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ABSTRACT 

This thesis presents a selection of representations of the Children Overboard event of 

October 7, 2001, sourced from the Australian government and print news media. 

Employing an interpretative and critical discourse approach, I explore how the event 

could be seen to define the physical and cultural boundaries of the Australian nation. In 

particular I explore how a threat to nation is articulated. From my analysis of the 

representations, I identify a rhetoric of the 'Othtr' set within the discursive spaces of 

family and nation. These discourses circulated within the Children Overboard event are 

pursued in this thesis in terms of agenda setting, post-colonial theory and political 

liberalism. Specifically, I suggest that the family, as space for moral education and as z 

symbol for 'good' citizenship, has political value in order to maintain national borders. 

This maintenance is articulated in terms of the discourse of exclusion and inclusion. 

The Children Overboard event demarcates national identities and spaces through the 

construction and representation of 'good' Australian citizens and 'bad' asylum seeker 

Others. This demarcation is seen to have a long history in Australia, where the nation 

has relied on a continual representation of the Other in order to define its 'self. I argue 

that as a media event and political tool, the Children Overboard event was mobilised to 

promote a continuing threat to the nation in order to gain support for government policy 

and legitimise national security. This thesis aims to discover that in order to sanction 

these representations and policy actions, the event constructed an ideal of family and 

nation through the representation of an 'asylum seeker' Other. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The last year has been an awakening tip1e for the people, communities, and govr.mments of 

the global village. Escalating problem·~ in the Middle East, global economic instability, and 

an increase in asylum seekers, refugees, and migration worldwide, have re-ignited tensions 

involving boundaries and borders- both geographical and cognitive. In response, academic 

discussions have emerged focussed on the issues which these tensions highlight. In its first 

issue, the Borderlands on-line e-joumal, produced by the University of Adelaide, .~entres 

on what its publisher Anthony Burke terms "borderphobia:.'', that is, the "insecurity politics 

which has emerged to dominate Western states" in the aftermath of the September II 

terrorist attacks (2002, [online D. Burke argues that these events have brought about large 

levels of organised, military violence, as well as "normalized", non~military patterns of 

defence in the form of "domestic security, surveillance, and the 'deterrence' of asylum 

seekers" ([online)). He suggests that to legitimise these methods of national security, 

governments cite "the virtues of reason, stability, and order" as crucial for the protection of 

the national public ([on~line]). Further, in his earlier text In Fear of Security: Australia:v 

Invasion Anxiety (2001), Burke argues that the shoring up of defence against the threat of 

an Other has been integral to the way in which an Australian identity has been fanned 

through Australia's modern history. Following on from Burke, 1 explore the Children 

Overboard event as a contemporary example of how the Australian nation seeks to define 

itself in terms of a 'threatening' Other. Specifically, I will argue that the representation of 

'threatening' asylum seeker Others invoke discourses of family and nation which appeal to 

the "virtues of reason, stability, and order" referred to by Burke. 

The connection between family and security is r. theme explored by Greg Noble in his 

recent Continuum article 'Comfortable and Relaxed: Furnishing the Home and Nation'. 

Noble views the tactics of the Howard government around the 2001 Federal election as 

reflective of its "understanding of the link between home and national belonging", and the 

relationship of this link in forming a sense of security (2002, p.65). He argues that during 

the election campaign, there was an attempt to create a public anxiety, set in the context of 

September II, that would make the government's pitch to "the strength and certainty of 

family justified" (p.65). The Australian public were continually reminded of"the threat of 

refugees during the campaign" (p.65). Similarly, Fiona Allan, in her paper 'Home as 
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Cultural Translation', considers that in John Howard's speeches and policy documents, the 

home and family were invoked as being in crisis and under threat, "insecure ana uncertain 

in a hostile and rapidly changing world" (1997, p.\2). It is my intention to consider how 

the political role of national security was connected to the discourse of family in the 

Children Overboard event, which continues an historical narrative of exclusion, where an 

Australian identity has been formed through the notion of threat from Others. I approach 

this by using a semiotic and discourse analysis of Australian newspaper coverage of the 

Children Overboard event to identify the discourses of nation and family that circulated 

within the public and political spheres. These discourses are then explained in the context 

of agenda-setting, post-colonial theory, and political liberalism. In doing so, I discuss how 

the Children Overboard event served a political agenda, how this agenda was articulated, 

and why. My aim is to discover that the event constructed imagined ideals of the 

Australian family and nation through the representation of a refugee 'Other', in order to 
; 

legitimise policy actions in the name of national security. 
\ 

I begin in chapter one by addressing the nature and purpose of media and political agenda 

setting, by arguing that the way in which identities and cultures are represented reflects the 

wider cultural and political values of those representing them. By placing the Children 

Overboard event in the context of agenda-setting theory, the event is considered as a way of 

representing certain cultural and political values in the Australian public sphere, and 

highlights how the public, political and media agendas interact. That is, how and why 

Children Overboard became a media and election issue. I explore the media and 

government's roles in shaping news and information in the public sphere to show how and 

why certain social and political agendas are represented. Specifically referring to Children 

Overboard as an 'event', 1 I seek to highlight the constructed and representational nature of 

Children Overboard as a media story and political tool. 

