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1 Under the surface 
  
  By occupying Iraq, the United States has played into the hands of its opponents,  
  affirming the story they have been telling to the Muslim world and adding to their aura  
  as true warriors in defense of Islam. America’s image in the Muslim world has never  
  been more battered, and the jihadist claim that the United States seeks to oppress  
  Muslims has never seemed more plausible […] There is, as has so often been said, a  
  war of ideas going on, a battle for hearts and minds (Benjamin & Simon, 2005; xiv) 
 

In this statement, made by former United States National Security Council directors Benjamin 

and Simons, hints can be found of the seemingly bi-polar world which we seem to inhabit 

nowadays. In this world, the ‘Western’ stance reflects at least hints of sentiments of fear for 

(extremist) Muslims, whereas the ‘Muslim’-stance shows to a certain extent dismissal of 

(values of) the ‘non-believing’ Western world. Let me start of by saying that I am deeply 

aware of the problematic binary opposition I present and utilize here, but it is solely used for 

interpretative purposes. However, it remains important to be aware of the workings of this 

generalized opposition, as historian Abu Khalil explains by describing these as inexistent 

monolithic entities: “Though neither the West nor Islam exist as monolithic entities, 

journalists and politicians insist on framing the current situation in these terms” (2002; 18). 

  I am interested in bringing about greater understanding of this increasingly visible 

growing disparity between on the one hand the ‘Muslim’ and on the other hand the ‘non-

Muslim’ world. A way to see this problem metaphorically is to consider it as the top of an 

iceberg. “Since the density of pure water ice is ca. 920 kg/m3, and that of sea water ca. 1025 

kg/m3, typically, around 90% of the volume of an iceberg is under water, and that portion's 

shape can be difficult to surmise from looking at what is visible above the surface” 

(Wikipedia, 2006). As such, it is “the first hint or revelation of something larger or more 

complex” (Random House, 2006). The visible part of the body of ice, in this case the 

increasing divide between the ‘Western’ and the ‘Muslim’ world reflects only a minor 

manifestation or a larger, more complex problem. For this paper, I attempt to dive underwater 

to show how mainstream media can enforce the divide.  

  Even though the records show that there is an overall downward trend of international 

terrorist attacks observable - in the 1980’s there were highs of over 650 attacks yearly while 

2001 saw less than 350 attacks with a relative low number of deaths in comparison with the 

1980’s (Tilly, 2004; 7) - international terrorism nowadays remains heavily or seems to be 

increasingly more publicized in ‘Western’ (and ‘non-Western’) mainstream media than ever 

before. This leads me to explore the workings of mass-medial representation of terrorism.  
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 Framing the concept of terrorism is necessary to be able to analyze what is 

represented. The wide range of definitions of terror and terrorism that have been formulated 

within its discursive field emphasize a variety of focus points such as levels of scale, scope, 

abstraction and/or territory and/of certain groups of actors. Illustratively, a study carried out 

by criminologists Schmid and Jongman in 1988 made an inventory of 109 definitions of the 

term, covering 22 definitional characteristics (1988; 5-6). Generally speaking, a terrorist 

attack can be described by a set of shared characteristics1: 1. it includes violent action or the 

threat of it (Laqueur, 1996; 6), 2. the objective of this violent attack is instilling fear 

(Whittaker, 2003; 3), 3. the motive reflects a political strategy grounded in a political, 

ideological or ethnic struggle (Tilly, 2004; 5), 4. the perpetrators deliberately target civilians 

(Habermas, cited in Borradori, 2003; 34), and 5. the terrorists find legitimation for their 

actions in seeing this as their last resort to draw attention to their cause (Whittaker, 2003; 8).  

