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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the representational strategies used to 
portray Karen people and the roles ascribed to them in English-language 
news. It was conducted primarily to provide an update on the representation 
of the Karen in online English news reports in the year 2021. This study, 
which differs from other previous studies in both the fields of language 
studies and social sciences, employed Fairclough’s (1995) critical discourse 
analysis, van Leeuwen’s (2008) representation of social actors, Halliday’s 
(1994) transitivity analysis, Harcup and O’Neill’s (2016) newsworthiness, 
and the notion of othering to analyze linguistic and discursive features 
of headlines and leads of news articles categorized as hard news, published 
online throughout January 2021 – December 2021 by Bangkok Post, 
which is one of the leading English newspapers in Thailand. The results 
revealed that Karen people were rarely given a voice in the headlines 
and leads while information from the government or state sources largely 
dominated the headlines and leads. Thus, the status quo in which negative 
stereotypes related to the Karen minority which have persisted for over 
20 years has been maintained. These stereotypes exclude the Karen by 
placing them as the out-group, which perpetuates social order and 
inequality. The findings provide insights that could benefit Thai society 
since the government has been aiming at embracing ethnic diversity as 
well as implications for language instructors. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Representation is, according to Hall (1997), the act of “using language to say something 
meaningful about, or to represent, the world meaningfully, to other people” (p. 15). However, 
it entails a complex process of producing meaning through the use of language (Hall, 1997). 
In particular, the news media engages in this meaning-producing process all the time when it 
reports on news related to certain events or people. Fowler (1991) argues that news is a 
representation of the world through a system of signs and symbols, which is known as language. 
Language, as explained by Fowler (1991), is a semiotic code which imposes a structure of social 
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and economic values on any subject that is represented; thus, news discourse is considered a 
value-laden representation instead of a value-free reflection of reality.  

Over twenty years has passed since the publication of Hongladarom (2000), which studied the 
representations of two ethnic minorities, the Hmong and the Karen, in the front-page news 
and opinion pieces of Thai-language newspapers as well as television discourse in the year 
1998. In relation to the Karen people in particular, Hongladarom (2000) stated that positive 
images of them such as being environmental conservationists and people with a strong sense 
of community and their rights did surface in the media during that time; however, Hongladarom 
(2000) concluded that newspaper reports on hill tribe minorities, including the Karen, were 
generally racist towards them and represented them as a threat. Some negative images of the 
Karen include them being agents of deforestation and causing problems in general (Hongladarom, 
2000), which are images linked to what Hares (2009, pp. 384-385) described as “the hill tribe 
problem”. Additionally, stories about ethnic minorities such as immigrants, refugees, and 
indigenous peoples frequently make headlines and become topics of discussion in Thailand. 
It has been observed over the past few years that members of Karen communities have often 
appeared in the news, both through traditional broadcast media (i.e., television) and online 
channels. Moreover, there have been both negative and positive news related to the Karen in 
recent years. Negative news reports have associated the Karen with criminal acts (e.g., poaching 
or forest encroachment) or tragedies (e.g., being displaced or falling victim to violence and 
oppression) or going against state interests, while positive news stories have associated the 
Karen with activism. Some examples of headlines include “Karen poacher jailed, officials who 
hired him let off lightly” (2019), “Karen war refugees lose homes in incidental fires” (2019), 
“Karen soldiers hunt wildlife in Kanchanaburi forest” (2019), “Karen worker killed at Samut 
Sakhon temple” (2019), “Evicted Karen protest Thailand’s push to make Kaeng Krachan World 
Heritage Site” (2019), “Karen seek rights over land usage” (2020) and “Displaced Karen demand 
land back” (2021).

As in the recent case in February 2021, a group of ethnic Karen villagers from the Bang Kloi 
community in Phetchaburi and their supporters who protested outside the Thai Government 
House in order to call for justice concerning their land rights made the headlines and sparked 
the #Saveบางกลอย (#SaveBangKloi) movement on social media (“Bang Kloi Karen Pressure 
‘Thamanat-Varawut’”, 2021; “Displaced Karen,” 2021; “Protest at Government House,” 2021). 
This conflict between the Bang Kloi Karen and state authorities did not occur for the first time, 
but has been ongoing ever since the area known as Jai Paen Din was declared a national park 
in 1981 (“Protest at Government House”, 2021; “The Conflict of Bang Kloi”, 2021). Although 
the Karen villagers had lived in the forest long before it became a national park, they were 
forcibly removed from Jai Paen Din in 1996, and again in 2011, when park officials set fire to 
their homes and belongings (“The Conflict of Bang Kloi”, 2021). Not only that, but news of 
refugees, consisting of Karen people from the Kayin state, fleeing the conflict involving civilians, 
supported by the Karen National Union (KNU), and the Myanmar military government to seek 
shelter in Thailand also made headlines (“Stranded Refugees,” 2021; “Karen Migrate,” 2021).  
This prompted the researchers of the present study to conduct an updated analysis of the 
representation of Karen people, but this time the data derives from online news articles written 
in English and excludes opinion articles altogether. 
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In Thailand, there was considerable media coverage of events related to the Karen minority 
which occurred in the year 2021 (see for example: “Bang Kloi Community,” 2021; “Bang Kloi 
Karens Released,” 2021; Kovavisarach, 2021). There was even one article from Channel News 
Asia, which is based in Singapore, that reported on the situation (Promchertchoo, 2021). 
However, most of the English-language news reporting on these events were published by 
Bangkok Post, one of Thailand’s prominent English news publications with 230,000 page views 
on average on its website (Bangkok Post, 2019). Presumably, news readers in Thailand are at 
least somewhat affected by journalists’ representations of the Karen (including indigenous 
people, migrants, and refugees) since the media has been shown to have the power of shaping 
public opinion (Fairclough, 1995a, 1995b). Van Dijk (1986) asserts that the headline and lead 
paragraph, which form the news summary, contain the most important macrostructure of the 
news story and play a vital role in the reader’s interpretation and recall of a news event. In 
line with this, a more up-to-date study conducted by Gabielkov et al. (2016) revealed that most 
people share articles on social media after only reading the headline without actually even 
clicking on the link to read the full story. Therefore, the researchers chose to conduct a critical 
discourse analysis (CDA) of headlines and leads of Bangkok Post news articles on Karen-related 
events. CDA studies of media discourse are conducted to uncover and interpret the hidden 
ideologies and power-relations hidden in the language used in the media primarily to promote 
critical media literacy among the public, especially since information provided by media 
organizations is being rapidly consumed and perhaps taken for granted in today’s digital era. 
Furthermore, O’Halloran (2011) states that one of the main objectives of conducting CDA 
research is to reveal the way certain social groups or minorities are dominated and misrepresented 
through language use, which is precisely what the present study aims to do. 