Chapter two presents an interpretative discourse analysis of selected news media texts and 

political dialogue associated with the Children Overboard event. Due to the limits of this 

thesis I have restricted my analysis to the Australian print news media and the political 

1 Where previously in the media it has been referred to as an 'affair' or un 'incident', neither of these tenns 
seem adequate as the fanner connotes a relationship and the latter almost dismisses it as a minor occurrence. 
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comments of government officials involved in reporting the event to the public. I consider 

the Children Overboard event to have be.en a 'national' event, because its dialogue 

permeated discourses involving the nationa! community. For this reason, I specifically 

analyse a sample survey of news reports in two national broadsheets: The Australian, and 

the Auslralian Financial Times; and seven state newspaper editions including: The Age; 

J7Je Advertiser; 'lhe Canberra Times; 'l11~ Courier~Mail; The Mercury; Sydney Morning 

Herald; and 11w West Australian. The survey follows the newspaper coverage from 

Monday 8th October to Saturday 13111 October 200 I. This coverage includes the front~ page 

reports breaking the story, subsequent reports over the following days, and letters to the 

editor. As much of the political comment on the event was quoted in these newspaper 

articles, I have included these in the sample, as well as comments extracted from media 

releases obtained from government and parliamentary websites. Additionally, I have 

included examples of print news coverage from the same state and national texts from 7tll 

November, when the veracity of the story was questioned, until : 01
h November, the day of 

the federal election. 

It must be remembered that this analysis is not a content analysis of newspapers. Rather, 

by incorporating letters to the editor and political comment about the event, I am more 

interested in conducting a discourse analysis of the event, placing importance on whal 

statements were made, and thus whut were not. Where a content analysis would be 

committed to analysing texts and the processes of their production and interpretation, a 

discourse analysis considers the relationship between texts, processes, and their social 

conditions. Hence, a discourse analysis views language as an activity ~mbedded in social 

interaction (Schiffrin, 1994, p.415). Norman Fairclough suggests that these social 

interactions involve the exercise of power and control through consent whereby there are 

certain types of discourse which embody ideologies that legitimise, directly or indirectly, 

existing societal relations and hierarchies (1989, p.36).2 Subsequently, I hope to reveal that 

the dominant discourses found within the Children Overboard event, particularly the 

discourse of family, serve dominant social interests, for they "are products of the history 

that has secured their domination" (Fiske, 1994, p.5). 

2Fairc!ough considers the news media to play a role in social control through discourse as it integrates people 
into apparatuses of control which they consider themselves to be a part of(a democracy for example). He 
suggests that the daily flow of news received by the public accounts for a large proportion of a person's 
"average daily involvement in discourse" (1989, p.37). 
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Chapter three then gives an historical account of sociowpolitical exclusion and border 

protection in Australia, firstly by drawing on theories of the nationwstate and national 

consciousness from Benedict Anderson (1983) and Ernest Gellner (1984). Anderson 

highlights the role of the mass media in creating an imagined community and a public 

consciousness, which he considers "crucial to the very existence and continuance of the 

idea of nation and national identity" (1983, p.39). A community may imagine itself as a 

nation, or define its national identity through the protection of certain geographical 

territories and cultural values. This idea is promulgated via national security campaigns 

invobing border control and immigration. The nationwstate's role in providing security to 

the imagined community is thus considered, and as a consequence 1 argue that narratives of 

fear and insecurity are essential for the nationwstate to remain legitimate trustee of power. 

Here, I draw upon Anthony Burke's text In Fear of Security (2001) and Edward Said's 

post-colonial theory of Orienta/ism (1995), to show how Australia's history can be viewed 

as an exclusionary narrative, where the nation has continually defined itself against an 

imagined and constructed 'Other' 3
• The Children Overboard event is explored as a 

contempo;-ary example of this. 

in the final chapter, I employ a reading of political liberalism to address how 

representations and defence against the Other is legitimised. in my discussion i propose 

that the threat of an asylum seeker Other in the Children Overboard event is articulated by 

the metaphor of family. To explore the role of family in providing security and identity in 

society I incorporate readings of Deborah Chambers' text Representing the Family (2001 ), 

and Anne McClintock's Imperial Leather ( \995). This will serve to show some of the 

ways in which di::;courses and representations of the family in Western Anglo nations, as an 

ideal and as a norm, are both reproduced and challenged in the Children Overboard event. 

Through an understanding of John Rawls' Political Liberalism (1996) and A Theory of 

Justic:e ( 1986), I argue that the value and sanctity of family is used to define the 'good' in a 

iiberal society, and as such these values are imposed on the national structure. Thus, family 

J Some Australian commentators, such as Professor Andrew Markus at Monash University, see the current 
concern with the protection of Australia's borders as a recent occurrence in Australian politics, sec his text 
Race: Jnhn H{Jward and the Remakli1g ofAu.l'tmlia (1998). Others however, such as Professor David Walker 
at Deakin University. consider that border protection in Australia has a history with a particular reference to 
Asia, see his te,.;:t Annims Nallim: Au.l'lmlia and the R1:w: {JfA.I·ia (1999). He argues then that for Australia, 
border protection has cultural, historical and psychological meaning. 
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and nation are highlighted as spaces of exclusion: spaces which translate into exclusionary 

practice. While several issues could be identified from an analysis of Children Overboard, 

I am limiting my focll~ to representations of the Other in terms of family. Family can be 

seen as an important space for the articulation of self and identity, both individual and 

collective, and for providing what Anthony Giddens terms ''ontological security", that is, 

the confidence we have in the continuity of [our] self-identity and in the constancy of our 

surrounding environments (Giddens, 1998, p.46). Whether it is in terms of national home 

or a familial home, security is often found in a strong, whole, and authentic identity. This 

is dangerous however, for inherent in this need is an intolerance of difference, a fear of the 

'Other' ,4 which "is atthe heart of racism and xenophobia" (Morley & Robins, 1995, p.\0.1). 

