
Mashriq & Mahjar 9, no. 1 (2022), 93–120 
ISSN 2169-4435 

Dalia Abdelhady is Associate Professor of Sociology and Researcher at the Centre for 
Advanced Middle East Studies, Lund University. Email: dalia.abdelhady@soc.lu.se 
 
Fatmanur Delioğlu is a PhD student at Yildiz Technical University. Email: 
fatmanurdelioglu7@gmail.com  

Dalia Abdelhady and Fatmanur Delioğlu1 

 

HUMAN INTEREST STORIES IN THE COVERAGE OF 
SYRIAN REFUGEES: A CASE STUDY FROM TURKEY 

 

Abstract  
This paper investigates the forms of representation of Syrian refugees in 
Zaman newspaper, a Turkish daily that was associated with the Gülen 
movement, between 2011–2015. The argument focuses on human interest 
stories in search for alternative forms of representation from the victimization 
and collectivization that are emphasized in the literature. Based on open 
coding of 209 news articles that were identified through frame analysis, the 
analysis shows that the coverage included contradictory strategies of 
victimization and humanization. The contradictory strategies are understood 
as a form of inclusive othering that encompass the initial desire to attribute 
human qualities to the refugees and subsequent attempt to victimize them. As 
the newspaper was party to a larger political conflict within Turkey, we 
understand the contradictory strategies and especially the specific shift in 
representation as part of the process of politicization. The analysis concludes 
that politicization limits attempts to humanize refugees. 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Forced displacement has garnered increasing public attention in recent 
years, and scholars have observed the mediatization and politicization 
of refugees in various national contexts around the globe.2 Central to 
such analyses is the process of othering whereby refugees are 
constructed as fundamentally different from the host population. 3 
Importantly, othering places groups of people (such as refugees) 
outside the moral order which marks the boundary between us and 
them. Observing the labeling of refugees in developed countries, Olsen 
et al. argue that the process “involves a dialectical relationship between 
the self-image of developed countries as humanitarian or charitable, 
and the construction of ‘refugee’ as a vulnerable and burdensome 
Other.”4 Such a construction is observed in the continuous assertion of 
the refugee status that serves to remind us of their lack of belonging to 
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the host society and culture.5 Furthermore, the continuous use of the 
refugee label homogenizes the diversity within displaced populations 
and negates the possibility of individual narratives and forms of 
agency. 6  Research on media portrayals of refugees stresses 
dehumanizing strategies that are integral to their othering and 
exclusion.7  

This article extends the analysis of the mediatization and 
politicization of refugees by investigating the portrayal of Syrian 
refugees in Turkish print media. We use the case study of Zaman 
newspaper, formerly one of Turkey’s mainstream newspapers, to 
highlight the politicization of refugees in relation to the larger context 
of the political role played by newspaper in the period under analysis 
(2011–2015). 8  Additionally, the Turkish context extends the 
understanding of othering beyond the clear distinctions of East vs. 
West, North vs. South, and/or developed vs. underdeveloped which 
are popular in refugee studies (and reflected in Olsen et al.’s example 
above). The traditional understandings of othering stress that the 
construction of the “other” is dependent on specific understandings of 
the self and that the relationship between self and other is one that is 
constructed mostly through difference and often through conflict. As 
the analysis in this article shows, Zaman provides a context where 
othering is constructed along a more inclusive discourse (self and other, 
as opposed to self vs. other). Inclusive othering, we argue, draws 
attention to the ways othering and its exclusionary mechanisms can 
take place even when dehumanization is not the strategy pursued. This 
leads us to emphasize the problematic aspects of the politicization and 
mediatization of forced displacement regardless of the resort to 
dehumanizing strategies.  

In the next section, we provide an overview of the literature of 
media representations of Syrian refugees with particular attention to 
Turkish print media. We then move to explaining our case study, 
Zaman newspaper, by situating it within the larger Turkish context of 
reception of Syrian refugees, and the role it plays within the Turkish 
media and political landscapes. The section on methods includes a 
discussion of framing as an analytical strategy, and the most common 
media frames found in previous studies. This section also explains our 
choice to focus the analysis on only one of these common frames—
human-interest stories. Following the methods section, we delve into 
the two main themes we identify within the selection of newspaper 
articles under investigation. The two themes, victimization and 
benevolence, represent the kind of inclusive othering that we identify 
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in our analysis (i.e., self and other). These themes provide the basis of 
the discussion and conclusions at the end of the paper.  

 

THE REPRESENTATION OF SYRIAN REFUGEES  
The Syrian refugee emergency has been described by the UNHCR High 
Commissioner as “the biggest humanitarian and refugee crisis of our 
time, a continuing cause of suffering for millions which should be 
garnering a groundswell of support around the world.”9 Instead of 
garnering support as the High Commissioner hoped, the humanitarian 
crisis has been met with ambivalence towards those forcibly displaced 
by it. The complicity of the audience at the international stage towards 
the Syrian crisis in general and the plight of Syrian refugees in specific 
calls for a cultural analysis of discourses and narratives that may 
facilitate such complicity. Within cultural analyses, public debates and 
representations are the ways worldviews are mobilized and deployed 
in order to “provide cognitive and moral guidance in the interpretation 
of complex and unfolding crisis situations.” 10  Public critiques and 
efforts at persuasion are discursive activities that yield legitimacy to 
political actors, forms of action, and policies. A number of analysts turn 
to media portrayals as facilitating the complicity towards Syrian 
refugees and find that contradictory and ambivalent representations 
may account for confused reactions at the international level.11 Van 
Dijk argues that mass media are assigned “nearly exclusive control 
over the symbolic resources needed to manufacture popular consent, 
especially in the domain of ethnic relations.”12  With regards to the 
general construction of refugees and migrants in news media, a 
number of studies have examined these forms of representation. 13 
Overall, the literature supports the idea that refugees are often 
represented through negative and dehumanizing rhetoric.14 Analyses 
from different contexts stress that security concerns and stories of 
terrorism dominate coverage of immigration in general 15  and of 
refugees in specific.16 In short, mass media seems to manufacture a 
consent that the reception of refugees has negative consequences on 
host societies.  

The rapidly growing literature on the recent displacement of 
Syrian refugees, coined by media outlets and policy makers as a 
“refugee crisis,” also point out the rather negative tone in the news 
coverage of the refugee crisis. For example, British newspapers suggest 
the use of the army to prevent refugees from crossing the English 
Channel,17 Swedish newspapers stress the threat of radicalization and 
terrorism,18 and in various settings, the view that refugees are a burden 
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on housing, education, and healthcare systems that is straining 
resources more generally is often observed.19 The dominant pattern 
found in most of these analyses is the tendency to stereotype and 
collectivize refugees, while at times painting them as a security threat.20 
Victimizing refugees as innocent and needing help and protection is 
considered part of the tendency to collectivize refugees, even if in 
seemingly less negative light,21 but is also considered to have negative 
effects such as denying them agency and equal status.22 

With regards to the representation of Syrian refugees in Turkish 
media, existing analyses confirm the representation of refugees as 
victims that are also linked to issues of control and illegality.23 While 
some argue that Syrians are ignored in Turkish news coverage in 
general, 24  several studies have examined media representations of 
Syrian refugees in Turkey. Yaylacı and Karakuş and Lazarev and 
Sharma find that the political standing of the newspapers and their 
attitudes towards the Turkish government affect the ways they shape 
the news about Syrian refugees. 25  The authors analyze diverse 
newspapers such as Hürriyet, Yeni Şafak, and Cumhuriyet and find that 
the kind of coverage is related to the political orientation of the 
newspaper under analysis. In this analysis, the pro-government Yeni 
Şafak focuses on aid provided by Turkey, Hürriyet (the more popular 
newspaper) focuses on armed conflict, and the opposition Cumhuriyet 
focuses on criticisms against the Turkish government and assigns 
blame to the government for opening the doors to Syrians. Other 
studies demonstrate the focus on humanitarian needs including the 
“economic burden” posed by efforts to meet such needs.26 Onay-Coker 
investigates three Turkish newspapers that take a different political 
stance towards the Turkish government and finds that all three criticize 
the government’s immigrant policy.27 These criticisms, however, take 
the shape of problematic representations of Syrians as others. With the 
exception of Onay-Coker’s 2019 study, analyses of Turkish media focus 
on the general refugee situation—namely, government’s policies and 
social patterns or problems. The representation of Syrian refugees 
themselves is overlooked in the process, strengthening the likelihood 
of denying Syrian refugees their agency in influencing their own 
representation.  