Thus, the research questions in the present study are as follows:

 1. What are the representational strategies used to represent Karen people in English- 
      language news headlines and leads in Thailand’s online news reports? 
 2. What are the roles ascribed to Karen participants in English-language news headlines  
      and leads in Thailand’s online news reports?

The findings of the present study could benefit society considering that the Thai government 
has been aiming at more inclusive policies that embrace ethnic diversity within the nation-
state. Thailand was one of the 48 countries to sign the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
in 1948, and on January 28, 2003, it became a State Party to the International Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), which took effect on February 
27, 2003. Therefore, based on the assumption that news discourse reflects and shapes reality, 
the researchers hope to raise the public’s awareness of how the Karen are being portrayed in 
the news in more recent years to evaluate how far the Bangkok Post, which is a leading news 
publication in Thailand, has come in eliminating discrimination and alienation of one of the 
largest minority groups in the country. Furthermore, the findings of this study could also 
contribute towards English language education by promoting critical media literacy among 
English as a foreign language (EFL) learners in Thailand, particularly English majors in university. 
Through critical pedagogies and critical analysis, students receive the opportunity to explore 
structures of oppression as they learn to deconstruct media and formulate their own opinions 
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based on several perspectives on matters that concern them and the public (Harding, 2004; 
Kellner & Share, 2005). The present study focuses on the representation of a marginalized 
group, the Karen, and deconstructs the language used in news reports, thus reaffirming the 
importance of critical media literacy.  

Theoretical frameworks

1. Fairclough’s CDA model

The present study employs Fairclough’s three-dimensional model of CDA, which is one of the 
most influential frameworks available in the field, to guide the analysis. The three dimensions 
of a particular communicative event that Fairclough (1995b) discusses include (1) text, (2) 
discourse practice, and (3) sociocultural practice. When one conducts critical analysis of a 
certain communicative event using this particular model, one must consider the relationships 
between these three dimensions of that event. The first dimension, text, involves written or 
spoken texts, or spoken and visual texts. Next, discourse practice refers to the production and 
consumption processes of a particular text. Thirdly, sociocultural practice is concerned with 
the social and cultural backdrop or happenings which a communicative event is contained 
within. The dimensions of text, discourse practice, and sociocultural practice are interconnected 
in a way that all three of them shape one another. While this three-dimensional framework 
of CDA provides a general basis for conducting analysis, researchers are still required to select 
the appropriate analytical tool for their CDA research. The present study applies van Leeuwen’s 
(2008) representation of social actors and Halliday’s (1994) transitivity analysis to the textual 
dimension, whereas the notion of newsworthiness is applied to discursive practice and the 
notion of othering is applied to sociocultural practice as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Analytical framework adapted from Fairclough’s CDA model (1995b)

2. Representation of social actors

Van Leeuwen’s (2008) representation of social actors is concerned with the strategies used in 
representing individuals or groups as well as the ideological implications that result from such 
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representational strategies. Moreover, van Leeuwen’s framework is used by analysts to articulate 
the social actors’ roles constructed in clauses within particular texts through socio-semantic 
processes or categories, namely exclusion and inclusion, instead of relying on grammatical 
systems (Bernard, 2018). Van Leeuwen argues that participants in a clause can either be omitted 
(i.e., excluded) for ideological purposes, or they could be mentioned (i.e., included) in clauses 
for ideological purposes as well. The complex processes of exclusion and inclusion can be 
accomplished by writers through a variety of mechanisms in van Leeuwen’s social actor network 
(van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 52). There are altogether two subtypes of exclusion, which are 
suppression and backgrounding. Inclusion, on the other hand, comprises numerous socio-
semantic subcategories, such as genericization and specification, personalization and 
impersonalization, and so on (see Table 1).

3. Transitivity analysis

Halliday’s (1994) Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG) is a theory that takes the view that 
grammar is a resource for creating meaning through wording since language is a resource for 
making meaning. The unit of analysis in SFG is the ‘clause’ rather than the ‘sentence’, and there 
are altogether three distinct semantic structures (i.e., meta-functions) which combine to create 
a single wording: interpersonal, ideational, and textual meta-functions. The present work 
applies transitivity analysis, which is part of the ideational meta-function in Halliday’s (1994) 
SFG, to analyze news headlines and leads from English-language news reports on the Karen. 
Clauses are broken down into participants, processes, and circumstances to illustrate who 
does what to whom and how. There are altogether six process types (see Table 2): material, 
verbal, relational, mental, behavioral, and existential (Halliday, 1994). Transitivity analysis 
allows the researchers to discover how journalists represent the actions of clause participants 
(as in who does what to whom) as well as power-relations in a clause structure (Flowerdew, 
2013; Machin & Mayr, 2012).

