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Abstract 

Mass media news on certain country itself can affect their image on society. The image that will appear could be 
positive, negative or neutral depending on the content in it. This study employs content analysis of Agenda 
Setting of Iraq image in Malaysian English newspapers indicated that NSTP and the Star. In total, 535 articles 
and news stories were obtained from three periods before, during and after the occupation of Iraq. Findings 
showed that the Agenda Setting for NSTP focused on the issue of "The Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq", "The 
US policy and the occupation of Iraq" and "The impact of war on Malaysia". While, the Star focused on "Iraq’s 
needs and suffering". In summary, the newspapers seem to take great care in transmitting images of other 
countries particularly the Islamic country, which could affect Malaysia and its neighbors politically, 
economically and socially. Thus it can be concluded that the media’s ownership position plays vital role in 
shaping countries image in media coverage. The current study indicated that the positive and neutral image of 
Iraq in NSTP are considered important to the Malaysian government to advance its domestic and foreign policies 
to Malaysians, and also due to its political and economic interests with Iraq which is a Muslim country. 
Contrarily, the Star seemed to oppose government policies but this opposition is marginal and issue specific in 
nature depending upon the involvement of Malaysia interests and intensity of the government media differences 
on those issues.  
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1. Introduction 

The occupation of Iraq in 2003 had resulted in the emergence of some images about Iraq in the media (Mockaitis, 
2007). For example, George W. Bush mentioned, “a liberated Iraq can show the power of freedom to transform 
that vital region, by bringing hope and progress into the lives of millions”. In addition, President George W. 
Bush told America on 22 March 2003 that, “Our mission is clear, to disarm Iraq of weapons of mass destruction, 
and to free the Iraqi people” (Cramer & Thrall, 2012, p. 2). Even though there are studies that had looked at the 
image of Iraq, it is still worth noting that these studies had focused on the major role played by the Western 
media in shaping the issues of Iraq. Issues such as saving the Iraqi people, weapons of mass destruction were the 
focus of news in the Western media. In addition, issues regarding the soldiers of war and their victories, Iraq war 
as part of the war on terror, and pictures of crowds cheering US troops in Iraqi cities were highlighted by the 
Western media. Besides that, some other Western media also were not objective in reporting the issues of Iraq 
(Griffin, 2004; Hiebert, 2003; Dittmer, 2009; Zheng, 2006). The study aims to reveal the image of Iraq as 
portrayed by the Eastern media through the two Malaysian English newspapers, NSTP and the Star, which 
belong to two different political parties. NSTP is owned by United Malays National Organization (UMNO) and 
therefore reflects Malay ethnic views and the Star is owned by Malaysian Chinese Association, and therefore 
reflects Chinese ethnic views. The methodology used quantitative content analysis, to detect of Agenda Setting 
issues constructed by both newspapers about Iraq through before, during and after the occupation. Furthermore, 
detect the prominent Image categories constructed by both newspapers about Iraq through each period. This 
study was built upon the Agenda Setting function of media suggests that the more important the news media 
present a particular issue as being the more important that issue becomes for media consumers (McCombs as 
cited in Holody, 2011). In this case, the theory would suggest that a large amount of news coverage related to 
Iraq could result in media consumers considering the issue quite important (agenda-setting). Furthermore, the 
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media’s ownership position plays vital role in shaping countries image in media coverage. 

2. Studying on the Image of Iraq 

The conflict in Iraq was the most heavily covered war by the news media, where it can be accessed through 
sources like, local, national, and international online news sites, online communities, and weblogs (Carpenter, 
2007). Thus, some images about Iraq emerged during the occupation of the US, for example, Largio (2004) 
stated that the rationales for the war on Iraq, there were; the war on terror, the desire to prevent the proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction, liberating the people of Iraq and the imminent threat that Iraq posed. Stover, 
Megally and Mufti (2005) stated that Iraqis would rush to the streets to welcome American soldiers as they rode 
triumphant into the Iraqi capital as liberators. According to Barnathan (2004) in his article, he further explained 
the reasons and the justifications for the US intervention in the Iraq war: it focuses on terrorist organizations and 
the countries supporting them. Besides, the article also focuses on the war against terrorism and how it was 
turned into a war against Afghanistan which was seen as the operating center of al Qaeda and then the war 
against Iraq, which was said to have a link with weapons of mass destruction that could reach up to the hands of 
the terrorists. 

