflict mediatization.'

4.1 Defining the sociology of jonrnalism
The sociology of journalism argues, broadly, that news media are shaped by the social,
political, economic, and technological determinants (Schlesinger 1990; McNair 1998;

Schudson 2003) as opposed to being solely determined by journalistic features or one

! See a brief discussion of ‘mediatization’ in Footnote 1 of Chapter 1.
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particular force outside the news organizations. As Michael Schudson puts it, “the
decisions inherent in the manufacture of news have more to do with the marketplace, the
nature of organizations, and the assumptions of news professionals than with individual

bias” (Schudson 2003, p. 47).

To understand the news manufacturing process, Stephen Reese offers the hierarchy-of-
influences model (2001b) which points at five cascading levels of contributory factors
performing both independently and along with one another: 1) individual level, 2) routines
level, 3) organisational level, 4) extra-media level, and 5) ideological level. Reese looks at
news professionals’ individual attitudes, training, and background as the first mould that
shapes journalists’ actions and outputs, followed by routines — the “ongoing, structured,
deeply naturalized rules, norms, procedures that are embedded in media work” (Ibid., p.
180), which require individuals to adhere to. Routines then fall in line with the news
organisation’s larger and formal structure, for example, editorial policies and company’s
rules, and the power play inside the organisation such as line of command and self-
censorship. The model then suggests the investigation of extra-media influences which
include those of the government, advertisers, and even other media organisations. Lastly,
Reese concludes that, ultimately, the ideological level subsumes the previous four factors so
that they work to sustain particular ideological goals, and lead the news media, as a social
actor, to maintain their status quo and be part of a social control system. The model offers
a broad outlook of many variables influencing news production; nonetheless, its focal point
on an individual journalist or organisation does not sufficiently recognise the dynamic and

complexity of news ecology.

Other scholars offer more dynamic perspectives that acknowledge the evolving
environments within and around news media. Seeing the performances of and changes in
journalism go in tandem with the changes in its surrounding contexts, the sociology of
journalism counters the static view of what Brian McNair calls the ‘Dominance Paradigm’
(1998, p. 25) which sees elite groups as the sole promoters of dominant discourses and the
media faithfully legitimising and maintaining such domination. While accepting the unequal
distribution of power among members of the stratified social groups, the concept further
argues that there is no guarantee for any ideologies to always stay in the superior position.
As a result, “the media function not always or necessarily as a tool of ideological
domination, but often as an arena for a real competition of ideas and interpretation of
events” (Ibid., p. 29). The analysis is in line with Wolfsfeld’s argument concerning

journalism’s role as a forum for competing discourses in political conflict, and that there
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are opportunities for antagonists to challenge the control of dominating discourses

(Wolfsfeld 1997, 2004).

Many studies demonstrate how the news media react to and interact with the political
settings surrounding them (see, for example, Hallin 1989; Pharr 1996; Wolfsfeld 1997,
McCargo 2000; Wolfsfeld 2004; Archetti 2010), and the economic system in which they
operate (Hallin and Mancini 2004). These studies suggest the news media invent and
amend their norms, professional and moral judgment, practices, and outputs in accordance
with the dynamic political culture they work in. At the same time, the market demands also
determine the use of presentation formats of journalism, as seen in the hybrid
‘infotainment’ or ‘popular journalism’ (Bourdieu 1996; McNair 1998). Literatures also
indicate that the development of technology and the globalised flow of information enable
new forms and genres of journalism to emerge, effectively broadening the news ecology
(Cottle 2006a; McNair 2000). Such an impact, as demonstrated in McNait’s cultural chaos
paradigm (2006), diminishes the power of dominant discourses by allowing minority and
alternative voices to be heard more than before, although their presence may not entirely

outdo the existing dominating discourses.

In conclusion, to investigate news media’s political conflict mediatization, one needs to
take into account the interaction between the features of journalism and surrounding
environments. The sociology of journalism moves beyond a media-centric view by
proposing an analytical model that considers the political and cultural milieu as equally
influential in shaping news media’s performance; nevertheless, it does not downplay the
influence of journalistic characteristics embedded in the news culture. This framework
enables the examination of three “major factors” that contour the news coverage of
politics, suggested by Rodney Benson , which are “a) commercial or economic, b) political,
and c¢) interorganizational field of journalism™ (2004, p. 280). Given that political conflicts
are defined by contending discourses, some of which come from contradictory viewpoints,
the sociology of journalism helps shed light on relevant actors on the news stage. Among
them is the news media itself as an active player who does not only serve to establish and
mediate the forum, but can also entertain various relationships with these protagonists and
sometimes also proactively engage in the issue at hand. Such relationships and engagement

contribute to journalists’ varied roles: a purveyor of information, a watchdog, a servant of
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state, or, more often found, an unpredictable “trickster”” (Pharr 1996; McCargo 2000),

depending on the circumstances.

4.2 Inside the world of jonrnalism

Using the sociology of journalism as the main analytical framework of the Thai news
media’s roles in reporting about the southern conflict, this section continues with the
examination of journalistic culture, including professional norms, values, beliefs, practices,
as well as the line of command and protocols in news organisations to acquire an
understanding of how such elements and conditions can positively or negatively contribute

to journalists” works.

Before drawing a connection between the journalistic environment and its interchanges
with other social actors in the following sections, key features of journalism which are
frequently discussed and debated will be pointed out to illustrate the complexity and
constant contention within the world of journalism, which, at the same time, casts major

influences in reporting political conflict situations.

4.2.1. Journalist as a distinctive profession
Journalists in different political and cultural settings may operate differently, but Mark
Deuze (2005) argues that those in democratic societies are likely to acquire a shared
professional ideology which defines their identity. Serving as the ‘ournalistic cultural
cement,’ the five principles are: 1) providing a public service, 2) maintaining impartiality,
neutrality, objectivity, fairness, and credibility, 3) enjoying editorial autonomy, freedom, and
independence, 4) performing with immediacy, actuality and speed, and 5) having the sense
of ethics, validity, and legitimacy (Ibid., pp. 455-457). Looking at news media as a political
institution, Timothy E. Cook similarly identifies factors that facilitate the conformity of
news organisations, which are “professional consensus, comparable routines of making

news, the need under deadline to reduce high uncertainty about what is news, the reliance

2 Using the symbolical anthropology approach, Susan Phatr proposes another perspective on the media’s role
in society: media as trickster. Pharr argues that the media hold an outsider status in politics, or as she puts it,
“the trickster’s domain lies in a zone of liminality or “periphery” between the established order and the
symbolic universe surrounding it” (Pharr, S. 1996. Media as Trickster in Japan. In: Pharr, S. and Krauss, E.
eds. Media and Politics in Japan. Honolulu University of Hawai’i Press, p. 20). Yet, it is because of this flexible
position and relationship with the power-that-be that enables media practitioners to wander in and out of the
political territory conveniently. Being an outsider allows the media to become independent from the state’s
control; by the same token, they are not bound by social obligations. Such a “betwixt-and-between position”
(Ibid., p.27) facilitates the media to produce “a seamless stream of commentary, parody, analysis, evaluation,
and satire about that world” (Ibid.) that can critically scrutinise and criticise the powerful establishments. At
the same time, the media’s detachment may lead to them siding with the political power who can provide
them with beneficial inputs, averting them from serving public interest.
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on standard definers of reality, and, not least, how public policies and government officials

accommodate (and regulate) newsworkers as a distinct group” (2000, p. 163).

To understand journalists as a distinct group of professionals, Pierre Bourdieu’s feld theory
describes how journalists constitute their domain to be unique and autonomous, yet remain
dependent on other institutions and social actors. Like other fields, for example, political or
cultural fields, the journalistic field is composed of its own socially-constructed habitus — “a
structuring  structure, which  organizes practices and the perception of
practices...configurations of properties expressing the differences objectivity inscribed in
conditions of existence” (Bourdieu, Distinction, cited in Benson and Neveu 2005, p. 3).
Using the journalistic field as an analytical frame, Bourdieu states that the characteristics of
journalists as individuals, such as their social and educational background — the social
capital, and those of journalists as a corporate collective together constitute the
“Institutionalization” process of the field. Similar to what happens in most fields, despite
the seeming harmonisation and homogenisation, such a process also undergoes incessant
contestations and changes. This is in line with Roger Dickinson’s observation which
suggests that, “[p|roduction processes did not go unquestioned or patterns of reporting and
presentation uncontested. The newsroom was more a place of conflict than conformity.
[...] While Sigelman’s rule-following and Tuchman’s and Tunstall’s routinization were
evident, disputes and arguments over the way journalism should be done were an intrinsic

part of the job” (Dickinson 2007, p. 193).

Bourdieu’s field theory offers a useful insight into how news professionals invent their own
rules and earn the acceptance from members of the other fields for their distinctiveness.
The theory also provides ground for further investigation into the diversity of journalistic
field, for example, by recognising specialised journalism practices (Marchetti 2005).
Nonetheless, the feld theory alone may be inadequate to understand the complexity of Thai
news ecology with respect to southern conflict reporting. Firstly, the concept focuses on
news workers’ struggle to maintain autonomy from other, particularly economic, fields.
However, it gives little explanation about the dynamics and tension among various players,
as well as sub-cultures within the journalistic field, such as the different status of Bangkok-
based and southern teporters/stringers, or the dissimilar practices between employees of
commercial media and alternative ones, which are significant elements of the complex
news ecology. Secondly, as Dickinson argues, the feld theory underlines the competition
among news organisations because they are driven by market economy. This

presupposition makes it overlook the co-operation among news workers at all levels
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(Dickinson 2008, p. 1930), which, in political conflict, appears to be the news media’s
efforts to support conflict resolution, such as Wolfsteld’s shared media proposal (2004, p.

230), and the TJA’s peace journalism Isara News Centre project as discussed in Chapter 3.

Moreover, as will be discussed later in the chapter, journalism cannotbe completely
detached from other fields or merely respond to other social actors when provoked. Often
times, as a social actor, the domain of journalism does intersect with, or even becomes
subsumed under, other fields. As Schudson puts it, “journalism doesn’t stand outside
politics looking in; journalism is an element of politics” (2003, p. 166). Despite concurring
that journalism deserves certain degrees of independence from political and market
interference to maintain freedom of expression and pluralism in democratic societies,
Schudson further argues that completely detaching itself from other social actors may lead

to journalism’s insular and egoistic perspectives (2005, p. 221).

4.2.2. Objectivity as professional ideology and occupational necessity
Embedded in the process of institutionalization is the news workers’ attempt to create and
maintain their professionalism, which includes the normative belief of what ‘good’
journalists should be. The notion of objectivity has chiefly been campaigned as the
cornerstone of ‘good’ journalism, which promotes non-partisan news reporting, as opposed
to supporting any particular parties or interest groups (Schudson 2001). McNair points out
that ‘objective journalism’ contains three characteristics: 1) the separation of fact from
opinion, 2) a balanced account of debate, and 3) the validation of journalistic statements by
reference of authoritative others (1998, pp. 68-69). Nevertheless, from the critical
perspective, objectivity in the form of giving spaces to all claims does not only prevent
news organisations from being accused of bias, but it also enables them to become part of
the commodification process for the news product to reach a wider readership. In the same
vein, proclaiming objectivity can also serve as a selling-point of the news organisation

(Ibid., pp. 67-68).