 

THE TURKISH CONTEXT  
Turkey hosts close to four million forcibly displaced Syrians in addition 
to others from Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan. Initially, Turkey adopted an 
open-door policy towards Syrians who fled their homes at the onset of 
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the civil war in 2011 and welcomed them as “guests.” 28  Labelling 
refugees as guests entailed no legal rights, and it was only in 2014 that 
a Regulation on Temporary Protection was passed by the Turkish 
government providing Syrians with access to work permits, social 
assistance, health and educational services.29 In 2016, an amendment to 
the citizenship law was introduced offering citizenship to skilled 
refugees with economic and cultural capital. 30  The amendment 
benefitted only a small number of Syrians in Turkey, and despite the 
regulation, most Syrians in Turkey live in vulnerable situations unable 
to access formal employment or permanent residency.31 Additionally, 
the amendment is met with strong criticisms among the Turkish public 
with reports of racism and discrimination rising steadily.32  

Syrians looking for less precarious living conditions must seek 
either resettlement through UNHCR or, with the help of smugglers, 
make their journey to Europe where they can apply for legal asylum. 
The numbers of refugees arriving in Europe increased steadily 
following the Arab uprisings and peaked in 2015 triggering a sense of 
crisis in many European countries. As a result, the European Union 
negotiated a deal with Turkey whereby migrants would be stopped 
from reaching Europe in return for funds to help finance hosting 
refugees in Turkey. Among other details of the deal, Turkey would take 
back all migrants intercepted in international waters crossing from 
Turkey to Greece starting 20 March 2016. The EU, in return, would 
mobilize six billion Euros for refugee projects and related 
administration costs incurred by Turkey.33 Intended to function as a 
management tool controlling the flow of asylum seekers into Europe, 
the deal also led to tensions between the EU and Turkey as the Turkish 
government accused the EU in early 2020 of failing to keep their 
promise to help bear the cost of hosting refugees. 34  These tensions 
peaked as the Turkish president announced that Turkey “opened the 
doors,” facilitating the movement of refugees from Turkey towards 
Europe. Despite complaints that characterized Turkey’s tactic as 
blackmail, the tensions came to an end as the EU presented Turkey 
with several concessions.35  

Using migrants or refugees as negotiation tools is not new in 
international relations, but is described as “coercive diplomacy.” 36 
Turkey’s significance as a receiving country of forcibly displaced 
individuals amounts to more than the country’s ability to weaponize 
refugees in its negotiations with the EU, however. Historically, Turkey 
has been an important receiving and transit destination for a number 
of forcibly displaced groups from Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and 
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Eastern Europe. With regards to Syrian refugees in specific, the 
reception of refugees is shaped by Turkey’s military intervention in 
Syria which is a leading cause for more recent waves of refugees.37 The 
contradictory role Turkey plays in the plight of Syrian refugees, as a 
force in their displacement and also a place of refuge, provides an 
interesting context for analysis of the experiences of Syrian refugees as 
well as their representation in various public discourses. Looking into 
the representation of Syrian refugees in Turkey’s public sphere sheds 
light into the ways Turkey’s contradictory role is discerned in Turkish 
society and the framing of the reception of Syrian refugees.  

 We focus on the representation of Syrian refugees in one of 
Turkey’s largest newspapers by analyzing articles published between 
2011–2015 in the daily Zaman. Zaman’s political stance is an important 
aspect when analyzing the forms of representation found in the 
newspaper. Zaman can be described as a right-leaning, openly 
Gülenistic and pro-Islamic; it eventually posed a source of opposition 
to the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) that led to its 
closure in 2016 following the failed coup d’état. The Gülen Movement 
(GM), founded in the late 1960s under the leadership of Fetullah Gülen, 
is a religious community that espouses a form of cultural Islam.38 GM 
and the ruling AKP represent two strands of the Islamic activism in 
Turkey. Both groups shared a global ambition of universalizing Islam 
through the gradual, bottom-up Islamization of society, and are 
believed to have instrumentalized Islam and Islamic symbols for 
political purposes. 39  While it is beyond the scope of this study to 
explore the relationship between the two movements, existing research 
points to the gradual divide between the two groups based on their 
position vis-à-vis the West. While initially allied with the ruling party, 
GM grew anti-AKP as the two groups became entangled in power 
struggles, disagreements over policies, and subsequent mutual 
suspicion.40 During the second half of 2013, GM accused AKP elites of 
corruption and obstruction of justice which resulted in high level 
arrests that were covered on the pages of the GM newspaper Zaman 
(among others). GM’s open support for the corruption investigations 
was followed by the government accusing GM of orchestrating 
corruption in December 2013 and declaring the movement a parallel 
state in 2014.41 According to political analysts, this transformed the 
relationship between the two actors from hidden to overt 
confrontation.42 This turning point is observed in the representation of 
Syrian refugees, as the analysis demonstrates, which reflects that the 
newspaper has used its coverage of Syrian refugees as a political tool 
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in its opposition to the government. The conflict between the two 
groups peaked with the failed coup attempt which took place in July 
2016. 

 

METHODS 

Zaman was chosen given that the newspaper had the highest 
circulation in Turkey under the research period. While this rank should 
be contested based on the institutional support the newspaper received 
from GM, the newspaper should still be considered as an important 
source of analyzing media portrayals in Turkish media. The newspaper 
was taken over by the government on 4 March 2016 and many of its 
reporters were jailed.43 Since the takeover, all archived news articles 
became inaccessible. The news articles analyzed here were collected 
immediately prior to the takeover, and only include articles published 
until June 2015. Given the inaccessibility of the newspaper archive 
following the government’s takeover, the analysis provided here 
presents a unique insight into news articles that are otherwise not 
available. Few studies of Turkish media include an analysis of the 
discourses presented in Zaman. Göker and Keskin provide an analysis 
of the newspaper coverage of Syrian refugees with the aim of 
comparing the coverage of Syrian refugees across five different 
newspapers.44 The authors focus on the time period 1 January – 30 July 
2015, and therefore offer one snapshot of media discourses. The 
analysis we present here considers the temporal development of the 
discourse as we look into articles published between 2011 and June 
2015. This time period allows us to account for changes in the 
representation that are coupled with changes in the relationship 
between the movement and the Turkish government. A total of 1,159 
articles were found using the search function available on the 
newspaper’s website.  

The articles were then analyzed using frame analysis. 
According to Goffman, frames are “schemata of interpretation that 
provides a context for understanding information and enables 
individuals to locate, perceive, identify and label.”45 Specifically, with 
regards to media analysis, Entman explains that frames are aspects of 
a complex reality that are emphasized in texts “in such a way as to 
promote a particular definition of a problem, casual interpretation, 
moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item 
described.”46 In this regard, a text can communicate only one frame, 
which can also be understood as the specific way journalists choose to 
affect a story’s impact and reception.47 A large body of research has 
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extensively examined framing based on the analysis of a news text.48 
Research into media frames shows that news coverage relies on a 
number of identifiable frames to communicate the news to audiences 
and that different frames can influence readers’ or viewers’ perceptions 
of public issues.49 Semetko and Valkenburg identify five predominant 
news frames, which researchers most commonly apply when 
analyzing media frames: (a) conflict; (b) human interest; (c) economic 
consequences; (d) morality; and (e) responsibility. 50  In their 
description, the authors hold that the conflict frame emphasizes 
conflicts between institutions, groups, or peoples. Within a given story, 
the conflict frame also stresses winning and losing (and winners and 
losers). The human-interest frame, on the other hand, highlights the 
personal and emotional side of an event, issue, or problem. News 
stories that employ this frame usually follow a narrative format that 
explains how a particular issue affects a group of people. By doing so, 
a human-interest frame personalizes, dramatizes, and emotionalizes 
the news. The third frame, that of economic consequences, stresses the 
economic impacts of an event, problem, or issue for a particular group, 
institution, individual, region, or country. The morality frame adds a 
religious or moral dimension to an event, problem, or subject, offering 
a moral message or prescribing specific codes of behavior. Finally, the 
responsibility frame discusses an issue or problem in such a way that 
the responsibility for causing or solving the problem lies with a 
particular government, individual, or group. Stories that adopt this 
frame motivate assigning blame or praise for an issue or event. These 
different frames serve to influence readers’ or viewers’ perceptions of 
public issues based on the frame activated within a story.  