Ahmad (2008) examined the coverage pattern of The New York Times and The Toronto Star from 1 March 2003 
to 15 April 2003 regarding coverage of antiwar protests and the coverage of Iraq war. He used quantitative and 
qualitative methods of content analysis of news stories published on front pages. He found that The New York 
Times relied on official sources more than Toronto Star due to the fact that the US press relied more on official 
sources while reporting foreign policy issues. Coverage of anti-war protests in The Toronto Star was more 
vigorous and blunt while The New York Times consciously undermined antiwar coverage. The news stories 
related to anti-war protests and civilian casualties in Iraq have been marginalized in The New York Times, 
whereas the news stories related to weapons of mass-destruction (WDM) including chemical and biological 
weapons, and the war being for the liberation of the Iraqi people not for the US strategic and economic interests 
in the region have been magnified. On the contrary, The Toronto Star’s coverage was more balanced and its 
stories contained a different point of view. The Toronto Star coverage was on anti-war protests; it reported more 
on the deaths of Iraqi civilian population, and gave more coverage to Canadian government’s position regarding 
this issue. Finally, it was found that coverage of the Iraq war got the maximum attention of both newspapers. 

Fried (2005) examined terrorism as a context in the major newsmagazines’ coverage of Iraq in the pre-war 
period. He used content analysis of Time and Newsweek from September 2002 because it marked the start of a 
new effort by the Bush administration to promote support for its Iraq enterprise, and from the first issue of 
January 2003 to March 24, 2003 in which the first month of 2003 marked the final run-up to war. It included 
analysis of the issues’ cover art, graphics within news stories, and Iraq and terrorism stories. He found that 
during this period, news magazines frequently juxtaposed terrorism and Iraq and used graphics that linked Iraq to 
terrorism and terrorists. 

Zeidan (2005) focused his research to answer the question of what are the perceptions of Germany toward the 
image of Iraqi. His methodology involved distribution of 286 questionnaires. Twenty-eight were distributed to 
same average-sized cities whereas 30 were distributed the major cities. He found that the image of the Iraqi 
citizen was distorted and focused on the emotional side of the view such as looting and kidnapping foreigners 
which led to an impression that the Iraqis are characterized by those attributes and their positive side is not 
highlighted. Finally, he concluded that the distorted image of the Iraqi people in Germany was due to the absence 
of the Iraqi media in Germany and the weakness of personal contact, although there are a number of Iraqis in 
Germany, as well as the weakness of the Iraqi diplomatic side in Germany.  

Dittmer (2009) examined how the news media and US officials within the Bush administration utilized rhetoric 
and specific words over others to frame the violence and civil unrest in Iraq following the US invasion. He used 
a qualitative content analysis method to analyze briefing transcripts from the Department of Defense archives 
between May 2003 and October 2006 and quantitative content analysis to analyze 254 stories from the New York 
Times and The Washington Post between May 2003 to April 2004 and November 2005 to October 2006. The 
analysis revealed that officials framed Iraq's insurgency as part of the war on terror and the insurgency frame 
emerged in print during the periods of study. 

Finally, since the conflict in Iraq was the most heavily covered war by the news media, it can be said that the 
Western media had played a major role in shaping the image of Iraq by focusing on frameworks such as the war 
was necessary to save the Iraqi people, and the search for weapons of mass destruction. Therefore, there are 
consistent arguments pertaining to the media’s conformity to foreign policy. The media’s advocacy of Bush 
administration policy towards Iraq was at the expense of basic journalistic principles and media credibility and 
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quite a few scholars labeled them as lies (Zheng, 2006; Hiebert, 2003; Largio, 2004). 

3. Agenda Setting Theory 

It can be said that the roots of the Agenda Setting Theory are from Lippmann (1922); he said the news media are 
a primary source of the pictures in our heads. Specifically, the Agenda Setting Theory is a theory about the 
transfer of salience from the mass media pictures of the world to the pictures in our heads. The core theoretical 
idea is that elements prominent in the media picture become prominent in the audience’s picture. Those elements 
emphasized in the media agenda come to be regarded as important by the public (Mccombs, 2004). McCombs 
and Shaw conducted an empirical study to investigate the agenda-setting capacity of the mass media in Chappel 
Hill during the US presidential elections in 1968. They found that the mass media determined the important 
issues; that is the media determination agenda of the campaign (McCombs & Shaw, 1972).  

According to Kensicki (2000), the Agenda Setting Theory focuses on the media telling the public what to think 
about (first level), and also how to think about it (second level). It can be said that in Agenda Setting, readers 
learn not only about a given issue, but also how important it is to attach to that issue from the amount of 
information received. Shaw (1979) indicated that the theory assumes that the mass media make people know or 
do not know, interested in or ignore general issues. People tend to accept what the media offers and also tend to 
focus on what the media focuses on. The media does not affect people’s attitudes, but their awareness. It helps by 
arranging and organizing the priorities of the issues that must be understood instead of dealing with a wide range 
of issues. 

The fact that the first level of Agenda Setting Theory focuses on object salience means that it focuses on what we 
think about issues. The media coverage of a specific issue makes it important. Thus, the public knows the 
importance of the issues on the basis of quantity of coverage of the issues (Wanta, Golan, & Lee, 2004). So, the 
current study focuses on the first level of Agenda Setting Theory, due to specifically focusing on the agenda 
setting function of the media, Lang and Lang observe: "The mass media force attention to certain issues. They 
build up public images of political figures. They are constantly presenting objects suggesting what individuals in 
the mass should think about, know about, have feelings about" (McCombs & Shaw, 1972, p. 177).  