4. Newsworthiness

Discourse practice involves the processes of text production and text consumption. Text 
production and consumption are processes that both comprise institutional practices and 
routines. In the present study, the researchers mainly focused on analysis of text production 
in terms of the newsworthiness of stories surrounding Karen people; in other words, the values 
that news reporters possibly look for in news events so as to select and report them. This study 
employs the modern, up-to-date set of news values proposed by Harcup and O’Neill (2016) 
to analyze discursive practice in terms of text production in particular. In their 2016 study, 
Harcup and O’Neill conducted a content analysis of news stories published across 10 UK 
newspapers resulting in a set of 15 news values. According to them, a news story is generally 
required to meet at least one or preferably more of the following news values in order to be 
published: 

 1. It is generated as an outcome of exclusive interviews, surveys, and so forth (i.e.,  
     Exclusivity) 
 2. It contains negativity like death, injuries, defeat, or loss (i.e., Bad News)
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 3. It contains conflict such as controversial issues, strikes, insurrections, and war (i.e.,  
     Conflict)
 4. It contains surprising or contrasting elements (i.e., Surprise)
 5. It contains eye-catching images, infographics, videos or attractive audio (i.e., Audio- 
     Visuals)
 6. It has a high tendency to generate shares and comments on social networking  
     platforms such as Facebook or Twitter (i.e., Shareability)
 7. It concerns sex, the entertainment industry, sport, lighter human interest, animals,  
       or provides possibilities for humor or wit within headlines or lists (i.e., Entertainment)
 8. It contains dramatic stories such as accidents, rescues, escapes or court cases (i.e.,  
     Drama)
 9. It concerns subjects that are already being discussed in the news (i.e., Follow-Up)
 10. It is about powerful people, organizations, institutions, or companies (i.e., The  
       Power Elite)
 11. It concerns individuals or groups that are viewed as influential with or relate to a  
       particular audience in terms of history and/or culture (i.e., Relevance)
 12. It is deemed substantial enough, either in terms of the number of people involved  
       or the potential influence it could have, or contains a certain level of extremity in  
       behavior or occurrence (i.e., Magnitude)
 13. It concerns famous people (i.e., Celebrity)
 14. It contains positivity like breakthroughs or cures for diseases (i.e., Good News)
 15. It appropriately fits the news organization’s own ideological and/or commercial  
        agenda, or forms part of a particular campaign (i.e., News Organization’s Agenda)
       (Harcup & O’Neill, 2016, p. 13).

5. Othering

Othering is a process, mainly created through discourse, which involves an imbalanced 
relationship between a dominant in-group (i.e., the Self or Us) and a dominated outgroup (i.e., 
the Other or Them) in which the in-group has the power to impose the value of its identity 
and to diminish the values of others which it perceives as different or undesirable (Crang, 1998; 
Brons, 2015; Staszak, 2009). Individuals only become part of an out-group due to their opposing 
qualities to that of the Self or the in-group, and ‘They’ are only coherent as a group due to 
their group’s lack of identity, which is largely based on oversimplified stereotypes constructed 
by the in-group to ascribe to Them (Staszak, 2009). Stereotypes serve to maintain social and 
symbolic order (Hall, 1997); thus, they are reproduced in news to maintain the status quo. 

News reports from Thai-owned newspapers, such as the Bangkok Post, would provide insights 
into how the dominant in-group (the majority being Thais) perceives the Karen as well as how 
journalists construct the meaning of ‘Karen’ through language in news reports. It is important 
to recognize that although the Bangkok Post is a Thai-owned newspaper and that its Thai 
journalists wrote the articles used in the present study, this does not suggest that the Bangkok 
Post alone represents the view of all Thais, but rather, it is the view of one person (the journalist) 
or one institution (Bangkok Post). In particular, these articles would only represent the thought 
processes, or the perceptions, of the journalist and editors who contributed to them, which 
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were in turn influenced by their societal background and upbringing. Thus, the researchers 
wish to clarify that the stance of just one newspaper cannot entirely apply to the thought 
processes of all Thais; however, it may reflect one way of perceiving the Karen people as well 
as influencing the perceptions of its readership.

METHODOLOGY AND DATA

Data collection

First of all, the Bangkok Post was selected due to the fact that (1) it’s the oldest and one of the 
major English-language news publication in Thailand and (2) it reported on events related to 
the Karen minority more often than other major English-language news outlets in Thailand in 
2021; therefore, it alone provided enough data for analysis. News articles reporting on stories 
related to the Karen published online throughout January to December 2021 by the Bangkok 
Post that fall into the category of ‘news’ and not ‘feature stories’ or opinion pieces (Op-Ed) 
constitute the data in the study since the researchers are only interested in analyzing hard 
news. Hard news is timely and covers urgent or major issues that impact the public (Patterson, 
2000), thereby excluding human interest stories, entertainment, sport and lifestyle stories 
which are considered soft news (Bell, 1991). Online news was selected because it has become 
one of the most popular ways of consuming the news media in the modern era in Southeast 
Asia (von Kameke, 2022). English news was selected since Hongladarom (2000) already analyzed 
Thai language news and if Thai language news was selected, some of the meaning could be 
lost in translation. Additionally, Hongladarom (2000) found that in Thai language news, the 
racism towards ethnic minorities was more obvious; therefore, she suggested that analyzing 
English news related to the subject could yield different results. The data is restricted to only 
the linguistic material taken from the headlines and leads (i.e., the first paragraph immediately 
following the headline) of the Bangkok Post news articles under the sections of ‘Thailand’, 
‘General’, and ‘Politics’, while images were excluded as images were not always provided by 
the Bangkok Post for every Karen news story. Due to the headlines and leads being the most 
important part as they contain the story’s macrostructure and is crucial to the reader’s 
interpretation and recall (van Dijk, 1986), along with the knowledge that most people share 
articles on social media based on what is seen in the headline rather than reading the full 
article (Gabielkov et al., 2016), the researchers only focused on analyzing the headlines and 
leads. The time period spanning January to December 2021 was selected because events 
surrounding the Karen during that time drew widespread media interest as mentioned in the 
introduction and public attention as observed through searching “#SaveBangKloi” on Twitter.  