What motivates this thesis then, is the implication of the Children Overboard event, its 

representations and discourses, on tht" lived social experience of Australian citizens and 

peoples seeking refuge in Australia. Consequently, this thesis can be located within recent 

academic dialogue about "borderphobias", and contributes further to that dialogue. 

4 
It must be kept in mind that I am writing from a Western point of view, being that of an Anglo-Australian 

citizen. This is important, for while I may speak of repre.1·entations of the Other, I do not suppose to speakji1r 
the Other. 
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CHAPTER I 

AGENDA SETTING: GOVERNMENT, MEDIA, PUBLIC 

The Children Overboard event highlighted the complex politics of representation. The way 

in which the refugees involved were represented, through varioll-; dialogue, language, and 

stereotyping renccts the wider cultural and political values of the dominant Australian 

culture. The print and broadcast news media. in their capacities as conductors of mass 

communications. are implicated in this process. Furthermore. as the news media often take 

cues for stories from government sources and officials, the government also plays a major 

role in determining representation. Therefore, what follows is a discussion uf media and 

political agenda setting. This will show holl' representations of media events such as 

Children Overboard are involved in wider social and political discourses and motivations, 

and why these agendas are articulated in a certain way. I will argue that the threat 

communicated to the Australian voting public through representations of a refugee 'Other' 

in Children Overboard, not only served a political agenda, but also has had the effect of 

shaping and reinforcing exclusionary boundaries of nation and family. 

Firstly, to put agenda setting into context, I will briefly discuss the interconnection of the 

news m~..-dia, the government, and the national public. Michael Billig (2001) suggests that 

in many small ways, "the citizenry arc daily reminded of their national place in a world of 

nations" (p.8). These reminders are found in the structure of print news, where daily 

newspapers are sectioned into local, national, and global affairs. Other newspaper features 

which 'flag the nation' include sports articles reporting friendly rivalries between nations, 

and weather reports which imlicate geographical and environmental characteristics. Put in 

an Australian context, Graeme Turner ( 1994) emphasizes "the structural importance of the 

Australian print and electronic news media in the process of 'making it national"' (p.l44 ). 

He considers that the media are among the in<>titutions (including education, family, and 

health) through which the nation-state exerts power, and through which the discourses of 

nation are deployed and disseminated (p.l46). I propose that news events such as Children 

Overboard may also serve to remind the Australian media consuming public of 'their 

national place'. This is done through an articulated threat to national borders and identities, 

and specifh:ally through the representations of Others who may pose this kind of threat. 
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The news media then, are considered to have a role in the expression of national values; in 

the way they present issues, identities, and events. In this way the abstract entity of 

·nation', or 'Australia', is mobilised as a site for political and public dialogue concerning 

national issues. In other word~. the boundaries and identities of 'nation' are key sites for 

contestation as political and media actors vie for the "authority to speak in the 

nationa\!puhlic interest" (Tcbbutt, 1995, p.203). Moreover, as I will argue, specific 

techniques such us news· framing and terminology, play a role in forming definitions of 

individuals, citizens. and the nation. 

Th{' news media response to social :.nd political issues in Australia may often be linked to 

the government's involvement in shaping ti1ose issues. Andrew Jakubowicz (et al) suggests 

that the government has a long history of engagement with the media and "attempts to 

direct their activities"(l994, p.44). This interconnection between media and politics is 

reOectcd in the government's varying roles in the media industry, particularly in news 

production. as legislator. n.•gulator. fiscal manager. director of foreign policy, and primary 

media news source. Edward Herman considers that particularly in foreign policy, the 

government's unique position as a source and "its ability to rely on media loyalty in the 

face of conflict", give it ;;t large amount of manipulative powers (19B6, p.\76). Although 

Herman refers to propaganda, a more extreme form of information control, he offers an 

interesting theory which suggests that in some cases the mass media serve as "instruments 

in campaigns of ideological mobilization'' (p.\75 ). Herman assumes that the concentrated 

and co-optive power of government and media to manage the public will be used; that the 

ma·->s mL'tlia will be periodically mobilized to serve the 'national interest' when this is 

needed amlior when national or intematio.:mal events present useful opportunities (p.\76). 

Using the United States as an example, he suggests that the nationai elite and government 

are able to "successfully in,.titutionalile a suitable perception of reality independently of its 

truth or falsehood" ( p.l94 ). Thus the collective power of the government and a co-operative 

mass media can be quite influential. Not only do they play a role in both the formation of 

national discourses and their distribution to local and overseas audiences, but they also have 

thc caoacity to "virtually suppress inconvenient facts, and to orchestrate the dissemination 

of more serviceable new' ones" (p.l76). 
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In the Children Overboard event, the svppression of the correct information about the 

photographic evidence of the event reveals a government strategy to "control the 

message",5 that is: "(we] do not want in Australia people who would throw their own 

children into the sea" (Four Corners, 2002). According to John Downing, the suppression 

of information is commonplace in nations such as the United States and Britain. He 

suggests that the public is faced with persistent attempt<; to reduce the free flow of 

information and to support government and corporate secrecy "in the interests of business 

rights and supposed national security" { !9R6, p.l70). It could be contended then, that the 

Australian government also saw the Children Overboard event as "we 11 timed to provide 

ideological mobilization" (Herman, \986, p.l77). By releasing mis-information about the 

actions of the refugees involved, the event became a po \itica\ tool for enrolling support in 

the name of national security. 