 I believe that the performative staging of terrorist attacks are of chief importance for 

understanding the representational processes of terrorism. Sociologist Juergensmeyer 

elaborates on this by seeing terrorist acts as performative acts, by describing them as products 

of an internal logic: “They are dramas designed to have an impact on the several audiences 

that they affect” (2000; 126). The ultimate terrorist performance acts “are carried out […] in a 

way that graphically displays the power of violence – set within grand scenarios of conflict 

and proclamation” (ibid; 170). Throughout all the five categories described above, the 

representation of the terrorist’ performance determines the effectiveness of (gaining attention 

to) the case championed as gets attention in news bulletins across the globe.  

 

2 Ascending discourse analysis  

The methodological precaution of ascending analysis of power, as described by post-

structuralist philosopher Foucault (1980; 99) will serve as one of the underlying basic 

principles for exploring the performative discursive field of terrorism. Throughout this paper, 

discourse is applied as a process of “making meaning” as it is understood by cultural studies 

scholar MacDonald: “a system of communicative practices that are integrally related to wider 

social and cultural practices” (2003; 1). I believe it is useful to conduct an ascending analysis 

of power, instead of a deduction of power. It namely provides focus on the object of study 

without being blinded by the forceful appearance of the topic, its core characteristics and/or 

connected value judgments. By firstly taking the opportunity to take into account some of the 

                                                
1 This enumeration builds upon the research done for an Independent Studies course with professor Milagros 
Riviera, at the National University of Singapore in semester 1 of the academic year 2006-2007.  
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connected apparatuses that are at work, a more ‘distant’, and rational research perspective can 

be employed2.  

  In stead of beginning at the power centre of performative terrorism and researching 

extensions of it, this paper commences with a discussion of several interpretations of 

terrorism out of the broad array of conceptualizations of the term. The following step in the 

ascension of this analysis is establishing understanding of the workings of performative 

action, in the light of terrorism. Subsequently the hegemonic representations that are inserted 

within the discursive field of terrorism within ‘Western’ mainstream media are explored. As 

such, by understanding what Foucault would label as basic levels or “molecular elements of 

society” (1980; 99), the power centre of performing terrorism will be assessed in the 

concluding section.  

 

3 Performative terrorism  

Studying the performance of terrorism or for that matter criminal behavior in its broadest 

sense is something relatively uncommon as criminologist Brown informs us: “Surprisingly, 

while cultural studies and anthropology have been attentive to matters of language, image, 

and iconography, much criminology has tended to regard these aspects as inconveniences”, to 

a certain extent I believe the same holds for the study of terrorism. This can be understood 

when taking into account the origins of both disciplines, “which delineate the emergence of 

the scientific, administrative and bureaucratic norms governing its project within modernity” 

(2003; 41).  

  Performance can embrace a wide range of human behaviors. The performance of 

terrorist action can be grasped by taking it into account from the perspective of cultural 

studies. Schechner for instance defines it as a form of “repetition with a difference”, a 

behavior “which can be repeated, rehearsed, and above all recreated” (cited in Roach, 1995; 

46). More specifically, and in line with how terrorist performances are grasped in this paper is 

the application of the term by theorist of popular culture Hartley: “the concept of performance 

directs the analyst’s attention […] to the formal, rule-governed actions which are appropriate 

to the given performative genre […] it is clear that there are performative protocols in play 

                                                
2 Foucault describes the methodological precaution of ascending analysis of power as follows:  “Starting [...] 
from its infinitesimal mechanisms, which each have their own history, their own trajectory [...], and then see how 
these mechanisms of power have been [...] invested, colonized, utilized, involuted, transformed, displaced, 
extended etc, by ever more general mechanisms and by forms of global domination” (1980, 99). In this paper, 
the infinitesimal mechanisms are the specific mass medial representation of terror, while the general mechanism 
studied here is the growing disparity between the ‘West’ and  ‘the Muslim world’.  
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that require skill and creativity” (Hartley, O’Sullivan, Saunders, Montgomery & Fiske, 1994; 

223). 