The criteria for selecting headlines and leads of news articles to be included in the analysis 
were as follows: 

 1. The headline, sub-headline and/or lead contain the word ‘Karen’ (Karen as in the  
     tribal minority and not as in the first name of a person, e.g., Karen Jones)
 2. The headline, sub-headline and/or lead does not directly use the word ‘Karen’ but  
     mentions the name of a Karen individual or community instead (e.g, Billy Porlajee, the  
     name of an activist and ethnic Karen)
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 3. The headline, sub-headline and/or lead does not directly use the word ‘Karen’ but  
     refers to the Karen by using the name of a Karen-populated location (e.g., Omkoi and  
     Bang Kloi, which are names of villages populated by Karen).

The headline (as well as any sub-headlines) and/or lead paragraph had to meet at least one 
of the above criteria to be selected for analysis. Consequently, the number of selected news 
articles came to be 64 in total (see Appendix F).

Data analysis

Data analysis of the present study is divided into four stages: text, discursive practice, sociocultural 
practice, and the interrelationship among all the three dimensions. Textual analysis comprises 
two sub-stages: the analysis of the representation of social actors and the analysis of action 
or transitivity analysis. Previous studies have also combined these two frameworks to analyze 
the representation of people or participants in a clause as well as the representation of their 
actions. For example, Ninpanit (2020) used these two frameworks to study the representation 
of Thai transgenders in news headlines and Power et al. (2020) used the same two frameworks 
in analyzing the representation of women in business magazines.

1. Representational strategies for the representation of social actors

Since van Leeuwen’s (2008) inventory comprises a wide array of strategies, it is impossible for 
the present research to cover all of them in the analysis, which is why a concise version 
containing only some of van Leeuwen’s representational strategies used in Machin and Mayr 
(2012) is used as a framework, which includes the following: Personalization, Impersonalization, 
Individualization, Collectivization, Specification, Genericization, Nomination, Functionalization, 
Use of Honorifics, Objectivation,  Anonymization, Aggregation, Pronoun vs. Noun “Us” & 
“Them”, and Suppression (see Table 1 below).   The analysis primarily focused on the clauses 
which were related to the Karen or those that mentioned Karen participants. Also, if the Karen 
participant was represented through exclusion strategies within a clause, then that clause was 
also analyzed.

Table 1
List of van Leeuwen’s representational strategies (Machin & Mayr, 2012, pp. 77-85)



rEFLections
Vol 30, No 2, May - August 2023

345

2. Transitivity analysis for the representation of action

The headlines and leads that constitute the data of this study were broken down into clauses, 
and each of them was analyzed into process, participants, and circumstances. Participants are 
presented as nominal groups in a clause, whereas circumstances describe where, when, and 
how something occurs through prepositional phrases and adverbial clauses. Processes are 
conveyed as verbs and verbal groups, and there are altogether six process types as follows: 
Material (i.e., doing), Mental (i.e., sensing), Relational (i.e., being or having), Verbal (i.e., saying), 
Behavioral (i.e., physiological and psychological human behavior), and Existential (i.e., existing) 
(Halliday, 1994).

Table 2
Transitivity process types (Halliday, 1994)

3. Analyses of discursive practice and sociocultural practice

For the second stage - analysis of discourse practice - this study applies Harcup and O’Neill’s 
(2016) news values to analyze text production. As for sociocultural analysis, the notion of 
othering is applied, and stereotypes of Karen people, both negative and positive, are explored 
within the third stage of CDA. Afterwards, the analysis in the final stage will cover the 
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interconnectedness of text, discursive practice, and sociocultural practice.

Figure 2 Stages of data analysis

4. Inter-rater reliability

It has been acknowledged that CDA as a methodology has been criticized for having the 
tendency to be overly subjective since the analysis is driven largely (or in part) by the analyst’s 
own political stance (Widdowson, 2004). Therefore, to reduce subjectivity, the present study 
used an intercoder and calculated the reliability agreement point for the two stages of textual 
analysis through percent agreement. For the analysis of the representation of social actors, 
the percent agreement was at 75%, while the agreement level for the analysis of the representation 
of action was at 92% (see Appendix A). The acceptable agreement level for the present study 
is 0.75 (75%) since this level of agreement is generally deemed satisfactory (Graham et al., 
2012; Stemler, 2004).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The findings discussed within this section are presented according to the framework used in 
this study. For textual analysis, the results for the representation of social actors are presented 
first, followed by the results of transitivity analysis to determine the roles ascribed to Karen 
participants. Next, for the analysis of discourse practice, the results for the analysis of text 
production which focuses on newsworthiness is presented. Afterwards, for the analysis of 
sociocultural practice, the findings related to the analysis of Karen stereotypes which contribute 
to their othering is provided. Finally, the interrelationship among all three dimensions is 
analyzed and discussed.
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1. Textual analysis: Representation of Karen social actors

The following are the results of the analysis of the representational strategies used in portraying 
Karen social actors in accordance with van Leeuwen’s (2008) framework in the first sub-stage 
of textual analysis. Table 3 shows the number of occurrences and percentage of each 
representational strategy used to represent Karen people in the corpus of headlines and leads 
obtained from the 64 news articles. As seen in the table, an example is given for each 
representational strategy. The representational strategies used to portray any social actor that 
were not the Karen were excluded from the data shown in Table 3.