While many people depend on the news media for information about current affnirs, access 

to news about contemporary events and issues is restricted by a screening and filtering 

process (Lowe, 1995, p.79). News media producers utilise information they consider 

rekvant and newsworthy, and disregard information they consider superfluous, 

controversial, or unexciting (p.80). This process can be understood in terms of agenda 

, setting: the screening and filtering of information at the macro \eve\ of issues (p.81 ). The 

agenda~setting role of journalism has received close attention in the last twenty years with 

research focussing on the ability of newspapers, television, and news magazines to focus 

public attention on a few public issues to the "virtual exclusion of all others" (McCombs et 

al, 1995, p.282). 

While the agenda-setting process in its entirety is complex and includes a variety of 

components, James Dearing and Everett Rogers in their text Agenda Setting (1996), 

consider that the process can be viewed as an interrelationship between the media ag~nda, 

the public agenda, and the policy agenda (p.6). Research on this macro or socio~political 

level focuses on what the media agenda is, who sets it and why, and how media and public 

1 According to Hugh Smith, the nUt!mpt to "control lht: message' was continued in the Senate Inquiry in to the 
event. lie suggest<> that during the lnq uiry, government senators sought answers from defence personnel that 
wou \d bring out a "pattem of behaviour" of asylum seekers, that included threatening children, use of 
violence, acts of se\f-ham1 and sabotage of vessels (2002, [on-line]). See his conference paper 'A Certain 
Maritime lnckknt and Uno:crtain Politicnl Military Relations' (2002). 
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agendas affect decisions on public policy. However, this begs the question of who is 

s-etting the news media's agenda. David Croteau and William Haynes (2000) suggest that a 

number of influences are involved including economic demands from media owners, the 

role of sources and public relations agencies, and the "gate-keeping and professional norms 

of journalism" (p.241 ). Additionally, the role of the government as a primary source for 

news media implicates it, to a certain degree, in determining the media agenda. Graeme 

Turner, in Making it National ( 1994), cites a review by the Electoral and Administrative 

Review Commission in Queensland which analysed the relation..<; hip between the media and 

government by studying how government media releases were used by the media. The 

review found that the media's independence is compromised by an institutional alignment 

with government which discourages the critical treatment of government information. 

Because of this, the public's ability to make informed decisions and judgments on such 

'cultivated' media issues is also compromised (Tumer, \994, p.\48). This was of major 

concern in the Children Overboard event. Indeed, the recent report by the Senate Inquiry 

into Children Overboard concluded that the significance of the event points to "an even 

deeper issue, to the very heart of our democracy - the right of voters to know the truth 

before they vote" (Australian Parliamentary Hansard, 2002, [on-line]). 

The information that a democratic public receives about issues affects how the public 

agenda is formed. An agenda-setting approach attempts to identify who sets the public 

agenda and Croteau and Haynes suggest that evidence "points convin~ingly to the news 

media" (2000, p.241 ). The potentially conflictual nature of .1n issue helps make it 

newsworthy as supporters and opponents of the issue battle it out in the shared 'public 

arena' of the mass media (Dearing & Rogers, \9%, p.2). Therefore, social problems such 

as immigration, asylum-seekers, and national security require coverage in the mass media 

before they can be considered 'public' issues (Dearing & Rogers, 1996, p.2). However, on 

some issues, public concern may be largely preceded by media coverage. Croteau and 

Hoynes suggest that agenda setting may be most pronounced when individuals have no 

direct contact with an issue and thus are dependent on the media for information (2000, 

p.240). 

An example of this is the Tampa incident (200 I), which preceded the Children Overboard 

event by two months. In Jan Ward's analysis of the incident he cites Mike Seccombe of the 
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Sydney Moming Herald, who noted tflat long before Tampa, "the government had begun 

working up a sense of alarm in the community througfl the clever manipulation of the 

media" (in Ward, 2002, p.27). Ward agrees witfl Scccombe and suggests that the Howard 

government's media office "constructed a debate about queue jumpers and illegal 

immigrant~ who posed a threat to the integrity of Australia's border~; a threat requiring 

border protection", hence making refugees "appear a threat, rather than a tragedy" (2002, 

p.27.28).6 In some case then, agenda setting can be an emotional reaction to certain trigger 

events which, like Tampa and Children Overboard, have value because they can be used to 

political advantage (Dearing & Rogers, 1996, p.91).7 From Ward's analysis of the Tampa 

incident, it was evident that the media representation of similar news issues could have 

influence on public opinion. Hence, the government saw the value of framing such an 

incident in a certain way, repeating the practice in the shaping of the Children Overboard 

narrative. 

I have argued so far that the issues and identities presented in the news are not simply a 

reflection of reality. Instead it refers to a process of identification and selection of stories 

(agenda-setting) in which some events receive large amounts of media attention, while 

others do not. The events that are noticed tend to be presented in a particular manner, 

which puts forward the agenda of certain authorities, institutions, or individuals. In doing 

so, they remind societies to renew their commitments to established values, offices, or 

persons, which may reinforce an existing social and moral order (Dayan & Katz, 1994, 

p.l47). Media events then, can be seen as agenda·setting tools and I consider the Children 

Overboard event to play a similar role. 

Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz in their text Media Events: the live broadcasting of history, 

coined the term 'media event' to describe televised news or historic occasions, mostly 

occasions of state, including large contests of politics and sports, "charismatic mis~,ions, 

h Ward also argues that the lesson from the Tampa incident is that those covering politics need a good 
understa11ding of wedge politics and "the full arsenal of political marketing methods that now shapes 
Australian political combat" (2002, p.2l). He suggests that the mainstream news media coverage of the 
Tampa story failed to recognize at the time how the events were part of a carefully calculated Liberal Party 
strategy to revive its !lagging electoral stocks al~ad of a federal election (Ward, 2002, p.22). 
7 While 'unlawful' immigrants such as asylum-seekers are portrayed as threats by govenunents, the greatest 
numbers of unlawfUl non-citizens at31 December 1998 were from the United Kingdom (10.8%) and the 
United States (8. 7%), sec the 1-1 urn an Righl~ and Equal Opportunity Commissions 200 l publication 'Face the 
Facts'. 