I believe that terrorist actions, generally speaking, are performances based on the use 

of certain (stylistic) methods out of a certain, over time established, repertoire. The repertoire 

differs from one terrorist organization to the other. There are rules, or performative protocols, 

that direct the course of (future) action in line with a groups’ earlier attacks. Hamas and 

extremist Jihadist groups differ in motives, however their modus operandi provides 

illustrative examples for this argument. Since spring 1994, the Palestinian Hamas in Israel 

adopted the suicide bombing strategy. Ever since, Hamas terrorist attacks are primarily 

carried out by suicide bombers (Rosaler, 2003; 32). While recent Jihadist attributed bombings 

in Western-Europe focused for instance on the targeting of public transportation systems, as 

on 11 March 2004, 191 people were killed after a series of coordinated bombs on the 

commuter train system of Madrid, Spain and on the 7th of July 2005, 52 people lost their lives 

as a result of a series of suicide bombings of London Underground trains and a double-decker 

bus. As such a terrorist act can be understood as a form of repetition with a difference, the 

difference being the renewal of a wave of fear. 

 This paper will make an attempt to theoretically frame the political strategy of 

performing terrorist attacks by looking at ways it is represented in mainstream ‘Western’ 

media. I hope this - by no means exhaustively - theoretical exploration can serve to illustrate 

the growing intolerance between ‘the Western non Islamic world’ and ‘the Eastern Islamic 

world’ (that is generally attributed to jihadist terror). For explanative purposes, the extreme 

potential of representational mechanisms at play is taken into account, however beforehand I 

understand that these mechanisms cannot possibly explain the complicated situation 

exclusively.   

 

4 Representation 

According to Hartley, representation is a social process, were an abstract ideological concept 

is processed into concrete forms, or signifiers. It is “the social process of making sense within 

all available signifying systems: speech, writing, print, video, film, tape and so on” as such it 

is spread across “different media, and within different discourses” (Hartley et al., 1994; 265). 

This paragraph will focus on how mass media can establish a norm by looking how it can 

hegemonically frame terrorism as deviant, unnatural and unaccountable behavior. My aim is 

to illustrate how within institutionalized, ‘Western’ mass medial settings a certain norm can 

be emphasized and any deviancy from this norm is subsequently subordinated to its general 

narrative flow. By choosing to focus on ‘Western’ mainstream media solely, I have to omit 
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‘non-Western’ (mainstream) representation. It must be noted however that the latter also has 

the same potential mechanisms to work with, as deconstructionist philosopher Derrida states: 

 
Between the two supposed war leaders, the two metonymies, ‘bin Laden’ and ‘Bush’,  
the war of images and of discourses proceeds at an ever quickening pace over the 
airwaves, dissimulating and deflecting more and more quickly the truth that it reveals, 
accelerating the movement that substitutes dissimulation for revelation – and vice 
versa (cited in Borradori, 2002; 124).  

 

I hypothesize that representation reinforces the hegemonic power of the mass media. As such 

I will test the argument Derrida makes when stating that the discourse on terrorism “comes to 

be in a pervasive and overwhelming, hegemonic fashion, accredited in the worlds’ public 

space” (cited in Borradori, 2002; 93).  

  Hegemony, a concept used by Marxists to frame working-class leadership in the time 

of a democratic revolution, was reformulated by political theorist Gramsci in the beginning of 

the 20th century. It is a form of spontaneous consent over a given topic by the general public 

directed by a dominant group (1971; 12). More recently, critical theorists Laclau and Mouffe 

re-conceptualized the term, by emphasizing hegemony as a strategy which enables the 

distillation of a unequivocal ideology form through a contextual and discursive framework. 

They for instance state that “the concept of ‘hegemony’ will emerge precisely in a context 

dominated by the experience of fragmentation and by the indeterminacy of the articulations 

between different struggles and subject positions” (2001; 13).  