This article focuses on the human-interest frame among the 
articles collected from Zaman. Of the articles archived, 209 were coded 
under the human-interest frame and form the basis for the analysis 
provided here. Various authors define human-interest stories as those 
which provide a “human face” to the issue; employ adjectives or 
personal vignettes that generate feelings of outrage, empathy, 
sympathy, or compassion; or emphasize the ways individuals or 
groups are affected by the issue/problem. While human interest stories 
can be associated with journalistic techniques used in commercial, 
tabloid media that focuses on stories of individuals (usually celebrities) 
in relation to entertainment, sports, and crime, Figenschou and 
Thorbjørnsrud call attention to the importance of this frame in 
combating negative portrayals of immigrants. 51  Neuman, Just, and 
Crigler found the human-interest frame to be the second most common 
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frame across a variety of news content following conflict.52 Focusing on 
refugee representation, d’Haenens and de Lange found the human-
interest frame to be the most commonly used in their analysis of 
refugee coverage in Dutch newspapers.53 While Valkenburg, Semetko, 
and de Vreese found that such a frame is negatively related to the 
ability of the audience to recall particular facts or details of a news 
story, Cho and Gower found that human-interest frames are highly 
likely to evoke emotional responses from the audience and, in some 
cases, can provoke audience assignments of blame.54 Figenschou and 
Thorbjørnsrud also highlight the human-interest frame used in telling 
stories about individual migrants, their lives, and their destinations, 
and argue that the use of such a frame endows the immigrant with 
agency.55  

Rather than provide a comprehensive analysis of media 
representation, this paper investigates the human-interest frame by 
examining news stories from one newspaper. We focus on the human-
interest frame in an attempt to move away from dehumanizing 
tendencies that are often stressed in research on media coverage of 
refugees. Articles coded under the human-interest frame were 
identified as those emphasizing stories of individual migrants and their 
own voices, or when said articles placed the refugees themselves at the 
center of the storytelling. It is important to note, however, that the 
strategy of humanizing refugees features in most of the Turkish news 
articles, including those which are eventually categorized under a 
different frame. Importantly, articles that would otherwise be coded as 
part of the morality frame were found to highly correlate with the 
human-interest frame as well. Based on an analysis of a large number 
of national and regional Turkish newspapers, Erdoğan, Kavukçuer, 
and Çetinkaya conclude that “media almost never refers to the daily 
lives of Syrians in Turkey and the problems they encounter.”56 Given 
that the human-interest frame is the most likely frame in which 
reference to daily lives of Syrians can be provided, an analysis of news 
articles utilizing this frame provides insight into the forms of 
representations that are more humane and supportive.  

The article proceeds by describing the different themes found 
within the human-interest frame within Zaman’s news articles. These 
themes were determined by open coding. The first theme we discuss is 
that of gratitude, benevolence, and heroism (sixty articles). The second 
theme, in which the majority of the articles fall, is that of victimization, 
melancholy, and trauma (149 articles). Despite the dominant focus on 
victimization, which resembles news coverage of refugees elsewhere, 
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this theme’s salient feature is an attempt to forge similarities between 
the Turkish hosts and the refugees and thus represents a significant 
departure from other media outlets’ attempts to other refugees.57 As 
the following analysis shows, the focus on gratitude and similarities 
between Syrian refugees and their Turkish hosts was replaced as the 
representation shifted towards stronger portrayals of victimization that 
paralleled the intensification of criticisms towards the AKP 
government in 2014. This shift leads us to conclude that Zaman’s 
coverage relied on the use of Syrian refugees as tools in its political 
power struggle before the newspaper’s closure. Importantly, the 
newspaper’s initial emphasis on similarities between Turks and 
Syrians can be seen as part of the GM’s interest in universalizing Islam 
following a bottom-up approach. The politicization of refugees, 
however, contradicts that interest, resulting in the newspaper coverage 
adopting a form of inclusive othering, as our analysis shows.  

 

GRATITUDE, BENEVOLENCE, AND HEROISM  
Despite the violence that is integral to the coverage of Syrian refugee 
trauma (discussed in the next section), Zaman’s articles, at least initially, 
adopted a more positive portrayal of happy and grateful refugees. This 
depiction can be found in all the news articles, especially ones that were 
published before 2014. The feelings of gratitude to reach safety, receive 
medical care, and experience family reunification regularly feature in 
the human-interest stories about Syrian refugees published by Zaman. 
This set of articles brings in an added emphasis on positive experiences 
with reception and welcome. A number of articles stress the general 
calmness among refugees, especially within camps, and emphasize 
banal activities, implying that refugees successfully carry on with their 
lives. For example, Syrians are portrayed as being able to enjoy 
smoking hookah in the warm weather, 58  participate in sporting 
activities, 59  watch TV, 60  enroll in religious courses, 61  organize 
weddings,62 attend cultural events,63 or engage in income generating 
activities. 64  This conveyed sense of happiness, though sometimes 
described as bittersweet, 65  is unequivocally depicted as a result of 
Turkish benevolence. As relayed in a 2011 article, “The asylum seekers, 
who were met with everything from diapers to clothing, said they were 
happy in the tent city and did not intend to return to their country until 
the end of the conflict.”66 The calmness of everyday life in Turkey is 
often contrasted by the chaos of war in Syria: “The children who used 
to wake up with sleeping balls and banging sounds in a battle for a 
year, say ‘hello’ to the new sun with the sounds of birds for the first 
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time; they have had joyful minutes.”67  

In addition to the general calmness and happiness the refugees 
experience, such portrayals emphasize their gratitude towards Turkey 
for providing a safe haven and the Turkish people who extend a 
helping hand. For example:  

 

The Syrian family who resides in Payas province of Dörtyol, a 
province of Dresdil, visited Payas Mayor Bekir Altan to thank 
him. The Syrian family said that ‘Turkey has a big heart. We 
believe that the Ottoman justice will spread to the whole 
Middle East thanks to Turkey.’68 

 

In this article, depicted refugees appreciate Turkey’s benevolence as 
well as its importance as a role model for other countries in the region. 
The comparative regional element is further explained: “The Syrians in 
the tent are satisfied with their lives. They say that we are grateful to 
Turkey because Turkey was concerned about us more than the Arab 
countries.”69  

As a sign of appreciation, Syrian refugees increasingly name 
their children Tayyip and Emine (the name of Erdogan’s wife),70 and 
thank Turkey in their prayers. 71  Syrians are portrayed as eternally 
grateful to their Turkish saviors. For example, Syrians are quoted as 
saying, “we will be grateful to [Turks] for a lifetime.” 72  In rare 
occasions, such happiness is shared by their Turkish hosts:  

 

Approximately 3,500 Syrian citizens went out of the tent city to 
shop with special permission from the officials. Yaylaya 
tradespeople said that thanks to this the market is active and we 
are getting rid of the stagnation of the summer months.73 

 

While the main feature of human-interest stories is placing the 
refugee in the center of the narrative and often narrating experiences 
from their perspective, a large number of articles, especially those 
expressing sentiments of content, gratitude, and indebtedness, stress 
the agency of the Turkish actor instead of the Syrian refugee. For 
example, a number of stories emphasize that Turkish individuals or 
organizations provide food, healthcare, security, social activities, 
education, worship services, banking, and other services.74 The Turkish 
Coast Guard even rescues fleeing refugees from capsized boats.75 In 
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contrast to representations of Syrians receiving service and acts of 
benevolence in Turkey, those who make it to Europe “live under 
difficult conditions.”76  

The positive portrayals of Syrian refugees include forms of 
behavior that the newspaper describes as heroic and which decidedly 
forge lines of similarities between Syrians and Turks. In these 
portrayals, we read about Syrian men as fighters who, after taking their 
wives and children to safety, return to Syria to fight for their country;77 
as teachers who continue teaching Syrian children about democracy 
and freedom;78 and as successful business owners.79 In one article, there 
is even coverage of a protest in one of the tent cities where the 
protestors are quoted as demanding freedom, rights, democracy, order, 
and justice. 80  Other articles, for example, show the newspaper’s 
attempt to bring Turks and Syrians together as members of the same 
community. One article explains that many Turks have Syrian 
relatives,81 and another emphasizes the need for forging familial ties 
with Syrian refugees. 82  Many articles describe religious activities, 
which may appeal to Zaman’s readership.83 Three articles emphasize 
the role children can play in bridging differences between self and 
other by explaining how children can participate in religious 
celebrations in Turkish and Arabic,84 participate in a singing choir,85 or 
draw pictures together.86 

 

VICTIMIZATION, MELANCHOLY, AND TRAUMA  
Since the Syrian refugee emergency is a result of violent clashes among 
different forces, it is hard to dissociate the coverage of the clashes from 
that of the refugees. As a result, articles that describe the violence in 
Syria without any reference to refugees were excluded from the 
analysis. Still, a large majority of articles in this analysis related the 
origin of the refugee situation to the ongoing violence. In doing so, it is 
understandable that the representation of refugees as victims is a 
dominant frame featured in the majority of the studied articles. In this 
set of articles, repeated references to loss, violence, conflict, and murder 
of family members dominate.87 At the same time, there is a tendency to 
include some positive undertones to the plight of Syrians when 
reaching safety in Turkey, as discussed under the first theme. For 
example, stories of families reunited in Turkey after initial separation 
during the journey88 or refugees receiving much-needed medical care89 
once in Turkey are used at least initially to construct Turkey as a safe 
haven. It is important to highlight that despite reaching safety and 
receiving care and essential provisions, the emphasis is strongly placed 
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on feelings of grief and melancholy. For example, refugees’ voices are 
heard explaining that “we lost our sense of joy.”90 These feelings are 
especially predominant in newspaper articles that narrate religious 
celebrations and stress Syrians as co-religious guests in Turkey. 
Emphasizing that Syrians celebrate the same religious occasions such 
as Ramadan and the Feast of Sacrifice can be seen as a tool to support 
cultural proximity between Turks and Syrians. This is done, however, 
while emphasizing the grief that shapes these celebrations among 
Syrians.91  

References to children suffering,92  disease, and the need for 
help are also drawn upon to complete the sense of desolation and 
despair.  