In her ethnographic study of the American newsroom culture, Gaye Tuchman (1972)
observes how journalists translate the abstract concept of objectivity into tangible practices
to shield themselves against an accusation of being biased. Embedded in the information
gathering process and presentation techniques, these “strategic rituals” include presenting
conflicting possibilities and supporting evidence, using direct quotations from sources,
presenting “material facts” first, and using the “news analysis” label to separate facts from

opinions(Ibid., pp. 665-670, 676). By doing so, it is ensured that the news report is
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objective as reporters do not employ their personal judgment in the piece. Nevertheless,
the practices seem to backfire as most of the sources deemed to provide “material facts”
are often in high positions (Ibid., p. 672). Such deference to elite sources then leads to the
problem of monopolised news access, which will be discussed in a moment. This is in line
with Robert Entman’s argument which indicates that, “‘objectivity’ facilitates the
manipulation of news slant. With knowledge of objectivity rules and other news norms,
elites can concentrate their resources where it will most benefit their press coverage” (1989,

p. 38 cited in McNair 1998, pp. 76-77).

Similar observations are found in the analysis of Thai newspapers’ practices, as McCargo
demonstrates in his study of the relationship between Thai press and politics. To declare
their objectivity, news professionals adopt a routinised newsgathering system in which
asking high-ranking authorities for their views in every political issue is necessary. Editors
will then assemble those words in a barely-edited chunk of quotations, mostly opinions,
without giving additional analysis, explanation, or context, to prevent the press from being
labelled opinionated (McCargo 2000, p. 2), which is deemed unethical. While these types of
stories give little contextual details to the subjects, the coverage’s potential impact to rally
for public support and push for further investigation into political misgivings are also
diminished. To the news culture, the system inadvertently reduces the role of field
reporters, especially the little-trained and inexperienced junior ones, to a mere human tape-
recorder who only gathers quotes without having to think much beyond their daily

assignment to trail in pack after politicians (Ibid., pp. 37-38, 55-36).

News professionals, particularly ones in the liberal democratic settings, hold the notion of
objectivity as an integral occupational principle, be it for maintaining the institution’s
integrity or commercial necessity. While the reason of existence of objectivity is multi-level,
the interpretation of objectivity also varies. The Anglo-American concept of objectivity is
still highly debated and deems deficient in certain cultural settings and in conflict situations
(McNair 1998, pp. 71-72; Schudson 2001). The diverse and expanding news ecology
enables new players to emerge in the field, and they hold alternative views of objectivity
from the one deeply rooted in the history of American journalism (Tumber 1997 and
Waisbord 2000 cited in Campbell 2004, pp. 173-176). For instance, the Qatar-based Al
Jazeera television employs what Iskandar and el-Nawawy call ‘contextual objectivity’ (2004)
to present global audience with the previously silenced voices of the Arabs — a major
shortcoming in the dominant western news media, especially in times of wars and conflicts

when the discursive competition is fierce.

57



This subsection aims to highlight the complexity in the notion of objectivity, an integral
principle of journalism. While continually being heralded as a key practice among news
professionals in democratic societies, objectivity has also been critiqued for its weaknesses,
resulting in journalism’s deficiency. Therefore, it is worth taking into account the debate on
‘objective journalism’ in political conflict mediatization, and seeing how the concept can be

played out in conflict situations.

4.2.3. News values and news selection
As discussed in Chapter 3, the criteria and process journalists use to filter the events to be
made news play an important part in political conflict mediatization. Selected to be
published or aired from a myriad of events occurring in a day, an event must be considered

‘newsworthy’ by reporters and editors.

Many studies have summarised sets of common traits, or ‘news values’, which news
professionals employ to determine which events are newsworthy (Galtung and Ruge 1973,
Gans 1979, Golding and Elliot 1979, Hetherington 1985, Shoemaker et al. 1987 cited in
Campbell 2004, p. 118). Nevertheless, these criteria, like other journalistic characteristics,
are not permanent and universal. News values are constantly challenged, amended, or
sometimes overridden depending on circumstances and settings (Tiffen 1989). Meanwhile,
there are also discrepancies between what news professionals and the audience perceive as

newsworthy. A Thai study indicates that readers prioritise characteristics such as “public
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interest”, “individual interest”, and “morality” over “oddity” and “entertainment”, which

are the news industry’s oft-cited best-selling news values (Yuwakosol 2002 cited in Nindum

2007).

In political conflict reporting, critics frequently argue that news organisations favour
dramatised and sensationalised angles of the events for financial gains. Nonetheless, as
briefly discussed in the previous chapter, studies suggest that other features, for example,
cultural proximity and geopolitical interests (Sonwalkar 2004, 2005), come into play and
may even overshadow other news values elements. Cristina Archetti (2010)’s comparative
study of the September 11, 2001 coverage in eight elite newspapers in the United States,
France, Italy, and Pakistan support the above findings. Her study identifies three factors
influencing journalists’ sense of newsworthiness: national interest, national journalistic

culture, and editorial policy of each media organisation. From these studies, one can further
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argue that news values do not only determine which event is to be selected as a news story,

but they also influence the selection of sources, as well as the presentation styles.

Another set of tools employed by news professionals to facilitate their news manufacturing
process is what Tuchman calls news #ypification — that is, when journalists classify events into
five types based on the nature of factual information about the events: hard news, soft
news, spot news, developing news, and continuing news (1973). By pigeonholing the events
into different slots, news organisations can manage the influx of information they receive
everyday in a “routinised” system which enables them to allocate space or airtime and
manpower for news stories. Like news values, news organisations use news typification to
determine when and how a story will be presented, and what kind of technology is required
to cover the story. As a result, by “routinizing the unexpected”, as Tuchman puts it,
journalists do not only establish a systematic news production procedure for immediate
and future reference, but they also construct the social reality of the ‘event-as-news’ by

emphasising on how it happens, as journalists see it.
p g ppens, as |

Although frequently included in most journalism textbooks, both news values and news
typification may not be found in the news organisations’ manual; they are often referred to
by journalists as part of the “reporter’s instinct” (Campbell 2004, p. 123). Deeply
entrenched in the newsroom culture, they serve as journalists’ quick tools to help classify
and manage the frenzy traffic of incoming and outgoing information and select what they
need. However, it is worth noting that these tools are not merely idle plastic cones
separating the driving lanes; they are in fact the blue prints of the traffic plan, directing
which way and how the stories will be presented. The investigation into how news workers
and organisations define news values and typify events-as-news in the case of Thailand’s
southern conflict is therefore essential in order to understand journalists’ role in mediating

and mediatizing political violence.

4.2.4. Routines and organisational structure
Early studies of newsroom structure indicate that the news beat or news desk system serves
as the news organisations’ effective division of labour in the news commodification process
(Fishman 1980, Gans 1979, Tuchman 1978 cited in Becker and Vlad 2009, pp. 64-65). The
beat system helps news editors manage story assignment, enables reporters to develop
specialisations, and ensures the news organisation that at the end of the day, the required

quantity and combination of output to fill up the space and airtime are met.
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While the news desks arrangement helps maintain the division of labour and productivity,
McCargo argues that the system can become a bureaucratic barrier that prevents journalists
from sharing their expertise or collaborating in news gathering. The failure to coordinate is
a major shortcoming in reporting modern politics as political affairs are often intertwined
with economic, legal, and other social implications (2000, pp. 99, 106). In the case of the
southern conflict, the fact that incidents are taking place outside of the capital city already
throws the newsroom into disarray; it is tricky to determine whether the stories should fall
under the purview of provincial (or regional), crime, military affairs, or political news desks
(McCargo 2006, p. 23). More importantly, because of the conflict’s complexity,
interdisciplinary knowledge is required for news professionals to understand the bigger
picture. However, the existing news desk system leads to inefficient responses to certain
stories, and subsequently sabotages the quality of news coverage, because it discourages

collaboration of manpower and expertises among news desks (Ibid., pp. 22-24).

Another limitation in the Thai press posed by newsgathering routines, according to
McCargo, is the static stationing of beat reporters, especially political reporters who are
mostly based at four major institutions: Government House, the parliament, the interior
ministry, and the military headquarters (2000, p. 46). The beat system assigns them to a
physical location rather than the domain of knowledge. While being physically rooted in
one particular place, field reporters, particularly the inexperienced ones, become the target
of politicians and other elite sources who use their proximity with news workers to feed
them with news tips and information. As McCargo puts it, journalists are “waiting for news
to come to them. When news did not come to them, or when it did not fit into the
predefined, Bangkok-centred categories determined by the structure of news desks, news
went unreported or incompletely reported” (Ibid., pp. 102-103). Such a conduct also leads
to the emphasis of official sources in news, which will be discussed later. To prevent
journalists from becoming too source-dependent, institutionalised, or insular within their
assigned beat, some news organisations experimented in the annual or biennial rotation
system by relocating reporters to new, yet relevant beats. However, senior reporters
criticised the system, arguing that the rotation would deprive journalists of the chance to

maintain their contacts and develop their expertise in the field (Ibid., p. 56).

The aforementioned discussions concerning newsroom structure has yet to bring in key
features of news organisations in the twenty-first century: media convergence and cross-
platform content production, which, as Thorsten Quandt and Jane B. Singer argue, will

influence how news workers operate and change the face of traditional newsroom structure
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and routines (2009). In political conflict mediatization, such changes may encourage and
facilitate newsroom staff to share content, platforms, and expertise among themselves or
with alternative news outlets like the Isara News Agency and the civil society Deep South
Watch website, or even with citizen/civic media producers — the move that may lead to
more comprehensive and critically engaged news reports. By the same token, convergence
and cross-platform production may merely enhance the speed and scope of news

dissemination, and create yet another pressure for journalists to work under.

Ultimately, certain predominant beliefs and customs in Thai society are profoundly
pervasive within the newsroom, especially that of the vernacular press. Underlying the
official news organisation’s line of command is the custom of seniority. Most senior
reporters, columnists, and news editors are usually in the trade for a long time, while fresh-
off-university junior reporters generally enter into the world of journalism for a few years
before changing to more lucrative careers. Therefore, the latter are generally assigned with
mundane routines like hunting for politicians’ quotes, while the former are in charge of
more influential tasks such as composing the stories, phoning the political leaders and
writing analysis and commentary pieces. According to McCargo, the tension between the
dek (kids) and phuyai (adults) in the newsroom is brewing and the seniors often win (2000,
p. 38). The subtle power struggle gives rise to the hegemonic environment where the
seniors maintain their revered status and influence, while the juniors are given the gopher
position. Thus, changes and challenges from the base of newsroom hierarchy are difficult

to emerge, let alone prevail.