Muin (2011) examined the media agenda setting theory and its application to the issues of the Iraq War, weapons 
of mass destruction and the attacks of September 11, in order to know if is there a correlation between media 
agenda-setting and public agenda building. He analyzed various media forms during three periods following the 
attack of September 11. The result depicted a strong correlation between media agenda setting and public agenda 
building. 

Lee (2004) focused on the coverage of the Iraqi war in the New York Times, The Arab News, and the Middle 
East Times. He used quantitative content analysis on articles, editorials and opinion/Column of 502, from the 
start of the war on March 20, 2003 to the end of the war on May 1, 2003. His results indicated that The New 
York Times focused to US war efforts, while the Arab newspapers focused to antiwar voices. The New York 
Times depended US officials for sources, whereas the Arab newspapers depended on Arab sources. Also, the 
coverage of The New York Times was more thematic than the Arab newspapers. With regard to how the war was 
described, The New York Times focused on the purpose of the war according to the US administration whereas 
the Arab papers focused on aggressive and illegitimate aspects of the war. Finally The New York Times focused 
more on the process of combat, US led construction of post-war Iraq, military operation, and war victims of 
coalition forces in versus the Arab newspapers which focused on antiwar demonstrations or responses, war 
effects on society, and Iraqi victims. 

Idid and Kee (2012) used content analysis and survey to study the media and the Agenda Setting between the 
Malays and Chinese during the 2008 election. Content was analyzed in six newspapers, namely Utusan Malaysia, 
Berita Harian, Sin Chew Daily, Nanyang Siang Pau, the Star, and New Straits Times. They found 9,135 news 
items from 24 February to 8 March 2008. They surveyed 1,454 respondents and found that there was no 
relationship between the Malay media and the Malay society, which meant the Malay media, did not focus on 
issues that were of interest to the Malay readers during election time. However, they found a relationship 
between the Chinese media and Chinese society, which meant that the Chinese media focused on issues that 
were of interest to the Chinese readers during election time. 

To sum up, according to Lippmann (as cited in Mccombs, 2004), the Agenda Setting Theory was used to 
determine what the public takes to be important. This particular study analyzed the agenda of Malaysian English 
newspapers regarding the coverage of Iraq issues. It will look at what issues the agenda media focuses on and 
which prevalent issues are constructed by Malaysian English newspapers. By looking at this focus, we can see 
how the image of Iraq is being portrayed in Malaysian English newspapers. 
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4. Malaysian Press 

Hamzah (2008, 2009) identified four varieties of rotating media; the first type is in the dominance of the 
economic elite on the media, such as Russia, while the second type is regarding controlling the political elite on 
the media such as South Korea, Taiwan and Malaysia. The third type is a system and the media in some countries 
like in Latin America, while the fourth type is the traditional dominance of liberalism in contemporary Europe 
such as Sweden and Britain. 

The role of the media in Malaysia is shaped not only to disseminate information and to educate as envisaged in 
the government’s policy, but also to guide the people to walk hand in hand with the government’s aspiration and 
policy, to be able to be sustained and survive in the media industries (Ahmad, Kee, Mustaffa, Ibrahim, Wan 
Mahmud, & Dafrizal, 2012). In Malaysia, the function of the media is to support the goals of the government, as 
well as assist in promoting the spirits of friendship and unity among the people (Ibrahim, Mustaffa, Kee, & 
Ahmad, 2011).  

The Malaysian government began to control the media gradually since the declaration of Independence in 1957, 
because it is not ready for the freedom of expression, which leads to political instability and unrest between the 
races and this consequently leads to the obstruction of economic development. There has been a restriction in the 
freedom of the press in Malaysia. According to Sani (2004, p. 345), media freedom criteria in Malaysia included: 
i. Mass media control through laws that cover allegation, compensation, confidentiality, security and licensing; ii. 
Favouritism in choosing and broadcasting or publishing any public news; iii. Permission to use international of 
foreign news agency services; iv. Licensing rights of printed publication; v. Distribution and dissemination of 
publications; and vi. Freedom to criticize issues in relation to the government, government agencies, regional 
agencies, and civil servants. 

Sani (2004) believed that the issue of race is used as a motive for the control of the press in Malaysia because 
their purpose is to support the government's policy in order to achieve its goals. Despite the existence of 
restrictions in the media in Malaysia, it cannot be denied that there is some space enabling journalists to take 
advantage of them, especially as the government, society and the media itself are subject to significant 
transformations (Rajaratnam, 2009). 