  From the perspective of cultural studies, Hartley describes a similar employment of 

the term, which also operates within a discursive context. In this light, hegemony is seen to be 

operative in the sphere of consciousness and representation: “in those studies which seek to 

show how everyday meanings, representations and activities are organized and made sense of 

in such a way as to render the class interest of the dominant ‘bloc’ into an apparently natural, 

inevitable, eternal and hence unarguable general interest, with a claim on everybody […] In 

short, hegemony naturalizes what is historically a class ideology, and renders it into the form 

of common sense” (Hartley et al., 1994; 134). First, I will describe how terrorist performances 

can be naturalized within mainstream media narratives. Subsequently, to understand the social 

constructedness of these narratives better, terrorism is placed within the context of media 

spectacles. Thirdly, ‘Western’ mass medial representation of terrorism is theorized from a 

moral panic perspective.  
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4.1 Neutralizing narratives 

Ultimately, terrorists believe that they can instill their motives and belief systems by carrying 

out their performances in line with the idea that “the street theater of performance violence 

forces those who witness it directly or indirectly into that “consciousness […] that alternative 

view of the world” (Juergensmeyer, 2000; 128). As described above, their performances are 

structured according to a modus operandi, which is based on an established repertoire. This 

modus operandi can be understood as a narrative. The goal of terrorists is thus the 

establishment, by means of a performative narrative, of an alternate consciousness in the 

people that are directly and indirectly affected.  

  I would like to argue that within ‘Western’ mainstream media, this goal is not often 

attained. Oppositional ideologies are namely often neutralized. The naturalization of the 

ideology can be understood when taking into account Jesuit philosopher Certeau’s elaboration 

on our “recited society”, where social life and behavior follows narrative models, reproducing 

copies of stories. Our society, according to Certeau: “is defined by stories, by citations of 

stories, and by the interminable recitation of stories” (1984; 186). These narratives shape 

models for us “and even organize our lives” states communication scholar Asa Berger (2007; 

140). I belief that within the discursive field of the narrative flow of mainstream, ‘Western’ 

mass media, a norm is established and issues or insights in contrast with this norm are 

continuously subordinated and excluded.  

  Interestingly, the terrorists themselves make this possible, by sticking to an 

established modus operandi. People are for instance not sensitive anymore to the suicide-

bombings they see on television, because they have seen them before and they have already 

been incorporated in a model which places them on the right side of the common sensical 

WE:THEM and US:OTHER binary oppositions. I understand these oppositions in line with 

Hartley as “an analytic category from structuralism […] Such binaries are a feature of culture 

not nature; they are products of signifying systems, and function to structure our perceptions 

of the natural and social world into order and meaning” (Hartley et al., 1994; 30). Over time, 

the OTHER or THEM side is constructed as being of no direct importance to the daily 

livelihood of the viewer. At the core of this analysis lays the assumption that media 

phenomena are always constructed, according to Derrida’s description of media 

representation of terrorist attacks: “it is to a large extent conditioned, constituted, if not 

actually constructed, circulated at any rate through the media by means of prodigious techno-

socio-political machine” (cited in Borradori, 2002; 86).  
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  The binary opposition is legitimated, through the norms that are inscribed by the 

“prevailing systems”: “a combination of public opinion, the media, the rhetoric of politicians 

and the presumed authority of all those, who, through various mechanisms, speak or are 

allowed to speak in the public space” (ibid; 93). Images shown are supposed to represent the 

truth, as viewers take for granted what they see, under the heading of ‘seeing is believing’. 

Messages are ideologically closed, by comments made by ‘authoritative figures’, to keep this 

binary opposition in tact. In addition to projecting terrorists as insignificant others, the impact 

of their action is downplayed by the mediated repetition of the terrorist narrative “protects by 

neutralizing, deadening, distancing a traumatism” (ibid; 87). Besides neutralizing terrorist 

narratives through repetition and ideological closure, the framing of it within entertainment 

and more specifically filmic spectacles formats, further minimizes its (perceived) 

significance.� 

 

4.2 Media spectacles 

Although the mainstream corporate media are vilified as ‘liberal’ by the right-wing  
attack machine, in fact, mainstream journalists are easily intimidated when the right-
wing army e-mails, calls, writes, and harasses any corporate media source that goes 
too far in criticizing the Bush-Cheney regime. The mainstream corporate media are 
largely subservient to corporate interests, following the sensation of the moment, and 
rarely engage in the sort of investigative journalism that was once the ideal and now 
takes place largely in the alternative sphere (Kellner, 2005; xi).  