4.2.5. The journalistic presentation styles
As briefly discussed in the previous chapter on news media and political conflict/violence,
variations of journalistic presentation require different production principles and
approaches, and may also produce different impacts (Schlesinger et al. 1983; Cottle 2003,
2005, 2006b). While the implication of presentation styles in the coverage of Thai news
media has yet to be thoroughly explored, existing literature points out problems in the
news presentation techniques that help legitimise the state’s discourses of the conflict

(Kanchanatanee 2004; Nilaphatama 2000).

One common characteristic found in both Thai print and broadcast media is the use of
authoritative and aggressive language when describing the government’s action against the
insurgents, and the condemning tone against the assailants (Hongladarom and

Hongladarom 2006). The vernacular popular newspapers tend to use more sensational
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language and slang, especially in the headlines, to compete with one another on the
newsstands or in cyberspace. Nonetheless, the broadcasters who generally employ a formal
tone are found to have taken up the similar custom, particularly in news-talk programmes
and the morning shows where newspapers are used as references, although not with the

same degree of drama and bluntness (see, for example, Media Monitor 2007a).

Another limitation of the Thai news format, as frequently highlighted by McCargo (2000),
is how news-makers’ quotations are sewn together to form a lengthy news story, while little
context and analysis are provided. This practice, Thai news professionals claim, is used to
maintain their objectivity. The compilation of quotes does not help readers to foster an
understanding of the ongoing and complex subject; by the same token, such formats can
provide news-makers with an opportunity to initiate a new subject and spin the news

agenda.

The creation of alternative news outlets such as the Isara News Agency provides platforms
for the under-reported stories left out by the mainstream commercials. Moreover, the
recently-established public service broadcaster, Thai PBS, also allots specific airtime for
news documentary and a discussion programme concerning the troubled region. It will
therefore be interesting to see whether these new channels offer more comprehensive

explanations and serve to untangle the complexity of the southern conflict.

4.2.6. Peer pressure: interaction and competition among news organisations
The interchange among journalists from different organisations is a complicated power
play. From the business perspective, each agency must compete with one another to
produce a unique type of commodity that will garner a larger share of advertising revenue
and readership. Paradoxically, the competition sometimes seems obsolete in the field when
reporters find it necessary to work in pack to press high-power sources for information.
Moreover, when it comes to countering threats from the state, journalists and news

organisations forge alliance by formal and informal means to protect their interest.

In the study of Thai press and politics, McCargo observes that parliamentary reporters are
likely to adopt the ‘information-sharing’ system to avoid missing out on the story. Due to
numerous political activities and press conferences taking place daily, journalists do not
only share press releases, interview transcripts or soundbite with fellow reporters, but also,
often times, their finished copy of story, ready to be submitted to any news headquarters

(2000, p. 58). While the system could lead to inaccurate or erroneous reports in several
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newspapers — an apparent repercussion, McCargo indicates that such conduct also causes a
setback in the standard of news reporting (Ibid., p. 75). He further argues, however, that
the root of this problem does not come from journalists’ individual laziness, but rather,
from the newsroom policy that demands field reporters not to miss out on any story
(Ibid.). It is the competition that makes journalists fear that they would miss out on the
‘current’ trend, or %0k £hao (fall off the news) (McCargo 2000, p. 40), and in turn, moulds
the news commodity as if coming from the same news outlet. In similar vein, Cook (2006)
argues that the conformity of news organisations may potentially contribute to the

homogeneity of the news products despite being produced by different agencies.

On the contrary, maintaining an absolute exclusivity can sometimes be ineffectual.
Referring to the case of the medium-size S7am Post newspaper who broke the story of the
alleged corruption charge against a high-profile cabinet member, McCargo (2000) remarks
that the newspaper’s monopoly of the story failed to push the matter further due to its
deficient investigative reporting mechanism; hence, the lack of solid proof. By first refusing
to share the information that could expose the alleged misconduct, and later being unable
to convince other newspapers to take on the subject, S7a Post was the only wobbly voice
and quickly faded. In summarising the case, McCargo notes that, “instead of a struggle
between the press and the political establishment, in which the press unites to expose
wrongdoing, a struggle may emerge between rival newspapers, one trying to expose

wrongdoing, and the rest trying to kill off the story” (Ibid., p. 168).

4.3 News access: balancing on the tightrope

Following the examination of an environment within news organisations, this section shifts
its focus to the interchange between journalists and their prime contributors, news sources.
In analysing the American news media’s role in political communication, Cook (20006, p.
169) notes that “newsworkers constitute only a small set of the co-authors of the news,
along with officials, experts, political activists, and, occasionally, persons-on-the-street.”
The statement implies that news is not the product solely manufactured by journalists, but
rather, by a combination of composers. It is crucial, therefore, to also examine the
mechanisms of “news access” (Cottle 2000) or “sociology of sources” (McNair 1998, pp.
143-161) to understand the goals and strategy of protagonists in political conflict, and the

interplay between these actors and news media.
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4.3.1. Interviewing as occupational craft and professional identity
As pointed out in the previous section, interviewing has been Thai journalists’ key means
of gathering information, and the conduct is similar in other countries. Schudson notes
that, since the 1870s, interviews have been recognised as a necessary craft in journalistic
work, and helped distinguish journalists from other occupational groups (Schudson 2001,
pp. 156-157). Because contacting news sources and interviewing them have become part of
the journalistic identity, challenges or changes in the practice can make news workers feel

reluctant and stripped off a vital part of their identity.

The study of a mid-sized American newspaper by David M. Ryfe (2009) shows that
newsroom staff perceived the management’s change of strategy, aiming for more
interpretative reporting, to bypass the daily governmental meeting and conference
reportage as a disruption in their fostering contact with sources. Without seeing their
sources on a regular basis, journalists were confused and felt lost, wondering where and
how to extract information. More importantly, many felt less like a “real” reporter (Ibid., p.
198). By demonstrating this, Ryfe argues that “the identity of a journalist is tightly bound to
its practice. [...] It also means that a change in practice may implicate a change in identity”

(Ibid., p. 205).

As stated in McCargo’s study of the Thai press, the anticipation of getting quotations from
interviewing sources does not only reside with field reporters, but also with the
management. Since the news format of Thai newspapers heavily relies more on quotations,
composed of factual information and opinions, than data analysis or interpretation,
journalists are then required to conduct interviews and produce quotations rather than to
analyse information (McCargo 2000). This conduct does not only reduce the role of
journalists to a stenographer, as previously discussed, but also prevents them from

developing further analytical and investigative skills.

4.3.2. The elite sources as “primary definers” of events
While there may be several protagonists vying for the media’s attention, not all of them
receive the same treatment from news media. Similar to the news values rationale, Archetti
argues that “a social embedding of journalistic practices, or national journalistic culture,
affects the journalists’ very sense of what is news and what is newsworthy. This, again, also
applies to the sources” (2010, p. 578). Journalists’ source selection also goes in tandem with
the application of media frames. Wolfsfeld suggests that the political actors with more

resources and power usually make their appearance through the gatekeeper’s ‘#he front gate,
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endorsing their legitimacy in the discursive battle, while ‘#be back gate’ is generally reserved
for the political and social deviants (1997, p. 42), which effectively undermine them as

legitimate actors.

McCargo’s study corresponds with this observation, elaborating that political reporters
approach only a handful of MPs as their regular news sources due to their position which
implies the well-informed intelligence (i.e. spokesperson, committee chairperson) or the
outspoken personality and rhetorical ability (McCargo 2000, p. 61). Several studies of Thai
televisions news coverage of political affairs and demonstrations show that the
broadcasters favour the voices of government and politicians over academics, civil society

sector, or demonstrators (Kanchanatanee 2004; Media Monitor 2005, 2007a, b, 2008a, b).

The findings concur with the previously discussed studies on news access, which explain
why news media tend to give higher rate of credibility and significance to those in the
upper echelon of society than that of other groups (Bennett 1990, cited in Wolfsfeld 1997
Becker 1967, GUMG 1980, Hall et al. 1978 cited in Cottle 2000; McChesney 2002). As the
phenomena are typified as ‘routine events’, the groups of sources involved then earn the
privileged  ‘habitual access’ (Molotch and Lester 1974) which guarantee their

newsworthiness to news organisations; hence, their constant appearance in the news.

However, news media do not deliberately marginalise the non-elite in order to sustain the
hegemonic control of the powerful as criticised by the Propaganda Model critics; they
generally follow the pre-set “culturally dominant assumptions” that shapes their views of
who to approach and get information (Cottle 2000, p. 431). Bringing up a shortcoming
caused by the newsroom structure, Wolfsfeld argues that the news beat system “not only
provide routine access to particular sources, they also serve as means of a cultural
inculcation” (1997, p. 42). In similar vein, Schudson argues that the news beat mechanism
is usually drawn up after the bureaucratic system (2003, p. 150), which is no different in the
Thai case, where reporters are practically stationed at the governmental offices as
previously discussed. Such arrangements enable journalists to identify with their sources
and become institutionalised by the official settings in which they are based. Furthermore,
as discussed earlier, the pressures of deadlines and maintaining objectivity prompt news
workers to turn to those with information readily available and easy to decode rather than
to those that require time tracking and deciphering. As a result, informants with better and
richer resources and closer proximity, mostly the powerful, can gain easier access to the

press than the resource-poor groups (Ibid., p. 151).
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In political conflict reporting where the discursive contention among protagonists is fierce,
having the voices of certain groups of actors louder than others can dismiss or silence the
minority’s discourses. While journalists may proclaim the integrity of being objective and
attempt to provide spaces for the parties involved, it is worth noting that there are still
other structural and cultural limitations at play that allow a handful of powerful groups to
maintain their discursive domination. Nevertheless, as Wolfsfeld suggests, the competition
is subject to constant changes, and the dominating group may lose their control if the

challengers’ discourses are able to attract media’s attention (1997).

4.3.3. The ‘exchange’ system: the reciprocal relationship between journalists and

their sources
The previous two subsections highlighted journalists’ dependence on interviewing and a
group of elite sources as a vital part of news commodification process and occupational
identity. Many studies further argue that, while reporters rely on their sources for soundbite
and news tips, the sources also need journalists for valuable information and publicity in
many cases (McCargo 2000, p. 64; Schudson 2003, p. 151). As the result, the interplay
between news media and sources, especially in political news, tends to be reciprocal and
collaborative rather than confrontational (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995 cited in McCargo

2000, p. 63; Franklin 2003).