Table 3
The number of occurrences and percentage of representational strategies and their examples

As illustrated in Table 3, the number of occurrences of representational strategies used to 
represent Karen social actors were 119 in total. A total of 8 representational strategies were 
identified. Out of all 8 strategies, collectivization occurred the most throughout the corpus  
(41 occurrences), followed by genericization (28 occurrences), aggregation (26 occurrences), 
and so on. What is interesting is that although Karen social actors were mainly represented 
through inclusion strategies (except for the 5 times they were excluded from the clause through 
suppression), they were mostly represented as a group or class through collectivization, 
genericization, or aggregation, whereas nomination, which represents social actors by who 
they are (similar to other strategies such as specification and individualization), was only used 
3 times in the summary of news reports throughout 2021 to represent Karen social actors.
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The frequent use of collectivization and genericization could lead to the creation and reinforcement 
of a common image or different stereotypes of Karen people since they are mostly represented 
as a group or classified by their ethnicity while rarely being represented as individuals or by 
their names like the other more powerful or influential people mentioned in the media such 
as government officials or politicians. Additionally, constantly identifying people of Karen 
ethnicity by the term ‘Karen’ is understood as an unavoidable and common journalistic practice. 
It is also possible that people might become invisible and distraught as a result of omissions 
and a lack of inclusion of their race, which would also apply to their ethnicity. Aggregation, 
which was also frequently used to represent Karen social actors, treats people as numbers or 
statistics rather than human beings (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 83). In the example of aggregation 
provided in Table 3, Karen participants (who were refugees) are quantified through use of the 
term ‘hundreds’—without even using a noun behind it. Quantifying Karen refugees by using 
such a non-specific figure such as ‘hundreds’ implies a great number, and thus it becomes 
open to interpretation. For instance, it could possibly imply that their arrival would be a great 
burden in terms of resources and disease on Thailand since these refugees are fleeing across 
the border from Myanmar in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. Impersonalization represents 
people as non-human entities or as institutions or organizations (unlike personalization which 
portrays people as humans and shares similarities to specification or nomination strategies). 
It was found that Karen participants were impersonalized 7 times in the corpus of news texts. 
In the example provided for this strategy, the use of ‘Bang Kloi dispute’ combines two non-
human terms ‘Bang Kloi’, the name of a village, and ‘dispute’ to refer to the Karen villagers of 
Bang Kloi, who are supposedly the cause of the dispute between them and the park officials 
(who are personalized in the same clause). In other words, they, the Karen villagers, are 
identified as the dispute, which is a non-human thing. Additionally, this could have been a 
form of suppression had the name of the village, which acts similarly to an organization’s name, 
was omitted. Other than impersonalization, objectivation, which occurred 3 times, also 
represents people as non-human things, or rather features. In the example of objectivation 
provided in Table 3, ‘rebel-controlled area’, which is a place or geographical location, was 
mentioned as the target of an airstrike carried out by the Myanmar military. The writer could 
have used a term with human qualities such as ‘villagers’ in this clause, but instead chose not 
to. Moreover, it is important to mention that van Leeuwen (2008, p. 53) indeed suggests that 
when representing social actors, more than one strategy can be used at the same time; 
therefore, while some may argue that this could be a form of impersonalization or as any other 
category, which is possible, the researchers classified this as a form of objectivation as it uses 
a geographical feature (a participle adjective + noun “area”). Finally, functionalization, which 
portrays people by what they do, was used 6 times to represent Karen individuals or people 
associated with the Karen ethnic minority (often acting in defense for a Karen community and 
in opposition to the state). Repeated use of this strategy to portray someone could reduce 
them to that role and “dehumanize” the social actor (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 81). In the 
example provided for functionalization in Table 3, the writer used ‘Karen rights activist’, thus 
representing that person by their role as an activist while not mentioning their name as that 
particular information was probably viewed as unimportant or irrelevant unlike the names of 
more prominent people who are almost always named in the headlines or lead paragraphs or 
given voice to by the media.
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Overall, the analysis of representational strategies used to portray Karen social actors has 
revealed a tendency for news writers to collectivize and genericize Karen people, which could 
lead to the reinforcement of common images or stereotypes of the Karen, while aggregation 
was also used to represent the Karen, which dehumanizes them by treating them as numbers 
and possibly emphasizes the intensity of the burden they may cause by using statistical evidence 
to prove this claim. Furthermore, instead of specifying or nominating a Karen individual or 
Karen activist, news practitioners of the Bangkok Post were inclined to employ functionalization, 
which portrays Karen or activists by what they do rather than who they are, thus distancing 
readers from them, whereas people and organizations from the government’s side were 
specified.

2. Textual analysis: Representation of action

Transitivity analysis was conducted in the second sub-stage of textual analysis to determine 
the representation of actions or roles of Karen participants in clause structures. Table 4 displays 
the number and percentage of transitivity processes found in the corpus of headline and leads 
of the 64 online Bangkok Post news articles published in 2021. The headlines and lead paragraphs 
of these news articles were broken down into altogether 253 clauses. The researchers were 
able to detect altogether five transitivity processes: material, verbal, relational, mental, and 
existential. No behavioral processes were detected. Moreover, unlike Table 3 in the previous 
stage, the data in Table 4 contains all the clauses instead of just the ones that mention Karen 
participants so as to determine the actions of all participants that may be directed towards 
the Karen as well as the action of Karen participants towards others. Two examples are provided 
for each transitivity process type.