10 



and the rite of passage of the great" (Dayan & Katz, 1994, p. I). The organisers of these 

events are typically public bodies with whom the media cooperate, such as govemments, 

political parties, and international bodies (p.6). Whilst the authors generally refer to 

televised and celebratory' media events, citing examples of Olympic Games and Royal 

Weddings, the same theories could be applied to the Children Overboard event. As agenda­

setting tools media events can focus public opinion, enroll support, and activate debate on a 

given issue (p.l99). As such, the language and discourses of media events in democratic 

societies are instructive, as they are often "persuasive occasions", attempting to enlist mass 

support and loyalty to the society or its government, and its legitimate authority (p.9). 

Media events then, socialise citizens to the political structure of society and they may affect 

public opinion by encouraging or inhibiting the expression of preferences, values or beliefs. 

Furthermore, as cultural perfonnances, media events may symbolically omit social 

elements that stand outside the consensus (p.l99). The way in which the information and 

representation of the Children Overboard event was disseminated via the media and 

sanctioned by the Australian government, suggested that there was a specific political 

outcome in mind. Hence it became a media event. As instructive political tools, the 

discourses of the event gave insight into the cultural and moral values that the Australian 

media and political actors considered the nation to embody. 

John Fiske ( 1994) also considers that all media events are 'discourse events' by questioning 

whether it is possible to "separate media events from non-media events" (Fiske, p.t). He 

suggests that the term 'media event' indicates that in a post-modern world we can no longer 

rely on "a clear distinction between a 'real' event and its mediated representation" (p.7). A 

media event, then, is not a mere representation of what happened, but it has its own reality, 

which Fiske argues is articulated via socially rooted discourse (p. 7). Discourse provides a 

social group with ways of thinking and talking about areas of social experience that are 

central in its life. The struggle over what discourse or discourse event should be recognised 

within a society "is part of the reality of the politics of everyday life" (p.7). Therefore in 

considering ever,ts such as Children Overboard it is useful to analyse what statements were 

made, what were not, who made them and who did not This can be done by studying the 

role of the media in which these statements were circulated (pJ). Fiske suggests that the 
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continuity between event and discourse produce a 'discourse event' or 'media event', not a 

discourse about an event.H 

If all media events are discourse events, then how a news issue such as asylum seekers is 

represented by the media or the government can reveal the discourses involved in those 

issues. In tum, this reflects the values or agendas held by the producers of such images. 

One technique of representation and agenda setting used in news media and politics is 

framing. Involving the use of specific language, symbols, and stereotypes, the selection of 

a frame, or a theme for the story, creates a perspective for thinking about particular issues 

(McCombs, \995, p.295). In his text Media Mythologies, Barry Lowe considers that the 

stereotypes chosen by the media for their representations of social categories can be 

"amplified onto the public in such volume and quantity as to create a consistent and 

plausible image that becomes almost a standard for that type" (1995, p.l44). Further, he 

suggests that the prominence of stereotypical constructions in the media is "a reflection of 

the prominence of stereotyping in social discourse" (p.145). If this is so, then the potential 

impact that negative representations in the national news media may have on minority or 

excluded groups in society is evident (p.85). As such, the news media can play an 

important role in setting the boundaries of public opinion on key issues and constructing 

and reinforcing stereotypes when portraying the Other. 

In their study 'Framing of Asylum Seekers in Dutch Regional Newspapers' (2001), Leen 

D'Haenans and Marie\le De Lange consider specifically how migrant groups are presented 

in news coverage, and whether or not this is a 'distortion of reality'. The concept of agenda 

setting occupies a c~ntral position in their study. They cite several analyses and surveys in 

the Netherlands region, which conclude that in regard to minority groups news coverage 

focuses on con~;picuous incidents and sensational conflicts, thereby creating a generally 

negative image of those groups. Additionally, irrelevant references to nationality, skin 

colour, and religion, were coupled with the use of generalizations, to problematise and 

~White I acknowledge that the Children Overboard event involved "real' peopk, my primary concern is how 
the material event can be viewed us a media/discourse event. Just in the S<>ille way that discourse can translate 
in to material practice, so t01.1 can a tangible 'real' event such us Children Overboard, involving real people, 
tmnslatc into a discourse/media event- a representation. Thus, l consider thnt the Children Overboard event, 
as a "real' event, translated into an ever.! articulating the intcmction bctwet'.n the discourses of family, national 
security, and the Other. 
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dramatise the presence of migrant groups (D'Haenans & De Lange, 2001, p.849). The 

authors suggest that framing is one of a number of techniques the media have employed to 

influence the public, public opinion, and with it, the public agenda (p.849). Each type of 

frame serves a different function, either by defining a problem, diagnosing the causes, 

making moral judgments, nr putting forward solutions (p.850). Subsequently the authors 

recognise five frames which are frequently used: the conflict frame; the human~interest 

fiame; 9 economic consequence frame; morality frame; and responsibility frame (p.850). 