Schudson explains that the symbiotic interchange between journalists and their sources is a
“human relation” where each party takes turn to manipulate the other (2003, p. 144).
Knowing news organisations’ thirst for information, the news sources especially those who
already gain the ‘habitual access’ may take this as their opportunity to feed journalists with
information and events. Political actors, in particular, adopt the “going public” strategy
(Ibid., pp. 158-159) to keep their appearance and agenda in the news (Franklin 2003; Cook
20006). Attempting to secure their place as “primary definers” (Hall et al. 1978), some
political players deploy the ‘media strategy’ such as appointing professional public relations
officers or press counsellors to liaise with journalists, to plan and organise publicity events,
or sometimes to ‘spin’ the story to create positive feedback (McNair 1998, pp. 147-153;
Schudson 2003, p. 147; Campbell 2004, pp. 88-92). The employment of such schemes
further widens the gap between the elite sources and the resource-poor ones, as
demonstrated in the case of the Gulf War, where news media were fed with information
from the state and military sources, leading to news coverage that underpins hegemonic

views of the elites (Wolfsfeld 1997).
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As suggested by Schudson, as the interaction between journalists and their sources is a
“human relation” — the boundary between the two sides based on the occupational ethics
and objectivity principle, can sometimes be overridden by the frequent acquaintance and
intimacy. For instance, Morrison and Tumber (1988, cited in Tumber 2004, pp. 191-194)
argue that reporters who travelled with the British troops on the Falklands mission became
bonded with soldiers with whom they accompanied and inadvertently shared the troops’
sentiments and agenda. In covering politics, Schudson cautions the “seduction by
proximity to power” (2003, p. 142), in which journalists consider themselves privileged to
gain access to political elite sources, and fear if they cannot achieve that goal. McCargo
makes similar observations in the case of Thai politics reporting, saying that “in seeking to
establish good relationships with news sources, reporters might find that their
independence and integrity were compromised” (2000, p. 67). He notes that reporters
often face a dilemma when the sources host complementary dinners or parties, or invite
them on a ‘fact-finding’ trip-cum-press junket. By partaking in such events, journalists are
considered to owe the host a favour or to indirectly take bribe. But to deny such invitation,
news professionals risk themselves of weakening the affiliation with sources, or of missing
out on valuable information. While concurring that news workers may constantly be
“seduced” by benefits from the intimacy with their sources, journalist and researcher
Jennifer Hasty argues that, occupational ideology and obligations will evoke professional
reflexivity and prompt journalists to scrutinise their sources despite the propinquity (2010,

p. 147).

In summary, the play of power between journalists and their sources resembles the walk on
a tightrope. Journalists feel that it is crucial for them to strike a balance in gleaning
information from the sources while preserving their accessibility without compromising
their occupational ethics and ideology. A slip can jeopardise either their source relations or
their career, or both. Under the conditions of political conflict and violence, journalists will
find themselves in an even more precarious position, as their sources will be varied,
potentially on the opposite end of socio-economic and ideological spectrum. How news
workers cultivate and select their sources is, therefore, essential in the investigation of news

media’s role in political conflict.

4.4 Outside looking in: the external forces that shape news production
The final point to be explored in the sociology of news production is similar to what Reese

(2001) calls the ‘extra media’ factors, which looks at influences of other institutions on the
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news manufacturing process. This section examines the influence of political players and

economic imperatives on news production.

4.4.1. Political engagement: the power play between news media and political

actors
As previously discussed in the chapter on news media and political conflict/violence, the
nature of the political system, political culture, and the changes of elite consensus in which
news media operate can all play a crucial part in shaping journalists’ roles (Hallin 1989;
Wolfsfeld 1997; McNair 1998; Wolfsfeld 2004). The Thai case is no different. McCargo
argues that parliamentary politics resembles a rhetorical showdown as opposed to being a
serious and critical policy debate. Frequently, the discussions on policy implications or the
scrutiny on the state’s performance take place outside of parliament chambers, and even
carried out by members of the public. As a result, being in the lion’s den, parliamentary
reporters are more interested in the feisty feuds and conflicts among political parties and

factions than the legislative debates (2000, p. 60).

While the political culture may bring about subtle and invisible impact on the journalistic
culture, the structural constraint, such as law and regulations imposed on news media, is
likely to yield more discernible and immediate corollary and penalty (McNair 1998, pp. 94-
97). In Thailand’s case, the international press freedom campaigner Freedom House raised
concerns over the country’s decline in press freedom index for three consecutive years,
from 2007 to 2010 (Freedom House 2010). Contributing to the downward trend were the
new computer law’ and the enactment of the State of Emergency Decree.” The latter
regulation was initially implemented in the southern border provinces to curtail violence in
the area, but was later enacted in major cities to curb anti-coup mass demonstrations in
2008 (see more detail in Appendix A). The law permits state authorities to scrutinise and
restrict media content that is deemed a threat to national security, a disruption of social
order, an instigation of social division, or an insult against the monarchy. An analysis by the
global human rights advocacy organisation, the International Commission of Jurists,

projects that, the regulation will cause the chilling effect on the press, which contributes to

3 The Act on Computer Crimes BE 2550 (2007) was enacted on June 10, 2007, with the primary aim to
prevent illegal online activities such as identity theft and financial frauds. However, the law is criticised by
academics and critics for infringing on freedom of expression and freedom of the press. The act stipulates
that operators of websites must hold accountability for any content posted on their online — the move which
critics see as a “burden of conduit” for news and online forum sites, because there are other regulations, such
as libel and lese majesté laws, for such matters.

4 The Emergency Decree on the Administration of the State of Emergency BE 2548 (2005) was declared on
July 16, 2005.
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a major setback in democracy (2005). Coupled with the volatile political climate where
media professionals become targets of physical attacks, the legal limitations render some
journalists and news organisations extremely cautious about their reports, or even exercise
self-censorship, to avoid potential disruption in their operation or being castigated by their

sources and readers (Thai Journalists Association 2010).

These observations are in line with the 2010 report conducted by the media reform
advocate Campaign for Popular Media Reform (CPMR). Surveying the impact of the state
of emergency law on civic community radio operation during the national political crisis in
2010, the agency finds that the practitioners encountered many forms of pressures, for
example, receiving warnings from the state about community radio’s content presentation,
being “invited” to meet with authorities who asked them to cooperate with the
government, and being summoned to local police station and asked to sign an
memorandum of understanding to regulate their content. Because of their uncertain legal
status at that time,” most civic community operators steered clear from political content
and employed self-censorship. Meanwhile, 86 stations which were found to violate the law
were shut down, and 35 operators faced legal actions (Campaign for Popular Media

Reform 2010).

The final point to be made about the political influence on news production is journalists’
ambiguous status of being an official member of the news institution and an informal one
of the political establishment, similar to what Pharr (1996) describes in her ‘media as
trickster’ argument (see Footnote 2 above). As discussed in Chapter 3 and again in the
section on news access, the relationship between journalists and the political players that
they report is a symbiotic and dialectical one. There are also occasions where their worlds

overlap or even unite, causing journalists to question their identity and role.

McCargo argues that, ironically, reporters are “double outsiders” who do not belong
completely to either the journalistic or the political world. He remarks that reporters,

especially junior ones, hold “only peripheral or associate membership of the institutions

> The operation of community radio in Thailand begun since 2001, catering mostly to grassroots listeners in
rural areas; however, at that time, the sector was not regulated due to the absence of a broadcast regulator
(see more detail about the development and regulation of civic community radio in Thailand in Ramasoota, P.
2013. Community radio in Thailand: from media reform to a sustainable regulatory framework. Bangkok: Heinrich Boell
Stiftung and Thai Media Policy Center). In 2010, community radios became regulated by the National
Telecommunication Commission (NTC) who had to take on this duty because the official broadcast
regulator, as stipulated by the organic law of the constitution, had not been established. In this interim period,
community radio stations must be registered with the NTC in order to receive a temporary broadcast licence
to guarantee their legal status. If any station failed to do so, or as discussed in the CPMR report, violated the
state of emergency law, the station’s legal status would be terminated.
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they covered, and occupying a peripheral or marginal position within the newspaper itself”
(2000, p. 45), because the influential works are assigned to newsroom-based senior editors
and columnists. Nevertheless, the attempt to include journalists as a core member in the
political world is strong and appealing. Schudson remarks that in the case of American
journalism, political reporters find it difficult to position themselves when granted the
privileged entry to off-the-record parties and briefings hosted by politicians. As reporter
Joan Vennochi puts it, “Walking the line between working press and elite partygoer was
just too hard to do. I went, I saw, and I wanted to write. At the same time, I went, I drank
wine, and I wanted to be an insider” (August 19, 2000 cited in Schudson 2003, p. 141).
McCargo raises similar cases where Thai politicians would foster a connection with
reporters, the selected few, with whom they share exclusive information and explicitly
express their trust (2000, p. 68). As journalists are pushed aside in what appears to be their
own territory, they may find being taken in by the world of politics more enticing and
rewarding, which can subsequently result in them inadvertently serving the politicians’

agenda, or eventually jumping ship and crossing over for a full membership.

4.4.2. Media ownership and market demands: the newsroom’s “Church versus

State” conundrum
Last to be discussed is the influence of economic imperatives on the news production.
Being a business entity that produces cultural commodities, most mainstream news outlets
are prone to commercial interference to varied extents. Meanwhile, those who opt for the
non-profit route still find themselves pressured by the financial demand and competition
for audience. One way or another, news organisations are affected by financial demands,
and such pressures can prompt the media to play a part that is detrimental to the
democratic process (Herman and Chomsky 1988; Bourdieu 1996; Siriyuwasak 1998;
McChesney 2002).

The ownership of news media plays a crucial role in shaping the agency’s news presentation
via structural mechanisms such as editorial policies and budget allocation (McNair 1998,
pp. 102-109). McCargo’s study concurs that the Thai newspaper owners’ attitude towards
political actors or interest groups, and their interference in news content, presentation, and
planning do not only pose a significant effect on the news production, but also on the
political debate (2000, p. 170). In line with McChesney (2002), the studies by Thai
academics on the political economy structure of Thai broadcast media indicate that the
economic success of broadcast operators does not necessarily guarantee the informed

citizenry or public participation (Siriyuwasak 1998; Tangkijwanich 2003). While enhancing
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broadcasters’ bargaining power with advertisers to secure lucrative investment for
programme production and distribution, the existing structure, in which the state holds the
absolute ownership of broadcast frequencies,’ does little to encourage the public in political

engagement or challenges.

Some scholars are critical of the competition for market and audience share among news
organisations, particularly the trend of “infotainment” and “tabloidization”. Somkiat
Tangkijwanich (2003) points out an increase of entertainment programme and the decline
in education, documentary, and commentary programmes in Thai commercial television in
the beginning of the new millennium. In terms of journalistic programmes, Media Monitor
could also observe “drama” characteristics in the election news coverage (2007a). The
media watchdog further explains that through communicative architecture such as the
casual and open news-talk programmes, television news coverage emphasises on the
sensational elements of the election process such as conflict and competition among parties
and their campaign gimmicks and strategies rather than the policies and promises. As for
the Thai press, Nuannoi Treerat and Thanee Chaiwat (2004) indicate that the oligopoly
market structure leads to a competition where newspapers exercise the economies of scale
principle to reduce production costs. More importantly, the competition to garner the
largest market share and highest readership prompts newspapers to focus on the speed

instead of the quality of their reports.