As seen in Table 4, the number of material clauses (167) far outruns that of other clauses and 
accounts for 66.01% of the data. In general, it was found that either the Karen were depicted 
as the goal of material processes; that is, they are usually the receivers of the actions of others 
(e.g., authorities) or their roles in material clauses were passivated rather than activated, which 
means that they may be depicted as the actor, but their actions were influenced by something 
or someone else. In the first example material clause, the passive voice is used and the process 
is “nabbed”, while the agent responsible for the action of nabbing (i.e., capturing or arresting) 
the Karen forest dwellers was omitted from this clause. In fact, the Karen were found to be 
the goal of the processes of either being or not being arrested six times in the corpus of news 
headlines and leads published by Bangkok Post throughout 2021, which could potentially 
portray a negative or problematic image of Karen people living in Thailand. However, in the 
second example, Karen participants were depicted as active agents of the process of opposing 
the state’s interest in getting a national park onto the World Heritage List. This overtly portrays 
the Karen participants as acting against the state. Additionally, Karen participants, usually in 
association with Karen rights groups, were represented as the active doers of the material 
process of demanding their rights from the government. To illustrate just how the Karen are 
portrayed in material clauses, which make up most of the data, Table 5 presents the total 
number of clauses which present Karen participants as the ‘doer’ as well as those that present 
Karen participants as the ‘done-to’ or goal of a material process. Example clauses are given 
for both types of material clauses. Also, there were material clauses in which Karen participants 
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were not clearly portrayed as either the doer (actor) or the done-to (goal or beneficiary), and 
the total number of these clauses and an example are given in Table 5 as well.
  
Verbal processes, which occurred 53 times, concerns verbs of saying, telling, reporting, and 
so on. Most of the time, the sayers were usually politicians, government/state officials, 
authorities, or experts. For instance, in the first example verbal clause given in Table 4 for 
verbal clauses, ‘experts’ are the sayer, while the process is the word ‘say’. What the experts 
said (“Environmental conservation must go…”) is the verbiage in this clause. Rarely were Karen 
participants depicted as the sayers in verbal clauses. The second example shows this rare 
instance where Karen people are the sayers of the verbal process of ‘have urged…to’. At first, 
one may argue that ‘urge’ resembles a material action (i.e., a verb of doing) rather than a 
verbal process, but in this case, the Karen people are shown to have urged someone (the UN’s 
cultural body) to do something (not consider the government’s proposal), which would be 
similar to the use of the phrase ‘tell someone to do something’ (telling is considered a verbal 
process).

Table 4
The number and percentage of transitivity processes and their examples



rEFLections
Vol 30, No 2, May - August 2023

351

Table 5
Role of Karen participants in material clauses

Importantly, since officials from the government were mostly depicted as sayers in the clause, 
news regarding Karen-related matters is largely reported from the state or government’s point 
of view. According to Machin and Mayr (2012), people or institutions with the most power are 
perhaps those who are given the most voice in the media. This reflects that Bangkok Post 
treats information from the government and authorities as important information worthy of 
being placed on the top of the inverted pyramid structure of a news report, whereas the less 
important information from less important sources, generally in opposition to the government 
such as activists and Karen people, are only sometimes or rarely cited in the headlines and 
leads, or it is mentioned somewhere else in the article, indicating a lower degree of importance. 
This is perhaps due to the reason that names of famous politicians would attract more viewers 
than the name of activists. 

Table 6 displays the number of times each source of information that is associated with the 
government was cited in the news summary of the 64 news reports on Karen-related matters 
published on Bangkok Post’s website throughout 2021. On the other hand, Table 7 shows the 
number of times each source of information that is not associated with the government or 
are in opposition to it was cited. The information from these sources had to be written in the 
form of a direct quotation or in the form of reported speech to be counted.
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Table 6
Sources of information associated with the government and state institutions in Bangkok Post headlines and 

leads reporting on matters related to the Karen minority throughout 2021

Table 7
Sources of information disassociated with the government/state institutions and in favor of Karen people in 

Bangkok Post headlines and leads reporting on matters related to the Karen minority throughout 2021

As seen in Tables 6 and 7, information from sources associated with the government and state 
were cited 27 times, while information from sources disassociated with the government and 
state were cited only 13 times, meaning that the former was cited twice as many times as the 
latter all throughout the year. The sources that were cited the most were the state institutions/
prominent organizations/ministries/the government/authorities, followed by individual 
government leaders and the prime minister, respectively. Therefore, the fact that government 
and state sources were allowed to have more voice in the news summary, comprising of the 
headline and lead which play important roles in shaping the reader’s understanding and recall 
of a certain news event (van Dijk, 1986), demonstrates the reinforcement of power structures 
within Thai society.

Relational clauses are also worth mentioning. Relational processes, which involve the verbs 
of being and having, occurred 17 times. This particular type of transitivity process can be used 
as a way of presenting what could be considered an opinion as a fact instead (Machin & Mayr, 
2012). For instance, in the first example of a relational clause presented in Table 4, the carrier 
of the clause is Deputy Prime Minister Prawit Wongsuwon, while the process is ‘was’ and the 
attribute is the adjective ‘confident’. The Deputy Prime Minister’s opinion here in this case is 
that the government will be able to reach an agreement with the protesters and Karen villagers, 
who had formed the Save Bang Kloi movement, and that the protesters will return home and 
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stop protesting (without input from the protester’s side). However, it resembles a fact since 
the Deputy Prime Minister appeared confident about it. This could serve to protect the 
government’s image since it conveys how confident the government and its strong leaders are 
in being able to resolve issues. In the second relational clause given as an example, the opinion 
of a Bangkok Post environmental journalist is presented as a fact, but it is less obvious since 
the verb ‘be’ is missing from the front of the word ‘key’ (meaning ‘important’). Here, the 
newspaper is speaking out for the indigenous communities, while also appealing to the 
government’s interest in preserving the World Heritage status of a national park. This almost 
resembles the headline of an opinion piece, but it was indeed listed under ‘General’ and not 
under ‘Opinion’ on the news website.  