To sum, the existence of political control over Malaysian media could be due to the fact that system of the media 
in the Malaysian society is an important factor for social, political, economic, and cultural change and if it is 
used incorrectly, it can lead to a destabilization of the society. In addition, the media's commercial growth in 
Malaysia has been matched by the progressive introduction of stricter legislation controlling its output. These 
conditions have led to more censorship and shrinking democratic space for the media. Furthermore, Malaysian 
government prohibits stories that are related to race, religion or the problems of foreign countries because of the 
religious and ethnic composition of the mixed population of the country and their sensitivity, as well the 
relationship with neighboring countries. 

5. The Present Study 

This study employed a quantitative content analysis to investigate the hypothesis and research questions as 
quantitative content analysis is proven to be a more powerful method than survey and interview because of its 
unobtrusive nature and its lack of reliance on subjective perception (Boettger & Palmer, 2010). Content analysis 
is popular with mass media researchers because it is an efficient way to investigate the content of the media 
(Wimmer & Dominick, 2006). Morris (1994) described content analysis as a research technique used to 
objectively and systematically make inferences about the intentions, attitudes, and values of individuals by 
identifying specified characteristics in textual messages. Therefore, content analysis is used in this research 
because: first, it allows the analysis of words and concepts, texts, and thereby helping to answer the research 
questions (Content analysis, 2012). Second, because using archival materials is possible, the content analysis is 
also suitable for longitudinal studies (Riffe, Lacy, & Fico, 2005). 

This study analyses the publication of news stories and articles in the NSTP and the Star newspaper during a 
specific period. The sample was collected from the published news stories and articles during the three periods 
(before the occupation 15 January 2002 until 8 April 2003, during the occupation 9 April 2003 until 28 June 
2004 and after the occupation 29 June 2004 until 18 September 2005) of both newspapers. 

The selection was based on purposive sampling that involves a deliberate choice of an informant due to the fact 
that it provides more accurate results and that it would quickly lead to the main targets (Tongco, 2007).  

The unit of analysis for this study is the whole text, to see what the dominant focus in the whole text is. Ibrahim, 
Mustaffa, and Kee (2010) also believed the whole text is suitable to see what the dominant focus in the whole 
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news stories and articles is. The statistics are necessary to understand the scientific method of knowing because 
they allow researcher to make conclusion about the sample. The analyses were used One sample nonparametric 
tests based on Binomial test between two categories comparison, and Chi-square test for more than two 
categories were used for the data analysis in this study because the variables use nominal data (Gibbons & 
Chakraborti, 2011; SPSS base 10.0 user’s guide, 1999).  

The researchers depend on the previous studies to find the major categories while the subcategories are 
developed by analyzing text content, news stories and articles. The major categories are: image categories and 
Agenda Setting issues, while each major category can be divided into some subcategories as follows:  

Image: perception of Malaysian newspaper toward Iraq in terms of historical, political, economic, military, 
diplomatic and religious aspects, which will be measured as positive, negative and neutral. Drawing from the 
research on inter-nation images, the authors (Galal, Galander , & Auter, 2008; Küçükcan, 2010) proposed image 
which adopted in this research:  

Positive image: Publication that shows favorable and supportive view towards Iraq, such as the resistance and 
the opposition of some countries to the occupation; Negative image: Publication that shows unfavorable and 
opposed view towards Iraq, such as the effects of the damaged health system on Iraqi women and children. It 
also includes news on the humiliation of the captives in Abu Ghraib prison due to organized abuse and torture 
from American guards; Neutral image: Publication that is neither positive nor negative. Examples of such image 
include news about the occupation of Iraq without authorization from the United Nations and how the weapons 
of mass destruction was used as an excuse for the sanctions and the invasion of Iraq. 

Agenda Setting Issues: refers to and focuses on a particular issue of Iraq, which means that Agenda Setting 
Theory refers to issue which we must think about. This study investigates four issues, namely, “The US policy 
and the occupation of Iraq” This issue refers to invasion of Iraq without a UN mandate and under the excuse of 
weapons of mass destruction which later led to resist occupation. It also refers to US double-standard policy 
which was evidenced by its support for Israel’s occupation of Palestine, and to the invasion of Iraq as an 
occupation, not liberation; “Iraq’s needs and suffering” This refers to the suffering the Iraqi people faced before, 
during and after the US occupation. As a result of the military disaster which have taken the lives of a number of 
innocent civilians (women and children), Iraqis needed food, shelter, medicine, sanitation, electricity, safety and 
security; “The Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq” refers to Malaysia rejecting the US policy towards the Middle 
East, and to show support for Iraq and Palestine, Malaysia is against the war and occupation of Iraq; and “The 
impact of war on Malaysia” refers to the impact of the Iraq war on the Malaysian economy and Malaysians 
living in Iraq and the neighboring countries of Iraq. These issues were selected because these were the most 
covered issues during the periods studied. 