Regardless of the criticism, Schudson remarks that the communicative features of
infotainment may not necessarily lead to the downfall of political scrutiny and healthy
democracy. Raising the case of Latin American television journalism, he argues that despite
its soap-like narrative and personality-focused style presentation, the entertainment-
oriented news programmes give rise to hard-hitting investigative journalism which exposes
political misconducts (2003, p. 100). In the end, he argues that commercial interference is
more welcoming than that of the state because ‘the commercialization of the news media in
the long run helped shield news production from government control and later helped

liberate it from the sway of political parties” (2003, p. 132). Ultimately, it is the financial

¢ Since the inception of broadcast media operation in Thailand in the 1940s, the broadcast frequencies were
allocated to the state and military agencies, who then gave out concessions to private media companies to
make use of them. However, thanks to the media reform movement which started in 1992, the 1997
Constitution became the first charter to acknowledge that the frequencies are national communication
resources and should be distributed for public interests. The charter also stipulated a new arrangement of
frequency allocation: 40 per cent to the state and private sectors each, and 20 per cent to the public (civil)
sector. Although the 1997 Constitution was abolished following the military coup in late 2006, its organic
laws are still intact, and the 2007 Constitution also maintains the essence of the preceding charter regarding
this issue. The new frequency allocation process is still ongoing in 2013 (at the time of writing).
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factor that facilitates the development of journalistic professionalism and news

commodification.

4.5 Conclusion

Following the discussions on the complexity and intense discursive contestation of
Thailand’s southern insurgency in Chapter 2, and the relations between news media and
political conflict/violence in Chapter 3, this chapter further sheds light on the rationales
and forces behind news media’s decision and action in conflict mediatization. Using the
sociology of journalism as the analytical framework, this chapter highlights key
determinants that have significant influences on journalism’s role in political
conflict/violence, ranging from intra-institutional factors, such as professional values and
practices, to inter-institutional factors, for example, the relation with news sources, fellow
news organisations, political actors, and economic determinants. Overall, this chapter has
sought to argue that in the study of political conflict reporting, one should analyse the
individual level of news practitioners, the organisational level, and the macro level which
includes the settings in which journalists operate, because, although with varied degrees,

these factors all determine the direction of news media.

Because the dynamic changes and volatility of the Thai political settings are striking
features of the southern conflict, the emphasis of this thesis will be on the interplay
between journalism and political actors, and how news professionals and organisations
adapt their practices and principles to the changing conditions during the course of the
conflict. Regardless, relevant factors such as individual backgrounds and economic
constraints will also be considered, although not as extensively, to give a comprehensive

picture of the Thai journalism’s roles.
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Chapter 5

Statement of Aims and Research Methodology

The literature review section presented three sets of theoretical discussions and debates
that together form the theoretical framework of this thesis. The chapter on Thailand’s
southern conflict highlighted the nature of this political conflict wherein disparate groups
of protagonists are presenting varied, and sometimes opposing, discourses. The
competition centres around three prominent discourses: 1) Crimes and conspiracy, 2) Minority’s
grievance, and 3) Malay nationalism and Islamism. Promoting their principal discourse,
protagonists who possess unequal resources also deploy different approaches and tactics
towards the southern conflict to win legitimacy and galvanise support for their causes. The
subsequent two chapters explicated different aspects of journalism. Chapter 3 focused on
the interplay between news media, socio-political environments, and political
conflict/violence, while Chapter 4 examined the factors that regulatly facilitate, govern, and
hinder news operation. Overall, the three chapters have sought to signal the complex arena
of conflict in which Thai news media work, and the influence of various and multifaceted
conditions brought about by journalistic practices, organisational norms, and the political

and economic structures that shape news operation.

This chapter now presents the research questions and the proposed methodology. Divided
into two parts, this chapter first lays out the research questions, followed by the elaboration

of research methodology in the second part.

5.1 Research questions

As previously stated in Chapter 1, the overarching research question of this thesis aims at
exploring the roles that Thai journalism plays in the southern conflict. This key question is
divided into two operationalised research questions (RQs). Each query incorporates a list
of sub-questions which enable a comprehensive scrutiny of the topic in question, as

follows:

RQ 1: How is the southern conflict represented in the news coverage?
This question explores how the news professionals interpret the southern conflict by
examining the representation of this problem in news coverage. The investigation also
considers the variations of Thai journalistic presentations as well as the dynamic of

discursive contention concerning the conflict, as shown in the following sub-questions.
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1.1. What are the dominating discourses and which are more marginalised or
silenced?
1.2. Which protagonist(s) dominate the news representation and news access?

1.3. In which circumstances do the challengers of dominating discourses emerge?

RO 2: What are the practices of Thai journalism in the southern conflict reporting?

This question focuses on the influence of the news professional culture, organisational
conventions, and media environment on Thai news media’s southern conflict reporting.
Additionally, the aim is to examine the dynamic and diversity of Thai news media ecology
during the seven-year review period, as well as the relationship between journalism and the
changing socio-political contexts. The following points will be investigated.

2.1. How do the different journalistic practices and news organisational cultures

influence southern conflict reporting?

2.2. How does the dynamic nature of the southern conflict, political settings, and

other social pressures affect the news media’s operation and performance?

2.3. How do the opportunities for professional reflexivity and unconventional

practices and presentations emerge?

5.2 Research methodology

Three sets of research methods were adopted to answer the RQs: content analysis, news
framing analysis, and ethnographic studies of news production. The use of “frames” and
“news framing analysis” in this study refers to the analytical methodology which is carried
out to uncover the discourses embedded in the news content. Meanwhile, “discourse”, as
discussed in Chapter 2, is used in reference to the wider socially-prevailing beliefs or
ideologies that cohere together as recognisable perspectives. Essentially, “frames” are
considered here as contributing components of a discourse; different frames may culminate
in supporting one discourse. As a result, the discovery of frames used to report about a
phenomenon can pave the way for the investigation of discourse construction (Hertog and

McLeod 2001; D’Angelo 2002; Reese 2010, p. 20).

The content analysis was used to examine news reports about the southern conflict. The
objective was to identify the frequency of themes, labels on the phenomenon and
antagonists, and sources in news content. The news framing analysis was employed in
complementary ways with the content analysis to further investigate the aspects of news
reports in more detail. Together, these two methods elucidate the representation of the

conflict, the predominant discourses, and possibly the dynamic of discursive patterns in
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news coverage. Lastly, the ethnographic studies of news production were adopted to
explore journalists’ work environments. The methodology was expected to identify the
rationales behind the journalists’ actions and decisions, and the factors influencing their

operations. The following subsections delineate the research’s methodological approaches.

5.2.1. Content analysis
This method was used to primarily answer RQ 1 concerning the news representation of
southern conflict. Using the content analysis, I looked for the frequency and pattern of
themes, labels on the phenomenon and the antagonists, and the source attribution in the

southern conflict reports.

5.2.1.1. The unit of analysis and data sampling
As the primary objective of this research is to explore the complexity and dynamic of Thai
journalism in southern conflict reporting, I selected four media outlets of different
platforms and organisational natures, and their reports during the course of seven years
(2004 to 2010) to observe the variations in news content, if any, across time. These media
outlets were chosen for their continuous reports of the conflict (see the profile and
background of these organisations in Appendix B). The selected organisations are: 1) the
political news-oriented national broadsheet Matichon Daily' (newspaper, hereafter
Matichon), 2) the public service broadcaster Thai PBS® (television), 3) the popular online
news site ASTV Manager Online’ (website, hereafter Manager), and 4) the alternative
southern conflict-focused Isara News Agency’s Southern News Desk (website, hereafter

Isara).

The newspaper sample was collected from any sections of the print edition, whereas the
television sample was collected from two primetime news bulletins (at noon and 7 p.m.) for

practicality reasons®. The online news sample was collected from stories posted on the

' According to the Matichon Group Co.ltd.’s report to the Securities and Exchange Commission of Thailand,
the company claimed the sale of Matichon daily was 500,000 copies per day.

2 The rating company AC Nielsen ranked Thai PBS’ news bulletins among the station’s ten most viewed
programmes in the 2010 ratings survey. The station’s 12 p.m. bulletin also ranked third among those of six
free terrestrial television stations.

3 According to Truehits, a web statistics tracking state enterprise, the Manager Online website has been
ranked the most visited online news website since 2003, with approximately two million viewers per day. The
news agency has also been listed among the ten most-visited Thai websites since 2003.

* Thai PBS produces six news bulletins per day: 1) 6 a.m. (Morning News), 2) 9 a.m., 3) noon (Midday News),
4) 5 p.m., 5) 7 p.m. (Evening News), and 6) 11.45 p.m. (Late Night News). The Morning News and Evening
News bulletins are 1 hour and 30 minutes. The Midday News lasts 1 hour, and the Late Night News lasts 45
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dates selected. The sample was collected from the organisations’ archive, subscribed news
database (IQ NewsClip), and online archive service (Matichon e-Library and ASTV

Manager Group’s myfirstinfo.com).

A rolling random sampling was deployed to select the stories that were published/
broadcast/posted from January 2004 to December 2010. Starting with the first week of
January 2004, I chose one day from every two weeks over the course of seven years. This
means, Monday would be chosen for the first week, then Tuesday for the second week
selected, and so forth. The arrangement resulted in the examination of stories in 25 to 27
days per year, and 183 days in total (see Appendix C for more detail). Concurrently, the
keyword search was applied to extract relevant stories and screen out impertinent ones,
using the following key terms collectively: 1) three southern border provinces, and/or
southern border’, 2) unrest’, 3) insurgency’, 4) violence®, 5) conflict’, 6) terrorism.'” This
sampling system helped to ensure representativeness and manageability within the selected

samples.

In summary, 793 stories were selected: 260 from Matichon, 59 from Thai PBS, 246 from
Manager, and 228 from Isara.'' The sample was then examined and coded by me using the

coding scheme. Descriptive statistics would be used to present the findings. It should be

minutes. The 9 a.m. and 7 p.m. bulletins are 30 minutes each. Additionally, there is a top-of-the-hour three-
minute news brief five times a day, at 10 a.m., 11 am., 2 p.m., 3 p.m., and 4 p.m. The primetime Midday and
Evening News programmes generally recap the day’s events. Apart from re-using and re-packaging the
reports which have already been aired in other bulletins, the programmes also present first-run stories. As a
result, the data collected from these two programmes sufficiently represent that day’s coverage. Also, to
collect every piece of reports on the same day would render repetitive data that did not serve the purpose of
this study.

> The key word search was conducted in Thai language, using the terms three southern border provinces (aw
Sowdaweunwld [sam jang wat chai daen tal) and southern border (weuavld [chai daen tai).

o ayw'hiaay [kwam mai sa ngop)

7 msnenw'liaww [kan ko kwam mai sa ngop)
8 awguuss [kwam run raeng]

9 aywdauds [ewam kad yaeng)

10 msriensée [kan ko kan rai

1] faced some difficulties in accessing certain news database due to the organisation’s incomplete archive,
and, in the case of Thai PBS, the copyrights limitation to gain access to materials owned by ITV, its
predecessor. As a result, the TV station sample comprised the selected stories from 2009 to 2010. Only the
Matichon sample was available for all reviewed period, and the Manager sample in 2004 and 2005 might be
incomplete. In the case of Isara, because the outlet was established in mid 2005, the sample from 2004 and
early 2005 was unavailable.
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noted that this research does not aim at comparing the coverage of each news outlet, but it
focuses more on the overall outlook of Thai journalism. Therefore, despite the uneven
sample sizes among the four organisations selected, the representativeness of the entire
sample is still achieved. Firstly, this is because, apart from Thai; PBS’ content, the sample
sizes of the remaining three organisations were in the same range. Moreover, when
examined individually, the findings from the sample of different news organisations show
similar patterns in key categories, namely the frequency of themes, news frames, and the
types and specialisations of news sources, with minimal dissimilarities. Meanwhile, the
significant discrepancies, for example, the locations of sources, the trajectories of story
length, and the number of sources, could be explained by the differences of each
organisation’s news production structures, which will be discussed in Chapter 6 and 7. In
all, despite the limited data, the content and news framing analysis findings give an
overview of the representation of the southern conflict that is adequate for the subsequent
ethnographic studies, which is the thesis’ emphasis. Additionally, these results

corresponded with the journalism practices carried out by the organisations selected.