3. Analysis of discourse practice: Newsworthiness

Table 8 displays the results of the analysis of newsworthiness of news related to the Karen 
people. It provides a list of 13 of Harcup and O’Neill’s 15 news values and shows the number 
of times each of the news values was identified in the headlines and leads reporting on Karen-
related matters and its percentage, as well as examples that feature each news value taken 
from the data (see Appendix F for all 64 articles). Although Harcup and O’Neill provide 15 news 
values in their list, the researchers of the present study use all but two: shareability and audio-
visuals. This is because it was difficult to measure the tendency to generate social media shares 
of all news stories. The Bangkok Post website does provide an option for readers to share the 
news story to various platforms such as Facebook and Line, so everything it publishes can be 
shared—it is just too challenging of a task to find the exact number of shares for each news 
article across every social media application and compare them. Also, since this study is primarily 
studying linguistic material in the headline and lead paragraph, the researchers decided not 
to consider the news value of audio-visuals, seeing that it is irrelevant to the scope of study. 
It is reminded that one news story may contain more than one news value.

Table 8
The results of the analysis of newsworthiness of news related to the Karen people
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The three most common news values shared among the 64 Bangkok Post news articles reporting 
on Karen-related matters throughout the year 2021 were the news values of conflict (32.41%), 
the power elite (21.38%), and follow-up (17.24%). Interestingly, the news value of good news 
was identified in 7 news stories (4.83%), while bad news was identified in 11 news stories 
(7.59%). The fact that events featuring elements of conflict and bad news were reported more 
often than good news related to the Karen people reflects either that not many good things 
happened in relation to the Karen people or that very few good things related to them were 
selected by the news publication to be reported to the public. Additionally, when anything 
that counts as good news gets reported, it is usually about the Karen receiving help from the 
army or government, meaning that they are in constant need of help or that they are often 
involved in unfortunate situations and must rely on the help of others. The power elites (e.g., 
prominent organizations, government leaders, and politicians) were also frequently mentioned 
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in the headlines and leads of the news articles reporting on Karen-related matters, and since 
they are the influential and powerful people/institutions in society, stories involving them are 
considered newsworthy and are therefore frequently selected and reported to the public.

4. Sociocultural analysis: Othering and stereotyping of Karen people

Since the analysis of newsworthiness revealed that stories about Karen people that got published 
were ones mainly involving conflict, the frequent use of genericization, as well as collectivization, 
could potentially lead to negative stereotypes of Karen people that are linked to the “hill tribe 
problem” (Hares, 2009) being reproduced over and over again in hard news. In the present 
study, traces of Karen stereotypes were found in the headlines and leads of hard news published 
on the Bangkok Post’s website throughout the year 2021. A total of five stereotypes were 
identified: (1) Karen as destroyers of natural resources, (2) Karen as problematic people involved 
in conflicts against the state, (3) Karen as victims of aggression and disasters, (4) Karen as a 
large burden, and (5) Karen as advocates for their community’s rights. Two of these are 
connected to the “hill tribe problem”, which include the Karen as destroyers of natural resources 
and the Karen as problematic people involved in conflicts against the state, which also correspond 
to Hongladarom (2000), who stated that negative images of the Karen were them being agents 
of deforestation and a general threat to the nation-state. For examples of Karen stereotypes 
found in the summaries of the 64 news reports, see Appendix E.

Thus, four out of five of the stereotypes of Karen people found in this study are negative, with 
the exception of (5), and serve to maintain social and symbolic order as they set up a symbolic 
boundary between the in-group (‘us’) and out-group (‘them’) of Thai society, which preserves 
the status quo (Hall, 1997). However, the Karen people as well as rights activists are trying to 
make a change in society as it is evident in some of these news reports, and from the help of 
positive news stories that portray positive images of them, the Karen people could possibly 
rid themselves from the oversimplified stereotypes of them being agents of deforestation and 
problematic people by ascribing to themselves a positive, autonomous identity to replace their 
lack of identity. Nevertheless, they would require more voice and help from the more powerful 
people and institutions in Thai society, starting with the media.