D'Haenans and De Lange suggest that the morality ti"ame adds a religious or moral charge 

to an event or issue either by making a reference to morality or religious tenets, or by 

offering specific social prescriptions about how to behave (200 l, p.850). Emphasis is often 

placed on the personal, emotional side of the event, issue, or problem. In the 

representations of the Children Overboard event, it is the morality frame which is the most 

obvious. For example, the refugees involved in the event are portrayed as inhuman, 

uncivilised, and immoral. Furthermore, the Australian public's fear is personalized by 

retCrcnces to national security and family responsibility in tenns of good/moral citizenship, 

which I expand on in chapter four. While foregrounding the moral value of family and of 

'good' citizenship in Australia, representations of the Children Overboard refugees invoked 

a sense of violence and threat to these values. In comparison to this Australian 'morality' 

and 'goodness', the perceived cultural practices of the people throwing children into the 

ocean were seen as offensive and undeserving of compassion. Thus, the Children 

Overboard event emphasised the refugees' perceived difference from and incompatibility 

with mainstream Australian values (Lowe, 1995, p.\49). Using the Australian Muslim 

community as an example of minority group representation, Lowe argues that their social 

fonnations are portrayed as "extremist and intolerant" and their cultural practices as 

"barbaric and cruel" (Lowe, 1995, p.\50). This was also reflected in comments such as 

'savage' and 'uncivilised' in the Children Overboard dialogue (explored further in the next 

chapter).w In this way, Children Overboard simultaneously 'framed' a 'good' Australian 

citizen and a 'bad' refugee Other. 

9 Reporting news in a human-interest frame is a way to personalize, dramatise and emotionalise news 
(D'Haenans & De Lange, 200\, p.850). 
Jn See also Anna Haebich's (2000) work Broken Circles: I·i·agme/Jiing indig(!nmssfamilies JR00-2000, which 
traces the history of Aboriginal child removal by successive Australian governments. She considers the ways 
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I claim that the language used to articulate the Children Overboard event had a major role 

in framing the people involved and shaping public attitude towards the issues which the 

event highlighted. Language and symbols are very important in communicating values and 

ideologies and certainly an important element in any political campaign. Mungo 

MacCallum, in his essay 'Girt by Sea', suggests that the specific terminology used to 

describe allies and enemies and their ideas, can have "an important bearing on whether 

arguments are accepted or rejected" (2002, p.40). He refers to the Howard government's 

"deliberate recasting" of the asylum seekers from "pitiful victims of circumstances beyond 

their control, to cynical and calculating invaders", as an example of shifting terminology 

(p.41). This 're-casting' was done through a careful manipulation of language. As will be 

shown in the following analysis chapter, the government considered the actions of the 

Children Overboard refugees as "clearly planned and premeditated" (Four Corners, 2002). 

For the Prime Minister specifically, there was something "incompatible between somebody 

who claims to be a refugee and somebody who would throw their own child into the sea" 

(Four Corners, 2002). MacCallum suggests that the government has an aversion to the 

term 'refugee' (2002, p.4). While the term is generally used to describe people forced to 

flee from their homelands as a result of war or disaster and seek refuge in other countries, it 

also has a more precise legal meaning. MacCallum insists that "this of course is the narrow 

definition" used by the Howard government- until a refugee's case is proven through the 

tribunals, those seeking refuge are not 'genuine' refugees (p.4l). Another term, 

'boatpeople', 11 used frequently in the newspaper coverage of Children Overboard, 

describes the manner of arrival of the refugees. However, from the perspective of 

government this term had a disadvantage in that it "included the word people, thus 

admitting the common humanity of the refugees" (p.42). Again, as the Howard 

government perceives it: "it is a matter of common humanity ... Genuine refugees don't 

throw their children overboard" (Radio interview, 2UE, October 2001). 

Peter Mares in his conference paper "Reporting Australia's asylum seeker "crisis"" argues 

that the failure to distinguish between asylum seekers, refugees, and boatpeople means that 

as "profoundly primitive and irredeemably barbaric" (p.\32) and as the "key boundary maker in Australian 
citizenship" (p.\63). 
11 The tenn 'asylum seekers' has largely superseded 'boatpeople' which is both specific and accumte, but also 
implies both dependence and subservience (MacCallum, 2002, p.42). 
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"all are brushed with the same tar of distrust and illegitimacy" (Mares, 2002, p.7). Mares 

proposes that political leaders must shoulder considerable responsibility for this 

generalisation (p. 7). He suggests that when a politician refers to asylum seekers as 

"illegals" or as "queue jumpers" who are "stealing places" from the "most vulnerable" 

refugees, then this language is dispersed through the media and "swiftly becomes common 

currency" (p.8). Furthermore, the use of this language means that people involved are 

"transformed from passive objects of compassion, into untrustworthy actors who provoke a 

sense of fear" which needed to be defended against (p.J ). Seen in terms of Children 

Overboard, the refugees involved were portrayed as a threat to the culture, democracy, and 

security of Australia. 

The representation of Others may also be influenced by the isolated manner in which media 

events such RS Children Overboard are reported in news and current affairs. Audiences 

may interpret the reported incident without sufficient background information to understand 

the full context in which it occurred, and as such, this may reinforce existing social 

misconceptions (Jakubowicz eta!, p.I60). With a lack of information an issue may quickly 

go beyond hard news, to opinion and speculation. This is what is often heard in talk-back 

radio, and seen in editorials, opinion pieces, and letters to the editor. In these media spaces 

the rules of evidence are suspended. What results is the publication of letters to editors 

with title& such as "We don't need them" and "Terrorism at sea". I discuss these letters at 

greater length in the following chapter. Here the "moral indignation is great in describing 

the depths to which the enemy or the Other has descended" (Herman, 1986, p.l77). This 

was seen in responses to the media reportage of unsubstantiated claims of adults throwing 

their own children into the sea- "[they] ought to be condemned". 