5.2.1.2. The coding scheme
The coding scheme was designed to analyse the frequency of presentation formats, topics,
labels, and source attribution in news contents. The coding scheme comprises four parts
(see the coding sheet in Appendix D). In the first part, the story’s general information,
including the placement, length, topic, and presentation format was registered. The second
part of the coding scheme considers the source attribution, to take note of the frequency
and characteristics of sources in the coverage. The characteristics of source are classified
into three categories: 1) the types of sources, 2) the sources’ expertise and specialisation,
and 3) the sources’ locations or bases. The third part considers the frequency of labels used
to identify the phenomenon and the antagonists for lexical choices analysis (see, for
example, Picard and Adams 1991; Simmon 1991; The Guardian, 23 January 1991, cited in
Cottle 2000, pp. 81-82; Kuypers 2010). The final part examines the visual presentation used
to accompany the reports. How the visual presentation is analysed will be discussed in

Chapter 6.

5.2.2. News framing analysis
The objective of this method is to further scrutinise the discursive patterns appeared in the
news content in detail. More importantly, by presenting the detailed illustration of how

discourses are presented in news stories, this analysis serves as a springboard for the
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subsequent ethnographic studies of news production that seek to answer why such

discourses are selected and redistributed.

As stated earlier, I chose the news framing analysis as a tool to examine the formation and
promotion of discourses in news contents instead of employing linguistic or critical
discourse analyses. The reason is because this approach generally allows researchers to
evoke the pragmatic and professional aspects of a news organisation, which concurs with
the ensuing ethnographic fieldwork and the sociology of news production framework used
in this thesis. Previous studies have shown that journalists may not employ certain news
frames because they are discursively- or politically-motivated or expressive, but rather
because those frames conform to or are shaped by the pragmatics and logistics of news

production (Gitlin 1980; Wolfsfeld 1997).

The concept of frames and framing has been defined by several scholars (see, for example,
Gamson and Modigliani 1989; Tankard et al. 1991; Entman 1993; Reese 2001a; D’Angelo
2002; Reese 2007). Stephen Reese offers an operationalised definition which concludes that
frames function as “organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that
work symbolically to meaningfully szructure the social world” (2001a, p.5, original emphasis).
This notion of frames concurs with Robert Entman’s explanation, which implies that
frames can shape how an individual and society see a problem, identify its causes, morally
evaluate the situation, and propose remedy to the problem (1993, p. 52). The framing
process, such as the inclusion or exclusion of vocabulary, actors, and visual usages, can
make certain aspects of a phenomenon salient or marginalized. In similar vein, William A.
Gamson and Andre Modigliani operationalise the framing process by identifying five
elements of framing devices: 1) metaphors, 2) exemplars, 3) catchphrases, 4) depictions,
and 5) visual images, and three elements of reasoning devices: 1) roots, 2) consequences

and 3) appeals to principles (1989, pp. 3-4).

Because the use of frames in news contents indicates the symbolic values and meanings
that news media assign to the events, the news frame research tradition often focuses on
the media effect on cognitive responses of audience (see, for example, Gamson and
Modigliani ibid.; Iyengar 1991) and on the public opinion and public agenda (see, for
example, Norris et al. 2003). A number of studies also connote the influences of cultural
and political milieu on journalists’ frame selection and judgment (Hertog and McLeod
2001; Papacharissi and Oliveira 2008; Lewis and Reese 2009; Reese 2010). Similarly, Pippa
Norris, Montague Kern, and Marion Just (2003) formulate the framing model, explaining the
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process in which a news frame is generated. They argue that while the disparate nature of
news organisations can contribute to the different news frames (Jasperson and El-Kikhia
2003), other societal processes such as public opinion and policy agenda also take part in

shaping the frames.

In this thesis, the news framing analysis was employed to identify the news frames in the
southern conflict reports and determine how these frames support the contending
discourses concerning the southern conflict. Because the southern conflict reports covered
a wide range of topics (see the coding sheet’s topic categories in Appendix D, and more
discussions on news frames in Chapter 0), I did not use a pre-defined set of news frames to
examine the sample. Instead, I adopted the inductive framing analysis, recommended by
Baldwin Van Gorp (2010, p. 91), so that the analysis was flexible to discover the less
prevalent and emerging frames resulted from the shifts in political discourses during the

seven year review period.

Because of the large sample size, I followed Jorg Matthes and Matthias Kohring (2008)’s
hierarchical cluster analysis approach to first classify the sample into four broad categories. 1
used Robert Entman’s definition of frame elements: problem definition, causal interpretation,
moral evaluation, and treatment recommendation (1993, p. 52 original emphasis) as a starting
point. This means of analysis not only facilitated the classification of news that contained a
wide range of topics, but also corresponded with how the three discourses concerning the
southern conflict were distinguished from one another in Chapter 2. The four meta-frames
were 1) causes of conflict and violence, 2) uses of force, 3) repercussions of conflict and violence, and 4)
solutions, as explained in Table 5.1. Going through every piece of sample, I determined
which meta-frame group a story belonged to. For stories that contained more than one
meta-frame, the analysis would be based on the primary frame — meaning the one that was
mentioned first. After the sample was categorised into different meta-frame groups, it
would be further examined and put into the sub-categories with ones that highlighted
similar contexts, such as retaliation against state authority or impact on stakeholders. Then, I would
examine how the stories were reported, for example, positive and supportive, or negative
and critical (see the components of frames in Appendix G). Henceforth, I would then

analyse the frames discovered and present the findings.
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Table 5.1 The four meta-frames for the news framing analysis

Meta-frames Descriptions

1. Causes of conflict and Explanations on what caused the conflict and who instigated

violence violence in the region

Aggressive actions instigated by both unknown aggressors and
state officials. These include incidents launched by perpetrators
2. Uses of force such as shooting and bombing attacks, and those caused by state
authorities, for example, searches, arrests, clashes with suspects,

and abuses of power.

Situations that ensued as the results of conflict and violence, for

example, administrative changes and investigations into the
3. Repercussions of conflict
responsible parties, contingency security and legal measures,
and violence
impact on southern communities and victims, and public

reactions towards the problems.

Policies, instruments, and proposals to solve the conflict, for
4. Solutions example, political reform, security measures, dialogues,

reconciliation, and public involvement.

In addition, the analysis considered the formatting devices, which was noted in the first and
forth parts of the coding sheet such as the story placement, the length, the edited
photographs and visuals (Van Gorp 2010, p. 99), in order to determine the salient aspects

of the southern conflict in the news coverage.

5.2.3. Ethnographic studies of news production
The ethnographic studies of news production have been encouraged by many scholars as a
means to elucidate on what happens behind the scene in the news manufacturing
processes, and to form epistemological explanations of these obscure procedures to
connect “the structural characteristics of media systems to the production of journalistic
discourse about politics” (Benson 2004). Most importantly, with the fast-changing practices
in newsroom and field reporting, the expansion of news ecology, and the dynamic socio-
political contingencies, ethnography allows flexible research expediency and provides
insightful perspectives on how journalists reflect upon and adjust themselves to these
variances and transformations (Boyer and Hannerz 2006; Cottle 2007; Paterson 2008;

Wahl-Jorgensen 2010). In this study, I carried out ethnographic studies, with an emphasis
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on participant observation, and in-depth interview, along with documentary research of

newsroom documents concerning southern conflict reporting.

The use of ethnographic studies of news production was also a personal reason. Firstly, this
methodological approach corresponded with the thesis’” theoretical framework that aimed
at peeling the multifaceted layers of determinants influencing news production. Secondly
and more importantly, as a former journalist, I felt that field research could unveil
journalistic routines and organisational cultures, and “dispel any undue resort to ‘conspiracy
theories’ in describing news production,” as Schlesinger puts it (1980, pp. 363-4 cited in
Deacon et al 2007, p. 255). Such a research design would allow me to see the subjects in
their natural settings to best glean relevant and rich empirical data without excessive

intrusion.

Notwithstanding the advantages of ethnographic approach, I acknowledged the blind spots
that the methodology might create, particularly ones stemmed from my personal and
professional backgrounds, as well as my perspectives on Thai politics and the southern
conflict. My personal and vocational experiences associated very little with the far South. I
am a Buddhist Thai living in Bangkok and travelled to Pattani once more than a decade
ago. As for my professional experience, I worked as a reporter, writer, and news editor at
three Bangkok-based television stations, and a coordinator for Asian broadcast affiliates at
an American satellite news network in separate occasions. I became a journalism lecturer at
a Bangkok-based university in October 2005, and since then participated in several skills
training and academic projects organised by the Thai Journalists Association. Meanwhile,
my stance on the political spectrum may be described as centre-left (social liberalism).
Nonetheless, 1 believe that the preservation of the monarchy is essential for the Thai
nation, although the institution should ensure transparency by being subject to certain
degree of public scrutiny. As for my views on the southern conflict, although I do not
entirely dismiss the influence of politics and vested interest groups, as well as Islamism, in
the violence, I believe the root cause of the problem is the clash of ideologies between the
Thai nation-state constructs and the Malay nationalism. Thus, the solutions should concern
decentralisation that empowers the locals’ rights and enhances the recognition of Malay
Muslim identity. I feel that public engagement, deliberative process, and peace dialogues

must take place to bring about solutions.

Notwithstanding my disassociation with the conflict and political presupposition, by

studying the cautions raised by prominent researchers (see, for example, Elliot 1971, Gans
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1979 cited in Deacon et al 2007, pp. 260-262, Schlesinger 1980 cited in Deacon et al 2007:
pp. 255-2506), as well as by thoroughly and critically examining the disparate discourses
concerning the southern conflict as demonstrated in Chapter 2, I became sensitised to the
complexity of the discursive contention. Having this analytical lens, I was able to locate my
stance in the conflict’s discursive spectrum, became aware when my personal views were to

interfere with the analysis, and prevent them from doing so.

Using the ethnographic studies, which examine the impacts of political and social
institutions and professional and organisational factors on news production processes
(Tuchman 1972, 1973; Altheide 1976; Gitlin 1980; Schlesinger 1987; Ryfe 2009), I observed
how reporters, production crew, and news managers in the four selected media
organisations produced the southern conflict coverage. Corresponding with the rationale in
the content and news framing analysis sample selection, these media organisations were
chosen for their constant and continuous coverage of the southern conflict, as well as their
distinctive organisational principles and settings. Additionally, these organisations
underwent several major structural changes (see Appendix B for detail), which would

provide useful contexts for discussions on the dynamic of journalistic practices.