 

Every refugee has many painful stories. Some of them 
have lost their sons, some have lost their fathers, others 
have lost their sisters and uncles. Children live the 
greatest trauma. There are deaths in the pictures [drawn 
by] the Syrian minors who are continuing their education 
in the camps. The number of psychological problems is 
not small. So, the guests are given psychological support. 
The most common problem is post-traumatic behavior 
disorder and depression.93  

 

The vivid descriptions of refugees’ actions, such as the content of 
children’s drawings, are used to strengthen the sense of injustice and 
trauma. Dramatization of loss is also used to communicate the plight 
of Syrians in Turkey, as in the example of, “A Syrian father walked 
between hospitals with his son’s lifeless body” in order to obtain a 
death certificate.94 Accentuated references to death, especially in the 
Mediterranean Sea, contribute to the portrayal of the helpless refugee. 
Often times, refugees are referred to as mere dead bodies, lacking voice 
or narrative.95 Such incidents are often dramatized as in one example 
referring to “the most painful return of Syrians”96 in reference to a 
corpse that was found in sea and returned to the family. These deaths 
were often portrayed as a result of smugglers and illegal activity 
exploiting Syrians. Similarly, there is a recurrent portrayal of Syrians 
falling victim to acts of fate or negligence experienced in public 
works.97 Whether it is in reference to services offered to refugees or 
inadequate infrastructure, the newspaper articles initially did not 
assign direct credit or blame to specific actors, most likely the 
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government in these examples.  

The initial lack of direct culpability (or credit) was slowly 
replaced by a clearer assignment of liability and critique of 
government’s action around 2014. In other words, before 2014, blame 
was assigned in vague and obscure ways. Starting in 2014, with the 
transformation of the relationship between GM and AKP into overt 
confrontation, news articles reflect the intensification of criticisms 
towards the AKP government, which is coupled with assigning direct 
liability and clear denunciation of government’s responsibility towards 
the plight of Syrian refugees. For example, one article details a police 
operation designed to capture street beggars around Istiklal street and 
Taksim neighborhood in Istanbul. Describing the encounter as gut-
wrenching, the story clearly highlights the experience of the Syrian 
street beggars and the negative consequences they encountered.  

 

Police teams gathered dozens of women and children and 
filled the van. Some women who were begging did not 
want to go against the police forces. The children that the 
police tried to take had great fear. Some children cried in 
fear, while others tried to escape. The children caught in 
the chase were also put into the municipal police van. 
Some of the children tried to escape the municipal police 
by riding on the historic tram. One of the children fell 
from the tram and was in danger of injury.98  

 

In general, the critique of the government’s handling of the reception 
of Syrians in Turkey is taken up in diverse examples. One aspect is the 
disapproval of the situation in refugee camps established by the 
Turkish government. Using the voice of one refugee who left a camp, 
the newspaper shows the reader the unattractiveness of camp life: 

 

All the opposing factions, Shiites, Arabs and even the 
people of ISIS are always in the camps. We don't want to 
stay in the same camp with them. If we stay there, they 
won't make us live. The camp is surrounded by wires. No 
one knows what's going on inside. Even if they take us 
back to Syria, we will not enter those camps again.99  

 

The author of the article explains that the only other option besides 
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camp life is to live on the streets in makeshift tents and that “the coming 
winter scares homeless refugees.”100 Portraying the harsh conditions of 
street life is also used to further critique of the Turkish government. In 
one example, the author explains that many Syrians live in makeshift 
and precarious dwellings saying that “tens of thousands of Syrians 
arriving in Ankara took refuge in abandoned squatters and ruins.”101 
State actions, according to the author, worsens the refugees’ conditions 
given that “in the context of urban transformation, these buildings are 
being demolished by the Metropolitan Municipality of Ankara.” 102 
Given that the articles under analysis focus on humanizing the Syrian 
refugee, the critique of the government expectedly takes place in subtle 
ways, which become more and more overt starting in 2014. 

Coincidently, as the articles increasingly criticize the 
government during this time, the helplessness of the Syrian refugees 
becomes more vivid in the narratives as well. For example, they are 
described as “waiting for help from philanthropists, and especially the 
state” as they beg on the streets during the day and avoid freezing at 
night.103 The notion that they are waiting for a helping hand is repeated 
multiple times,104 as is their struggle for survival especially in the harsh 
winter cold.105 These forms of representation’s cumulative effects are 
the dramatic victimization and denial of agency of Syrian refugees who 
are the object of the criticism addressed to the government. Such 
representation starkly contrasts with the heroism of (some) Syrians and 
the emphasis on benevolence and gratitude observed in the first theme. 
This shift coincides with the increasing politicization of refugees as part 
of the political conflict between the AKP and GM. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  
This article offers an angle into the human-interest frame within 
coverage of Syrian refugees in one Turkish newspaper, Zaman, during 
the period between 2011–2015. Despite representing the view of a 
politico-religious movement, news articles within Zaman follow similar 
lines of representation as those found elsewhere in the literature with 
a predominant focus on victimization, the denial of agency, 
accentuating difference, and, at times, conflict. Alongside these 
othering strategies, Syrian refugees are emphatically represented in a 
humanized fashion which also highlights common religious affinities 
and actions. We describe these two contradictory strategies as a form 
of inclusive othering that encompasses attempts by the newspaper to 
bridge the gap between the Turkish self and Syrian other while 
simultaneously denying them agency. This contradictory strategy 
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results from the increasing politicization of refugees which, in the case 
of Zaman, is part of the larger political conflict the newspaper was 
entangled in. The politicization of refugees refers to the use of refugees 
in struggles for political power by nation-states (Turkey in face of the 
EU, for example) and political actors within the nation-state (GM 
within Turkey). Importantly, as our analysis shows, the politicization 
of refugees impedes attempts to humanize and include them within the 
social fabric of the national community.  

Our analysis reveals that, similar to dominant forms of 
representation of refugees elsewhere, articles published in Zaman 
reflected the tendency to victimize Syrian refugees and placed more 
agency on the actions of the host community. The othering of refugees 
is dependent on specific understanding of the self, and the opposition 
between the benevolent self and the vulnerable burdensome other is a 
well-established strategy in the literature. 106  At the same time, 
however, there is a tendency in the analyzed articles to portray Syrians 
as fellow human beings who have agency and share similar traits as 
their Turkish hosts. Descriptions of mundane daily activities, 
expressions of gratitude and appreciation, and feelings of sorrow and 
loss humanize the Syrian refugee and, especially when stressing their 
co-religious practices, position them closer to their Turkish hosts.  

This tendency is a significant departure from the traditional 
conclusions of othering and victimization highlighted in the literature. 
In constructing the Turkish self as a benevolent progressive Muslim 
(which is characteristic of the ways the GM defined its followers), the 
Syrian refugee other is inevitably included in the attempt to 
universalize Islam and promote a bottom-up approach to Islamizing 
society. In this attempt, the Syrian refugee is represented as human and 
attributed with human qualities (such as capable of joy and suffering). 
These strategies may be conceived as the opposite of othering as they 
“discursively construct people as belonging to a common moral 
community, of acting in ways that are understandable, and as 
deserving support.”107 This form of humanizing refugees overlaps with 
other forms of representation that dehumanize and portray them as 
helpless victims. As such, understanding the representation of Syrian 
refugees in Zaman cannot follow a simple 
humanization/dehumanization understanding of the strategies.  

Zaman’s representation shifted towards the end of 2013 and 
beginning of 2014 whereby the articles criticized and blamed the 
government for failing to meet the needs of Syrian refugees. The direct 
critique was coupled with clearer portrayals of helplessness and 
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vulnerability on behalf of Syrian refugees, and the disappearance of the 
portrayals of Syrian refugees’ gratitude towards the benevolent 
Turkish hosts. This shift allows us to see that the newspaper used such 
coverage for political purposes as opposed to pursuing an interest in 
the human rights of refugees. Similar to the Turkish government’s 
more recent use of Syrian refugees as a tool in its negotiations with the 
EU, Zaman used Syrian refugees to criticize the government and 
question the governing power dynamics. The failure and eventual 
shutdown of Zaman should thus be seen within the power struggle over 
politics and not as a result of the newspaper’s interest in engaging in 
issues around the rights of refugees. Importantly, this kind of 
understanding reflects the newspaper’s attempt to weaponize Syrian 
refugees in its opposition to the Turkish government, which is 
connected to the government’s weaponization of Syrian refugees vis-à-
vis the EU. This form of coercive diplomacy or contestation reflects the 
weak position of both the Turkish government and Zaman vis-à-vis the 
EU and the AKP government respectively. The weaponization of 
Syrian refugees is part of larger public critiques and efforts at 
persuasion that take place at the discursive level. In the process, these 
forms of representation challenge the legitimacy of certain political 
actors, forms of action, and policies. 