5. Interrelationships among text, discursive practice, and sociocultural practice

According to Fairclough’s (1995b) theory, sociocultural practice governs discourse practice 
which shapes the text itself, and in turn the text continues to shape sociocultural practice, 
which then continues to shape discourse practice, and the process continues. In the analysis 
of sociocultural contexts of the present study, it was found that Thai policies which affect 
indigenous Karen people as well as Karen refugees and migrants were implemented to exclude 
them from having the same rights as Thai citizens based on assumptions that they were a 
threat to the nation-state and its interests (Bhruksasri, 1989; Clarke, 2001), thus causing the 
dominant in-group to hold negative opinions towards them, which further leads to the creation 
of Karen stereotypes that are linked to the “hill tribe problem” (Hares, 2009). Moreover, these 
policies, especially those that deprive Karen people of their rights to access natural resources, 
have caused tension and conflict between the Karen people and state authorities. These 
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conflicts, which happen on a regular or continual basis, then get selected and reported in the 
news. In other words, the sociocultural practices influence discourse practice in terms of the 
production of the text. As a result, stories involving conflict and illegal activities related to the 
Karen are frequently reported, and as seen in the analysis of text production, news involving 
the power elites and their perspective on the conflict between Karen people and authorities 
are the ones that get reported the most or receive highest priority in the headlines and lead 
paragraphs. Target readers of the Bangkok Post are therefore mainly exposed to the state or 
government’s side of the conflict, which is reported in hard news, and which appears factual 
to the readers. In the text itself, the Karen minority are mainly depicted as a collective group 
or generic class, thus creating a common representation among them, and thus reinforcing 
the stereotypes ascribed to them by the dominant in-group. They are also aggregated and 
treated as statistics, as well as functionalized, so as to further distance readers from them. The 
Karen are reported in the text as demanding natural resources from the government in material 
clauses, and are also reported as the goals or receivers of punishment when they engage in 
activities that go against the state’s policies. The headlines and leads analyzed in this study, 
which were mainly about the Karen opposing the state’s interests or crossing the border into 
Thailand adding to the state’s burdens could affect readers in different ways depending on 
their respective social experiences and background (van Dijk, 2009). Not only that, the headlines 
and leads in this study preserve the status quo by depicting government leaders, organizations, 
and state authorities as the sayers in verbal clauses, conveying mainly the government’s side 
of a matter concerning Karen people. Sometimes the opinions of the power elites get reported 
through relational processes, thus presenting their opinions to appear as facts to the readers 
(e.g., “DPM Poised,” 2021; “Outsiders are Behind,” 2021). The text, therefore, reinforces the 
status quo and favors those in power, while it also reproduces Karen stereotypes that are 
mostly negative and connected to the “hill tribe problem”, which in turn shapes the sociocultural 
practices that have persisted since the implementation of policies that exclude ethnic minorities 
and treats them as the ‘Other’.

CONCLUSION

As a final conclusion, the headlines and leads of news articles published throughout the year 
2021 on the Bangkok Post’s website mainly reinforced old, negative images of the Karen 
minority that have been around since the 1960s when the government viewed ethnic minorities 
as a problem rather than creating positive images of them. The reinforcement of Karen 
stereotypes linked to old and outdated views were accomplished through underrepresenting 
the Karen people’s side of the story while giving more voice and priority to the power elite by 
specifying who they are and what they have to say about a certain matter concerning the Karen 
in the news summary (i.e., the headline and leads). Thus, the results of this study are in line 
with Yoko (2006), who found that Karen culture has been re-written and carefully selected by 
the state to be presented to tourists while the Karen people are in no position of authority to 
take charge of representing their own way of life. Yoko (2006) mentioned that the state-
promoted image of the Karen depicted the Karen as “peace-loving, elephant-loving, nature-
loving, forest-dwelling, non-aggressive, easily satisfied, self-sufficient, and backward” (pp. 
406-407), which was an image forced upon them to adopt. In the present study, the articles 
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published by the Bangkok Post promoted the state narrative by citing primarily government 
and state sources in the headlines and leads of hard news stories related to matters concerning 
the Karen, whereas Karen people or activists themselves hardly received the opportunity to 
control the narrative or how they were being represented to newsreaders. Moreover, the 
findings are consistent with Wirojchoochut (2021), who stated that the Thai government 
exercises dominant power through young-adult fiction about Karen people intended for young 
Thai readers, which further marginalizes the Karen to maintain power structures within society. 
In Wirojchoochut’s (2021) study, the Karen storybook characters were portrayed as people 
who faced economic hardships and lived in rural areas far from the center of power, reinforcing 
their low socioeconomic status and indicating a scarcity of agency. Agency, according to 
Wirojchoochut (2021), is needed to challenge oppressive practices. Similar to how the storybook 
characters had limited agency, the Karen participants in the headlines and leads in the present 
study were often depicted as people with limited agency in material clauses by being presented 
as either the passivated actor or the goal of a material process. Contrary to what Hongladarom 
(2000) believed regarding the Bangkok Post serving as a mouthpiece for ethnic minorities in 
some of its reports, this study concludes that mainly negative stereotypes have persisted in 
the headlines and leads of hard news published in English by the Bangkok Post. It is possible 
that hard news could create a stronger impact on the perceptions of readers since it would be 
regarded as facts due to its neutrality and timeliness unlike opinion articles which are obviously 
subjective and non-urgent. Similar to Hongladarom (2000), the results of the present study 
detected negative representations of Karen people in the news, but the racism directed towards 
them is less blatant in English-language news. Nevertheless, results may have differed had the 
researchers also analyzed English opinion articles published by the same news publication or 
if they had analyzed the entire article. Alternatively, the dataset of future research could include 
both hard and soft news to conduct a comparison of ideologies within each genre of news, or 
further research can be done by extending the timeframe from one year to several years. 

All in all, the findings were able to reveal the way that Karen people are represented in Thailand’s 
English-language news, which uses language that appears neutral; therefore, this study promotes 
critical media literacy among the Thai public in the Information Age where news is consumed 
rapidly and potentially taken for granted. EFL instructors in university can apply this to their 
classroom, for example, by designing lessons that revolve around social issues and having 
students use critical discourse analysis to analyze their selected text. This study also acknowledges 
the need for more inclusive policies toward ethnic minorities so as to lessen or prevent tension 
and conflict between ethnic communities and state authorities, whose perceptions of tribal 
people have remained negative due to stringent forest policies that view indigenous people 
as an enemy as well as a lack of policies that protect the legal status of refugees (Bhruksasri, 
1989; Clarke, 2001; Hares, 2009). Most importantly, if the aim is to achieve an equal society 
truly free from racism, discrimination, and alienation against members of ethnic groups, then 
there needs to be a shift in media portrayals of ethnic minorities by justifying their actions and 
prioritizing their voice and side of the story in the headlines and leads, since this would re-
shape the public’s perception of them. 
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