Similar to the limited access to news database, I was not granted the same degree of
accessibility to all selected news organisations. The duration of news production
observation ranged from five to ten days, depending on each organisation’s consent for
accessibility. The Matichon daily only permitted an interview with its Regional News editor,
whereas public service broadcaster Tha:; PBS allowed me to observe the daily editorial
meetings and production process of its news bulletins. Manager consented to the
observation of its southern office, but not at the Bangkok headquarters. Lastly, the Isara’s
crew allowed me to accompany them on their newsgathering trip in the three southern
border provinces. Despite the limited access at each media outlets, I was still able to
observe the news production process from the beginning to the end, and interview people

involved in southern conflict reporting at many levels.

The objects of participant observation included the actions in the newsroom and on
location. The observation also entailed informal interviews with miscellaneous news
workers, such as desk editors, daily producers, reporters, and camera persons, as well as
sources. Before carrying out the ethnographic studies, I contacted the responsible people at
these organisations who could authorise and coordinate for the approval of my

observation, such as the station manager and managing editor. At this stage, the
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correspondence with the Bangkok-based headquarters tended to be formal and procedural,
whereas the communication with the local news workers was more casual and
spontaneous. Moreover, while I made arrangements with some southern journalists prior
to travelling to the region, I also relied on the two Isara reporters based in Pattani and the
chief of Manager's southern news centre to help coordinate with local reporters with whom
they are better acquainted. At the Thai PBS newsroom, a chief editor, whom I knew
personally, was assigned to be my coordinator. She then introduced me to staff in different
departments and brought me to the first editorial meeting, so that I could later go around
the newsroom, observe the processes, and ask people about their works independently.'” In
the South, I was attached to the Isara news team most of the time due to my unfamiliarity
with the area and for safety reasons. Although my independence might be compromised by
these constraints, I was able to gather a wide array of data on the views and news
production practices from various journalists, which were sufficient for the analysis and

triangulation.

Additional in-depth interviews with news workers of the selected organisations and those
from other media outlets, purposively selected due to their experience and expertise in the
subject, were also conducted for further clarification, reflexivity, and retrospective scrutiny
of the performances carried out by them and their peers (see Appendix E for the list of in-
depth interviewees). The interviews were semi-structured with open-ended questions to
enable interviewees to elaborate on their answers, and allow for flexible and follow-up
questions (see Appendix F for the list of the topics of in-depth interviews). The interviews
were face-to-face, and all but two interviews were recorded.” Observation notes and
interview transcripts were used for the analysis, along with relevant documents and digital
files, for example, newsroom memo, news bulletin rundowns, scripts, video and audio files
of the stories, image files, etc. The analysis is based on the original language of
conversation and materials, and the relevant excerpts were translated into English in the

presentation of research findings and discussions.

12 During the study period at Thai PBS, 1 observed and talked with news producers, editors and writers at the
Regional News and Political News desks who are responsible for stories pertinent to the southern conflict.
Additionally, I talked to a News Department manager who oversees the newsroom’s administration and
strategic planning. The conversation provided me with a better grasp of the newsroom structure and
hierarchy, as well as the internal power play.

3 Two interviewees, a senior reporter of an English-language newspaper — the organisation that was not
selected for this study, and a freelance media producet/trainet, wete motre comfortable with casual interview
in which the conversation was not audio-recorded, but notes could be taken.
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Similar to the limited access to news database, I was not granted the same degree of
accessibility to all selected news organisations. The Matichon daily only permitted an
interview with its Regional News editor, whereas public service broadcaster Thai; PBS
allowed me to observe the daily editorial meetings and production process of its news
bulletins. Manager consented to the observation of its southern office, but not at the
Bangkok headquarters. Lastly, the Isara’s crew allowed me to accompany them on their
newsgathering trip in the three southern border provinces. Despite the limited access at
each media outlets, I was still able to observe the news production process from the
beginning to the end, and interview people involved in southern conflict reporting at many

levels.

5.3 Conclusion

Using the research methodology laid out above, this thesis seeks to bring together the
analytical perspectives from two of the three news production research traditions as
identified by Schudson (1991 cited inTuchman 2002, pp. 81-89): political economy and textual
studjes. 'This mixed-method design nevertheless enabled me to examine three key

(194

dimensions of the news production: “its political-economic preconditions, its
organizational enactment, and its textual articulation” (Tuchman 2002, p. 88), sufficient to
form a comprehensive analysis and understanding of the roles of Thai journalism in

conflict reporting and mediatization.
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Chapter 6

The representation of the southern conflict in news content

This chapter sets out to provide answers to the first RQ — that is, how the southern
conflict is represented by the Thai news organisations. By examining the news content
produced by four media outlets, the analysis reveals the dominant themes and preferred
sources in the coverage, which also indicate the news media’s inclination towards and

marginalisation of the political discourses used to explain the conflict.

The chapter is presented in five sections. The first section discusses the news themes,
frames, and labels on the southern conflict and antagonists. The second part examines
source attribution in the coverage. The third section explores the presentation formats used
in southern conflict reporting and the trends of coverage during the seven-year review
period. The forth section looks at the influence of the news ecology’s diversity, from media
platforms to organisational principles, on southern conflict reporting. The final section

then concludes this chapter with key arguments derived from the findings.

6.1 The volatile deep South: the news themes and frames in the southern conflict coverage

Having reviewed the prominent discourses and the complex discursive contention in
Chapter 2, this chapter continues with the analysis of headlines and anchor introductions'
in the case of broadcast news sample to identify the dominant news themes, frames, and
labels on the conflict and antagonists. The analysis focuses on the headlines and
introductions, but not the entire news stories, because these elements sufficiently indicate
what journalists consider the story’s main and most important point. In this sense, the
headlines and introductions elucidate journalists’ preference towards certain explanations
of a phenomenon, compelling them to highlight such an aspect and downplay other details
(Van Dijk 1988).

This section is divided into two subsections: the first presenting the analysis of themes and
news frames, and the second examining the labels that news organisations used to describe

the conflict and antagonists.

' Some stories from Thai PBS were presented without an on-screen headline caption. The analysis was then
based on the anchor introductions of these stories.
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6.1.1. The themes in the southern conflict coverage
The headline and introduction topics, as listed in the coding sheet (see Appendix D), are
categorised into three thematic groups: 1) governance and politics,” 2) security and public order,’
and 3) socio-economy and culture. As Figure 6.1 illustrates, the most highlighted theme is
security and public order (47 per cent), for example, stories about attacks, authorities’
investigations, suspect arrests, security reinforcement, and the connection between
narcotics trade and southern violence. Meanwhile, the socio-economzy and culture theme scores
slightly higher than the governance and politics (27 and 26 per cent respectively). Based on this
finding, the frequent coverage on security and public order-related issues could signal
journalists’ support for the Crime and conspiracy discourse. However, journalists could argue
that these reports are the most frequent because of the constant aggressions in the far

South. To not report them would be considered concealing facts from the public.

security &
public order
47%

Figure 6.1 An overview of the southern conflict coverage classified by themes

2 The governance and politics theme comprises five topics: 1) policy, which refers to the government’s decisions
and actions concerning the southern conflict such as policies, measures, and regulations, 2) local & national
administration, which refers to actions, measures, and policies carried out by administrative officials such as
provincial governors, district chief-officers, village chief, etc., 3) political contention & election campaign, 4)
human rights, and 5) international affairs, which refers to the relationship with and other countries and
international agencies and forums, as well as their involvement in the southern conflict.

3 The security and public order theme covers six topics: 1) regional and national security, 2) violent incidents, 3)
terrorism, which counts the direct attribution to terrorism, insurgency, and unrest, 4) separatism, which refers
to the direct attribution to secessionist movements, 5) law enforcement & justice system, which refers to
decisions and actions carried out by law enforcement officers (i.e. police, forensic teams, investigators), and
those in the justice system, and 6) drugs, which refers to illicit drug trade and trafficking.

*The socio-economy and culture theme comprises seven topics: 1) religions, 2) religion education, 3) history &
culture, 4) education, which refers to the standardised education system, 5) economy, 6) medical & healthcate
service, and 7) the impact of conflict on the livelihood of southern community and the general public.

86



This finding presents an interesting discussion point. When looking at the frequency of
topics, as shown in Table 6.1, stories concerning violent incidents are most reported (20
per cent). However, the episodes with direct reference to terrorist or separatist movements
are rarely highlighted (both one per cent). The finding suggests that, despite seeing violent
incidents in the southern border provinces as part of their routine coverage, journalists
often refrain from identifying perpetrators or connecting these occurrences to insurgent
movements unless authorities state so. With minimal context and background about the
assailants, the depiction of violence in the news coverage gives more support to the Crime
and conspiracy discourse than the Malay nationalism and Islamism discourse. The following

headlines and anchor introduction demonstrate how an incident was typically reported.

Southern bandits attack border rangers — railway personnel, killing 3.
(Matichon 19 July 2004) °

4 Buddhist Thais, the last group in Bajo, brutally killed. Victims’ children ask for
transfer, revealing “death is definite” if continue to stay.
(Matichon 20 September 2010)°

Southern bandit(s) snipes villagers in Nara|thiwat], killing 1.
(Manager 15 December 2009) ’

Last night, perpetrators opened fire on villagers and a village chief in both Pattani
and Yala Provinces. Four people died and another two were injured. This made
officials specially increase surveillance in the areas.

(Thai PBS 28 August 2010) °

5 Taslinaunte.-ausaliiul. Matichon. 19 July 2004.

6 shtwadnemmsgagaineinian: qriviereinawsetsermeul. Matichon. 20 September 2010.

7 Tasliineuganansatinluus du 1. Manager. 15 December 2009.

8 wgBavaneiiilulinenil [Shootings in several areas in Pattani|. Thai PBS. 28 August 2010. 12:00 news bulletin.
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Table 6.1 The frequency of topics in the southern conflict coverage

a. Governance and politics theme

b. Security and public order theme

c. Socio-economy and culture theme

Topics Frequency Topics Frequency Topics Frequency
(percentage) (percentage) (percentage)
Southern policy 18 Violent incidents 20 Impact on livelihood 10
International affairs 3 Law enforcement & judicial 13 Education 5
process
Poht}cal contention & 2 Local & national security 9 Economy 4
election campaign
Locz}l & nat:ional 2 Drugs 3 History & culture 4
administration
Human rights 1 Separatism 1 Religions 2
Total 26 Terrorism 1 Medical & healthcare services 1
Total 47 Religious education 1
Total 27
Others”’ 1
Total (n = 793) 100

% ‘Others’ refers to the stories that were not directly pertinent to the conflict, but the southern conflict was mentioned in the coverage. These stories included the life of a
respected senior citizen in the region, problems with garbage collection mismanagement in a southern village, the life of a grandmother and her blind grandchild, and a
helicopter accident that killed a team of forensic scientists working in the area.
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In addition, human rights and religious education, which are key elements of the Minority’s
grievance and the Malay nationalism and Islamism discourses, are among the least reported
topics (both 1 per cent), compared to other topics relevant to these discourses, such as
impact on livelihood (10 per cent), history and culture (4 per cent), and religions (2 per
cent). This finding suggests that, while allowing the interpretations of Minority’s grievance
and Malay nationalism and Islamism discourses to emerge, journalists choose to bring forward
the aspects that the general public could sympathise with or relate to over subjects that
people may find too abstract or less familiar with, such as human rights or specialised
education system. Interestingly, as will be later elaborated, the human rights topic has a
better chance of making headlines when the sources of information are influential

international figures.