Importantly for our analysis, the politicization/weaponization 
of refugees coincides with a stark shift in representation and a 
movement away from attempts to humanize Syrian refugees in Turkey. 
This indicates that politicization and humanization are mutually 
exclusive strategies which is relevant for the analysis of refugee 
representation in other contexts. As the Syrian refugee emergency is 
emphatically understood as heavily politicized and mediatized,108 our 
analysis contributes to such an understanding by stressing that this 
process also entails limiting possible attempts to humanize the refugee 
themselves. The politicization and dehumanization of refugees, 
consequently, curtail the potential of the humanitarian emergency to 
garner the kind of international support that the UNHCR High 
Commissioner had expected at its onset.  

 

NOTES 

 
1 The authors wish to thank Giedre Danielyte for her assistance in data 
collection and Pinar Dinc for her valuable feedback on the manuscript. We 
are also thankful for the constructive comments we received from the 

 



  Dalia Abdelhady and Fatmanur Delioğlu 110 

 
anonymous reviewers, and the editorial team and the guest editor at Mashriq 
& Mahjar. The research was made possible through the financial support 
from the Centre for Advanced Middle Eastern Studies at Lund University, 
under the strategic research area funding “The Middle East in the 
Contemporary World.”  

2 See Lilie Chouliaraki, “Symbolic Bordering: The Self-Representation of 
Migrants and Refugees in Digital News,” Popular Communication 15, no. 2 
(2017): 78–94; Alexander Callum Harrison, “Mediations of ‘The Refugee 
Crisis’: The (Ir)Reconciliation of Ideological Contradictions in Fortress 
Europe,” Networking Knowledge: Journal of the MeCCSA Postgraduate Network 
9, no. 4 (2016): 1–18, 
http://ojs.meccsa.org.uk/index.php/netknow/article/view/445; Michal 
Krzyzanowski, Anna Triandafyllidou and Ruth Wodak, “The Mediatization 
and the Politicization of the ‘Refugee Crisis’ in Europe” Journal of Immigrant 
and Refugee Studies 16, no. 1–2 (2018): 1–14. 

3 See Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and Ambivalence (Cambridge: Polity, 2013; 
First published in 1991); Albert Memmi, Dominated Man: Notes Toward a 
Portrait (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968); Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1978).  

4 Christopher Olsen, Rowan El-Bialy, Mark Mckelvie, Peggy Rauman, and 
Fern Brunger, “‘Other’ Troubles: Deconstructing Perceptions and Changing 
Responses to Refugees in Canada,” Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health 
18, no. 1 (2014): 61.  

5 Jacqueline Bhabha, “Demography and Rights: Women, Children and 
Access to Asylum,” International Journal of Refugee Law 16, no. 2 (2004): 227–
43; Martha Kuwee Kumsa, “‘No! I’m Not a Refugee! The Poetics of Be-
Longing among Young Oromos in Toronto,” Journal of Refugee Studies 19, no. 
2 (2006): 230–55; Olsen et al., “‘Other’ Troubles.” 

6 Ariana Hoyer, “Spanish News Framing of the Syrian Refugee Crisis,” 
(WWU Honors Program Senior Projects 26, Western Washington University, 
Bellingham, WA, 2016), https://cedar.wwu.edu/wwu_honors/26/; Liisa 
Malkki, “Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism and 
Dehistoricization,” Cultural Anthropology 11, no. 3 (1996): 377–404. 

7 For example, see Victoria M. Esses, Stelian Medianu, and Andrea S. 
Lawson, “Uncertainty, Threat, and the Role of the Media in Promoting the 
Dehumanization of Immigrants and Refugees,” Journal of Social Issues 69, no. 
3 (2013): 518–36; Ivan Leudar, Jaqueline Hayes, Jiri Nekvapil, and Johanna 
Turner Baker, “Hostility Themes in Media, Community and Refugee 
Narratives,” Discourse & Society 19, no. 2 (2008): 187–221. 

8 All translations of Zaman’s texts into English are authors’ own. 

 

http://ojs.meccsa.org.uk/index.php/netknow/article/view/445
https://cedar.wwu.edu/wwu_honors/26/


                      Human Interest Stories in the Coverage of Syrian Refugees 111 

 
9 “Syria Emergency,” UNHCR, 2021, https://www.unhcr.org/syria-
emergency.html. 

10 Philip Smith, Why War?: The Cultural Logic of Iraq, the Gulf War, and Suez 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 11. 

11 Tiffany A. Dykstra, “Assemblages of Syrian Suffering: Rhetorical 
Formations of Refugees in Western Media,” Language 4, no. 1 (2016): 7; Dalia 
Abdelhady, “Framing the Syrian Refugee: Divergent Discourses in Three 
National Contexts,” in The Oxford Handbook of Migration Crises, ed. Cecilia 
Menjivar, Marie Ruiz, and Immanuel Ness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2019). For a discussion of media effects on public opinion, see also Patti M. 
Valkenburg, Jochen Peter, and Joseph B. Walther, “Media Effects: Theory 
and Research,” Annual Review of Psychology 67 (2016): 315–38. 

12 Teun A. van Dijk, “The Interdisciplinary Study of News as Discourse,” in 
A Handbook of Qualitative Methodologies for Mass Communication Research, ed. 
Nicholas W. Jankowski and Klaus Bruhn Jensen (London: Routledge, 2002), 
108–20.  

13 E.g., Nelson Phillips and Cynthia Hardy, “Managing Multiple Identities: 
Discourse, Legitimacy and Resources in the UK Refugee System,” 
Organization 4 (1997): 159–85; Sharon Pickering, “Common Sense and 
Original Deviancy: News Discourses and Asylum Seekers in Australia,” 
Journal of Refugee Studies 14, no. 2 (2001): 169–86; Terence Wright, “Moving 
Images: The Media Representation of Refugees,” Visual Studies 17, no. 1 
(2002): 53–66; Melinda B. Robins, “‘Lost Boys’ and the Promised Land: US 
Newspaper Coverage of Sudanese Refugees,” Journalism 4, no. 1 (2003): 29–
49; Peter Gale, “The Refugee Crisis and Fear Populist Politics and Media 
Discourse,” Journal of Sociology 40, no. 4 (2004): 321–40; Esses, Medianu, and 
Lawson, “Uncertainty, Threat, and the Role of the Media in Promoting the 
Dehumanization of Immigrants and Refugees”; Russel King and Nancy 
Wood, eds., Media and Migration: Constructions of Mobility and Difference 
(London: Routledge, 2013); Alexander Caviedes, “An Emerging ‘European’ 
News Portrayal of Immigration?,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 41, 
no. 6 (2015): 897–917; Samuel Parker, “‘Unwanted Invaders’: The 
Representation of Refugees and Asylum Seekers in the UK and Australian 
Print Media,” ESharp 23, no. 1 (2015): 1–21; Harrison, “Mediations of ‘The 
Refugee Crisis’; Chouliaraki, “Symbolic Bordering”; Chouliaraki and Tijana 
Stolic, “Rethinking Media Responsibility in the Refugee ‘Crisis’: A Visual 
Typology of European News,” Media, Culture & Society 39, no. 8 (2017): 1162–
77; Chouliaraki and Rafal Zaborowski, “Voice and Community in the 2015 
Refugee Crisis: A Content Analysis of News Coverage in Eight European 
Countries,” International Communication Gazette 79, no. 6–7 (2017): 613–35. 

14 Leudar et al., “Hostility Themes in Media, Community and Refugee 
Narratives.” 

 

https://www.unhcr.org/syria-emergency.html
https://www.unhcr.org/syria-emergency.html


  Dalia Abdelhady and Fatmanur Delioğlu 112 

 
15 Rodney Benson “What Makes for a Critical Press? A Case Study of French 
and US Immigration News Coverage,” The International Journal of 
Press/Politics 15, no. 1 (2010): 3–24; Stephanie A. Fryberg, Nicole M. Stephens, 
Rebecca Covarrubias, Hazel Rose Markus, Erin D. Carter, Giselle A. Laiduc, 
and Ana J. Salido, “How the Media Frames the Immigration Debate: The 
Critical Role of Location and Politics,” Analyses of Social Issues and Public 
Policy 12, no. 1 (2012): 96–112; Jennifer Merolla, S. Karthick Ramakrishnan, 
and Chris Haynes, “‘Illegal,’ ‘Undocumented,’ or ‘Unauthorized’: 
Equivalency Frames, Issue Frames, and Public Opinion on Immigration,” 
Perspectives on Politics 11, no. 3 (2013): 789–807. 