 

Terrorists perform acts of violence to spread fear in a wide audience as a form of a political 

strategy. However, as sociologist Altheide describes, the discourse of fear has changed 

radically through the impact of mass media and popular culture on everyday life. In the 

representation of “worst-case scenarios”, which are actually rationally seen very “atypical 

occurrences”, the changing discourse of fear “became a key perspective for selecting, 

organizing and presenting materials that were consistent with the entertainment formats of 

popular culture” (2006; 242-243). Fear, when projected in the mainstream media as a media 

spectacle, can become absorbed in the more general narrative of entertainment and formats of 

entertainment. 

  People in the ‘Western’ world potentially predominantly perceive terrorist attacks as 

media spectacles (framed in an entertainment format). But what does this mean, apart from 

not being sensitive to the violence and bloodshed? Marxist philosopher Debord wrote about 

the permeation of society by media spectacles. He believed that “in societies dominated by 

modern conditions of production, life is presented as an immense accumulation of spectacles. 

Everything that was directly lived has receded into a representation” (2006). Of main interest 
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for grasping (workings of) representing terrorist attacks as media spectacles is Debord’s 

notion that direct relationships between people can be overthrown by the insertion of images. 

This way, people engage in relationships with commodities: the images projected by the 

mainstream media. The spectacle, is namely not only a collection of images but “rather, it is a 

social relationship between people that is mediated by images” (2006). The images are 

perceived as “real beings”, influencing behavior, by making it a tendency “to make one see 

the world by means of various specialized mediations” (Debord, cited in Kellner, 2005; 1).  

  In the case of ‘Western’ mainstream representation of terrorism, I believe that an 

emphasis on for instance showing car- or suicide bombings as filmic spectacles ‘following the 

sensation of the moment’ leads to a dissolution of (meanings and) means for the public to 

directly relate to the affected people, the political situation and/or the underlying structural 

problems that lead up to the event. It meets the expectation of the public. As post-structuralist 

philosopher Baudrillard puts it, they “propagate the brutal fascination of the terrorist act” 

(1983; 106). Paradoxically, live, real-life, on the spot coverage showing explosions, chaos and 

traumatized people moves these happenings away from the real-life perceptional situation of 

the recipient. The recipient may (unwarily) choose to relate the viewing with narratives of 

‘entertaining terror’ (s)he is familiar with: Hollywood blockbuster movie plots with horror, 

violence, chaos and trauma’s. These plots meet the seemingly widespread public demand for 

violent images. However, according to Baudrillard “simultaneously, in the most total 

ambiguity,” […] the media are made the vehicle of the moral condemnation of terrorism and 

to the exploitation of fear for political ends” (ibid.). The notion of moral panics can help 

illustrate and understand this ambiguity.  

 

4.3 Moral panic 

Moral panic is a principle that offers insight into how moral condemnation takes place. In the 

case of a moral panic actuality is distorted and a mass-medial framed moral panic breaks out. 

In the 1970’s, under the heading of “moral panic” criminologist Cohen studied folk devils 

such as football hooligans, skinheads and punks. He coined the term moral panic and defined 

it as a  

 A condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined as a  
  threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized and   
  stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are manned by editors,  
  bishops,  politicians and other right-thinking people; socially accredited experts  
  pronounce their diagnoses and solutions, ways of coping are evolved (or more often)  
  resorted to; the condition then disappears, submerges or deteriorates and becomes  
  visible” (Cohen, 1987; 9)  
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  A better understanding of (a kind of agenda setting functioning of) representation in 

news broadcasting, ‘as it is happening’, ‘live’ and ‘on the spot’, can be helpful to grasp the 

rise of terrorism as a moral panic. Communication theorists McCombs and Shaw state that the 

media act as gatekeepers to information by insisting that “In choosing and displaying news, 

editors, newsroom staff, and broadcasters play an important part in shaping political reality” 

(1972; 176). In addition to this, McCombs adds that “occasionally, our total behavior is 

instantly and completely dictated by the news” (1994; 25). This is the case in the event of a 

mass media mediated, or possibly even a mass media initiated moral panic.  