6.1.2. The news frames in the southern conflict coverage
While the frequency of topics presented above gives an overview of the coverage, the news
framing analysis, which examines the contexts of headlines and introductions, illustrates
how these topics are reported. Based on the meta-frame matrix shown in Chapter 5 (Table
5.1), the analysis reveals the frequency of the news meta-frames in the coverage and teases

out the disparate frames that are used to explain the conflict.

As shown in Figure 6.2 below, the so/utions meta-frame is used most (35 per cent), closely
followed by the #uses of force meta-frame (31 per cent). While the high frequency of the wses of
force meta-frame buttresses the previous analysis where violent incidents are the most
reported topic, it also elicits an interesting point. This discovery shows that, although news
organisations primarily report about the bloodshed, they also give considerable attention to
the solutions to this enduring conflict. Nonetheless, it will be discussed later that the
solutions presented in the news content are varied and supported different discourses. As a
result, while signalling news media’s intention to help end the conflict, the disparate
subcategories in the solutions meta-frame also reflect journalists’ preference towards

dissimilar political perspectives.
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Figure 6.2 The frequency of the four meta-frames in the southern conflict coverage

It is also interesting to see that the reports on the causes of conflict and violence are relatively
minimal compared to other meta-frames. The small number of reports about the causes of
conflict suggests that the news media tend to focus on the problem at hand and how it
should be resolved, rather than questioning what caused the trouble. While it can be argued
that, in order to bring the conflict to an end, the news media prioritise acknowledging the
problem and introducing solutions before investigating the causes. Nevertheless, the
insufficient investigation into its causes could also lead to misjudgement and ineffective

remedies for this complex and dynamic conflict.

The examination into the disparate frames, which are the components of each meta-frame,
further reveals the complexity of the discursive contention of the southern conflict,
particularly in the causes and solutions meta-frames. In the causes meta-frame, five frames are
used to explain the rationales behind the southern conflict and violence, as shown in Figure
6.3. Three frames, the retaliation against authority, transnational radical Islam, and identity politics
give the nuance of resistance against the state (see the detail of frame components in
Appendix G). Regardless, these frames underline different reasons for the struggle. The
transnational radical Islam frame emphasises a link between the southern conflict and the
transnational terrorist movements heralding religiosity, while the identity politics frame
highlights the Malay Muslim’s grievance for being deprived of their local identity and rights.
However, the retaliation against anthority frame, which is used most, omit to provide reasons
as to why the local armed groups retaliate. Moreover, the fact that the active insurgent

groups seldom speak to the media, openly voice their demand, or publicly claim
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responsibility for the attacks enables authorities to become the “primary definers” of the
southern conflict. This point will be discussed again in Chapter 7 and 8 regarding the state
authorities’ media strategies and relationship with the journalists. Therefore, the retaliation
against authority frame renders these insurgents faceless, irrational, and vindictive, rather than

the suffering indigenous people who fight for a cause.

Identity politics
8%

Transnational
radical Islam
13%

Retalitation against
authority
37%

State's misdiagnosis
& ineffective
policies
15%

Power struggle
among interest

groups
27%

n=60

Figure 6.3 The frequency of news frames used to identify the causes of the southern
conflict and violence

The two remaining frames approach the southern conflict differently by downplaying the
ideological influences suggested in the previous three frames. The power struggle among interest
groups frame points to influential factions who cause unrest in the far South to maintain
their status quo and benefits in the region, such as political power, financial gains through
illegal businesses, and social influence. Similar to the refaliation against anthority frame, this
frame sees the conflict as organised criminal activities that need to be eradicated rather than
pacified. Meanwhile, the state’s wisdiagnosis & ineffective policies frame scrutinises the
government’s mishandling of the conflict, for example, inefficient military-led strategies
and intelligence, irregular budget spending, state officials’ incompetency and mistreatment
of the locals, and the power struggle in national politics. Regardless, the frame is based on
two grounds: first, the counter-insurgency viewpoint that sees the conflict as a military
combat; and second, the political contention perspective that regards politicians’ proposals

mere rhetorical campaigns rather than productive endeavours. Despite eliciting a critical
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stance against state authorities, the frame does not delve into why the conflict was initiated

at the first place.

Because the most frequently-used frames are the retaliation against authority and power struggle
among interest groups, the conflict is, therefore, often depicted as crimes committed by
clandestine armed groups and local underground syndicates, in line with the military’s
“additional threats” theory, which was discussed in Chapter 2. The state’s misdiagnosis &
ineffective policies frame questions the government’s actions, but the basis of these criticisms
remain on the same ground as the previous two frames; that this conflict is a combat
situation. As such, the majority of coverage inadvertently supports the Crime and conspiracy
discourse despite the attribution to separatist groups or the locals’ dissent and suffering.
On the contrary, explanations on relevant concepts such as the Malay Muslim identity and
Islamism are minimal. As a result, the cultural and ideological-based discourses, namely, the

Minority’s grievance and Malay nationalism and Islamism, are undermined.

The second meta-frame, wuses of force, comprises the elements that underpin the
aforementioned argument about the generalisation of the agents of violence. Five frames
are discovered: 1) wse of force by unknown actors, 2) wuse of force by authorities, 3) arrest & suspect
survender, 4) search, and 5) security reinforcement."’ As illustrated in Figure 6.4 below, the wuses of
force by unknown actors frame takes up more than half of the entire coverage amount, while
the four latter frames which refer to the actions in which state officials are in command still
fall behind. Additionally, these actions are reported in ways that would affirm the state’s
legitimacy to suppress violence, whereas the strikes launched by unknown antagonists are

generally described with a considerable degree of cruelty.

10 The four latter frames refer to the actions taken by state authorities; nevertheless, they catry different
emphases. The zuse of force by anthorities frame focuses on the officials’ attacks on suspects, which often lead to
the deaths of suspects, or officers, or both. The arrest & suspect surrender frame emphasises the capture of
suspect, and when the suspects surrender or report themselves to state officials. The seareh frame highlights
the authorities’ examination of an area believed to harbour the suspects, such as the suspect’s house and
village. The security reinforcement frame focuses on the intensification of policing and security measures.
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Figure 6.4 The frequency of news frames used to describe the uses of force in southern
violence

Moreover, the actions by unknown perpetrators are often depicted in detail, such as,
“bomb-attacked then shot in the head”, and coloured with adjectives and exclamation
marks. On the other hand, the outcome of the state officials’ actions is usually highlighted
(“annihilated”, “smashed”). Table 6.2 illustrates the examples of headlines using such
lexicon choices. While it can be argued that the brutality of violence and the loss of life
could invoke public sympathy and pressure the authorities to quickly attend to the
situation, this kind of portrayal only sheds light on one aspect of the problem. It also allows
the authorities’ actions to go on unquestioned. Together with the eulogy-style storytelling
in the cases where officials were killed and the use of criminological labels on the
antagonists which will be discussed later, these frames tend to support the Crime and
conspiracy discourse rather than the Minority’s grievance and the Malay nationalism and Islanism

discoutses.
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Table 6.2 The comparison of headlines with different uses of force frames

Uses of force by unknown actors

Uses of force by authorities

Extremely cruel. 7 special forces killed.
Bomb-attacked then shot in the head.
7 M16s seized and stolen.

(Matichon 17 July 2007)"!

Southern bandit makes a harsh insult!! ‘Wan
Nor”’s relative sniped.

(Manager 24 May 2005) "

Car-bombing in Yaha! A major sacrifices his

Mujahedeen Aiyerweng-attackers cornered
at border, arrested — pressed in interrogation
for more info.

(Matichon 17 March 2005) "

Southern bandit rakes fire, injuring 3 border
patrol officers. 2 bandits annihilated.

(Manager 25 January 2009)

Bomb-producing site smashed. 2 suspects

life with subordinates.
(Isara 17 July 2009)"

captured.
(Isara 21 April 2008)1(’

The third meta-frame, repercussions, comprises three main frames: 1) governance, 2) impact on
Stakeholders, and 3) public reactions (see the detail of frame components in Appendix G). As
shown in Figure 0.5, the zmpact on stakebolders frame is used most to explicate how people
involved are affected by the conflict and violence. The governance frame, which looks at the
administration’s and political elites’ reactions to the problems as well as the trial and
investigations, is also considerably featured. The public reactions frame registers how people
who are not directly affected by the conflict respond to the problems, for example, by
making donations or raising funds for the victims. This frame reflects the sentiment of the
general public, as well as influential public figures particularly the royal family, and how

they make sense of the southern conflict.

11 galniluudedeseniu7 sufredyinidul 6Sanssuanvil. Matichon. 17 July 2007.

12 Taglsivenumin!! aeud oyid“ “Suned”. Manager. 24 May 2005.

13 pnunsfazin! Wusinddnnsangnites. Isara. 17 July 2009.

14 quyandnuiunaudtiwefinsauynmnouau-fuasuaeneua. Matichon. 17 March 2005.
15 Taslfingnte pn.1qu 3 wie wiavilasnne2. Manager. 25 January 2009.

16 paneuvaendnsziianensu 2 ffiasasde. Lsara. 21 April 2008.
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Figure 6.5 The frequency of news frames used to describe the repercussions of southern
conflict and violence

The analysis of the stories about the impact of the conflict and violence on the livelihood
of community members and people involved produces interesting findings. Among 111
reports relevant to this issue, the majority of coverage centres on the state officials, such as
teachers, police officers, and soldiers, as shown in Table 6.3. The stories often tell how
these officials perform their duty amidst the hostility and difficulties, and are often
honoured for their bravery, devotion, and sacrifice for putting themselves in the violence-
prone zone. On the contrary, there are far fewer reports about how local victims, suspects
who were later exonerated, and their families deal with the plights. The finding corresponds
with a remark made by a news editor who pointed out that as the conflict continues, stories
about people’s sufferings from conflict and violence become repetitive and considered “old
news”. For instance, if a family member was killed in a random shooting incident, it would
be unlikely for this case to make news. However, the loss of four members from the same
family in separate violent incidents could be deemed more newsworthy. Because of such a
notion, the coverage concerning the locals’ sufferings appears less frequently because these

cases are regarded “too common”.
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Table 6.3 The contexts of headlines and introductions concerning the impact of conflict

Types of contexts (1;23:;2;5
Heroic acts 24
Impact on state officials 20
Impact on residents’ livelihood 19
Impact on victi