6. Research Findings 

A total of 535 articles and news stories were collected relevant to the present study. The majority of the news 
items came from the NSTP newspaper 323 (100.0%) indicates that the period before the occupation has the 
highest number with 146 (45.2%) articles and news stories, followed by the period during the occupation 111 
(34.4%) articles and news stories, and the period after the occupation as the lowest with 66 (20.4%) articles and 
news stories. while the Star newspapers through the three periods was 212 (100.0%). A total of 100 (47.2%) 
articles and news stories were published for the period before the occupation, 82 (38.7%) articles and news 
stories for the period during the occupation and 30 (14.2%) articles and news stories for the period after the 
occupation. 

 

Table 1. Total of articles and news stories for NSTP and the Star in the three periods 

Newspaper Before During After Total 

NTSP 
146(45.2%) 

100(47.2%) 

111(34.4%) 

82(38.7%) 

66(20.4%) 

30(14.2%) 

323(100.0%) 

212(100.0%) 

The Star 246(100.0%) 193(100.0%) 96(100.0%) 535(100.0%) 

Overall 
146(45.2%) 

100(47.2%) 

111(34.4%) 

82(38.7%) 

66(20.4%) 

30(14.2%) 

323(100.0%) 

212(100.0%) 

 

The analysis conducted between the two newspapers on agenda setting issues for the period before the 
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occupation, refers to the issue of "The Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq" published by NSTP were 44 (53.0%) 
news, as compared to the Star 39 (47.0%). Similarly, the issue relating to "The US policy and the occupation of 
Iraq" covered 63 news (71.6%) in the NSTP compared to 25 (28.4%) in the Star. Also, the issue related to “The 
impact of war on Malaysia” was featured in NSTP in 37(67.3%) articles and news stories, more than the Star 
which only published 18(32%) articles and news stories for the periods concerned. On the contrary, the issue 
related to “Iraq’s needs and suffering” was published by the Star in 18 news (90.0%) which is more than NSTP 
which only published 2 (10.0%) news. 

 

Table 2. The agenda setting issues before the occupation between NSTP and the star 

Categories Newspaper Frequency Percentage Total 

Iraq’s needs and suffering 
NSTP 2 10.0% 

20(100.0%) 
The Star 18 90.0% 

The Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq 
NSTP 44 53.0% 

83(100.0%) 
The Star 39 47.0% 

The US policy and the occupation of Iraq 
NSTP 63 71.6% 

88(100.0%) 
The Star 25 28.4% 

The impact of war on Malaysia 
NSTP 37 67.3% 

55(100.0%) 
The Star 18 32.7% 

 

Meanwhile, the period of during the occupation shows that there is little difference in the Agenda Setting issues 
published by both newspapers. The Star was found to be more focused on articles and news stories about two 
issues which are "Iraq's need and Suffering" and "The impact of war on Malaysia" with 30 (61.2%) and 25 
(59.5%) news stories published respectively. Meanwhile, NSTP published 19 (38.8%) and 17 (40.5%) articles 
and news stories respectively. While the issue of “the Malaysia's policy Towards Iraq” was published more in 
NSTP compared to the Star with 31(66.0 %) and 16 (34.0%)) articles and news stories respectively. Also, the 
issue of "The US policy and the occupation of Iraq", NSTP published more compared to the Star with 44(80.0%) 
and 11(20.0%) articles and news stories respectively. 

 

Table 3. The agenda setting issues during the occupation between NSTP and the star 

Categories Newspapers Frequency Percentage Total 

Iraq’s needs and suffering 
NSTP 19 38.2% 

49 (100.0%) 
The Star 30 61.2% 

The Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq 
NSTP 31 66.0% 

47 (100.0%) 
The Star 16 34.0% 

The US policy and the occupation of Iraq 
NSTP 44 80.0% 

55 (100.0%) 
The Star 11 20.0% 

The impact of war on Malaysia 
NSTP 17 40.5% 

40(100.0%) 
The Star 25 59.5% 

 

Looking at the prominent issues constructed by NSTP and the Star for the period after the occupation, the 
analysis shows NSTP published more news related to the issue of "Iraq's need and Suffering" with 18 (54.5%) 
news compared to the Star which published 15 (45.5%). The issue of "Malaysia's policy toward Iraq" was 
published more in NSTP with 21(84.0%) articles and news stories compared to the Star with only 4 (16.0%) 
articles. Next, the issue "The US policy and the occupation of Iraq" was published more in NSTP than the Star 
with 24 (82.8%) and 5(17.2%) articles and news stories respectively. While the issue of “The impact of war on 
Malaysia” was published more in the Star compared to NSTP with 6 (66.7%) and 3 (33.3%) articles and news 
stories respectively. 
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Table 4. The agenda setting issues after the occupation between NSTP and the star 

Categories Newspapers Frequency Percentage Total 

Iraq’s needs and suffering 
NSTP 18 54.5% 

33 (100.0%) 
The Star 15 45.5% 

The Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq 
NSTP 21 84.0% 

25 (100.0%) 
The Star 4 16.0% 

The US policy and the occupation of Iraq 
NSTP 24 82.8% 

29(100.0%) 
The Star 5 17.2% 

The impact of war on Malaysia 
NSTP 3 33.3% 

9 (100.0%) 
The Star 6 66.7% 

 