16 Gale, “The Refugee Crisis and Fear Populist Politics and Media Discourse”; 
Heather L. Johnson, “Click to Donate: Visual Images, Constructing Victims 
and Imagining the Female Refugee,” Third World Quarterly 32, no. 6 (2011): 
1015–37; Esses, Medianu, and Lawson, “Uncertainty, Threat, and the Role of 
the Media in Promoting the Dehumanization of Immigrants and Refugees”; 
Sailaja Krishnamurti, “Queue-Jumpers, Terrorists, Breeders: Representations 
of Tamil Migrants in Canadian Popular Media,” South Asian Diaspora 5, no. 1 
(2013): 139–57. 

17 Gholam Khiabany, “Refugee Crisis, Imperialism and Pitiless Wars on the 
Poor,” Media, Culture & Society 38, no. 5 (2016): 755–62. 

18 Dalia Abdelhady and Gina Fristedt Malmberg, “Swedish Media 
Representation of the Refugee Crisis: Islam, Conflict and Self-Reflection,” 
in Antisemitism, Islamophobia, and Interreligious Hermeneutics, ed. Emma 
O’Donnell (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 107–36; Dykstra, “Assemblages of Syrian 
Suffering.” 

19 Esses, Medianu, and Lawson, “Uncertainty, Threat, and the Role of the 
Media in Promoting the Dehumanization of Immigrants and Refugees.” 

20 Joanna Kedra, Anne Laajalahti, Mélodine Sommier, and Panu Uotila, “A 
Competent Participant in the New Media Landscape: Promoting an 
Interdisciplinary Perspective,” in Politics, Civil Society and Participation: Media 
and Communications in a Transforming Environment, ed. Leif Kramp, Nico 
Carpentier, Andreas Hepp and Richard Kilborn (Bremen: Edition Lumière, 
2016), 107–19; Raith Zeher Abid, Shakila Abdul Manan, and Zuhair Abdul 
Amir Abdul Rahman, “‘A Flood Of Syrians Has Slowed to a Trickle’: The 
Use of Metaphors in the Representation of Syrian Refugees in the Online 
Media News Reports of Host and Non-Host Countries,” Discourse & 
Communication 11, no. 2 (2017): 121–40; Myria Georgiou & Rafal Zaborowski, 
Media Coverage of the “Refugee Crisis”: A Cross-European Perspective 
(Council of Europe, 2017); Jan Frefrik Hovden, Hilmar Mjelde, and Jostein 
Gripsrud, “The Syrian Refugee Crisis in Scandinavian Newspapers,” 
Communications 43, no. 3 (2018): 325–56; Anna Triandafyllidou, “A ‘Refugee 
Crisis’ Unfolding ‘Real’ Events and Their Interpretation in Media and 

 



                      Human Interest Stories in the Coverage of Syrian Refugees 113 

 
Political Debates,” Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 16, no. 1–2 (2018): 
198–216; Rita Santos, Silvia Roque, and Sofia José Santos, “De-securitising 
‘the South in the North’? Gendered Narratives on the Refugee Flows in the 
European Mediascape,” Contexto Internacional 40, no. 3 (2018): 453–77. 

21 Majid Khosravinik, “The Representation of Refugees, Asylum Seekers and 
Immigrants in British Newspapers During the Balkan Conflict (1999) and the 
British General Election (2005),” Discourse & Society 20, no. 4 (2009): 477–98. 

22 For example, see Prem Kumar Rajaram, “Humanitarianism and 
Representations of the Refugee,” Journal of Refugee Studies 15, no. 3 (2002): 
247–64. 

23 Ulaş Sunata and Esra Yıldız, “Representation of Syrian Refugees in the 
Turkish Media,” Journal of Applied Journalism & Media Studies 7, no. 1 (2018): 
129–51. 

24 M. Murat Erdoğan, Yudum Kavukçuer, and Tugce Çetinkaya, 
“Developments in Turkey: The Refugee Crisis & The Media” (Liberal 
Perspective: Analysis 5, Freedom Research Association, Ankara, April 2017).  

25 Filiz Goktuna Yaylacı and Mine Karakuş, “Perceptions and Newspaper 
Coverage of Syrian Refugees in Turkey,” Migration Letters 12, no. 3 (2015): 
238–50; Egor Lazarev and Kunaal Sharma, “Brother or Burden: An 
Experiment on Reducing Prejudice toward Syrian Refugees in 
Turkey,” Political Science Research and Methods 5, no. 2 (2017): 201. 

26 Ulku Doğanay and Hatice Coban Keneş, “Yazılı Basında Suriyeli 
‘Mülteciler’: Ayrımcı Söylemlerin Rasyonel ve Duygusal Gerekçelerinin 
İnşası,” Mülkiye Dergisi 40, no. 1 (2016): 143–84; Erdoğan, Kavukçuer, and 
Çetinkaya, “Developments in Turkey.” 

27 Duygu Onay-Coker, “The Representation of Syrian Refugees in Turkey: A 
Critical Discourse Analysis of Three Newspapers,” Continuum 33, no. 3 
(2019): 369–85. 

28 Ahmet İçduygu, Aysen Üstubici, Izem Aral, and Balacan Ayar, 
“Legitimising Settlement of Refugees: Unpacking Humanitarianism from a 
Comparative Perspective,” Geografie 122, no. 4 (2017): 449–75, 
https://doi.org/10.37040/geografie2017122040449. The civil war that started 
in Syria in 2011 created a huge number of Syrians fleeing to neighboring 
countries, including Turkey. The United Nations estimated that Turkey’s 
registered Syrian refugee population (“Syrians under temporary protection 
regime”) escalated from 9,500 at the beginning of 2012 to 300,000 in March 
2013, then to more than a million in December 2014, 3.1 million in 2017, and 
over 3.6 million by September 2019, with a large additional unregistered 
refugee population. “Syria Emergency,” UNHCR. These numbers 
notwithstanding, the Turkish authorities adopted an unconditional “open 
door policy” of welcoming all Syrian fleeing the conflict by treating them as 

 

https://doi.org/10.37040/geografie2017122040449


  Dalia Abdelhady and Fatmanur Delioğlu 114 

 
muhacir (a Muslim refugee in need of protection). Turkey grants refugee 
status to only those fleeing certain conditions in Europe. Those fleeing from 
non-European countries such as Syria are allowed to remain in Turkey with 
a conditional refugee status.  

29 Ahmet İçduygu and Evin Millet, “Syrian Refugees in Turkey: Insecure 
Lives in an Environment of Pseudo-Integration,” (Global Turkey in Europe 
Working Paper 13, Istituto Affari Internazionali with Istanbul Policy Center 
and Stiftung Mercator, Rome, August 2016), 
http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/gte_wp_13.pdf. 

30 Ülkü Güney, “Syrian Refugees between Turkish Nationalism and 
Citizenship,” Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies (2021): 1–14, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2021.1950256. 

31 Ibid. 

32 Çiğdem Bozdağ Bucak, “Bottom-up Nationalism and Discrimination on 
Social Media: An Analysis of the Citizenship Debate about Refugees in 
Turkey,” European Journal of Cultural Studies 23, no. 5 (2020): 712–30. 

33 Laura Batalla Adam, “The EU-Turkey Deal One Year On: A Delicate 
Balancing Act,” The International Spectator 52, no. 4 (2017): 44–58. 

34 Matina Stevis-Gridneff, “Greece Suspends Asylum as Turkey Opens Gates 
for Migrants,” The New York Times, 1 March 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/01/world/europe/greece-migrants-
border-turkey.html.  

35 Eric Reidy, “Briefing: A Manufactured Refugee Crisis at the Greek-Turkish 
Border,” The New Humanitarian, 4 March 2020, 
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/analysis/2020/03/04/refugees-
greece-turkey-border.  

36 Kelly M. Greenhill, Weapons of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement, 
Coercion, and Foreign Policy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010).  

37 Carlotta Gall, “In Turkey’s Safe Zone in Syria, Security and Misery Go 
Hand in Hand,” The New York Times, 16 February 2021, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/16/world/middleeast/syria-turkey-
erdogan-afrin.html. 

38 “Turkey Coup: What Is Gulen Movement and What Does It Want?,” BBC 
News, 21 July 2016, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36855846.  

39 M. Hakan Yavuz, “A Framework for Understanding the Intra-Islamist 
Conflict Between the AK Party and the Gülen Movement,” Politics, Religion & 
Ideology 19, no. 1 (2018): 11–32,  
https://doi.org/10.1080/21567689.2018.1453247. 