  The device of “actuality” as described by Hartley can be used to illustrate this 

phenomenon. Actuality can be seen as a key mechanism to naturalize a meaning “in 

producing ideological closure, by anchoring the preferred reading on the apparently 

unarguable facts of the event-as-filmed”: 

 
Actuality is presented as self-evident; the production processes are rarely shown, so   
that viewers are encouraged to make sense of the footage in terms of the event, and not 
of the way it is represented. However, actuality rarely appears on the screen without an 
accompanying commentary (Hartley, 1994; 5-6)  

 

 The preferred reading in a newsreel on terrorism - for instance by a so-called expert 

analysis - can be raising fear by emphasizing on certain behavior of a group, in stead of 

shaping awareness on the situation leading up to that specific behavior. By stereotypically 

putting the emphasis on the stylized distinctiveness or the otherness of the other, it can initiate 

a feeling of hostility toward the acting terrorist group3, leading up to a consensual agreement 

that danger posed by the other is serious. By doing so, and by maybe institutionalizing it 

further, it may eventually blow up to disproportional proportions. These five dangers I 

mentioned correspond with the five indicators of moral panic as defined by sociologists 

Goode & Ben-Yehuda: concern, hostility, consensus, disproportionality and 

volatility/institutionalization (2005; 51-56).  

 In sum it showed that when understanding representation as a social process, the  

signifiers can be discursively constructed as both neutralizing narratives, media spectacles and 

moral panics, thereby a preferred reading can be emphasized in the message offered to the 

audience.  

 

                                                
3 This was for instance evident when after the 9/11 attacks, George W. Bush used “the word ‘evil’ five times in 
his first public statement on the September 11 terrorist assaults and repeatedly portraying the conflict as a war in 
which the United States was going to eradicate evil from the world” and “to smoke out and pursue […] evil-
doers, those barbaric people” (Kellner, 2005; 31).  
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5 Conclusions  
 
By looking at ‘Western’ mass medial representation of jihadist terrorism, I dove under the 

surface to have an exploratory look at the massive body of ice that was connected to the top of 

the iceberg: the growing disparity between ‘the Western non Islamic world’ and ‘the Eastern 

Islamic world’ caused by Jihadist terror. Even though, according to Tilly (2004; 7), history 

shows that there is an overall downward trend of international terrorist attacks observable, 

terrorism remains and is maybe even increasingly publicized in ‘Western’ mainstream media. 

To frame representation of terrorism, this paper briefly introduced several key characteristics 

of terrorism. By analyzing terrorism as a discursively constructed performance through an 

ascending analysis of power as described by Foucault (1980; 99), I aimed to gain better 

understanding of one of the reasons of the general mechanism at play: the distancing of  the 

‘Muslim’ and the ‘non-Muslim’ world.  

  Fundamental for this study was the understanding of terrorism as that its political 

strategy rests on the use of certain (stylistic) methods out of a certain, over time established, 

repertoire. The repertoire consequently becomes narrated by the ‘Western’ mainstream media, 

in a distinctive way. This was the object of study, which I addressed by looking at 

representation of terrorism. I understood mass-medial representation in the light of specific 

norm-setting narratives - established by ‘Western’ mainstream media - by taking it into 

account as a force of hegemony. Important to keep mind here is the fact that ‘non-Western’ 

mainstream media apparatuses will have the same kind of hegemonic power, however, these 

are not addressed in this paper. The conceptualization of hegemony applied throughout this 

paper is based on definitions by Gramsci (1971; 12), Laclau and Mouffe (2001; 13) and 

Hartley (Hartley et al., 1994; 134). In short, it is seen as a form of discursively constructed 

unequivocal consent over a topic by the general public, directed by a dominant group. It 

works in the sphere of consciousness, neutralizing the interests of dominant groups by turning 

them into the common sense of the general public. By looking at hegemonic representation in 

terms of neutralizing narrative forces, media spectacles and moral panics more understanding 

on the mainstream framing of terrorism as on the one hand something spectacular but 

superficial and on the other hand as deviant, unnatural and unaccountable behavior was 

brought about.  