While the next analysis conducted between the two newspapers on image categories for each periods, indicates 
that the period before the occupation both newspapers published almost equal positive articles and news stories 
about Iraq, with NSTP publishing 40 (47.1%) and the Star 45 (52.9%) news. While the analysis indicated that 
majority of articles and news stories published by the Star were negative, it was found that NSTP published a 
smaller number of negative articles and news stories. There were 25 (75.8%) articles and news stories published 
in the Star compared to only 8 (24.2%) in NSTP. Next, neutral image was dominant in NSTP with 98 (76.6%) 
articles and news stories compared to 30 (23.4) articles and news stories in the Star. 

 

Table 5. The image categories before the occupation between NSTP and the star 

Categories Newspapers Frequency Percentage Total 

Positive 
NSTP 40 47.1%

85(100.0%) 
The Star 45 52.9%

Negative 
NSTP 8 24.2%

33(100.0%) 
The Star 25 75.8%

Neutral 
NSTP 98 76.6%

128(100.0%) 
The Star 30 23.4%

 

For the period during the occupation, NSTP published more positive image by publishing 36 (69.2%) articles 
and news stories about Iraq compared to the Star with only 16 (30.8%) articles and news stories in the same 
category. On the other hand, the Star newspaper published 48(71.6%) negative articles and news stories 
compared to only 19 (28.4%) negative articles and news stories in NSTP. A total of 56 (75.7%) articles and news 
stories were published using the neutral image in NSTP, more than the Star which only published 18(24.3%) 
articles and news stories in the same category. 

 

Table 6. The image categories during the occupation between NSTP and the star 

Categories Newspapers Frequency Percentage Total 

Positive 
NSTP 36 69.2%

52(100.0%) 
The Star 16 30.8%

Negative 
NSTP 19 28.4%

67(100.0%) 
The Star 48 71.6%

Neutral 
NSTP 56 75.7%

74(100.0%) 
The Star 18 24.3%

 

In general, for the period after the occupation, the result of analysis also showed that positive image was the 
highest in NSTP with 22 (81.5%) articles and news stories, versus the Star which only published 5 (18.5%) 
articles and news stories in the same category. For the negative image was the highest in the Star with 17(54.8%) 
articles and news stories, versus NSTP with 14(45.2%) articles and news stories. For the neutral image, NSTP 
published 30 (78.9%) articles and news stories, versus the Star 8 (21.1%) articles and news stories. 
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Table 7. The image categories after the occupation between NSTP and the star 

Categories Newspapers Frequency Percentage Total 

Positive 
NSTP 22 81.5%

27(100.0%) 
The Star 5 18.5%

Negative 
NSTP 14 45.2%

31(100.0%) 
The Star 17 54.8%

Neutral 
NSTP 30 78.9%

38(100.0%) 
The Star 8 21.1%

 

In running the One sample nonparametric tests based on Chi-square test for more than two categories 
comparison, it was found that the total number of articles and news stories published by each period, the highest 
number of articles and news stories was published in the period before the occupation with 146 (45.2%) news, 
and the lowest in the period after the occupation with only 66 (20.4%) news. The one sample Chi Square test 
revealed a significant difference to the total number of articles and news stories in NSTP (sig. 0.000, p≤0.05). It 
was found that articles and news stories published decreased gradually through the three periods. While the total 
number of articles and news stories published in the Star by each period, in which the highest number was 
recorded in the period before the occupation with 100 (47.2%) news stories and articles, and the lowest was 
recorded in the period after the occupation with 30 (14.2%) news stories and articles. The one sample Chi Square 
test revealed a significant difference between the Star and periods, where significant emerged (sig. 0.000, 
p≤0.05). 

In running the One sample nonparametric tests based on Binomial test between two categories comparison, test 
was conducted on the four Agenda Setting issues in the two newspapers in the period before the occupation, and 
it was found that three of them emerged significant. The result indicated that the issue of “Iraq’s needs and 
suffering” was published more in the Star compared to NSTP, thus, significant results emerged (sig. 0.000, 
p≤0.05). The second issue “The US policy and the occupation of Iraq” was published more in NSTP compared to 
the Star, so significant results emerged (sig. 0.000, p≤0.05). Similarly, the third issue “The impact of war on 
Malaysia” was published more in NSTP compared to the Star, so significant results emerged in the sample (sig. 
0.015, p≤0.05). Contrarily, the test on the issue of “The Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq” revealed no significant 
difference (sig. 0.661, p≤0.05).  

The result for the period during the occupation indicated that NSTP published more news on the issue “The 
Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq” compared to the Star, so the one sample Binomial test revealed that significant 
results emerged (sig. 0.041, p≤0.05). Significant results also emerged (sig. 0.000, p≤0.05) for the issue “The US 
policy and the occupation of Iraq” in which NSTP published more news than the Star. Whereas no significant 
differences were found for the issues “Iraq’s needs and suffering” and “The impact of war on Malaysia”. 