 

http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/gte_wp_13.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2021.1950256
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/01/world/europe/greece-migrants-border-turkey.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/01/world/europe/greece-migrants-border-turkey.html
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/analysis/2020/03/04/refugees-greece-turkey-border
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/analysis/2020/03/04/refugees-greece-turkey-border
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/16/world/middleeast/syria-turkey-erdogan-afrin.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/16/world/middleeast/syria-turkey-erdogan-afrin.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36855846
https://doi-org.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/10.1080/21567689.2018.1453247
https://doi-org.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/10.1080/21567689.2018.1453247


                      Human Interest Stories in the Coverage of Syrian Refugees 115 

 
40 Natalie Martin, The Securitisation of News in Turkey, The Palgrave 
Macmillan Series in International Series in International Political 
Communication (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020). 

41 “Turkish police fire tear gas to raid top newspaper,” Alarabiya News, 5 
March 2016, https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-
east/2016/03/05/Turkish-fire-tear-gas-to-raid-top-newspaper. 

42 Hakkı Taş, “A History of Turkey’s AKP-Gülen conflict,” Mediterranean 
Politics, 23, no. 3 (2018): 395–402. 

43 “Turkish police fire tear gas”. 

44 Goksel Göker and Savas Keskin, “Haber Medyası ve Multeciler: Suriyeli 
Multecilerin Turk Yazılı Basınındaki Temsili” [News Media and Refugees: 
Representation of Syrian Immigrants in Turkish Press], İletişim Kuram ve 
Araştırma Dergisi 41 (Fall 2015): 229–56. 

45 Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974), 21. 

46 Robert M. Entman, “Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured 
Paradigm,” Journal of Communication 43, no. 4 (1993): 52. 

47 See also Patti M. Valkenburg, Holli A. Semetko, and Claes H. de Vreese, 
“The Effects of News Frames on Readers’ Thoughts and Recall,” 
Communication Research 26, no. 5 (1999): 550–69.  

48 For example, see Nilanjana Bardhan, “Transnational AIDS-HIV News 
Narratives: A Critical Exploration of Overarching Frames,” Mass 
Communication & Society 4, no. 3 (2001): 283–309; Daniela V. Dimitrova and 
Colleen Connolly-Ahern, “A Tale of Two Wars: Framing Analysis of Online 
News Sites in Coalition Countries and the Arab World during the Iraq War,” 
The Howard Journal of Communications 18, no. 2 (2007): 153–68; Yan Tian and 
Concetta M. Stewart, “Framing the SARS Crisis: A Computer-Assisted Text 
Analysis of CNN and BBC Online News Reports of SARS,” Asian Journal of 
Communication 15, no. 3 (2005): 289–301. 

49 See Maxwell McCombs and Salma I. Ghanem, “The Convergence of 
Agenda Setting and Framing,” in Framing Public Life: Perspectives on Media 
and Our Understanding of the Social World, ed. Stephen D. Reese, Oscar H. 
Grandy, Jr. and August E. Grant (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 2001), 67–81; 
Maxwell McCombs, Donald L. Shaw, and David Weaver, Communication and 
Democracy: Exploring the Intellectual Frontiers in Agenda-Setting Theory 
(Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 1997); Dietram A. Scheufele, “Framing as a Theory 
of Media Effects,” Journal of Communication 49, no. 1 (1999): 103–22. 

50 Holli A. Semetko and Patti M. Valkenburg, “Framing European Politics: A 
Content Analysis of Press and Television News,” Journal of Communication 50, 
no. 2 (2000): 93–109. 

 

https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-east/2016/03/05/Turkish-fire-tear-gas-to-raid-top-newspaper
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-east/2016/03/05/Turkish-fire-tear-gas-to-raid-top-newspaper


  Dalia Abdelhady and Fatmanur Delioğlu 116 

 
51 Tine Ustad Figenschou and Kjersti Thorbjørnsrud, “Faces of an Invisible 
Population: Human Interest Framing of Irregular Immigration News in the 
United States, France, and Norway,” American Behavioral Scientist 59, no. 7 
(2015): 783–801. 

52 W. Russell Neuman, Marion R. Just, and Ann N. Crigler, Common 
Knowledge: News and the Construction of Political Meaning (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1992).  

53 Leen d’Haenens and Mariëlle de Lange, “Framing of Asylum Seekers in 
Dutch Regional Newspapers,” Media, Culture & Society 23, no. 6 (2001): 847–
60.  

54 Valkenburg, Semetko, and de Vreese, “The Effects of News Frames on 
Readers' Thoughts and Recall”; Seung Ho Cho and Karla K. Gower, 
“Framing Effect on the Public's Response to Crisis: Human Interest Frame 
and Crisis Type Influencing Responsibility and Blame,” Public Relations 
Review 32, no. 4 (2006): 420–22.  

55 Figenschou and Thorbjørnsrud, “Faces of an Invisible Population.” 

56 Erdoğan, Kavukçuer, and Çetinkaya, “Developments in Turkey,” 20. 

57 Onay-Coker, “The Representation of Syrian Refugees in Turkey.” 

58 Cihan Haber Ajansı (CİHAN), “Suriyeliler, çadır kentte güneşli havanın 
tadını çıkarıyor” [Syrians are enjoying the sunny weather in the tent city], 
Zaman, 21 March 2012.  

59 CİHAN, “Suriyeli Milli Sporcunun Tek Hayali Türkiye Adına 
Yarışabilmek” [Syrian national athlete's only dream is to compete on behalf 
of Turkey], Zaman, 4 September 2013. 

60 Anadolu Ajansı (AA), “Türkiye'deki Suriyeliler, ülkelerini televizyondan 
takip ediyor” [Syrians in Turkey catch up with their country on television], 
Zaman, 16 March 2012.  

61 CİHAN, “Suriyeli çocuklar da Kur'an kursuna devam ediyor” [Syrian 
children attend Qur’an courses], Zaman, 2 July 2014. 

62 CİHAN, “Suriyeli çift, Siirt'te dünya evine girdi” [Syrian couple get 
married in Siirt], Zaman, 19 December 2013. 

63 CİHAN, “Çadır kentte kalan Suriyeliler Adana'nın tarihi ve turistik 
yerlerini gezdi” [Syrians staying in tent cities visited historical and touristic 
places of Adana], Zaman, 2 September 2013.  

64 AA, “Vali: Çadır kentte güzel şeyler oluyor” [Governor: Good things 
happen in the tent city], Zaman, 31 December 2012. 

65 Serkan Sağlam, “Çadırkentlerde buruk Ramazan sevinci” [Bittersweet 
Ramadan happiness in tent cities], Zaman, 21 July 2012.  

 



                      Human Interest Stories in the Coverage of Syrian Refugees 117 

 
66 Fazilet Candan, “Suriye’ye dönmek istemiyorlar” [Syrians do not want to 
return], Zaman, 19 June 2011. 

67 “Savaş çocuklarının oyun hasreti” [Longing for the play of Syrian 
children], Zaman, 10 August 2012. 

68 “Başkan Alkan Suriyeli aileyi kabul etti” [President Mayor Alkan greets 
Syrian family], Zaman, 18 March 2012. 

69 AA, “İslahiye'deki Suriyeliler: En çok bizler için Türkiye çaba sarf etti” 
[The Syrians in İslahiye: Turkey has exerted the most effort for us], Zaman, 5 
May 2012. 

70 AA, “Çadır kentte 5 bebeğe Recep Tayyip adı verildi” [In the tent city the 
name Recep Tayyip was given to five children], Zaman, 3 July 2011. 

71 “Çadır kentte Suriyeliler bayramlaştı” [Syrians congratulate each other’s 
for bayram in the tent city], Zaman, 8 August 2013.  

72 “Türkiye'ye sığınan Suriyeliler pamuk tarlalarında çalışıyor” [Syrians who 
took refuge in Turkey are working in the cotton fields], Zaman, 11 September 
2013. 

73 AA, “Sığınmacı Suriyeliler çarşı iznine çıktı, esnaf bayram etti” [Syrian 
asylum seeker came to the market, tradespeople were so happy], Zaman, 19 
July 2011. 

74 CİHAN, “Suriyeli sığınmacılara yardımlar sürüyor” [The help for Syrian 
asylum seekers continues to be given], Zaman, 24 May 2012; AA, “Yaralı 2 
Suriyeli Tarsus'ta tedavi altına alındı” [Two wounded Syrians treated in 
Tarsus], Zaman, 16 August 2012; AA, “Suriyeli sığınmacılara tekerlekli 
sandalye” [Wheelchair for Syrian asylum seeker], Zaman, 29 November 2012; 
CİHAN, “Suriyelilere para ve gıda yardımı yapıldı” [Money and food aid 
given to Syrians], Zaman, 8 December 2012; “Miniklerden Suriyelilere 
yardım” [Help to Syrians from children], Zaman, 13 December 2012; AA, 
“Suriyeli minikler Akçakalelilere duygulu anlar yaşattı” [Syrian minors 
cause an emotional reaction to the people living in Akcakale], Zaman, 27 
January 2013; Ali Cihangir, “Suriyeli çocuklar 23 Nisan kutlamalarına 
katılacak” [Syrian children will attend April 23rd celebrations], Zaman, 14 
April 2013. 