The initial stories of the Children Overboard event provided little background information 

or supporting evidence. As such, assumptions and stereotypes were quickly made. 

However, both the Tampa and the Children Overboard stories would have been difficult to 

report because of their geographical remoteness and because the government, especially 

when the Minister of Defence, Peter Reith, exercised tight control over information. 12 

12 Graeme Debell considers that a fonn of censorship was imposed by the refusal to allow reporters onto 
Navy vessels and the channeling of all information through the Defence Ministers' office: "Disinformation 
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Jour1alists were prevented from talking to departmental officials, defence personnel, and 

asylum seekers (Ward, 2002, p.22). Public servants, both military and civilian, were 

threatened with penalties for divulging information, which had no "conceivable bearing on 

national security", but may have been ''politically troublesome" in the lead-up to the federal 

election (MacCallum, 2002, p.59). 

By considering agenda setting theory, it is apparent that media reporting and political 

dialogue can shape public perceptions of refugees and asylum seekers and also has the 

potential to influence policy. Journalists who cover federal poliiics face a powerful army of 

media advisers whose rationale is to "control the political message" (Ward, 2001, p.35). 

Thus, when reporting on events such as Children Overboard, journalists need to remain 

aware of the responsibility which they assume when they report on vulnerable people 

(Mares, 2002, p.l2). The techniques of representation, the verbal and visual imagery used, 

must be considered carefully as the incorrect use of words or insensitive use oftenninology 

can have an effect on the way people are perceived and treated in the community (Mares, 

2002, p.l5). By representing the cultural identities and values of minorities as real and 

potential agents of social disharmony, the government and news media may be seen to 

promote intolerance towards minority groups and affect their acceptance into society. In 

this way, an Australian political and social culture of exclusion is created and reinforced. 

It is my contention that the Children Overboard event, as a media or discourse event, 

focused on articulating difference, which has the effect of assuming and reinforcing 

exclusionary boundaries, both geographical and cultural. Further, the event could be seen 

to justify a particular understandbg of the world in terms of insecurity, fear, and a 

threatening 'Other'. The following chapter presents a selected account of news media 

representations of the Children Overboard event which explicate this rhetoric of fear. This 

language reveals discourses which dominate this event, and which this thesis argues are 

predominantly exclusive, serve dominant social interest, and are "products of the history 

that has secured their domination" (Fiske, 1994, p.5). 

used for political propaganda was passed and the public's right to know suffered". See his conference paper, 
'Ministers, the Media and the Military: Tampa to Children Ovetboard' (2002). 
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CHAPTER2 

THE CHILDREN OVERBOARD EVENT: REPRESENTATIONS AND READINGS 

Several .significant events occurred in the months before the November 10,2001 Australian 

Federal election, including the Tampa incident in August, the terrorist attacks in the United 

States in September, and the Children Overboard event in October. These events 

highlighted anxieties about border control and national security in nations throughout the 

world and intense scrutiny was placed on the treatment and deterrence of asylum seekers 

and illegal immigrants. As a result of the Tampa event, the Australian government passed 

the Border Protection Bill 200 I. This gave Australian authorities the power to redirect (by 

reasonable means or force) any vessel within Australia's territorial sea considered as 

·'prejudicial to the peace, good order or security" of Australia to outside of these designated 

borders (Border Protection Bill, 2001, [on-line]). Thus, not only did these events influence 

Government legislation, but they also h .. dped to set the tone for public and political debate 

during the election campaign. I have chosen to look at the Children Overboard event 

specifically for three reasons. Firstly, like the others I have mentioned, the event 

highlighted anxieties about border control and national security. Secondly, l consider it to 

have also revealed a rhetoric of fear anri exclusion set within the discourse of family. 

Thirdly, the event is highlighted as a case of strategic mis-handling of information by the 

government for political campaign purposes as I outlined in the previous chapter. Here, I 

present a sample of representations in the Australian print ne..-•s media of the Children 

Overboard event. In doing so, I identify the representations which were deployed as part of 

a government agenda to construct the refugees as threats to Australian borders, identities, 

and values. These representations point to the broader discourses of family and nation 

which I believe are articulated through the event. 

As I have previously suggested, the news media are in a position to influence people's 

understanding of the meanings and issues of 'nation'. Specifically referring to the print 

media, Benedict Anderson argues that "nation-ness is virtually inseparable fmm political 

consciousness and the idea of 'nation' is "now nestled firmly in virtually all print­

languages" (1983, p.\23). Anderson considers the role of mass media in the construction 

of an imagined community and as a vehicle for public consciousness, which is crucial to the 
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very existence and continuance of the idea of nation. 13 He specifically refers to the print 

media and its role in connecting an individual to a community when he says: 

The obsolescence of the newspaper on the morrow of its printing creates an 
extraordinary mass ceremony: the almost precisely simultaneous consumption 
('imagining') of the newspaper-as-fiction. This ceremony is performed in silent 
privacy yet at the same time, the reader. observing exact replicas of his own paper 
being consumed by his neighbours and colleagues, is continually reassured that the 
imagined world is visibly rooted in everyday life (p.39). 

My sample analysis of the representation and dialogue of the Children Overboard event has 

focussed on the print media reportage and political comment of the event during the periods 

of81
h- i31

h October, and i 11 -101
h November 2001. The survey covers both national and 

state newspapers. I am interested in the types of discourse and rhetoric that manifested in 

the Children Overboard event. Therefore I include print news articles, letters to the editor, 

and political comment published in the sample newspapers to gain a notion of what 

discourses were circulating in the public, media, and political spheres about the event. 