The result for the period after the occupation findings showed that the issue of “The Malaysia’s policies towards 
Iraq” was published more in NSTP compared to the Star. Hence, significant results emerged (sig. 0.001, p≤0.05). 
The second issue which was “The US policy and the occupation of Iraq” also was published more in NSTP 
compared to the Star, so significant results emerged (sig. 0.001, p≤0.05). On the contrary, no significant 
differences were found for the issues “Iraq’s needs and suffering” and “The impact of war on Malaysia” as the 
two issues appeared to be convergent in both newspapers.  

In terms of the two newspapers on image categories for each period, for the period before the occupation the 
results of the One Sample Binomial test indicated that there was a significant difference between NSTP and the 
Star regarding neutral image (sig. 0.000, p≤0.05). The negative image also showed a significant difference 
between NSTP and the Star, so significant result emerged (sig. 0.005, p≤0.05). On the other hand, the positive 
image showed no significant differences between NSTP and the Star.  

The One Sample Binomial test was run to test the significant difference for each image category published by 
both newspapers in the period during the occupation. The positive image category about Iraq was published 
more in NSTP than the Star, thus the significance emerged (sig. 0.008, p≤0.05). Similarly, the neutral image 
about Iraq was published more in NSTP than the Star and thus significant result emerged (sig. 0.000, p≤0.05). In 
contrast, the Star published more negative image on Iraq than NSTP and the significance emerged (sig. 0.001, 
p≤0.05). 

For the period after the occupation the data revealed that positive and neutral image about Iraq was published 
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more in NSTP compared to the Star, thus the one sample Binomial test revealed that significant result emerged 
for positive image (sig. 0.002, p≤0.05) and neutral image (sig. 0.001, p≤0.05). Thus, there was a significant 
difference of image categories in the period after the occupation between NSTP and the Star for positive and 
neutral image, while there was no significance for negative image. 

7. Discussion 

The analyses showed significant differences in the Malaysian newspapers coverage on Iraq’s crisis through the 
volume of coverage. With regard to the difference of total number of articles and news stories published by 
NSTP and The Star, it was clear from the findings that the total number of articles for NSTP and the Star by the 
three periods decreased gradually. This could be attributed to the war’s longevity and the lack of coverage of the 
topic as the war progressed (Fritz, 2011). This may also be due to the fact that the Malaysian government played 
fewer roles with the passage of time due to the formation of the new Iraqi government after the occupation of 
Iraq, therefore attributed the cause of the gradual decrease.  

With regard to the results for the differences between prominent issues constructed by NSTP and the Star 
newspapers through each period, the findings revealed significant differences. Before the occupation, the 
category of “Iraq’s needs and suffering” was published in the Star more than NSTP. This was due to the fact that 
the Star focused more about human issues, this finding is consistent with the research conducted by Sern and 
Zanuddin (2011) examined the perception, visibility and reach of the social marketing programmers of AIDS 
patients in the Malaysian media through Agenda Setting. The methodology they used was the quantitative 
content analysis of three selected Malaysian newspapers (Utusan Malaysia, the Star, and Sin Chew Jit Po). 
Throughout the six months period, in 49 articles they found that the Star gave the most predominance in news 
coverage with the greatest number of visibility of social marketing programs for AIDS patients and 
HIV/AIDS-related news articles. 

In contrast, the issue of “The US policy and the occupation of Iraq” and “The impact of war on Malaysia” were 
more prominent in NSTP compared to the Star in the period before the occupation. With regard to the issue of 
“The US policy and the occupation of Iraq”, the events of 11 September 2001 led to a change in the relationship 
between the United States and Malaysia, due to the fact that America emerged as the only superpower since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. Thus United States had a change in its foreign policy toward the world. This is 
evident through Bush’s decision to liberate Iraq without the UN’s permission (Khalid, 2003). Obviously, 
Malaysia refused this unipolar policy toward Iraq and the world. 

With regard to the issue of “The impact of war on Malaysia” it is not surprising that NSTP published more news 
on this, considering that the largest ruling political party, UMNO controls the New Straits Times Press (Halim, 
2012), and it targeted the issue of how the government handled the economy by taking the necessary measures to 
cushion the effects of war in order not to affect the popularity of the government (Suffian, n. d.).  

For the period during the occupation, it revealed significant differences in two issues which are “The Malaysia’s 
policy towards Iraq” and “The US policy and the occupation of Iraq” in which NSTP published more news than 
the Star. The reason for this trend is that majority of Malaysian Muslim population are against the US invasion of 
Iraq (Smith, 2003). Another reason for Malaysia’s opposition to the war in Iraq was because it viewed 
Washington’s policy as the one that represented war against Islam (Liow, 2003).  