  Firstly, the mass medial neutralization of terrorist performances was taking into 

account by addressing it from a deconstructionist perspective as described by Derrida (cited in 

Borradori, 2002; 86). The general goal of terrorists can be described as the instilment of their 

consciousness on a wider audience. However, an oppositional ideology can be easily 
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neutralized by being incorporated within the more general media narratives. In line with 

Certeau (1984; 186) and Asa Berger (2007; 140) who state that the ‘Western’ world is 

respectively a recited society with a strong organizing power, I believe  terrorist’ ideologies 

can be easily neutralized. Social life and behavior namely follows narrative models, which are 

reproductions of copies of earlier established stories, and as such subordinate views can be 

rejected or excluded.  

 This takes place through what Derrida labels as the prevailing systems (cited in 

Borradori, 2002; 93). Interestingly, it showed that the terrorist themselves make this possible, 

by sticking to an established modus operandi. Their actions have already been incorporated in 

a model which places them on the right side of the common sensical WE:THEM and 

US:OTHER binary oppositions. Broadcasted images with authoritative comments keep this 

binary opposition in place. In addition to projecting terrorists as insignificant others, the 

impact of their action is also downplayed by the deadening mediated repetition of the terrorist 

narrative.  

  Approaching mainstream media utterances on terrorism as media spectacles, it showed 

that a specific norm can be established by ideologically closing them in a certain way. The 

media message, when being incorporated within the general flow of entertaining media 

messages, denies recipients access to contextual backgrounds that could underlie the visual 

filmic spectacle. The public demand for violent actions is met and it is in addition to this 

exploited for political needs when taking these signifying systems into account as the 

architects of a moral panic. Moral panics distort actuality, and can also act as a neutralizing 

hegemonic force by framing terrorism as unaccountable behavior. In sum it showed that the 

‘Western’ mainstream media provides a certain impression of terrorist performances which is 

according to Derrida “informed, in both senses of the word: a predominant system gave it 

form, and this form then gets run through an organized information machine (language, 

communication, rhetoric, image, media and so on) (cited in Borradori, 2002; 89).  

  The binary opposition, established in mainstream media created a deep divide between 

the ‘West’ and the ‘non-West’. However as Derrida suggests, “One can condemn 

unconditionally certain acts of terrorism without having to ignore the situation that might 

have brought them about or even legitimated them” (cited in Borradori, 2002; 107).  

By citing Kellner, at the beginning of paragraph 4.2, who believes journalism follows the 

sensation of the moment (2005; xi) I wanted to illustrate that the mass-mediated broadcasting 

which tends to ignore contextual background information of terrorism can lead to a 

dissolution of meanings and thus means for the public to directly relate to the affected people, 



 13 

the political situation and/or the underlying structural problems that lead up to the event. 

Kellner suggested that the alternative sphere is able to present this information to the public 

(ibid).    

  However, partly in line with the ambiguous functioning of the media as highlighted by 

Baudrillard (1983; 106), I think contextual information and the significance of terrorist 

attacks and violence will always be and is also quite necessary downplayed by the mass 

media, be it through neutralization, presenting it as a media spectacle, or stereotyping it as a 

moral panic, because the mass media have their gatekeepers role to fulfill. In other words, if 

television viewers were asked to take into account all the terrorism or for that matter all the 

violence, injustice and deprivation in the world, its reasons and its consequences on a daily 

base, they would feel terribly burdened and would switch channels instantaneously.  
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