75 Cengiz Kavas Aydın, “Teknesi batan Suriyeli mülteciler boğulmak 
üzereyken kurtarıldı” [Syrians whose boat is about to sink in are rescued 
from drowning], Zaman, 5 September 2012. 

76 CİHAN, “‘Keşke Suriye'de ölseydik’” [‘I wish we had died in Syria’], 
Zaman, 29 November 2014. 

77 Selim Budak and Bilal Öğüoçü, “Çocuklarını Türkiye'ye bırakıp savaşmak 
için geri dönüyorlar” [They leave their children to Turkey and go back to 
fight], Zaman, 19 March 2012. 

 



  Dalia Abdelhady and Fatmanur Delioğlu 118 

 
78 İlkay Göçmen, “Kampa giden ünlüler de orada gördüklerini öğrencilerle 
paylaşacak Esed’in zulmünden kaçan 2 kardeş Gaziantep’te hayata tutundu” 
[Famous people going to the camp will share with their students what they 
see there – Two sisters escaped from the persecution of Assad held a life in 
Gaziantep], Zaman, 23 March 2013; İlkay Göçmen, “Artık kurşun sesi 
duymak istemiyoruz” [We don't want to hear a bullet sound anymore], 
Zaman, 19 September 2013. 

79 CİHAN, “Suriyeli mülteci Türkiye'de ticarete atıldı” [Syrian refugees in 
Turkey take up business], Zaman, 11 May 2013. 

80 “Çadır kentte Suriye'yi protesto gösterisi” [A protest for Syria in the tent 
city], Zaman, 15 July 2012.  

81 CİHAN, “Hataylılar Suriyeli akrabalarını evlerinde misafir etmek istiyor” 
[People from Hatay want to welcome Syrian relatives in their homes], 
Zaman, 11 June 2011. 

82 Cihan Acar, “Suriyelilerden biri de sizin kardeş aileniz olsun” [One of the 
Syrians can be your sibling family], Zaman, 30 December 2012 

83 CİHAN, “Hatay'daki Suriyeliler, oruçlarını çadırlarda açıyor” [The Syrians 
in Hatay break their fast in tents], Zaman, 6 August 2011; CİHAN, “Çadır 
kentte buruk bayram” [Bittersweet Feast holiday in tent city], Zaman, 30 
August 2011; AA, “Hatay'daki çadır kentlerde ilk sahur yapıldı” [First sahur 
was done in tent cities in Hatay], Zaman, 21 July 2012; CİHAN, “Suriyeli hacı 
adayları Kilis'e geldi” [Syrian haji candidates came to Kilis], Zaman, 6 
October 2013.  

84 Yusuf Aydın, “Suriyeli ve Kilisli öğrenciler birlikte Kutlu Doğum programı 
sundu” [Syrian and Kilis students presented the Holy Birthday program], 
Zaman, 22 April 2013. 

85 CİHAN, “Suriyelilerden oluşan koro kamplarda konser vermeye 
hazırlanıyor” [A Chorus of Syrians preparing to perform in camps], Zaman, 
18 December 2013. 

86 Zeynep Kılıç, “Barışın resmini Türk ve Suriyeli çocuklar birlikte çizecek” 
[Turkish and Syrian children will draw a picture of peace together], Zaman, 
21 December 2014. 

87 Loss ranges from loss of status, see Seyhmus Edis, “Suriye'de patrondu, 
Mardin'de ayakkabı boyuyor” [He used to be a boss in Syria, now he dyes 
shoes in Mardin], Zaman, 7 January 2013; to loss of life, see AA, “Suriyeli 
hamile kadın, yaşam savaşını kaybetti” [Syrian pregnant woman lost her 
life], Zaman, 27 March 2013.  

88 For example, “Ailesine çadırkentte kavuştu” [He was reunited with his 
family in the tent city], Zaman, 20 January 2013. 

 



                      Human Interest Stories in the Coverage of Syrian Refugees 119 

 
89 For example, Abdullah Özyurt, “Ölüme bir milim kala hayata tutundu” 
[He held on to life when he was so sick], Zaman, 4 February 2013. 

90 Fethi Altun, “Bayram ziyaret ettiklerimiz şimdi ya mezarda ya cephede” 
[The people we visit every feast are now either in the grave or at the front], 
Zaman, 9 August 2013.  

91 See for example, CİHAN, “Suriyeli mülteciler bayramı hüzünlü yaşıyor” 
[Syrian refugees are sad during the feast], Zaman, 15 October 2013. 

92 For example, CİHAN, “Suriyeli üçüzler süt ve mama bekliyor” [Syrian 
triplets are waiting for milk and formula], Zaman, 12 February 2013; Erhan 
Çaçan, “Savaşın çocukları balon patlasa bomba sanıyor” [Children of the war 
suppose bomb exploded when a balloon explodes], Zaman, 3 September 
2012; “Suriyeli iki çocuk denizde kayboldu” [Two Syrian children 
disappeared at sea], Zaman, 14 May 2013; and İhlas Haber Ajansı (İHA), 
“Savaşın masum tanıkları yetimhanede hayatlarını sürdürüyor” [The 
innocent witnesses of the war continue their lives in the orphanage], Zaman, 
10 June 2013.  

93 “Suriyeli çocuklar, resim dersinde katliamı çiziyor” [Syrian children draw 
the massacre in painting lesson], Zaman, 25 March 2012. 

94 Demiören Haber Ajansı (DHA), “Suriyeli baba, oğlunun cansız bedeniyle 
hastane hastane gezdi” [Syrian father walked to hospitals with his son's 
lifeless body], Zaman, 2 July 2014. 

95 For example, “Mültecilerin otopsileri tamamlandı” [Refugees’ autopsy 
completed], Zaman, 10 September 2012.  

96 Suriyelilerin en acı eve dönüşü” [The most hurtful homecoming of the 
Syrians], Zaman, 13 September 2012.  

97 For example, “Izgarası çalınan rögardan göle düştü” [A man falls into a 
lake from the storm drain whose manhole was stolen], Zaman, 17 January 
2013; CİHAN, “Suriyeli Muhammed sulama kanalında boğuldu” [Syrian 
Muhammad drowned in the irrigation canal], Zaman, 26 June 2013; and İHA, 
“Suriye'deki iç savaştan kaçtı, İstanbul'da göçük altında kaldı” [A man 
escaped from the civil war in Syria, gets trapped under debris in Istanbul], 
Zaman, 18 June 2013. 

98 “Taksim’deki dilenci operasyonunda çocukların hali yürek burktu” [The 
condition of the children is gut-wrenching in the raid carried out on 
beggars], Zaman, 4 December 2014. 

99 Selma Tatlı, “Savaştan kaçan Suriyeliler kışı sokakta karşılıyor” [Syrians 
fleeing from the war meet winter in the street], Zaman, 4 November 2014.  

100 Ibid. 

101 Yavuz Akengin and Ünal Livaneli, “Sığındıkları evleri yıkılan Suriyeliler 
sokakta kaldı” [Syrians whose houses have been demolished, stayed on the 

 



  Dalia Abdelhady and Fatmanur Delioğlu 120 

 
street], Zaman, 16 November 2014. It is noteworthy that the newspaper, at 
least initially, argued that life in camps maybe somewhat more stable for 
refugees. For example, on 28 July 2013, there is reference to financial 
insecurities encountered outside of camp life. İlkay Göçmen, “Tek göz odada 
Suriye’ye dönme umuduyla iftar açıyorlar” [They are opening iftar in a room 
hoping to return to Syria], Zaman.  

102 Ibid. 

103 Ünal Livaneli and Yavuz Akengin, “Ankara’da yaşayan Suriyeliler soba 
bekliyor” [Syrians living in Ankara expect stove], Zaman, 6 December 2014. 

104 Selçuk Kapuci, “Ankara'daki perişan Suriyeliler kış günleri için yardım eli 
bekliyor” [Devastated Syrians in Ankara await help for winter], Zaman, 7 
December 2014; and Ilhan Çulha, “Yağmurda çadır altında kalan Suriyeli 
aileler yardım bekliyor” [Syrian families waiting for help under tent in the 
rain], Zaman, 23 December 2014. 

105 See also Ayşe Şimşek, “Savaştan kaçtılar, soğuğa tutuldular” [They fled 
the war, were captured in the cold], Zaman, 30 December 2014. 

106 For example, see Olsen et al., “‘Other’ Troubles.” 

107 Steve Kirkwood, “The Humanisation of Refugees: A Discourse Analysis of 
UK Parliamentary Debates on the European Refugee ‘Crisis,’” Journal of 
Community & Applied Social Psychology 27, no. 2 (2017): 117, 
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2298.  

108 Krzyzanowski et al., “The Mediatization.” 

https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2298