For the period after the occupation, the two issues which were dominant in NSTP are “the US policy and the 
occupation of Iraq”. This is because the end of the political phase of US occupation did not erase the most 
pressing problems confronting Iraq as shattered state as a result of US miscalculations hubris (Diamond, 2004). 
In addition, the US attack on Iraq was done without the U.N’s permission and therefore it was a violation of 
international law (Liow, 2003). Thus, the focus to this issue reflects the position of Malaysia which refused this 
US policy toward Iraq and the world. 

The second issue which is dominant in NSTP is “the Malaysia’s policy towards Iraq”. This might be due to the 
fact that the role of the media in Malaysia is shaped not only to disseminate information and to educate as 
envisaged in the government’s policy, but also to guide the people to walk hand in hand with the government’s 
aspiration and policy (Ahmad, Kee, Mustaffa, Ibrahim, Wan Mahmud, & Dafrizal, 2012). Thus the function of 
the media in Malaysia is to support the goals of the government and in this case, the Malaysian government had 
opposed military action against Iraq by the US (Ibrahim, Mustaffa, Kee, & Ahmad, 2011). 

Further, the results show some differences in prominent image constructed by both newspapers through each 
period. It seems clear from the finding that there were more neutral images in NSTP than the Star in the period 
before the occupation. This might be due to the fact that NSTP represents the ruling party, thus reflects the 
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Malaysian government’s foreign policies. This supports the argument that media buttresses the interests of the 
ruling class and works as a propaganda organ of the state (Ahmad, 2008). In contrast, the Star published more 
negative image of Iraq than NSTP. One explanation that can be offered for the negative image in the Star is, it is 
dependent on international news agencies whose coverage about foreign countries, including Muslim was 
negative (Ibrahim &Hashim, 1996). 

While for the period during and after the occupation, the news published by NSTP was more positive and neutral 
image compared to the Star. This is because of the relationship between Iraq and Malaysia (cultural and 
commercial) which was seen through Malaysian students studying in Iraq, and negotiation about on palm oil 
(Harun, 2009). This is similar to the findings of a study by Li (2012) who examined the coverage of China in 
Australia through these five dimensions: military, economic, cultural, political and environmental. His result 
showed the positive and neutral representations of China are attributed to stronger commercial links and frequent 
cultural exchange between China and Australia.  

The Star published more articles and news stories that fall into negative image categories compared to NSTP in 
the period during the occupation. This is because the Star showed images of dead or wounded Iraqi people. 
Another reason is maybe it was heavily influenced by newsroom culture, and their preconceived understandings 
of the war. This is similar to findings of a study done by Cooper and Kuypers (2004) which found the stories 
reported by behind-the-lines journalists tended to be more negative, because the embedded journalists explained 
their stories often by underlining the heroic and human angle of the US troops, while the stories from 
behind-the-lines journalists were generally more critical and more sympathetic to the Iraqi civilians on the 
ground. 

To summarize, NSTP published more news which are more related to the government policy while the Star 
published less news related to the government policy, and therefore it might have emphasized publications as a 
reflection of official Malaysian policies especially the Malaysian government had opposed military action 
against Iraq by the US. Further, Malaysia have a good relation with Iraq due to political and economic interests. 
Besides, Iraq is a Muslim country. In other words, NSTP was seen to support Malaysia’s policies on foreign 
affairs and framed foreign counties images accordingly to government’s interests. Contrarily, the Star opposed 
government policies but this opposition is marginal and issue specific in nature depending upon the involvement 
of Malaysia interests and intensity of the government media differences on those issues. 

In summary, the readers of newspapers learn about issues of significance to their communities, and how much 
importance to attach to the issues, based on the amount of coverage given to them. Newspapers play a central 
role in shaping political and social reality because the editors and publishers are usually members of the elite. It 
is worth noting that the public's concern for certain issues (the public agenda) actually drives what the media 
elects to cover (the media agenda) that is, media coverage tends to be market driven.  

Agenda setting is a significant part of the surveillance role because it contributes substantial portions of our 
pictures about the larger environment. And recent research on the consequences of both first level and 
second-level agenda-setting effects outlined significant influence on attitudes and opinions. Thus, the 
agenda-setting effects of the mass media also have significant implications beyond the pictures created in 
people’s heads. In the original traditional domain of agenda-setting, the salience of public issues, there is 
considerable evidence that the shifting salience of issues on the media agenda often is the basis for public 
opinion.  

Therefore, future research should consider first, qualitative content analysis as it may possibly give more 
observation about the coverage of the both newspapers; second, more research will enhance our understanding of 
how the media make certain aspects of war appear more significant or appear more salient. What most people 
know of war comes from the media, yet what we know is so little. If presented with more information with 
images and with more visual, what we think we know could change; third, to what extent do the images of Iraq 
portrayed by the two newspapers depend on international news agencies. Future research could describe the 
dominant images portrayal of Iraq, and also find out which one depends more on these agencies. 
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