From my analysis, discourses of family and nation are identified, specifically, the use of the 

family as a metaphor to promote the myth of national identity and security. It is my belief 

that the metaphor allowed for a moral tone to be attached to the story, where the morality of 

the refugees involved is questioned, condemned, and constructed as a threat to the imagined 

values of the Australian nation. The use of this metaphor set an emotional and threatening 

tone to the story, placing the political issue of national security into the discursive space of 

home and family. Although some of the initial newspaper reports identified a link between 

the event and political campaigning, there were no reports during the period I analysed 

which explored the politics behind the government's labelling of the asylum seekers as 

'uncivilised' and 'weak of mind', and therefore as lacking 'moral strength'. 

George Lakoff, in his text Metaphor, Morality, and Politics (1999), suggests that much of 

our social and political reasoning makes use of a system of metaphorical concepts and he 

recognises 'moral strength' as one of the main metaphors used by political parties (p.140). 

13 However, it is not just the print media which has this effect. Radio and television are also crucial for the 
insertion of the 'imagined community' into a simultaneous mode of address. Television specifically has been 
described as a instrument for connecting the family or domestic domain with the national or global village and 
for "sustaining both the image and the reaiity of the national family" '(Morley and Silverstone in Turner, 
1994, p.\46). 

18 



The metaphor of 'moral strength' views the world in terms of a war of good against evil 

and thus "imposes a strict us/them dichotomy" (p.J40). It is the model of the family that 

groups together the metaphors for morality. Lakoff suggests that conservatives share an 

ideal model of what a family should be, which he refers to as the "strict-father model" 

where life is seen as fundamentally difficult and the world as fundamentally dangerous 

(p.145). According to this model it is the father's duty to support the family and protect it 

from evils, both external and internal (p.\46). The father is said to embody the values 

needed to make ones way in the world and to support a family; he is "morally strong, self­

disciplined, frugal. temperate, and restrained" and it is his job to protect and support his 

family, believing that safety comes out of strength (p.\46). What links this family-based 

morality to politics is a common metaphor, what Lakoff terms as the "nation-as-family" in 

which the nation is seen as family, the government as a parent, and the citizens as children 

. (p.148). I explore this metaphor further in chapter four, but for now the following analysis 

identifies this ·value of family' in a selection of news texts and political dialogue from the 

Children Overboard event. 

The Children Overboard event of 7 October, 2001 occurred two days after the Federal 

election was called and at the start of U.S military retaliation against Afghanistan. 

Australian Prime Minister John Howard, Immigration !"viinister Phillip Ruddock. and 

Defence Minister Peter Reith reported to the media that the Australian navy had intercepted 

an Indonesian boat carrying refugees north of Christmas Island. In their public addresses to 

the media, they accused the refugees of throwing their 'children overboard' into the ocean 

in what the Ministers perceived to be an attempt to pressure the crew of an Australian naval 

ship to pick them up and take them to Australia. 

The Immigration Minister's public address on October 7, set a moral tone to the event when 

he announced that, "more disturbingly, a number of children have been thrown overbO<:'.rd, 

again, with the intention of putting us under dure.<;s. I regard this as or.e of the mmt 

disturbing practices I've come across. It was clearly planned and premeditated" (Four 

Corners, 2002). Further, when asked how old the children involved were, the minister 

replied, "I don't have that detail. But\ imagine the sorts of children who would be thrown 

would be those who could be readily lifted and tossed without any objection from them" 

(Four Corners, 2002). Following not far behind on the airwaves was Prime Minister John 
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Howard. At a press conference 2UE reporter Phillip Clarke asked the Prime Minister for 

his reaction to the refugee issue. Clarke put the question to the Prime Minister in the 

context of family and parental respon:;ibility: "Can we tum to the refugee issue? 1 mean I 

was horrified ... ! think every parent would have been ... about the image you had at the 

weekend of boat people throwing their children overboard" (Radio interview, 2UE, 

October, 2001). John Howard's response suggested a binary of good and bad citizenship 

within a family r, ,,.,.,;xt, when he said: 

Well. my reaction was I don't want in Australia people who would throw their own 
c!iildren into the sea, I <.lon't think any Australian <.loes ... There's something, to me, 
incompatible between somebody who claims to be a refugee and somebody who 
would throw their own child into the sea. It offends the natural instinct of 
protection and delivering security and safety to your children (Radio interview, 
2UE, October 2001). 

This quote was then circulated in several news media reports. Howard's statement aligns 

the alleged pract;ce of the refugees with 'bad' nnd 'unnatural' parenting, and a'i a 

consequence they are regarded as incompatible with the government's ideal of Australian 

'goodness' and family. Further, by describing the refugees actions as 'offensive' to natural 

instinct of security, Howard signals a threat to the value of family, and hence, to Australia. 

Most morning newspaper~ on Monday 8111 October ran front-page stories about the Children 

Overboard event (see appendix I), with much information quoted directly from government 

sources and officials from the previous day's press conferences. Only two out of the nine 

newspapers surveyed recognised any link between the incident and political electioneering. 

These included the front-page report of the national newspaper The Australian, with their 

piece "Boat children overboard: Howard hard line become:-; poll focus" (Henderson, 2001, 

p.; ). This report suggested that the asylum seekers "became pawns in the election 

campaign", stating that John Howard "deplored the boatpeople's actions and stood behind 

the Coalition's hanlline determination to keep out illegal refugees - one of the 

Government's chief claims to national leadership and the campaign's main preoccupation" 

(Henderson, 200 I). The Australian Financial Times story "Refugees overshadow ALP" 

reported that the Government's handling of the Tampa incident in August "has won it 

strong public backing and seen it storm to election favouritism. This latest refugee incident 
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